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P R E F A C E
I+ w as not the original design of the author to offer the
follow ing w o rk to th e public. It w as undertaken w ith

th e vView to note h is o w n opinions, and such facts, derived

from reading and reflection, as w ere deem ed dem onstra -
tiv e o f a general tendency to a m ore ready belief in th e
incom prehensible and th e m arvelous, rather th an in p he
nom ena susceptible of explanation by reason, aided by a
disciplined ex ercise o f th e subordinate senses. S ubse
guently, how ever, it occurred to h im th at their dissem ina-
tion m ight possibly h ave som e in fluence in leading to an
analytical exam ination of various popular errors em anating
from th is source, w hich h ave been m ost detrim ental to h u
m an progress, and h ave essentially retarded m ankind in
th eir efforts to acgqguire th e greatest hapapiness o f w hich
th eir nature is susceptible

I'f such should be the result, (though but in a sm all de -
gree,) itis confidently believed th at m uch w ill be effected
tow ard th e eradication of evils originating from credulity
and superstition. T here is little doubt that th e b aleful
errors originating from th e se SO0 urces h ave m ainly b een
perpetuated by tradition al authority, or the habitual gqgu.i-
escence in w hich th e m ind is to o prone to indulge, w hen
th e various external phenom ena are presented for its con -
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4 PREFACE.

tem ptation and reception H and, therefore, th at a tte n tion
to th e ir de form ity is only required for th e ir correction

T h e author h as not the arrogance to claim , th at he is
presenting a m ass of o rigin a/l view s to th o s e w h o h ave
read or thoughtextensively on the subijects considered. It
h as been h is princip al design to present, in a succinct
form , opinions and m any im portantfacts dispersed through
a variety of volum es, w hich a m a jority o f s ociety either
w ant the le isure or interest to peruse H but w ho, notw ith -
standing, have a personal intere st th at errors perpetuated
by such in atte ntion, and w h ic h are m o st detrim e ntall to
th e ir w e lfare, s h ould b e corrected, and th ereby their e vils

becom e d issipated

It has been the author's obiject to a llude to th e m e n tal

origin of the various popular superstitions that have e X

tensively prevailed am ong m an kind at different periods,
and b rie fly to illu s tra te th e p hysiological and m e ntal in
fluences by w hich th ey have been fostered and strength
ened— o ften to such a degree as to assum e th e d ire c tion
of popular belief and th e general sentim ent of m ankind

d uring th e ir usurpations

A Ith o ugh the several subijects discussed have been ably

investigated by various w rite rs, it is not w ith in th e au

th or's knowledge, that the different form s o f credulity and

superstition o f w h ic h h e tre ats, have been presented in
connection, accom panied by a reference to th e p hysiolo
g ic a |l and p athological p rincip le s upon w h ic h th ey are
m anife s tly dependent. It is tru e th at the p hysical origin
of m ental delusion h as been repeated.]Ily investigated ; b ut
it has, generally, been in a m anner too m e taphysical to
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PREFACE. 5

be readily com prehended by all, and, as before rem arked,
to o form id able from extentto adm it ofready access by the
p ub lic genervally. H e th erefore hopes, by the publication
o f this m anual, to present th e outlines o f the subiject in
such accessible form as m ay invite perusal, and thereby
incite som e to a furth er investigation of truth s, upon a
correct understanding o f w h ic h , it is conceived, refined
civiliz aiion can alone be based

It w as th e w is h o f th e author s o to popularize h is
tre a tis e , by e n tire ly e xcluding te chnical language, as to
render it m ore re adily in te Ilig ib le to every reader. B ut
as it has been his design to tra c e th e errors, orig in ating
in th e subijects discussed, to th e ir p hysiological and pa-
th ological origin, he has been com pelled, occasionally, to

resort to the use of the te c hnicalities o f science,w ith the

view as w e |l to abridge in d ic tio n as to fa cilita te th e ob -
je c t contem plated. H e w ould, therefore, present this as
an apology to th e non-professional reader for th e occa
sion al re ference to , and introduction o f th e s e . It is ,
however, hoped th at the present liberal dissem ination o f
p hysiological and other sciences, w ith th e explanations
generally given in connection w ith their use, w ill in som e
degree obviate th e d iffic u ltie s w h ic h h e is aw are m u st
arise from th e ir em ploym ent.

W ith o ut pretensions to lite ra ry m e rit in its structure,
th e w o rk is respectfully subm itted to th e public, by the

A U TH O R

G reenfield H ill, September 4th, 1849.
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PHILOSOPHY

o F
C R E D U L ITY A N D S U P E R S TIT IO N
S E C T 1 O N I
M ental O rigin of Credulity and Superstition, and its

Influence on A ncient Society.

T h e rem ark of L ord B acon, that “ it w ere
b etter to h ave n o opinion o f G od at all, th an
such opinion as is unw orthy of H im ,” s m o st
appropriate Tn its application to th e various
superstitious b eliefs th at h ave, and still, in a
degree, sw ay m ankind; for superstition im plies
such extravagant notions regarding th e char-
acter o f D eity , th at its ration al contem p la
tion is irreconcilable w ith such conceptions
form ed of the A uthor of the universe, as are
derived from a survey of its structure.

O n th e contrary, su ch is th e in fluence o f
th ese b eliefs on th e m ind, th at th ey not only
cause th e character of the in fin itely w ise and
rational In telligence th ere delineated, to b e
graduated by a standard derived from ordi-
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10 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

nary human attributes, but they often degrade
such Being, by attributing to his character
qualities like those presented from a survey
of human nature in its most repulsive m ani-
festations.

If such are the facts furnished from an ob-
servation of the effects of credulity and super-
stition, it is m anifest that the moral and social,
as well as the religious interests of man, require
that their true nature should be represented in
such a form , that the =evils arising therefrom
may be exposed, and, if possible, obliterated.

That man is by nature a credulous being,
requires but the proofs w hich history furnishes
of his race in all the conditions in w hich he
is noticed by that record.

T hat he is likew ise superstitions, and prone

to allow an undue influence to the im agina-

tion and the passions, is equally manifest from
observation o f his character, w hether pre-
sented in a state of barbarism or of civiliza-
tion .

T he universal prevalence of these propen-
sities, conclusively shows that, instead o f
being foreign and accidental m anifesta-
tions, they are indebted for their existence to
the original structure of the mind itself. It
w ill therefore appear, that however diverse
m ay be the character of superstition and cre-

dulity, to com parison with legitim ate m ental
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION, 11

deduction, still each must have received an
origin from the natural tendency and associa-
tions which result from the mental organiza-
tion. But as the former, so often fraught with
evils to mankind, can not reasonably be im
puted to the D ivine economy in furnishing
endowments to man, they must necessarily be
explained by viewing them as perverted ope-
rations of som e of the elem entary principles of
the mind, which were, no doubt, designed by
the Creator to elevate man to the exalted po-
sition in the universe for which he was mani-
festly introduced into being.

In a survey of human character, in connec-

tion w ith the mental faculties, we shall find
that all its m anifestations derive their origin
from, and are dependent wupon, specific ele -
ments of the mind; and that, however great
the diversity exhibited in hum an character,

it is to be referred to a varied operation of
a few elementary principles, constituting the
entire mental organization.

M an is so constituted that he is by nature a
social being. H ence a large portion of his
happiness is made dependent upon his asso-
ciation with his fellow man in society. H e
would be unable to attain this boon of the so-
cial state, were he not endowed with the dis-
position to repose confidence in his fellow
man, with whom he is necessarily associated

in his various relations.
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12 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

Disruptions of society must occur from the
antagonistic character of its elem ents, and its
existence would inevitably be but a state of
destructive conflict, were man not endowed
w ith faculties for its m aintenance. T he hap-
piness which he derives from the social state
would be annihilated, and even governments
could not be sustained, was he not by nature
gifted w ith an inclination to confide in his fel-
low beings. Such must inevitably have been
his gloomy condition, had the mind been with -
out those elementary constituents w hich ori-
ginate the social affinities, and prompt to a
sym pathetic am algam ation and confidence in
the mental affection of its associates.

M an, by nature, is endowed with an eager
propensity for novelty, and an ardent desire to
acquire a knowledge of his external relations
in the varied conditions of his existence. A s
a result of its exercise, his social and physical
relations become extended and ameliorated,
and he is enabled to protect him selfagainst the
hostile agencies by which he is surrounded.

N ot content with the knowledge acquired
by the investigation of the im m ediate objects
of sense, this passion for the novel and singu -
lar, influences the mind to pass beyond these,
and to attem pt a discovery of the character,
as well of objects concealed in the rem ote

recesses of infinite space, as of that of the
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

invisible agencies w hich lie is conscious

in perpetual operation around him

T he conclusions of reason regarding

A rchitect of nature, have unquestionably

tributed essential aid in the construction

the vague notions which superstition presents,

relative to his character and attributes;
therefore reason has, in a large degree,

instrum ental in effecting a degradation

m ental faculties, w hich it was its legitim ate

office to elevate and ennoble.

lu its contem plation of the works of

ture, natural reason has ever detected, through -

out their entire structure, the most m anifest

evidence of a wise designing Architect, w hose

attributes, from their vast extent, baffled

power ofcomprehension. From a reluctance,

however, to abandon a research into the

ture of a Beinii whose existence is there

m anifestly dem onstrated, notw ithstanding

inadequate powers, it has ever been inclined

through the promptings of its natural
gance and inguisitiveness, to estim ate

define the character and attributes of

exalted Intelligence, by a standard furnished

by observation on the character of the Ilim
intelligences with w hich it was familiar.
A's might be rationally presumed, from

estim ate of the insufficient data on w hich

conclusions were based, unaided reason
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14 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

ever depicted the character of the Creative
Intelligence with the im perfections incident to
hum an nature; and thus, instead of bestow ing
due homage on the great First C ause, has
rendered its adorations to the factitious etch -
ings of its own conception.

H ence it will be found, that among the va-
rious tribes and communities of man, unen-
lightened by revelation, the respective im
aginative divinities w hich they worship, have
ever been represented as possessing endow
ments bearing a sim ilitude to ordinary hu-
m an nature, and with a character and attributes
varying in correspondence writh the national
public sentiment of each com m unity ; w ith
the distinction, m ainly, that such divinities
have been depicted with powers greatly en-
hanced over their hum an prototypes, and
generally of a capriciousness of affections
bearing a relation w ith their superior abil-
ity for gratification. P ossessing, therefore,

such peculiar structure, and holding a posi”®

tion in the universe amid such subtle influ-
ences as are presented in the operation o f
the natural laws, which the senses are totally
inadequate to define, it might be expected

that the mind, when injudiciously abandoning
its legitim ate province, without an extra-natu-
ral light, like that of revelation, should be ship-
w recked am id the errors into w hich it m ust

in such a condition be plunged.
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION. 15

Such, it s conceived, are the principal
mental influences w hich have been instru -
m ental in leading the mind to a degradation
of its own innate capabilities, and caused a

depreciation of the standard of human na-
ture, which, under a more auspicious direc-
tion, might have been in an uninterrupted
progress of elevation.

T hese elem entary affections of the mind, es-
sential alike to m aintain the social and progres-
sive state of man, when subservient to a duly
disciplined reason, are most effective in the
elevation of human character. But through
an unfortunate perversion of their objects it is
unquestionable, that the sam e original tenden -
cies have been productive of that morbid
credulity and superstition w hich have ever
depressed the intellect of man, and been pro-
ductive of a large portion of the woes and
evils which his race has endured.

All assem blages of man in society, w hether
savage or civilized, have ever been more or
less victim s to credences which derive no sup-
port from the legitim ate conclusions of the rea-
soning faculty; nor are they even sustained by
evidence afforded by the unbiased operation of
the senses. Such credences, being deductions
from data w hich have not been sufficiently
subjected to the scrutiny of the senses, are too

apt to assume the guidance of the conduct of
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16 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

their devotees, by the influence of the erro-
neous standards w hich they furnish; and
hence, to mould the character in accordance
w ith the false basis which has been assumed.

T hat propensity of the mind w hich leads
it to an investigation of its external relations,
em barrassed by the inability of reason to ex-
plain all the m ysterious phenom ena w ith
w hich it is connected in the wuniverse around
it, such as those of electricity, affinity, gravi-
tation, earthquakes, & c., has caused it to attri-
bute such to the agency of invisible personali-
ties with w hich its destinies were intim ately
connected, and upon which it was dependent
for a large portion of the happiness w hich it
enjoys, or the misery w hich it suffers.

It is to be presumed, that during the suc-
cessive periods of the wexistence of the hu -
man race, the notions of the untaught mind
regarding its external relations, have been
extremely crude and indefinite, and that the
character of its views regarding these would
be such as the passions, influenced by a pro-
lific im agination, would create. T he char-
acter of the human m ind has doubtless ever
possessed a uniform ity in the entire species,
and it is a legitim ate presum ption, that the in -
fluences derived from external agencies would
be attended with a uniform ity of results in

every period of the history of the raco. It is
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION . 17

therefore presumable, that the mind, in its un -
cultivated state, from such sim ilarity of im
pressions from without, should be inspired to
a uniform ity of conclusions, and that similar
opinions and system s would result from a con -
tem plation of external nature.

It is probable, that in all periods of the
earth’s existence in its present form , the va-

rious causes of phenomena now m anifested

W ere in active operation; and that such phe-
nom ena have been, in different degrees, ex-
hibited to man in every condition in w hich
his race has been found since its origin. In -
deed, it is geologically shown, (hat many of

the most potent agencies of nature have been
in much greater activity than at the present
period. T he numerous extinct volcanoes
discovered in every country, the visible and
historic disruptions of the earth’s surface, and

the upheavings of mountains and islands, show

conclusively, that subterranean fires have dis-
played an energy in ancient periods, com
pared with w hich, their action at the present
tim e gives but a pigmy representation. Con -

sequently, therefore, their attendant phenom
ena,— earthguakes, meteoric displays, and ter-
restrial concussions,— must have inspired the
ancient spectator with terrific sensations far
superior to sim ilar displays now witnessed. It

is easy to conceive, that in the absence of a
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18 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

science to investigate the causes of such phe-
nomena, the minds of men must have been
inspired with the extremes of aw e, super-
stitious dread, and apprehension; and that
they would naturally be constrained to im pute
to the most terrific invisible agencies, effects
so m anifest and S0 disproportionate to the
action ofthe physical forces with w hich they
were familiar.

N o explanation would be so readily sug-

gested, aud so accordant with the excited im

agination, as that which should refer such
m anifestation of force to powerful dem ons,
w h o invisibly sported w ith the destinies of

man, and held control of the elem ents around
them

E ntertaining such belief, derived from such
m anifest display of super-hum an power, it
would naturally follow, that minor phenome-
na, and even the mental and moral exhibitions,
should be referred to the same, or to inferior
agents, who invisibly influenced the organic
structure, as well as the elem ents upon w hich
it was dependent.

I1f, as has been premised, such crude deduc-
tions are referable to an elem entary structure
ofthe mind, it is to be presumed, that in the
infancy of the hum an race, and in all sub-
sequent societies deprived of the aids afforded

by a scientific knowledge of terrestrial phe-
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION. 19

nomena, credulity, and the most absurd su -
perstition should abound, to a degree, that
the character of individuals and com m unities
should receive an im press accordant with the
fallacious system s w hich they originate.

I'W ith a mind, like that of man, too im
becile to define its true position in the uni-
verse, yet prone to speculate upon, and to
generalize the most intricate phenomena pre-
sented to its observation, it is not surprising
that the fictions of the im agination, in its un-
tutored state, should be em braced as realities,
and that the happiness of entire com m unities
sJiould be m aterially affected by the delusive
system s w hich were embraced.

Y et notw ithstanding the im perfections inci-
dent to the human mind, few would be the
evils em anating therefrom , was reason allowed
its legitim ate sway in the analysis of the im
pressions derived from the objects of sense;
or, at least, w as it perm itted to direct the ap-

plication of the available sciences which have

been cultivated in all civilized com m unities.

It has been presumed, that credulity and
superstition are the edementary products
of the human mind, influenced by exterior
causes by which it is surrounded. But such

would necessarily be the indefinite character
of the original mental im pulse, that little would

result from its effects upon the sim ple and the
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20 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

ignorant, but a vague im pression of terror and
apprehension, inspired by a sense of proxim ity
w ith active and powerful agents, w hose affec-
tions towards them , they were incapable of
defining, j

T he general prevalence, popularity, and
influence of magic, in the civilized states of

antiquity, renders it extremely probable, that

it was the most effectual instrument by w hich
the people were governed, and by which,
in a great degree, their national tranquility

and power were sustained.

It is not to be presumed, that in this, the
palmy period of magic, its import, like the
modern acceptation of the term , was that of a
low and vulgar art. Its history, as exhibited
in Egypt, Persia, and G reece, and likewise in
their predecessor and cotem porary nations,
w here it existed, would indicate that it was a
name w hich em braced m ost of the natural
and religious sciences of which they could
boast; and that its professors, instead of being
contem ned like the modern juggler, were of
no less distinguished consideration, than are
m en of em inent scientific attainm ents at the

present period.

H ence in Egypt, will be found its king as-
sem bling his court m agicians, to vie w ith
M oses in the m iracles w hich h e wWrought.

T he Persian magi were among the most im
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION. 21

portant actors in m atters relating to the state,
as w ell as religion. In G reece, lik ew ise,
m agic held em inent sway in their conduct of
m atters of <civil government, as well as their
religious cerem onies, under the direction of

their priests, soothsayers, and oracular respon -

ses. Indeed, it is probable that the most of an -
cient science was concealed within the vail of
m agic; and that its sublime results were prin-

cipally presented to the vulgar, as dem onstra-
tions of the will of their deities, w hose terrible
attributes and interested regards it was de-

signed to represent to them

From such view it will appear, that ancient
m agic and natural science were but synony-
mous appellations; and that the former pre-

sents a form idable aspect, only by the ob -
scurity and m ystery through which its facts
were demonstrated to the multitude, ignorant
of the artifices em ployed.

y T here can be but little doubt, that the char-
acter w hich the diverse system s of superstition
have assum ed among the various tribes o f
m ankind, has been m odeled by the devices of

the crafty and intelligent,w ho from observation

on the human character, as well as the causes
of active external phenomena, were led to
cherish and system atize a delusion, in w hich
they beheld an instrum entality for effecting

their selfish and am bitious aspirations,

3
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22 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

H ence, by the exercise of magic, the rare
and singular m anifestations of the natural
laws, and doubtless m any scientific experi-
ments of an im pressive character, were exhib-
ited to the ignorant multitude, as miracles
and prodigies, significant that a divinity w as
the spectator and im m ediate rewarder of their
actions.

From such sources, doubtless, em anated
the system s of theology w hich have ever held
in abject servitude the rude portions of m an;
all of which, on analysis, will be found to
exhibit the devices of crafty inventors, adapt-
ed to the accom plishment of their designed
usurpations. Such analysis will likew ise show,
that both nature and art have been assidu -
ously investigated, with the object of deriving
agencies to render their system s com plicated
and im penetrable, and to render m ystical a
texture, whose power alone was derived from
its incom prehensibility.

N ot content with the proofs which these
devised system s of theology derived from the
more manifest operations of the natural law s,
such as earthquakes, meteors, volcanic erup-
tions, and thunder storm s, their inventors have
not failed to adduce the less im posing, and the
apparently erratic m anifestations of these law s,

in corroboration ofthe im press effected by the

former. H ence, the comet, experimental phi-
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION. 2 3

losophy, the vital laws, m anifesting the inexpli-
cable anim al instincts, and the monstrosities
occasional in the animal and vegetable king-
dom s, have been exhibited to the astonished
im aginations of those less familiar w ith the
capabilities, and apparent abnormities of na-
ture’s operations, as divine interpositions, to
im pel skepticism to yield its assent to institu -
tions w hich the gods regarded w ith special
care, and to sustain w hich they m anifested an
unceasing and jealous interest.

Such is a portion of the evidence w hich
was adduced to confirm the institutions and
system s of ancient states, and such the expe-

dients em ployed to bind the credulous to their

observance. M any others might be enumer-
ated, as com bustible natural gases, issuing
from mines, caverns, and springs, in all coun -

tries; the various nervous diseases, as epilepsy,

hysteria, & c.; the effects of poisons, epidem
ics, and epizootics; spectral illusions; and, in
short, all the unw onted phenomena w hose

causes were obscure and im penetrable.

But sufficient has been noticed to dem on-
strate that, the inventors and expounders of
the wvarious ancient religious system s, were
adepts in the science of human nature, and
that in the structure of their fabrics such
adaptation was regarded as should ensure to

them its control.

O riginal from
vuwizee sy G 00 Qg le
UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN



D igitized by

2 4 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

A lthough knowledge and civilization have,
in a degree, dissipated these erroneous system s,
by the development of the causes of very m a-
ny of the natural phenomena, by which they
were sustained, yet with the light w hich these
afford, we shall still witness the mind swayed
by the dreamy figments of the im agination,
and groping in mists, w hich a due exercise of
reason would speedily dissipate.

/ 1t may appear surprising, that a being like
man, so em inently endowed, beyond all other
members of the animal kingdom , with intellec-
tual faculties, should be so generally swayed
by the illusions of sense and im agination;
or that he should View the ordinary p he-

nomena of nature, most of which are suscep-

tible of an analysis by reason, w ith dread
and apprehension. B ut, in explanation, it
is to be considered that reason, as exhibited
in the infancy of society, is adequate to ex-

plain but a portion of the effects of the natu-
ral laws; and that it is rarely exercised, except
to provide for im m ediate wants. It need not
therefore surprise us, who. with the superior
light of science, are often baffled in our inves-
tigations, that mankind in their unenlightened
condition should view phenomena of an un-
wonted character as the operation of invisible
beings, who had the power to control their
destinies for good or for evil. N or need we

be surprised, that their im aginations, excited
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by wvarious im penetrable m ysteries presented
for consideration, should depict the elem ents
as peopled by a diversity of active intelli-
gences, w hose affections were represented as
either friendly or adverse, as their influence
conduced to prom ote or obstruct the objects
of their pursuit

f It is doubtless this incapacity of the in -
tellect to explain the ordinary operations of
natural causes, w hich has originated the in-
finity of superstitions that have held such des-

potic sway over ignorant minds, and permit-

ted the im agination to beguile the senses to
an adoption of the illusions w hich its ever
prolific pencil furnishes for their considera-

tion ./ W hen such crudities obtain possession
of public sentiment, it is in no degree surpris-
ing, that individual happiness, or even that of
com m unities, should become a sacrifice to
their influence, by subjugating their minds to
such capricious divinities as a prolific fancy
m ight personify, when stim ulated by instant
Lopes or fears.

/1t is a trait of the human mind, to contem

plate with interest whatever is presented to it
as deviating from ordinary natural events.
Hence, w hatever is novel or strange, or what-
ever affects the senses through an obscure m e-
dium , arouses the passions, and if incapable of
being represented by distinct sensations, such

3 *
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2 6 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

exaggerated coloring‘is presented by the im
agination, that the mind becomes excited to a
sense of wonder or marvelousness. Such s
the mental condition induced by these indefi-
nite sensations, that the judgm ents thereon are
illusive and unsatisfactory, and the actions
consequent thereto, are accordant with the er-
roneous im pression. It is in this state, that the
im agination, by awaking in the mind a sense
of dread and apprehension, stim ulates to decis-
ions w hich calm and unbiased reason would
not fail to reject as monstrous and absurd. /
It is not designed here to exhibit the gross
credulity and superstitions which actuate the
savage tribes of the human family. T he dis-

gusting narrative would be nearly com m ensu -

rate w ith the history of each ; and it is pre-
sumed that the monstrous detail is fam iliar to
all. It is rather the design of the present un-

dertaking, to allude to the character and ex-
tent of credulity and superstition, in m ore
civilized states; and to show, that by foster-
ing the mental propensity alluded to, it is ren-
dered more than probable, that the wise and
the learned of antiquity, were enabled to im
pose upon their less enlightened countrymen,
the fabulous theology, which became so ex-
tensively blended w ith the character, and
held such extensive sway over nearly the en-

tire sum of human action in that rem ote period.
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By such view it will appear probable, that the
sole object of its invention was that of subdu-
ing the passions of the ignorant, by means of
a factitious supernatural machinery, that they
m ight Dbecome the instrum ents by which to
accom plish the objects, and thereby prom ote
the interests, of their tyrants and oppressors.
It is designed, in connection with this allu-
sion to presumed ancient frauds, to exhibit
som e of the prevailing modern phantasies,
w hich if less efficient in subjecting the mind to
a tem poral despotism , evince that reason is still
far from having obtained its legitim ate dom in -

ion over the im agination and the passions.

In ancient G reece, the m ost enlightened,
accom plished, and in som e respects, the most
superstitious nation of antiquity, as well as in

Egypt, Persia and R ome e, there is great rea-
son for believing that science, instead of be-
ing applied by its possessors for the im prove-
ment of the mental condition of the m asses of
their population, was made the instrument of
inculcating the most gross superstitions, with
the view to enhance the interests of the deceiv-
ers. L egislators and philosophers appear to
have applied the sciences but to subdue the
m ental faculties, and to stupify the reason of
the multitude, that they m ight thereby be m ade
more obedient slaves and subjects ; whilst the

priests, as pretended interpreters of the will of

Original firtom
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the heavenly powers, were the professional
instruments of their mental degradation.

T hat ancient science, like the modern, w as
in a degree applied to the im provement of
the arts and economy of life, cannot be doubt-
ed. N o does it adm it of less doubt, that it
was likewise em ployed to delude the minds of
the people, and to subjugate them , by a pre-
tended supernatural interposition, to the woill
and am bition of their tyrants. In pronoun -
cing a judgment thus severe against ancient
science generally, it must be admitted, that
the sages and philosophers whom w e have
been taught to venerate for their sublime ef-
forts in the cause of wisdom and virtue, are
made obnoxious to the charge of a conni-
vance, if not of participation, in the stupen-
dous frauds devised for the degradation o f
the human m ind. T his im plication of the
honesty of ancient philosophy, will doubtless
be viewed by its admirers as little less than a
w anton attack upon the character of those
w riters, w hose intellectual efforts, it must be
adm itted, have essentially aided in the de-
velopment of the dignity of human nature,
and w hose intellects have stood as prominent
lights in the darkness of the past; guiding suc-
cessive generations along the path of progres-
sive civilization and refinement. W ith a
view therefore to qualify, and indeed extenu -
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION. 2 9

ate the odium ofthe im plied charge here m ade
against the ancient sages, it may be stated in
their justification, that their moral codes were
in a great degree based upon national expe-
diency; and that they lived at a period w hen
the art of governing the passions of the mul-
titude, by enlightening their reason, was un-
know n. It will therefore appear manifest,
that the moral codes to which modern society
is amenable, cannot with propriety be applied
as a standard by which to im peach the hon-
esty, or arraign the motives, of heathen p hi-
losophers.

But it may b e repeated, that whatever

might have been the real belief of the sages

and legislators of G reece and R om e, relative
to their pretended invisible agencies, it is cer-
tain that they were, in a great degree, instru-
m ental in m ultiplying and personating the
superstitions <constituting their theology. 1 If
(as it is probable) all the learned of antiquity

contem plated their deities, for whom they in-
culcated, reverence, but as absurd and ridicu -
lous fictions of the im agination, they doubt-
less esteem ed such pious fraud not reprehen-
sible, nor inconsistent with their moral and
religious duties, as conservators of the com
m unity, w hich might be interposed as an al-
ternative for restraining the turbulence of the
m ultitude, by an influence over their minds

through this medium . /
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30 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

If the ignorant populace of the ancient
states were thus deluded to a surrender of
their inherent right to liberty, it was doubt-

less effected by the concurrent agency of their

w ise and learned cotem poraries; com prising
as well their legislators and philosophers, as
their priests and m agicians. W hile it was the

office of their priests to inculcate and confirm
a belief in their pretended spiritual agencies,
to conduct the mysteries,* and sacred rites,
practiced in their tem ples, and to delineate
the character of beings w ho held the control
of their destinies, either by rewarding or af-
flicting, w ith a despotism as capricious and
instable as that of their tyrants,— the m agi-
cians, as dem onstrators of their secret will, af-
fected to display the awful power of the gods,
to incite the popular energy in im portant

em ergencies, wW hether national or dom estic.

* T h e E le u sinian M ysteries appear to have been prac -

tis e d as re lig io u s cerem onies, by a s ociety w h ic h w as
m ost extensive in the tim es of antiguity, and e xisted for a
very lo ng period. T h e ir secrets, or cerem onies, lik e
th o s e o f m odern Free M asonry, w ere guarded by th e
m o st form id ab le oaths. D eath, in its m ost te rrific form

w ith th e eternal vengeance of the gods, was the p unish -
m ent of those w h o intim ated th e ir nature to th e profane.
It h as been supposed th at th e secrets o f th is s ociety
consisted in th e arts and s cien tific e xperim ents w h ic h
w ere em ployed in th e tem ples, to dem onstrate to th e un -
initia te d th e acts and w ill pf th e ir deitie s .
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\It is obvious, that in the ancient nations
generally, a knowledge of the most ordinary
phenomena of nature was concealed from the
people, to operate upon their fears; and that
they were exhibited to them as m anifesta-
tions of the angry or com placent expression
of the affections of their deities, in circum
stances in w hich national objects required an
energetic dem onstration of their physical en -
ergies.) T o show that such was the effect
produced by these phenomena, we need but
instance the terrors and depressions that often
paralyzed armies during im pending battles, by
such events as eclipses of the sun or moon, by
earthquakes or thunder, the causes of which
were fam iliar to the learned. T he occurrence
of meteoric or other extraordinary lights in the
atm osphere; the flight of birds of reputed good
or bad omen, ever depressed or aroused the ar-
dor of conflicting armies, in accordance with
the construction given to such events, by their

augursor soothsayers,who affected to interpret

to them the will of their leaders or tyrants, un -
der the guise of a heavenly adm onition. T he
particular appearances of the entrails of

beasts, w hich are known to vary according
to the state of their health ; the birth of m on-
sters, which every physiologist of ordinary in -
telligence, knows to be occasioned by an ar-

rest, or exuberance of development, cousist-
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ent with the occasional operation of the vital
law s;— these their soothsayers affected to be-
hold as legible indications, portentous of the
fate ofarmies or kingdom s. Such,now deem ed
ordinary events, were exhibited to the vulgar
of ancient enlightened states, as miraculous
interpositions of their fabulous gods, relative
to im pending events, such as were contem -
plated w ith engrossing interest by the pub-
lic.*

T hese, as ordinary natural phenomena, by a

concealm ent of their causes from the ignorant,

were wielded by the learned, to excite and

* T h e superstition of the soldiers o f ancient arm ies
w a s o ften available and convenient, to check th e ir im
prudent ardor for hostile attacks, as w e Il as to s tim ulate
th e ir courage w h en in a state o f depression. T o insure
such control over th e ir m ind s, augurs and soothsayers
w ere necessary appendages to th e ir e xpeditions, w h o
o ften exercised greater influence, by means of their au-
gueries, than th e ir com m anders.

O ccasionally, however, serious detrim e nt occurred to
e xpeditions, in consequence o f the credulity of the s o |-
diers . N o e xhortations o ftheir com m anders, or attem pts
to e x p lain to th e soldiers the tru e character o f such
natural phenomena as eclipses, th under, & ¢ . could in
duce th e m to engage, previous to a propitiatory sacrifice
to th e d eity, w hose w ra th was supposed to be thus m an i-
fe ste d . N icia s , and m any other ancient comm ander-rs,
w ere com pelled to forego favorable opportunitie s for a t-
ta c king th e enem .y, in consequence o f eclipses, or thun -
der storm s, occurring im m e diately preceding a contem

plate d atta c k .
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control their passions. B ut in their absence,
at periods requiring such agency, it is highly
probable, that science was often resorted to

for their artificial production.

R esearches into the state of ancient sci-
ences, render it probable that physics, with
some of the ancients, had attained a degree of
perfection little short of that of the present
period; and it is not unlikely, that in what are
termed the experimental sciences, the former
wWere superior, in many respects, to the latter.
It w ill, therefore, be readily inferred from
modern experience, that artificial earthquakes,
thunder, meteors, and other fiery and m ysteri-
ous representations, might be easily presented
to the astonishment of a multitude, ignorant

of the artifice, equal to that produced by the

natural elem ents. T he artifices and mys-
teries w hich com posed the rites practiced
in the ancient tem ples, have perished w ith
their actors and the architectural structures
in w hich they were exhibited. But sufficient

historic details of their effects upon their cred -
ulous devotees remain, to convince even the
tyro in modern science,thatthe magic of w hich
these rites doubtless consisted, was in no de-

gree superior to that practiced by the modern

juggler, with his m achinery of oprical lenses,

mirrors, m agic lantern, and camera obscura,

aided in their effects by ventriloquism . W ith
4
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these instruments, and an architectural struc-
ture as suitable as doubtless was that of the
ancient tem ples, scenes might unquestiona-
b ly be displayed to a modern audience, no
less im posing, (though with em otions of plea-
sure, rather than veneration and terror,) than
such as im pressed the ancient devotee.

f T he various prodigies related in ancient
history, which were interpreted in a manner
to astonish the credulous, and to arouse their
passions, by exhibiting them as the m anifesta-
tion of the affections of som e interested deity,
and which were explained as foreshadowing
success or disaster to states, all adm it of ready
solution, from causes of an ordinary character;
such as the apparent speaking of beasts, stat-
ues, & c., by the aid ofventriloquism ;the sweat-
ing of statues, by condensation of atm ospheric

vapor, caused by inequalities of tem perature, or

by hydrostatic pressure; fountains, or stream s,
representing blood or oil,* by chemical solu-

*T h e b loody appearance of brooks, fountains, consid-
erable p ortions of lakes, and th e ocean, together w ith
occasional red snow , was fre quently brought to the a tte n -
tion of the ancients, and w a s e x hibite d to th e credulous
as portentous of m isfortunes to states . T h e investiga-
tio n ofthe phenomenon by m odern naturalists, has proved
th at such appearance is caused by the e xtensive propa -
g ation of an anim alcular insect in such w aters, sufficien't
to e ffe ct th e discoloration . M any substances m ig ht be
em ployed to sim ulate such reputed m iraculo us interpo s i-
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tion, and a variety of other artificial m eans;
or by the periodical generation of a species of
aqueous anim alcule, or vegetable algae, such
as have often been w itnessed by naturalists,
as giving bloody discoloration to stream s,
and extensive portions of the ocean. T he
slightest resem blance to a pretended reality,
would be generally adequate to convince the

credulous observer, w hose passions and im

agination were excited to an eagerness to w it-

ness the novel and marvelous.) A w riter of
note remarks, “every thing is a prodigy in
the eyes of the ignorant man, who sees the

universe only in the narrow <circle of his ex-

istence. T he philosopher beholds no prodi-
gies; he knows that a monstrous birth, or the
sudden crum bling of the hardest rock, results

from causes as natural as the alternate return

of night and day.” T his remark may not in
all cases hold true, as science is as yet inade-
quate to fathom all the m ysteries presented
by the operation of the natural laws. T here

are, however, few of the extraordinary m ani-
festations of these laws, but which will adm it

of a satisfactory solution, by the observer who

calmly investigates causes; and where these
tion before the ignorant, in case ofa necessary em ergency.
I'n th e case of blood colored snow , the insect was proba-
b 1y conveyed into th e atm osphere, by th e vapor from
w h ic h it was form ed.
R O rifiriBltan
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are less m anifest, w h o resorts to aid s afforded

by such analogies as ordinary experience w ill,

in m o st cases, supply. T o such it w ill ap
pear m anifest, th at th e ex hib ition s o f m agic
in th e tem ples o f E gy pt, P ersia, G reece,
and R om e, as w ell as th e various prodigies
related in ancient history, w h ich im pressed
th e superstitious d evotee, w ith th e aw ful
sense o f a personal in terview w ith th eir pre-
siding deities,— and, in short, m ost of the un
w on ted phenom ena, em ployed as dem onstra
tion s of th e w o ill of their deities, are suscepti-
ble of being represented in a m odern chem ical
or p hilosophical laboratory, or m ay read.ily b e
ex p lained by an observation of ordinary nat-
ural causes.

w h en it s considered th at th e m o st d e -
grading ignorance o f th e sciences pervaded
th e m ass of the people of ancient nations, and

th at an undying propensity for th e m arvelous

and m ysterious, ever ch aracterizes this condi-
tion ; w h en w e reflect th at th e tem ples in
w h ich their religious rites w ere enacted, proba-
b ly p ossessed a structure and scenery w e ll
su ited to represent th e im posing m ysteries o f
w h ich th ey w ere th e th eatres; th at th e se
W ere conducted by a hereditary priesthood,
sk illed in th e m anipulations o f th eir art, w h o
w ielded agencies concealed w ith in th e aw fu
voe il w h ich sh rouded th eir operations; and
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w h en it is ta k en in to consideration, w ith w h at
ex cited im aginations and p assions the piowus
w orshiper th ere approached th e capr ricious
divinity ,itis not surprising thatthe m inds of the
m u ltitu d e s o f ancient nations, sh ould h ave
b een m oulded and governed by th e m ach ine-
ry of a factitious th eology ; or that th ey W ere
th e credulous and superstitious people th at
history represents to us. /

If, as is m ost probable, a theology thus art-
fully devised, w as m ade effective in subduing
th e m ultitude, it is lik ew ise reasonahble to
presum e, that even th e philosophers and sages,
w ith n o ligh t, but that o f natural reason, to
direct th em th rough th e com p lex labyrinths
of nature, (so evincive o f a d esigning arch -
tect,) in th eir d ubious and unsatisfactory con
dition , m u st h ave view ed th eir relation s to
such m anifest in visib le pow er, w ith a super-
stitious aw e and apprehension, bordering upon

th at w ith w h ich th ey inspired their less gifted

fellow countrym en, w hen contem plating th e

factitious divinities devised for th eir sub ju

gation

S uch are the conclusions to w h ich w e are
im pelled, relative to th e instrum entality, an d
consequen:t b ligh ting in fluence, w h ich poly
th eism exerted to effect th e degradation o f
th e h um an m ind, and w h ich plunged it into
4*
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th at m u ltip licity o f vice and depravity, s 0
abounding in nations subgject to its con trol.

W e h ave now to contem p late a condition
of society, in w h ich C hristianity h as, in a d e -

gree, dissipated th e absurd fables o f poly th e-

ism and taught m an h is true relation s to
h is M aker;— in w h ich a m ore generally dif-
fused education lias enabled h im to assert the
native dignity and equality o f h um an char-
acter, an d assisted in wW resting from h is m in d
th e m anacles o f a theology devised w ith th e
vView of subjugating his intellect and his w ill.
Y et notw ith stand ing th e in terposition o f
su ch a fortunate revolution, in b eh alf o f th e
suprem acy o f reason, w e sh all still find th e
m ind o ften y ield ing to th e in fluence o f th e
im agination and th e passion s, and fostering
credulity and superstition, little less gross than
th at w h ich sw ayed th e d evotees o f pagan

th eology

I n the state of transition from polytheism to
C hristianity , it could hardly be presum ed th at
th e recent conwverts to th e latter, cou ld easily
d epose th eir faith in th e ghostly in fluence d e -
rived from an education in th e ten ets o f th e
form er; an d w hich, consequently, had becom e
intim ately b lended and associated w ith th eir
habits of thought and m ental conception

A ccordingly it w il b e found, th at during
th e strife w h ich occurred b etw een th e genius
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o f polytheism |, and C hristianity, their respec-
tiv e fanatical advocates often vied w ith each
other, in asserting th eir adverse claim s to pre-
cedence, by their appeal to progidies and
m iracles, to th e n o sm a ll detrim ent of th e la t-
ter . M ore especially, since C hristianity, in
stead o f attem pting to subdue th e obdurate
p assion s by an appeal to a sense o f th e novel
and th e m arvelous, proffers rather th e superior
claim of its ab ility to en lighten th e reason and
understanding ; and, w h ile it ex h ib its to m an
h is duties to society, it at th e sam e tim e d e -
m on strates h is religious obligations, and th e

ch aracter of his C reator.

i / O n th e fin al overthrow o f paganism by

( C hristianity, it w owuld h ave b een fortunate for

; th e la tter, h ad th e m agic an d prodigies, w ith
th e various d ecep tion s devised for sustaining
th e form er, perished in its ruins. S o far, h ow
ever, w a s th is from b eing th e fact, th at w e
sh all find pretenders to C hristianity , in som e
o f the rival sects, exerting the engines of frauwud
and im p osition , w ith an energy w orthy o f
th eir pagan com petitors ; and this, it m ust be
presum ed, w as enacted m ore for th e P urpose
of prom oting personal reputation, and th e at-
tainm ent of objects of tem poral am bition, th an
w ith th e vV iew of advancing the spiritual inter -
ests of their con fiding adherents. /

Original ta n
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I f pagan im postors ex torted a votive fee,
and at the sam e tim e disciplined th e w orship
pers of the factitious god for the yoke of their
tyrants, by m agic, by prodigies, and other ap
parent supernatural m achinery, th e Spurious

saints or prophets of C hristianity effected ob

jects n o less culpable, by astonishing th eir
ignorant adherents, by apparent m iracles,
wW rought, n o doubt, m ostly by scien tific e X
perim ents and m ysticism s, through w h ich th e
im agination w as beguiled, and th e real ob ject

o f faith w a s rendered obscure.

/T h rough th e k now ledge o f natural coinci-

d ences, furnished by science, or by secret
agents, a prophetic character w as not untfre-
quenly conferred upon such pretenders, and
in m any cases, the various w onders o f th e
natural w orld W ere., n o doubt, sough't and
m ad e available to astonish th e ignorant,; and
w ere adduced as evidence, that their dem on
strator w as a special recognized agent and fa -
vVvorite o f h eaven. T h ere is little doubt, but
th at m any o f th e less fam iliar phenom en a o f
nature h ave furnished th e m eans by w h ich
apparent m iracles h ave b een w rought by th e
d esigning, b efore th ose ignorant o f th eir
causes and character. T h u s th e m irage, a
p henom ena peculiar to particular locations, is
produced by refraction o f th e sun’s rays, by
atm ospheric vapor o f unegqual density, by
Digitized by 3 g ¢ gle o riginal frw
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w h ich ob jects, a s ships, villages, persons, & ¢ .
ordinarily invisible, are brought into view , ap
parently suspended in th e air, either inverted,
or erect, and of exaggerated size. T h ese being
sim p ly natural optical illu sion s, m ig ht easily
h e ex h ib ited by tlie d esigning im postor a s
aerial spectres. O ther in stances of the sin g u
lar e ffects o f refraction , or reflection , m ig ht
b e referred to ; a s th e celebr rated spectre o f
B rocken , of th e H artz m ountain, in H anover:
th e F ata M orgiana, o f th e straits o f M asscn a,
w h ere m en, anim als, and even landscapes, as
by a m irror, are represented as in nature, ele-
vated in th e atm osphere.>* Such, by the pre-
ten ded and d esigning h eavenly favorite, m igh-t
easily b e m ade to appear to credulity, as spirits
T hese are doubtless natural phenomena, produced by

reflection or retraction, when the rays oflight.

proceeding

from the object to the eye. pass through a medium ofun-
equal density . It may happen, that an inequality of tem

perature is formed between the land, or water, and the
atm osphere in the vicinity of the objects thus represented.
In such condition, a passage of heat, or caloric, is con-
stantly occurring from the hotter to the colder medium

It will be perceived, therefore, that when the earth, or
w ater, is more healed than the superincumbent air, the
adjacent stratum of the latter will become healed from
the former, and consequently more rarifted than the strata
above, causing the inequality required for the refraction
necessary to effect the above phenomena. The rays of

light, in passing from the object to the eye, then

refracted, or curved from their ordinary stra
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4 2
obedien't to h is in vocation T h e se, w ith
num erous other natural phenom ena of varied
character, w ill not fail to be suggested to th o se
b ut m oderately versed in natural philosophy
as adequate to e x p lain a large portion of th e
causing th e obijects to appeartr elevated above th e ir tru e
p o s ition

O b jects th u s represented woill appear erect, if w ith in
th e focal distance of the natural lenses form e d by th is
ineqguality of density of the d ifferent strata o f a ir; or th ey
w ill appear inverted, w hen the eye is s u fficiently beyond
such focal distances to perm it the rays to enter it a f-
ter th e ir focal crossings. I f to such inequality of den
s ity , is added an e xtrem ely attenuated agueous vapor, a
re fle c tion of a portion o f the rays w ill occur, and a spec-
tral im age of the beholder w ill be form ed, as by a com m on
m irror, w hich w ill appear of a size h olding a re lation to
th e convexity or concavity o f th e natural m irro r th u s
form e d T h e m irage is an instance of refraction, and the
spectre o f B rocken of re fle ction S im ilar phenom ena
aTe stated by H um bolt to b e of frequent occurrence in
S outh A m erica, and th ey have been often noted by others

R ecently a description o f an optical illusion w as given
by a traveler across a desert, s itu ate d betw een N e w
M e x ic o and C alifornia T h e w riter, a m em ber of a com
pany €en route for C alifornia, relates, that they w ere one
day startled by the appearance of a com pany, consisting
o f m en and anim als, apparently at a distance w h ic h a
first caused no inconsiderable alarm from th e supposition
o f its b e ing a band of h o stile savages. It subsequently

roved to b e but a m irror representation of th e ir o w n

and, produced d oubtless by the atm ospheric phenom ena
Elluded to

(For a more p articular d escription o f the above p h e
nom ena, see B rew ster's N atural M agic.)
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s 0 called m iracles, anmnounced by m on ks and
pretended saints, for th e adm iration o f th e

credulous and superstitious.

It h a s b een n oticed a s m o st probable, that
th e p agan d evotees, by m ean s o f m irrors and
len ses, s 0 arranged in th e ancient tem ples as
to effect th e requisite op tical illu sion s, aided
b vy ventrilogquism |, W ere m ad e to h old an im
aginary personal interview w ith their p resi-
d in g deities. It is equally probable, th at a
large portion o f th e m iracles im p osed upon
credulous C hristians in th e dark periods of the
church, w as effected by frauds o f a sim ilar

description

It is,k n ow n to th ose fam iliar w ith op tics,

th at by the aid of a conocawve m irror, w ith su it-

ably arranged len ses, and a m agic lantern,
ob jects ordinarily invisib le to an audience,
m ay b e apparently introduced before it, either
ex aggerated or distorted, to any degree o f
frightfulness. T h e dead m ay b e apparently
evoked from th eir graves, and by th e aid o f
ventriloguism , m ade to hold conversation w ith
th eir living friend s. A pparent dem on s, or
angels, m ay be presented in attitudes and co s -
tum e, suited to accom plish th e objects of their
introduction ; and various other ex h ib ition s
o f lik e character m ay b e represented, w hich
m ight be palm ed upon the ignorant and cred
ulous, as supernatural m anifestations. A rtjfi-
ori~nal frum

tyG oogle
UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN



4 4 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

ces of this description w ould dowubtless he m ade

available, by unprincipled pretenders to in sp i-
ration, w h o h ad becom e inspired by the am b i-
tion o f acquiring th e ch aracter o f h eavenly

vicegerents.

B vy on e p ossessing an acquaintance w ith
th e various drugs and m edicines, som nolency,
ecstacy, and delirium m ay b e easily effected
W ith th e pow er occasionally acquired oVver
anim als of the m o st ferocious character, and
ovVver reptiles, by w h ich th eir natures appeartr
ch anged to m ildness, as exhibited by th e an
cient P silli, or serpent tam ers, th e m odern
V an A m burgh, and others, a supposed m iracu
lo u s control o f th e instinctive attributes w a s
represented . W ith a k now ledge and e x er -

cise of th e physiological sym pathies, by w hich

various d iseases, an d even death, are often
sim ulated in persons of ex citable and suscep
tib le nervous tem peram ent,;— and w ith th e
ab ility o f controling th e w onderful illu sion s

capable of being effected by optics, by ch em

istry, and galvanism , by m eans o f w h ich th e
m o st surprising m etam orphoses are induced,
and even death apparently is m ade to give
p lace to vitality, a pow er apparently superhu
m an w a s w ielded, j w h en it is considered,

th at such ex hib itions w ere m ade before credu
lo u s spectators, w h ose senses and reason w ere

ench ained by an ex cited im agination, and an

origraaifrom
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irresistib le propensity to b elieve in th e m ar -
velous, aided by th e in fluence capahble of be-

in g derived from art and science, together w ith

th at afforded by m anual dexterity, it is n ot
d ifficult to conceive, that th e m agic and pro-
d igies o f th e ancients, and th e m iracles e x h i-
b ited subseqguent to the first century of C hris-
tian ity , by its pretended friend s, m ig ht h ave
b een represented, ex clu sive o f th e aid o f s u
pernatural intervention

w h e n it is further taken in to consideration ,
th at m any o f th e affected m iraculous events
w h ic h h ave aston ished th e credulous, are b ut
legends, or narratives, related by m on ks an d
recluses, w e need hardly h esitate to conclud e,

th at the entire m achinery of so called m odern
m iracles, are but knavijsh devices to sustain, by
su ch appeal to credulity, religious tenets w ant-

in g th e support of the genuine precepts of the

D ivin e A uthor of C hristianity
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S E C T I O N 1.

W itchcraft.

T he absurd and maniacal belief in witch -
craft, so fraught with evils to society in the
last and the preceding century, and from w hich
no nation can boast total exem ption, appears
in the present age nearly extinguished. T his
is unquestionably one of the baleful progeny
w hich is indebted for its origin to m agic and
the occult sciences; and all the phenomena
w hich gave rise to the belief in its reality,
adm it of the same or similar explanation as
heretofore given of that fruitful source of m en -
tal delusion.

T his branch of the occult sciences was per-

haps invented and cultivated, to give variety
to the delusions w hich the professional im
postor exhibited as novelties, in barter for the
m ore substantial offerings of ignorance and
credulity. If, however, we are to estim ate its
character from the puerilities and follies
w hich history, in general, details of its ope-

rations, we can but infer, that it was a degen -
erate offspring of its parent, in w hich the

m agician had lost his cunningor that he

had adapted his art in accordance with the
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4 8 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

infantile taste of the ages in w hich it flour-
ished. It will be perceived, that instead
of the adroit deceptions practiced upon the

senses by ancient magic, the chief aspirations

of its m odern progeny, it would appear, were
generally 1lim ited to such petty recreations as
peram bulating the air on broom sticks; its tra-

ditional nocturnal bachanals at the Sabbat,*

* The Sabbat was a supposed assem bly of witches,
m et in mystic conclave, w hich was presided over by the
devil. An introduction to its orgies was supposed to be
effected by rubbing the palms of the hands, soles of the
feet, and sometimes the entire body, w ith an enchanted
pomade. The effect of this was, the supply of wings,
w ith w hich the initiated flew to the Sabbat. The em -
ployment there, was dancing with broomsticks, and the
practice of many ridiculous bachanals until the morning,
w hen the assembly was dissolved.

It has been supposed that ointments were formed from
such poisonous plants as henbane, stramoninm , <cicuta,
& c., w hich professional impostors often applied to their
ignorant dupes, with the effect of producing such deli-
rious dream s as had been previously im pressed upon
their im agination, which became waking hallucinations
of a real belief, by the deluded wretches, of their presence
at these assem blies. It is more probable, however, that
the traditionary tales of these meetings, which were
doubtless rife during the excitements of an epidemic

w itchcraft, im pressed the imaginations of weak minds

to the degree represented as produced by the en -
chanted pomade. It is therefore not unlikely, that m a-
ny ignorant, butinnocent victims, thus monomaniacally

affected, may have been induced to a confession of par-
ticipation in sorcery, and by such act have sacrificed

their lives as the penalty of their imprudence.
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W ITCHCRAFT. 49

or elsew here ; or its even more ridiculous in -
terference with kitchen housew ifery, by its
antics with the butter churn, or with the pigs
or poultry ; and its equally perplexing annoy-
ances practised upon the goat-herd or hus-

bandman.

A gain, w hile original m agic arts exhibited

a skill and power calculated to excite adm i-
ration of the resources of the human intel-
lect, witchcraft, on the contrary, produced
the effect rather to dem ean its power, by its
habitual resorts to the most petty and con -

tem ptible expedients to accom plish the ob-
jects of its low am bition. W hile the former
has been tbe professional em ploym ent of the
wise and the learned, the latter is more often
that of the old, the ugly, the vicious and des-
pised, w hose odious forms and character, pub-
lic disgust— biased by general ignorance, and
favoring epidem ic influences,— has, without
doubt, been prone to exaggerate into a rela-
tionship and association w ith dem oniacal

agencies.*

*An old writer of note, who lived in the time when
w itchcraft extensively prevailed, thus describes the
characters of reputed w itches. They were “ women

w hich be commonly old, lame, bleare-eied, pale, fowll,
and full of wrinkles, poore, sullen, superstitious and pa-
pists ; or such as know no religion ; in whose drousie

minds the the devell hath gotten a fine sear ; so as, what

5 *

Digizedm G 0 0 | e

oritual fhwn
UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN



50 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION .

In C hristian com m unities, a beliefin w itch -
craft, as a supernatural art, has doubtless ob-
tained no sm all support from the notice w hich
it receives from Scripture, in the case of Kking
Saul, and the denunciation of the art therein
contained. But it is believed, that such no-
tice rather has reference to the sin of this
specific im position, than to an art recognized
as a direct com pact with the infernal powers.
T here is great reason for believing, that the
dram atic ex hibition enacted by the W itch of
Endor, by which Saul was made to believe in

the re-appearance of the deceased prophet

Samuel, to announce his approaching fate at
G ilboa, was but an im position practiced upon
the senses of that monarch. In w hatever
character it may be estim ated, it certainly

evinced far less of dram atic skill in its execu -

tion, than the scenes mentioned as exhibited

m ischafe, mischance, calam itie or slaughter, is brought to

passe, they are <easilie perswaded the same s doone

by them selves, im printing in their minds an earnest and

constant im agination thereof. They are lean and de-
formed, shewing melancholie in their faces, to the hor-
rer of all that see them . They are doting scholds, mad,
develish, and not much differing from them that are

thought to be possessed with spirits ; so firm and stead -

fast in their opinions, as whosoever shall onlie have re-

spect to the constancie of their words uttered, would

easilie believe they were true indeed.”— Reginald Scott's

‘D iscoverie of W itchcraft
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to the devotee of the G recian tem ples, as
in these the solicited personage was often
introduced to the astonished senses of the
petitioners; while in the case of the Jew ish
king, it is not stated that either he or his
com panions actually beheld the vision an -
nounced, but rather that his knowledge of the
presence of the ghost was based on the au-
thority of the actress alone.

It is m ost probable,therefore, that this trans-
action was buta scenic representation devised
for the occasion, and pre-announced by emis-

saries of the sorceress, in tim e for a preparation

ofthe scenery. In the exhibition presented to
Saul, unlike those of the tem ples, where a spec-
tral apparition W as introduced, the probable

ventriloguism constituted the main dem onstra-
ble evidence of the supernatural presence.
T he terror m anifested by the actress w as
m ost likely but a well represented affectation
of the passion,'which the habits of her avo-
cation enabled her to render im posing. T he
prediction w hich followed was such, that in
the known straitened condition of the Jew ish
army on the eve of the battle of G ilhoa, it
required no witch or prophet to pre-announce
a result which was most probably foreshad -
owed to the entire nation. Indeed, w hen it
is considered, that to the naturally hypochon-

drical m ind of the monarch, was added a
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52 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION .

consciousness of im minent peril, similar to
that im pending over Brutus and Julian, on the
night preceding their disasters, it is in no de-
gree surprising that the Jew ish king should
disregard w hatever defects might, to a more
indifferent spectator, be apparent in the
scene ; nor that he should have been the dupe
of a deception practiced before him

It has been noticed, that in scenic arrange-
ment, this exhibition of Jew ish sorcery was
m anifestly inferior to those of its cotem porary

relative, the m agic of the Egyptian or G recian

tem ples, in w hich was presented, by means of
mirrors, lenses, & c. a spectral apparition of the
object sought. Y et it must be adm itted, that
this far surpassed, in adroitness and dignity,

m ost of the exhibitions of modern witchcraft
w hich its history has furnished. M ost of the
m anifestations of modern sorcery, by which
com m unities have not unfrequently been agi-
tated, and the worst of public calam ities in -
duced, have been noticed as of a most puerile
character, unworthy the name of an art, and

alike dem eaning to the taste and capacities

of its professors, and of the intelligent evil
agent by whom they were supposed to be
suggested. If exceptions to such puerile char-

acter of witchcraft are occasionally found,
they are to be explained from the intellectual
superiority of those who directed their opera-

tions.
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A careful analysis of its phenomena woill
prove it in the main, to consist in a display of
the petty m alice of insignificant and unprinci-
pled individuals,tow ard rivals or enem ies; or to
have originated from an am bition, through ec-
centricity of character, of acquiring notoriety
in a neighborhood, for the purposes of interest
or fame; or, what is far more frequent, they

are derived from such natural phenomena, or

artful devices, w hich, from ignorance of their
real causes,.have been im puted to dem oniac
influence, w ielded by som e w eak or con -

tem ned individuals, upon whom public odium
or dread had concentrated.

T hat witchcraft of this character should,
in modern society, have become epidem ical

throughout w hole kingdom s, as history fur-

nishes abundant proofs, is <certainly one of
the m ost inexplicable enigm as presented in
the operations of the human mind. It adm its

of explanation, only from that wonderful en -

dow m ent o f the anim al economy, term ed
sym pathy, which has been found, in a variety
of circum stances, to possess an involuntary
control of its action, as well in health as in
disease.

W hat is m ost surprising in this case, 1is

the fact, that the moral pestilence, w hen of an
epidem ic character, has proved its efficiency,

not only in th e perversion of the intellects o f
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5 4 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

the ignorant, but also of many of the learned
and wise, who lived in times when the sym
pathetic contagion becam e diffused throughout
society. It is unquestionably, in n o sm all
degree, attributable to the fact that sorcery, as
a supernatural art, has been sustained by a
Bacon, a M ather, and others of distinguished
reputation, that the discussion regarding its
reality has been prolonged. But since m ost
national delusions,such as that ofastrology, the
philosopher’s stone, with such m aniacal spec-
ulations as those of the South Sea, M ississippi,
and numerous others of like character, have
involved minds of similar intellectual calibre
in their results, these instances may rather be
received as evidence, that human reason, even
in its greatest development, is not devoid of
im becility,— especially w hen assailed by the
contagious influence of sym pathetic national
hallucinations.

Probably no delusion or im position w hich
has ever acquired an ascendancy over the
human mind, has proved so detrimental to the

interests and true happiness of society, as has

the popular belief in sorcery, or witchcraft.
If m agic has been instrumental in subjugating
the mind in bondage to a factitious theology,

thereby enchaining its native powers to an ab-
ject despotism ,— or has occasionally resorted

to assassination, clandestine murder by potent
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generation to

w hich their
the ab-

however,

dem onstrate the im

becility of hum an reason, when neglecting the
efforts necessary to enable it to acquire a due
estim ate of its powers. It is, ithout doubt,
to the light derived from a generally diffused
science, that the bane, at this era of the world,
has nearly lost its virus w ithin borders of
civilization; and as history is but philosophy
teaching by example, a discussion of its evils,
so abounding in the past, is m ostly useful as
affording a beacon by which to avoid those so

fatal to the happiness*of past generations;
w hile at the same time an illustration is fur-
nished, that errors most portentous for the
stability of society, are susceptible of exter-
m ination by a suitable mental culture.
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D ream s.

Of a similar character, and resulting from
the same propensity of the mind for the mar-
velous, which has been alluded to in the pre-
ceding sections, is the belief which has as-

signed to dream s a rank with the supernatural.

All mental im pressions deviating from the or-
dinary operations of the m ind; all the repre-
sentations of sense to it, of a character to

w hich it has not been accustomed, have ever
been claimed by the credulous as derived from
agencies exterior and foreign to those ordinari-
ly originating mental conceptions; or,in short,
have been by them ascribed to a supernatural
influence controling its action.

A lthough to the philosophical observer it
may be superfluous to state, that such belief
originates from an inattention to a due analy-
sis of the im pressions derived from the senses,
or from a too hasty reception of traditionary
legends derived from rude and ignorant ages,
yet it may be useful briefly to notice the
physiological condition upon which such rep-
resentations and erroneous notions are de-

pendent.

6
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58 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

A 1l dream s originate from former sensa-
tions, w hich have been introduced by the
senses, and stored in the mind, susceptible of

being recalled by memory and submitted to the
scrutiny ofthe reasoning faculty, by w hich their
relations are determ ined, through the agency
of association. Such being the action of the
internal faculties relative to the m aterials fur-
nished by the several senses, it occurs in a
state of im perfect sleep, i.e. when a part of
the mental faculties are torporized, and oth -
ers, with memory, are in a state of activity,
that the sensations in store are recalled by
memory, and associations instituted sim ilar to
those of a state of wakefulness. But the pro-
cess wanting the correction of judgm ent and
the active senses, im agination often effects

com binations so fantastic as to represent ob-

jects, or scenes, wholly deviating from those
occurring in nature. Thus it may occur in
sleep, that the active faculties, by <com bining

parts of the sensation derived from an eagle,
w ith that of the horse, that a being like the
fabulous griffin should be presented to the
mind as a reality; or wings may be supplied
in the same manner to a reptile, representing
a flying dragon, w hich will be presented to
the mind as a real existence, until the aroused
senses shall furnish a correction. Such it will

be perceived are but ordinary sensations, com
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DREAM S. 59

bined by the im agination in a manner w hich
possess no types in nature. But it may hap-
pen in the various modes of com bination in
sleep, that objects, or events, are portrayed in
accordance with nature, but in forms exagge-
rated, dim inished, or distorted, in com parison
w ith their types with which we have been fa-
m iliar, and therefore have become the typical
standard of judgment on all after sensations.
In such case, the credulous not unfrequently
become excited to a state of apprehension, or
fear, from the conviction that such are of extra
natural character, and of course a foreshad -
owing of evil or good aw aiting them in the
future.

T he relations of the mind with its adjunct
m aterial organization, are m anifestly m ost in -
tim ate and dependent. Butwhat may be the
essential nature of their union, or the mode
by which the affections of each are mutually
interchanged, or com m unicated, will probably
elude the efforts of research during their m a-
terial connection. Such manifestly, however,

is the character of their association, that the

affections or im pressions originating in the
one are by mutual sympathy com m unicated
to its associate; and a series of actions, either

m ental or corporeal, are consequent and in ac-
cordance therew ith. H owever intricate m ay

be the connection between mind and m atter,
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it is manifest that it is to the mutual sym pa-
thies originating therefrom k6 together with the
relations existing between the several mental
faculties, that we are to derive an explanation
of the phenom ena exhibited by the mind in
dream s. In conform ity w ith these relations,
and in accordance with the im pressions af-
fecting either the organs or the mind, through
the agency of its sensations in store, will be
formed the great variety of dreams which are
brought to our consideration. T hus those of
the conscience stricken culprit, wdio has suc-
ceeded in eluding justice, will be influenced
by his predominant idea, and prisons and gib -
bets will be depicted in his dream s. Or w hen
barred within the cell of the condem ned, his
ardent desires of life may occasionally prepon-
derate in his dreams, and depict to him ideal
scenes of freedom , and escape from his mer-
ited deserts. T he miser will dream of w7ealth,
or the poverty which harasses his im agination
during his wakeful hours; and the enthusiast,
of heavenly bliss or of devils, and the torm ents
w hich aw ait the spiritual transgressor. In
all these cases, organic actions will generally
result, which are in accordance with the ex-
citing mental process.

Such is the stimulus w hich gives coloring
to the dreamy phantom s, w hen the influence

of the correcting senses and the judgment s
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w ithdrawn by the torpor of sleep, and the
trains of thought instituted by the wakeful fa-
culties are directed by the inventive im agina-

tion only.

On the contrary, all bodily derangem ents
w hich interrupt healthy sleep, by becom ing
sym pathetic stimuli to the mind, often depict
in exaggeration, conditions of affliction, sick -
ness, suffering and death; w hich train of
m ental disasters, probably, in m ost cases are

suggested by a slight irritation of the diges-
tive organs, arising from im perfectly digested
food, or other structural irritations of an un-
pleasant character, which a waking attention
to external objects would render ineffective on
the mind.

O f a similar character, though produced by
m ore permanent and efficient causes, is the
delerium from grave disease, in w hich the
em barrassed organs supply such unnatural
stim ulus to the brain, that the equilibrium of
the faculties becomes disturbed to such a de-
gree,thatthe ideas in store in the mind predom -
inate over those im mediately affecting the ex-
ternal senses; and are com bined in a manner
productive of the exaltation, incoherence, and
m ental im agery, characterizing that affection.
It may be remarked, that in a condition of
healthy correspondence ofthe bodily and m en-

tal functions, either the entire faculties of the

O+
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m ind subside into a state of inactivity and en -
tire quiesence; or when in a state of partial
activity, they are em ployed in such com bina-
tion o f retained sensations, as w ill effect
dream s of a character corresponding in agree-

ableness with that experienced from the orig-

inal external sensations constituting their
types; and such as a normal state of the
system atic functions ever effects, w hether
in the sleeping or waking condition . It
would indeed be extraordinary, considering

the uniform ity of occurring events with those

past, should none occur in the future bearing

a sim ilitude to those which have been previ-
ously presented to the m ind in a state o f
sleep . It is doubtless this natural sim ilitude,

or perhaps the exciting and strange com bina-
tion of ideas constituting the dream , from the
causes alluded to, w hich has originated the
notion, that the mental vagaries during sleep,
are occasional revelations, or foreshadowings
of future =events. B ut notw ithstanding this
ready faith of the credulous in the supposed
revelation, it is conceived that they rarely de-
rive indications from the premonition, su ffi-
ciently explicit to direct their action in suita-
ble adaptation to m eet the event presumed to
be predicted. Indeed it is difficult for reason
to detect an economy in such dubious fore-

shadowings, even in the view of their being of
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DREAMS. 6 3

supernatural origin. A nd it is certain that lit-
tle results therefrom , except the vague hopes
or fears w hich they =excite, and the <conse-
quent effects of these upon the dreamer, or
the object of his dream

It is probable that the events realized sub-
sequent to their prototypes having been shad-
ow ed in dream s, are generally such as have
been ardently expected, or painfully dreaded;
such as had been the subject of a thoughtful
im pression anterior to the dream ; and that in
m ost instances, such dream is but a repetition
of sensations which have previously been in -
troduced to the mind in its ardent contem pla-
tion of such expected future contingency.

T here is little doubt that the credulous
faith, conferring upon extraordinary dreams a
prem onitory character, has in many instances
prom pted the dreamer to the efforts w hich
wWere requisite for the attainment of the good
foreshadowed; or that the dread of a disas-
trous event, as where death at a particular pe-
riod was predicted in a dream , with attendant
circum stances of an im pressive character, has
produced such depressing effect upon an e X -
citable nervous system , on the approach o f

the dreaded period, as to extinguish the vital

principle. T he hope or fear of an event, in
such case, becomes the agent of its accom
plishm ent. T hat occasional correspondences

Digitized by
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6 4 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

should occur between dreams and succeeding
events, is in no degree surprising. But that
the natural activity of the mind during sleep
should possess a necessary connection w ith
either the good or evil events succeeding,
obtains no support from reason or a philosoph-

ical view of facts.
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6 6 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

ception of the economy of the other. For, in
m ost instances, such supposed spiritual inter-
course has occurred with the weak and the
ignorant, and so illegible has been the revela-
tion, that Ilittle has resulted to the recipient,
beyond the terror and vague apprehensions
w hich were aroused. It is therefore difficult
for the mind to detect a wise economy in such
reputed prem onitory acts, through which it is
rarely pretended that indications are given, by
w hich the will or object of the agent is re-
vealed.

It may be confidently asserted, that m ost of
the instances adduced as proofs of the exist-
ence ofghosts as actual personalities, adm it of
explanation, either as being deceptions prac-
ticed upon the timid by the designing, through
the aid of suitable costume, or optical instru-
ments, such as has been referred to as effect-
ing pretended m iracles;— by ordinary objects,
presented to the credulous through an obscure
medium , thereby receiving exaggeration and
distortion by the imagination, to such a de-
gree as to forbid the excited beholder institu -

ting an exam ination requisite to ascertain their

real character;— or they are to be referred for
an explanation to an occasional disordered
condition of the optic nerve, by means of

w hich fictitious im ages are introduced to the

mind as real external existences.
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It is well known to physiologists, that the
optic nerve, in case of slight disease, is subject
to illusions possessing every shade of charac-

ter w hich is ascribed to ghosts; and that the
auditory nerve likew ise, w hen sim ilarly af-
fected, causes internal sounds, w hich have
been depicted by the fancy as those fearful
premonitions, termed warnings, which have at
all times given alarm to those unacquainted
w ith the phenomenon. In such state, like
that of mental affection in dream s, the im pres-
sions made by external objects on the senses
are weakened, or insufficient to excite the at-
tention ofthe mind; while previous sensations
in store become excited to more active com bi-
nations, in consequence of the disarranged
state of the mental functions. In such condi-
tions, pictures are exhibited to the mind from
past sensations, in forms so im pressive that
they predom inate over those representing ex-
ternal objects present on the retina. In such
case, for instance, the im pression made by the
past sensation of dead or absent friends, or
other objects of interest, will exclude the im
ages made by external objects, present on the
tablet of the retina, and the dead or absent
are introduced, as really present to the mental
view ; and that in a form such as previous
sensations or existing apprehensions may de-

pict them . T hus the spectre presented to
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6 8 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION .

Brutus, and that to the em peror Julian, on the

eve of their approaching fate, were of such
character as would most likely be represented
to minds like theirs, disordered by anxiety,
and excited by a lively sense of their critical

condition, and the expected disastrous results
w hich their superior sagacity, doubtless, fore-
shadowed as im pending. T he habiliments of
the grave, as naturally the last and m ost dura-
ble im pression made by the view of deceased
friends, or the death scene which often haunts
the conscience stricken assassin, would most
likely be represented in such disordered m ental
condition. A bsent friends would appear as
last witnessed, unless apprehension of their
death had aroused a stronger im pression in
the mind, in which case the funereal dram a
would be that most likely to be represented in
the phantom scene.

Few of (he relations respecting the appear-

ance of ghosts, w hich history furnishes, are

sufficiently attested to m erit attention. Som e
of the best authenticated, like those appearing
to Brutus, and the emperor Julian, are sus-

ceptible of explanation in the manner alluded
to. O thers, like those appearing to N icolai,
the patient of Doct. Abercrombie, and that of
M rs. A e ,adduced by Sir David Brewster,
were contem plated by their spectators as re-

sulting from disordered action of the brain and
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retina.* O thers, if not as susceptible of solu-
tion as these, most probably originated from
sim ilar disordered conditions, which escaped
the attention of their subjects. But far the
m ost numerous are, ungquestionably, but fic-
tions of the im agination, exhibited in circum
stances amid w hich the mind, from the ex-
citem ent offear, was incapable ofinvestigating
their true character. W as further evidence
required to confirm the belief of the illusory
nature of the spectral visions, reference m ight
be made to the fact, that the greatest portion
of these narratives are furnished from times of
ignorance and gross credulity; and that in
the ratio of the advancement of a rational
science, has been a proportionate dim inution
of ghostly exhibitions. A's regards the occa-
sional coincidence between the phantom and
subsequent death, it may be confidently re-
marked, that evidence is wanting which proves
the fact that such relation exists in greater fre-
quency than from other sym ptom s of disease;
such as double vision, vertigo, deranged intel-
lect, or severe pains of the head, which indi-
cate grave affection of the brain. T he phan-

tom , together with the last named sym ptom s,

* For a particular d e scription o f the above cases, to -
gether w ith th e p ath olo gical state on w h ic h th ey w ere
dependent, see B rew ster’'s N atural M agic, L e tter 111.
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of invading disease, w hile

fry its destructive progress.

perceived, that notw ithstand -

supernatural m essage w ith

ghost-seer has been favored, he is

surer means of predicting a

follow ing, than has the physician

prognosticates from the other indications

of which m ay be view ed

of apprehension.

a tendency to a fatal term i-
holding relation to the vital
organs im plicated. T hose

the brain, in consequence

influence over the vital functions,
regarded with apprehension,

manner they are announced.

but a form of spectral illu-
a state of disease in this or-
proved more ominous of fa-

congenial sym ptom s, it is

explained by a reference to the

im agination, excited by the vis-

depressing tendency of dis-
functions.

are the instances in wdiich

have occurred to philosophi-

personally, and have been presented

; and

so thoroughly have they received investigation
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GHOSTS. 71

from them , with calm reflection, and a judg-
ment unbiased by the fears w hich influence
the timid on such occasions, that the above
conclusions relative to the nature of ghosts,
or spectres, may be received as in no degree
problem atical.*

M anifestations equally marvelous with those
of vision, have occasionally been produced by
the other senses; but in forms appropriate to
the function of each. Im aginary sounds, as
addresses from absent friends or strangers, un -
natural voices, such as have been received by
the credulous as ominous warnings, musical
notes, & c. have been illusions originating from
a disordered state of the auditory nerve, giv-
ing origin to a vast variety of speculation, and
many unhappy superstitions.

T he sense of feeling has supplied instan -
ces of either apathy or an extreme morbid
sensitiveness w hich W ere SO0 extraordinary,

as to appear to those of ordinary sensibil-

* T h e s to rie s and le gends of phantom ships, as the
fly in g D utchm an, and num erous other aerial spectres,
w h ic h are stereotyped nursery tales, if o f su fficient au-
th e n tic ity to deserve notice, adm it of e xplanation from

th e presum ption th at th ey w e re re presentations o fre al

objects concealed from vie w by an intervening m e dium
as h ills, the e arth's convexity, & c. w hich w e re m ade vis i-
b le by th e phenom enon o f re fra ction in a m anner a |-
lu d e d to in a previous note, page 41 .
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7 CREDULITY-AND SUPERSTITION .
as partaking of the marvelous. Sub -
jects of these affections have ever been ad -

judged by the credulous, as deriving their pow -

ers,

either

agencies.

from the dem oniacal or heavenly

Persons in the apathetic state,

have tolerated with apparent indifference the
effects of fire, of cold, and mechanical irri-
tants, to a degree that those possessing a
healthy sense would be unable to endure.

T hose in the Jlatter condition have been
able readily to detect objects so inapprecicable
to ordinary feeling, that the ignorant, w ho
w ithess such operation, have ever been prone
to impute the process by which it is effected
to a degree of prophetic inspiration.

Sm ell
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feelings, are unquestionably dependent upon a
degree of morbidly altered state of the brain
in the one case, and an altered condition o f
the nerves of sense in the other. I'n the
former, the disordered activity of the brain re-

calls former sensations by the aid of memory,

and often depicts those susceptible of form , in
their respective representative im ages, as
ghosts, & c., or combine ideas in discordant

trains, as in dream s or delirium

In the instance of particular disordered
senses, the actions of w hich are illusive, their
functional representations are brought into ac-
tivity, without the presence of the appropriate
stim ulus derived from the im mediate im pres-
sion of external objects; but effects repre-
sentative of those, are no doubt caused by
the im pression w hich diseased action m akes
upon the local nerves on w hich specific sen -
sible function depends.

A ll illusions, therefore, whether intellectual
or sensitive, may be considered but as indica-
tions of a degree of disordered action of the
w hole, or a portion of the nervous system , and
are worthy of attention mainly, in view of the
consequences to which vitality m ay be sub-
ected by an uninterrupted progress of the
unnatural action.

All these morbid m anifestations ofthe brain
and senses have ever been viewed with aston -

7 *
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islnnent and awe by the ignorant; and pre-
vious to modern im provement in physiologi-
cal science, were subjects of wonder and wild
speculation w ith the learned. K naves and
im postors have not failed to render them
available sources from w hence to derive facts,
not only in support of their pretended dem o-
niacal arts and sciences, but such disordered
subjects have too frequently been exhibited to
the credulous as objects m iraculously en -
dowed, with the view to confirm their faith in
religious creeds, the intrinsic dem erits of
w hich required extraneous support of this
character.

But it is to be hoped, that the era of popu-
lar traffic in such delusions is receding before
the extending light of a more reasoning age ;
and that the period is not distant, w hen these
affections of the nervous system shall be di-
vested of their marvels, by having their rank
assigned, as tangible realities, in the catalogue
of bodily derangem ents requiring, no less than
other diseases, the attentive care of the phy-

sician .
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S ECTI1ON V

E cstasy, Trance,

Of a character sim ilar to that of dreams,
are modern visions, ecstacy, and trance. T he
m utual phenomena presented in these, adm it of
a like explanation ; with the exception, how -
ever, that the former is characterized by fan-

ciful com binations of ideas during a state of

sleep; the latter by extravagant exaltations of
m ental action, accom panied by like illusions,
exhibited during a state of wakefulness. In

these conditions, such mental abstraction from

sense are effected by means of the preponder-

* E cstacy and trance have,by som.e nosologists, been
eonsidered as dis tin ct species o f a genus o f the gene -
ral class em bracing allnervous diseases. T his is d o ub t-
le s s m o st e x pedient in a de scrip tion h avin g re ference
to m e dical tre a tm e n t; b ut as it is designed to n o tic e
th e m on ly as m ild e r and m ore tem porary a ffe c tio n s ,
occurring in s im ila rly con stituted subijects, dependent
upon an analagous s ta te o f the nervous system |, and
o rig in a tin g fro m th e sam e, or lik e causes, it is deem ed
pre fe ra b le and propertr to n o tic e th e m as varying form s
o f th e sam e a ffe c tion s, presenting in th e ir d iffe re nt as-
pects, but degrees or varieties o f sym ptom s, e x h ib ite d
in various.ly con s titute d subijects, and m o d ifie d m a in ly
by th e diverse a p p lic ation o f the causes fro m w hence
th ey o rig in a te . M any o f the com m on phenom ena o f

ecstacy are m an ife ste d in several nervous a ffe c tio n s ;
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ance of spiritual conceptions, that the reali-
ties of both sense and reason cease to control
com binations of thought. T he active im agi-
nation in this condition being uncontroled, per-
sonifies beings, or depicts scenes, as realities
w hich had previously been m ade the subject
of intense meditation, or the objects of ardent
hopes or fears.

In extasy and trances, as in some forms of
dream s, the corporeal organs sym pathetically
partaking of the excited m ental state, either
exhibit gesticulations, or other action corres-
ponding in extravagance with the passing hal-
lucinations ; or being deprived of their ordin-
ary mental stim ulus, yield to entire torpor and
quiescence.

A lthough im posture and deception may oc-
casionally assume the condition represented in
visions, ecstacy, and trance, yet there can be

no doubt that their m anifestations are m ainly

involuntary actions induced by existing im -
tra n c e in som e others, b ut th e ir form s here considered,
e ssen tially d iffe r fro m th e s e ; and as th ey possess th e
re la tio n s h ip a lluded to , and as th ey are rare ly th e ob -
je c ts o f m e dical tre atm e n t, it is deem ed far preferable
to discuss th e ir character in th e m ode h ere adopted.

S om nam bulism and catalepsy, a lth o u g h dependent
upon sim ilar con s titutional peculiar ritie s, b ut origin atin g
fro m causes o f a differentnature, have been noticed w ith
th e vie w on ly to e x h ib it th em as possessing a character

o f re lationship w ith th e above nam ed a ffe c tio n s .
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pressions, acting upon persons nervously sus-
ceptible, but generally of w eak intellects,
w hose minds, therefore, are incapable of sus-
taining normal com binations of thought, w hen
subjects of the im portance of those involving
their spiritual destiny are im pressively pre-
sented to their consideration.

W ith the object of exhibiting what have
been denominated religious ecstasy and trance,
as phenomena, which, like other bodily affec-
tions, are dependent upon natural agencies,
such as ordinarily influence organic structure,
a reference will briefly be made to the mental
and physiological condition wupon which they
are conceived to be dependent. T his refer-
ence is made for the purpose of dissipating the
m arvels and superstition w ith w hich they
have been habitually contem plated by many,
and to combatwhat is believed an error of the
m ost vital import,— the prevailing belief that
they are the product of an active supernatural
inspiration .

It is a characteristic trait of the mind, that
w hen long intently occupied on any particu -
lar subject, it is prone to fall into a m onoto-
nous train of thought, (so to speak,) which
eventually becomes so predom inant as to en -
gross its entire attention, to the exclusion of
objects ordinarily brought to its notice by the

senses. So predominant frequently becomes

I . Original frwn
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78 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

the influence of these engrossing trains o f
thought, in biasing the judgment, that by ex-
cluding a com parison with the trains of sensa -
tion of diverse character, its decisions are o f-
ten extrem ely erroneous, and even fantastic
and ridiculous.

Every inordinate em otion and passion, of
sudden production, or w hen indulged in a less
degree for a considerable period, tends to
produce this unnatural obliquity in m ental
decision.

T he mind, when engaged in a continued
concentration of its powers, is apt to depict
the objects of its contem plation w ith such
factitious coloring, that by the exaggerations of
the im agination, they are represented as ac-
tually present personifications ; or sim ple
ideas are com bined in such a manner that an-
ticipated future results are exhibited as actual
realities in progress of instant performance.
T hus anxiety regarding health frequently de-
picts results of disease, whether real or im

aginary, w hich have no existence except as

m orbid conceptions of the intellect w hich
originates them . So unnatural, occasionally,
are the exaggerations of the im agination,

w hen stimulated by mental anxiety regarding
health, that its subjects are led to the convic-
tion of organic changes of structure, incom

patible with the continuance of life, and often
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ECSTASY AND TRANCE. 79

of metamorphoses to other states of being.
T hese fantastic conceits not unfrequcntly ex-
ist in a degree that they not only excite the
com m isseration, hut the ridicule of friends, and
often repel the logic and skill of the medical
adviser aimed at their removal.

A nger and hatred distort their objects, and
the motives that have aroused their energies
into fictions of their own engendering, w hich
stim ulate to acts the m ost disproportionate to
the offence, and therefore become unjustifia-
ble. Jealousy often so obscures the rational
data on w hich accurate conclusions may be
based, that im agination m agnifies

“ Trifles light as air,”

into

* Confirmations strong as proofs from Holy writ.”

T he avaricious propensity eventually en-

grosses the active faculties of the mind, and
visions of wealth, or the horrors of poverty,
stim ulate to indefinite acquisition, as an im

aginary good w orthy the endurance of the
m ost unnatural and painful privations, and
even causes a sacrifice of integrity to a prac-
tice of the basest moral obliquities. Pride
and am bition, w hen inordinately indulged, pre-
sent their objects in a form ) alluring, that
fame or selfis represented as alone worthy of
consideration, and the benevolent and social

feelings becom e sacrificed in their giddy vortex.
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T hese derangements of the mental affec-
tions, as results ofordinary im pulses and inci-
dents of life, are often sufficient to unhinge
the m ind to a degree that the most wild
hallucinations control its actions and conclu-
sions.

T here are influences, however, which act
upon the mind, w hen diverted to certain trains
of reflection, with a force more im pressive and
energetic, and w hich engross its attention
more exclusively than the objects ordinarily
submitted to its attention. Such are those
w hich are derived from a contem plation of the
future responsibilities of man, as regards his
spiritual and eternal destinies, and the rewrards
and penalties which are presented to his view
in that state.

T hese subjects, w hen presented to the im
agination with a force adequate to excite the
m ind to an exclusive and intense concentra-
tion, are susceptible of arousing the passions
to a state of extravagant exaltation, w hich
precludes attention to the ordinary im pres-
sions made on the senses, and leads, not un-
frequently, to a m anifestation of bodily action

corresponding with the existing trains of ex-

cited ideas. T his is the state wffiich has re-
ceived the denom ination of ecstasy. A dif-
ferent degree of affection, from the sam e

causes, but operating in varied force, or upon
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subjects differently constituted, may have the
effect to suppress the corporeal powers, while
the active conceptions, (moulded by a like ex-
cited im agination),) are depicted as present
personalities of the spiritual world, perform ing
in fancied characters, w hose actions ever cor-
respond with the train of ideas passing in the
mind, from w hich im agination derives its plas-
tic m aterials. T his is the affection term ed
religious trance, and may be considered the
m ore advanced stage of the ecstatic condi-
tion described above.

T hese singular m anifestations ofan engross-
ing religious m editation, are generally induced
by im pressive representations of future happi-
ness or misery through eloquent appeals to the
passions of persons possessing a highly excita -
ble nervous tem perament. T liese, from natural
infirm ity of judgment, are often incapable of
exercising a rational discretion on occasions in
w hich their active em otions are aroused. M ore
rarely they originate from self-directed m edi-
tation on the subject of future rewards and
punishments, excited by attention to former
vivid im pressions, recalled by the aid of mem
ory ; or by a lively reflection upon the impor-
tant facts having relation to their spiritual re-
sponsibilities. W hatever may have been the
influence by which the mind has been indu-

ced to its excited train of meditations, it be-

8
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8 2 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION

comes tem porarily inadequate for the per-
form ance of its accustom ed discrim inating de-
cision ; and w hat s m ost singular, the fic-
tions w hich are embraced in this state, are
generally adopted as facts in its history, after

a restoration to its normal condition *

* It has ever been a m oo ted g uestion w ith m e tap hy -
sicians, w hether the m ind, durin g its corporeal connec-
tion, at any tim e e x is ts in a state o f to ta | in a c tiv ity or
th o ug htle ss g uiescence. I't has b een contended b vy
som e, th a't in every condition o f sleep, how ever pro

found, or grave disease o f the brain, as apoplexy, & ¢

com bin ation s o f ide as continue in a degree o f a c tiv ity H
b ut th at th e ir train s, in a state o f deep natural sleep, or
in th e apparent unconsciousness o f disease, are on ly

in capable of being re ca lle d on th e change to a s ta te o f

w a ke fulness, in consequence o f th e fa ilu re o f m e m ory
to re cord th e m on its ta b le t. In such view , it is on ly
th e m e n ta | acts o f im perfe ct sleep, or less grave d is -
ease, w hich becom e th e subiject o frecollection on th e ir
rem oval. O th ers suppose th at m e n tal a c tion , in th e
m o re sound form s o f sleep, or in th e deep le th a rg vy o f
disease, particip ate o f th e torp or w hich enchains th e
a ction o f th e senses, and becomes, lik e these, dorm ant
and in active

I f th e la tte r th e o ry is correct, it is m a n ife st th at a
tem porary b la n k is produced in th e h is to ry of m enta
action, during each a ffe c tio n o f causes producing th is
tem porary sym pathy w ith its corporeal consociate. A l-
th o ugh evidence m ay b e w a n tin g to disprove th is la st
p o s ition, yet (w hether considered as a p o s itive or nega
tiv e argum ent) it can b e m ade b ut little a v ailable in
p roof o f s ke ptical m a te ria lis m

It m u st appeartr m a n ife st, th at during its union w ith
m a tte r, th e m in d is in a dependent p o s itio n , and m u st
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A lthough a due degree of zeal may actuate

th e subjects thus dem onstrably affected, yet

necessar rily, from th e n ature o f th e connection, be sub
je ¢ te d b vy sym pathy to th e various a ffe ctions w hich in
flu e n ce th e la tte 1 ; consequently, th e m in d is in a d e
g re e m ade s ubiject to th e la w s by w h ic h m a tte r is g o v -

erned

w h ateverjudgm ent, th erefore, m ay be form ed o f the
a c tion or a ffe c tion o f the tw o agents in a state o f con
n e ction , it is in applicable to th at o f e ith e r, w h e n a dis
s o lu tio n o f such union is e ffected . F or th e m in d h a v
ing, by such event, escaped the grosser-r sym pathies in
w h ic h it h e Id p a rtic ip a tio n , m ust be presum ed to re
cover the cap abilitie s o f its o w n inh erent and s u b tle n a
ture , and to a ct in con form ity w ith its s pecific and in
dependentlaw s ;oas it s m a n ife st, fro m observation, th a't
m a tter re verts to th e control o f th e p hysical agencies,
w h en vita lity w ith h o Id s its s uperior in fluence

In d u c tiv e reasoning m ustle ad to th e conclusion, th a't
th e union o f agencies ord in a rily subijected to independ
ent diverse law s, w ould re s u It in a m ode o f a ction es -

s e n tia lly m o dified fro m th at of each, w hen s o le ly g o v

erned by its o rig in a

in flu ences. w e accordingly fin d
in th e connection o f m atter, v ita lity , and m ind, as e x is t-
in g in a sta te of organization, th at the form er (during
such union) acgquires proper-rties n ot e xisting in its ord i-
nary in org anic condition H and at the diss o lution o f th e
connection, it m a n ife s tly assum es th e m o re lim ite d and
in fe rio r a b ilitie s d erived from its o rd in a ry s p e cific la w s
|t is th ere fore a reasonable conclusion, th at the super-rwior
agent, the m ind, (w hich in th e condition o f union h ad
su ffe re d re s tra int fro m its grosser associate,) w o u ld re
g ain its n ative pow ers by th e assum ption o f th e ac -
tio n p erm itte d by th e la w o f its o rig in a | n ature . It

m ay then b e conceived, that, as in tra n c e or ecstasy,
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8 4 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

there is reason to fear, that m any of their num -
ber are self-deceived enthusiasts, wanting in
profitable knowledge, who therefore have ad-
m itted the natural prom ptings of a highly ex-
cited im agination, as evidence of a degree of
inspiration and divine favoritism , which has
been denied the more rational cultivators of
genuine spiritual devotion

R eligion, as being the practical science of a
future state, ought, unquestionably, to be an
object of primary consideration, and its culti-

vation and acquirement becomes the duty of

w hich has been induced by in ordin a te causes a ffe cting
th e m ind, th e in flu e nce o f this s howuld, in a degree, ac-
qg u ire an ascendancy over its m a te rial associate|, and
th ere by, tem porar rwily, be enabled to act from th e a b ility
d e rived fro m its o w n independent laws o f a ction H or
th a t in case o f b odily in firm ity , in w h ic h th e m in d h as
escaped a sym pathizing action, its pow er should acqguire
a lik e preponderance, and e xercise energies accordant
w ith its untram m e le d a b ilitie s . I'n e ith e r supposition
it w ill b e observed, th a t th e e ffect m ig ht be a lik e e X
te n sion o f ordin ary m ental capability, provided th e d i-
verse causes produced a lik e suspension o f th e ir-re la -
tiv e dependencies, through w h ic h th e a ction o f each re
ceives e ssential m o d ific a tio n , and indeed controls a |l

th e ir consociate a ctions

T h e above, howeverwr, is on ly a s peculative sugges -
tio n b utm ay notbe w h o Ily unw orthy o f consideration
in a contem plation o f th e ab struse phenom ena o f th e
anim al econom vy, as w e Il as to m e et th e argum ents
e qgu ally speculative, adduced by m ate rialists in th e sup -

p ort o fth e ir depressing and gloom vy creed

frtx n
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every rational responsible being. T he evi-
dence of its possession, however, is by no
m eans exhibited in these passionate dem on -
strations; but it is more convincingly m ani-

fested by a rational contem plation of its re-

quirements, and a consistent conform ity o f
the hum an attributes to the laws of Deity,
enstam ped both in nature and revelation.
T hese, only, intellect recognizes as based upon
principles of a reason worthy the infinite In -
telligence whence they em anated.

T he founders of the various fanatical sects
have well understood the power which the
faculty of veneration is capable of exercising
over the passions and im agination. T hey have
therefore craftily constructed their tenets and
formularies, in a manner whereby they have
availed them selves of its influence for the ac-
guisition of proselytes to their creeds. H ence
M orm onism is enforced by its appeals to its
im m ediate revelations, and its m arvelous gift
of tongues; and m ost of its devotees, n o
doubt through the influence of the mental
principle suggested and biased by the con -
ceits of a wvivid im agination, conceive them
selves the participants of the marvelous gift.
It is likew ise probable, that the hallucination
w hich leads them to em brace the absurd doc-

trine, im bues the senseless jargon w hich they
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invent, with abounding ideas of the m ost grave
im port.

T he impostor M atthias proclaimed his ow n
nature as partaking of the divine essence, and
his brutish eccentricities, through the exagge-

rating medium of a morbidly active im agina-

tion, appeared to his follow ers (som e o f
w hom possessed otherwise respectable intel-
lectual capacities) as satisfactory evidence of
his claim s. T he bliss of M ahomet’s sensual
paradise was depicted with such intensity, in

the visions of his fanatic soldiers, as to cause
them to disregard tem poral life, so far as to
rush to destruction in battle, with the view to

enter upon its im mortal enjoyment.>*

* A t the siege of a fortre s s (th e nam e o f w hich is n ot
w ith in th e re co Ille ction o f the author) by th e T urkis h
arm vy, under one o f th e ir m ost victo rio u s and d is tin
g uished sultans, the besiegers becam e dispirite d , in con -
seqguence o f th e fa ilu re o f th e ir variously repeated as -
saults fo r its re d uction , and w ere on th e eve o f aban -
d oning th e h opeless underta kin g . At th is ju n c tu re , a
p riva te soldier, in s pire d by h is re lig io u s as w e Il as p a t-
rio tic zeal, announced to his com rades that he b e h e ld a

v ision o f the b la c k eyed h owuris of M ahom et's paradise,

b e ckoning them to an em brace, from th e tops o f the lo fty
tu rre te d w a lls o f the besieged. T h e entranced en th u -
siast rushed forw ard, at the sam e tim e to th e w a Il and
to death, fo llo w e d by h is com rades, w h o h ad im b ib e d
th e sym pathetic contagion, and w h o im m e diately shared
th e sam e fate . T h e in fe c tio n becam e generwal in th e
arm y, and a fu rio u s assault of the castle ensued, w hich,
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In the mental phenomena of dream s, ghosts,

insanity and trance, there exists no inconsid-

erable degree o f relationship. E ach are
characterized by the sim ilar illusory im ages
w hich are attendant. T hey are, however, di-

verse as regards the causes, and the physical
condition from w hich they originate. T he
former have been noticed as consisting of an
incongruous com bination of sensations in store
in the mind, in a state of sleep, without the
im m ediate action of the senses; though the
passing dreamy trains m ay be essentially in -

fluenced and varied by suggestions directed

through these.* Dreams are conducted in -

a fter a desperate re sistance by th e besieged, and a fe ar-
fu l carnage o f th e assailants, w a s dem olished, and its
b rave d efender-rs fe Il a s acrifice to th e alm o st superhu -
m an energies e x c ite d by th e illu s iv e v is io n o f th e

fa n a tic .

* In sleep, w h e th er attended by dream s or not, th e
a tte n tio n is suspended by th e e x is tin g to rp o r; th e re -
fore, im pressions m ade on th e senses are notrecognized,
e xcept as suggestive o f o b jects connected w ith th e
tra in s o f th ought passing in th e m ind, or as having th e
e ffe ct to change the trains to others having a re la tion to
th e im pressions m ade. T h e senses have notunfreqguently
th u s b een em ployed to e x to rt secrets from dream ers, in
th e unguarded condition o f the m in d in sleep . T hus
w h is p ering in th e ear ofa dream er, w ill o fte n o b ta in a
p e rtin e n t re p ly to g uestions re la tiv e to th e p assing
m e ntal action . A person entering the room of a sleeper,
o fte n suggests a dream o f intended violence and ro b -

O riginal ta n
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8 8 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION.

dependent of the corrections of attention,

w hich is ever quiescent in a state of sleep ;

hence arises the disconnected chain of events

w hich transpire in mental activity of sleep.
G hosts have been considered as illusory im -
ages, or personifications, represented to the
m ind in a state of wakefulness. T hese are de-

pendent for existence upon a disordered con -
dition of the Lrain and nervous system , hold-
ing no further im portance than the indications
w hich they furnish of the m orbid actions
w hich give them existence.

R eligious trance is, likew ise, usually at-
tended with a variety of personified im ages,
produced by a state of excited m ental activity,
m ostly of a spiritual nature, occurring in in -
dividuals of im aginative, rather than rational
susceptibilities. T hese are excited by exter-

nal im pressions directed through the passions,

or by concentrated attention to subjects re-

lating to future responsibilities. L ike the
b ery. T aste , odors, or cutaneous irrita tio n , & c¢ . fre
g uently change th e e x is tin g dream vy associations to
others suggested b vy th e new s e n s itive irrita tio n . S uch
im pressions, h ow ever, in stead o f dire cting th e m in d to
th e a ction o f o bjects re a lly present, from w h ic h th ey
orig in a te , serve b ut to stim ula te to com b in ation s o f

e x is tin g on its ta b let, w hich are con -
1 s sense irrita te d , or w ith w h ic h it h as
b een associated. * *
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of ghosts, these occur in a state

but unlike those of dream s,

connection is sustained in the
consequence of their being con -
attention w hich, in the others,

desultory.

of ecstasy and trance are the

devotional propensity, they

attended with affections, such as
im agination would naturally depict of
bliss or misery. A ccordingly it
that the drama exhibited to the
the enthusiast, ever holds a

in extravagance with the ex-

m ental affection w hich is in -

induction . A s in dream s,

represented in trance or ecstasy

the causes w hich suggest

phenomena; but as the last

under the direction of a vigo-
far greater consistency of the
m anifested.

diversity exists between the
of ecstasy and trance; the one
exhibition of rapturous exclam a-
accom panied w ith excited and extrava-

action; w hile the mind, in the

intently occupied w ith the

presented for its contem pla-

its influence from the body,

orifjnal frtxn
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and suffers it to rem ain in a state of inaction.
T he primary cause, however, of both being
the same, they are to be considered as but dif-
ferent forms or degrees of the same affection,
producing their various results m ainly through
the force of circum stances in w hich the im
pressions are made, and the diversity of tem

perament presented in different individuals af-

fected . E cstasy is that stage of the affection
w hich may be considered incipient, in w hich
the m ind is more partially withdrawn from
the dom inion of the senses, although their

im pressions are but little, or in no degree, the

subject of attention, in consequence of the
concentration of mental conception on ob -
jects of a supernatural character. T he atten -

tion is so directed to the hallucinations pres-

ent, that sensible im pression is disregarded,
unless applied in more than ordinary force.
In such case, attention may tem porarily be
given to ordinary sensation; but so predomi-

nant is the mental train, that it im m ediately
reclaim s the attention, on the dim inution o f
the cause of its arrest.

In the more advanced stage of the affec-

tion o f trance, insensibility to external im
pressions exists, often nearly representing a
state of death. T he vital functions are per-
formed with dim inished energy; the eyes be-

com e fixed, though the countenance may ap-
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pear otherwise but little changed; and the m us-

cular system is im movable, to a degree that
the limbs usually rem ain in the position where
placed. Indeed there is little doubt, that
m any have suffered vital inhum ation in this
often death-sim ulating condition . O n the
contrary, in religious trance, as in ecstasy,
the mind is occasionally in a preternaturally
elevated state, and its conceptions become
m agnified into a conceived arena, within

w hich are introduced by the im agination, the
greatest variety of spiritual im ages and ob-
jects in dram atic perform ance. So vivid are
som etim es the conceptions in trance, (as would

appear from the relation of its visions,) that the

m ind or soul of its subjects seem s endowed
w ith tem porary energies, surpassing those
m anifested as the joint products with its now
inert earthly tenem ent. T he combination of

thoughtin ideal pictures possesses such activity,
that, in conception, space becomes annihilated
and the mental wanderer, in im agination, is
transported to the regions of his contem pla-
tion, (w hich is m ost com monly heaven or hell,)
and his affections are accordant with the fan-

cied scenes amid which he mingles.*

*The maid of Orleans, the celebrated Joan of A rc,
was undoubtedly an ecstatic enthusiast, whose visions

w ere the natural inspirations of an ardent devotional
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Several diseases, as hysteria, insanity, epi-

lepsey, & c.; m any poisonous drugs, as alcohol,

tem peram ent, aided by a patriotic zeal for the salvation
of the liberties ofher country. That she was herself a
designing im postor, few will believe; but it is m ore
qguestionable w hether she was not the dupe of govern-
m ent agencies, em ployed as an instrument for arousing

a languid French patriotism to a resistance of English

oppression. T here is little doubt that she entertained
full confidence in the inspiration w hich she announced,
and likew ise that she was the heavenly com missioned

agent for the protection ofher country’s liberty.
W hatever may have been the opinion of the French

king and his advisers, relative to her claim s, it is certain

that she possessed popular confidence in the divine
agency which she assumed. The result of such belief
strikingly illustrates the superiority which spiritual con-

ceptions, w hen brought into activity, hold over those of

a tem poral nature, in exciting the mind to energetic
action. It is probable that the main facts, giving ori-
gin to this strange history, will ever rem ain concealed;

but though the causes which led to its development
w ere manifestly illusion, w ith, perhaps, the aid ofdevice,
the effects possessed a reality and im portance no less
than that of the restoration of liberty and distinction to
a nation previously existing 1in a state of degradation
and oppression. T he entire transaction is an illustra-
tion of the adage, that “ truth is o ften m ore strange
than fiction.”

A's the case of the M aid of Orleans was doubtless
one representing the ecstatic form of trance, another
m ay be mentioned strongly illustrative of the more
grave and visibly inanim ate degree of the affection; in
w hich ordinary physical action had apparently ceased,

w hile that of the mind had assumed an expanded range,

accordant with a conception of its mode of operation

O riginal frtw n
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opium , hyoscyam us,thorn apple, (stram onium ,)
hem lock , (cicuta,) and som e others, occasion
w hecn freed from its corporeal em barrassment. It is

during such affection that its action appears as under
the guidance of its own peculiar laws of action. T he
case isthat of Henry Engelbreclit, as related by him
self, and may be found in Blackwood’s M agazine, M ay
No., 1847.

In the year 1G23, exhausted by intense mental ex -
citem ent of a religious kind, and by abstinence from
food, after hearing a sermon which strongly affected
him , he felt as if he could combatno more, so he gave
in and took to his bed. There he lay a week without
tasting any thing but the bread and wine of the sacra-
m ent. On the eighth day, he thought he fell into the
death struggle ; death seemed to invade him from be-
low upwards ; hisbody became rigid; his hands and feet
insensible; his tongue and lips incapable of motion;

gradually his sight failed him , but he still heard the la-

ments and consultations of those around him. This
gradual dem ise lasted from m id-day till eleven atnight,
w hen he heard the watchman ; then he lost conscious-
ness of outward im pressions. B ut an elaborate vision
of im mense detail began ; the them e of which w as,
that he was first carried down to hell, and looked into

the place oftorm ent; from thence, quicker than an ar-

row , was he borne to paradise. In these abodes of suf-
fering and happiness, he saw and heard and smelled
things unspeakable. Those scenes, though long in ap-

prehension, were short in time, for he came enough to
nim self by twelve o’clock, again to hear the watchman.

It took him another twelve hours to come round en-

tirely . H is hearing was first restored ; then his sight;
feeling and motion followed ; as soon as he could move
his lim bs he rose. H e felt him self stronger than before

the trance.”

Orf"mltan
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ally resem ble trance and ecstasy in the pro-
duction of sim ilar false im ages, mental exalta-
tion, and bodily im m obility. W hile, however,
the false conceptions induced by disease, or
drugs,are desultory com binationsofideal trains,
bearing a resem blance to those of dream s, the
visions of ecstasy and trance are arranged in
consistent connection, and though usually
originating from external im pressions m ade
through the senses of sight and hearing, they

may be continued to an indefinite period, solely

by ideas of consciousness. W hile, likew ise,
the mental im ages resulting from disease and
m edicines are painful or agreeable, in accord-

ance with the character of the bodily stim u-
lus by w hich they are prompted, and wusually
subside on the term ination of the morbid ac-
tions which give them origin, the spiritual ar-
ray (being the product of em otion, unaccom
panied by diseased action,) com monly contin -
ues in normal and consistent trains, until in -

terrupted or dissevered, either by overpower-

This case, w hile it exhibits the phenomena oftrance,
at the same time goes far to dem onstrate, that it is a
peculiar condition of the nervous system wupon which it
is dependent; as it will appear manifest, that the as-
cetic life, and bodily exhaustion, from insufficient diet,
& c. under which they occurred, were causes wellsuited
to induce the morbid susceptibility with w hich, it has

been contended, the affection is connected.
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ing corporeal im pressions, acting through the
senses, or by the exhaustion of the <cerebral
force by which they are sustained.

T he difference of effect follow ing the sub-

sidence of hallucinations from diseased ac-

tion, and the em otion producing trance, con -
sists in the greater or less debilitated condi-
tion of the system , (occasioned by the latter),)
arising from the unnatural action during its
affection, w hile in trance the functions are
little im paired, because, (during its continu -

ance,) they have remained in a state of inac-
tion and repose. T his preservation of vital
functions in trance, however, exists only in
cases of quiescence of the body, as in the con -
dition of its extatic activity, from the passing
em otion, and the active scenes pictured to the
mind, it must necessarily (as a condition o f
its nature) suffer a degree of exhaustion.

It has been stated, that in the state of
trance there exists an entire subsidence o f
voluntary action, during w hich the vital func-
tions are perform ed w ith dim inished force.
T his is owing to the withdrawal from these
of a portion of their ordinary nervous influ-
ence, for the sustentation ofthe exalted m ental
energy in the production of the visions w hich «*
engross the mind’s attention. T his explanation
is derived from a recognized principle of the

animal economy, that exalted concentrated
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96 CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION .

action existing in an organ, can alone be
sustained by a withdrawal of that ordinarily
assigned for the support of the functions of
its associates; and hence, inductive reasoning,
from the known existence of this physiologi-
cal law, would lead to the conclusion, that
bodily torpor, like that witnessed in a state
of trance, would be the result of the highly
concentrated m ental action constituting the
principal phenomena of the affection.

T he various degrees of affection m anifested
between the active dem onstrations of ecstasy
and trance, have heretofore been referred to
the varied effects of circum stances and tem
perament. In aid of these influences may be
m entioned an im portant agency in determ in-
ing the character of these phenomena, derived
from the relative susceptibilities existing in

different individuals, betw een the brain and

nervous system . In this view , persons of
greater cerebral im pressibility, through favor-
ing causes, will present the m anifestations of
more marked trance, with its array of illusory
visions, w hile ecstasy, with its varying de-
grees of corporeal action, is the effect of sim i-
lar causes, acting wupon persons w hose ner-

vVous system s (the primary agents of anim al
m otion) possess preponderating susceptibili-

ties.
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notice of dream s and ghosts, as pre-

indications of com ing events, it was

their vague and indefinite indi-
to render them advantageous to

and therefore, that the dubious

W ere irreconcilable w ith the
benevolent economy conceived as
the unavailable adm onition. A n

argument

derivable from the same source, and

of similar application, is worthy of considera-
tion in an investigation of the subject of reli-
gious trance. It is presumed as not claim ed,
that the supposed inspiration of this affection,
im parts a revelation of superior precepts for
the direction of the spiritual devotion of its
favored recipients. It is, therefore, difficult to

discern

in

nevolent

partial

and

of favors

com m on

such m anifestations, a wise and be-
object, as it must appear evidently
discrim inating 1in the distribution
C hristian professors, and m anifest-
derogation of the attributes ascribed to

im partial Father of their faith.

facts are wanting which prove

subjects of religious trance excel their

ly in

the
Indeed

that the

more
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excitable tem perament, it may be considered
as an established fact, that the phenomena of

trance are worthy of interest, mainly, as being

dem onstrable of the physiological, or perhaps
pathological singularities, occasionally m ani-
fested by the brain and nervous system , rather
than as spiritual im pressions derived from a

supernatural source.*

N otw ithstanding, however, the view s w hich
have been given of trance and its phenomena,
it is little probable that a large portion of its
subjects merit a rank among deceivers and
im postors; (a charge not unfrequentlym ade;)
but rather they ought generally to be view ed
w ith com m isseration and sym pathy, as enthu -
siasts w ho are denied the physical ability of

sustaining an equipoise of intellect, w hen con -

tem plating a subject which, above all others,
* A w rite r in B lackw ood's M agazine, June N o. 1847,
th us ju s tly rem arks : W ith o u t a t a Il com prehending
th e re al character o f the pow er called in to p la vy, m an -
k in d seem s to h ave fo und out, by a *m era palpatio, by
in s tin c tiv e e xperim ent and lu ¢ k vy g roping in th e d ark,
th at in th e stupor o ftrance, the m ind occasionally stum
b le s upon odd s and ends o f strange know ledge and
prescience. T h e phenom enon w as never fo r an in
stant suspected o f ly in g in th e order o f nature. It w as
construed to s u it th e occasion and tim e s, e ith e r in to d i-
v in e in s pira tion , or d ia b o lic a | w h is p ering s . B u t it

w as alw ays supernatural.”
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dem ands a dispassionate consideration, as in -
volving eternal destiny.*

Sommnambulism , or sleep walking, is a form
of trance differing from those mentioned, as
it occurs during the ordinary sleep of the
senses, and is doubtless the production of a
degree of internal bodily derangement. In
this affection, the faculties of the mind are in
a state of activity, w hile the senses are locked
in the torpor of sleep. T he corporeal organs,
however, are stim ulated to action by the en-
ergy of the mental trains controling volition,
and prom pting it to act in conform ity with the
passing conceptions and trains of thought.
A variety of acts are often executed in this
condition, of which, as in dream s, previous

w aking thoughts are the prototypes; but

o0t is n ot designed in th e above d iscussion o f th e
character of dream s, visions, & ¢ . to includ e or guestion
th e a uth e n ticity, or im p a ir th e b e lie f o fthose announced
in th e s criptures as prophetic revelations. T hese w ere
e x h ib ite d under circum stances, and accom panied w ith
in tern al and e x tern a | evidence, o f a character w h o Illy
w a n tin g in th o s e here re je c te d as fa c titio u s and S p u T ri-
ous. A s it is conceived th atthe period o f m iracles and
prophecy h as lo ng sin ce ceased, it is deem ed use ful
th at th e m odern n otions, w hich im p ute to th e s e ord i-
nary and e x tra o rd in ary vital m anife stations, a prophetic
character, s h ould b e com b atted by such e x is tin g p hy -
s io lo g ic a | and p ath o lo g ic al fa cts as are b e lie ve d ade -

qu ate fo r th e s o lu tion o f th e ir phenom ena.

Original from
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CREDULITY AND SUPERSTITION .

unfrequently, are of a character

them difficult of perform

affected individual in his ordinary
sort of intellectual sense ap-
office of the natural senses

by which opposing objects are
expedients are em braced, for the

plans in progress of execution,

equaling those of sensible

form of the affection resem
its being the execution, or
action, of ideas previously ex-
; but it holds the distinction
of action by, and being conducted
supervision of a wakeful attention,
possessing consistency in their
It resem bles both religious
ecstasy, by its union of the con -

activity of the one, with the

of the other. A n exalted

com bination is evinced, during
the elevated positions, as the
buildings, precipices, & c¢c. w hich its

seek, as well as by the daring

ot unfrequently encounter.

consists, in its objects usually
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