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Hist. Sci., xxiii (1985)

REVISIONS OF SCIENCE AND MAGIC

From Paracelsus to Newton: Magic and the Making of Modern Science. The
FEddington Memorial Lectures delivered at Cambridge University, November
1980, by Charles Webster (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1982). Pp.
xii + 107. £12.50.

Occult and Scientific Mentalities in the Renaissance. Edited, with an
Introduction, by Brian Vickers (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1984).
Pp. xiv + 408. £27.50.

Every time a partial truth has been taken for the sole explanation of things, there has been a heavy
price to pay. On the other hand, nobody would have arrived even at the partial truth if it had not
been overestimated (The man without qualities, Robert Musil).

The two books under review, impeccably (if expensively) produced by
Cambridge University Press, contain much new and valuable work. Their proper
understanding, however, also requires them to be read in the context of two well-
worn approaches to the relations between science and magic, or the occult. One
approach, aiming at an understanding of the past in its own terms rather than
through modern superimpositions, could perhaps be summed up by Lord
Whitelaw’s demanding dictum: “It is a great mistake ever to prejudge the past.”
Allowing for significant differences between some of its subscribers, this school
is represented by the work of Yates, Pagel, Walker, Rattansi, Debus and Rossi.2
It developed partly asa reaction against earlier Whig or triumphalist accounts of
science. Against these, it was asserted that resurgent Neoplatonism — including
strong components of Hermetic magic, alchemy and astrology — was an
important contributing factor to sixteenth and seventeenth century science.
Empbhasis is placed on congruences and continuities within the early modern
period, and on the need to respect differences between that period and our own.

Unsurprisingly, there has been no lack of scholars ready to restate and defend
the earlier position, or variants of it. That position embodies the opposite
sentiment, that what is science now was (in all fundamental respects) science
then, and the same, mutatis mutandis, for the occult; in short, that “Things have
never been more like the way they are today in history” (Dwight D. Eisenhower).
Proponents such as Hall, Hesse, Westman and McGuire, and Rossi (again) are
anxious to emphasize the more narrowly ‘internal’ development of science, and
its relative autonomy from its metaphysical and especially social context.

0073-2753/85/2303-0299/52.50 (© 1985 Science History Publications Ltd
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300 - PATRICK CURRY

Again, there are differences between these authors; some grant metaphysical
influences, being concerned more to weed out the less desirable kinds thereof.
But in general, science in this view was both an effect, in part, of casting off
magical superstitions, and a cause of their decline. Emphasis is placed on the -
newness and independence of science in the early modern period, and on the
continuity of that science with ours.

One result of these historiographic developments has been to turn the subject
of science and magic into an intellectual minefield, littered with dangerous
explosives like ‘the Yates thesis’, ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’, and even — in this
context — the words ‘magic’, ‘the occult’ and ‘science’ themselves. In general,
where the material under review takes a Whiggish line, it does so in a way that
invites criticism; where the opposite approach is taken, it proceeds more
carefully. I will try to give the reader an idea of both books’ contents, to discuss
the issues they raise, and finally to offer some suggestions whereby the whole
debate might be profitably shifted.

-_ Charles Webster’s book is dedicated to Joseph Needham and Walter Pagel.

With clarity and precision, bristling with references, Webster presents a strong
case for continuity between the views of Paracelsus, Newton and other figures on
both sides of the deep divide between Neoplatonism and early modern science.
He argues that both the mechanistic modernity of the latter and the magical
exotica of the former have been exaggerated by such a divide, which *conforms
to deep prejudices imposed by modern scientific ideology” (p. 12). Such
anachronism has led in turn to the acceptance of “an almost perfect correlation
between the rise of science and the decline of magic” (p. 1). The main import of
Webster’s book is therefore historiographic, as a critique of this triumphalist
view and an exposé, as it were, of its many distortions.

Certainly those distortions are more evident now than they once were. The
influence of Neoplatonism on Boyle and Newton, the latter’s massive body of
alchemical and exegetical work, the defence by Boyle and other early Fellows of
the Royal Society of belief in witchcraft — and the Hermeticist John Webster’s
critique thereof — Kepler’s astrology, Paracelsian and Helmontian specific and
chemical therapies, Bacon’s neo-Paracelsian (and neo-Florentine) cosmology,
and the overall influence of millenarianism: all these combine to make any
defence of the high ‘purity’ and autonomy of early modern science appear
increasingly ignorant and/or ideological. Webster discusses all these points, at
varying length, together with much lesser-known material.

However, as befits someone arguing for respect for the historical
complexities, he does not fall into the trap of attempting to effect a simple
reversal. Science is not reduced to a variant of magic or religion, and valid
contemporaneous differences between them are not suppressed. Instead, he
presents an assimilable overview of the remarkably diverse currents in European
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REVISIONS OF SCIENCE AND MAGIC - 301

thought, running between and often linking the early sixteenth and late
seventeenth centuries. The text is even rich enough to give the reader a feeling for
this complexity, as well as a purely cognitive grasp.

Webster’s procedure is to examine developments — usually starting in
Reformation Germany and up in Restoration England, in three “test cases” of
knowledge: prophecy (both astrological and Biblical), spiritual magic and
demonic magic. In the first of these sections, he explores Paracelsus’s attitude
towards prophecy as “the highest form of magic” (p. 17). That attitude extended
to a trenchant critique of astrology, especially severe by his contemporaries’
standards. Paracelsus retained some fundamentals (greatly restricted) of
astrology, while rejecting most of judicial astrology’s specific claims; but in this,
as Webster shows, there is little to distinguish him from such luminaries as
Tycho, Kepler or Bacon. (Indeed, Webster concedes too much to the received
view in stating that “the Copernicans of the seventeenth century led the trend
against judicial astrology” (p. 15); in England, some of the earlier and most
prominent Copernicans, such as Wing and Streete, were also practising judicial
astrologers.) ‘

Webster’s is no purely intellectualist account, however. He is perhaps most
illuminating on the enduring propagandistic functions of millenarian prophecy,
which “At each stage ... was adapted for political purposes” (p. 36). It is
fascinating to follow how prophetic interpretations changed between, say,
radical Puritan and Restoration Latitudinarian hands, without there ever
occurring a wholesale rejection of this invaluable source of legitimation.
Webster extends his analysis through the cometography of Burnet, Halley and
Whiston. The quasi-astrological and exegetical elements were clearly not lost on
Newton, who retained sweeping cosmological functions for comets.

In the next section, Webster traces the relationship of Paracelsus’s concept of
magic to his emphasis on specific natures, close observation and experimental
manipulation. While Paracelsus’s understanding of these activities was not
identical with the modern one, it resembles the latter more closely than the
earlier Aristotelian view with which he so violently broke. Paracelsian magic
thus “extends across a broad spectrum lying between traditional magic and
experimental science” (p. 57), tending towards the latter. Natural knowledge and
manipulation, for example, were strengthened as against the intervention of
supernatural agents or powers. Here Webster places Paracelsus in the
intellectual context of his influential predecessors (such as Agrippa and Pico) to
show the extent of his innovation. Also traced is the further influence of
Paracelsus’s concepts of the microcosm-macrocosm, active principles and quasi-
anismistic forces on Bacon, and on some early members of the Royal Society.
Such ideas long remained enduring conceptual resources, both explanatory and
heuristic. Newton’s vast output can be seen, in part, to represent the culmination
of Paracelsus’s programme: “the harmonization of knowledge derived from the
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302 - PATRICK CURRY

Bible, Ancient Tradition and Nature” (p. 69).

The book’s final section discusses Paracelsus’s enigmatic attitude towards
witchcraft, including the sharp limits he set to the powers of witches. He also
removed spiritual entities previously considered demonic from that category,
and considerably extended the scope for naturalistic explanations of disease
(especially what we would now consider mental and behavioural disorders). But
in so doing, Paracelsus was no more an enlightened Modern than a superstitious
sorcery-monger he emerges as his own person, in his own times. The implication
is that so will every historical figure, rightly understood.

Webster also examines the deep involvement in upholding witchcraft beliefs
of such leading lights of the early Royal Society as Boyle, More and Glanvill. Its
basis lay, as he shows, in “the ambiguity of the response to the mechanical
philosophy among English natural philosophers”, who responded to “the
dilemma of reconciling scientific credibility with religious orthodoxy” (p.92) by
using witchcraft testimony to scientifically support Anglican supernaturalism.?

~ “Ironically for the received view of the matter, the major sceptical critique of

witchcraft in this period came from John Webster, a retired radical and
apologxst for natural magic and astrology.

In closing, the author points out that in relation to dlmmlshmg belief in
demonic magic, scientists followed the general tide of opinion rather than
leading or preceding it. Keith Thomas has already noted the same thing to be
true of early modern scientists and astrology.¢ There are some central questions
here: Why was this so? Where is the radical epistemological break between
science and what went before, often maintained (and more often assumed)? And
historiographically, why have such apparently non-existent powers been
commonly granted to scientists by historians of science? Such questions are the
underlying subject of this review, and will be discussed in more detail below. In
the meantime, the only criticism I can offer of From Paracelsus to Newtonis that
Webster could have gone somewhat further in socially contextualizing his
material, in addition to the finely articulated intellectual context he does
provide.” But that lack is probably to some extent a result of the necessarily
compressed format of lectures. In any case, it is a2 minor cavil beside a work of
such comprehensive clarity.

Occult and scientific mentalities in the Renaissance, edited by Brian Vickers, is
the outcome of a symposium held in June 1982. It too is dedicated to Joseph
Needham. Before proceeding to the papers, 1 shall discuss the editor’s
Introduction (and paper) at some length: both in order to establish certain
criticisms and to bring out the complex issues raised by that material. Those
issues include the so-called Yates thesis, the use of anthropological concepts in
historical work, and the question of correct historical procedures in
investigating science and magic. Afterwards, I willlook at the remaining papers.
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REVISIONS OF SCIENCE AND MAGIC - 303

Itis impossible, as any reader of the book will soon find, not to distinguish quite
sharply between them and the editor’s contributions. Taken together, the whole
tends to resemble a pushmi-pullyu, whose opposing heads are not in mutual
agreement. This effect rises from the fact that Vickers alone persists in trying to
impose unhistorical categories on the historical evidence; the latter then subverts
the former at almost every turn of his argument. Indeed, it would be
disingenuous not to say at the outset that I found Vickers’s overall approach to
be cavalier, and determinedly anachronistic.

He begins by severely and to some extent correctly criticizing Frances Yates,
on the basis of her paper “The Hermetic tradition in Renaissance science”.
There is no question that this paper contains some incautious and unsupported
claims (although it would have been more satisfactory for Vickers to have also
commented on her more lasting and important work, Giordano Bruno and the
Hermetic tradition®). He draws heavily on Robert Westman's paper on the
subject, which was a welcome clarification of Hermeticism. 10 However, Vickers
adopts without comment Westman's compression of Yates's work into “the
Yates thesis”, which he then describes as “almost wholly unfounded” (p. 6).!! It is

- true that Yates overdrew the significance and extent of Hermeticism, and

especially Rosicrucianism.!2 But Vickers now goes ‘much further. Neither
Westman nor McGuire, nor their extensive commentators, had attempted to
deny the importance for early modern science of Renaissance Neoplatonism, the
trunk (in Charles Schmitt’s phrase) onto which Hermetic ideas were grafted.
Nevertheless, it is Vickers’s intent to do so. He proposes two fundamental
categories, at once traditions and epistemologies: “scientific” and “occult”.
These two are held to be relatively autonomous and radically separate. In the
scientific category (we hear nothing of natural philosophy) are placed physics,
optics, mechanics, astronomy and mathematics. It is peopled with Mersenne,
Kepler, Newton, Boyle, Locke, Scaliger, Harvey, Bacon and Galileo. The
contrary class, the occult, contains Neoplatonism — for “the Neoplatonists, like
all occultists, were never interested in matter for its own sake or in general terms”
(p. 6) — Hermeticism, numerology, cabbala, alchemy, astrology, demonology
and all forms of magic. This category captures Cardano, Bruno, Dee, Fludd and
especially Paracelsus.

Of course, Vickers cannot entirely ignore the profound differences between
pursuits and persons within each group, and what was held in common across
the supposedly opposed categories. Thus Cardano, for example, “though
seemingly in the vanguard of sixteenth-century science by his rejection of
Aristotelianism, is in fact more old-fashioned [than Scaliger] or less than
scientific” (p. 12). Van Helmont “was able to combine experimental biology,
chemistry and medicine with Neoplatonism and mysticism” (p. 16). The
coexistence of Bacon’s speculative philosophy “with his rigorous logical
methods based on observation and experiment suggests not so much a unified
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304 - PATRICK CURRY

whole as a radical incoherence — or the simultaneous acceptance of
incompatibles” (p. 20). And finally, “as everyone knows, precisely those
scientists who delivered sharp and acute attacks on the occult mentality —
Bacon, Kepler, Mersenne, Van Helmont... — themselves retain many instances
of occult beliefs and thought habits. How are we to handle this contradiction?”
(p. 13).

It is readily apparent that this contradiction is generated almost entirely by
Vickers’s own determination to place “the emphasis where I believe it should be
put: on two traditions each having its own thought processes, its own mental
categories, which determine its whole approach to life, mind, physical reality”
(p. 6). Surely it is clear that the return to such a crude bipolarity will not only
generate countless pseudo-problems of ‘radical incoherence’ and the schizoid
acceptance of ‘incompatibles’, but will also obscure the genuine historical
questions waiting to be explored. The answers will only grow out of sensitive
analysis of texts in their contexts. But perhaps such a position is too pedestrian
for Vickers; in his view, “our goal as historians of the Renaissance[is]toisolate,

identify the individual components of the two systems, the occult and the

experimental, which persisted side by side for nearly two thousand years. Above
all we must formulate the ‘clear concepts’ needed to define each system and the
relations between them™ (p. 32). This is a remarkable statement; the ‘two
traditions’ are extended backwards in time for nearly two thousand years,
without changing (let alone ever losing) their identities, and without any mutual
influence: since, in the seventeenth century, at least, “the occultists were immune
to the experience of the new work that had been done in mathematics, physics,
mechanics and optics. Their system accounted for everything already...” (p. 40).
And conversely, “The error ... lies in arguing that the occult sciences in the
Renaissance were productive of ideas, theories, and techniques in the new
sciences” (p. 44).

I will leave aside the question whether such a situation is plausible, either in
theory or on the basis of the historical evidence. The papers in Vickers’s book
alone supply sufficient evidence to the contrary. But there are some other points
to be made. In the first place, [ beg to differ with Vickers concerning our goalas
historians. Even when trying to understand historical constructs which are
prima facie plausible and reasonably delimited in space and time — which
Vickers’s are not — his procedure sounds unpromising. As Corsi has written,
“The historical understanding of ... Baconianism, neo-Platonism or
Newtonianism is hardly furthered by first listing what each term means in
abstract, theoretical terms — if such definition is indeed possible — and then
listing historical actors fitting the requirements of the definition”.!3 And the
constructs Corsi mentions are probably near the limit of what the historians can
hope to tackle without serious damage to what is his concern: the understanding
of historical particulars. Nor is his concern the formulation of rigorous ‘clear
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REVISIONS OF SCIENCE AND MAGIC - 305

concepts’: that ungrateful job belongs to the philosophers and philosophers of
science. And as Corsi implies, where historical entities are concerned it is by no
means self-evident that such formulation is meaningfully possible. To put it

another way, it is not obvious that there are any such stable and enduring

epistemological entities as (for example) ‘science’ and ‘magic’, existing in a
universal or transcendental way and amenable to universal definition. The
travails of successive philosophers of science are too well known in this respect to
enumerate here. Similarly, a recent massive attempt to define magic
sociologically — while very valuable in other respects — illustrates the common
danger: the attempt to supply universal criteria ends only in supplying criteria
general to the point of trivially true.!4

Vickers’s own attempts fare no better. He adopts without discussion or
elaboration Schmitt’s characterization of science as uniquely “progressive”.!
Vickers’s scientists inhabit an unabashedly Popperian world, in which they
welcome criticism and refutation, cheerfully modifying their theories
accordingly. In stark contrast, occultists are “protective” towards their ideas,
and guilty of endless “secondary elaboration”. Confusingly, his characterization

‘of occult epistemology as a “classification system, self-contained and self-

referring” (p. 13) — which he develops at some length in his paper — resemblesa
quite sophisticated construal of science: namely, the Duhem-Quine theory, with
its holism and its undermining of the distinction between ‘empirical’ and
‘observational’ statements.16 -

Again, these problems are serious but unnecessary. I have already suggested
that the historian’s business lies more with particular events, persons and periods
than with such a highly generalized programme, based — in Quentin Skinner’s
words — on “the Fregean assumption that meanings must somehow be
timeless”. As Skinner says, in the course of a cogent paper,

The great mistake lies not merely in looking for the “essential meaning” of
the “idea” as something which must necessarily “remain the same”, buteven
in thinking of any “essential” meaning (to which individual writers
“contribute”) at all.... Any statement ... is inescapably the embodiment of a
particular intention, on a particular occasion, addressed to the solution ofa
particular problem...."”

This is certainly not to suggest that general concepts and statements are
illegitimate in historical work, or even avoidable. (Indeed, one major general
question arises out of the localism I have stressed, which is: How was a relative
consensus established, across discrete events and complex processes, as to what
is and is not ‘science’?) The point is just that generalizations in history must be
firmly subordinated to, tested against and modified by the relevant historical
particulars:!® something Vickers, in his eagerness to assail what he has defined as
‘the occult’, has failed to do. Perhaps needless to say, the omission is not
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306 - PATRICK CURRY

remedied by taking on board the problematics of another and ancillary
discipline, i.e., philosophy of science.

Skinner’s last point above brings out a second characteristic of Vickers's
categories: their anachronism. His defence against such a charge, which he
anticipates, is that his distinctions “were perfectly clear to Renaissance thinkers
... the distinction between occult and non-occult was widely understood and
employed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries” (p. 13). But this won't
really do. The comprehensive, discrete and finalized categories that Vickers
employs are modern ones, and incorporate a great deal of material — both
empirical and conceptual — which postdate the period in question. The point is
precisely that such categories were then in the very process of being negotiated,
as part of the complex interplay between Aristotelianism, Renaissance
Neoplatonism and magic, and the mechanical and experimental philosophies
(the latter two largely conflated by Vickers). There were no guarantees in
advance as to the outcome. For Vickers to use his concepts of apparently
progressive and triumphant ‘science’ and apparently regressive and incoherent
‘magic’ non-anachronistically, that outcome would have had to have been (i)
- assured, and (ii) known in advance by the historical actors. I feel we may rule out
divine patronage and clairvoyance. Certainly subjective certainty on some
actors’ parts is no adequate surrogate: there was plenty of that on all sides.
Vickers’s own certainty is revealed in this remarkable statement, near the end of
his Introduction: “Science went one way, and the occult, discredited as a serious
or valid intellectual activity, went another — as, / believe, they always had done”
(p- 44, my emphasis). Here we have science before it became science, and a
discredited occult before being discredited. Such backwards importation of later
ideas and developments does grievous injury to the fabric of history; for that
reason, it goes against the most basic methodological canons of the discipline.
As T. K. Rabb put it, “The way the historian establishes context, whether for
change or stability, is by making connections with antecedent phenomena....
What is crucial is that the evidence be empirical and from the right period, not
theoretical or analogous.”!?

Vickers’s Introduction draws heavily on some tenets of social anthropology,
which would be laudable if his use of them were less “theoretical or analogous”
and more judicious and heuristic. Nonetheless, the issues involved are worth
exploring. To begin with, he makes much of a distinction proposed by Robin
Horton between ‘closed’ traditional (or primitive) and ‘open’ Western (or
scientific) modes of thought.20 Unfortunately, Horton has recently repudiated
that approach, in the light of extensive criticism. He remarks, “the
‘closed’/‘open’ dichotomy is ripe for the scrap heap™.2! Vickers, however,
combines Horton’s earlier work with that of Evans-Pritchard on Zande
witcheraft?? to deduce that: (i) “In the occult tradition, if a belief in numerology
were abandoned, it would destroy the basis for alchemy and astrology; if a belief
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in astrology were abandoned, it would destroy alchemy, botanical medicine, and
much else” (p. 35); (ii) “When established tenets are challenged”, the occultist-
cum-Zande experiences “intense anxiety” (p. 35) (unlike scientists), and
therefore (iii) adopts a “protective attitude toward their world-view” (p. 44). Let
me remind the reader that this is all in the interests of distinguishing science and
scientists from magic and occultists. But lest anyone be carried along by these
claims, it is necessary to point out their tendentiousness. Respecting (i), this is
simply incorrect. Newton’s intense interest in alchemy (whether or not
amounting to “belief”, a concept nowhere specified) was noticeably
unaccompanied by any interest in judicial astrology; men such as Culpeper
managed to devote a lifetime to astrological botany and medicine without any
significant reference to traditional alchemy; and the very book at hand devotes
two papers to Kepler: the first establishing his enduring (if delimited) belief in
astrology, and the second describing his rejection of numerology. Vickers’s
second claim (ii) absolves scientists from experiencing any anxiety when
challenged on ‘established tenets’ (otherwise what use would it be to distinguish
them from occultists?). Similarly, (iii) exempts them from a “protective attitude”

" toward their theories and/or world-view. One thinks irresistibly of the attitude

of Boyle, Wilkins and other early Fellows toward, say, Hobbes: hardly carefree.
Or consider the bitterness of the Newton-Leibnitz dispute. The list is lengthy,
even leaving aside the work of Kuhn and much contemporary sociology of
science. : '

Vickers allows that Dee and Fludd, unlike the Zande, were aware of
conceptual alternatives; but he goes on to cite the vehemence of Fludd’s attack
on Kepler as evidence of “the same intense anxiety” (p. 35) as that felt by Zande
witch-doctors: unlike, say, Mersenne's attack on Fludd? Elsewhere it is
maintained that “keeping track of successes and failures is a mark of the anti-
occult movement...” (p. 37), in which case, much of seventeenth century (and
earlier) astrology, with its extensive record-keeping and proto-statistical
approach to astro-meteorology, must certainly be granted scientific status.23

Finally, Vickers calls in support from an eminent anthropologist who testifies
that scientific thought-systems are “socially neutral” and thus “ill-suited for the
underpinning of moral expectations, of a status- and value-system” (pp. 41-
42).23 One would have thought this rather bald statement to have required some
defence. Again leaving aside modern science, does it describe what we know
about the Royal Society in Restoration England? Or Newtonianism after the
Glorious Revolution and into the eighteenth century?? And if ‘scientific
thought-systems’ are to be construed more narrowly, where does one draw the
line, and why? (After all, the term used here, often as not, is “world view”.)

It increasingly appears as if the real figure behind Vickers’s anthropological
hostages is Levy-Bruhl, with the sweeping idealism and pseudo-explanatory
force of his *primitive’ and ‘civilized’ mentalities.?s In all, the extensive problems
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I have noted recall an observation in a recent review of anthropological
perspectives on the history of science: “Many historians of science have
recognized that it is anachronistic to view the scientific revolution as a simple

triumph of reason over unreason.... The yearning to depict science, magic and"

religion simply as rival systems of thought nevertheless persists....”?’ In
particular, I think, the warnings sounded by E. P. Thompson in a seminal article

— “Anthropology and the discipline of context” — are borne out.28 Thompson
noted that

The increasing tendency to abstract some anthropological or sociological
finding from its context, and to flourish it around as if it possessed some

intrinsic value as a typological fact about all human societies is actively
injurious to history (p. 43).

He also pointed out “the anthropological tendency towards a strongly
characterized typology...” which he rightly commended Keith Thomas for
avoiding (p. 45). This brings me to another paper; Vickers’s discussion would
have also benefited from attention to an important exchange between Thomas
and the anthropologist Hildred Geertz.22 Among other pomts Geertz says that
even within anthropology,

the construct “magic” as used in much of today’s thinking about exotic belief
systems draws its aura of factualness from its place in our own culture, and
its legitimacy from the social prestige of the cultivated groups who employed
the construct in the past. The same is true for the notion that “primitive ways
of thought” contrast with “modern”, a dichotomy which reduces the

complexities of human life to a simple negative of one’s presumed self... (p.
88).

For his part, Thomas points out that while the terms ‘magic’ and ‘religion’ are
used in the early modern period (which doesn’t, of course, imply synonymity
with their present meanings), there were also other relevant distinctions, such as
between ars magica and scientia divinationis (p. 95). He questions whether
seventeenth century magical practices were “necessarily embedded in a closed
system of ideas” (p. 107), and enjoins the historian to examine not only the
internal logic and structures of ideas, but also “their relationship to the societyin
which they operate” (p. 102). These are points to which I shall return below.

Vickers’s own contribution is entitled “Analogy versus identity: The rejection
of occult symbolism, 1580-1680”. It consists of a detailed analysis of
considerable textual material, both *occult’ and ‘scientific’, from that period.
This material is of considerable value and interest, but — as with the wide
reading of his Introduction — itis sadly vitiated by being put to the service of the
same crude and unhistorical bifurcation. (An opening claim about a ‘spectrum’,
rather than dichotomies, is entirely disregarded in practice (p. 95).) As before,
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the material is widely shorn of context, in order to be of greater polemical use.
Thus, the magical tradition-cum-epistemology finds its ranks swelled by Vedic
hymns, the Parsi religion, ancient Egyptians, Semites and Sumerians, the
Buddha and passages from the Bible (p. 96). Saussurian structuralism is
conscripted to defend scientific epistemology (p. 97). Locke joins the company
of Kepler, Galileo, Descartes and Hobbes (pp. 110-14). Wilkins becomes a fully-
fledged conventionalist with Hobbes (p. 109). Kenelm Digby (an alchemist and
defender of the weapon-salve) finds himself a modern (pp. 104-5).30 Vickers
pauses long enough to add that “It would be wrong to present Sennert as a
wholly empirical scientist, however. Hestill believes in sympathy, signatures, and
a certain formal correspondence between macrocosm amd microcosm” (p. 140).
Similiarly, the medical theory of Van Helmont “is full of mystical and occult
attitudes” (p. 145). Such considerations fail to prevent their enlistment as
moderns-cum-scientists, however, largely because they extensively criticized
Paracelsus. And Paracelsus, in this demonology/hagiography, represents the
essence of the occult epistemology: complete identity between entities that,
scientifically understood, are strictly analogous. In consequence (for example),
“Paracelsians argue rigidly from macrocosm to microcosm”, thus “slighting an
empirical study of the human body in favour of deductions from the stars...” (p.
142). (One feels that Charles Webster might have something to'say on this point.)
By now, it is hardly a surprise to learn that “the difference between the occultists
and the experimentalists is the difference between the Neoplatonists and
Saussure...”(p. 135). As a putative work of history, this is texts on holiday,
liberated from all normal constraints of context and interpretation.

I think that sufficient has been said to establish my dissatisfaction with
Vickers’s approach, and the reasons for it. The question suggests itself — and I
think it is a valid one — why, not psychologically, but in terms of a strategy of
argument, has Vickers tried to impose such Procrustean categories on such
resistent material? Since his purpose is plainly highly polemical, I think it can
only be an attempt to protect the purity of modern science — supposedly the
direct descendent of early modern science — from the pollution of ‘occult’ or
‘mystical’ influence. The radical separation of ‘science’ and ‘the occult’, and the
posited total lack of influence between them, is not Vickers’s conclusion so much
as his starting point; the rest consists largely of the attempt (notably
unsuccessful) to whip the evidence into line.3! Such a procedure does generate
generalities, without which polemic cannot be conducted. The casualty in
history, and historiography.

It is time to turn to the other papers. With the exception of one, I shall only be
able to pick out a few salient points of each. The exception is that of Richard S.
Westfall, whose paper on Newton unavoidably calls for a more thorough review.

* The first paper, by Nicholas H. Clulee, is “At the crossroads of magic and
science; John Dee’s Archemastrie”. It is a brief but incisive exploration of the
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origins and nature of Dee’s ‘sovereign science’. In a criticism of both Yates and
Boas, Clulee says that it “is not merely a composite of [its] components, nor can
it be reduced primarily to one or another of them, such as experimental science
or magic” (p. 65). (In order to avoid repetition, I shall refrain from pointing out
how papers in Occult and scientific mentalities in the Renaissance continually
contradict the views of its editor.) It is also timely to be reminded that “occultism
in the Renaissance was neither univariant nor coeval with hermeticism, but more
various in content and pluralistic in its sources than is often recognized” (p. 66).

Mordechai Feingold is also even-handed in his paper, “The occult tradition in
the English universities of the Renaissance: A reassessment”. He criticizes both
upholders and downgraders of the ‘occult tradition’ in science for mistakenly
assuming the hostility of contemporary Oxford and Cambridge to occult and
scientific studies alike. Helpfully, he also examines the limits of their tolerance.
This paper contains much valuable biographical material.

William L. Hine’s “Marin Mersenne: Renaissance naturalism and

. Renaissance ‘magic”, is an interesting study of Mersenne’s complex attitude

fowards naturalism (which for him was not ‘scientific’ but firmly neo-
Aristotelian), magic (which was Neoplatonic), and their common acceptance of
hidden powers. What is interesting about Mersenne’s opposition to magic is not
an anachronistic division into components of “religious orthodoxy” and
“critical rationalism” (p. 10), but their fusion for him. It isalso instructive that in
Mersennc’s effort to hew out a lasting niche for that product, he used the most
convenient tools at hand: e.g., Agrippa’s Vanity of science, to criticize magic vis-
a-vis religion!

Robert S. Westman’s “Nature, art and psyche: Jung, Pauli, and the Kepler-
Fludd polemic” is a very elegant and thorough case-study. It draws on a
commendably catholic range of scientific, literary and artistic sources (with
some old-fashioned sleuthing thrown in) to bring to life Kepler's and Fludd’s
epistemologies. What connected the many “apparently diverse issues” for them
was “the problem of establishing the connections between pictures, words, and
things” (p. 178).

Westman notes that

The confrontational rhetoric of the combatants tempts us to bring out our
own dichotomies: opposing mentalities and world pictures; scientific and
nonscientific, modern and pre-modern, quantitative and qualitative modes
of knowing. No doubt a case could be made for such an interpretation, but
only at the expense of obscuring an important shared presupposition:
Kepler and Fludd agree on the existence of an intelligible realm of
nonsensible qualities and powers (p. 180).

But Westman goes on to explore a further and fascinating dimension of the
story: its transformation and new creative life in the psychology of Carl Jung
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(particularly his idea of archetypes), and the reflections on physics of Wolfgang
Pauli. Pauli turns out to have been the source (while in analysis with a pupil of
Jung’s) of a series of mandala dreams which were instrumental in forming Jung ]
position on dream symbols of the process of individuation.3?

lan MacLean’s paper “The interpretation of natural signs: Cardano’s De
subtilitate versus Scaliger’s Exertationes™ is, in part, a plea for more attention to
the ‘humanistic’ tradition of science: Aristotelian physics and Galenic medicine.
Such neglect mades it difficult to appreciate the correct intellectual context for
Renaissance thinkers. He examines the debate between Cardano and Scaliger as
an instance of contemporary problems and differences that such a
contextualization illuminates. He writes that “whatever their differences of
opinion”, these two philosophers “belong to one ‘universe of discourse’...” (p.
245). MacLean’s analysis thereof is conscientiously thorough. (It is also
interesting to note Cardano’s rejection of Agrippa’s position that hidden
knowledge is for the special wise and few, not the common herd; he failed to g0
as far as Paracelsus, however, who stood this notion on its head.)

There follow two papers on Kepler. The first is on “Kepler’s attitude toward
astrology-and mysticism”, by Edward Rosen, who relies on extensive and
revealing quotations to establish Kepler’s difficult and even ambivalent attitude.
Kepler refused to ally himself with either the unequivocal opponents of
astrology or its apologists. Instead, he consciously took the position of “third
1naninthenﬁddk”(hhtennLseddngtoHnﬁtanddcﬁne——whhoutpnmcﬁbmg
— astrological powers. Thus what Kepler said about astrology was crucially
affected by who his audience was on the occasion: a consideration often
neglected by those wishing to impute a ‘consistent’ position either ‘for’ or
‘against’ astrology. Rosen resists such pressures.

In “Kepler’s rejection of numerology”, J. V. Field continues to set standards
in studies of Kepler. Here she turns scholarly attention to the complex
relations between Kepler’s harmonic and musical theories, his approach to
astrological aspects, his cosmology and his mathematics (especially geometry).
Kepler’s God was clearly “a Platonic geometer rather than a Pythagorean
numerologist” (p. 284). Field returns to the argument with Fludd to illustrate the
point that in Kepler’s own terms, his use of numbers was not numerological.
One’s curiosity is left somewhat unsatisfied on only one score: Why was it so
important for Kepler to differentiate his own position from that of Fludd?

In “Francis Bacon’s biological ideas: A new manuscript source”, Graham
Rees adds to his important studies of Bacon with a report on a recently
discovered manuscript of Bacon’s speculative biological thought. This discovery
adds strongly to the growing awareness of Bacon’s ‘other’ natural philosophical
work, in addition to his well-known inductive programme. The former clearly
consists of a speculative and deductive system of ideas, explaining the
phenomena of nature (both cosmological and biological). Rees ably articulates
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Bacon’s ‘semi-Paracelsian’ (but original in its construction) matter-theory, and
reviews its complex debts “to sixteenth century naturalism, to chemical, magical
and occult traditions” (p. 307). He thus leaves the way open to consider in more
depth the relation between this body of thought and Bacon’s methodology, as
dialectically related parts of his “philosophical enterprise as a whole”.

After Westfall’'s paper, to which I shall return, there are two solid
contributions to our understanding of witchcraft and demonology. The first is
Robin Briggs’s “Witchcraft and popular mentality in Lorraine, 1580-1630.
Briggs uses extensive archives on witchcraft trials to examine both popular and
elite beliefs in witches, including their relationship to various socio-economic
(e.g., rich/poor) and religious (e.g., Catholic/ Protestant) differences. (Taken in
conjunction with other work, the former consideration emerges as relatively
important, and the latter as less so than is often thought.) He discusses the
identification of witches and how witchcraft got into the courts: interesting
material to add to that extant on how and why prosecutions died out.3? He
concludes that “There are many reasons to study[the witches of Lorraine] today,
and one would certainly be to demonstrate how a rather commonplace, and
indeed commonsense, beliefin occult power could exist through every level of an
early modern society” (p. 348).

Stuart Clark’s “The scientific status of demonology” takes to its limits and
shows how much can be illuminated bya careful and non-anachronistic study of
epistemology, that holds modernist biases firmly in check in the interpretation
and comparison of texts. Several of his points are worth quoting in full:

It seems that insofar as they depend on an assumed disjunction between the
“occult” and the “scientific”, our expectations about belief and disbelief in
such [demonological] texts may be misleading (p. 352).

Once again we are faced with the artificiality of bringing the modern notion
that there is a difference of kind between the “scientific” and the “occult” to
the investigation of what were simply differences of degree between varying
conceptions of nature (p. 356).

At the very least, we cannot go on ascribing to the category of the
“supernatural” discussions whose purpose was to establish precisely what
was supernatural and what was not (p. 361).

These are apposite historiographical reflections; only space forbids further
discussion of the extensive background of Clark’s research whence they arise.

The collection’s final paper is an examination of “ ‘Reason’, ‘right reason’, and
‘revelation’ in mid-seventeenth-century England”, by Lotte Mulligan. She finds
considerable common ground, in relation to these concepts, between such
apparently diverse writers as Winstanley and Webster, More and Hobbes.
Mulligan first takes up a thesis of (in particular) P. M. Rattansi’s “early and
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successful onslaught on Whig historiography” (p. 376), “Paracelsus and the
Puritan Revolution”.3* Rattansi sought, in part, to establish the discontinuity
between the Hermetic-radical emphasis on illumination and fideism and the
more empirical-rational position of men like Wilkins and Ward. Mulligan
employs textual analysis to point out their common ground (notably their
common valuation of ‘right reason’). (It is interesting to notice that Rattansi is
being criticized here for having conceded r0o much to ‘Whig historiography’:
i.e., the novelty and success of the mechanical philosophy. Times have indeed
changed!) Mulligan also disputes the assertion of Rattansi and others that
Charleton ever rejected ‘irrational’ Helmontianism, under social pressure, by
arguing that Charleton had never really accepted Van Helmont’s epistemology.
Here one feels that her concern for continuity is obscuring real changes in
Charleton’s timely adoption of Gassendian natural philosophy. Mulligan goes
on to re-examine the More-Vaughan debate wherein they appear less as
protagonists of “opposing world views” than participants in a “squabble
between close relatives...” (p. 387). _

Mulligan’s argument against ‘sharp discontinuities’ is a welcome one, and it
throws new light on the subject. In the end, however, one feels it is obscuring
some genuine differences between people, and those that evolved over time. (For
example, reading her paper one could almost believe that it was as possible, or
rather advisable, to be openly Hermetic or republican after the Restoration as
before. Publishers of such material like Giles Calvert and John Heydon
discovered the contrary, to their cost.35) In this way, Mulligan’s paper suffersasa
dynamic account. We need to hear more about how “proponents of widely
differing traditions, arguing their cases against each other, competed to establish
a monopoly for their own perceptions of the conclusions to be reached by the
operation of their right reason” (p. 396). As I shall argue below, that is the way
forward.

At any rate, it would be difficult to argue with her conclusion: “The
mechanical universe, it turns out, was not a totally different world from that of
its rivals. If there is a problem about irreconcilable world views among
seventeenth-century writers, the problem appears to be ours, not theirs” (p. 397).
As these are the final words of the book, theyalso serve asan ironic comment on
the views of its editor. That should not obscure the fact that he deserves our
gratitude for assembling such a fine set of papers.

We come now to Richard Westfall's paper, “Newton and alchemy”. Its
importance derives partly from the subject, which is a major site in the
magic/science minefield; and partly it constitutes a mature statement on that
subject from Newton's pre-eminent biographer. Newton’s first major
biographer, Sir David Brewster, set the stage in the late nineteenth century by
reacting with horror to the great thinker’s studies of “the most contemptible
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alchemical poetry ... the obvious product of a fool and a knave™.3¢ Lord Keynes
completed the picture in 1936 by declaring Newton an alchemist and “the last of
the magicians”.3? Since then, the historical work has improved enormously; but
historiographically, the phenomenon of “two Newtons”, noted by Rattansi in
his helpful discussions of the problem, has stayed with us.38 Still, the two
Newtons seem to be approaching each other (perhaps asymptotically?), and
Westfall's paper is the best articulation to date of their interaction.

In order to appreciate it, a brief review of some of the extensive intellectual
context is in order.?® Westfall is writing partly in response to a small but very
serious number of Newtonian scholars, who seem to deny, or at least seriously
limit, the relevance of alchemy and Hermeticism for Newton’s scientific thought.
These scholars were in turn responding to Westfall’s earlier statements, as well as
those of Rattansi, and the principal book devoted to Newton’s alchemy, by Betty
Jo Teeter Dobbs.# Of ‘the opposition’, I will pass overa pioneering study (and

. pre-emptive strike) by the Halls; that their attitude has not changed is
démonstrated by a revealing note quoted by Westfall, in which Rupert Hallsays
hé “would have regarded Newton as a founder of reason” (p. 316). Such a
statement of faith says perhaps more about its author than his subject. Another
critic of Westfall’s position is 1. Bernard Cohen. Readers would do well to look
at Cohen’s recent statement in Contemporary Newtonian research, which makes
up an important part of the background for Westfall’s deliberations.*! Cohen
tries not so much to deny the possibility that Newton's alchemical studies
redirected his natural philosophy in extra-mechanical ways, as to deny the
necessity. Indeed, it is interesting to see how much he concedes, namely,

__.a firm link between alchemy or Hermetic philosophy and the development
of Newton’s thinking in such areas as the corpuscular theory of matter, the
structure and properties of matter, chemistry and interactions between
different types of material corpuscles, the inter-particulate forces, “active”
principles, speculations concerning electricity and magnetism, and some
aspects of optics. (p. 72)

But he denies such influence on “the two main concepts that made the Principia
great: mass and universal gravity” (p. 72). The lynchpin of this denial is that
despite the apparent resemblance of spiritus or the ‘Philosopher’s Mercury’ —
with its “universal and All-piercing Spirit, the One operative vertue ... which is
every where Active and still flows through the world in all kindes of things by
universal extension...™2 — to universal gravity, “Newton radically altered the
sense of the word ‘gravity’ when he concluded that the earth ‘gravitates’ or is
‘heavy’ toward an apple to exactly the same quantitative degree that an apple
‘gravitates’ or is *heavy’ toward the earth” (p. 73). Are we then to conclude thata
concept cannot have intellectual origins prior to being re-worked? The same
arguable point has recently been made in the course of aless convincing paper by
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J. E. McGuire.*} McGuire undertakes to refute the alchemical thesis (without
having even read Dobbs, on his own admission) (p. 140, n. 84). He seeks to give
Newton’s “doctrine of distance forces” a more respectable pedigree than that of
Hermeticism, by attributing its origins to Neoplatonism instead (having just
argued that the two were inseparable). He asks why consideration should be
given to Newton’s alchemical studies, which outlived and (literally) outweighed
his Cambridge Neoplatonism. (As Westfall says, it is quite possible for both
influences to be operative.) Such an approach, dominated by fiat, obscures
rather than clarifies what McGuire claims to be pursuing: a “balanced account of
the interaction between tradition and innovation” (p. 133).

Recently, (neo?) revisionist history in this field has received a fillip in these
pages from Paolo Casini.4* Casini expands and seeks to reinterpret the
influential paper in 1966 by McGuire and Rattansi.*s He lays considerable stress
on the fact that “the lyre of Apollo, the Pipes of Pan, and the Harmony of the
Spheres” cited by Newton were (besides being an Hermetic liturgy) a
commonplace, “lifted from the modest [Natale] Conti” (p. 13). Here Casini falls
foul of a warning by Skinner, regarding the consequences of “a failure to

' distinguish between the occurrence of the words (phrases or sentences) which

denote the given idea, and the wse of the relevant sentence by a particular agent
on a particular occasion with a particular intention (/his intention)...”.4 More
directly to the point here, Casini tries to refute Dobbs er al. by imperiously
reiterating the positivist case for Newton’s route to the Principia, thus pre-
empting the debate. He follows McGuire in maintaining that Newton’s Hermetic
and alchemical seal was simply “super-added to a completed work, with a view
to a second edition” (p. 15). How does this address the fact that Newton’s
research into alchemy began much earlier, and was contemporaneous with his
composition of the Principia?’

I have concentrated here on negative claims, because to some extent Westfall
is responding to them. I don’t wish to give a misleading impression of his paper,
however; he is scrupulously careful not to overstate his case, and thus fall into
the trap — towards which Dobbs edges, and into which (according to Westfall)
David Castillejo’s recent book falls — of presenting a simple reversal of the
positivist image, in which Newton’s natural philosophy is “a covert form of
alchemy” (p. 331).4® Westfall takes his stand on three factual premises: (i) the
sheer quantity of Newton’s alchemical work, comprising some 1,200,000 words
of copied, re-arranged and self-composed treatises (¢/. McGuire’s term, “reading
notes”);* (ii) Newton’s radical revision of the mechanical philosophy,
introducing quantitative (but non-observable) forces acting between particles
of matter across a void; and (iii) the chronological proximity of Newton’s textual
and experimental research into alchemy to his most important natural
philosophical work, from the late 1660s until well into the 1690s. Westfall limits
the impact of alchemy to Newton’s conceptual, not technical, domain. He also
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correctly points out that Newton altered alchemical ideas at least as much as vice
versa; and that, in terms of “the interaction between tradition and innovation”, is
also what we should expect. In all, Westfall presents a convincing case for
accepting that Newton’s involvement in alchemy “offered him a stimulus to
consider concepts beyond the bare ontology of the mechanical philosophy” (p.
330).

I cannot leave the subject without commenting on the way Vickers frames the
discussion in his editorial comments. He concentrates his attack on Rattansi’s
discussion, mentioned above. Rattansi was pointing out that since Newton’s
alchemical studies cannot (in all honesty) be ignored, to see them as entirely
_unrelated to his scientific studies results in two Newtons, one ‘scientific’ and one
‘Hermetic’. But Vickers fails to engage with Rattansi’s point, instead criticizing
the latter’s “hectoring vein” and restating the contrary in terms of even more
explicit Newtonian homunculi; thus “These activities are all performed by ‘the
. same Newton’, but ‘the question is whether the same parts of his mind are
" engaged in each activity” (p. 15). Vickers proceeds from his usual position of
non-influence (despite Westfall’s evidence to the contrary) to the assertion that
for Newton, alchemy was “individual, private, resulting, perhaps, in
purification...”, while his natural philosophy was social, public, based on
demonstrable propositions...” (p. 23). This brings us back to ‘square one’, and
none the wiser for it. The only real argument adduced seems to me quite
incorrect: namely, that the attempt to “discover a single organizing key to
Newton’s activities is, actually, anachronistic, unhistorical, a product of late-
twentieth-century belief in a ‘unified’ scientific mentality” (p. 20). In the first
place, this is no excuse for not examining how Newton’s activities related to each
other. But leaving that aside, Newton lived (in Charles Webster’s words) in “an
age in which questions of science and religion were inseparable”.s® The
upholders and developers of a Christian natural philosophy were
superabundantly aware of that aegis over their intellectual and moral activities.
Indeed, part of Newton’s impressiveness is the extent to which he succeeded in
altering the nature of that aegis. In so doing, he came close to intellectually
subverting it altogether, as some of his agonized equivocations on (say) the
nature of gravity reveal. His statements vary greatly depending on their
audience; it is no secret that he wasacutely aware of what could and could not be
publicly professed, and acutely chary of embroilment in ‘litigation’. That
awareness has a great deal more bearing on his public silence concerning
alchemy — which he also enjoined on Boyle, in a famous letter to Locke — than
Vickers’s musing interpretations, from “diversion” to disappointment.
Restoration England was acutely sensitive to polymorphous atheism, radicalism
and ‘popery’, as even a cautious observer like Michael Hunter has observed.s! It
is not necessary to impute “self-seeking or paranoid motives” (p. 29) to anyone
affected thereby: especially someone as manifestly sensitive and cautious as
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Newton.
In this context, Rattansi’s original suggestion still has distinct merits: namely,
that when seen in broad perspective,

Newton’s assumptions imply some sort of dialectic between new
inductively- and experimentally-based scientific knowledge and the ancient
texts: the rise of the mechanical philosophy made a deeper penetration into
the meaning of those texts possible, but did not invalidate the truths they
embodied.s?

Westfall’s paper is the kind of historical fruit made possible by such an
historiographical attitude, and the most precise articulation to date of the
alchemy/natural philosophy part of the dialectic. The way forward now would
seem to absorb this message, and get on with clarifying the interrelations
between not only Newtons metaphysics and his natural philosophy, but
between those concerns and the less overtly intellectual concerns that bound him
to the world of his fellows; in other words, a socially and materially grounded

. study of his epistemology. A good example is the recent work of Simon Schaffer

on Newton’s cometography.$? Schaffer points out that Newton’s comets “had
direct moral, theological and political functions”. His paper combines an
exploration of these with a detailed and eminently ‘internal’ study of Newton’s
theorizing.

In conclusion, I should like to try to make some positive suggestions concerning
the science/magic debate in early modern history, and to mention some other
work that may be helpful. I am aware of the risk of oversimplification, and to
some extent my approach is already evident, but let me try to be more explicit.
Insofar as history is a dynamic process, its study is best served by seeing
historical entities of the time — whether astrology or natural philosophy — not
as the incarnations of abstract essences, but as the contingent constructions of
the contemporaneous people acting on and within them. In this construal, those
people are much as ourselves — they have vital interests, however wildly
varying, which they actively seek to further — but in different circumstances,
with different material, social and intellectual resources. ‘Traditions’ are
therefore both one of the effects (in parts intended and unintended) and one of
the resources in the active pursuit of interests. And what serves as the identity of
a particular tradition is not some essence, but its identification as such by the
historical actors involved. Since the actors and the interests are always changing,
however, its meaning cannot be assumed to be stable; it must be investigated
anew for every new group and period.

I have also maintained that historical work starts from, and is crucially
controlled by, the particular. This concern points in the same direction, even
when the focus is on grander constructions like ‘science’. To pursue the point
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methodologically, for the correct understanding of the significance of texts in
their own place and time, they must be approached in the light of the context(s)
of their production and reception. Such specnﬁcnty, again, forbids assuming the
existence of enduring invariant meanings. (Of course, such generalized
meanings are very often granted by the historical actors themselves: in which
case they are part of the historically specific data to be understood.)

Too often, both opponents and proponents (to varying degrees) of the
historical importance of magic for science have assumed, or at least implied,
science to have been essentially the same for people living decades and even
centuries apart and for such people and ourselves. Thus opponents define early
modern science in contemporary terms, and fill its ranks exclusnvely with those
people we would recognize as scientists. (Another strategy is to emphasize the
modern characteristics of each individual scientist.) The proponents define
contemporaneous science less anachronistically, permitting the inclusion of
many more ‘occult’ persons and characteristics: but only in order to be able to
show their contribution to a supposedly monolithic entlty, which began life in
the seventeenth century and has simply expanded since then, called ‘science”.
Such procedures do not really advance our historical understanding, and lend
themselves willy-nilly to ideological use in the defence, or criticism, of modern
values and positions.

A re-direction toward historical specificities and dynamics would also ca]l
into question a tendency apparent in even the best of the papers on science and
magic reviewed here: the treatment of historical figures as disembodied
intellects. Even intellectuals live in a real world of work and fellow human
beings, and insufficient attention has been given to the impact of such
considerations: which, after all, were no less likely to have affected them than
they do us.

Without going into detail, it may be helpful to mention some other work
relevant to the approach I am advocating. For example, the idea of ‘interests’ has
been developed by Barry Barnes.5* It encompasses, but is not limited to, the
notion of class interests: an important matter, and too complex for
consideration here. Carlo Ginzburg’s The cheese and the worms, though, is a
good example of historical work informed by an awareness of the crucial
relations between dominant and subordinate classes, and between elite and
popular culture.’ His approach includes a sensitive use of social anthropology,
as does that of Peter Burke.5 The same is true of Keith Thomas’s work. In a
followup to his masterful (if flawed) Religion and the decline of magic (his
response to Geertz, which I have already mentioned), Thomas argues that the
historian’s task is to investigate both belief and their social context. “It would be
wrong to categorize the inquiry as primarily sociological or primarily
intellectual.”s” The recent historical and historiographic work of Steven Shapin
in also apposite.® His paper in the excellent book The ferment of knowledge
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distinguishes between ‘intellectualist’ and ‘contextualist’ writings; Yates would
be an example of the former, and the latter relates to the approach I have been
advocating.5® A crucial difference between the two types is the intellectualist’s
emphasis on persons as relatively passive bearers of metaphysical and cultural
traditions, which the contextualist sees as resources which are often changed
drastically (without necessarily changing names) in course of being exploited by
the historical actors. Another contributor to The ferment makesa similar point.
Simon Schaffer has consistently argued for “an historical approach which would
integrate a sociology of the natural philosophical community with ananalysis of
the epistemology of experimental work™.¢0 Elsewhere, ina paper highly germane
to this discussion, Schaffer has discussed the tendency of historians of science to
define such terms as ‘mechanism’ or ‘occultism’ in a way that permits their
identification with heroes (e.g. Boyle) and anti-heroes (e.g. Paracelsus). Others
have showed how apparent occultists have in fact contributed to scientific
progress. But both campaigns have discouraged more than stimulated the only
remedy for this rather boring and sterile debate: “detailed assessment of usagein
specific contexts....”8! Schaffer’s paper on Newtonian cometography hasalready

‘been mentioned, as an exemplification of these considerations.

" A major, if uneven, influence detectable here is that of the late Michel
Foucault. Besides giving us fascinating new reasons to distrust ‘totalizing’
theoretical accounts, which demand some consideration, he has developed a
concept of ‘gencalogies’ which seems to have great potentialinareas of historical
concern. (Fortunately for Anglo-Saxon readers, there now exists a clear and
accessible exposition of Foucault’s ideas.¢?) For example, his concept of power
as integrally related to knowledge, in the self-constitution of humansubjects, isa
major step forward. As Paul Hirst has pointed out — in a paper highly relevant
to the magic science/debate — Foucault’s view of power liberates us from the
crude and cynical concept of power as necessarily distorting and repressively
imposed.s3 This older view of power has understandably put many historians off
altogether, since scientific ideas (for example) are so often eccentric and
unimposed in their generation, and demoticin their acceptance. Hirst's ability to
discuss issues from witchcraft to the rise of modern science in a materially
grounded way but without economic (or political) reductionism should also help
allay any fears of vulgar Marxist economism. As he says, “the notion that a
mode of production generates a single and necessary world-view isabsurd and is
now rejected even by those who wish to sustain the concept of the capitalist mode
of production as referring in some rigorous sense to a definite social totality” (p.
437). 1 might mention Christina Larner’s study of Scottish witchcraft asanother
instance of a socially-informed but non-reductionistic work of history.®

Similiarly, principal concepts of ideology, while controversial, are no longer
the historical straitjacket they once threatened to be.t As a recent editorial in

History workshop observed, when it is understood not to be simply distorting
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but as manifested in our knowledge-related activities, “ideology might be
allowed an altogether more dynamic role, anticipating social change rather than
following it, outliving the circumstances which give rise to it ... and shaping the
practical horizons of thought”.$6 Also relevant is a recent book by Michel
Vovelle, which suggests ideologies are major sub-categories of ‘mentalities’,
which are in turn an important aspect of social history.t” Not to put too fine a
point on it, such an awareness would not have been amiss in a book on “occult
and scientific mentalities...”. Bloch and Febvre, writing forty-odd years ago,
have considerably more excuse than we have for failing (as one commentator
said) to “raise the question, which now seems obvious, of the relationship
between mentality and ideology”.68

This is the kind of question cogently raised by E. P, Thompson in a review
article that I have suggested is of great interest.t For example, we have seen how
Vickers construes magic as a relatively stable, coherent and autonomous
“tradition’ (in order to.be able to shunt it off to one side of science, similarly
construed). Thomas, by contrast, argues against this approach; he remarks that
“In"the sixteenth century even contemporary intellectuals failed to produce a
genuinely coherent rationalization of magical practices”.” But Thompson’s
suggestion moves this kind of rather barren debate onto a new plane. Magic,
says Thompson, is not merely a collection of fragmented remedies. Nor is it a
system of fully worked-out internal (and idealistic) coherence. Ratbher,
respecting magic in the period Thomas is covering, “in so far as the common
people sensed they were being ‘got at’ by the Church, to that degree the elements
of an anti-culture will have formed, assimilating these doctrines, rejecting those,
knitting together Christian ritual with surviving pagan beliefs, translating
doctrine into a symbolism more appropriate to their own life experience™ (pp.51-
52). In this sense, “one appears to confront a system of beliefs with its own
coherence, even if this is most clearly seen in relation to particular occupational
groups” (pp. 53-54). In other words, magic ‘is’ asit is employed and deployed. In
another typically fertile note, Thompson notes that “If the polite culture
abandoned magic, this marked a dissociation, not only of sensibility, but
between the polite and the vulgar cultures” (p. 54).7' Since early modern science
was clearly an integral factor in the formation of “polite culture’ in England —
and increasingly important with the passage of time — this strongly suggests the
possibility that science itself was, to some extent, responsible for the creation of
what became, and what we now recognize as, ‘the occult’. This is fascinating and
underexplored territory.? Its study might even throw new light on the kind of
pressures that impel historians of science to view their discipline as (in Schaffer’s
phrase) “the catalogue of progress™: especially where magic is concerned. Such
pressures are, as I have noted, strongly evident in Vickers’s approach. Most of
his contributors are working in more delimited areas of knowledge, and show
considerable sensitivity to their subjects’ contemporary intellectual context. But
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they too tend to leave the social and material dimensions of their subjects
underexplored.

Even Webster's book, admirable though it is in these respects, suffers very
occasionally from too static or broad a brush. For example, “Astrology died
neither promptly nor painlessly with the arrival of the new science” (p. 31),
because it never really died; it declined drastically in prestige but it lived on to
assume new meanings for different people in the changing world: and is more,
rather than less, worthy of historical attention for that. Again, Webster criticizes
Capp for asserting “that the change of worldview associated with
Latitudinarianism had left ‘no room for the stars as instruments of such
[astrological] intervention’ in human affairs by the deity” (p. 41). But the more
interesting question is, what kinds of intervention was there room for? What
kind of astral intervention was becoming suspect, and what kind legitimate,and
for whom?

Obviously, these are details. But they point to ways in which our
understanding of early modern magic and science could be deepened and made
finer. (I know of no convincing reasons why science should be exempt, then or

- now.) And one happy side-effect might be some defusing of the ‘minefield’ I

noted in opening. As entities like ‘science’ — often used when ‘natural
philosophy’ would be more appropriate anyway — are disaggregated, it is far
easier to see them in, and as part of, their proper place and time. It becomes
easier to appreciate Kepler’s astrology without somehow impugning modern
physics, and to discuss Newton’s alchemy without either attacking or defending
Western civilization. As modern science is left with far fewer and more specific
connections with early modern science, both the need and the ability to isolate
and protect ‘honourable’ antecendents are lessened. In this Jvay, I suggest,
historians could better allow their historical subjects the full integrity of their
particularity, while implictly recognizing their and our common humanity.”

University College London PATRICK CURRY
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the Newtonian Revolution in science: Notes on the occasion of the 250th anniversary of
Newton’s death™, in Zev Bechler (ed.), Contemporary Newtonian research (Dordrecht,
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In any case, Casini's dating appears to be erroneous; references to the Chaldean and
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Rattansi (1972), op. cit. (ref. 38), 174. :
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B. Barnes, Interests and the growth of knowledge (London, 1977). It is not necessary, in
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C. Ginzburg, The cheese and the worms: The cosmos of a sixteenth century miller (transl.,
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construction of rejected knowledge (Keele, 1979), 139-78; idem, “Social uses of science”, in
G. S. Rousseau and Roy Porter (eds), The ferment of knowledge: Studies in the historio-
graphy of eighteenth century science (Cambridge, 1980), 93-139.
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e.g., his “The social interpretation of science in the seventeenth century”, in Peter Mathias
(ed.), Science and society 1600-1900 (Cambridge, 1972), 1-32.

S. Schaffer, “Making certain®, op. cit. (ref. 4), 149. See also idem, op. cit. (ref. 53), and idem,
“Natural philosophy”, in Rousseau and Porter (eds), op. cit. (ref. 58), 55-92.
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science, xxxv (1984), 194-9, p. 192.
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hermeneutics (Brighton, 1982).
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here, in part, reviewing Brian Easlea, Witch-hunting, magic and the new philosophy
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Supplied by The British Library - "The world's knowledge"

~— -




1", in

f the

ithat
2. cit.
1etic-

and
cipia
low),

at a
tute,

Y, in
hical |
also

insl.,
lis in

1the
ocial
™, in
orio-

ypes;
thias

idem,
vof
and

rst is
aphy

-~

65.

66.
67.

68.
69.
70.

71.
72.

73.

REVISIONS OF SCIENCE AND MAGIC 325

See the writings of Antonio Gramsci; and also Jorge Larrain, The concept of ideology (London,
1979).

History workshop, ix (1980), 3.

M. Vovelle, Idéologies et mentalités (Paris, 1983). See also the review by Patrice Higonnet,
Times literary supplement (14 Oct. 1983), 1141. )

Peter Burke, “Measure of mentalities”, Times literary supplement (8 July 1983), 723.

Thompson, op. cit. (ref. 28).

Thomas, op. cit. (ref. 29), 104. Sce also Jon Butler, “Magic, astrology and the early American
religious heritage™, The American historical review, Ixxxiv (1979), 317-46.

This point is developed in Keith Wrightson, English society 1580-1680 (London, 1982).

For an important chapter in its development, sce Keith Hutchison, “What happened to occult
qualities in the scientific revolution?", Isis, Ixxiii (1982), 233-53.

The following references, which have come to my attention only since completing this paper,
have a direct bearing on its subject: Stuart Clark, “French historians and early modern
popular culture™, Past and present, ¢ (1983), 62-99; Howard Kerr and Charles L. Crow
(eds), The occult in America: New historical perspectives (Chicago, 1983); James
Obelkevitch (ed.), Religion and the people 800-1700 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1979) (see especially
the- editor’s introduction); Revue de synthése, cxi-cxii (1983): “Journée ‘Histoire des
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science” Then and now”, in M. P. Hanen, M. J. Osler, and R. G. Weyant (eds), Science,
- pseudo-science and societ 'y Waterloo, Ont., 1980), 237-72; and idem, Cultural meaning and
popular science (Cambridge, 1985). '
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