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MAGIC MEETS ENLIGHTENMENT? NEW TYPES OF DISCOURSE 
IN AMERICA AND GERMANY IN THE EIGHTEENTH AND 
NINETEENTH CENTURIES 

Johannes Dillinger 

Workshop at the GHI, October 31-November 1, 2000. Conveners: Johannes Dillinger 
(GHI/Georgetown University) and Sabine Doering-Manteuffel (University of 
Augsburg). Participants: Stephan Bachter (University of Augsburg), David Copeland 
(Emory College), Johanna Geyer-Kordesch (Wellcome Institute for the History of 
Medicine, Glasgow), Andreas Hartmann (University of Münster), Christof Mauch 
(GHI), Heinz Schott (University of Bonn), Erik R. Seeman (State University of New 
York at Buffalo), Carole Silver (Yeshiva University, New York).  

The workshop, which took place on Halloween and All Saints' Day, addressed a topic 
that, until then, had never been on the GHI's agenda: the belief in magic. Cultural 
historians in the United States and Germany have focused primarily on early modern 
witch trials. By contrast, the workshop explored the much-neglected topic of magic in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. This effort represented the first 
interdisciplinary discussion among physicians, literary scholars, folklorists, and 
historians on the ways in which concepts of magic survived in the age of the 
Enlightenment.  

In her keynote speech Johanna Geyer-Kordesch critically re-examined and questioned 
our concepts of nature, the "supernatural," science, and magic. Using the basic 
problems of illness and healing as examples, Geyer-Kordesch explored the 
development of the scientific definition of nature in the eighteenth century. 
Mechanomorphic concepts of nature and the dualism of body and mind that have 
come to dominate medicine were presented as just a small fraction of a broader, more 
complex discourse. Holistic concepts that emphasized the unity of body and soul and 
cyclical rather than linear developments competed with rationalistic notions. In this 
context magic was a way of speaking about nature through the use of symbols and 
rituals. It did not aim at mastering nature. Although resembling the older "natural 
magic" in some respects, these alternative concepts cannot be denounced as mere 
relics of an unenlightened past. Rather, they demonstrate the complexity and 
heterogeneity of the debate about nature, science, and magic that informed the 
eighteenth century.  



 

In the first panel on "Contacts and Contrasts: Magic, Folklore, and the Sciences" some 
of the new discourses brought about by the intermingling of traditional and 
enlightened thinking were investigated. The older notion of a decline in magic's 
significance was shown to be misleading: Magical thinking did not vanish when 
rationalism and Cartesianism became the dominating discourses. Rather, it took new 
forms that enabled it not only to adapt to new ideas and new social environments but 
also to actively influence them. Magic was not just a renitent die-hardism; in a way, 
magic accompanied the Enlightenment and even commented on it. Heinz Schott 
addressed these "dialectics of enlightenment" (Horkheimer/Adorno) in his talk about 
magical elements in eighteenth-century medicine. In early modern times natural 
magic (magia naturalis) was essential to Paracelsian medicine, which was based on 
natural philosophy, alchemy, and astrology. But even after the Cartesian shift 
presented the human body as analogous to a machine, the tradition of magical 
medicine continued and was expressed in new concepts. The study of electricity and 
its medical applications is the most prominent example. With its fascinating imagery 
of lightning and sparks, electricity impressively symbolized the zeitgeist of the 
Enlightenment. Electricity seemed to reveal the miraculous powers hidden in nature. 
The most important magical byway of electrical research was Franz Anton Mesmer's 
(1734-1815) "animal magnetism," later called "mesmerism." Mesmer combined the 
medical application of electricity with that of steel magnets and created a so-called 
magnetic cure. Mesmer became a famous healer in Paris in the years leading up to the 
French Revolution. Although he deliberately drew on the older imagery of the wizard 
or the miracle worker Mesmer himself was an enlightened doctor who rejected the 
mysticism and spiritual beliefs of his time. Nevertheless, his ideas on animal 
magnetism inspired many doctors and scientists in the early nineteenth century who 
were influenced by the natural philosophy of romanticism and admired the psychic 
phenomena of mesmerism as a revelation of the divine in nature. Schott illustrated his 
point with Johann Friedrich von Schiller's much-neglected fragment Geisterseher (1787-
8), wherein electrical tricks play an important role.  

Erik Seeman presented the emergence of enlightened "civil religion" in eighteenth-
century New England as a slow and often conflicted process. Lay piety not only 
sustained but also developed and adapted elements of ecclesiastical tradition that the 
Enlightenment had discredited in educated circles, especially among the learned 
clergy. A range of ideas - magic and early Reformation providentialism - persisted 
among New England's uneducated majority. Elite response to these two belief systems 
varied enormously: Magic continued to be the target of elite condemnation, whereas 
providentialism, only more recently unfashionable, was quietly ignored by ministers 
and educated laypeople. For the most part magical practice became confined to 
society's lower orders during the eighteenth century. This does not mean that the 
belief in magic lost its relevance for society. As a matter of fact, magic was the basis of 
a number of power struggles between the clergy and laypeople throughout the 



century. Ordinary people's attention to magic in the eighteenth century reveals not 
their powerlessness but rather their ability to shape religious culture.  

Many New Englanders persisted in interpreting extraordinary meteorological and 
astrological events as signs of heavenly displeasure. This providential worldview had 
been an important part of Anglo-American learned culture in the seventeenth century. 
But by the eighteenth century the Enlightenment view of the universe as rationally 
ordered made searching for religious meaning in comets and earthquakes decidedly 
unfashionable among the educated. Seeman demonstrated that, on the popular level, 
providentialism even helped to define the significance of the new enlightened state 
formed in 1776. He analyzed the diary of an uneducated farm woman who interpreted 
the war against the British as the fight of David against the Philistines. The idea that 
God granted the revolutionaries' victory thus based American exceptionalism on 
traditional lay piety. Secularized millenarianism was integrated into American 
political thought.  

Occult elements in climatology were the topic of Andreas Hartmann's talk. During the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the notion that ethnic groups shared common 
cognitive and emotional as well as common health dispositions was widely accepted. 
"National character" and "ethnopathology" were considered to be influenced by 
climate. Temperature and moisture were supposed to affect the humors of the human 
body, which allegedly informed the behavior and well-being of individuals and 
peoples alike. In the writings of pre-Enlightenment thinkers such as Athanasius 
Kircher (1601-80) this idea of climatology mirrored the clear-cut and static magical 
worldview of correlations and "sympathy." Climate theory was informed by the 
pattern of macrocosm and microcosm. While accepting the idea that the climate 
influenced peoples, Herder emphasized the nation itself, its life and experiences as an 
interpretive category for history and politics.  

Carole Silver addressed what seems to be a significant lack of magical folklore in 
America. In colonial America and the United States, a belief in witches and ghosts, 
both figures regarded as sanctified by the Bible, was retained, as was some faith in the 
existence of vampires and, among Irish-Americans, of Banshees. However, according 
to many folklorists, the belief in fairies, the spirits of nature and rural households so 
prominent in the traditional popular culture of Germany, Britain, and most of Europe, 
never reached the United States. Silver disputed this notion: Vestiges of fairy beliefs 
can be found in America even though they are relatively sparse. There are several 
reasons for the paucity of fairy lore in the United States: the heterogeneity of the 
immigrants to this country, the Puritan theology that tended to identify all 
supernatural beings as demons, the later enlightened tendencies to render occult 
phenomena scientifically verifiable, and the rapid urbanization and industrialization 
of society. In addition, even on the popular level the American discourse seems to 
have had a tendency to rationalize, reduce, or reject supernatural beliefs not 



 

sanctioned by the Bible or by ancient learned "authority" - a tendency that was easily 
compatible with enlightenment ideas. The first significant vestige of fairy beliefs in 
America is the rather widespread collection of legends about mermaids, mermen, and 
water monsters. One of the reasons for this might be that for some time even 
enlightened science considered the existence of such creatures possible. The most 
important piece of fairy lore in the United States is the belief in changelings - the 
possibility that children might be transformed into or abducted by and exchanged for 
fairies. Although in abbreviated and attenuated form, the anxiety about children's 
magical transformation or substitution is encapsulated in a number of memorates and 
enshrined in a series of instructions on how to protect infants from fairy or other 
supernatural harm. Related traditions and stories can be found all over America. 
Silver emphasized that accounts of changelings constitute one of America's 
contributions to world fairy lore. Its other contribution lies in Spiritualism, which in its 
early years and more exotic subsects integrated elfin creatures into religious systems. 
In short, Spiritualism institutionalized and rationalized traditional beliefs in magical 
beings. Transformed into UFOs, fairies had a more powerful impact on twentieth-
century America than they did on nineteenth-century America.  

The second panel, "Communications and Comparisons: The Media of Magic in 
Comparative Perspective," dealt with the material and institutional basis of magic in 
America and Germany during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The 
Enlightenment took full advantage of and, in a way, was made possible by the 
revolution in information flows that had started in the seventeenth century. Relatively 
cheap, mass-market books and pamphlets, news sheets, and daily newspapers 
reshaped the culture of communication. These media have long been recognized as 
important vehicles for the new Enlightenment ideas. In her lecture Sabine Doering-
Manteuffel pointed out that the new media spread not only the concepts of progress 
and rationalism; business-minded publishers also exploited the belief in miracles, 
magical skills, and fortune-telling. Doering-Manteuffel's arguments rendered older 
concepts concerning the positive role that the media played for the Enlightenment as 
naive: The more general literature that was printed, the more magic and occult 
literature that also was published. There was a mass production of literature on magic 
and the occult at the end of the eighteenth century. In the nineteenth century this 
literature attracted an occult underground scene in a number of European countries. 
The decline of church and state censorship and the modernization of mass 
communication created a market for printed materials that was far from being 
preoccupied with the spread of Enlightenment ideas.  

Thus, a new, "modern" kind of superstition emerged in the eighteenth century that 
took its full form in the next century. It served the new book and newspaper market 
and was affordable. This new magical culture, Doering-Manteuffel emphasized, was 
different from old folk beliefs. It was transmitted not by oral tradition but by mass 



publication and was aimed at the urban rather than the rural population. The new 
magic spread from the cities to the suburbs, and then to the countryside.  

The stereotypical reports on miraculous signs that appeared mainly in the sixteenth 
century played a central role in the transmission of superstitious concepts. They 
provided material that later became easily marketable. However, the new superstition 
of the age of Enlightenment found its most important form in numinous literature, 
which promised "practical" help to the advice seeker. It taught amateur fortune-telling 
and provided matter-of-fact instructions for the invocation of demons, love magic, or 
protective magic against harmful spells. This form of superstition no longer spelled a 
consistent worldview such as traditional folk belief and early modern popular religion 
had done. It was at most faintly reminiscent of the complex systems of conduct and 
rituals of erudite magic in the Middle Ages.  

Stephan Bachter illustrated and underscored Doering-Manteuffel's points with a 
detailed history of various German magical books, some of which were brought to 
Pennsylvania by German settlers. These books were the product of a modern, highly 
commericalized market. The most influential was the Sixth and Seventh Book of Moses. 
Although this book, like most other magic manuals, claimed to present ancient 
traditions, it was probably written in the eighteenth century. The oldest surviving 
copy was bought by Goethe for the ducal library at Weimar. The demand for magical 
books seems to have been greater in Protestant areas than in Catholic ones. This was 
probably due to the fact that Protestantism denied the faithful rituals that enabled 
them to deal with personal crisis or provided them the illusion of being able to 
influence fate. By contrast, the traditional Catholic cult provided quasimagical coping 
mechanisms of its own.  

David Copeland dealt with articles about witchcraft in colonial American newspapers. 
In contrast to the earliest American newspapers, eighteenth-century American 
"journalism" had very little to say about charges of witchcraft or supernatural 
occurrences in the British colonies. The development of newspapers as a means of 
mass communication not only coincided with the introduction of Enlightenment 
thought in America: Most printers actively embraced the rationalism of John Locke 
and Isaac Newton. As a result, newspapers almost always explained away any news 
stories about the supernatural. Printers followed what Benjamin Franklin did in 1730 
when he created the story of a mock witch trial that poked fun at the pseudorational 
methods the unenlightened used to prove the suspected witch's guilt. When stories of 
the supernatural did appear, they usually occurred in places other than America, 
principally in Europe, as a way to demonstrate that America was a new and 
enlightened place different from the Old World. The other main purpose of these 
stories was simply to entertain the audience.  



 

However, some elements of traditional folk belief can be traced in eighteenth-century 
newspapers: Natural disasters such as earthquakes were still presented as divine 
intervention aimed at admonishing or punishing humankind. Religious explanations 
of unusual events were accepted by journalists and readers alike. Although the 
newspapers criticized the belief in witchcraft, they still shared and spread one of its 
basic elements: misogyny, which informed many articles in colonial newspapers.  

Finally, Johannes Dillinger compared the Fox sisters, the first professional mediums 
and "mothers" of American Spiritualism, with an early modern Württemberg sect that 
had worshipped ghosts. (See Johannes Dillinger, "American Spiritualism and German 
Sectarianism: A Comparative Study of the Societal Construction of Ghost Beliefs," on 
page 55 of this issue.)  

The workshop showed that discourses developed on both sides of the Atlantic during 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that might be called magical cultures of the 
Enlightenment. The emerging bourgeois society, science, mass communication, and 
market economy were shaped by mechanistic and rationalistic ideas but developed 
their own modes of magical thought. When magic and enlightenment met, new beliefs 
and doctrines came into existence that were neither mere survivals of the past nor just 
the embryonic forms of the future but rather specific cultural patterns in their own 
right. 
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