HST3103/4 – Seminar Eleven: The Ghost in the Machine: the Supernatural and the Scientific Movement
Seminar Aims:
We used to refer to a scientific revolution in the seventeenth century.  We now tend to prefer the term scientific movement.  Either way it is a way of describing some substantial changes to the way of examining and conceiving of the natural world. One set of those changes involved a different way of regarding evidence about natural phenomena regarding scientific discovery as being a matter of examining what happened before our eyes and drawing conclusions from it.  Another set of changes in the short term much more controversial was associated with the French philosopher Ren Descartes.  He sought to present the world as a machine, devoid of supernatural forces.  That created a debate which echoed around learned Europe in the later seventeenth century.  We shall examine it through the lens of a member of the Royal Society, Joseph Glanvill, and the case which he popularised of the Drummer of Tedworth.

Questions to consider:
1. How did Joseph Glanvill seek to collect and criticise the evidence for the supernatural presence in this particular instance?

2. What important questions did he think it raised?

3. To what extent did Glanvill reflect the views and practices of the Royal Society?

4. Glanvill seems to refer to ghosts and witches as one and the same thing.  What is the mutual influence of the concepts of ghost and witch in the later seventeenth century?

5. How did the debate over the supposed supernatural forces detected at Tedworth reflect different views about natural theology and different ways of demonstrating divine power in nature?

Primary Texts:
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Extract from Richard Baxter, The Certainty of the World of Spirits (1691), pp. 41-2.

Extracts from Thomas Sprat, History of the Royal Society of London....3rd Edition Corrected (London, 1722).
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