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(Re-)defining “animal magnetism”:
the mesmerism investigations of
1784
Chloé Conickx

AUTHOR'S NOTE

I would like to thank Steven Vanden Broecke, David Armando, the editors and

anonymous reviewers of La Révolution française for their valuable feedback and

suggestions.

1 Introduction

2 One  of  the  most  notorious  controversies  of  late  eighteenth-century  medicine  and

science was the mesmerism affair.1 Scandal, spectacle, polemics, and power struggles

followed the  inventor  of  magnetic  therapy,  Franz  Anton Mesmer (1734-1815),  from

Vienna  to  Paris,  where  he  arrived  in  1778.  Mesmer  claimed  the  existence  of  an

imponderable magnetic fluid that connected all bodies and that he could wield to cure

diseases. Despite its immense popularity, the therapy became heavily contested and

subjected to criticism, polemics, and investigation, which all needs to be understood

within  the  politically  charged  context  of  the  institutional  power  struggles  in  the

medical field.2 Eventually, in August 1784, animal magnetism was condemned by two

commissions— one delegated by the Académie des Sciences and the Faculté de médecine

(often referred to as the ‘royal commission’), the other by the Société royale de médecine.

Their reports detailed the protocols they executed to test the reality and efficacy of the

controversial  therapy  and  concluded  that  magnetic  therapy  was  illusionary  and

dangerous.  Although the two commissions conducted the investigation at  the same

time and came to the same conclusions, the royal commission’s report, which detailed

the experimental trials of animal magnetism, was most influential.3 The publication of
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these  findings  led  to  fierce  and  highly  polemical  discussions,  as  shown  by  the

subsequent pamphlet war between ‘opponents’ and ‘supporters’.4 

3 The  royal  commission’s  1784  investigations,  some  historians  have  claimed,  held

immense significance in the development of modern ‘psychology’. The newly designed

experimental  protocols  marked the first  deliberate psychological  tests  and the first

usage of the placebo. From this perspective, the denunciation of mesmerism marked

the scientific triumph of the experimental method.5 However, other historians have

pointed out that, even though the commissions positioned themselves as representing

‘rational’ and ‘modern’ experimental science, their proceedings were characterised by

insecurities, contradictions and instabilities. For instance, Bruno Belhoste argued that

the two commissions did not form one coherent and stable front against mesmerism

and demonstrated their methodological differences. Even among the physicians of the

Société royale’s commission, there was no unanimity on how to properly proceed with

the investigation, of which the dissention of one of its members was symptomatic.6

Another historian debunked the classic distinction between heterodox and orthodox

science  by  advancing  magnetic  therapy  as  a  ‘caricature’  of  the  empirical  natural

philosophy  of  the  late  18th century,  which  privileged  sensory  experience  as  the

cornerstone  of  empirical  practices  and  knowledge  inquiry.  Mesmer  prioritised

sensations to such an extent in his practices that he revealed the vulnerabilities of

basing  one’s  inquiry  into  the  natural  world  entirely  on  sensations.  In  this  way,

magnetism forced the commissions to depart from their own axioms and adjust the

subject’s sensory relation to the natural world, via the imagination.7

4 Other scholars have argued that the royal commission’s experimental protocols were

designed and conducted with particular end results and expectations already in mind:

that  the  imagination  instead  of  a  physical  fluid  was  responsible  for  magnetic

phenomena.8 In this respect, François Azouvi highlighted that the commissioners, and

not  Mesmer,  (re-)defined  the  magnetic  sensations  as  non-physical.9 Likewise,  Koen

Vermeir showed that the commissioners shaped and implemented an ‘unhistorical’ and

illusionary  imagination  in  their  study  of  animal  magnetism  to  undermine  the

legitimacy of the therapy.10 In this way, it can be argued that the commissioners turned

‘animal magnetism’ into something different than it originally was.11

5 This scholarship already points us towards an appreciation of the 1784 investigations as

a process of ‘boundary-work’ in which the meaning, definition and boundaries of what

‘animal magnetism’ entailed (and what it did not), were constantly and progressively

negotiated,  tested,  re-positioned and re-defined.12 However,  more work needs to be

done  to  fully  capture  these  complex  and  dynamic  processes  of  contestation,

appropriation and re-configuration in the late eighteenth century. This article claims

to contribute to this. What animal magnetism was, how it functioned, who could wield

it,  and how it  could be tested:  answers to  these questions were not  determined or

standardised, but subject to intense negotiations between various actors—institutional

and non-institutional, magnetisers and non-magnetisers—who claimed the authority to

make such distinctions and definitions, and, in turn, contested the legitimacy of other

competitors in the early 1780s. This article argues that the 1784 royal commissioners

altered the meaning of magnetic therapy for their own purposes and interests and, in

doing so, gave no closure to the question of magnetism’s credibility.13 In competing

with other experts for the correct demarcation of magnetic practices, they undermined

the therapy’s legitimacy to secure their own position in the struggle for scientific and
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medical  authority.  In  particular,  I  argue  that  the  commissioners’  experiments

translated  specific  background  assumptions  about  the  meaning,  delineation,  and

therapeutic  function  of  animal  magnetism  that  required  constant  monitoring  and

stabilising.

6 Firstly, I will argue that the experimental setting translated the commissioners’ own

delineation  and  definition  of  magnetism  to  the  investigations.  The  commissioners

prioritised  the  production  of  sensations  as  the  observable  manifestation  of  the

magnetic fluid’s existence and action on the human body. In addition, they identified

specific  signs  and gestures  that  needed to  be  performed,  in  their  view,  to  activate

magnetism, which in turn also shaped their protocols. Secondly, I will show that the

first experiments generated important demarcation criteria that served the mapping of

magnetic  sensibilities  according  to  the  social  rank  of  patients  and,  in  doing  so,

addressed social concerns as well. The non-uniform nature of the experimental results

threatened  to  destabilise  the  commissioners’  control  over  the  relation  between

sensations  and  magnetism.  By  attributing  the  perceived  effectiveness  of  Mesmer’s

therapy to patients’ gullible imagination, the commissioners based their explanation of

magnetic therapy on their assumptions about the lower class’s over-sensitive nature.

Thirdly,  I  will  demonstrate  how  the  commissioners  refined  the  design  of  their

experimental  protocol  to  secure  the  controlled  testing  and  the  credibility  of  the

imagination.  In  doing so,  they not  only  changed the body’s  relation to  the  natural

world,  but  also  problematised the moral  relations between magnetiser  and patient.

Lastly,  I  will  explain  how  the  commissioners  undermined  the  credibility  of  the

mesmerist (and Hippocratic) term ‘crisis’, a notion widely used in Hippocratic medicine

to describe the pivotal moment in which the restoration of health was determined.

They did so by re-defining the remarkable bodily phenomena observed in collective

therapies as violent and harmful convulsions that endangered individual and public

well-being, and the socio-political order.

 

Medical authority and the high stakes of a definable
‘magnetism’

7 In the early 1780s, there was no consensus on what ‘animal magnetism’ was, how it was

therapeutically applied and by whom, and how it could be tested. Since his arrival in

Paris  in 1779,  Mesmer  repeatedly  emphasised  that  the  incommunicable  nature  of

animal magnetism delayed the codification of a ‘theory’.14 

8 On the one hand, this was problematic because the authority and legitimacy of Mesmer

and his doctrine remained unacknowledged. As several historians have pointed out, the

late  eighteenth  century  was  characterised  by  growing  popular  interest  and  public

involvement in scientific debates.15 The public opinion became a significant source of

authority and credibility, which the publication and dissemination of scientific ideas

called upon. Publications were thus not a consequence of institutional recognition, but

conditioned the negotiation and establishment of authority. 

9 On the other hand, the lack of theoretical publications also allowed Mesmer to avoid

condemnation. Mesmer refused any ‘official’ investigations of his therapy because, he

argued, testing required understanding.16 Examinations on the reality of the fluid thus

had to wait until his doctrine was perfected, codified, and published. Instead, Mesmer

promoted  the  circulation  of  medical  narrative  reports  that  recorded  the  patient’s
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health  status,  the  progress  of  his  disease,  and  his  recovery.17 In  addition,  he  had

appealed  to  the  Faculté  de  médecine in  September  1780  for  an  examination  of  the

therapy’s curative results, which the doctor-regents declined.18 

10 Four years later, in 1784, Mesmer’s theory had still not been published, which was the

source  of  many  frustrations  and  speculations  in  the  public  debate  regarding

magnetism’s  true  (therapeutic)  meaning  and  capacities.19 Not  even  Charles  Deslon,

Mesmer’s first disciple, had completely published the doctrine even though he claimed

to be fully instructed.20 

11 However, Deslon did implore the baron de Breteuil, the newly appointed minister of

the King’s household, to open an official investigation into magnetic therapy, which

incited Mesmer to cut all ties with his former student.21 Deslon, who was not only a

magnetiser  but  also  an  esteemed  doctor-regent,  wanted  to  avoid  a  permanent

condemnation and suspension by the medical faculty, after multiple attempts to have

animal magnetism endorsed by his alma mater had failed. The response was positive: in

March  1784,  three  physicians  of  the  medical  Faculty  and  nine  physicists22 of  the

Académie des Sciences were appointed to investigate animal magnetism in cooperation

with Deslon.23 In addition to this royal commission, the physicians of the Société royale

de médecine issued an investigation as well on their own initiative—to compete with the

faculty—and acted as an independent commission. 

12 The authority of these institutional commissions was not self-evident at all. Medical

and  scientific  authority  positions  were  constantly  contested,  appropriated,  and

negotiated in the 1770s and 1780s.24 On the one hand, the mesmerism controversy re-

ignited  the  conflict  between  the  Société  royale  de  médecine and  the  medical  faculty.

Founded in 1778 under a royal decree, the Société royale took over the monopoly on

medical education and the policing of new remedies. This role traditionally befell the

doctor-regents  of  the  medical  faculty.25 On  the  other  hand,  medical  and  scientific

practice was not the privilege of savants affiliated with these institutions.26 The Parisian

medical field of this period was characterised by what institutions called ‘quacks’ and

‘charlatans’  who  appealed  to  the  credulous  French  public  with  their  spectacular

demonstrations  and  appealing  new  theories.  They,  too,  competed  for  medical

authority, which was not only determined by the powers of the King but maybe even

more so by the public opinion.27 

13 The stakes were thus high for  these Parisian institutions as  Mesmer’s  new therapy

captivated the city in the early 1780s. At the same time, the lack of consensus on what

magnetism  was  and  how  it  could  be  investigated  opened  opportunities  for  the

commissioners to provide definitions and claim epistemic authority over the doctrine

and the therapy. 

 

The experimental setting: containing and delineating
magnetism in the body

14 The  two  commissions  began  their  investigations  in  late  April 1784,  with  two

preliminary joint meetings to discuss the testing procedure and to receive instruction

from Deslon regarding the doctrine and his therapy.28 They agreed to attend Deslon’s

treatments  to  observe  the  magnetic  fluid  in  action.29 This  therapy  was  collective:

multiple patients were connected to a magnetic tub with iron rods, and formed a chain
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by touching each other’s thumbs. Meanwhile, a pianoforte was playing soft tunes. This

entire  setting,  Deslon  claimed,  intensified  the  circulation  of  the  fluid  and  its

therapeutic benefits.30 The magnetiser conducted the fluid to the patients by pointing

his finger or an iron wand at them, or by applying his hands to their bodies.31 

15 The commissioners found that the treatment lacked initial definition and delineation,

in contrast with many magnetisers and physicians who privileged the experience of

bodily relief as a criterion for evaluating the therapy.32 The collective nature of the

treatment obstructed the rigorous assessment of the magnetic fluid’s influence, and

this  in  two  ways.  One  problem  was  the  multiplicity  of  effects;  the  commissioners

argued that ‘one sees too many things at once to see any one of them well.’33 Patients

displayed an incredibly  diverse array of  ‘different  states’:  some remained calm and

tranquil and did not display any observable effect, others felt pain or heat, and violent

convulsions tormented another group.34 An additional problem was the commissioners’

‘indiscrete’ attendance at treatments, which would displease and embarrass the more

distinguished  patients.  The  observation  of  the  collective  treatment  transgressed

established moral boundaries of etiquette.35 

16 But cures, too, lacked definition and control.36 Here, the problem lay in the combined

usage of magnetisation with other remedies, as well as in the temporal delay of cures,

which undermined their secure causal attribution to magnetism, nature, or something

else.37 Only an ‘infinite amount’ of long-term observations could potentially shed some

light on their efficacy, but this was unattainable for the commissioners’ examinations.

As  a  result,  they  decided  that  the  therapeutic  setting  was  an  unreliable  site  to

investigate magnetism, as they indicated in the report:

The treatment of patients thus can only give results that are always uncertain and
often  false;  this  uncertainty  could  only  be  dissipated,  and  all  causes  of  error
removed, by an infinite number of cures and, perhaps, by experience over several
centuries.38

17 Consequently, the commissions’ experimental setting was not only designed to test, but

—more  fundamentally—to  define  and  delineate.  It  transferred  the  commissioner’s

preferred assumptions and definitions to the phenomena of the magnetic cure, thus

containing  these  unwieldy  phenomena.  Firstly,  the  commissioners  appropriated

Deslon’s conception of the human body as the primary locus of the fluid’s observable

manifestations. They argued that Deslon had ‘declared expressly […] that he could only

demonstrate the existence of Magnetism by the action of the fluid causing changes in

living  bodies.’39 In  this  way,  the  magnetised  body  provided  initial  delineation  of

magnetism  and  was  uniquely  positioned  to  materially  contain  the  magnetic  fluid.

However, whereas many mesmerists considered long-term curative effects as proof of

this universal relation, the commissioners pointed out that the short-term and direct

bodily effects of the fluid, like the sensations, offered more convincing evidence since

they could be securely attributed to their proper source.40 

18 In her influential study of the 1784 investigations, the historian Jessica Riskin depicted

magnetism as a ‘sensationalist’  doctrine, already well-defined by magnetisers before

1784.41 Indeed,  mesmerists  like  Mesmer  and  Deslon  recognised  the  important

epistemological advantages of one’s sensibility to magnetism: patients who had felt the

action  of  the  fluid  during  their  treatment  better  grasped  its  (incommunicable)

existence.42 Nevertheless,  they  equally  emphasised  that  this  sensibility  was  not  a

universally shared trait of magnetised bodies—many patients remained insensible to
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the fluid’s action on their bodies.43 In other words, contrary to the commissioners, and

to Riskin’s claims, magnetisers did not bind the fluid’s existence to the manifestation of

sensations (or the lack thereof).  The experiments thus reflected the commissioners’

shifting interpretations of ‘animal magnetism’ and, in particular, of the defining role of

the sensations.44

19 The second assumption that was inscribed in the commissioners’ experimental protocol

was understanding of  the fluid as acting separately on individual  bodies.45 This  too

differed from many mesmerists who claimed that effects intensified and became more

observable  in  collective  therapies.  The  commissioners  in  contrast  found  that

collectiveness  was  redundant  for  the  fluid’s  functioning  and,  as  aforementioned,

argued that it impeded them from defining the limits of magnetism and isolating it as

the sole cause of the produced bodily effects. Testing ‘individual subjects’ instead of

groups assured that the sensations could be separated ‘from all the illusions with which

they might be mixed and […] that they could be due to no cause other than Animal

Magnetism.’46

20 Thirdly,  the  commissioners  selected  material  objects  and  procedures  they  believed

capable of activating the presumed fluid, like Deslon’s specific gestures and his usage of

an iron wand, and also translated these to their experimental protocols.47 In doing so,

the  correct  performance  of  a  finite,  well-defined,  and  replicable  set  of  signs  and

gestures  was  assumed to  control  the  magnetic  fluid,  and  rejected  the  relevance  of

theoretical instruction or a unique disposition—an issue that had been heavily debated

since  1782.48 Experimental  testing  thus  became  the  key  practice  allowing  the

commissioners to control and stabilise the boundaries of magnetism’s effects and their

corresponding causes. 

 

Mapping magnetic bodies: the imagination and social
demarcations 

21 Having  attended  Deslon’s  treatments,  the  commissioners  proceeded  to  the  actual

testing  of  magnetism.  They  decided  to  conduct  the  first  set  of  experiments  on

themselves at  Deslon’s  magnetic  clinic.  As we have seen,  the commission had well-

defined  its  testing  procedure  by  now.  Deslon  performed  the  protocol  expected  to

activate  and  control  the  fluid,  and  ‘magnetised’  the  commissioners.  If  they  felt

sensations, the commissioners reasoned, the reality of the magnetic fluid was verified—

if not, it was falsified. The results were conclusive: the commissioners felt nothing in

response  to  magnetisation.  They  repeated  the  experiment  on  eight  healthy  test

subjects,  who  also  remained  insensible.  The  commissioners  thus  introduced  a  first

criterion  to  demarcate  magnetic  sensibility  from  insensibility,  which  had  in  fact

already been announced by Deslon and other mesmerists: one’s state of health.

22 To substantiate  these  first  results,  they  moved to  Benjamin Franklin’s  residence  at

Passy to conduct the next set of experiments, for which they selected ‘really ill’ test

subjects ‘from the class of the people’. However, these experiments showed an irregular

production  of  sensations—four  out  of  seven  subjects  felt  nothing,  but  three  did.49

Obviously,  these  irregularities  threatened  to  destabilise  the  commissioner’s  control

over the relation between sensations and the magnetic fluid. Preservative measures

needed to be taken.
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23 The  commissioners  therefore  called  in  an  alternative  causal  hypothesis  for  the

irregularity  in  producing sensations:  the  imagination.50 They admitted that  even in

their self-experimentation, some felt light sensations, which were now traced back to

the  commissioners’  variable  and  subjective  experience  of  the  procedure.  More

specifically, they explained that ‘feeling’ often had an embodied source and that one’s

sensible constitution, on the one hand, and external stimuli, on the other, determined

its activation.51 Subsequently, they hypothesised that the real source of the sensations

at Passy was the incited imagination, not the magnetic fluid. Given the non-production

of sensations in the other four test subjects, they hypothesised that the magnetic fluid

did not exist.52 

24 To substantiate this hypothesis, the commissioners traced signs of the imagination in

their experiments. After all,  the axioms of Physics, they argued, stipulated that one

looked at known and attested causes first to explain effects,  before considering the

existence of a new and unknown source.53 As other historians have argued, class played

some role in determining the degree of subjects’ susceptibility to the imagination.54 The

commissioners  attributed  a  weaker  and  imbalanced  imagination  to  the  lower-class

individuals that they had tested first and who felt sensations. In contrast, upper-class

members—including the commissioners themselves- were considered to have a more

healthy imagination balanced by a reasoned judgement. As a means of control, they

subsequently performed the same experiment on ‘patients whose circumstances were

different,  patients  chosen  from  within  society  who  would  be  expected  to  be

independent and whose intelligence would make them capable of discussing their own

sensations and giving an account of them.’55 As expected, these upper-class patients

reported to have felt nothing. With these observations, the commissioners argued that

their  hypothesis  that  imagination,  not  magnetism,  generated  the  sensations,  was

reasonable. This, in turn, would suffice to contest the magnetic fluid’s existence and

efficacy.56 

25 The imagination’s connections to social pathologies and fears of instability have been

widely discussed by historians. Indeed, the imagination brought social dimensions and

concerns  to  the  investigation  of  magnetism.  However,  these  elements  cannot  be

separated  from  the  commissioners’  epistemic  work.  The  introduction  of  the

imagination  transferred  ‘class’  as  a  brand-new  demarcation  criterion  for  magnetic

bodies.57 In this way, the commissioners’ social mapping of magnetic bodies, via the

imagination,  became inscribed in  the  experimental  protocol.  It  even explicated the

distinction  between  animals  and  humans  in  this  social  map  of  magnetic  bodies—

animals were ‘devoid of imagination’.58

26 Furthermore, the additional (sub-)criteria of ‘age’ and ‘gender’ determined the specific

sensibilities  of  lower-class  individuals.  For  instance,  two  of  the  four  subjects  who

remained insensible were ‘little Claude Renard, a child of six’, and ‘Geneviève Leroux, a

nine-year-old.’59 Because of  their  young age,  their  imagination was less  likely to be

incited by anticipation or interest to meet expectations.60 Likewise, female patients had

more vivid and exalted imaginations and,  as  a  result,  manifested extreme forms of

sensations,  the  bodily  convulsions,  more  often  than  men.61 Lindsey  Wilson  has

explained this assumption as an articulation of ‘patriarchal’  fears for the increasing

cultural prominence of women in French society. Women too posed problems for the

social  order  and  hierarchy.  Wilson,  however,  distinguished  the  social  from  the

epistemological dimension, arguing that the commissions addressed public relations
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between men and women to avoid ‘the problem of epistemological certainty’.62 Another

way to approach this matter, which this article underlines, is that the commissioners

brought questions of social and public order to their investigations in their attempts to

define and demarcate animal magnetism. The ‘boundary-work’  of  the investigations

determined both epistemic and social demarcations simultaneously. 

27 From this  perspective,  it  can be  argued that  the  commissioners’  social  mapping of

magnetic bodies broadened magnetic therapy’s resonance and meaning to new social

and civil interpretations.63 Moreover, in facilitating social delineations of the ‘magnetic

body’,  the  causal  hypothesis  of  the  imagination  also  stabilised  the  commissioners’

control over the sensations. 

 

Refining the protocol: control over the magnetic
imagination and the body

28 The previous section showed how the commissioners stabilised their understanding of

the magnetic body by calling in the imagination as alternative causal hypothesis for the

sensations some patients experienced, and how this transferred social demarcations

into the experiments concerning magnetism. They asserted that the signs and gestures

of  the  magnetic  protocol,  which  sometimes  included  touching  the  patient,  did  not

mediate the magnetic fluid but instead activated the imagination in some individuals,

which in turn stimulated the body to produce sensations. However, in the absence of a

controlled  experimental  manipulation of  the  imagination,  causal  attribution  of  the

sensations to the latter could be exposed as hypothetical. The commissioner’s initial

conception  of  their  testing  protocol,  after  all,  had  focused  on  the  production  of

sensations (or not). Since the results were non-uniform, and with the causal hypothesis

of a productive imagination in place, the focus now shifted towards the self-production

of  sensations  by  the  subjects’  own  bodies.  This  implied  that  the  protocol’s  design

required further refinement to secure controlled testing and to give credibility to the

imagination as causal explanation.

29 The  commissioners  indicated  that  the  protocol’s  efficacy  depended  on  the  sensory

experience and perception of the test subject rather than on the specific signs and

gestures of the magnetiser. The magnetiser’s conduct did not mediate external powers

(the magnetic fluid) from one body to another, but, instead, one witnessed the effect of

the  therapist’s  actions,  which  also  often  involved  touching,  triggering  one’s

imagination. In their experiment, they invited the physician Jean-Baptiste Jumelin to

imitate magnetisation on eight men and two women. Jumelin simply pointed his finger

(from a  distance)  to  one area  of  the  subject’s  body and then moved it  to  another.

Jumelin  declared  he  had  not  received  theoretical  instruction  or  acquired  practical

knowledge from Mesmer or Deslon regarding the correct performance of the protocol.64

Moreover, the commissioners emphasised that his conception of the protocol differed

strongly from Mesmer’s or Deslon’s. 

30 Yet,  one  woman  felt  sensations  in  those  body  parts  that  the  physician  claimed  to

magnetise,  like  her  face,  stomach  and  back.65 The  commissioners  argued  that  the

protocol  was  only  efficient  because  the  woman  perceived  it  as  magnetisation.  The

visual perception of Jumelin’s gestures caused her imagination to generate sensations

and mislead her into believing that these effects originated from magnetism.
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One sees that here effects were produced and these effects were similar […] But
they  were  obtained  by  different  procedures;  it  follows that  the  procedures  do
nothing. The method of Messrs. Mesmer and Deslon, and an opposite method gave
the same result.66

31 As a result, the commissioners reasoned that by manipulating the patient’s external

senses—for  instance,  by  using  the  blindfold—the  practitioner  could  control  the

imagination. They decided to include the manipulation of the subject’s gaze in their

testing protocol and blindfolded the woman when they repeated the experiment. The

elimination of  her visual  perception affected her sensations:  she felt  them in other

areas than those magnetised by Jumelin. Once the blindfold was taken off, the woman’s

sensations corresponded again with the position of Jumelin’s hand. The experiment

with  the  blindfold  demonstrated  the  correlation  between  visual  perception  and

sensations,  which  indicated  that  gaze  was  a  crucial  intermediary  between  the

imagination  and  the  auto-production  of  sensations.  Given  this  correlation,  the

commissioners concluded: ‘It is natural to conclude that the imagination determines

these sensations, true or false.’67

32 These  specifications  of  the  protocol  thus  enabled  the  controlled  testing  of  the

imagination  and  its contractual  relation  to  the  sensations.  The  commissioners

conducted  one  last,  decisive  experiment  in  which  they,  firstly,  included  the

imagination and excluded magnetisation. They did so by blindfolding the woman again

and telling  her  that  she  was  being magnetised.  Jumelin  had left  the  room,  and no

magnetisation took place. In this way, the woman’s imagination was activated and led

to the auto-production of sensations. Then, secondly, they excluded the powers of the

imagination from the experiment by sending Jumelin back into the room after fifteen

minutes,  when  the  woman  probably  believed  the  procedure  had  already  ended.

Without informing the subject,  Jumelin magnetised her again—in response,  she felt

nothing. 68

33 In this way, the bodily sensations could be more credibly attributed to the imagination

than to the magnetic fluid and could be categorised as auto-productions.  The same

procedure was repeated in many other experiments, in which the woman was replaced

by other test subjects and the commissioners themselves even took over from Jumelin.

They  confirmed  the  validity  and  reliability  of  the  results.69 In  doing  so,  the

commissioners undermined the magnetised body’s relation to the natural world and

secured  the  stability  of  their  alternative  interpretation  attributing  the  cause  of

sensations to individual imagination.

34 Nevertheless,  the  modified  protocol  also  had  important  implications  for  the  social

relations  in  which  the  magnetised  body  was positioned.  Since  the  existence  of  a

magnetic fluid had been denied, the relation between therapist and patient radically

changed. The patient’s body was no longer the vessel of the fluid’s natural powers,

which the magnetiser mediated, but was instead subjected to the control of another

human individual. The commissioners had demonstrated that manipulating one’s gaze

dictated the body’s auto-production of sensations. Control over the imagination thus

turned subjects into ‘instruments’  without self-control  who acted against their own

wills: 

[…] [the effects] do not at all appear to depend on the power and the will of Man.
That  which  we  have  learnt—or  at  least  which  was  confirmed  to  us  by  evident
demonstration by the examination of the techniques of magnetism—was that one
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man  can  act  on  another,  at  any  moment  and  almost  at  will,  by  affecting  his
imagination; […] Man has the power to act on his like […].70

35 As one historian pointed out, mesmerists’ deprivation of individuals’ ‘self-possession’

was  deemed problematic  because  it  ‘infringed on social boundaries’.71 Important  to

note is that these problems of social decorum were inscribed in the commissioners’

modified protocol and shaped the meaning of magnetic therapy. Social tensions, like

those  generated  by  the  imagination,  were  transferred  to  the  experiment  with  the

commissioners’  alternative  interpretation  of  the  imagination.  In  turn,  the  second

round  of  experiments—which  tested  the  imagination  and  not  magnetism,  as  the

commissioners  themselves  announced—translated  these  connotations  to  magnetic

therapy. 

36 In the view of the commissioners, the body’s sensibility to ‘magnetisation’ now also

signalled a lack of self-governance, and an increased susceptibility to be controlled by

other  individuals.  From  this  perspective,  the  sensibility  of  magnetised  bodies

manifested the  imagination’s  potential  influences  on society.  As  the  commissioners

reported, ‘The imagination […] seems to have a slow and gradual progression; […] but, if

in society it  makes insensible progress,  in the treatment by magnetism it manifests

itself  by  striking  phenomena.’72 The  next  section  discusses  how  this  visibility  was

magnified in the magnetic body, by means of the convulsions.

 

Magnetic therapy, ‘crisis’ and convulsive orders

37 The  commissioners’  experiments  countered  the  epistemic  challenge  long  posed  by

magnetism’s  ‘incommunicability’.  In  the  process,  however,  their  redefinition  of

magnetic effects as produced by the imagination unwittingly produced new resources

for the magnetisers as well. A medicine of the imagination was not per se illegitimate;

on the contrary, the commissioners recognised that, strictly speaking, the imagination

underwrote  a  healing  process.73 For  instance,  they  indicated  that  Deslon’s

appropriation of the imagination supported the credibility of his therapy.

M. Deslon does not  dissociate himself  from these principles.  He declared at  the
committee meeting held at M. Franklin’s on 19 June that he believed that he was
able  to  state  that  the imagination had the largest  part  in  the effects  of  animal
magnetism; he said that this new agent was perhaps only the imagination itself
whose power is so great that it is little known. He assured us that he had always
recognised this power in the treatment of his patients and he assured us also that
several  had  been  either  cured  or  infinitely  relieved.  He  observed  to  the
Commissioners that imagination directed thus to the relief of suffering humanity
would be of great benefit in the practice of medicine; and, persuaded by the reality
of this power of the imagination, he invited them to study its progress and effects
with him.74

38 Therapeutic  relief,  not  causes,  determined  the  medical  legitimacy  of  practices  in

contemporary  medicine.  From  this  perspective,  the  therapeutic  quality  of  the

sensations—the  commissioners’  selected  effects—also  required  evaluation.  The

commissioners argued that magnetic therapies produced ‘changes in the living body

and derangements larger than those that have just been described’, to which they now

turned their attention: the convulsions.75 Strikingly, they highlighted that mesmerists

used an alternative and incorrect  medical  term, ‘crisis’,  to  describe the remarkable

bodily phenomena the commissioners named ‘convulsions’.76 
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39 In  the  following  sub-sections,  I  will  show  that  the  commissioners  highlighted

convulsions  as  a  visible  indicator  that  one’s  magnetic  imagination  endangered

individual  and  public  well-being.  To  do  so,  they  undermined  the  credibility  of

mesmerists’ usage of the Hippocratic term ‘crisis’,  which referred to the moment in

which Nature ‘battled’ disease in the body and determined the restoration of health,

and developed clear-cut demarcations between the latter and the ‘convulsions’. Firstly,

they removed magnetic ‘crises’  from the natural order by classifying them, like the

ordinary  sensations,  as  auto-productions  of  the  imagination,  which  increased  the

credibility of their own terminology. Secondly, they specified the bodily processes that

preceded the  bodily  convulsions  as  harmful and dangerous  irritations,  categorising

them as contradictive to nature and healing. Thirdly, they also ascribed these bodily

irritations to the social body and argued that the downstream effects of the magnetic

imagination included the introduction of contagion and political subversion.

 

Magnetic ‘crises’ or auto-produced ‘convulsions’?

40 Eighteenth-century Hippocratic medicine approached ‘crises’ as battles between nature

and  disease  which  determined  healing.77 Accordingly,  medical  therapy  was  often

understood  as  aiding  nature  in  defeating  the  obstructions  created  by  the  ailment.

Magnetisers, too, believed that their therapies accelerated and intensified the magnetic

fluid’s  healing  action  at  moments  of  natural  crisis.  In  this  way,  magnetised  bodies

reached  and  completed  these  moments  more  quickly,  after  which  the  complete

restoration of health followed. Sensations, pains, or bodily convulsions were frequently

taken as visible symptoms of such a crisis, before feeling better. In other words, the

crisis was the cornerstone of magnetic therapy because it announced the restoration of

one’s natural bodily order. 

41 Yet, mesmerists like Charles Deslon understood ‘crisis’ as a bodily condition that did

not always manifest itself in visible symptoms.78 In fact, some magnetisers claimed that

their  unique  dispositions  or  specific  magnetic  training  enabled  them  to  ‘read’  the

interior  bodily  processes  of  the  patient,  which  remained  invisible  to  ordinary

physicians.79 Like the sensations, magnetisers did not essentially tie the convulsions to

the action of the magnetic fluid, but rather to the body’s particular sensibility. 

42 Mesmerists thus attributed a large array of possible internal and external symptoms to

‘crisis’.  In  contrast,  the  commissioners  reduced  ‘crisis’  to  one  specific  type  of

observable symptoms, namely the convulsions, which increased their control over this

magnetic  phenomenon. After  all,  the  convulsions,  like  the  sensations,  enabled  the

commissioners to experimentally demonstrate and manipulate their assumptions about

magnetism.  More  specifically,  the  commissioners  showed  that  their  experimental

protocols, which included the controlled manipulation of the imagination, produced

convulsions  as  well.  Following Deslon’s  advice, the  commissioners  selected  subjects

whose  ‘sensitivity  to  magnetism’—or,  from  the  commissioners’  perspective,  their

imaginations—had already been intensified in the treatments, which made them more

susceptible to generating convulsions in the commissioners’ experiments.80 The results

were identical to their previous experiments with the sensations: the imagination auto-

produced convulsions, and magnetism lacked causal power and meaning.

43 These experiments undermined the credibility of mesmerists’ usage of the term ‘crisis’.

Experimental  protocol  demonstrated that  magnetic  ‘crises’  lacked a  natural  source,
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whereas  medical  ‘crises’  were  always  defined  by  nature  or,  in  mesmerists’

understanding, by the magnetic fluid. The commissioners argued that ‘this convulsive

state is incorrectly called a crise in the theory of Animal Magnetism: according to this

doctrine it is regarded as a salutary crisis of the kind that Nature herself provides […].’81

To increase the credibility of the term ‘convulsions’ instead of ‘crisis’ to define these

phenomena,  the  commissioners  placed  magnetism  within  a  long-standing  medical

tradition  that  exposed miraculous  or  marvellous  phenomena  with  a  divine  or

preternatural appearance as the result of the incited imagination.82 More specifically,

as extensively explained by historian Koen Vermeir, the commissioners emphasised the

continuities with the religious Convulsionaries of the 17th and 18th century, for which

they drew on Thouret’s  pamphlet  against  magnetism, the Recherches  et  doutes  sur  le

magnétisme animal,  that was published shortly before the reports.83 The 18th-century

Convulsionaries  of  Saint-Médard,  for  instance,  were  now  advanced  as  historical

precedent of the magnetic convulsions. They were often believed to have prophetic or

demonic  powers,  inspiring  admiration or  fear.  However,  their  convulsions  too,  like

magnetic convulsions, were exposed as impostures of the imagination.

44 Moreover,  the  commissioners  also  transposed  the  assumption  that  the  magnetiser

controlled the convulsions of his patients via their imaginations to the investigation.

Patients’ bodies were thus not governed by natural forces, but by other individuals, the

commissioners concluded: ‘All are subject to the magnetiser; even if they seem quite

prostrated, his voice, a glance, a sign from him revives them. One cannot but recognise

in these regular effects a great power that agitates the patients and overcomes them,

and of which the magnetiser seems to be the seat.’84 In this respect, the convulsive body

was  a  symptom  of  a  subject  with  an  imagination  susceptible  to  manipulation  and

control.85 In the eyes of the commissioners, magnetic convulsions were thus dependent

on the impressionability of the subject’s imagination.

 

Undermining the credibility of salutary ‘crises’: harmful convulsions 

45 Medical ‘crises’ were defined by natural causes in Hippocratic medicine, but also by the

salutary character of their effects. As already mentioned, a medicine of the imagination

used not to be illegitimate in the past, but was becoming so. In many instances, the

imagination  underwrote  the  healing  process  and  benefited  bodily  health.  In  other

words, categorising convulsions as ‘crisis’, albeit of an ‘imaginative’ category, remained

legitimate if the magnetic convulsions brought relief to the suffering patient. However,

the commissioners determined in contrast that the convulsions endangered health and

in fact generated the opposite of natural ‘crises’: more suffering.86 

These dangerous attacks can only be of use in medicine like poisons. […] Far from
repeating  it,  the  wise  doctor  occupies  himself  with  means  of  repairing  the
necessary harm that it has done […]; since the state of crisis is harmful the habit
can only be dangerous. […] These effects are, therefore, a real ill and not a curative
ill; they are an ill added to the malady, whatever that may be.87

46 The  commissioners  constructed  this  contradiction  between  harmful  magnetic

convulsions and therapeutic crises by explaining what the convulsive state entailed and

by  specifying  the  bodily  processes  that  preceded  the  manifestation  of  convulsive

movements.  Unlike  ‘crises’,  the  convulsions  signalled  an  overall  distortion  of  the

internal organisation and resulted from irritations inflicted by the incited imagination.
88 In  magnetic  therapies,  the  commissioners  argued,  the  increased  imagination  of
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patients  irritated  the  organ  these  subjects  believed  to  be  magnetised.  In  the

18th century,  physiological  processes were often understood in terms of  ‘sympathy’

reciprocally  connecting  the  organs:  a  distortion  in  one  part  affected  the  whole.

Likewise,  the  commissioners  presented the  diaphragm in  particular  as  the  nervous

centre  that  communicated  these  irritations  to  the  other  organs.89 These  irritations

‘disturbed’ the functioning of the organs and the internal order, of which the bodily

convulsions  were  the  external  symptoms. 90The  commissioners  thus  defined  the

magnetic convulsions as antithetical to ‘crises’ since they undermined order and relief.  

91

47 From this perspective, connotations of physical disorder were usually not inextricably

tied to the imagination’s illusionary powers in 18th-century medicine and physiology.92

Instead, these connotations resulted from the commissioners’ boundary-work, in which

the credibility of  ‘convulsions’  needed to be distinguished from the alternative and

competing  term  ‘crisis’  advanced  by  mesmerists.  In  this  way,  the  commissioners

repositioned  the  magnetised  body  in  ‘crisis’  as  an  indicator  of  disease  instead  of

healing. 

 

The convulsive body, contagion, and (socio-)political ‘crises’

48 The previous sections showed that the commissioners undermined the credibility of

the mesmerist term ‘crisis’ by experimentally demonstrating that the convulsions were

controlled  by  the  imagination,  not  nature,  and  by  emphasising  the  disturbances  it

produced. However, the experiment had tested convulsions in individual subjects, and,

in this way, reflected the commissioners’ own assumptions about the functioning of the

magnetic imagination. Others nevertheless claimed that the collective set-up was one

determining factor of the treatments’ therapeutic success. In particular, they believed

collectiveness intensified the circulation of the magnetic fluid amongst the patients

gathered around the baquet.93 The ‘crisis’ of one body affected the state of other bodies

and vice versa.94 In this way, collectiveness accelerated ‘crises’ and healing. 

49 The remarkable bodily phenomena that patients experienced in the collective therapies

were not ‘crises’, according to the commissioners, but were also—as in the experiments

on individuals—‘convulsions’. The circulation of perceived ‘crises’ thus also required an

alternative  interpretation.  In  first  instance,  the  commissioners  transposed  their

experimental protocols, which were originally designed to manipulate the imagination

of individual subjects, to a collective setting. They argued that, after having ‘seen what

it did in the experiments of the commissioners on isolated subjects; one can imagine its

effects  multiplied  on  the  patients  gathered  together  at  the  public  treatment.’95

According to  the commissioners,  the visual  perception of  other  convulsive patients

agitated  one’s  own  imagination,  which  in  turn  led  the  body  to  the  imitation  of

convulsions.  The  patient’s  experience  of  the  room’s  atmosphere,  with  its  closed

windows, dimmed lights and soft music, aroused the imagination too.96 The collective

setting thus generated a magnified version of the commissioners’ own protocol. 

50 In this way, the commissioners introduced the contagion or ‘imitation’ of convulsions

as  the  downstream  effect  of  the  incited  imagination,  in  analogy  with  the  internal

communication of irritations.97 The convulsive state of the individual body indicated

the potential infection of all patients present. 
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51 Strikingly, the commissioners highlighted that contagion was uncontainable within the

boundaries of  the therapeutic setting and endangered society.  The patients left  the

treatment with agitated imaginations and bodily distortions that continued to facilitate

convulsive movements.98 For instance, when the commissioners incited impressionable

individuals’  imagination  in  the  experimental  setting,  their  bodies  relapsed  to  the

convulsive  state  instead  of  producing  milder  sensations.99 The  therapy  thus

permanently  altered  the  body and made the  convulsions  a  recurring  phenomenon.

However, this also implied that the convulsions could contaminate bodies outside the

therapeutic setting. 

52 The 17th-  and  18th-century  Convulsionaries  offered  alarming  insights  about  the

epidemic proportions that the convulsions could reach and the commissioners referred

to  Thouret’s  Recherches  et  doutes and  the  Jansenist  physician  Philippe  Hecquet’s  Le

naturalisme  des  convulsions  to  suggest  their  dangerous  communicative  nature.  For

instance,  the  Tremblers  of  the  Cévennes  case  illustrated  how  an  overheated

imagination infected entire villages with convulsions.100 Similar to magnetic therapy,

the collectiveness of the inhabitants of Cévenne stimulated the spread of convulsions

and obstructed efforts to contain them. Isolation and separation from the group, in

contrast,  calmed  the  Convulsionaries’  irritated  constitutions.101 In this  context,  the

commissioners  predicted  the  intentional  contamination of  the  entire  social  body  if

magnetisers continued to practise their ‘art of provoking convulsions.’ They concluded:

That Art is dangerous which disturbs the functions of the animal economy, pushed
Nature  aside  and  multiplies  the  victims  of  these  derangements.  […]  But  if  this
malady  is  contagious,  as  one  might  suspect,  the  practice  of  provoking  nervous
convulsions  and  exciting  them  in  public  during  the  treatments  is  a  means  of
spreading them in the large towns […].102

53 These concerns carried an implicit political dimension. The commissioners hinted at

the convulsive state’s association with unruly behaviour and disruptions of the social

and public order. Revolts and epidemic convulsions shared the same pathology: the

imagination  irritated  the  body  and  produced  convulsive  or  subversive  conduct,

contaminating  other  individuals.  In this  line  of  argument,  the  commissioners

capitalised on existing late eighteenth-century anxieties, particularly among the upper

class,  for  anything  that  might  inflame  collective  passions  and  create  politically

subversive behaviour.103 In this way, the ‘convulsions’ were increasingly associated with

political convictions in addition to bodily symptoms. Moreover, the political impact of

the convulsions was well-known to the commissions’ contemporaries: Convulsionaries

had  often  inspired  followers  to  revolt  against  the  established  authorities,  who

responded  to  the  threat  with  armed  retribution.104 Likewise,  the  commissioners

implicitly warned magnetisers and patients of the violent consequences of bringing the

socio-political order into a convulsive state.105

54 The investigations thus transferred politically charged connotations to ‘crisis’ via the

contagious convulsions. Moreover, the commissioners radically changed mesmerists’

initial  interpretation  of  ‘crisis’  by  advancing  the  ‘convulsions’  as  a  more  credible

description  of  ‘magnetic’  bodily  phenomena.  The  commissioners  characterised  the

convulsions of the magnetised body as a visible indicator that the imagination—and

thus  the  magnetisers  who  manipulated  it—endangered  public  well-being  and  the

harmonious  order  of  the  socio-political  body.  In  this  respect,  the  investigations’

redefinition  of  magnetic  convulsions  and  ‘crises’  reinvigorated  the  ‘political’

interpretations  of  magnetic  therapy  circulating  in  the  early  1780s.106 Here  too,  the
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‘politicisation’  of  ‘crises’  was  determined  simultaneously  with  the  epistemic

demarcations of the term.107

 

Conclusions

55 The 1784 investigations affected the changing conceptions of animal magnetism in the

late  eighteenth  century.  This  article  has  argued  that  these  shifting  interpretations

should not be understood as the downstream effects of  the therapy’s  denunciation.

Instead, the commissioners’ investigations progressively shifted the definitions of what

magnetic therapy was, how it could be tested, and how it could be distinguished from

the  products  of  the  imagination.  In  particular,  the  reports  reflect  how  the

investigations gradually changed the position of the magnetic body in relation to the

natural,  social,  and  political  order—issues  that  informed the  dominant  themes  and

concerns of the subsequent debate about the integrity of the conducted experiments.

56 We first  discussed how the  commissioners’  experimental  protocol  transferred their

assumptions and presuppositions about ‘animal magnetism’ to the investigations. They

presumed the body to have an exclusively sensible relation to the magnetic fluid: the

magnetised  body’s  sensibility  was  the  visible  indicator  of  the  fluid’s  existence  and

activity. Also inscribed in experimental protocol was the specific delineation of certain

procedures  believed  to  activate  the  fluid  and  the  production  of  sensations.  Many

mesmerists,  in  contrast,  considered  the  sensations  as  potential  symptoms  of  the

magnetic fluid’s action on the body, but they did not privilege them as secure evidence

of the magnetic fluid’s existence. The crucial role of the sensations in defining ‘animal

magnetism’  was  thus  in  fact  an  appropriation  and  redefinition  of  mesmerist

understandings of magnetic cures, now advanced by the commissioners.

57 Secondly, the commissioners called in the imagination as alternative causal hypothesis

for the sensations.  Not only did this secure their conception of ‘magnetism’,  it  also

brought  distinct  social  criteria  to  demarcate  magnetised  bodies  with  a  particular

sensitivity for the imagination—the lower class in particular. In tackling the epistemic

problem of magnetism, the investigations thus simultaneously inscribed social contests

with high political stakes to the magnetised body. 

58 Thirdly, this became even more prominent in the modifications made to the protocol’s

design in the light of a controlled manipulation of the imagination. On the one hand,

the bodily sensations could now be more credibly attributed to the imagination. In this

way,  the  investigations  undermined  the  harmonious  connection  between  the

magnetised body and the natural world that magnetic therapy claimed to establish. On

the other hand, lack of self-governance was also inscribed in this experimental protocol

and problematised the social relation between patient and magnetiser. The magnetised

body signified the imagination’s potential to be controlled, against one’s own will, by

another individual. 

59 Lastly, the commissioners evaluated what mesmerists called ‘crises’ to determine if the

therapy provided relief and if the magnetic imagination was medically legitimate. The

commissioners  contested  the  mesmerist  use  of  the  term  ‘crisis’  to  describe  the

remarkable  bodily  phenomena  of  magnetic  practices,  which  the  commissioners

alternatively called ‘convulsions’. In drawing credible boundaries between ‘crises’ and

‘convulsions’,  the commissioners turned the convulsive body into a visible indicator

that the imagination endangered individual  health,  as  well  as  the social  and public

(Re-)defining “animal magnetism”: the mesmerism investigations of 1784

La Révolution française, 24 | 2023

15



order. The magnetic body, the commissioners argued, endangered social and political

harmony  through  ailment  and  distortion.  In  this  respect,  it  can  be  argued  that  a

‘political’ semantic shift of the term ‘crisis’, due to its association with the convulsive

body, started to take shape in the contest over credibility that the 1784 investigations

encompassed.

60 From this  perspective,  we can conclude that  the 1784 investigations brought  many

important (re-)interpretations of animal magnetism. For instance, the ‘politicisation’ of

mesmerism was inscribed in and reinvigorated by the commissioners’ experiments. The

re-interpretation  resulted  from  the  shifting  positions  of  the  magnetised  body  in

relation  to  natural,  social  and  political  order,  which  shaped  the  stakes  of  the

subsequent  debate.  How  the  public  debate  further  explored  and  developed  these

conceptions of the body and magnetism is material for a different article.

NOTES

1. The 17th  and  18th centuries  were  characterised  by  numerous  scientific  controversies  and

credibility  contests  revolving  around  the  demarcation  between  ‘orthodox’  and  ‘heterodox’

science and in which scientific authority was negotiated. See for instance the cases of medical

electricity in François ZANETTI, ‘Contretemps et contrepoints au mesmérisme. Savoirs et acteurs
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ABSTRACTS

An older historiography viewed the 1784 investigations of ‘animal magnetism’ as the scientific

triumph of the experimental method. This article re-evaluates the significance and impact of the

investigations and argues that the commissioners altered the meaning of ‘animal magnetism’ for

their  own  purposes  and  interests.  More  specifically,  I  will  show  how  the  commissioners’

experiments  translated  specific  background  assumptions  about  the  meaning,  definition  and

therapeutic  function  of  animal  magnetism,  and  how  these  interpretations  were  constantly

reconsidered  and  consolidated.  Firstly,  I  will  discuss  how  the  commissioners  prioritised  the

sensations  as  the  visible  effects  of  magnetism.  Secondly,  will  I  show  how  the  experiments

brought  social  demarcation  criteria  to  subjects’  sensibilities.  Thirdly,  I  will  show  how  the

commissioners refined the design of their protocols to secure the credibility of their hypothesis

that the imagination produced magnetic sensations. Lastly, I will explain how they re-defined

magnetic ‘crises’ as convulsions to undermine the therapy’s legitimacy.

Une  historiographie  plus  ancienne  a  appréhendé  les  enquêtes  de  1784  sur  le  « magnétisme

animal » comme le triomphe scientifique de la méthode expérimentale. Cet article va réévaluer la

portée et l’impact de ces enquêtes et défendre l’idée que les membres des commissions ont altéré

le  sens  de  « magnétisme animal »  pour  convenir  à  leurs  propres  objectifs  et  intérêts.  Plus

spécifiquement,  je  vais  montrer  comment leurs  expériences  ont  traduit  leurs  interprétations

propres  du  sens,  de  la  définition  et  de  la  fonction  thérapeutique  du  magnétisme animal,  et
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comment ces interprétations étaient constamment réévaluées et redéfinies. En premier lieu, je

vais discuter de la manière dont les membres des commissions ont fait des sensations les effets

visibles principaux du magnétisme. En deuxième lieu, je vais montrer comment les expériences

ont appliqué des critères de démarcation sociale aux sensibilités des sujets. En troisième lieu, je

vais présenter comment ils ont amélioré la définition de leurs protocoles pour s’assurer de la

crédibilité de leur hypothèse selon laquelle l’imagination produisait les sensations magnétiques.

Enfin, je vais expliquer comment ils ont redéfini en convulsions les « crises » magnétiques, afin

de saper la légitimité de la thérapie. 
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Crédibilité
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