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Common Sense, Useful Knowledge, and
Mattersof Fact in the Late
Enlightenment:
The Transatlantic Career of Perkins's
Tractors
James Delbourgo

If, by the word "sense," we were to understand opinion
and judgment and, by the word "common," the generality
or any considerable part of mankind, it would be hard ...
to discover where the subject of common sense could lie.
For that which was according to the sense of one part of
mankind was against the sense of another. And if the
majority were to determine common sense, it would
change as often as men changed. That which was according to common sense today would be the contrary tomorrow, or soon after.
Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury,1711
On the Theory of this Metallic Operation, little need be said.
Benjamin Perkins, 1799

Q

N July I4, I796, John Vaughan, a physician trained at the

College of Philadelphia and member of the Medical Society of
Delaware,wrote to Dr. ElishaPerkins(174I-I799) of Plainfield,
Connecticut, about his experimental trials with Perkins's recently
James Delbourgo is assistant professor of history at McGill University,
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patented therapeutic apparatus "Perkins's Metallic Tractors." "I have
operated in a few cases only with your instruments," Vaughan explained,
one of "nervous or hysteric head-ache," the other of "odantalgia"
(toothache), with remarkable success, curing the patients in both
instances. A third case involved treating a young man who had fallen ten
or fifteen feet "and received a considerable contusion in the umbilical
region, with tumefaction." Vaughan decided to bleed him, but this procedure proved useless. After "about two minutes operation with the
instruments," however, the man "exclaimed, in extasy [sic], 'I am well-I
am well-my pain is gone."' Reprinted in Evidences of the Efficacy of
Doctor Perkinss Patent Metallic Instruments,one of several collections of
testimonials published in the United States and Great Britain in the late
I790s, Vaughan'saccount exemplified Perkins'sstrategy for marketing his
device to consumers: using testimony based on the evidence of the
senses to demonstrate that Tractors cured a variety of disorders, while
leaving aside the question of how these cures were effected.1
A set of Perkins'sTractors consisted of two three-inch metallic rods
made of brass and iron (Figure I), and they sold for twenty-five
Continental dollars in North America and five guineas in Britain. At the
close of the eighteenth century, they enjoyed such success that they
became a currency of exchange in and of themselves. Dr. Benjamin
Parker recalled that "a gentleman in Virginia sold a plantation and took
the pay for it in Tractors." "Nothing was more common," he noted,
"than to sell horses and carriages to buy them." In addition to his own
itinerant promotions, Perkins employed physicians and apothecaries as
local agents to market Tractors from New England to South Carolina. In
Britain, meanwhile, Tractors also became high therapeutic fashion. In
I797, Perkins sent his son Benjamin Douglas Perkins (1774-I810) across
the Atlantic as his London agent. "Mr. P. imports his Tractors from
America in parcels of two hundred sets, valued by him at one thousand
guineas," observed the Irish satirist and anti-Perkinist John Corry, equaling "fifty-two thousand guineas annually for this base metal!"Setting up
a clinic in Leicester Square, in the former residence of the eminent
London surgeon John Hunter, Benjamin Perkins's career paralleled his
father's, selling Tractors through agents in Bath, Liverpool, and elsewhere in provincial Britain. Despite repeated accusations of quackery,
damaging comparisons with the controversial Mesmerist movement of
the I78os, and the untimely death of Elisha Perkins in I799, "Perkinism"
proved durable enough to achieve an institutional culmination in the
Perkinean Society of London in 1803. When Benjamin Perkins finally
I Elisha Perkins, Evidences
of the Efficacy of Doctor Perkins's Patent Metallic
Instruments (New London, [Conn.], I797), Io.
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FIGUREI
Perkins's Tractors. Photograph by R. D. Rubic. Courtesy, the New York
Academy of Medicine Library.
returned to the United States in I807, he is thought to have treated or
supplied as many as one and a half million patients and made ten thousand pounds.2
2 Benjamin Perkins, quoted in Frederick J. Curley, "Elisha Perkins's Patent
Metallic Tractors," Synthesis,II (I975), I4; Elisha Perkins to unknown, June 22,
1796, in Elisha Perkins Letter and Account Book (1788-I816), MS i8th+, Yale
University Medical School Historical Library, New Haven, Conn.; John Corry,
QuackDoctorsDissected;or, A New, Cheap,and ImprovedEdition of Corry'sDetectorof
Quackery(London, i8io), 25; Walter R. Steiner, "Dr. Elisha Perkins of Plainfield,
Conn., and His Metallic Tractors," Bulletin of the Society of Medical History of
Chicago, III (January 1923), 92, 95; Marcus A. McCorison, "Thomas Green

Fessenden, 177I-I837: Not in BAL," Bibliographical
LXXXIX (March I995), 9.

Society of America, Papers,
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As Vaughan's testimony suggests, the central rhetorical strategy of
Perkinism was to eschew problematic attempts to explain "Tractoration"
in favor of emphasizing the "useful facts" of its effects. In these
accounts, the human body figured as a spontaneous testifier, offering
ostensibly unmediated evidence about its response to therapy.
Promotional pamphlets for the Tractors, a dozen or so of which
appeared between I796 and 1804, were imageless and adjectiveless collections of successful case histories, featuring a series of key terms that reinforced in the reader's mind the single notion of demonstrated efficacy:
effect, fact, influence, experiment, observation, sense, evidence, certificate,
operation, performance-experientia docet. These testimonials were a
peculiar form of what has been called "virtual witnessing"-the means
by which written reports allowed readers to witness the performance of
experiments conducted elsewhere and through which natural philosophers made claims about causal relations in nature. The peculiarity of
Perkinist virtual witnessing was twofold. Readers could not "see" the
successful trials performed with Tractors: effects were reported, but the
manner of performing Tractoration was almost never described. Nor
were readers presented in any direct fashion with an explanation of these
effects; they were simply told by an array of testifiers that Tractors
worked.3
How was the credibility of the Tractors established in the absence of
any agreed-upon explanation? Previous accounts of the Tractors within
disciplinary histories of psychology have taken the success of Perkinism
to exemplify the epistemological quandaries and possibilities of the
imagination (later referred to as "psycho-somatic" effects, faith healing,
or altered states of consciousness).4 More recently, historians of eighteenth-century science and medicine have emphasized Perkinism's association with electricity, both as medical practice (experimental
applications of static electricity to the human body) and as speculative
natural philosophy (attempts to theorize the role of electricity in the
3 Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes,
Boyle, and the Experimental Life (Princeton, N.J., I985), 60-65.
4 Steiner, "Dr. Elisha Perkins," Bull. Soc.
of Medical Hist. of Chicago, III
(January I923), 79-95; Howard W. Haggard, "The First Published Attack on
Perkinism: An Anonymous Eighteenth Century Poetical Satire," Yale Journal of
Biology and Medicine, IX (1936), 137-153; Curley, "Elisha Perkins's Patent Metallic
Tractors," Synthesis, II (1975), 8-21; Eric T. Carlson and Meribeth M. Simpson,
"Perkinism vs. Mesmerism," Journal of the History of Behavioral Sciences, VI (January
1970), i6-24; Jacques M. Quen, "Elisha Perkins, Physician, Nostrum-Vendor, or
Charlatan?" Bulletin of the History of Medicine, XXXVII (I963), 159-166; Quen,
"Case Studies in Nineteenth Century Scientific Rejection: Mesmerism, Perkinism,
and Acupuncture," Journal of the History of Behavioral Sciences, XI (April 1975),
149-I56.
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body).5 Both imagination and electricity are crucial to understanding
the career of the Tractors. It would be a gross teleology, however, to dismiss Perkinism as destined to fail because it was a form of quackish
deception, as some studies have done. What needs exploring are the
processes through which Tractors became credible or incredible. But it
would also be a mistake to isolate the philosophy and practice of electrical experiment as the sole criterion of this credibility or incredibility.
The claims to authority made by Perkinism drew from multiple
sources-social, legal, and ideological as well as philosophical. Above all,
Perkinism made a moral virtue of plainspeaking and philosophical
agnosticism, linking sensory evidence regarding bodily response to
Tractoration to an ideological discourse pitting the capacities of the
public to make sound judgments about useful facts against elitist philosophical explanation and the self-interest of physicians. In an important
later phase of the movement, Perkinists did allow Tractors to become
publicly associated with the vogue in medical and animal electricity during the I790S. But that commitment to a body of philosophical experiment necessarily remained limited, given Perkinism's antiphilosophical
orientation. It was, rather, the ambiguous epistemological terrain
between electricity and imagination that Perkinism inhabited and
exploited through enlightened rhetorics of common sense, useful knowledge, and the fact.
Recent histories of science in early modern Europe offer early
Americanists a panoply of conceptual and methodological approaches
through which to explore the cultural history of natural knowledge. The
historically variant status of the fact is a case in point. By the seventeenth century, a recognizable modern language of the fact emerged in
the disciplines of law and natural science. With some exceptions, natural
philosophers favored a probabilistic conception of the fact as part of an
attempt to temper dogmatic truth claims and reduce the possibility of
civil discord or authoritarianism. The career of the Tractors, however,
shows us a later phase in this history, one in which a probabilistic sensibility had begun to yield to one increasingly self-evident and potentially
antiphilosophical.6 Examining the relationship between material objects
5 L. S. Jacyna, "Galvanic Influences: Themes in the Early History of British
Animal Electricity," in Marco Bresadola and Giuliano Pancaldi, eds., Luigi Galvani
International Workshop Proceedings (Bologna, 1999), 177-185; Bresadola, "Early
Galvanism as Technique and Medical Practice," in Paola Bertucci and Pancaldi,
eds., Electric Bodies: Episodes in the History of Medical Electricity (Bologna, 2001),
170-I172.
6 Peter Dear, "Totius in Verba: Rhetoric and Authority in the Early Royal
Society," Isis, LXXVI (I985), I45-16I; Shapin and Schaffer, Leviathan and the AirPump; Bruno Latour, Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers through
Society (Cambridge, Mass., I987); Lorraine Daston, Classical Probability in the
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and the human body and reading textual production and social practice
as jointly constitutive of matters of fact provides one possible model for
rewriting the history of the Enlightenment and enlightened science and
medicine in North America.7 In the story told here, useful knowledge
and common sense are not ideas, in the conventional sense, defining the
meaning of the Tractors;they are ideals of knowledge production for the
American Republic that were made to flow from them, ideologically prescribed in specific regimes of bodily management. Approaching the history of natural knowledge and its uses in this way may profitably serve
Enlightenment(Princeton, N.J., 1988); Mary Poovey, A Historyof the ModernFact:
Problemsof Knowledgein the Sciencesof Wealthand Society(Chicago, I998); BarbaraJ.
Shapiro, A Cultureof Fact: England, I550-I720 (Ithaca, N.Y., 2000). Jessica Riskin
has argued that Maximilien Robespierre'ssuccessful legal defense of lightning rods
in France in 1783turned, not on technical questions, but on Robespierre'sdismissal
of expert scientific testimony in favor of common sense evaluationsbased on untheorized, hence allegedly uncontroversial, facts. See Riskin, Science in the Age of
Sensibility:The SentimentalEmpiricistsof the FrenchEnlightenment(Chicago, 2002),
I39-I87. On self-evidence, see Simon Schaffer, "Self Evidence," in James Chandler,
Arnold I. Davidson, and Harry Harootunian, eds., Questionsof Evidence:Proof,
Practice, and Persuasion across the Disciplines (Chicago, 199I), 56-9I.
7 Jules Prown, "Style as Evidence," WintherthurPortfolio,XV (Autumn I980),

I97-210. For recent approachesto the relationshipbetween things and ideas, see Bill
Brown, ed., Things, special issue of Critical Inquiry, XXVIII (2001); and Lorraine
Daston, ed., ThingsThat Talk:ObjectLessonsfrom Art and Science(New York, 2004).
Both science and medicine, and the related issues of material practice, go virtually
untreated in the predominantly textual accounts of the American Enlightenment.

See Henry

F. May,

The Enlightenment

in America (Oxford,

1976); Ned C.

Landsman, From Colonialsto Provincials:American Thoughtand Culture,i68o0-76o
(New York, I997); and Robert A. Ferguson, The American Enlightenment,

I75o0-820

(Cambridge, Mass., 1997). One recent study of the social history of the American
Enlightenment is Michael Meranze, Laboratoriesof Virtue:Punishment,Revolution,
and Authority in Philadelphia, I760-I835

(Chapel Hill, N.C., I996). On enlightened

science in America, see Leigh Eric Schmidt, Hearing Things:Religion,Illusion, and
the American Enlightenment (Cambridge, Mass., 2000); Nina Reid-Maroney,
Philadelphia's

Enlightenment,

174o0-800:

Kingdom of Christ, Empire of Reason

(Westport, Conn., 2001); Sara Stidstone Gronim, "Ambiguous Empire: The
Knowledge of the Natural World in British Colonial New York" (Ph.D. diss.,
Rutgers University, I999); and James Delbourgo, "Electricity, Experiment, and
Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century North America" (Ph.D. diss., Columbia
University, 2003). Some work has explicitly questioned the impact of the
Enlightenment in colonial North America; see Herbert Leventhal, In the Shadowof
America
the Enlightenment:Occultismand RenaissanceSciencein Eighteenth-Century
(New York, I976); and Robert Blair St. George, Conversingby Signs: Poetics of
Implicationin ColonialNew EnglandCulture(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1998). The mature
historiographyof the social history of enlightened science in Europe, by contrast,
grows ever larger.See the range of essaysin William Clark,Jan Golinski, and Simon
Schaffer, eds., The Sciences in EnlightenedEurope (Chicago, I999). Margaret C.
Jacob, Scientific Culture and the Making of the Industrial West (Oxford, I997),

pro-

vides a synthetic introduction to European scientific culture in its social context
between the scientific and industrialrevolutions.
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to address a long-neglected question, the implications of which reach
well beyond the history of science: What kind of knowledge culture was
early America?8Beyond signaling the multiplicity of intellectual, social,
and material concerns that must be brought to bear on this question, the
transatlantic career of the Tractors should alert us to the continuities,
epistemological and otherwise, that allowed for the movement of knowledge and practice across geographical space. Obscure instruments like
the Tractors may thus be seen to hold object lessons for both the history
of enlightenment in North America and the cultural geography of the
British Atlantic world.
"Useful knowledge" and "common sense" are slogans traditionally taken
to express some of the Enlightenment's core aspirations for natural
knowledge. In the Lettresphilosophiques(I733), Voltaire blasted what he
regarded as the pretty but useless academic philosophy of France under
the ancien regime, comparing it unfavorably with the empirical, improving tradition of Baconian and Newtonian science in Britain. American
invocations of useful knowledge have been traced to the English Quaker
Thomas Bray, who published An Essay towards Promoting All Necessary
and Useful Knowledge, Both Divine and Human . . . (I697) and who
founded the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge in
I699. Bray's useful knowledge, characteristically for the early modern
period, was both religious and secular: texts in history, classics, the sciences, and theology all commingled in the more than thirty thousand
volumes he had shipped across the Atlantic. A similar fusion of
Christian and secular concerns-improving the lot of human beings as a
way to please God-has often been located in historical genealogies of
modern science as useful knowledge, particularly in the writings of
8 On the earlyRepublic,see ChandosMichaelBrown,"ANaturalHistoryof
the GloucesterSea Serpent:Knowledge,Power, and the Cultureof Science in

Antebellum America," American Quarterly,XLII (1990), 402-436. New studies of

colonial naturalhistory in culturalcontext are now emerging;see Amy R. W.
New
Meyersand MargaretBeck Pritchard,eds., Empire'sNature:MarkCatesby's
WorldVision(ChapelHill, N.C., I998); and Sue Ann Prince,ed., StuffingBirds,

Pressing Plants, Shaping Knowledge:Natural History in North America, I73o0-860
(Philadelphia, 2003). On the republican period, see Andrew Lewis, "The Curious

and the Learned:NaturalHistoryin the EarlyAmericanRepublic"(Ph.D. diss.,
YaleUniversity, 2001). JoyceE. Chaplin,SubjectMatter: Technology,the Body, and
Science on the Anglo-AmericanFrontier, oo00-1676
(Cambridge, Mass.,

2001),

deals

with naturalhistoryandnaturalphilosophybeforethe eighteenthcentury.Thereare
alsoa numberof literarystudiesof naturalhistory,suchas PamelaRegis,Describing
and the Influenceof NaturalHistory
EarlyAmerica:Bartram,Jefferson,Crevecoeur,
of Curiosity:British
(Philadelphia,1992); and SusanScott Parish,"Performances
NaturalHistoriesof the New Worldin the ColonialPeriod"
and British-American
(Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, I998).
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Francis Bacon, as the South Carolina physician and historian David
Ramsay noted in an address on the history of medicine in 80oi. Within
programs for enlightenment, the notion of utility could accommodate a
variety of meanings. In the industrializing and internationally competitive era of the late eighteenth century, however, useful knowledge
increasingly came to be understood in material rather than spiritual
terms. The complementary relationship between American and British
views is well symbolized by the role played by Benjamin Thompson of
Massachusetts, later Count Rumford in his European incarnation, in
founding the Royal Institution in London during 1799-I800. According
to its charter, this was to be "a public institution for diffusing the
knowledge and facilitating the general introduction of useful mechanical
inventions and improvements," promoting "the application of science to
the common purposes of life." Benjamin Franklin had used the same
language of practical improvement half a century earlier in Philadelphia
to call for the organization of the American Philosophical Society "for
promoting useful knowledge among the British Plantations of America,"
based on the model of the Royal Society of London. Unsurprisingly,
when pro-Independence writers celebrated Franklin as a national genius
in the American Revolution, they emphasized the lightning rod as an
incarnation of the practical utility and social benevolence of his electrical experiments.9
But material utilitarianism also created obstacles to the progress of
science in the early American Republic. In the first place, the United
States lacked the powerful aristocratic educational and state patrons who
had proven indispensable to the development of science in early modern
Europe, nurturing instead antipathy toward aristocracy and political
centralization. In the late eighteenth century, while France and Britain
were industrializing and forging ever-closer links between the practical
applications of science and the prestige and health of state and empire,
the leading citizens of the United States were debating whether the
9 Voltaire, Lettres
philosophiques, 2 vols. (Paris, 1964), II, 175-I177; Meyer
Reinhold, "The Quest for 'Useful Knowledge' in Eighteenth-Century America,"
American Philosophical Society, Proceedings, CXIX (I975), III-II2,
I3I; David
Ramsay, "A Review of the Improvements, Progress, and State of Medicine in the
XVIIIth Century" (80oi), in Robert L. Brunhouse, ed., David Ramsay, 1749-f815:
Selections from His Writings, American Philosophical Society, Transactions, n. s., LV,
pt. 4 (I965), I97. For an introduction to Baconian natural knowledge, see Perez
Lorraine Daston,
N.J., I998), 74-128;
Zagorin, Francis Bacon (Princeton,
"Afterword: The Ethos of Enlightenment," in Clark, Golinski, and Schaffer, eds.,
The Sciences in Enlightened Europe, 495-504; Benjamin Franklin, "A Proposal for
Promoting Useful Knowledge among the British Plantations in America," May 14,
I743, in Franklin, Writings, ed. J. A. Leo Lemay (New York, 1987), 295-297;
Delbourgo, "Electricity, Experiment, and Enlightenment," chap. 4.
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Republic should even aspire to become a major manufacturing power.
Thomas Jefferson, president of the United States and the American
Philosophical Society after 80oi, best embodies the political paradox of
early republican science: the nation's preeminent philosophealso embodied a political persuasion that favored a decentralized republic of agrarian yeomen over centralization, credit economies, urbanization, and
large-scale manufacturing. In an era when whig narratives of liberty and
cultural genius depicted the achievements of Isaac Newton in natural
philosophy as born of the peculiarly English crucible of Protestantism
and constitutional government, David Hume could confidently assert
that "theonlyproper Nursery of [such] nobleplants [is] a free state . .. and
that a republic is most favourable to the growth of the sciences." Hume
seems not to have anticipated the kind of challenge that postRevolutionary republicanism posed to science in the United States by
denying it its traditional sources of support. Natural history, as provincial self-description or national self-celebration, thus became the most
recognizable scientific idiom in the early Republic. It was more prominent than natural philosophy, which aspires to speak with global authority about physical causation and to practical application through
mechanics (although, by the Jacksonian period if not before, the
Republic became rife with engineering projects applying postNewtonian mechanics to projects of technological "improvement"in the
states). As Alexis de Tocqueville was to suggest from the vantage point of
the I83os, science without obvious application appeared to strike the
mass of Americans as worthless.10
Science was also ideologically vulnerable in the late Enlightenment.
During the French Revolution, especially in the Anglophone world, science became associated with amoral instrumentalism, atheism, and radicalism, most famously in Edmund Burke'sReflectionson the Revolutionin
10On the debate over manufactures,see Drew R. McCoy, TheElusiveRepublic:
Political Economyin JeffersonianAmerica (Chapel Hill, N.C., I980), 76-II9; David
Hume, "Of the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences" (I742), in Hume,
Political Essays,ed. Knud Haakonssen (Cambridge,1994), 67. On images of Newton,
see Patricia Fara, Newton: The Making of Genius (London, 2002); Alexis de
Tocqueville, Democracyin America, trans. George Lawrence, ed. J. P. Mayer and
Max Lerner, 2 vols. (New York, I966), II, 426-431; Edwin T. Layton, Jr., "Newton
Confronts the American Millwrights; or, Action and Reaction Are Not Always
Equal,"in Elizabeth Garber,ed., BeyondHistoryof Science:Essaysin Honor of Robert
E. Schofield (Bethlehem, Pa., 1990), 179-I93; John Lauritz Larson, Internal
Improvement:National Public Worksand the Promiseof Popular Governmentin the
Early United States (Chapel Hill, N.C., 2001); Joyce E. Chaplin, "Nature and
Nation: Natural History in Context," in Prince, ed., StuffingBirds, PressingPlants,
ShapingKnowledge,75-95. My thanks to ProfessorChaplin for allowing me to see a
draft of this essay.

652

WILLIAM AND MARY QUARTERLY

France (1790), where chemical metaphors helped to conjure political revolution in the specter of a murderous enthusiasm. Conservative commentators in the United States followed Burke's lead. Joseph Dennie,
editor of the Federalist Port Folio after I80I, cast moral aspersions on the
intellectualism of the new Democratic-Republican president, labeling
Jeffersona "cool-headedphilosopher." (Rather than the abstractrationalist
political enemies liked to depict, Jefferson was, in fact, an archempiricist
whose faith in the evidence of the senses later moved him to modify
Descartes'srationalist "I think, therefore I am" to the sensationalist "I feel,
therefore I exist.")1l Early modern English narrativesarguing that gentlemanly civility provided a social and moral foundation for natural philosophers to speak with public authority about matters of fact do not
automatically apply to the early United States. As Dennie's attacks show,
American gentlemen like Jefferson were exposed to politicized rhetorics of
anti-intellectualism, licensed both by American republicanism and fear of
French Jacobinism. "Althoughthere are no nobles in America," wrote the
French minister Louis Otto in I8o6, "thereis a class of men denominated
'gentlemen,' who by reason of their wealth, their talents, their education,
their families, or the offices they hold, aspire to a preeminence which the
people refuse to grant them." Genius itself appearedsuspect. According to
Benjamin Latrobe, a British engineer who moved to Pennsylvaniain 1796,
the United States was an antiscientific culture. "The want of learning and
of science in the majority is one of those things which strikes foreigners
who visit us very forceably,"Latrobewrote. "Superiortalents actually excite
distrust, and the experience of the world perhaps does not encourage the
people to trust men of genius." In an era of incipient specialization, gentlemen of encyclopedic learning like Samuel Latham Mitchill of New York,
editor of the leading Medical Repository,were lampooned for the absurdly
virtuosic breadth of their interests as natural philosophers. Dangerously
Jacobinicalor simply lacking social relevance,science could appearby turns
suspect or ridiculous in North America, a perception encouraged by its
association with genteel privilege.12
11 Thomas Jefferson to John Adams, Aug. 15, 1820, in Lester J. Cappon, ed.,
The Adams-Jefferson Letters: The Complete Correspondence between Thomas Jefferson
and Abigail and John Adams, II,I812-r826
(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1959), 567-569;
Joseph Dennie, quoted in Gilman M. Ostrander, Republic of Letters: The American
Intellectual Community, I776-I865 (Madison, Wis., I999), 108-109. On Burke and
the "sentimental empiricist" critique of instrumental reason in Revolutionary French
science and politics, see Jan Golinski, Science as Public Culture: Chemistry and
Enlightenment in Britain, 1760-I820 (Cambridge, 1992), I76-I179; and, especially,
Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility, 273-277.
12 Steven
Shapin, A Social History of Truth: Civility and Science in SeventeenthCentury England (Chicago, 1994); Louis Otto and Benjamin Latrobe, quoted in
Gordon S. Wood, The Radicalism of the American Revolution (New York, I992),
241,
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As with useful knowledge, a variety of meanings attached to early
modern invocations of common sense, a notion whose paradoxical complexity derives from its aspiration to universalize and naturalize that
which is local and conventional. In the Anglophone eighteenth century,
common sense featured as the centerpiece of three distinct though not
unrelated discourses: social, political, and epistemological. The exemplar
of social common sense was Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of
Shaftesbury. In Sensus Communis: An Essay on the Freedom of Wit and
Humour (1709), decisively influential in the age of genteel clubbability,
Shaftesbury used common sense to describe the sympathetic social feelings that united gentlemen as a community of sociable beings, bound
together by free enjoyment of the pleasures of wit and raillery. First and
foremost, Shaftsburyean common sense emphasized the naturalness of
social affections and civil commonality between men, a theme that was to
figure prominently in the "moral sense" tradition articulated in the
Scottish Enlightenment by Francis Hutcheson, Adam Smith, and others
and that became a prominent feature of both moderate Protestant sermons and college curricula in North America during the second half of
the century. In the words of the indomitable clubber and historian of the
Tuesday Club of Annapolis, Dr. Alexander Hamilton (alias Loquacious
Scribble), "there exists a certain affection or fellow feeling, between all
bodies in nature, by which they have a strong tendency, to approach, one
towards another, to Join." Fellow feeling was the physiological medium of
sociability: "There is some very Subtile Effluvium, or Aura, that goes
from one member to another, and Communicates a titulation [sic] or
pleasure to the nerves, by setting the animal Spirits in a sort of undulatory motion."13
295. On antiscience, see Roger Cooter and Stephen Pumfrey, "SeparateSpheres and

Public Spaces: Reflections on the History of Science Popularizationand Science in
Popular Culture,"Historyof Science,XXXII (I994), 246. On Samuel LathamMitchill,
see Ostrander,Republicof Letters,82-83.
13Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury, Characteristicsof Men,
Manners, Opinions, Times (I7II), ed. Lawrence E. Klein (Cambridge, 1999), 29-69.
See also Klein, Shaftesburyand the Cultureof Politeness:Moral Discourseand Cultural
Politics in Early Eighteenth-CenturyEngland (Cambridge, 1994). On pleasure and
sociability in British America, see David S. Shields, Civil Tonguesand Polite Lettersin
British America (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1997). On the influence of Shaftesbury and
Hutcheson on Franklin, see Douglas Anderson, The Radical Enlightenments of
BenjaminFranklin (Baltimore, I997), esp. the introduction and chap. i. On moralsense philosophy in America, see Landsman, From Colonialsto Provincials, 73-77,
I37-I38. On sensibility, see G. J. Barker-Benfield,The Cultureof Sensibility:Sex and
Society in Eighteenth-CenturyBritain (Chicago, 1992); Alexander Hamilton, The
TuesdayClub:A ShorterEdition of the History of the Ancient and Honorable Tuesday
Club, ed. Robert Micklus (Baltimore,1995), I2-14.
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Shaftesbury also discussed common sense's second connotation, that
of the moral reliability of sound practical judgment (even though, as the
epigraph to this article shows, he was keenly aware of its limits).14 The
political implications of invoking the reliability of the judgment of the
public were made clear in the American Revolution, where the practical
judgment of a sovereign people figured as both the motor and moral justification for the rejection of British parliamentary authority and the
creation of the American Republic. In the novus ordoseclorumenvisioned
by the Declaration of Independence, legitimate governments now
derived their authority, not from custom, but "the consent of the governed" and were called upon to submit the "facts"justifying their existence to "a candid world." In Common Sense (1776), British radical
Thomas Paine deliberately fashioned his prose to embody the political
self-evidence of the new Republic. Arguing for freedom from the
anachronistic opacities of imperial government, he explained, "I offer
nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common sense."
Regard for lay practical judgment and plainspeaking was not, of course,
an American innovation; neither was the public to whom Paine and the
other founders appealed a democratic or universal one, carefully limited
in conception as it was to propertied gentlemen. Nevertheless, by comparison with European governments under the ancien regime,
Revolutionary American commitments to written constitutions subject
to public scrutiny placed an unprecedented formal emphasis on the role
of lay judgment in public life. "Equality," Tocqueville later reflected,
"stimulates each man to want to judge everything for himself."
Democratic peoples "mistrust systems and like to stick very close to the
facts and study them for themselves."15
Third, common sense was part of an epistemological discourse that
became linked in the Enlightenment to reaffirmations of the capacity of
ordinary human beings to make reliable judgments about natural phenomena in the face of radical skepticism. Since Aristotle, philosophers
had spoken of the sensoriumcommuneas that faculty of mind that integrated the evidence of the five senses into a pattern intelligible to human
beings. By the eighteenth century, leading physiologists such as Albrecht
von Haller and Charles Bonnet believed the operation of such a faculty
14 In formalmoralphilosophy,this traditionis sometimesreferred
to as "common senseethics"and is relatedto the commonsenseepistemologyarticulatedby
ThomasReidandothers(seebelow).

15Thomas Paine, Rightsof Man, CommonSense,and OtherPolitical Writings,ed.
Mark Philp (Oxford, 1995), I9; Landsman, From Colonials to Provinicials, 78-80;
Tocqueville,Democracyin America,trans.Lawrence,ed. Mayerand Lerner,II, 426. On
the Americanpublic sphere,see MichaelWarner,TheLettersof theRepublic:Publication
and thePublicSpherein Eighteenth-Century
America(Cambridge,Mass., I990).
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might be traced to a specific part of the brain where nerves from the five
senses conjoined. To these practitioners, the integrative faculty of common sense became the key to locating and understanding human consciousness; to the less orthodox, such as the controversial healer Franz
Anton Mesmer, integrative common sense was a sixth sense connecting
the individual to the external influence of macrocosmic animal magnetic
fluids. "Common sense realism," meanwhile, was a distinctive late-century response to Humean skepticism, and original to the Scottish
Enlightenment, but once again widely taught in American colleges, particularly in the decades after the Revolution. This school, led by the
Aberdeen philosopher Thomas Reid, responded to Hume's attack on the
empirical demonstrability of the relationship between cause and effect,
defending the human capacity to make reliable judgments about nature
(and religion) based on the evidence of the senses. Sensory evidence
enjoyed the status of self-evidence: "No man seeks a reason for believing
what he sees or feels," Reid asserted. "There is no reason," he went on,
"why the opinion of a philosopher should have any more authority than
that of another man of common sense." Yet he did not overstate his case.
If reliance on the senses was not fallacious, neither were the senses infallible. From intuition, Reid argued, human beings justifiably if not
inevitably believed in regular and efficient causation, but it was above the
power of natural philosophy to demonstrate this belief. "We are very
much in the dark with regard to the real agents or causes which produce
the phenomena of nature," Reid conceded. In an educational culture
inclined toward Protestant piety and useful knowledge, however, as the
early Republic was, common sense realism provided a serviceable alternative to skepticism and a serviceable justification for the pursuit of
"Baconian"science.16
These social, political, and epistemological discourses of common
sense were by no means unrelated; Reid, for example, linked his emphasis
on the reliability of common sensory evidence to arguments about the
moral importance of the public arbitration of knowledge.17 Perkinism
16 Riskin, Sciencein theAge of Sensibility,
25-26, 207; Thomas Reid, Essayson the
Intellectual Powers of Man (Edinburgh, 1785), 201, and as quoted in Benjamin W.

Redekop, "Thomas Reid and the Problem of Induction: From Common Experience
to Common Sense," Studiesin the Historyand Philosophyof Science,XXXIII (2002),
43; Theodore Dwight Bozeman, Protestantsin an Age of Science: The BaconianIdeal
and AntebellumAmericanReligiousThought(Chapel Hill, N.C., 1977), 4-2I; Elizabeth
Flower and Murray G. Murphey, A History of Philosophyin America (New York,
Jean V. Matthews, Towarda New Society:American Thoughtand
1977), 242-269;
Culture, 8oo00-830(Boston, 1991), 37; Douglas Sloan, The ScottishEnlightenmentand
theAmericanCollegeIdeal (New York, I971).
17 Redekop, "Thomas Reid and the Problem of Induction," Studiesin the History
and Philosophyof Science,XXXIII (2002), 35-57.
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was in effect a practical intervention in continuing debates about both
useful knowledge and common sense (in its epistemological and political
rather than social modes), enacting and urging its own relationship
between the two. In this relationship, reliable knowledge of the facts of
cause and effect in Tractoration was seen to reside in the sensory evidence and practical judgment of lay consumers of useful medical technology, rather than in academically trained physicians or natural
philosophers. In other words, notions of common sense were mobilized
to establish Tractoration as useful knowledge independent of philosophical understanding. As Shaftesbury had suggested, however, one man's
common sense often proved another's delusion; one man's utility,
another's imposition.
Little is known about the youth, education, or religious persuasion of
the inventor of the Tractors. Originally from Plainfield, Connecticut,
Elisha Perkins was the son of a physician, Dr. Joseph Perkins of
Norwich, Connecticut, and might have attended Yale College before
establishing his own medical practice. By the mid-I79os, Elisha (father
of ten) was heavily in debt and had taken to mule trading to improve his
finances. In 1795, he noticed that his penknife appeared to have certain
curative effects on his patients, and he hit upon the use of what he initially called metallic "transfers,"owing to his belief that they cured nervous disorders by drawing off "surcharge[s] of the electric
for "the greatest part of our pains"-from the
fluid"-responsible
human body. Through trial and error, Perkins worked out a method of
treatment superficially similar to the practice of "stroking,"a controversial therapy employed by the seventeenth-century English healer,
Valentine Greatrakes. According to the extant Directionsfor Performing
the Metallic Operation with Perkinss Patent Tractors, later issued by
Benjamin Perkins with each set of Tractors sold in Britain, a large number of rheumatisms, convulsions, inflammations, and aches could be
relieved by "drawing the Points of the Tractors over the Parts affected,
and continuing them along on the Skin to a considerable Distance from
the Complaint, usually towards the Extremities." "Thus, if the Pain, is
in the Shoulder or Elbow, operate over those Parts, and extend the
Tractors along on the Skin, to the Hands; if in the Hip or Knee, from
those Places to the Foot." In all cases, "Tractors should be used alternately, changing them in the Course of two or three Minutes."
Guarantees of automatic success were studiously avoided. The Directions
stressed some complaints were more susceptible to treatment than others; moisture or oil on the hands of the operator or the body of the
patient inhibited the therapy's effectiveness. The method described was
the one '"generally
practised . . . though it is sometimes necessary to vary

THE TRANSATLANTICCAREEROF PERKINS'S TRACTORS

657

it as the Circumstances of the Case require"; additionally, it might be
necessary to experiment with different operators, as the Tractors "in a
few instances operated more effectually in the Hands of some Persons
than in those of others." These qualifications notwithstanding, the
Directions declared that "many Complaints which have for Years baffled
the Efforts of Medicine, have been perfectly cured."18
Tractors appealed through their practical simplicity, which contrasted with a number of eighteenth-century therapies. The I790S witnessed an outbreak of yellow fever on the eastern seaboard, which
claimed Elisha Perkins as one of its victims, reportedly in the course of
performing experimental cures (though not with Tractors) in New York
in I799 (his body is thought to be buried under Washington Square).
The notorious persistence of Benjamin Rush, the preeminent American
physician, in using "heroic" bleeding as a response to the epidemic
demonstrated how, even with enlightened practitioners, therapeutic
cures often remained as painful as the ailments they targeted. The same
could be said of the use of shocks applied from electrostatic machines to
relieve a variety of nervous and mental disorders, an increasingly common strategy in the I790s. Unlike heroic medicine and medical electricity, using Tractors required minimal expertise and was a painless and
brief undertaking, allegedly requiring only twelve to thirty minutes on
average.19This austerity also contrasted with the practice of Mesmerism,
the therapeutic movement that claimed to restore nervous health by harmonizing "animal magnetic" fluids in the human body and that became
a spectacular Parisian craze of the I78os until rounded upon by French
medical authorities as the work of the imagination. Mesmerist sessions
lasted at least two hours and were conspicuously performative, involving
the direct physical manipulation of participants' bodies, the use of mysterious tubs containing glass, water, and protruding metal tubes, atmospheric devices like the playing of musical instruments such as the glass
18 Elisha Perkins to
Benjamin Perkins, Nov. 22, I795, Perkins to unknown,
June 22, 1796, Perkins to Dr. Flint, Nov. 2, I795, all in Elisha Perkins Letter and
Account Book. See also A. Bryan Laver, "Miracles No Wonder! The Mesmeric
Phenomena and Organic Cures of Valentine Greatrakes,"Journal of the Historyof
Medicineand Allied Sciences,XXXIII (1978), 35-46; Benjamin Perkins, Directionsfor
Performingthe Metallic Operationwith Perkins'sPatent Tractors,Aug. 22, 1799 (available on the microfilm series The Eighteenth Century [Woodbridge, Conn.], reel

4923, item 2).

19 See J. Worth Estes and Billy G. Smith, eds., A Melancholy Scene of
Devastation: The Public Responseto the 1793 Philadelphia Yellow Fever Epidemic
(Canton, Mass., 1997). On electrotherapyin early America, see James Delbourgo,
"ElectricalHumanitarianismin North America:Dr. T. Gale's Electricity,or Ethereal
Fire, Considered(I802) in Historical Context," in Bertucci and Pancaldi, eds.,
ElectricBodies,II8, I30-I38.
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harmonica, and the organization of "crisis"rooms with mattresses onto
which patients could comfortably swoon. Through its discourse of channeling animal magnetic fluids, Mesmerism also claimed to explain the
invisibly related workings of body and cosmos.20
Next to the "ridiculous" practice of Mesmerism, Tractoration
appeared a far less performative affair, billed as an external treatment
only, where small metal rods rather than human hands intervened in the
animal economy, but without making falsifiable claims to causal physiological explanation, inviting instead merely visual verification of effects
through self-evident bodily response. "The knowledge, which may
authorise us to speak on effects produced by an external application,"
wrote Benjamin Perkins, "is very unlike that which would be necessary,
where internal remedies are used." "Good eyes, in a character uninfluenced by prejudice, or interest,may give testimony respecting the change
observablein an inflammation or a tumefaction, on an application of the
Tractors, which is more satisfactory than all the medical knowledge in
the universe, without those requisites." Useful facts derived from the
senses formed the "solid basis" of Perkinism. "I flatter myself," Benjamin
Perkins confided to his readers, wearing his empiricism on his sleeve,
that "I shall have the satisfaction, on being favoured with suitable subjects, of affording evidence, which to every person must be more satisfactory than any testimony, viz. the evidence of the senses."According to
Dr. James Tilton, an associate of John Vaughan who helped to market
Tractors in Wilmington and president of the Delaware Medical Society,
the crucial difference between Elisha Perkins and Mesmer was that the
Austrian had "obscuredthose simplefacts, which should have been usedfor
20 Robert Darnton, Mesmerismand the End
of the Enlightenment in France
(Cambridge, Mass., I968); Schaffer, "Self Evidence," in Chandler, Davidson, and
Harootunian, eds., Questionsof Evidence,78-87; Adam Crabtree, From Mesmerto
Freud: Magnetic Sleep and the Roots of PsychologicalHealing (New Haven, Conn.,
1993); Patricia Fara, "An Attractive Therapy: Animal Magnetism in EighteenthCentury England," History of Science, XXXIII (June 1995), 127-I77; and Riskin,
Sciencein the Age of Sensibility,189-225. Despite the endorsement of the marquis de
Lafayette, Mesmerism failed to take hold in the United States at the height of its
French popularity in the I780os, lacking a sufficient number of North American
agents and subject to a hostile campaign by Jefferson,American minister in Paris at
the time, who sent anti-Mesmerist literature back across the Atlantic. See Louis
Gottschalk, Lafayettebetween the American and the French Revolution (I783-I789)
(Chicago, 1950), 77-IOI; Julian P. Boyd, ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson
(Princeton, N.J., 1950-), VII, 514, 517-5i8, 642. Mesmerism appears to have penetrated more deeply into French colonial Saint Domingue; on "creole Mesmerism,"
see James E. McClellan III, Colonialism and Science: Saint Domingue in the Old
Regime (Baltimore, I992), 178. On Mesmerism's transformation and revival after the
I83os, see Alison Winter, Mesmerized: Powers of Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago,
I998).
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the benefit of Society,with a pile of empiricalfrauds. "Perkins, on the other
hand, "barelydisclose[d] usefulfacts." Perkinism triumphed by rejecting
what Elisha Perkins dismissed as the "delusive tendency of theories,"
which had resulted in the disgrace of animal magnetism. Taking pains to
distinguish itself from the cultish secrecy that surrounded Mesmerism,
Perkinism claimed to promote the public interest through a transparency it described as "perfectly intelligible to every capacity," including even "the most unlettered in society." "The opinion I early imbibed
of the inutility of theories, has induced me not to attempt them,"
Benjamin echoed his father. "I have thought it more worthy my attention to collect FACTS, articles more substantial in their nature, and useful
in their tendency." Perkinism thus argued for a particular relationship
between common sense, useful knowledge, and matters of fact: lay practical judgment exercised by the public, and based on the evidence of the
senses, demonstrated that the utility of the Tractors was a fact independent of explanation. "The judicious physician at first leaves the flowery
path of speculation, for the more arduous one of experiment," Benjamin
quoted Elisha, "and builds his theory, so far as is possible, on the solid
basis of facts." "These facts he establishes by the concurring testimony
of his senses, accompanied with such critical and candid observations, as
alone are competent to detect a fallacy, or support the truth." "The
great object with Dr. Perkins," he emphasized, "was first to ascertain the
truth relative to the usefulnessas well as the existenceof the discovery."
"To accomplish this, it was not absolutely necessary to understand
minutely the theory, but rather to observe critically the effects."21
In a series of pamphlets and books published in America and
Britain, both Elisha and Benjamin Perkins marketed Tractors directly to
consumers by allowing them to "witness" the ostensibly spontaneous
testimony of the human body, unmediated either by philosophical theorizing or the interference of skeptical academic physicians. For example,
in a letter to Elisha Perkins on October 7, I796, which was subsequently
published in Evidences of the Efficacy of Doctor Perkins'sPatent Metallic
21

Benjamin Perkins, The Influence of Metallic Tractorson the Human Body

(London,

1799),

xiv, 20, 35, 83-84; Benjamin Perkins, The Efficacy of Perkins's

Metallic Tractors,in Topical Diseases, on the Human Body and Animals (London,
I8oo), lv-lvi, 45; James Tilton, quoted in John Vaughan, Observations on Animal

Electricity,in Explanationof the Metallic Operationof Doctor Perkins (Wilmington,
Del., 1797), vi-vii; Benjamin Perkins, Experimentswith the Metallic Tractors. . . as
Publishedby SurgeonsHerholdtand Rafn, of the RoyalAcademyof Sciences,Copenhagen
(London, 1799), 318. The austerity of Perkinism can also be contrasted with the theatricality of Dr. James Graham's electrical therapies in I77os London; see Roy
Porter, "Sex and the Singular Man: The Seminal Ideas of James Graham," Studies on
Voltaireand the EighteenthCentury,CCXXVIII (1984), 3-24.
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Instruments (1797), Pierpont Edwards, federal district attorney in New
Haven, reported the case of a neighbor of his named Mrs. Beers who
had been so distressed by her rheumatism that "she had not been able to
walk across her room even with crutches." She "procured a set of your
Metallic Substances, and in less than an hour after she had begun to use
them, in the manner directed by you," she rose from her chair and
walked about the house, and "on the next day she went abroad to her
neighbors, having thrown aside her crutches." "She is," Edwards concluded, "in a fair way to be restored to perfect health." "It is a duty," he
insisted, "you owe yourself and the world, to promulge this event." In a
similar account from the same year, the Reverend Elhanan Winchester
testified to seeing the "Metallic Tractorstried with success, upon several
patients in the Alms or Bettering house in Philadelphia, especially upon
a man who was unable to lift his right-hand to his head . . . but who in
a few minutes, was able to move it at pleasure." All those whom
Winchester witnessed receive the treatment agreed that they had been
successfully cured, and he pledged his unswerving gratitude to the
inventor. "From what I saw with my own eyes, and what I heard, I have
great hopes that this discovery will greatly tend to alleviate the miseries
of mankind."22
Josiah Meigs, professor of natural philosophy at Yale College,
described an experiment with Tractors on his eight-year-old son in 1797
in exemplary Perkinist fashion:
Dr. Munson being again called, pronounced his case a hazardous one; after having prescribed what he thought proper,
suggested a trial of your Tractors.This I immediately undertook,
and in about half an hour he declared the pain was gone, turned
himself without difficulty on his right side, and fell into a profound sleep. .... he awoke in perfect health, and has continued
so to this day.... I cannot tell why the waters of Jordan should
be better than Abana and Pharpar,rivers of Damascus, yet since
experience has proved them so, no reasoning can change the
opinion. Indeed, the causes of all common facts are, we think,
perfectly well known to us, and it is very probable that fifty or
an hundred years hence, we shall as well know why your Tractors
should in a few minutes remove violent pains, as we now know
why cantharides and opium produce opposite effects; viz. we
shall know but very little about either, excepting facts.
22 Perkins,Evidences,
3-4; Perkins,Influence of Metallic Tractors, 77-78 (emphasis added).
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In his testimonial, Meigs swore to the effectiveness of the treatment
without either describing his method or invoking any physical process to
explain its effects. Perkinist prose allowed the reader to witness the "fact"
of the body's responsiveness to Tractoration, but little more. Tractoration
was useful even though it occasioned no knowledge claims as such.23
In both America and Britain, Perkinists effectively pitted the common
sense of the public against the trustworthiness of academically trained
physicians. Charles Langworthy, a surgeon who acted as the Perkinist
agent in Bath, expresslyaddressedhis promotional writing "to the publick,
and have of course chosen to write it in a popular way, without applying
the technical language of the profession, where it was possible to avoid it."
Langworthy went on: "It is not to display myselfthat I write, but in the
language of simplicity to convey my subject 'home to the business and
bosoms' of the illiterate and the afflicted, as well as to the philanthropist,
the philosopher, and the physician." It did not matter that the cause
remained unknown, since the good effects of the treatment were self-evident. The causes underlying the effects of magnetism, opium, and the
Peruvian Bark were also obscure, but their efficacy was scarcely questioned. "None can pretend to say how the bark cures an intermittent fever;
mercury the syphilis," Benjamin Perkins protested, "or how opium produces sleep, and yet they are not rejected on that account." Even Professor
Peter Christian Abildgaard of the Danish Royal Academy of Science (a set
of Tractorshad found their way to Denmark, apparently by chance), who
worked at formulating a physical theory of Tractoration in Copenhagen,
thought it unwise to reject the practice just "because we cannot immediately see the connextion between the cause and effect." Thomas Green
Fessenden, the Vermont projector and London associate of Benjamin
Perkins, in his Hudibrastic satire Terrible Tractoration(I803), directed
against critics of the Tractors while parodying Erasmus Darwin's long
philosophical poem The Botanic Garden (1789), had his narrator ("Dr.
Christopher Caustic") warn opponents that by condemning the Tractors
"you make a sacrifice of truth, decency and common sense." Fessenden
underscored the point with characteristic aplomb in a lyric reportedly
delivered at the opening of the Perkinean Society in London on July 15,
1803: "What, though the CAUSES may not be explain'd, / Since these
EFFECTS
are duly ascertain'd,/ Let not self-interest, prejudice, or pride, /
Induce mankind to set the means aside: / Means, which, though simple,
are by Heaven design'd, / T'alleviate the woes of human kind."24
23 Perkins,
Influence of Metallic Tractors, 37-39. At times, Perkins spoke of
Tractoration as a kind of faith healing: "Many people are and more will be brought
to the faith daily." Elisha Perkins to Benjamin Perkins, Oct. I9, I798, Elisha Perkins
Letter and Account Book.
24 Charles Cunningham Langworthy, A View of the Perkinean Electricity; or, An
Enquiry into the Influence of Metallic Tractors . . . , 2d ed. (Bath, 1798), 28; Perkins,
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Their pronounced antiphilosophical rhetoric notwithstanding, the
Tractors' advocates encouraged an association between the Tractors and
the fashionable philosophy of animal electricity, or "Galvanism."A cautious engagement with this experimental program would not necessarily
produce irrefutable explanations of Tractoration, but it might garner
additional plausibility by association with a set of compelling, if controversial, claims about the role of electricity in the animal economy. The
pursuit of electricity as a leading branch of experimental science dates to
the I730s-I740s,
owing to technological developments and public
demonstrations: the proliferation of electrostatic machines for artificially
generating electric charge, the discovery of the Leyden jar (a bottle that
stored electricity and could discharge stunning blows), and the popularization of corporeal electrification-passing
electricity through the
human body for philosophical, spectacular, or therapeutic purposes. In
British America, Benjamin Franklin and his Philadelphia circle made
fundamental contributions to this program, contriving a new language
of "positive" and "negative" charges to explain the functioning of the
Leyden jar, applying this notion of an electrical economy to demonstrate
the identity of lightning and electricity and designing (as an unintended
by-product) the first protective lightning rod in 1752.25
By the late eighteenth century, the speculative writings of Isaac
Newton, experiments with electrical fish, and investigations of the nervous system of frogs appeared to support claims that electricity underlay
all animal life. Between 17I3 and 1718, Newton had influentially speculated that the "animal spirits" that communicated messages from the
brain to the muscles might be related to the existence of a subtle ethereal
or electrical fluid. By the I770s, research conducted by the London
experimenters John Walsh and Henry Cavendish confirming the generation of electricity in the internal organs of torpedo fish and electric eels
supplied strong encouragement for the belief that the essential vital
Efficacyof Perkins'sPatent Metallic Tractors,xliv; Professor Peter Christian
Abildgaard,quoted in Perkins, Experimentswith the Metallic Tractors,38-40;
ThomasGreenFessenden[ChristopherCaustic,pseud.], TerribleTractoration!!
A
PoeticalPetitionagainstGalvanising
and thePerkinistic
Institutionin Four
Trumpery,
Cantos,2d ed. (New York, 1804), 126.

25 I. Bernard Cohen, Franklinand Newton:An Inquiry into Speculative
NewtonianExperimental
Scienceand Franklin'sWorkin Electricityas an Example
Thereof (Philadelphia, 1956); J. L. Heilbron, Electricity in the Seventeenth and
EighteenthCenturies:A Studyof EarlyModernPhysics,rev. ed. (Mineola, N.Y., I999),

324-343. On Franklinist electrical economy, see Heinz Otto Sibum, "The
Bookkeeper of Nature: Benjamin Franklin's Electrical Research and the
NaturalPhilosophyin the EighteenthCentury,"in J.
Developmentof Experimental
A. Leo Lemay,ed., Reappraising
BenjaminFranklin:A BicentennialPerspective
(Newark,Del., 1993), 221-242.
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force in all animal beings was electrical. Although taken up by natural
philosophers like Abbe Pierre Bertholon during the 178os to explain the
functioning of the nervous system, the concept of animal electricity
attained more spectacular notoriety with the work of the Bolognese natural philosopher Luigi Galvani. In De viribus electricitatisin motu musculari (179I), Galvani argued that the physical responsiveness of the bodies
of dead frogs to metallic stimulation conclusively demonstrated the existence of an electricity inherent in the animal economy. Animal electricity
(or "nerveo-electric fluid") thus provided an alternative to the animal
spirits as the conducting medium by which muscular motion was
enacted. This contention was taken up by several established British practitioners, including the London-based Neapolitan natural philosopher
Tiberius Cavallo and the Edinburgh-trained physiologist Richard Fowler.
Yet Galvanism also became one of the most contested bodies of experimental knowledge in the late Enlightenment. Alessandro Volta, the subsequent inventor of the first modern electric battery, questioned the
existence of an inherent animal electricity, arguing that the "ambiguous
frog," as it has aptly been described, convulsed because it served as a conductor for electricity between two charged pieces of metal, not because it
discharged any electricity of its own. A war of interpretation ensued
throughout the I790os between Galvani and Volta and their supporters.
Other commentators conformed to neither camp: Fowler viewed
Galvanism as a "new influence," whereas the German polymath
Alexander von Humboldt believed the nervous fluid to be Galvanic, but
not electrical per se. Galvanism also became morally controversial when
Galvani's nephew, Giovanni Aldini, attempted the electrical reanimation
of human corpses in London in I802, a scandalous episode that inspired
the plot of Mary Shelley's Frankenstein(I8I8). If, for Volta and his allies,
animal electricity ultimately proved to be an exploded doctrine, it nevertheless achieved spectacular public notoriety and stimulated unprecedented interest in the theory and practice of medical electricity.26
26 R. W. Home, "Force,
Electricity, and the Powers of Living Matter in
Newton's Mature Philosophy of Nature," in Margaret J. Osler and Paul Lawrence
Farber, eds., Religion, Science, and Worldview: Essays in Honor of Richard S. Westfall
(Cambridge, 1985), 95-II7. On animal electricity and its relation to the invention of
the battery, see W. Cameron Walker, "Animal Electricity before Galvani," Annals of
Science, II (1937), 84-II3; and Giuliano Pancaldi, "Electricity and Life: Volta's Path to
the Battery," Historical Studies in the Physical and Biological Sciences, XXI (I990),
123-126. M. L'Abbe Bertholon's De l'Wlectricitedu corps humain (1780) grew from the
prize essay he wrote in response to the following question posed by the Academy at
Lyon in I777: "What are the diseases that depend on an increase or a decrease in the
quantity of the electric fluid in the human body, and how may they be treated?"
(quoted in Margaret Rowbottom and Charles Susskind, Electricity and Medicine:
History of Their Interaction [San Francisco, Calif., 1984], 25). On Cavallo, see Paola
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Americans began to explore the relationship between electricity and
life during the same period. In I789, even before Galvani's work, Moses
Willard of Worcester, Massachusetts, sent the "Treatise on Medical
Electricity" to Benjamin Rush, in which he began by explaining that
"the nerves are tubes which conduct the nervous, or Electrical fluid from
the brain." During I794-1795, the prominent Philadelphia physicians
John Redman Coxe and Charles Caldwell offered reviews of European
writing on Galvanic phenomena in their early publications, as did polite
periodical literature like the American Monthly Review.Joseph Macrery's
Inaugural Dissertation on the Principle of Animation (I802), written at the
University of Pennsylvania, was one of several medical theses produced
at American colleges advancing the view that "all the phenomena of life
and motion, are owing to the energy of a subtile, active principle, called
the electric fluid."27Animal electrical ideas circulated beyond the academy as well. In I803, as the New-York Herald published front-page
reports of Aldini's attempts to reanimate the London dead, Sigismund
Niderburg, an itinerant physician from Vienna who claimed to have
been Galvani's assistant in Italy (and who later moved his practice to
Havana, Cuba), published Improved Galvanismus and established his
own electrical clinic in New York, observing that "the life of organized
bodies consist in a continual Galvanic activity." The formation of a New
York Galvanic Society was announced that same year, organized by one
Bertucci, "Medical and Animal Electricity in the Work of Tiberius Cavallo,
I780-1795," in Bresadola and Pancaldi, eds., Luigi Galvani International Workshop
Proceedings, 147-166. On Fowler, see Jacyna, "Galvanic Influences," ibid., 167-I177;

Marcello Pera, The Ambiguous Frog: The Galvani-Volta Controversyon Animal
Electricity, trans. Jonathan Mandelbaum (Princeton, N.J., 1992); Rowbottom and
Susskind, Electricity and Medicine, 31-44; Heilbron, Electricity in the Seventeenth and
Eighteenth Centuries, 491.
27 Moses Willard, "Treatise on Medical Electricity"
(Worcester, Mass.,
September 1789), Benjamin Rush Papers, box 8, Historical Society of Pennsylvania,
Philadelphia; John Redman Coxe, An Inaugural Essay on Inflammation (Philadelphia,
1794), 23; Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, Elements of Physiology; ... Translatedfrom
the Original Latin, and Interspersed with Occasional Notes by Charles Caldwell, to
Which Is Subjoined, by the Translator an Appendix, Exhibiting a Brief and
Compendious View of the Existing Discoveries Relative to the Subject of Animal
Electricity, 2 vols. (Philadelphia, 1795), I, 217-239; anonymous review of Experiments
and Observations Relative to the Influence Lately Discovered by M. Galvani, and
Commonly Called Animal Electricity, by Richard Fowler, in the American Monthly
Review; or, Literary Journal, I (January 1795), 139-I143. Caldwell claimed that the only
English accounts of Galvani in North America were Fowler's and the work of
Eusebio Valli; see Blumenbach, Elements of Physiology, I, 239; Joseph Macrery, An
Inaugural Dissertation on the Principle of Animation . . . (Wilmington, Del., 1802),
The Paris "Report of the Commissioners Appointed by the National Institute
22-23.
to Repeat the Experiments Which Have Been Made on Galvanism" was excerpted
from the Bulletin des Sciences and reprinted in the Medical Repository, III (i8oo),
75-77.
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"M. Carreudessez," who intended to use the "Galvanic Pile" to explore
animal electricity's "astonishing power over living things." "The
Apparatus pours unfeelingly the principle of life," David Launy, yet
another medical electrician, declared in I804, "and restores health without the help of medicine." The Humane Societies of London, Boston,
and Philadelphia also adopted Galvanic theories to justify their advocacy
of electrical reanimation for those apparently dead from drowning or
lightning strikes. Even general compendia like Samuel Miller's Brief
Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century (I803) and Thomas Dobson's
American Encyclopaedia (1803) made room for detailed summaries of
Galvanic phenomena.28
Perkinists made no attempt to resolve the ambiguities surrounding
the ontological status of animal electricity; rather, they exploited them.
From the very beginning of his use of "transfers"in I795, Elisha Perkins
evidently believed that the therapy he devised was electrical in nature;
after all, he wrote privately in that year of his view that transfers
(Tractors) relieved pain by drawing "surcharge[s] of the electric fluid"
from the human body. His account book verifies that he possessed a copy
of Franklin's writings on electricity. However, Perkinism was a public
promotional strategy that deliberately marginalized the issue of causation. Elisha's early pamphlets, published around 1797 mostly in New
England, barely mentioned electricity at all, featuring only eyewitness
testimonials affirming the efficacy of the Tractors. It was in the years
after 1797, in pamphlets published in Britain by Benjamin Perkins after
Elisha's death, that Perkinism began its tentative engagement with
Galvanism. In one passage, for example, Benjamin recounted his father's
28 On
Apr. 2, 1803, the New-York Herald reported that Aldini had "shewed the
eminent and superior powers of Galvanism to be far beyond any other stimulant in
nature." A second article in the Herald (June 4, 1803) advocated the use of both oxygen and electricity to restore suspended animation. See S[igismund] N. Niderburg,
Improved Galvanismus, and Its Medical Application (New York, I803), 9. Niderburg
advertised his services in the local press; see New-York Evening Post, Apr. 4, 1803. For
Cuba, see Niderburg, Cultivo del Galvanismo y uso de sus virtudes por la medicina
(Havana, I807); Morning Chronicle (New York), July ii, 1803, and New-York
Spectator, July II, I804, in Rita Susswein Gottesman, The Arts and Crafts in New York,
I800-I804: Advertisements and News Items from New York City Newspapers (New York,
I965), 409. On the persistence of Galvanic interpretations and uses of the Voltaic
pile among physicians, see Christine Blondel, "Animal Electricity in Paris: From
Initial Support, to Its Discredit and Eventual Rehabilitation," in Bresadola and
On electriPancaldi, eds., Luigi Galvani International WorkshopProceedings, 187-209.
cal reanimation in humane societies, see Delbourgo, "Electrical Humanitarianism,"
in Bertucci and Pancaldi, eds., Electric Bodies, 138-142; Samuel Miller, A Brief
Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century, 2 vols. (New York, I803), I, 21-32; Thomas
Dobson, Supplement to the Encyclopaedia or Dictionary of Arts, Sciences, and
Miscellaneous Literature, 3 vols. (Philadelphia, 1803), II, 73-91.
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discovery of the Tractors and immediately related it to the experiments
of Galvani, publicized at roughly the same time. This conjunction might
suggest that the issue of causal explanation, and the relevance of animal
electricity specifically, were unique to the British context. Indeed, the
American patent under which Tractors were sold (the first federal medical patent granted in the United States) was for "Removing Pain, etc.,
by Metallic Points" (1796), whereas the royal British patent explicitly
referred to Tractors as an "Application of Galvanism as a Curative
Agent" (1798).29 But it should be recalled that the Tractors' British
career exceeded their American one for reasons of historical accidentElisha's death in 1799. Moreover, although it was the later British pamphlets that explored the relation between Tractors and Galvanism, the
first person to do so was an American: Dr. John Vaughan, the associate
of Tilton, the Perkinist agent in Delaware.
Although Vaughan's testimonial lacked philosophical content, the
academically trained physician (who knew Rush and Caldwell from his
university days) published his own separate pamphlet on precisely this
issue, as early as I797, titled Observations on Animal Electricity, in
Explanation of the Metallic Operation of Doctor Perkins. His account
adapted several preexisting electrical knowledges and practices: the electroconductivity of metallic points (epitomized by Franklin's lightning
rod), the concept of animal electricity as articulated by Galvani, and
Franklin's argument that electricity functioned as a teleological natural
economy, according to which all bodies sought a natural equilibrium of
charge. "Electricityis already proved by philosophers, to be concerned in
almost all naturalphenomena,"Vaughan proffered. His attention centered
on providing an electrophysiological account of the will in which the
brain imbued the nerves with motion by surcharging the muscles-conceived of as organic Leyden jars-with electricity. All physical sensation
depended on excess or deficiency of nervous energy, or what he called
"hominal electricity". the "different movements [of muscles] may very
rationally be imputed to their different degrees of electricity." Pain, pleasure, and health, therefore, became simply a matter of equalizing positive and negative charges in the animal economy. Perkins's Tractors,
Vaughan argued, performed just this function: "The metals being susceptible of this fluid, conduct the extra degree of energy to parts where
it is diminished, or out of the system altogether, restoring the native law
of electric equilibrium." Tractors relieved fever, aches, pains, and convulsions by redistributing excess accumulations of electricity from one
29 Perkins,
Influence of the Metallic Tractors, 2-3; Lyman F. Kebler, "United
States Patents Granted for Medicines during the Pioneer Years of the Patent Office,"
Journal of the American Pharmaceutical Association, XXIV (i935), 486-487.
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part of the body to another, conducting it out of the body, or supplying
a bodily deficiency of charges, as needed. In effect, sensibility was electricity. "Pain, is merely an accumulation of electricity, in a particular
part; and the subsequent state of ease is obtained by abstracting the
extra degree of sensibility." Vaughan's account was a frankly articulated,
though not unique, late-Enlightenment attempt to rationalize human
health by mapping the notion of electrical economy, analogically carried
over from experimental philosophy, onto the animal economy. Even
though Tractoration produced no electric shocks or sparks verifiable by
the senses, its claim to electrical status could appear credible in the
I790o when experimenters were exploring the invisible, insensible, nonsparking "weak" electricity that issued from different metals when
brought into contact, the forerunner of the electric "current"that was
later to flow from the Voltaic pile. "The influence of metals on the
Galvanism of man and other animals," Vaughan concluded in i8oo, "is
now so well established, that the sceptic himself can scarcely doubt it."30
Benjamin Perkins excerpted long sections of Vaughan's Galvanic
theory of Tractoration in his promotional pamphlets as well as similar
writings by other American supporters, such as Yale Medical School
founder Eneas Munson's "Dissertation on Animal Electricity and
Magnetism" and a treatise by the Reverend John Devotion of Old
Saybrook. On one occasion, after Tractorizing several patients, Devotion
declared himself to be possessed by a "universalrelaxation and nausea"
akin to "the sensation of an electric shock." Unusually for a Perkinist,
Devotion took this experience as an invitation to theorize. "Thus, sir,"
he triumphantly announced, "with experiments on my own leg opens a
system of philosophic speculation." "I then reasoned thus," he continued, relying on Vaughan's theory: "I have drawn the electric fluid of
three persons into my own body." His conclusion was unequivocal: "As
the Metallic Tractorsact upon an established law of nature, there is no
fear they will want power so long as the electric rod will draw electric
fire." Lengthier accounts by Matthew Yatman, a member of the
Company of Apothecaries and one of the directors of the Perkinean
Society in London, and Professor Abildgaard of Copenhagen (whose
electrical theories Benjamin Perkins also reprinted) both linked
Tractoration to Franklinist electricity. The different metals in each rod,
30

Vaughan, Observationson Animal Electricity,iv,

10, 15-I6,

20-21,

25, 27-31.

See also John Vaughan, The Valedictory Lecture Delivered before the Philosophical
Society of Delaware (Wilmington, Del., i8oo), I6-22 (quotation on I9). Vaughan was
one of the few Americans who published remarks on the Voltaic pile (and its electrochemical applications) around the year i8oo (14-I5).
On Alessandro Volta, see
Giuliano Pancaldi, Volta: Science and Culture in the Age of Enlightenment (Princeton,
N.J., 2003).
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it was argued, created a "galvanic circle" of positive and negative electric
charges (even though patients were instructed to use their Tractors alternately); their pointed ends could draw off, redistribute, or supply electricity to afflicted areas of the body.31
But Perkinists never made the concept of animal electricity integral
to the credibility of the Tractors, and the ideas of Vaughan, Yatman, and
Abildgaard remained undemonstrated hypotheses. Even after these theories were published, the Bath Perkinist Charles Langworthy publicly
admitted that there was no "satisfactorytheory on their phenomena; nor
has Dr. PERKINS as yet published any theory upon which the effects produced by his discovery may be accounted for." Vaughan himself equivocated about the status of his interpretation. "Call it electricity," he
insisted, "the nervous fluid, the galvanic fluid, or what you will." When
the surgeons C. G. Herholdt and J. D. Rafn of the Royal Frederick
Hospital in Copenhagen performed experiments with the Tractors with
favorable results (their reports were translated from German and edited
for incorporation in the British pamphlets), the best they could do was
to offer multiple possible explanations. Perkinismus, as they called it,
"must be explained on the principles, either of mechanicalstimulus, electricity, galvanism, or imagination." The relative unimportance of a precise theoretical understanding of Tractoration was also signaled by
Benjamin Perkins's indiscriminate lumping together of an array of electrical philosophers, some of whom, such as Eusebio Valli and Volta,
were in open conflict. Such clumsy discussions achieved a less-thanprominent place in the pamphlet literature, being relegated in one case
to a long footnote appearing after some three hundred pages of eyewitness testimonials. The footnote included the opinion of Cavallo that the
"surprising effects" of electricity were "generally inexplicable" and
seemed "to admit of no theory sufficiently probable or satisfactory."32
Benjamin Perkins dismissed the relevance of the speculative interpretations he himself quoted, preferring to return his readers instead to
the more solid ground of facts. "That the Tractors act on the Galvanic
principle is very generally believed," he averred, "but I shall not consider
it any disparagement to the Practice, if I admit that the present knowledge of the laws and properties of that principle is so limited, as not to
allow of our giving of the modus operandi a complete and satisfactory
31 Perkins, Influence of the Metallic Tractors, 27, 78, 8i, 9o-Ioo; Matthew
Yatman, Animal Electricity; or, Observations on the Origin and Identity of the Electric
and Galvanic Fluids; with a Practical Review of the Use of the Metallic Conductors, zd
ed. (London, I805), i, 3, 9, Io, 25; Abildgaard, quoted in Perkins, Experiments with
the Metallic Tractors, 41-50.
32 Langworthy, View of the Perkinean Electricity, 25-26;
Perkins, Experiments
with the Metallic Tractors, 73, 305-307.

THE TRANSATLANTICCAREEROF PERKINS'S TRACTORS

669

explanation." After discussing Abildgaard'stheories in particular, Perkins
reminded his audience that "electricity and Galvanism are now just
enough involved in mystery to afford an ingenious theorist an ample
field for expatiating on the principle of this metallic operation."
Perkinism displayed once again its disdain for causal explanations: "As
theories, on almost every operation in nature, are generally as various as
the individuals who give them, I shall at present confine myself to what
I conceive of more importance, viz., to establish the facts, and leave it
with the philosophic reader to gratify himself with theorisingas much as
he pleases." Perkinist utilitarianism made the very concept of electricity-indeed, any concept-irrelevant to successful therapeutic practice.
The importance of electrical ideas to the career of the Tractors, therefore, proved evanescent. The promoters of the Perkinean Society argued
that such philosophical innocence was a moral virtue, and a distinctively
American one: "Whilst the Philosophers of Europe were engaged in
their researches into the phenomena of Galvanism, or the effect of metals on the nerves and muscles of various animals, and thus ascertaining
the extent of the metallic influence upon the inferior parts of creation,
the late Dr. Perkins, an eminent physician of Connecticut, in North
America, conceived the more noble purpose of directing his pursuit to
the examination of their effects in the diseases of man."33
Public healing traditionally relied on various forms of showmanship to
attract customers; even enlightened medical electricians routinely promoted their services through theatrical display. For example, William
King was an itinerant physiognotrace artist and ivory-turner who performed electrical cures at venues like the Providence Bathhouse in I800,
which he "exhibited" as "amusements"; Sigismund Niderburg sold
admission tickets to his electrotherapeutic clinic in New York, where
"spectators [were] admitted from one to two o' clock every day."
Conspicuous display in public healing, however, conjured up specters of
wondermongering and charlatanry.James Graham and Anthony Yeldal,
British itinerants who toured North America as "oculists" and "aurists"
in the early 770os (before they turned with great controversy to electrical
healing on their return to Britain), evidently inspired such fear of
imposture in New England that in October 1773 the Connecticut legislature passed the Act for [the] Suppressing of Mountebanks. The law,
passed against those "publickly advertising and giving notice of their
skill and ability to cure diseases," took seriously the power of the spec33 Perkins, Experiments with the Metallic Tractors, 50; Extract from the Minutes of
the Proceedings of a Committee on the Establishment of the Perkinean Institution
(London, n.d.), 5-6.
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tacular in medical fraud, banning public stages and prohibiting "any
plays, tricks, juggling or unprofitable feats of uncommon dexterity and
agility of body, [which] tends to draw together great numbers of people,
to the corruption of manners, promoting of idleness, and the detriment
of good order and religion." From the colonial period-when authorities
legislated against the establishment of the theater, citing mainly religious
and moral objections-to the emergence of an independent republican
nation, theatricality bred suspicion in North America.34
Perkinism did not seek to persuade its public through elaborate
rhetoric or conspicuous theatrical display, the traditional strategies associated with unorthodox healers. That is, Perkinists were neither charismatic "charlatans" (loquacious verbal deceivers) nor "mountebanks"
(itinerant doctors who literally mounted stages publicly to display their
wares), traditionally understood. Rather, as the product of and a product
for a culture committed to anti-theatrical republican transparency, and,
hence, the superior morality of common sense and useful facts,
Perkinism employed a form of "natural theatricality": the art of making
nature appear to speak for itself. The moral and epistemological credibility of Perkinism resided, not in the social status of its supporters or
any institutional affiliation, but, rather, in a depersonalized material
object (the Tractors) amenable to universal manipulation. Such a strategy resonated with the morality of depersonalizing the public sphere in
the age of republican revolution. Whereas the "charlatanwanted to be
seen," the Perkinist aimed "not to display [himself]," in Langworthy's
words-it was, to recall Paine's Common Sense, the instrument rather
than its advocate that deserved public attention. Rejecting the conspicuous performance and controversial natural-philosophical engagement of
animal magnetism, Perkinism aimed to display, not itself, but merely the
bodily effects of the Tractors. Charles Wilkinson, a hostile British critic,
drew a particularly illuminating distinction between the two therapies in
34 Natural philosophy also routinely employed spectacularshowmanship in the
Enlightenment. See Simon Schaffer, "Natural Philosophy and Public Spectacle in
the Eighteenth Century,"Historyof Science,XXI (1983),1-43; Peter Benes, "Itinerant
Physicians, Healers, and Surgeon-Dentists in New England and New York,
Medicine and Healing (Boston, 1990), The Dublin Seminar for New
1720-1825,"
I08; New-York Evening Post,
England Folklife Annual Proceedings, 1990, 99-I00,
Apr. 4, I803; Charles J. Hoadly, ed., The Public Records of the Colony of Connecticut,
from October, I772, to April, I775, Inclusive (Hartford, Conn., I887), 20o8; Walter J.
Meserve, An Emerging Entertainment: The Drama of the American People to I828
(Bloomington, Ind., I977); Barbara Maria Stafford, Artful Science: Enlightenment
Entertainment and the Eclipse of Visual Education (Cambridge, Mass., 1994), i6. For
an early American anti-theatrical primer, see Extracts from the Writings of Divers
Eminent Authors, of Different Religious Denominations; and at Various Periods of Time,
Representing the Evils and Pernicious Effects of Stage Plays, and Other Vain Amusements

(Philadelphia,1789).
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this respect: "In the Mesmerism doctrine there is something fascinating,
something calculated to strike the minds of the multitude. ... It is difficult to conceive what interest can be attached to the tractors, which are
founded on no medical or philosophical principles." If there was anything mesmerizing about the Tractors, it was paradoxically their very
matter-of-factness. The distinctiveness (and success) of Perkinism's
appeal to common sense and useful knowledge lay in its appearance as a
form of republican nonperformance.35
In lieu of conspicuous performance or methodological secrecy,
inscription became an important strategy for controlling the marketing
and use of Tractors. According to critics, Tractors were simply expensive
pieces of metal. Legal inscription thus helped to justify the cost of the
therapy, which was higher than conventional electrotherapies. Dr. T.
Gale, in some ways a more conventional medicoelectrician in New York
State, claimed that readers of his handbook on electrotherapy (the first
to be published in North America, in I802) could build their own electrical machines for only two to three dollars, following his instructions.
Gale advocated using the Tractors in one instance but was deeply skeptical of the electrical status of Tractoration, suggesting that "perhapsa pair
of steel-pointed scissors would answer the same purpose." Tractors, Gale
concluded, appeared to work through mechanical frictional stimulus or
the imagination.36 Legal inscription also guarded against counterfeit
reproduction by drawing on the patent system then taking shape in the
industrial revolution and thereby establishing claims to the Tractors'
legal originality. Elisha Perkins had been expelled from the Connecticut
Medical Society in May 1797 for practicing (in the words of his colleagues) "delusive quackery" (apologists claimed this expulsion was a
coup carried out in the absence of members sympathetic to Perkins). In
addition to the opprobrious claim that Perkinism had been "gleaned up
from the miserable remnants of animal magnetism," it was the charge of
35 Grete de Francesco, The Power of the Charlatan, trans. Miriam Beard (New
Haven, Conn., 1939), 3-I2, 74; Jay Fliegelman, Declaring Independence: Jefferson,
Natural Language, and the Culture of Performance (Stanford, Calif., I993), 79-94;
Warner, Letters of the Republic, 32-72. On the use of machines to speak authoritatively for nature, see the analysis of Shapin and Schaffer's account of Boyle in
Leviathan and the Air-Pump by Bruno Latour in We Have Never Been Modern, trans.
Catherine Porter (Cambridge, Mass., I993), 22-24.
See Langworthy, View of the
Perkinean Electricity, 28; C[harles] H. Wilkinson, Elements of Galvanism . . , 2 vols.
(London, I804), II, 212.
36 T. Gale, Electricity; or, Ethereal Fire, Considered . . . (Troy, N.Y., 1802), 9,
On Gale's career, see Delbourgo, "Electrical Humanitarianism," in Bertucci
II8-II9.
and Pancaldi, eds., Electric Bodies, 117-I50. Other electricians did patent their
designs for electrical machines, however, such as the leading British apparatus-maker
Edward Nairne. See Paola Bertucci, "A Philosophical Business: Edward Nairne and
the Patent Electrical Machine (I782)," History of Technology, XXIII (2001), 41-58.
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monopolizing his invention as a "nostrum" for personal gain that provoked the expulsion. Gentlemanly social benevolence and self-interest
were incompatible, the Society insisted.37
Exploiting an industrial ideology of inventor compensation, Elisha
Perkins maintained that no such conflict existed. Commenting publicly
on his expulsion, Perkins cited the United States federal patent signed
by George Washington, Timothy Pickering, and Charles Lee, which
granted Tractors legal protection by giving the inventor "the full and
exclusive right and liberty of making, constructing, using and vending
to others to be used the said improvement" for fourteen years. United
States federal patent law weighed equally the rights of inventors with the
good of society. Perkins'spatent served "to defray the expenses that have
arisen in disseminating a knowledge of its importance" under "the sanction of our first constituted authorities," nothing more. In Perkins's
view, he was loyally "promoting the progress of useful arts," as the
Federal Constitution demanded, to which no loss of moral face or social
credit attached. Tractors were easy to counterfeit, however, so these
claims to legal originality ultimately had to be engraved on the body of
the Tractors themselves. "INSTANCES occurredduring the last Year, where
the Tractorssuffereddiscredit through illegal and dishonourableattempts to
circulate spurious imitations," Benjamin Perkins informed his British
readers in I8oi. It was essential, therefore, to mark genuine articles from
false ones for consumers. "Toguard against Impositions,Applicants will
please to observe, that every Genuine Set of Tractorsis stamped with the
words 'PERKINS PATENT TRACTORS;' and to the printed Directions accompanying them is subjoined a receiptfor the Five Guineas, signed in the Handwriting of the Patentee. To counterfeit this is Felony."38 Fetishization via
inscription promised control over the identity and sale of "real"
Tractors.
37 Kebler, "United States Patents Granted for Medicines," Jour. Amer.
Pharmaceutical Assoc., XXIV (1935), 486-487. Industrial entrepreneurs were better
able to exploit legal patents than gentlemanly natural philosophers because the credibility of the latter was explicitly tied to an image of social disinterestedness. See, for
example, the comparison between James Watt and Joseph Black in Golinski, Science
as Public Culture, 43-44. See also Christine MacLeod, Inventing the Industrial
Revolution: The English Patent System, i66o0-8oo (Cambridge, I988); and B. Zorina
Khan and Kenneth L. Sokoloff, "Patent Institutions, Industrial Organisation, and
Early Technological Change: Britain and the United States, 1790-I850," in Maxine
Berg and Kristine Bruland, eds., Technological Revolutions in Europe: Historical
Perspectives (Northampton, Mass., I998), 292-313.
38 Elisha Perkins, "To All People to Whom These Presents Shall Come,
Greeting" (1796?), New York Academy of Medicine; Benjamin Perkins, Was
Published, April ist, I80o, Price is. an Entire New Work, Entitled, Cases of Successful
Practice with Perkins's Patent Metallic Tractors, Communicated since January i8oi, by
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Benevolence and immediatism were also central, and related, claims
that flowed from the use of Tractors. "Did not the magnanimous Mr.
Perkins, in open defiance of the winds and waves, traverse the vast
Atlantic Ocean, to work miracles in this favoured isle?" asked the Irish
satirist John Corry. Universal benevolence was precisely the claim. "The
writer has crossed the Atlantic," Benjamin Perkins declared, "and
become a resident of London, that he may devote his time and attention
to the diffusion of this important discovery, and its application to the
relief of the miseries of mankind." By presenting Tractors directly to the
"candid and enlightened public," moreover, Perkinists were selling the
ideal of autotherapeutic healing: the placement of unmediated control
over bodily health into the hands of consumers, free from the interference and potential objections of allegedly self-interested gentleman
physicians. This moral crusade was no rhetorical innovation: unorthodox healers had always been wont to cast themselves in opposition to
tyrannical medical institutions. The ideal of autotherapy already possessed a visible history in the Enlightenment, medical electricity in particular. Some of the best-known autotherapeutic advocates were
evangelical Protestants, those outside the mainstream of religion, science, and medicine, such as John Wesley, the founder of Methodism.
Wesley kept a journal detailing his responses to self-applied medical
electricity and published several related works such as Primitive Physic
(I747) and The Desideratum; or, ElectricityMade Plain and Useful, by a
Lover of Mankind, and of Common Sense, published in I760 (the
American Gale was a disciple of Wesley). In addition to its seeming epistemological immediatism, Perkinism thus laid claim to a tradition of
benevolent social immediatism as well.39
Although presented as spontaneous bodily testimony, the credibility
of eyewitness testimonials was in fact mediated by the social authority of
the testifier. Perkinists did not dismiss the authority of all gentlemanly
physicians, merely those who decried the Tractors. Physicians like Tilton
in Delaware and Langworthy in Bath composed a network of entrepreneurial promoters crucial to the Tractors' geographical reach, from New
Many Scientific Characters (London, I8oi). The words "Perkins's Patent Tractors"
appear to have been stamped only on Tractors sold in Britain.
39 John Corry, The Detectorof Quackery;or, Analyser Medical, Philosophical,
of
Political, Dramatic, and Literary Imposture, 2d ed. (London, I802), 54; Perkins,
Influence of Metallic Tractors, viii-x; Samuel J. Rogal, "Electricity: John Wesley's
'Curious and Important Subject,"' Eighteenth-Century Life, XIII, no. 3 (1989), 79-90;
John Wesley, Primitive Physic, I2th ed. (Philadelphia, 1764) (originally published in
1747, this work ran to numerous editions in Britain and the colonies); John Wesley,

The Desideratum;or, ElectricityMade Plain and Useful,by a Loverof Mankind, and of
Common Sense (London, 1760).
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England to the Carolinas in North America, from London to Liverpool
and the West Country in Britain.40 Although his testimony about his
son's cure emphasized sensory self-evidence, Josiah Meigs was clearly
identified to readers as a professor at Yale College; recall also that
Tractoration was a therapy he adopted on the advice of his physician.
Beyond those with a direct financial stake in the Tractors (Tilton and
Langworthy) or a medical interest in them (Vaughan), the authors of
American testimonials were overwhelmingly drawn from the professional classes, especially clergymen, judges and lawyers, military officers,
and college professors. Recommended to the public not so much as men
of high class than as men of good character, they nevertheless included
some of the most prominent citizens of the United States, like the geographer, Federalist politician, and Calvinist minister Jedediah Morse,
Massachusetts congressman and envoy extraordinary to France Elbridge
Gerry, and United States Supreme Court chief justices Oliver Ellsworth
and John Marshall. Perkinists even claimed that the father of the nation,
George Washington, had bought a pair of Tractors.41
In Britain, by contrast, where the Perkinean Society was sponsored
by patrons like Lord Rivers, Sir William Barker, and William Franklin
(Franklin's loyalist son and former governor of New Jersey), the social
character of Perkinism was more aristocratic. Perkinists claimed that the
Tractors had been successfully used in institutional settings in both
countries: in poorhouses and almshouses in Philadelphia (including the
Pennsylvania Hospital), New York, Boston, and around New England as
well as in the St. Pancras Poorhouse, Guy's Hospital, the Regimental
40 For a list of
agents in the United States, see [Elisha Perkins], Certificates of
the Efficacy of Doctor Perkins's Patent Metallic Instruments (Newburyport, Mass.,

[I1796]), 24.

41 Perkins thought the endorsement of clergymen was crucial in New England:
"I have found essential service from the Clergy especially in New England where
they are generally pious men and seek the Happiness of their fellow creatures."
Elisha Perkins to Benjamin Perkins, Oct. 19, 1798, Elisha Perkins Letter and
Account Book; Perkins, Influence of the Metallic Tractors, 69; and Perkins,
Experiments with the Metallic Tractors, 255-256. Elisha Perkins quoted Oliver
Ellsworth defending him in a letter to John Marshall in 1797: "Strange as his
hypothesis may be, experiments give it countenance. In some cases the effects
wrought are not easily ascribable to imagination, great and delusive as is its power"
(Ellsworth to Marshall, Mar. 7, 1797, in Perkins, Influence of the Metallic Tractors,
9). I have not found any external corroboration for these specific endorsements. The
receipt for a purchase of Tractors in 1796 in the name of Jeremy Belknap, however,
is extant in the collection of broadsides at the Massachusetts Historical Society; and
Rufus King, whom Elisha Perkins asked to write a letter of introduction for his son
in London, owned a copy of the latter's Experiments with the Metallic Tractors. Its
pages, however, were never cut (the copy is now in the library of the New-York
Historical Society).
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Hospital of the Duke of York, and several locations in provincial Britain,
the most important being Bath. It was in Britain, however, rather than
America, that Perkinism gained an institutional footing in the form of
the Perkinean Society, an "Institution for Relieving the Poor," sponsored
by aristocratic patrons and offering free treatments for London's impoverished laborers. This process of institutionalizing social benevolence
mimicked the formation of self-styled humane societies in Amsterdam,
London, Boston, and Philadelphia and the creation of specialized medical establishments like the London Electrical Dispensary. The principles
put forward in the first edition of the Transactions of the Perkinean
Society (I803) expressed Perkinism'sclaim to a superior social morality by
aiming to "afford relief to the diseases of the afflicted and industrious
poor of the metropolis." In Britain, therefore, where urbanization and
industrialization were more advanced than in America, Perkinists identified Tractors with noblesse oblige and projects of physical uplift for
urban laborers. To this end, the Perkinean Society was to serve as a
clearinghouse, vaguely styled after the Royal Society, in which disinterested persons might publish the results of experiments with the Tractors.
If physicians railed against the institution, they did so to protect their
livelihoods, even at the expense of the health of the poor.42
Making American testimony travel across the Atlantic to establish
the credibility of the Tractors did not always convince skeptical
Europeans, however. A specifically European challenge to Perkinism
emerged over the issue of social rank. Langworthy, the Perkinist agent in
Bath, introduced Elisha Perkins to Britons as "a man of honour and
integrity," reassuring his readers that the Tractors enjoyed the support of
"some of the most eminent physicians, and natural experimentalists of
the United States." Perkinists, however, hedged their bets by using both
high status and socially anonymous testifiers, "not wish[ing] to rest the
credit of the discovery merely on the authority of great names, however
repeatable and influencial [sic]." This approach encountered problems.
Tractors had apparently reached continental Europe when the wife of
one Major Oxholm, animated by "a laudable desire of extending their
utility to her suffering countrymen," had brought a pair back to
Denmark. With pride, Benjamin Perkins could subsequently boast of a
universal therapy, presenting to his readers "cases in America," "cases in
England," and "casesat Copenhagen." But the response of a Danish professor named Tode indicated the limitations of using classless, nonpro42 Perkins,
Efficacy of Perkins's Patent Metallic Tractors, xxix-xxx, lv-lvi;
Transactions of the Perkinean Society (London, I804), 2; Perkins, Certificates, 24. On
the emergence of institutional settings for medical electricity in late-eighteenth-century London, see Rowbottom and Susskind, Electricity and Medicine, 27-28.
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fessional testifiers for European audiences. "Who may this Mr. CALVIN
GODDARD be that we should so implicitly give him credit," Tode
inquired, deriding "the fashion with all those physicians, who trumpet
forth their cures, to bring witnesses who have no other credentials than
their names." Extraordinary cures, in particular, merited attention to
"the rank and condition of the witness"; ideally, "he should have a certain notoriety.""How can a person in Europe trust to such witnesses,"
Tode persisted, "when they certify to things so extraordinary"?Perkins
protested in reply that "the success of the practice in America was substantiated by as full and respectable testimony as has ever been deemed
necessary to establish any medical facts," claiming that the German
translations of Perkinist tracts had accidentally omitted professional
titles from the testimonials. But Tode was implacable: "They are from
persons of no note or character, and consequently entitled to no credit."
The evidence of Ebenezer Robinson, a Connecticut physician who was
not identified as such in the German translation, "does not deserve any
credit," concluded Tode, "as the witness is not a professional man."
Although mistranslations might have occurred, as Perkins claimed, the
occasional use of socially anonymous testimonials in the American and
British pamphlets was deliberate, not accidental.43
More damagingly, opponents of the Tractors drew on satirical and
theatrical traditions to put Perkinist common sense on display for public
ridicule. Attacks on the Tractors emerged quickly in the United States.
Even before Elisha Perkins had been expelled from the Connecticut
Medical Society, local wits lampooned Tractoration in the Connecticut
Courant in a "Patent Address" in 1796. In this belletristic salvo, which
anticipated some of the themes of Fessenden's mock-critical Terrible
Tractoration,a fictional Elisha Perkins sings of the Tractors' ability to
restore sight to the blind and speech to the dumb, while lining his pockets with Continental dollars. Tractors would make the old young again
("Yet, notwithstanding it so strange appears, / I soon strokesixty, down
to twenty, years"), even redeem human sin ("Man shall no longer feel
old Sin's controul- / The powers of sickness no more pain his soul / . . .
You shall cure the maladies of all, / Old sores expunge-and wipe away
the Fall"). In Philadelphia the following year, Dr. James Currie reported
to the American Philosophical Society that Tractors worked by "the
impression made on the Patient's mind," invoking the comparison with
Mesmerism once again. But these criticisms failed to offer any demon43 Langworthy, View of the Perkinean Electricity, 11-13; Perkins, Influence of the
Metallic Tractors, x; Perkins, Experiments with the Metallic Tractors, 7, 80-95. Cf.
Brown, "A Natural History of the Gloucester Sea Serpent," American Quarterly,
XLII (1990), 424.
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stration that Tractors were fraudulent, and they did not reach a broad
enough public (the anonymous satire was only published locally in
Connecticut, and Currie never published his paper) and so were easily
outrun by the interstate and transatlantic itinerancy of the Perkinses.44
The more decisive public attacks on the credibility of the Tractors took
the form of published accounts of theatrical dramatizations of the power
of the imagination staged in Britain. When unchecked by reason or the
senses, the faculty of imagination in its "pathological" mode inspired
trepidation among enlightened natural philosophers, incarnating the
persistent threat of ungovernable powers of mind. By the I79os, the
American and French Revolutions had moved critics to link imagination
explicitly with the specter of mobbish populaces. Natural philosophers
understood this problem in terms of politicized passions and secular
enthusiasm, in which artificially engineered effects were mistaken for
having real natural causes. The strategy of the placebo trials used by the
Royal Commission headed by Franklin in 1784 to discredit Mesmerism
was therefore revived to debunk the Tractors: making the work of the
imagination visible by putting the hidden theatrical work of common
sense on display.45
The lead was taken by the respected Bath physician John Haygarth.
Concerned that "persons of rank and understanding" were lending their
support to Perkinism in Bath (where Langworthy operated as the
Perkinist agent), Haygarth asked publicly "how the Patent Tractorsproduced such wonderfuleffects"and determined to intervene, if necessary, to
"correct public opinion." In Of the Imagination as a Causeand as a Cure
of Disordersof the Body (i800), he described experiments he and others
(including Richard Smith, a status-conscious hospital-trained surgeon
who worked at the Bristol Infirmary) had performed both with wooden
and real Tractors, declaring that "the whole effect undoubtedly depends
44Quotedin Haggard,"TheFirstPublishedAttackon Perkinism,"
YaleJournal
of BiologyandMedicine,IX (I936), I52-153; James Currie, "Remarkson the Effects of

Perkins's Metallic Rods in the Cure of Diseases," read Apr. 7, 1797, American
Philosophical Society Archives Manuscript Communications. On the limited police
powers of the predominantly FederalistConnecticut Medical Society, see Chandos
Michael Brown, BenjaminSilliman: A Life in the YoungRepublic(Princeton, N.J.,
I989), 264-265.

45 Lorraine Daston, "Fear and Loathing of the Imagination in Science,"
Daedalus, CXXVII (Winter I998), 73-95; Daston and KatharinePark, Wondersand
the Orderof Nature, iI50-I750 (New York, I998), 334-350. British politicization of
secular enthusiasm in a revolutionarycontext occurred first in loyalist writing during the American Revolution, rather than during the French Revolution; see
Delbourgo, "Electricity, Experiment, and Enlightenment," chap. 4. On Burke's
much better known critique of secularenthusiasm in the I79os, see J. G. A. Pocock,
"Enthusiasm: The Antiself of Enlightenment," Huntington Library Quarterly,LX
(1998), 7-28.
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upon the impression which can be made upon the patient's
Imagination." By passing off a pair of false Tractors as real, then secretly
substituting the genuine article, Haygarth claimed to have secured virtually identical results. Of those patients treated with the false Tractors at
the General Hospital in Bath, he reported that one "could walk much
better," another "was easier for nine hours," and a third "had a tingling
sensation for two hours." Those treated with real Tractors, meanwhile,
"were in some measure, but not more relieved by the second application,
except one." Haygarth reassured readers of his pamphlet that "a fair
opportunity [had been] offered to discover whether the metallik Tractors
possessed any efficacy superior to the ligneous Tractors, or wooden
pegs." Rather than electricity, he concluded, it was "the wonderful force
of the Imagination" that had been at work all along.46
Haygarth's trials dramatized a competition over the direction of
experimental subjects and triggered a series of accusations and counteraccusations about witness manipulation. Perkinist pamphlets claimed
that unsuccessful treatments resulted only "for want of a proper knowledge of the mode of using the Tractors, and of the diseases subject to
their influence"; directions were carefully included with each pair.
Naturally, Benjamin Perkins denied any manipulation, insisting that
successful Tractoration resulted specifically from "the perfectly tranquil
state of the patient's mind." His opponents were the true manipulators,
Perkins insisted, forcing fantastic stories on experimental subjects about
the healing powers of the Tractors before treating them with false ones.
This accusation was true, as Haygarth himself gleefully admitted. "It
was often necessary to play the part of a necromancer,"he confessed, "to
describe circles, squares, triangles, and half figures of geometry, upon
the part affected, with the small ends of the Tractors."He played up the
46

John Haygarth, Of the Imagination as a Cause and as a Cure of Disorders of the
Body (Bath, I800), 3-5, 15, 23. On Smith, see Jacyna, "Galvanic Influences," in
Bresadola and Pancaldi, eds., Luigi Galvani International Workshop Proceedings,
and Mary E. Fissell, Patients, Power, and the Poor in Eighteenth-Century
182-183;
Bristol (Cambridge, I99I), 55-57. Haygarth was not shy in criticizing American
expertise. He characterized the response of the Philadelphia Academy of Medicine
to the yellow fever epidemic as "frivolous, inadequate and groundless." This charge
produced something of a nationalist furor among American physicians, leading to
the publication, for example, of Dr. Charles Caldwell's Reply to Dr. Haygarth's
"Letter to Dr. Percival on Infectious Fevers" . . . Exposing the Medical, Philosophical,
and Literary Errors of That Author, and Vindicating the Right Which the Faculty of the
United States Have to Think and Decide for Themselves, Respecting the Diseases of Their
Own Country, Uninfluenced by the Notions of the Physicians of Europe (Philadelphia,
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England," in Andrew
Smallpox, and Religious Dissent in Eighteenth-Century
Cunningham and Roger French, eds., The Medical Enlightenment of the Eighteenth
Century(Cambridge, 1990), 217-253.
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association between Tractoration and Galvanism with particular zeal:
"During all this time we conversed upon the discoveries of FRANKLIN
and GALVANI,laying much stress upon the power of metallick points
attracting even lightning, and conveying it to the earth harmless." The
tests were, above all, a theatrical satirization of the Tractors and their
advocates, portraying them as fraudulent and, equally important, subjecting them to ridicule and laughter. "To a more curious farce I never
was witness; we were almost afraid to look each other in the face, lest an
involuntary smile should remove the mask from our countenances, and
dispel the charm. But to return to my patient:-In one minute, he felt a
smarting in his loins. . . ." In identifying the imagination as the occult
and illicit agent of Tractoration-the same charge made by the report of
the Franklin Commission on Mesmerism more than a decade earlierHaygarth's and Smith's performances lent the Tractors that aspect of
conspicuous theatricality that Perkinists had so scrupulously avoided.
When put on display in this manner, the commonsensical facts about
Tractoration could be rewitnessed as "marvellous" and "astonishing"
effects that owed more to the "wonderful and powerful influence of the
passions of the mind upon the state and disorders of the body" than any
physical influence proceeding from the metallic rods.47
True to ideological form, Benjamin Perkins attempted, in turn, to
rewrite anti-Perkinism as an elitist attack on the ability of the public to
make judgments about useful technologies. Whereas Haygarth had been
concerned lest respectable citizens unwittingly endorse quacks, the
satirist John Corry openly derided the affluence of Perkinism's
hypochondriac London patrons, who imagined themselves "indisposed
when only labouring under the torpor of indolence." Perkins, however,
claimed a public transparency of practice that the trials with wooden
Tractors lacked, conducted as the latter were behind closed doors. It was
in these private settings that anti-Perkinists had used "terrorand awe" to
contort "the minds of the credulous patients," some of whom they had
"almost frightened to death." In asserting that Tractors were a fraud,
anti-Perkinists had insulted "the penetration of the public," since thousands believed they had been successfully treated. Indeed, how suddenly
to dismiss the testimony of all those convinced they had been cured?
How could these physical effects possibly be the work of the imagination? "Can the imagination cure a gout?" Perkins implored. Children,
47 Perkins, Efficacy of Perkins's Patent Metallic Tractors, I6; Perkins, Influence of
the Metallic Tractors, 2; Haygarth, Of the Imagination, 15, 17, 25, 28, and as quoted in
Fessenden, Terrible Tractoration, 84-86. Cf. Rapport des Commissaires charges par le
roi, de l'examen du magnetisme animal (Paris, I784). On witness manipulation in
Mesmerism, see Schaffer, "Self Evidence," in Chandler, Davidson, Harootunian,
eds., Questions of Evidence, 89-97.
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even horses, had been cured "in the presence of many spectators." Surely
the work of the imagination could not explain "the cure of an animal of
the brute creation"?48
His benevolent appeal to the public interest notwithstanding,
Perkins refused to grant credibility to anti-Perkinist testimony because
of the lowly social standing of the subjects involved. Ironically, social
status now became an openly avowed criterion for credibility, even for
Perkins. Trials conducted at public hospitals were "far less satisfactory
than those on persons of respectability in private practice," he now
declared, "where the character of the patient, as well as the disease, is
better known," contradicting his own demand that all trials with the
Tractors should be public, not private. Perkins's anxiety over the
Tractors'public status induced him to discuss the class and stage dynamics that Perkinism had always rhetorically ignored. "No declaration of
relief from the poor credulous paupers in a hospital, ought to be admitted as evidence in this practice, unless there is a visible proof to the bystander of the alteration," he demanded. Suddenly, in order to regain
control over testimony about the efficacy of real Tractors, the mediation
of the eyewitness became more reliable than the spontaneous testimony
of the experimental subject's body. "To persuade patients of this class to
declare, that they are relieved, and even to think so, nothing more is
necessary than to impress on their minds a favourable opinion of the
remedy, to induce them to believe that thousands have been cured by
the same wonderfully efficacious means, and they will be very ready to
acknowledge that they begin to feel what others have previously experienced." Here was the "trick which has been played off on Fictitious
Tractors,and public hospitals have been sought as the best theatre where
such experiments ought to be exhibited." Even at a basic linguistic level,
the Tractors' identity was becoming unstable, refashioned as "pieces of
stick," "ligneous Tractors," and "wooden skewers." Smith admitted to
using pieces of bone, slate pencils, and tobacco pipes at the Bristol
Infirmary specifically "to render the trials the more ridiculous."49
The satirical writer Corry supplied the coup de grace, reinforcing
the image of Perkinism as theater. It was no longer the Age of Reason,
Corry observed, but the "age of Quackery," in which "miracle-mongers"
48 Corry, Quack Doctors Dissected,
25; Perkins, Efficacy of Perkins's Patent
Metallic Instruments, xxxvii-xxxviii; Perkins, Influence of the Metallic Tractors, 24-25;
Langworthy, View of the Perkinean Electricity, 94-95.
49 Perkins, Efficacy of Perkins's Patent Metallic Instruments, xxix-xxx; Perkins,
Influence of the Metallic Instruments, 94-95. "Dr. Christopher Caustic," Fessenden's
narrator in Terrible Tractoration, argued that horses and other animals treated were,
in fact, peculiarly "susceptible of impressions from imagination" (94); Richard
Smith, quoted in Haygarth, Of the Imagination, 5, 13, I8.
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and "retailersof sanity"preyed upon an inexhaustible "public credulity."
"Cheatscan seldom stand long against laughter," he cheerfully announced,
invoking Samuel Johnson and revealing his literary weapon to rouse
those "who cannot think or judge for themselves": "well-intended
Satire." In Quack Doctors Dissected (I8IO), he recounted the tale of
"Wilkinson," a John Bullish "ruralphilosopher," whose custom it was to
make common sense examinations of all forms of "literary quackery"
(including the moral effects of "the new philosophy," the doctrine of
sexual egalitarianism, and "similar paradoxes of this enlightened age").
The fictitious Wilkinson, mimicking Haygarth, employed fictitious
Tractors to embarrass a foppish female aristocrat named "Dame
Thomson," made to flee in shame when, imagining herself cured,
Wilkinson revealed that the 'genuineAmerican metal" had had no effect
on his own dog. Wilkinson's "Tractors"were, in fact, "part of my old
kitchen poker, which Ben Perkins, our blacksmith, took to the smith
yesterday and hammered into skewers." Corry consigned Perkins to a
pantheon of quackery styled "The Grand Pantomimic-farcical-tragi-comical Drama." "Their theatre," he wrote, "might be a temporary structure
of wood, emblematic of the transitory nature of all earthly blessings....
The first scene should exhibit a number of old men and women hobbling in on crutches, and groaning, to the great delight of the hearers,
while Mr. Perkins, like a kind magician, came forward and by touching
the old women with his talismanic Tractors, they should appear suddenly restored to health and ease." In the next scene, "masquerade"and
"pantomimic gesticulation" dazzled the eyes of the spectators, before a
Faustian denouement brought "Justice"down from heaven and "by one
touch of her fiery sword the ground . . . opens beneath the feet of the
beneficent advertising physicians and their satellites." Some years before,
the American writer Fessenden had jokingly made his fictional antiPerkinist Dr. Caustic warn that he was "preparinga most awful Tragedy
for Drury Lane Theatre" titled the "DREADFUL DOWNFALL OF TERRIBLE
TRACTORISING CONFOUNDED CONJURATION."For Perkinists, however,

the farce proved to be no laughing matter: with their common sense
exposed as theatrical manipulation, Tractors passed from the Age of
Reason to the Age of Quackery.50
The sale and use of Tractors petered out on both sides of the Atlantic
about halfway through the first decade of the nineteenth century,
although the metallic rods continued to be invoked for years as an
emblem of quack medicine. Benjamin Perkins returned to Connecticut
50 Corry, Detector
25, 27-37;

of Quackery,title page, Io, 21I;Corry, QuackDoctorsDissected,
Fessenden, TerribleTractoration,I33.

682

WILLIAM AND MARY QUARTERLY

in 1807, where in his final years he continued to pursue commercial promotions of useful medicine (such as mineral waters), became involved in
publishing science texts, and even associated with leading American scientific figures like Benjamin Silliman of Yale, to whom he sold a mineralogical cabinet of some two thousand specimens he had collected while
in Europe. In the end, Perkinism was an incoherent discourse, composed of a jumble of contradictions, but incoherence proved no obstacle
to persuasiveness. Advocates of the Tractors were immediatists, seeking
to place the technological means for autotherapy directly into the hands
of consumers, yet aiming to do so through a coordinated network of
agents; they invoked the authority of common sense testimony about
the efficacy of material objects, but took care to identify the specific
social and professional status of the testifier; they claimed to oppose the
financial self-interest of trained physicians, but drew extensively on the
authority of physicians (including some academically trained) willing to
endorse the Tractors; and, despite urging the moral honesty of unphilosophical "plain facts," nevertheless encouraged public belief in a causal
relationship between animal electricity and Tractoration. Most ironic of
all, a therapy whose credibility was tied to self-evident "facts" became
embroiled in charges of secular enthusiasm, wondermongering, and
imagination. Tractoration was a "marvelous fact" in both senses of the
phrase-a process that produced genuine effects defying explanation or
a delusion masquerading as a fact, depending on one's point of view. To
the extent that Tractoration became a branch of electrical thought and
practice, Perkinism was also a deeply ironic concluding chapter to the
history of American electricity in the Enlightenment. Half a century
after international praise was lavished on Franklin's philosophical and
technological achievements, well-known parts of his Philadelphia program were deployed to support a commercial therapeutic regime many
came to regard as a fraud.51
Without question, there were differences between the late-eighteenth-century American and British contexts in which Perkinism flourished. According to one view, whereas British science became
increasingly imperial in its reach and significance, science in the early
United States remained determinedly provincial in outlook. British critics of the Tractors were undoubtedly more familiar than their American
counterparts with specific techniques for policing knowledge claims (the
placebo trials used against Mesmerism) and could draw on a robust
British tradition of antiscientific satire. But Perkinism's success in
51 Brown, Benjamin Silliman, 151, 220, 24I; Lorraine Daston, "Marvelous Facts
and Miraculous Evidence in Early Modern Europe," Critical Inquiry, XVIII (I99I),
93-124.
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Britain and America more strikingly suggests the existence of important
continuities uniting the knowledge cultures of the North Atlantic world.
It has been argued that Mesmerism signaled the end of the
Enlightenment in France in that it represented the triumph of pseudoscience, abusing rhetorics of natural philosophy and universal fraternity
as well as the practice of spectacular philosophical demonstration.52But,
in appropriating recognizable enlightened ideals and styles, Perkinism
(like Mesmerism itself) did not mark the end of the Enlightenment so
much as reveal precisely the difficulty of telling where enlightenment
ended and imposture began. By appealing to common sense, useful
knowledge, and the moral reliability of plain facts and employing antitheatrical and antirhetorical modes of performance, Perkinism demonstrated how across late-Enlightenment
Anglophone cultures the
anticharlatan and antimountebank were becoming uniquely potent persuaders.
In 1803, the Presbyterian divine and intellectual historian Samuel
Miller expressed the hope that Americans would soon "be able to make
some return to our transatlantic brethren, for the rich stores of useful
knowledge which they have been pouring upon us for two centuries."53
The Tractors were one such return. Their capacity to travel east across
the Atlantic was made possible by the circulation of philosophical discourse and practice, both European in origin and disseminated in the
United States (Galvanism) and American in origin yet current in Britain
(Franklin's electrical economy and the electroconductivity of metallic
points). The entrepreneurial structure of Anglophone medical culture
also enabled this eastward passage: united by a thriving open market for
unorthodox therapies, the North Atlantic could form a single commercial itinerary for independent promoters like Benjamin Perkins.54 But
52 Darnton,Mesmerism
andtheEndof theEnlightenment.
53 Miller, Brief Retrospectof the Eighteenth Century, II, 410.
54 British medical culture was ostensibly more regulated, with stricter licensing
of physicians and a clearer class distinction between physician, surgeon, and apothecary; American healers typically combined these functions and operated without
licenses. But as the work of Roy Porter demonstrates, the British class-based licensing structure did not prevent unorthodox medical entrepreneurs from successfully
creating and exploiting markets for alternative therapies, particularly forms of
autotherapy, in an era of heightening nervous disorders. Precisely because British
medical culture did not inhibit unorthodox entrepreneurialism, men like Haygarth
took it upon themselves to defend sound practice and the public interest. For an
overview of early North American medicine, see Richard H. Shryock, Medicine and
Society in America, i660o-86o (New York, I960); and Helen Brock, "North America:
A Western Outpost of European Medicine," in Cunningham and French, eds.,
Medical Enlightenment of the Eighteenth Century, 194-216. For the British scene, see
Roy Porter, Health for Sale: Quackery in England, I660-I850 (New York, I989); and
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even more important are the broader epistemological continuities evident here. In the Enlightenment, Americans and Britons articulated
similar ideals for natural knowledge. The Tractors' Atlantic circulation
demonstrated Perkinism's successful invocation of a shared English language of knowledge making at the turn of the nineteenth century: common sense, useful knowledge, and the value of empirical facts. Tractors
sold in both America and Britain because Perkinism spoke languages of
enlightenment that "transatlanticbrethren"understood.
England(New York, 1992), 22-36. For a useful overview of geographicalcirculation
in the history of science, see David N. Livingstone, Putting Science in Its Place:
of ScientificKnowledge(Chicago, 2003), 135-178.
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