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tersect with and resemble Jewish sensibil-
ities, but he is less persuasive in arguing
that Jewish values actually shaped either
the thinking of many of the psychiatrists
and psychologists he mentions or, through
them, the American “soul.”

—Tova Reich

INVENTING SUPERSTITION: 
From the Hippocratics to the
C h r i s t i a n s .
By Dale B. Martin. Harvard Univ.
Press. 307 pp. $29.95

If you want to slam people’s religious be-
liefs, call their faith a cult, its organizer a
cult leader, and its buildings of worship a
cult compound. The media are utterly pre-
dictable in this regard: “Members of the
Idaho-based cult, whipped into a frenzy by
their charismatic cult leader, have hun-
kered down in an isolated compound to
await the end times.” 

The difference between a cult and a re-
ligion in the modern world is about a hun-
dred years. The Mormons have made the
transition; for decades, hardly anyone has
called the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints a cult. The Scientologists are
about halfway there; the cult moniker is
still commonly attached to them, although
less often than a few years ago. 

In the past, shaking off such pejoratives
as c u l t and s u p e r s t i t i o n took much longer.
Critics talked for several centuries about
the cult of Christianity, whose charismat-
ic leader, Jesus of Nazareth, whipped his
disciples into a frenzy. Early in the second
century c . e ., for example, Pliny the
Younger characterized Christianity as a
“contagious superstition.” Christian schol-
ars responded by dismissing Greek and
Roman religions as superstitions.

Dale B. Martin, a professor of religious
studies at Yale University, traces eight cen-
turies of these bitter wars of the words, from
classical Greece to the Christianized
Roman Empire. “ ‘Superstition’ was a cate-
gory invented by ancient intellectuals, es-
pecially those we call philosophers,” he ob-
serves. “They came to believe that
traditional notions about nature and divine
beings could not be true, and they criti-

cized all sorts of beliefs and practices that
their contemporaries simply assumed were
legitimate.” 

The critiques began long before Chris-
tianity. Around the fifth century b . c ., Greek
philosophers derided beliefs that gods are
nothing more than extensions of their human
charges, or that they harm people through
disease and supernatural disasters—god as su-
perhero or Dr. Evil. Whatever a god is, the
ancient philosophers argued, it must be whol-
ly different from us. But as Martin points out
in this sound, skeptical debunking of the
work of earlier historians, these critiques did-
n’t stem from empiricism, rationalism, or new
evidence. Rather, the philosophers “took
these new notions to be true because they felt
that they ought to be true.” 

Christianity’s response to such critiques
in its own time was equally nonempirical
and nonrational. Among the social, eco-
nomic, and political variables that con-
tributed to the victory of Christianity over its
pagan competitors in the Roman world,
Martin identifies one of particular interest:
daimons (demons, in modern spelling).
Whereas classical philosophy maintained
that “evil daimons did not exist,” he says,
Christianity “offered an antidote more pow-
erful than the poison, a drug stronger than
the disease: healing and exorcism in the
name of Jesus. . . . In its demonology,
Christianity tapped into an assumed reality
and met a need in a way classical philosophy
had failed to do.” 

Gradually, Martin writes, “ ‘ C h r i s t i a n i t y
the superstition’ was replaced by ‘Chris-
tianity the only true philosophy.’ ” With the
endorsement of the new religion by the
Roman emperor Constantine early in the
fourth century c . e ., the contest was settled.
It became “ ‘superstitious’ (in the increas-
ingly dominant discourse of Christianity)
to worship the ‘pagan’ gods.” 

Martin’s solidly researched and clearly
written history is an important contribution
to our understanding of the context and
meaning of superstition, particularly in its ap-
plication to religious beliefs, and a useful
reminder that linguistic insults between re-
ligious and philosophical camps are an an-
cient tradition indeed.

—Michael Shermer


