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PREFACE




In this book I have sketched the principles of the mental
life of groups and have made a rough attempt to apply these
principles to the understanding of the life of nations. I have had
the substance of the book in the form of lecture notes for some
years, but have long hesitated to publish it. I have been held
back, partly by my sense of the magnitude and difficulty of the
subject and the inadequacy of my own preparation for dealing with
it, partly because I wished to build upon a firm foundation of
generally accepted principles of human nature.

Some fifteen years ago I projected a complete treatise on
Social Psychology which would have comprised the substance of the
present volume. I was prevented from carrying out the ambitious
scheme, partly by the difficulty of finding a publisher, partly by
my increasing sense of the lack of any generally accepted or
acceptable account of the constitution of human nature. I found it
necessary to attempt to provide such a foundation, and in 1908
published my Introduction to Social
Psychology . That book has enjoyed a certain
popular success. But it was more novel, more revolutionary, than I
had supposed when writing it; and my hope that it would rapidly be
accepted by my colleagues as in the main a true account of the
fundamentals of human nature has not been realised.

All this part of psychology labours under the great
difficulty that the worker in it cannot, like other men of science,
publish his conclusions as discoveries which will necessarily be
accepted by any persons competent to judge. He can only state his
conclusions and his reasonings and hope that they may gradually
gain the general approval of his colleagues. For to the obscure
questions of fact with which he deals it is in the nature of things
impossible to return answers supported by indisputable experimental
proofs. In this field the evidence of an author’s approximation
towards truth can consist only in his success in gradually
persuading competent opinion of the value of his views. My sketch
of the fundamentals of human nature can hardly claim even that
degree of success which would be constituted by an active criticism
and discussion of it in competent quarters. Yet there are not
wanting indications that opinion is turning slowly towards the
acceptance of some such doctrine as I then outlined. Especially the
development of psycho-pathology, stimulated so greatly by the
esoteric dogmas of the Freudian school, points in this direction.
The only test and verification to which any scheme of human nature
can be submitted is the application of it to practice in the
elucidation of the concrete phenomena of human life and in the
control and direction of conduct, especially in the two great
fields of medicine and education. And I have been much encouraged
by finding that some workers in both of these fields have found my
scheme of use in their practice and have even, in some few cases,
given it a cordial general approval. But group psychology is itself
one of the fields in which such testing and verification must be
sought. And I have decided to delay no longer in attempting to
bring my scheme to this test. I am also impelled to venture on what
may appear to be premature publication by the fact that five of the
best years of my life have been wholly given up to military service
and the practical problems of psycho-therapy, and by the reflection
that the years of a man’s life are numbered and that, even though I
should delay yet another fifteen years, I might find that I had
made but little progress towards securing the firm foundation I
desired.

It may seem to some minds astonishing that I should now admit
that the substance of this book was committed to writing before the
Great War; for that war is supposed by some to have revolutionised
all our ideas of human nature and of national life. But the war has
given me little reason to add to or to change what I had written.
This may be either because I am too old to learn, or because what I
had written was in the main true; and I am naturally disposed to
accept the second explanation.

I wish to make it clear to any would-be reader of this volume
that it is a sequel to my Introduction to Social
Psychology , that it builds upon that book and
assumes that the reader is acquainted with it. That former volume
has been criticised as an attempted outline of
Social Psychology . One critic remarks
that it may be good psychology, but it is very little social;
another wittily says “Mr McDougall, while giving a full account of
the genesis of instincts that act in society, hardly shows how they
issue into society. He seems to do a great deal of packing in
preparation for a journey on which he never starts.” The last
sentence exactly describes the book. I found myself, like so many
of my predecessors and contemporaries, about to start on a voyage
of exploration of societies with an empty trunk, or at least with
one very inadequately supplied with the things essential for
successful travelling. I decided to avoid the usual practice of
starting without impedimenta and of picking up or inventing bits of
make-shift equipment as each emergency arose; I would pack my trunk
carefully before starting. And now although my fellow travellers
have not entirely approved my outfit, I have launched out to put it
to the test; and I cannot hope that my readers will follow me if
they have not at their command a similar outfit—namely, a similar
view of the constitution of human nature.

I would gratefully confess that the resolve to go forward
without a further long period of preparation has been made possible
for me largely by the encouragement I have had from the recently
published work of Dr James Drever, Instinct in
Man . For the author of that work has carefully
studied the most fundamental part of my Social
Psychology , in the light of his wide knowledge
of the cognate literature, and has found it to be in the main
acceptable.

The title and much of the substance of the present volume
might lead a hasty reader to suppose that I am influenced by, or
even in sympathy with, the political philosophy associated with
German ‘idealism.’ I would, therefore, take this opportunity both
to prevent any such erroneous inference and to indicate my attitude
towards that system of thought in plainer language than it seemed
possible to use before the war. I have argued that we may properly
speak of a group mind, and that each of the most developed nations
of the present time may be regarded as in process of developing a
group mind. This must lay me open to the suspicion of favouring the
political philosophy which makes of the state a super-individual
and semi-divine person before whom all men must bow down,
renouncing their claims to freedom of judgment and action; the
political philosophy in short of German ‘idealism,’ which derives
in the main from Hegel, which has been so ably represented in this
country by Dr Bosanquet, which has exerted so great an influence at
Oxford, and which in my opinion is as detrimental to honest and
clear thinking as it has proved to be destructive of political
morality in its native country. I am relieved of the necessity of
attempting to justify these severe strictures by the recent
publication of The Metaphysical Theory of the
State by Prof. L. T. Hobhouse. In that volume
Prof. Hobhouse has subjected the political philosophy of German
‘idealism,’ and especially Dr Bosanquet’s presentation of it, to a
criticism which, as it seems to me, should suffice to expose the
hollowness of its claims to all men for all time; and I cannot
better define my own attitude towards it than by expressing the
completeness of my sympathy with the searching criticism of Mr
Hobhouse’s essay. In my youth I was misled into supposing that the
Germans were the possessors of a peculiar wisdom; and I have spent
a large part of my life in discovering, in one field of science
after another, that I was mistaken. I can always read the works of
some German philosophers, especially those of Hermann Lotze, with
admiration and profit; but I have no longer any desire to contend
with the great systems of ‘idealism,’ and I think it a cruel waste
that the best years of the lives of many young men should be spent
struggling with the obscure phrases in which Kant sought to express
his profound and subtle thought. My first scientific effort was to
find evidence in support of a new hypothesis of muscular
contraction; and, in working through the various German theories, I
was dismayed by their lack of clear mechanical conceptions. My next
venture was in the physiology of vision, a branch of science which
had become almost exclusively German. Starting with a prepossession
in favour of one of the dominant German theories, I soon reached
the conclusion that the two German leaders in this field, Helmholtz
and Hering, with their hosts of disciples, had, in spite of much
admirable detailed work, added little of value and much confusion
to the theory of vision left us by a great Englishman,—namely,
Thomas Young; and in a long series of papers I endeavoured to
restate and supplement Young’s theory. Advancing into the field of
physiological psychology, I attacked the ponderous volumes of Wundt
with enthusiasm; only to find that his physiology of the nervous
system was a tissue of unacceptable hypotheses and that he failed
to connect it in any profitable manner with his questionable
psychology. And, finding even less satisfaction in such works as
Ziehen’s Physiologische Psychologie
, with its crude materialism and associationism, or in the
dogmatic speculations of Verworn, I published my own small attempt
to bring psychology into fruitful relations with the physiology of
the nervous system. This brought me up against the great problem of
the relations between mind and body; and, having found that, in
this sphere, German ‘idealism’ was pragmatically indistinguishable
from thorough-going materialism, and that those Germans who claimed
to reconcile the two did not really rise much above the level of
Ernst Haeckel’s wild flounderings, I published my
History and Defense of Animism . And in
this field, though I found much to admire in the writings of Lotze,
I derived most encouragement and stimulus from Prof. Bergson. In
working at the foundations of human nature, I found little help in
German psychology, and more in French books, especially in those of
Prof. Ribot. In psycho-pathology I seemed to find that the claims
of the German and Austrian schools were far outweighed by those of
the French writers, especially of Prof. Janet. So now, in attacking
the problems of the mental life of societies, I have found little
help from German psychology or sociology, from the elaborations of
Wundt’s Völkerpsychologie or the
ponderosities of Schäffle, and still less from the ‘idealist’
philosophy of politics. In this field also it is French authors
from whom I have learnt most and with whom I find myself most in
sympathy, especially MM. Fouillée, Boutmy, Tarde, and Demolins;
though I would not be thought to hold in low esteem the works of
many English and American authors, notably those of Buckle,
Bagehot, Maine, Lecky, Lowell, and of many others, to some of which
I have made reference in the chapters of this book.

I have striven to make this a strictly scientific work,
rather than a philosophical one; that is to say, I have tried to
ascertain and state the facts and principles of social life as it
is and has been, without expressing my opinion as to what it should
be. But, in order further to guard myself against the implications
attached by German ‘idealism’ to the notion of a collective mind, I
wish to state that politically my sympathies are with individualism
and internationalism, although I have, I think, fully recognised
the great and necessary part played in human life by the Group
Spirit and by that special form of it which we now call
‘Nationalism.’

I know well that those of my readers whose sympathies are
with Collectivism, Syndicalism, or Socialism in any of its various
forms will detect in this book the cloven foot of individualism and
leanings towards the aristocratic principle. I know also that many
others will reproach me with giving countenance to communistic and
ultra-democratic tendencies. I would, therefore, point out
explicitly at the outset that, if this book affords justification
for any normative doctrine or ideal, it is for one which would aim
at a synthesis of the principles of individualism and communism, of
aristocracy and democracy, of self-realization and of service to
the community. I can best express this ideal in the wise words of
Mr F. H. Bradley, which I extract from his famous essay on ‘My
Station and its Duties.’ “The individual’s consciousness of himself
is inseparable from the knowing himself as an organ of the whole;
... for his nature now is not distinct from his ‘artificial self.’
He is related to the living moral system not as to a foreign body;
his relation to it is ‘too inward even for faith,’ since faith
implies a certain separation. It is no other-world that he can not
see but must trust to; he feels himself in it, and it in him; ...
the belief in this real moral organism is the one solution of
ethical problems. It breaks down the antithesis of despotism and
individualism; it denies them, while it preserves the truth of
both. The truth of individualism is saved, because, unless we have
intense life and self-consciousness in the members of the state,
the whole state is ossified. The truth of despotism is saved,
because, unless the member realizes the whole by and in himself, he
fails to reach his own individuality. Considered in the main, the
best communities are those which have the best men for their
members, and the best men are the members of the best
communities.... The two problems of the best man and best state are
two sides, two distinguishable aspects of the one problem, how to
realize in human nature the perfect unity of homogeneity and
specification; and when we see that each of these without the other
is unreal, then we see that (speaking in general) the welfare of
the state and the welfare of its individuals are questions which it
is mistaken and ruinous to separate. Personal morality and
political and social institutions can not exist apart, and (in
general) the better the one the better the other. The community is
moral, because it realizes personal morality; personal morality is
moral, because and in so far as it realizes the moral
whole.”

Since correcting the proofs of this volume I have become
acquainted with two recent books whose teaching is so closely in
harmony with my own that I wish to direct my readers’ attention to
them. One is Sir Martin Conway’s The Crowd in
Peace and War , which contains many valuable
illustrations of group life. The other is Miss M. P.
Follett’s The New State; Group Organization the
Solution of Popular Government , which expounds
the principles and advantages of collective deliberation with
vigour and insight.

I am under much obligation to the general editor of this
series, Prof. G. Dawes Hicks. He has read the proofs of my book,
and has helped me greatly with many suggestions; but he has, of
course, no responsibility for the views expressed in
it.
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CHAPTER I




INTRODUCTION

The Province of Collective Psychology

To define exactly the relations of the several special
sciences is a task which can never be completely achieved so long
as these sciences continue to grow and change. It is a peculiarly
difficult task in respect of the biological sciences, because we
have not yet reached general agreement as to the fundamental
conceptions which these sciences should employ. To illustrate this
difficulty I need only refer to a recent symposium of the
Aristotelian Society in which a number of distinguished
philosophers and biologists discussed the question “Are physical,
biological and psychological categories irreducible?” The
discussion revealed extreme differences of opinion, and failed to
bring the disputants nearer to a common view. The difficulty is
still greater in respect of the human sciences—anthropology,
psychology, ethics, politics, economics, sociology, and the rest;
and it is not to be hoped that any general agreement on this
difficult question will be reached in the near future. Yet it seems
worth while that each writer who aspires to break new ground in any
part of this field of inquiry should endeavour to make clear to
himself and others his conception of the relations of that part to
the rest of the field. It is, then, in no dogmatic spirit, or with
any belief in the finality of the position assigned to my topic,
that I venture the following definition of the province of
psychology with which this book is concerned.

I have chosen the title, “The Group Mind,” after some
hesitation in favour of the alternative, “Collective Psychology.”
The latter has the advantage that it has already been used by
several continental authors, more especially French and Italian
psychologists. But the title I have chosen is, I think, more
distinctively English in quality and denotes more clearly the topic
that I desire to discuss.

An alternative and not inappropriate title would have been
“An Outline of Social Psychology”; but two reasons prevented the
adoption of this. First, my Introduction to Social
Psychology has become generally known by the
abbreviated title Social Psychology
. This was an unforeseen result and unfortunate designation;
for, as I have explained in the Preface to the present volume, that
other work was designed merely as a propaedeutic; it aimed merely
at clearing the ground and laying the foundations for Social
Psychology, while leaving the topic itself for subsequent
treatment. Secondly, I conceive Group Psychology to be a part only,
though a very large part, of the total field of Social Psychology;
for, while the former has to deal only with the life of groups, the
latter has also to describe and account for the influence of the
group on the growth and activities of the individual. This is the
most concrete part of psychology and naturally comes last in the
order of development of the science; for, like other sciences,
psychology began with the most abstract notions, the forms of
activity of mind in general, and, by the aid of the abstract
conceptions achieved by the earlier workers, progresses to the
consideration of more concrete problems, the problems presented by
actual living persons in all their inexhaustible richness and
complexity.

Until the later decades of the nineteenth century, psychology
continued to concern itself almost exclusively with the mind of man
conceived in an abstract fashion, not as the mind of any particular
individual, but as the mind of a representative individual
considered in abstraction from his social settings as something
given to our contemplation fully formed and complete.

Two important changes of modern thought have shown the
necessity of a more concrete treatment of psychological problems.
The first has been the coming into prominence of the problems of
genesis which, although not originated by Darwin, received so great
an impetus from his work. The second has been the increasing
realisation of the need for a more synthetic treatment of all
fields of science, the realisation that analysis alone carries us
ever farther away from concrete problems and leads only to a system
of abstract conceptions which are very remote from reality, however
useful they may prove in the physical sciences. The biological and
the human sciences especially have been profoundly affected by
these two changes of modern thought. As Theodore Merz has so well
shown in the fourth volume of his monumental work
[1], the need has been increasingly
felt of the vue d’ensemble , of
the synthetic mode of regarding organisms, men, and institutions,
not as single things, self-contained and complete in themselves,
but as merely nodes or meeting points of all the forces of the
world acting and reacting in unlimited time and space.

Psychology was, then, until recent years the science of the
abstract individual mind. Each worker aimed at rendering by the aid
of introspection an analytic description of the stream of his own
consciousness, a consistent classification of the elements or
features that he seemed to discover therein, and some general laws
or rules of the order of succession and conjunction of these
features; postulating in addition some one or more explanatory
principles or active agencies such as ‘the will’ or the desire of
pleasure, the aversion from pain, or ‘the association of ideas,’ to
enable him to account for the flow of the distinguishable elements
of consciousness. The psychology achieved by these studies,
necessary and valuable as they were, was of little help to men who
were struggling with the concrete problems of human life and was
therefore largely ignored by them. But, as I have pointed out in
the Introduction to my Social
Psychology , those who approached these problems
were generally stimulated to do so by their interest in questions
of right and wrong, in questions of norms and standards of conduct,
the urgency of which demanded immediate answers for the practical
guidance of human life in all its spheres of activity, for the
shaping of laws, institutions, governments, and associations of
every kind; or, as frequently perhaps, for the justification and
defence of standards of conduct, modes of belief, and forms of
institution, which men had learnt to esteem as supremely
good.

Thus the political science of Hobbes was the expression of
his attempt to justify the monarchy established by the Tudors and
endangered by the failings of the Stuart kings; while that of Locke
was equally the outcome of his desire to justify the revolution of
1668. Hobbes felt it worth while to preface his
magnum opus on political philosophy
with a fanciful sketch of human nature and of primitive society;
yet, as Mr Gooch remarks, “neither Hobbes nor his contemporaries
knew anything of the actual life of primitive communities
[2].” And it may be added that they
knew as little of the foundations of human nature. Again, the
social doctrines of Rousseau, with all their false psychology, were
formulated in order to stir men to revolt against the conditions of
social life then prevalent in Europe. In a similar way, in the
development of all that body of social doctrine that went under the
name of Utilitarianism and which culminated in the political
science and economy of the Manchester School, every step was
prompted by the desire to find theoretical guidance or
justification for rules governing human activity. And, if we go
back to the Politics of
Aristotle, we find the normative or regulative aim still more
prominent.

Thus, in all the human sciences, we see that the search for
what is has been inextricably confused with and hampered by the
effort to show what ought to be; and the further back we go in
their history, the more does the normative point of view
predominate. They all begin in the effort to describe what ought to
be; and incidentally give some more or less fallacious or fantastic
account of what is, merely in order to support the normative
doctrines. And, as we trace their history forward towards the
present time, we find the positive element coming more and more to
the front, until it tends to preponderate over and even completely
to supplant the normative aim. Thus even in Ethics there is now
perceptible in some quarters a tendency to repudiate the normative
standpoint. All the social sciences have, then, begun their work at
what, from the strictly logical point of view, was the wrong end;
instead of first securing a basis of positive science and then
building up the normative doctrines upon that basis, they have
advanced by repeatedly going backwards towards what should have
been their foundations. Now the most important part of the positive
basis of the social sciences is psychology; we find accordingly the
social sciences at first ignoring psychology and then gradually
working back to it; they became gradually more psychological and,
in proportion as they did so, they became more valuable. Modern
writers on these topics fall into two classes; those who have
attempted to work upon a psychological foundation, and those who
have ignored or denied the need of any such basis. The earlier
efforts of the former kind, among which we may reckon those of Adam
Smith, Bentham, and the Mills, although they greatly influenced
legislation and practice in general, have nevertheless brought the
psychological method into some disrepute, because they reasoned
from psychological principles which were unduly simplified and in
fact misleading, notably the famous principle of psychological
hedonism on which they so greatly relied. Their psychology was, in
brief, too abstract; it had not achieved the necessary
concreteness, which only the introduction of the genetic standpoint
and the vue d’ensemble could
give it. Other writers on the social sciences were content to
ignore the achievements of psychology; but, since they dealt with
the activities of human beings and the products of those
activities, such as laws, institutions and customs, they could
hardly avoid all reference to the human mind and its processes;
they then relied upon the crude unanalysed psychological
conceptions of popular speech; often they went further and,
aspiring to explain the phenomena they described, made vast
assumptions about the constitution and working of the human mind.
Thus, for example, Renan, when he sought to explain some feature of
the history of a nation or society, was in the habit, like many
others, of ascribing it to some peculiar instinct which he
postulated for this particular purpose, such as a political or a
religious instinct or an instinct of subordination or of
organisation. Comte made egoism and altruism the two master forces
of the mind. Sir Henry Maine asserted that “satisfaction and
impatience are the two great sources of political conduct,” and,
after asserting that “no force acting on mankind has been less
carefully examined than Party, and yet none better deserves
examination,” he was content to conclude that “Party is probably
nothing more than a survival and a consequence of the primitive
combativeness of mankind [3].”
More recently Prof. Giddings has discovered the principal force
underlying all human associations in Consciousness
of Kind . Butler and the intuitive moralists
postulated ‘conscience’ or moral sense as something innately
present in the souls of men; while the creators of the classical
school of political economy were for the most part content to
assume that man is a purely rational being who always intelligently
pursues his own best interest, a false premise from which they
deduced some conclusions that have not withstood the test of time.
Similar vague assumptions may be found in almost every work on the
social sciences,—all illustrating the need for a psychology more
concrete than the older individual psychology, as a basis for these
sciences, a positive science, not of some hypothetical Robinson
Crusoe, but of the mental life of men as it actually unfolds itself
in the families, tribes, nations, societies of all sorts, that make
up the human world.

The general growth of interest in genetic problems,
stimulated so greatly by the work of Darwin, turned the attention
of psychologists to the problem of the genesis of the developed
human mind,—the problem of its evolution in the race and its
development in the individual. Then it at once became apparent that
both these processes are essentially social; that they involve, and
at every step are determined by, interactions between the
individual and his social environment; that, while the growth of
the individual mind is moulded by the mental forces of the society
in which it grows up, those forces are in turn the products of the
interplay of the minds composing the society; that, therefore, we
can only understand the life of individuals and the life of
societies, if we consider them always in relation to one another.
It was realised that each man is an individual only in an
incomplete sense; that he is but a unit in a vast system of vital
and spiritual forces which, expressing themselves in the form of
human societies, are working towards ends which no man can foresee;
a unit whose chief function it is to transmit these forces
unimpaired, which can change or add to them only in infinitesimal
degree, and which, therefore, has but little significance and
cannot be accounted for when considered in abstraction from that
system. It became clear that the play of this system of forces at
any moment of history is predominantly determined by conditions
which are themselves the products of an immensely long course of
evolution, conditions which have been produced by the mental
activities of countless generations and which are but very little
modified by the members of society living at any one time; so that,
as has been said, society consists of the dead as well as of the
living, and the part of the living in determining its life is but
insignificant as compared with the part of the dead.

Any psychology that recognises these facts and attempts to
display the reciprocal influences of the individual and the society
in which he plays his part may be called Social Psychology.
Collective or Group Psychology is, then, a part of this larger
field. It has to study the mental life of societies of all kinds;
and such understanding of the group life as it can achieve has then
to be used by Social Psychology in rendering more concrete and
complete our understanding of the individual life.

Group Psychology itself consists properly of two parts, that
which is concerned to discover the most general principles of group
life, and that which applies these principles to the study of
particular kinds and examples of group life. The former is
logically prior to the second; though in practice it is hardly
possible to keep them wholly apart. The present volume is concerned
chiefly with the former branch. Only when the general principles of
group life have been applied to the understanding of particular
societies, of nations and the manifold system of groups within the
nation, will it be possible for Social Psychology to return upon
the individual life and give of it an adequate account in all its
concrete fulness.

The nature of Group Psychology may be illustrated by
reference to Herbert Spencer’s conception of sociology. Spencer
pointed out that, if you set out to build a stable pile of solid
bodies of a certain shape, the kind of structure resulting is
determined by the shapes and properties of these units, that for
example, if the units are spheres, there are only very few stable
forms which the pile can assume. The same is true, he said, of such
physical processes as crystallisation; the form and properties of
the whole or aggregate are determined by the properties of the
units. He maintained with less plausibility that the same holds
good of animal and vegetable forms and of the elements of which
they are composed. And he went on to argue that, in like manner,
the structure and properties of a society are determined by the
properties of the units, the individual human beings, of which it
is composed.

This last proposition is true in a very partial sense only.
For the aggregate which is a society has, in virtue of its past
history, positive qualities which it does not derive from the units
which compose it at any one time; and in virtue of these qualities
it acts upon its units in a manner very different from that in
which the units as such interact with one another. Further, each
unit, when it becomes a member of a group, displays properties or
modes of reaction which it does not display, which remain latent or
potential only, so long as it remains outside that group. It is
possible, therefore, to discover these potentialities of the units
only by studying them as elements in the life of the whole. That is
to say, the aggregate which is a society has a certain
individuality, is a true whole which in great measure determines
the nature and the modes of activity of its parts; it is an organic
whole. The society has a mental life which is not the mere sum of
the mental lives of its units existing as independent units; and a
complete knowledge of the units, if and in so far as they could be
known as isolated units, would not enable us to deduce the nature
of the life of the whole, in the way that is implied by Spencer’s
analogies.

Since, then, the social aggregate has a collective mental
life, which is not merely the sum of the mental lives of its units,
it may be contended that a society not only enjoys a collective
mental life but also has a collective mind or, as some prefer to
say, a collective soul.

The tasks of Group Psychology are, then, to examine the
conception of the collective or group mind, in order to determine
whether and in what sense this is a valid conception; to display
the general principles of collective mental life which are
incapable of being deduced from the laws of the mental life of
isolated individuals; to distinguish the principal types of
collective mental life or group mind; to describe the peculiarities
of those types and as far as possible to account for them. More
shortly, Group Psychology has, first, to establish the general
principles of group life (this is general collective psychology);
secondly, it has to apply these principles in the endeavour to
understand particular examples of group life. Group Psychology,
thus conceived, meets at the outset a difficulty which stands in
the way of every attempt of psychology to leave the narrow field of
highly abstract individual psychology. It finds the ground already
staked out and occupied by the representatives of another science,
who are inclined to resent its intrusion as an encroachment on
their rights. The science which claims to have occupied the field
of Group Psychology is Sociology; and it is of some importance that
the claims of these sciences should be reconciled, so that they may
live and work harmoniously together. I have no desire to claim for
Group Psychology the whole province of Sociology. As I conceive it,
that province is much wider than that of Group Psychology.
Sociology is essentially a science which has to take a
comprehensive and synthetic view of the life of mankind, and has to
accept and make use of the conclusions of many other more special
sciences, of which psychology, and especially Group Psychology, is
for it perhaps the most important. But other special sciences have
very important if less intimate contributions to make to it. Thus,
if it be true that great civilisations have decayed owing to
changes of climate of their habitats, or owing to the introduction
of such diseases as malaria into them, then Climatology and
Epidemiology have their contributions to make to Sociology. If
peculiarities of diet or the crossing of racial stocks may
profoundly affect the vigour of peoples, Physiology must have its
say. General biology and the science of Genetics are bringing to
light much that must be incorporated in Sociology. Economics,
although needing to be treated far more psychologically than it
commonly has been, has its special contribution to make. These are
only a few illustrations of the fact that the field of Sociology is
very much wider and more general than that of Group Psychology,
however important to it the conclusions of the narrower science may
be.

In this book it will be maintained that the conception of a
group mind is useful and therefore valid; and, since this notion
has already excited some opposition and criticism and is one that
requires very careful definition, some attempt to define and
justify it may usefully be made at the outset; though the completer
justification is the substance of the whole book. Some writers have
assumed the reality of what is called the ‘collective
consciousness’ of a society, meaning thereby a unitary
consciousness of the society over and above that of the individuals
comprised within it. This conception is examined in Chapter II and
provisionally rejected. But it is maintained that a society, when
it enjoys a long life and becomes highly organised, acquires a
structure and qualities which are largely independent of the
qualities of the individuals who enter into its composition and
take part for a brief time in its life. It becomes an organised
system of forces which has a life of its own, tendencies of its
own, a power of moulding all its component individuals, and a power
of perpetuating itself as a self-identical system, subject only to
slow and gradual change.

In an earlier work, in which I have sketched in outline the
program of psychology [4], I
wrote: “When the student of behaviour has learnt from the various
departments of psychology ... all that they can teach him of the
structure, genesis, and modes of operation of the individual mind,
a large field still awaits his exploration. If we put aside as
unproven such speculations as that touched on at the end of the
foregoing chapter (the view of James that the human mind can enter
into an actual union or communion with the divine mind) and refuse
to admit any modes of communication or influence between minds
other than through the normal channels of sense-perception and
bodily movement, we must nevertheless recognise the existence in a
certain sense of over-individual or collective minds. We may fairly
define a mind as an organised system of mental or purposive forces;
and, in the sense so defined, every highly organised human society
may properly be said to possess a collective mind. For the
collective actions which constitute the history of any such society
are conditioned by an organisation which can only be described in
terms of mind, and which yet is not comprised within the mind of
any individual; the society is rather constituted by the system of
relations obtaining between the individual minds which are its
units of composition. Under any given circumstances the actions of
the society are, or may be, very different from the mere sum of the
actions with which its several members would react to the situation
in the absence of the system of relations which render them a
society; or, in other words, the thinking and acting of each man,
in so far as he thinks and acts as a member of a society, are very
different from his thinking and acting as an isolated
individual.”

This passage has been cited by the author of a notable work
on Sociology [5], and made by
him the text of a polemic against the conception of the group mind.
He writes: “This passage contains two arguments in favour of the
hypothesis of super-individual ‘collective’ minds, neither of which
can stand examination. The ‘definition’ of a mind as ‘an organised
system of mental or purposive forces’ is totally inadequate. When
we speak of the mind of an individual we mean something more than
this. The mind of each of us has a unity other than that of such a
system.” But I doubt whether Mr Maciver could explain exactly what
kind of unity it is that he postulates. Is it the unity of soul
substance? I have myself contended at some length that this is a
necessary postulate or hypothesis
[6], but I do not suppose that
Maciver accepts or intends to refer to this conception. Is it the
unity of consciousness or of self-consciousness? Then the answer is
that this unity is by no means a general and established function
of the individual mind; modern studies of the disintegration of
personality have shown this to be a questionable assumption,
undermined by the many facts of normal and abnormal psychology best
resumed under Dr Morton Prince’s term
‘co-consciousness.’

The individual mind is a system of purposive forces, but the
system is by no means always a harmonious system; it is but too apt
to be the scene of fierce conflicts which sometimes (in the graver
psychoneuroses) result in the rupture and disintegration of the
system. I do not know how otherwise we are to describe the
individual mind than as a system of mental forces; and, until
Maciver succeeds in showing in what other sense he conceives it to
have “a unity other than that of such a system,” his objection
cannot be seriously entertained. He asks, of the alleged collective
mind: “Does the system so created think and will and feel and
act [7]?” My answer, as set
out in the following pages, is that it does all of these things. He
asks further: “If a number of minds construct by their
interactivity an organisation ‘which can only be described in terms
of mind,’ must we ascribe to the construction the very nature of
the forces which constructed it?” To this I reply—my point is that
the individual minds which enter into the structure of the group
mind at any moment of its life do not construct it; rather, as they
come to reflective self-consciousness, they find themselves already
members of the system, moulded by it, sharing in its activities,
influenced by it at every moment in every thought and feeling and
action in ways which they can neither fully understand nor escape
from, struggle as they may to free themselves from its infinitely
subtle and multitudinous forces. And this system, as Maciver
himself forcibly insists in another connection, does not consist of
relations that exist external to and independently of the things
related, namely the minds of individuals; it consists of the same
stuff as the individual minds, its threads and parts lie within
these minds; but the parts in the several individual minds
reciprocally imply and complement one another and together make up
the system which consists wholly of them; and therefore, as I
wrote, they can “only be described in terms of mind.” Any society
is literally a more or less organised mental system; the stuff of
which it consists is mental stuff; the forces that operate within
it are mental forces. Maciver argues further: “Social organisations
occur of every kind and every degree of universality. If England
has a collective mind, why not Birmingham and why not each of its
wards? If a nation has a collective mind, so also have a church and
a trade union. And we shall have collective minds that are parts of
greater collective minds, and collective minds that intersect other
collective minds.” By this my withers are quite unwrung. What
degree of organisation is necessary before a society can properly
be said to enjoy collective mental life or have a group mind is a
question of degree; and the exponent of the group mind is under no
obligation to return a precise answer to this question. My
contention is that the most highly organised groups display
collective mental life in a way which justifies the conception of
the group mind, and that we shall be helped to understand
collective life in these most complex and difficult forms by
studying it in the simpler less elaborated groups where the
conception of a group mind is less clearly applicable. As regards
the overlapping and intersection of groups and the consequent
difficulty of assigning the limits of groups whose unity is implied
by the term group mind, I would point out that this difficulty
arises only in connexion with the lower forms of group life and
that a parallel difficulty is presented by the lower forms of
animal life. Is Maciver acquainted with the organisation of a
sponge, or of the so-called coral ‘insect,’ or with that of the
Portuguese man-o’-war? Would he deny the unity of a human being, or
refuse to acknowledge his possession of a mind, because in these
lower organisms the limits of the unit are hard or impossible to
assign? Maciver goes on: “The second argument is an obvious
fallacy. If each man thinks and acts differently as a member of a
crowd or association and as an individual standing out of any such
immediate relation to his fellows, it is still each who thinks and
acts; the new determinations are determinations still of individual
minds as they are influenced by aggregation.... But this is merely
an extreme instance of the obvious fact that every mind is
influenced by every kind of environment. To posit a
super-individual mind because individual minds are altered by their
relations to one another (as indeed they are altered by their
relations to physical conditions) is surely gratuitous
[8].” To this I reply—the environment
which influences the individual in his life as a member of an
organised group is neither the sum of his fellow members as
individuals, nor is it something that has other than a mental
existence. It is the organised group as such, which exists only or
chiefly in the persons of those composing it, but which does not
exist in the mind of any one of them, and which operates upon each
so powerfully just because it is something indefinitely greater,
more powerful, more comprehensive than the mere sum of those
individuals. Maciver feels that “it is important to clear out of
the way this misleading doctrine of super-individual minds
corresponding to social or communal organisations and activities,”
and therefore goes on to say that “there is no more a great
‘collective’ mind beyond the individual minds in society than there
is a great ‘collective’ tree beyond all the individual trees in
nature. A collection of trees is a wood, and that we can study as a
unity; so an aggregation of men is a society, a much more
determinate unity; but a collection of trees is not a collective
tree, and neither is a collection of persons or minds a collective
person or mind. We can speak of qualities of tree in abstraction
from any particular tree, and we can speak of qualities of mind as
such, or of some particular kind of mind in relation to some type
of situation. Yet in so doing we are simply considering the
characteristic of like elements of individual minds, as we might
consider the characteristic or like elements discoverable in
individual trees and kinds of trees. To conceive because of these
identities, a ‘collective’ mind as existing
beside those of individuals or a
collective tree beside the variant examples is to run against the
wall of the Idea theory.” Now, I am not proposing to commit myself
to this last-named theory. It is not because minds have much in
common with one another that I speak of the collective mind, but
because the group as such is more than the sum of the individuals,
has its own life proceeding according to laws of group life, which
are not the laws of individual life, and because its peculiar group
life reacts upon and profoundly modifies the lives of the
individuals. I would not call a forest a collective tree; but I
would maintain that in certain respects a forest, a wood, or a
copse, has in a rudimentary way a collective life. Thus the forest
remains the same forest though, after a hundred or a thousand
years, all its constituent trees may be different individuals; and
again the forest as a whole may and does modify the life of each
tree, as by attracting moisture, protecting from violent and cold
winds, harbouring various plants and animals which affect the
trees, and so on.

But I will cite an eloquent passage from a recent work on
sociology in support of my view. “The bonds of society are in the
members of society, and not outside them. It is the memories,
traditions, and beliefs of each which make up the social memories,
traditions and beliefs. Society like the kingdom of God is within
us. Within us, within each of us, and yet greater than the thoughts
and understandings of any of us. For the social thoughts and
feelings and willings of each, the socialised mind of each, with
the complex scheme of his relation to the social world, is no mere
reproduction of the social thoughts and feelings and willings of
the rest. Unity and difference here too weave their eternal web,
the greater social scheme which none of us who are part of it can
ever see in its entirety, but whose infinite subtlety and harmony
we may more and more comprehend and admire. As a community grows in
civilisation and culture, its traditions are no longer clear and
definite ways of thinking, its usages are no longer uniform, its
spirit is no longer to be summed up in a few phrases. But the
spirit and tradition of a people become no less real in becoming
more complex. Each member no longer embodies the whole tradition,
but it is because each embodies some part of a greater tradition to
which the freely-working individuality of each contributes. In this
sense the spirit of a people, though existing only in the
individual members, more and more surpasses the measure of any
individual mind. Again, the social tradition is expressed through
institutions and records more permanent than the short-lived
members of community. These institutions and records are as it were
stored social values (just as, in particular, books may be called
stored social knowledge), in themselves
nothing , no part of the social mind, but the
instruments of the communication of traditions from member to
member, as also from the dead past to the living present. In this
way too, with the increase of these stored values, of which members
realise parts but none the whole, the spirit of a people more and
more surpasses the measure of any individual mind. It is these
social forces within and without, working in the minds of
individuals whose own social inheritance is an essential part of
their individuality, stored in the institutions which they maintain
from the past or establish in the present, that mould the communal
spirit of the successive generations. In this sense too a community
may be called greater than its members who exist at any one time,
since the community itself marches out of the past into the
present, and its members at any time are part of a great
succession, themselves first moulded by communal forces before they
become, so moulded, the active determinants of its future
moulding.” An admirable statement! “The greater social scheme which
none of us can see in its entirety”—“the spirit of a people” which
“more and more surpasses the measure of any individual mind”—“the
communal spirit of the successive generations”—“the community”
which is “greater than its members who exist at any one time”; all
these are alternative designations of that organised system of
mental forces which exists over and above, though not independently
of, the individuals in each of whom some fragment of it is embodied
and which is the group mind. And the writer of this statement is Mr
R. M. Maciver; the passage occurs in the section of his book
designed to “clear out of the way this misleading doctrine of
super-individual minds.” In the same section he goes on to say that
“every association, every organised group, may and does have rights
and obligations which are not the rights and obligations of any or
all of its members taken distributively but only of the association
acting as an organised unity.... As a unity the association may
become a ‘juristic person,’ a ‘corporation,’ and from the legal
standpoint the character of unity so conceived is very
important.... The ‘juristic person’ is a real
unity , and therefore more than
a persona ficta , but the
reality it possesses is of a totally different order of being from
that of the persons who establish it.” But, perversely as it seems
to me, Maciver adds “the unity of which we are thinking is not
mechanic or organic or even psychic.” I cannot but think that, in
thus denying the organic and psychic nature of this unity, Maciver
is under the influence of that unfortunate and still prevalent way
of thinking of the psychic as identical with the conscious which
has given endless trouble in psychology; because it has prompted
the hopeless attempt, constantly renewed, to describe the structure
and organisation of the mind in terms of conscious stuff, ignoring
the all-important distinction between mental activity, which is
sometimes, though perhaps not always, consciousness, and mental
structure which is not. The structure and organisation of the
spirit of the community is in every respect as purely mental or
psychic as is the structure and organisation of the individual
mind.

Maciver very properly goes on to bring his conclusions to the
pragmatic test, the test of practical results. He writes: “These
false analogies ... are the sources of that most misleading
antithesis which we draw between the individual and society, as
though society were somehow other than its individuals.... Analyse
these misleading analogies, and in the revelation of their falsity
there is revealed also the falsity of this essential opposition of
individual and society. Properly understood, the interests of ‘the
individual’ are the interests of society
[9].” But is it true that the
interests of the individual are identical with the interests of
society? Obviously not. We have only to think of the condemned
criminal; of the mentally defective to whom every enlightened
society should deny the right of procreation; of the young soldier
who sacrifices his health, his limbs, his eyesight, or his life,
and perhaps the welfare of his loved ones, in serving his country.
It is true that the progress of society is essentially an
approximation towards an ideal state in which this identification
would be completed; but that is an ideal which can never be
absolutely realised. Nor is it even true that the interests of
society are identical with the interests of the majority of its
members existing at any one time. It is, I think, highly probable
that, if any great modern nation should unanimously and
wholeheartedly embark upon a thorough-going scheme of
state-socialism, the interests of the vast majority of individuals
would be greatly promoted; they would be enabled to live more
prosperously and comfortably with greater leisure and opportunity
for the higher forms of activity. It is, however, equally probable
that the higher interests of the nation would be gravely
endangered, that it would enter upon a period of increasing
stagnation and diminishing vitality and, after a few generations
had passed away, would have slipped far down the slope which has
led all great societies of the past to destruction.

The question may be considered in relation to the German
nation. As will be pointed out in a later chapter, the structure of
that nation was, before the Great War, a menace to European
civilisation. If the Germans had succeeded in their aims and had
conquered Europe or the world, their individual interests would
have been vastly promoted; they would have enjoyed immense material
prosperity and a proud consciousness of having been chosen by God
to rule the rest of mankind for their good. And this would have
confirmed the nation in all its vices and would have finally
crushed out of it all its potentialities for developing into a
well-organised nation of the higher type, fitted to play an
honourable part in the future evolution of mankind. The same truth
appears if we consider the problem of the responsibility of the
German nation for the War. So long as that people might retain its
former organisation, which, I repeat, rendered it a menace to the
civilisation and culture of the whole world, its antagonists could
only treat it as a criminal and an outlaw to be repressed at all
costs and punished and kept down with the utmost severity. But, if
it should achieve a new organisation, one which will give
preponderance to the better and saner elements and traditions still
preserved within it, then, although it will consist of the same
individuals in the main, it will have become a new or at least a
transformed nation, one with which the other nations could enter
into normal relations of amity or at least of mutual toleration,
one which could be admitted to a place in the greater society which
the League of Nations is to become. In other words, the same
population would in virtue of a changed organisation, have become a
different nation.

Although Maciver, in making his attack upon the conception of
the group mind, has done me the honour to choose me as its
exponent, I do not stand alone in maintaining it. I am a little shy
of citing in its support the philosophers of the school of German
‘idealism,’ because, as I have indicated in the Preface, I have
little sympathy with that school. Yet, though one may disapprove of
the methods and of most of the conclusions of a school of thought,
one may still adduce in support of one’s opinion such of its
principles as seem to be well founded. I may, then, remind the
reader that the conception of the State as a super-individual, a
superhuman quasi-divine personality, is the central conception of
the political philosophy of German ‘idealism.’ That conception has,
no doubt, played a considerable part in bringing upon Europe its
present disaster. It was an instance of one of those philosophical
ideas which claim to be the product of pure reason, yet in reality
are adopted for the purpose of justifying and furthering some
already existing interest or institution. In this case the
institution in question was the Prussian state and those, Hegel and
the rest, who set up this doctrine were servants of that state.
They made of their doctrine an instrument for the suppression of
individuality which greatly aided in producing the servile
condition of the German people. Yet the distortions and
exaggerations of the political philosophy of German ‘idealism’
should not prejudice us against the germ of truth which it
contains; and the more enlightened British disciples of this
school, from T.H. Green onwards, have sought with much success to
winnow the grain from the chaff of the doctrine; and I cannot
adduce better support for the conception of the group mind than the
sentences in which a recent English writer, a sympathetic student
of German ‘idealism,’ sums up the results of this winnowing
process [10]. Discussing the
deficiencies of the individualist philosophy of the English
utilitarian school, he writes: “Not a modification of the old
Benthamite premises, but a new philosophy was needed; and that
philosophy was provided by the idealist school, of which Green is
the greatest representative. That school drew its inspiration
immediately from Kant and Hegel, and ultimately from the old Greek
philosophy of the city-state. The vital relation between the life
of the individual and the life of the community, which alone gives
the individual worth and significance, because it alone gives him
the power of full moral development; the dependence of the
individual, for all his rights and for all his liberty, on his
membership of the community; the correlative duty of the community
to guarantee to the individual all his rights (in other words, all
the conditions necessary for his, and therefore for its own, full
moral development)—these were the premisses of the new philosophy.
That philosophy could satisfy the new needs of social progress,
because it refused to worship a supposed individual liberty which
was proving destructive of the real liberty of the vast majority,
and preferred to emphasise the moral well-being and betterment of
the whole community, and to conceive of each of its members as
attaining his own well-being and betterment in and through the
community. Herein lay, or seemed to lie, a revolution of ideas.
Instead of starting from a central individual, to whom the social
system is supposed to be adjusted, the idealist starts from a
central social system, in which the individual must find his
appointed orbit of duty. But after all the revolution is only a
restoration; and what is restored is simply the
Republic of Plato
[11].” The same writer reminds us
that “both Plato and Hegel thus imply the idea of a moral
organism”; and he adds, “It is this conception of a moral organism
which Bradley urges. It is implied in daily experience, and it is
the only explanation of that experience. ‘In fact, what we call an
individual man is what he is because of and by virtue of community,
and communities are not mere names, but something real.’ Already at
birth the child is what he is in virtue of communities: he has
something of the family character, something of the national
character, something of the civilised character which comes from
human society. As he grows, the community in which he lives pours
itself into his being in the language he learns and the social
atmosphere he breathes, so that the content of his being implies in
its every fibre relations of community. He is what he is by
including in his essence the relations of the social State.... And
regarding the State as a system, in which many spheres (the family,
for instance) are subordinated to one sphere, and all the
particular actions of individuals are subordinated to their various
spheres, we may call it a moral organism, a systematic whole
informed by a common purpose or function. As such it has an outer
side—a body of institutions; it has an inner side—a soul or spirit
which sustains that body. And since it is a moral organism—since,
that is to say, its parts are themselves conscious moral
agents—that spirit resides in those parts and lives in their
consciousness. In such an organism—and this is where it differs
from an animal organism, and why we have to use the word moral—the
parts are conscious: they know themselves in their position as
parts of the whole, and they therefore know the whole of which they
are parts. So far as they have such knowledge, and a will based
upon it, so far is the moral organism self-conscious and
self-willing.... Thus, on the one hand, we must recognise that the
State lives; that there is a nation’s soul, self-conscious in its
citizens; and that to each citizen this living soul assigns his
field of accomplishment [12].”
On a later page of the same book we read—“All the institutions of a
country, so far as they are effective, are not only products of
thought and creations of mind: they
are thought, and they
are mind. Otherwise we have a building
without a tenant, and a body without a mind. An Oxford college is
not a group of buildings, though common speech gives that name to
such a group: it is a group of men. But it is not a group of men in
the sense of a group of bodies in propinquity: it is a group of men
in the sense of a group of minds. That group of minds, in virtue of
the common substance of an uniting idea, is itself a group-mind.
There is no group-mind existing apart from the minds of the members
of the group; the group-mind only exists in the minds of its
members. But nevertheless it exists. There is a college mind, just
as there is a Trade Union mind, or even a ‘public mind’ of the
whole community; and we are all conscious of such a mind as
something that exists in and along with the separate minds of the
members, and over and above any sum of those minds created by mere
addition [13].”







The political philosophers of the idealist school have not
stood alone in recognising the reality of the group mind. Some of
the lawyers, notably Maitland, have arrived at a very similar
doctrine; and I cannot better summarise their conclusions than
Barker has done in the following passage in the book from which I
have already cited so freely. “The new doctrine,” he writes, “runs
somewhat as follows. No permanent group, permanently organised for
a durable object, can be regarded as a mere sum of persons, whose
union, to have any rights or duties, must receive a legal
confirmation. Permanent groups are themselves persons,
group-persons, with a group-will of their own and a permanent
character of their own; and they have become group-persons of
themselves, without any creative act of the State. In a word,
group-persons are real persons; and just because they are so, and
possess such attributes of persons as will and character, they
cannot have been made by the State
[14].”

I am not alone, then, in postulating the reality of the group
mind. And I am glad to be able to cite evidence of this, because I
know well that very many readers may at first find themselves
repelled by this notion of a group mind, and that some of them will
incline to regard it as the fantastic fad of an academic
crank.

I would say at once that the crucial point of difference
between my own view of the group mind and that of the German
‘idealist’ school (at least in its more extreme representatives) is
that I repudiate, provisionally at least, as an unverifiable
hypothesis the conception of a collective or super-individual
consciousness, somehow comprising the consciousness of the
individuals composing the group. I have examined this conception in
the following chapter and have stated my grounds for rejecting it.
The difference of practical conclusions arising from this
difference of theory must obviously be very great.

Several books dealing with collective psychology have been
published in recent years. Of these perhaps the most notable are G.
le Bon’s Psychology of the Crowd
, his Evolution psychologique des
peuples ; Sighele’s La foule
criminelle ; the Psychologie
collective of Dr A. A. Marie; and Alfred
Fouillée’s La Science sociale
contemporaine . It is noteworthy that, with the
exception of the last, all these books deal only with crowds or
groups of low organisation; and their authors, like almost all
others who have touched on this subject, are concerned chiefly to
point out how participation in the group life degrades the
individual, how the group feels and thinks and acts on a much lower
plane than the average plane of the individuals who compose
it.

On the other hand, many writers have insisted on the fact
that it is only by participation in the life of society that any
man can realise his higher potentialities; that society has ideals
and aims and traditions loftier than any principles of conduct the
individual can form for himself unaided; and that only by the
further evolution of organised society can mankind be raised to
higher levels; just as in the past it has been only through the
development of organised society that the life of man has ceased to
deserve the epithets ‘nasty, brutish and short’ which Hobbes
applied to it.

We seem then to stand before a paradox. Participation in
group life degrades the individual, assimilating his mental
processes to those of the crowd, whose brutality, inconstancy, and
unreasoning impulsiveness have been the theme of many writers; yet
only by participation in group life does man become fully man, only
so does he rise above the level of the savage.

The resolution of this paradox is the essential theme of this
book. It examines and fully recognises the mental and moral defects
of the crowd and its degrading effects upon all those who are
caught up in it and carried away by the contagion of its reckless
spirit. It then goes on to show how organisation of the group may,
and generally does in large measure, counteract these degrading
tendencies; and how the better kinds of organisation render group
life the great ennobling influence by aid of which alone man rises
a little above the animals and may even aspire to fellowship with
the angels.













CHAPTER II





THE MENTAL LIFE OF THE CROWD



It is a notorious fact that, when a number of men think and
feel and act together, the mental operations and the actions of
each member of the group are apt to be very different from those he
would achieve if he faced the situation as an isolated individual.
Hence, though we may know each member of a group so intimately that
we can, with some confidence, foretell his actions under given
circumstances, we cannot foretell the behaviour of the group from
our knowledge of the individuals alone. If we would understand and
be able to predict the behaviour of the group, we must study the
way in which the mental processes of its members are modified in
virtue of their membership. That is to say, we must study the
interactions between the members of the group and also those
between the group as a whole and each member. We must examine also
the forms of group organisation and their influence upon the life
of the group.



Groups differ greatly from one another in respect of the kind
and degree of organisation they possess. In the simplest case the
group has no organisation. In some cases the relations of the
constituent individuals to one another and to the whole group are
not in any way determined or fixed by previous events; such a group
constitutes merely a mob. In other groups the individuals have
certain determinate relations to one another which have arisen in
one or more of three ways:



(1) Certain relations may have been established between the
individuals, before they came together to form a group; for
example, a parish council or a political meeting may be formed by
persons belonging to various definitely recognised classes, and
their previously recognised relations will continue to play a part
in determining the collective deliberations and actions of the
group; they will constitute an incipient organisation.



(2) If any group enjoys continuity of existence, certain more
or less constant relations, of subordination, deference, leadership
and so forth, will inevitably become established between the
individuals of which it is composed; and, of course, such relations
will usually be deliberately established and maintained by any
group that is united by a common purpose, in order that its
efficiency may be promoted.



(3) The group may have a continued existence and a more or
less elaborate and definite organisation independently of the
individuals of which it is composed; in such a case the individuals
may change while the formal organisation of the group persists;
each person who enters it being received into some more or less
well-defined and generally recognised position within the group,
which formal position determines in great measure the nature of his
relations to other members of the group and to the group as a
whole.



We can hardly imagine any concourse of human beings, however
fortuitous it may be, utterly devoid of the rudiments of
organisation of one or other of these three kinds; nevertheless, in
many a fortuitous concourse the influence of such rudimentary
organisation is so slight as to be negligible. Such a group is an
unorganised crowd or mob. The unorganised crowd presents many of
the fundamental phenomena of collective psychology in relative
simplicity; whereas the higher the degree of organisation of a
group, the more complicated is its psychology. We shall, therefore,
study first the mental peculiarities of the unorganised crowd, and
shall then go on to consider the modifications resulting from a
simple and definite type of organisation.



Not every mass of human beings gathered together in one place
within sight and sound of one another constitutes a crowd in the
psychological sense of the word. There is a dense gathering of
several hundred individuals at the Mansion House Crossing at noon
of every week-day; but ordinarily each of them is bent upon his own
task, pursues his own ends, paying little or no regard to those
about him. But let a fire-engine come galloping through the throng
of traffic, or the Lord Mayor’s state coach arrive, and instantly
the concourse assumes in some degree the character of a
psychological crowd. All eyes are turned upon the fire-engine or
coach; the attention of all is directed to the same object; all
experience in some degree the same emotion, and the state of mind
of each person is in some degree affected by the mental processes
of all those about him. Those are the fundamental conditions of
collective mental life. In its more developed forms, an awareness
of the crowd or group as such in the mind of each member plays an
important part; but this is not an essential condition of its
simpler manifestations. The essential conditions of collective
mental action are, then, a common object of mental activity, a
common mode of feeling in regard to it, and some degree of
reciprocal influence between the members of the group. It follows
that not every aggregation of individuals is capable of becoming a
psychological crowd and of enjoying a collective life. For the
individuals must be capable of being interested in the same objects
and of being affected in a similar way by them; there must be a
certain degree of similarity of mental constitution among the
individuals, a certain mental homogeneity of the group. Let a man
stand on a tub in the midst of a gathering of a hundred Englishmen
and proceed to denounce and abuse England; those individuals at
once become a crowd. Whereas, if the hundred men were of as many
races and nations, their attention would hardly be attracted by the
orator; for they would have no common interest in the topic of his
discourse. Or let the man on the tub denounce the establishment of
the Church of England, and the hundred Englishmen do not become a
crowd; for, although all may be interested and attentive, the words
of the orator evoke in them very diverse feelings and emotions, the
sentiments they entertain for the Church of England being diverse
in character.



There must, then, be some degree of similarity of mental
constitution, of interest and sentiment, among the persons who form
a crowd, a certain degree of mental homogeneity of the group. And
the higher the degree of this mental homogeneity of any gathering
of men, the more readily do they form a psychological crowd and the
more striking and intense are the manifestations of collective
life. All gatherings of men that are not purely fortuitous are apt
to have a considerable degree of mental homogeneity; thus the
members of a political meeting are drawn together by common
political opinions and sentiments; the audience in a concert room
shares a common love of music or a common admiration for the
composer, conductor, or great executant; and a still higher degree
of homogeneity prevails when a number of persons of the same
religious persuasion are gathered together at a great revival
meeting. Consider how under such circumstances a very ordinary joke
or point made by a political orator provokes a huge delight; how,
at a concert, the admiration of the applauding audience swells to a
pitch of frantic enthusiasm; how, at the skilfully conducted and
successful revival meeting, the fervour of emotion is apt to rise,
until it exceeds all normal modes of expression and men and women
give way to loud weeping or even hysterical convulsions.



Such exaltation or intensification of emotion is the most
striking result of the formation of a crowd, and is one of the
principal sources of the attractiveness of the crowd. By
participation in the mental life of a crowd, one’s emotions are
stirred to a pitch that they seldom or never attain under other
conditions. This is for most men an intensely pleasurable
experience; they are, as they say, carried out of themselves, they
feel themselves caught up in a great wave of emotion, and cease to
be aware of their individuality and all its limitations; that
isolation of the individual, which oppresses every one of us,
though it may not be explicitly formulated in his consciousness, is
for the time being abolished. The repeated enjoyment of effects of
this kind tends to generate a craving for them, and also a facility
in the spread and intensification of emotion in this way; this is
probably the principal cause of the greater excitability of urban
populations as compared with dwellers in the country, and of the
well-known violence and fickleness of the mobs of great
cities.



There is one kind of object in the presence of which no man
remains indifferent and which evokes in almost all men the same
emotion, namely impending danger; hence the sudden appearance of
imminent danger may instantaneously convert any concourse of people
into a crowd and produce the characteristic and terrible phenomena
of a panic. In each man the instinct of fear is intensely excited;
he experiences that horrible emotion in full force and is
irresistibly impelled to save himself by flight. The terrible
driving power of this impulse, excited to its highest pitch under
the favouring conditions, suppresses all other impulses and
tendencies, all habits of self-restraint, of courtesy and
consideration for others; and we see men, whom we might have
supposed incapable of cruel or cowardly behaviour, trampling upon
women and children, in their wild efforts to escape from the
burning theatre, the sinking ship, or other place of danger.



The panic is the crudest and simplest example of collective
mental life. Groups of gregarious animals are liable to panic; and
the panic of a crowd of human beings seems to be generated by the
same simple instinctive reactions as the panic of animals. The
essence of the panic is the collective intensification of the
instinctive excitement, with its emotion of fear and its impulse to
night. The principle of primitive sympathy
[15] seems to afford a
full and adequate explanation of such collective intensification of
instinctive excitement. The principle is that, in man and in the
gregarious animals generally, each instinct, with its
characteristic primary emotion and specific impulse, is capable of
being excited in one individual by the expressions of the same
emotion in another, in virtue of a special congenital adaptation of
the instinct on its Cognitive or perceptual side. In the crowd,
then, the expressions of fear of each individual are perceived by
his neighbours; and this perception intensifies the fear directly
excited in them by the threatening danger. Each man perceives on
every hand the symptoms of fear, the blanched distorted faces, the
dilated pupils, the high-pitched trembling voices, and the screams
of terror of his fellows; and with each such perception his own
impulse and his own emotion rise to a higher pitch of intensity,
and their expressions become correspondingly accentuated and more
difficult to control. So the expressions of each member of the
crowd work upon all other members within sight and hearing of him
to intensify their excitement; and the accentuated expressions of
the emotion, so intensified, react upon him to raise his own
excitement to a still higher pitch; until in all individuals the
instinct is excited in the highest possible degree.



This principle of direct induction of emotion by way of the
primitive sympathetic response enables us to understand the fact
that a concourse of people (or animals) may be quickly turned into
a panic-stricken crowd by some threatening object which is
perceptible by only a few of the individuals present. A few persons
near the stage of a theatre see flames dart out among the wings;
then, though the flames may be invisible to the rest of the house,
the expressions of the startled few induce fear in their
neighbours, and the excitement sweeps over the whole concourse like
fire blown across the prairie.



The same principle enables us to understand how a few
fearless individuals may arrest the spread of a panic. If they
experience no fear, or can completely arrest its expressions, and
can in any way make themselves prominent, can draw and hold the
attention of their fellows to themselves, then these others,
instead of perceiving on every hand only the expressions of fear,
perceive these few calm and resolute individuals; the process of
reciprocal intensification of the excitement is checked and, if the
danger is not too imminent and obvious, the panic may die away,
leaving men ashamed and astonished at the intensity of their
emotion and the violent irrational character of their
behaviour.



Other of the cruder primary emotions may spread through a
crowd in very similar fashion, though the process is rarely so
rapid and intense as in the case of fear
[16] . And in every case
the principal cause of the intensification of the emotion is the
reciprocal action between the members of the crowd, according to
the principle of sympathetic induction of emotion in one individual
by its expressions in others.



In panic, the dominance of the one emotion and its impulse is
so complete as to allow no scope for any of the subtler modes of
collective mental operation. But in other cases other conditions
co-operate to determine the character of the emotional response of
the crowd. Of these the most important are the awareness of the
crowd as a whole in the mind of each member of it and his
consciousness of his membership in the whole. When a common emotion
pervades the crowd, each member becomes more or less distinctly
aware of the fact; and this gives him a sense of sharing in a
mighty and irresistible power which renders him reckless of
consequences and encourages him to give himself up to the
prevailing emotion without restraint. Thus, in the case of an
audience swept by an emotion of admiration for a brilliant singer,
the thunder of applause, which shows each individual that his
emotion is shared by all the rest, intensifies his own emotion, not
only by way of sympathetic induction, but also because it frees him
from that restraint of emotion which is habitual with most of us in
the presence of any critical or adversely disposed spectators, and
which the mere thought of such spectators tends to maintain and
strengthen. Again, the oratory of a demagogue, if addressed to a
large crowd, will raise angry emotion to a pitch of intensity far
higher than any it will attain if he is heard by a few persons
only; and this is due not only to accentuation of the emotion by
sympathetic induction, but also to the fact that, as the symptoms
of the emotion begin to be manifested on all sides, each man
becomes aware that it pervades the crowd, that the crowd as a whole
is swayed by the same emotion and the same impulse as he himself
feels, that none remains to criticise the violence of his
expressions. To which it must be added that the consciousness of
the harmony of one’s feelings with those of a mass of one’s
fellows, and the consequent sense of freedom from all restraint,
are highly pleasurable to most men; they find a pleasure in letting
themselves go, in being swept away in the torrent of collective
emotion. This is one of the secrets of the fascination which draws
many thousands of spectators to a football match, and brings
together the multitudes of base-ball ‘fans’ bubbling over with
eager anticipation of an emotional orgy.



The fact that the emotions of crowds are apt to be very
violent has long been recognised, and the popular mind, in seeking
to account for it, has commonly postulated very special and even
supernatural causes. The negro author of a most interesting
book [17] has
given the following description of the religious frenzy of a crowd
of Christian negroes: “An air of intense excitement possessed the
mass of black folk. A suppressed terror hung in the air and seemed
to seize us,—a pythian madness, a demoniac possession, that lent
terrible reality to song and word. The massive form of the preacher
swayed and quivered as the words crowded to his lips. The people
moaned and fluttered and then a gaunt brown woman suddenly leaped
into the air and shrieked like a lost soul, while round about came
wail and groan and outcry, a scene of human passion such as I had
never even imagined.” The author goes on to say that this frenzy is
attributed by the black folk to the direct influence of the Spirit
of the Lord, making mad the worshippers with supernatural joy, and
that this belief is one of the leading features of their religion.
Similar practices, depending upon the tendency of collective
emotion to rise to an extreme intensity, have been common to the
peoples of many lands in all ages; and similar supernatural
explanations have been commonly devised and accepted. I need only
remind the reader of the Dionysiac orgies of ancient Greece.



The facts are so striking that for the popular mind they
remain unaccountable, and not to be mentioned without some vague
reference to magnetism, electricity, hypnotism, or some mysterious
contagion; and even modern scientific writers have been led to
adopt somewhat extravagant hypotheses to account for them. Thus Dr
Le Bon [18]
speaks of “the magnetic influence given out by the crowd” and
says that, owing to this influence, “or from some other cause of
which we are ignorant, an individual immerged for some length of
time in a crowd in action soon finds himself in a special state,
which much resembles the state of fascination in which the
hypnotised individual finds himself in the hands of the
hypnotiser.” He goes on to say that in the hypnotised subject the
conscious personality disappears and that his actions are the
outcome of the unconscious activities of the spinal cord. Now,
crowds undoubtedly display great suggestibility, but great
suggestibility does not necessarily imply hypnosis; and there is no
ground for supposing that the members of a crowd are thrown into
any such condition, save possibly in very rare instances.



There are however two hypotheses, sometimes invoked for the
explanation of the peculiarities of collective mental life, which
demand serious consideration and which we may with advantage
consider at this point.



One is the hypothesis of telepathy. A considerable amount of
respectable evidence has been brought forward in recent years to
prove that one mind may directly influence another by some obscure
mode of action that does not involve the known organs of expression
and of perception; and much of this evidence seems to show that one
mind may directly induce in another a state of consciousness
similar to its own. If, then, such direct interaction between two
minds can take place in an easily appreciable degree in certain
instances, it would seem not improbable that a similar direct
interaction, producing a lesser, and therefore less easily
appreciable, degree of assimilation of the states of consciousness
of the minds concerned, may be constantly and normally at work. If
this were the case, such telepathic interaction might well play a
very important part in collective mental life, and, where a large
number of persons is congregated, it might tend to produce that
intensification of emotion which is so characteristic of crowds. In
fact, if direct telepathic communication of emotion in however
slight a degree is possible and normal, and especially if the
influence is one that diminishes with distance, it may be expected
to produce its most striking results among the members of a crowd;
for the emotion of each member might be expected to be intensified
by the telepathic influence radiating from every other member. Some
slight presumption in favour of such a mode of explanation is
afforded by the fact that the popular use of the word contagion in
the present connexion seems to imply, however vaguely, some such
direct communication of emotion. But telepathic communication has
not hitherto been indisputably established; and the observations
that afford so strong a presumption in its favour indicate that, if
and in so far as it occurs, it does so sporadically and only
between individuals specially attuned to one another or in some
abnormal mental state that renders them specially sensitive to the
influence [19] .
And, while the acceptance of the principle of sympathetic induction
of an emotion, as an instinctive perceptual response to the
expressions of that emotion, renders unnecessary any further
principle of explanation, the consideration of the conditions of
the spread of emotion through crowds affords evidence that this
mode of interaction of the individuals is all-important and that
telepathic communication, if it occurs, is of secondary importance.
For the spreading and the great intensification of emotion seem to
depend upon its being given expressions that are perceptible by the
senses. So long as its expressions are suppressed, the emotion of
an assembly does not become excessive. It is only by eliciting and
encouraging the expressions of emotions that the revivalist, the
political orator, or the comic man on the music-hall stage,
achieves his successes. That the expressions of an emotion are far
more effective in this way than the emotion itself is recognised by
the practice of the claqueurs .
When an audience has once been induced to give expression to a
common emotion, its members are, as it were, set in tune with one
another; each man is aware that he is in harmony with all the rest
as regards his feelings and emotions, and, even in the periods
during which all expressions are suppressed by the audience, this
awareness serves to sustain the mood and to prepare for fresh
outbursts. The mere silence of an audience, the absence of coughs,
shufflings, and uneasy movements, suffices to make each member
aware that all his fellows are attentive and are responding with
the appropriate emotion; but it is not until the applause, the
indignation, or the laughter, breaks out in free expression that
the emotion reaches its highest pitch. And a skilful orator or
entertainer, recognising these facts, takes care to afford frequent
opportunities for the collective displays of emotion.



We must recognise, then, that, even if telepathic
communication be proved to be possible in certain cases, there is
not sufficient evidence of its operation in the spread of emotion
through crowds, and that the facts are sufficiently explained by
another principle of general and indisputable validity, the
principle of primitive sympathy.



The second hypothesis to be considered in this connexion is
that of the ‘collective consciousness.’ The conception of a
collective consciousness has been reached by a large number of
authors along several lines of observation and reasoning and is
seriously defended at the present time, more especially by several
French and German writers. They maintain that, in some sense and
manner, the consciousnesses of individuals are not wholly shut off
from one another, but may co-operate in the genesis of, or share in
the being of, a more comprehensive consciousness that exists beside
and in addition to them. The conception varies according to the
route by which it is reached and the use that is made of it; but in
all its varieties the conception remains extremely obscure; no one
has succeeded in making clear how the relation of the individual
consciousness to the collective consciousness is to be conceived.
In the writings of many metaphysicians, of whom Hegel is the most
prominent, ‘the Absolute’ seems to imply such a collective
consciousness, an all-inclusive world-consciousness of which the
individual consciousness of each man is somehow but a constituent
element or fragmentary manifestation. But it would be unprofitable
to attempt any discussion of the conception. We are concerned only
with the empirical conception of a collective consciousness based
on observation and induction.



Such a conception finds its strongest support in the analogy
afforded by a widely current view of the nature and conditions of
the psychical individuality of men and animals; the view, namely,
that the individual consciousness of any man or animal is the
collective consciousness of the cells of which his body, or his
nervous system, is composed. We know that the nervous system is
made up of cells each of which is a vital unit, capable of living,
of achieving its essential vital processes, independently of other
cells; and we see free living cells that in many respects are
comparable with these and to which we seem compelled, according to
the principle of continuity, to attribute some germ of psychical
life however rudimentary. What is known of the phylogenetic and
ontogenetic development of the multicellular animal seems to
justify us in regarding it as essentially an aggregate of such
independent vital units, which, being formed by repeated fission
from a single cell, adhere together and undergo differentiation and
specialisation of functions. If then the parent cell, the germ
cell, has a rudimentary psychical life, it is difficult to deny it
altogether to the cells formed from it by fission; and it is argued
that all these cells continue to enjoy a psychical life and that
the consciousness of the individual man or animal is the collective
consciousness of some or all of these cells. Now we know that the
consciousness of any one of the higher animals has for its physical
correlate at any moment processes going on simultaneously in many
different parts and elements of the brain. It is argued, then, that
we must suppose each cell of the brain to enjoy, whenever it is
active, its own psychical life, and at the same time to contribute
something towards the unitary ‘collective consciousness’ of the
whole organism, which thus exists beside, but not independently of,
these rudimentary consciousnesses of the cells. If the view be
accepted, it affords a close analogy with the supposed ‘collective
consciousness’ of a group of men or a society.



This conception of the collective nature of the consciousness
of complex organisms finds strong support in two classes of facts.
First, it finds support in the fact that, if individuals of many of
the animal species of an intermediate grade of complexity, such as
some of the worms and some of the radiate animals, be cut into two
or more parts, each part may continue to live and may become a
complete organism by reconstitution of the lost parts. Since, then,
we can hardly deny some integrated psychical life to such
organisms, some rudimentary consciousness, we seem compelled to
believe that this consciousness may be divided into two or more
consciousnesses, each of them being associated with the vital
activities of one of the parts into which the organism is divided
by the knife. Division of the organism into two parts is also the
normal mode of reproduction in the animal world. Even the coming
into existence of every human being seems to be bound up with the
separation of a cell from the parent organism; and his existence as
a separate psychical individual seems to result from the same
process of physical division. And if one cell, when thus separated
from the parent organism, can thus prove its possession of a
psychical life by developing into a fully conscious organism, it is
difficult to deny that all other cells have also their own
psychical lives, even though they may be incapable of making it
manifest to us by growing up into complex organisms when
separated.



The second class of facts that seem to justify this
conception of the consciousness of complex organisms are facts
which have been studied and discussed widely in recent years under
the head of mental dissociation or disintegration of personalities.
Such disintegration seems to occur spontaneously as the essential
feature of severe hysteria, and to be producible artificially and
temporarily in some subjects, when they are thrown into deep
hypnosis. In certain of these cases the behaviour of the human
being seems to imply that it is the expression of two separate
psychical individuals, formed by the splitting of the stream of
consciousness and of mental activity of the individual into two
streams. The two streams may be of co-ordinate complexity; but more
frequently one of them seems to be a mere trickle diverted from the
main stream of personal consciousness. Since it is, from the nature
of the case, always impossible to obtain any direct and certain
proof that any behaviour other than one’s own is the expression of
conscious mental processes, it is not possible to prove that such
division or disintegration of the personal consciousness actually
takes place. But the facts appear to many of the psychologists who
have studied them most carefully
[20] to demand this
interpretation; and this psychical disintegration seems to be
accompanied by a functional dissociation of the nervous system into
two or more systems each of which functions independently of the
others,—that is to say, a division of the nervous system comparable
with the division of the nervous system of the worm by the stroke
of the knife which seems to split the psychical individual into
two.



The facts of both these orders would appear, then, to
indicate that the physical organisation of the cells of a complex
organism is accompanied by an organisation of their psychical lives
to form a ‘collective consciousness,’ which in the human being
becomes a personal self-consciousness; and they would seem to show
that the unity of personal consciousness has for its main condition
the functional continuity of the protoplasm of the cells of the
nervous system.



Even before the facts of disintegration of personalities were
known, several authors, notably von Hartmann
[21] and G. T.
Fechner [22] ,
did not hesitate to make this last assumption; and to assert that,
if the brain of a man could be divided by a knife into two parts
each of which continued to function, his consciousness would thus
be divided into two consciousnesses; and conversely, that, if a
functional bridge of nervous matter could be established between
the brains of two men, their consciousnesses would fuse to a single
consciousness. The discovery of these facts has greatly
strengthened the case for this view; and it has been accepted by so
sound a psychologist and sober a philosopher as Fouillée
[23] .



It may be claimed that the consideration of the nature and
behaviour of animal societies points to a similar conclusion, and
supplements in an important manner the argument founded on the
divisibility of individual organisms. Such a line of reasoning has
been most thoroughly pursued by Espinas in his very interesting
book on animal societies
[24] . He begins by
considering the lower polycellular forms of animal life. Among
them, especially among the hydrozoa or polypes, we find compound or
colonial animals; such an animal is a single living mass of which
all the parts are in substantial and vital connexion with one
another, but is yet made up of a number of parts each of which is
morphologically a complete or almost complete creature; and these
parts, though specialised for the performance of certain functions
subserving the economy of the whole animal or coherent group of
animals, are yet capable, if separated from the mass (as they
sometimes are by a natural process), of continuing to live, of
growing, and of multiplying. There are found among such creatures
very various degrees of specialisation of parts and of
interdependence of parts; and in those cases in which the
specialisation and interdependence of parts is great, the whole
compound animal exhibits in its reactions so high a degree of
integration that we seem justified in supposing that a common or
‘collective consciousness’ is the psychical correlate of these
integrated actions of the separable parts. Why then, it is asked,
should this ‘collective consciousness’ cease to be, when the
substantial continuity of the parts is interrupted?



Espinas then goes on to describe animal societies of many
types, and shows how, as we follow up the evolutionary scale,
association and intimate interdependence and co-operation of their
members tend to replace more and more completely the
individualistic antagonism and unmitigated competition of the
lowest free-living organisms. He considers first the type of animal
society which is essentially a family, a society of individuals all
of which are derived from the same parent by fission or by budding.
He argues that each such society of blood-relatives is a harmonious
whole only because it enjoys a ‘collective consciousness’ over and
above the consciousnesses of its constituent members; that, for
example, a swarm of bees, which exhibits so great a uniformity of
feeling and action and of which all the members come from the body
of one parent, is in reality the material basis of a ‘collective
consciousness,’ which presides over and is expressed by their
collective actions; that the ants of one household have such a
collective consciousness, that they “are, in truth, a single
thought in action, like the various cellules and fibres of the
brain of a mammal.” For, as he maintains, “the consciousness of
animals is not an absolute, indivisible thing. It is on the
contrary a reality capable of being divided and diffused ...
thought in general and the impulses illuminated by it, are, like
the forces of nature, susceptible of diffusion, of transmission, of
being shared, and can like these lie dormant where they are thinly
diffused, or become vivid and intensified by concentration. The
beings that have these attributes are no doubt monads; but these
monads are open to and communicate with one another.”



Espinas extends the view to other animal societies of which
the members are not all derived from one parent, including human
societies; and concludes that, except in the case of the Infusoria
at the bottom of the scale and of the highly organised societies at
the top of it, every individual consciousness is a part of a
superior more comprehensive consciousness of an individual of a
higher order. He illustrates at length the fact with the
consideration and explanation of which this chapter is concerned,
the fact namely that, in all social groups, emotions and impulses
are communicated and intensified from one individual to another;
and he asks—“If the essential elements of consciousness add
themselves together and accumulate from one consciousness to
another, how should the consciousness itself of the whole not be
participated in by each?” He argues that to be real is not to be
known to some other consciousness, but is to exist for oneself, to
be conscious of oneself; that, in this sense, the ‘collective
consciousness’ of a society is the most real of all things; that
every society is therefore a living individual; and that, if we
deny self-conscious individuality to a society, we must deny it
equally to the mass of cells that make up an animal body; that, in
short, we can find unity and individuality nowhere.



This doctrine of the ‘collective consciousness’ of societies
may seem bizarre to those to whom it is altogether novel; but it is
one that cannot be lightly put aside; it demands serious
consideration from any one who seeks the general principles of
Collective Psychology. We have no certain knowledge from which its
impossibility can be deduced; and the new light thrown upon
individuality by modern studies in psycho-pathology shows us that
the indivisibility and strictly bounded unity of the individual
human soul is a postulate that we must not continue to accept
without critical examination. Nor is the conception one that
figures only in the writings of philosophers and therefore to be
regarded with contemptuous indulgence by men of affairs as but one
of the strange harmless foibles of such persons. It has a certain
vogue in more popular writings; thus Renan wrote—“It has been
remarked that in face of a peril a nation or a city shows, like a
living creature, a divination of the common danger, a secret
sentiment of its own being and the need of its conservation. Such
is the obscure impulsion which provokes from time to time the
displacement of a whole people or the emigration of masses, the
crusades, the religious, political, or social revolutions.” Phrases
such as the soul of a people, the genius of a people, have long
been current, and in almost every newspaper one may find important
events and tendencies ascribed to the instinct of a people. It is
probable that these phrases are written in many instances without
any explicit intention to imply a ‘collective national
consciousness,’ but merely as well-sounding words that cloak our
ignorance and give a vague appearance of understanding.
Nevertheless, from its application to the life of nations, the
doctrine of a collective consciousness mainly derives its
importance. It is seriously used by a number of vigorous
contemporary writers, of whom Schaeffle
[25] is perhaps the most
notable, to carry to its extreme the doctrine of Comte and Spencer
that Society is an organism. Spencer specifically refused to
complete his analogy between society and an animal organism by the
acceptance of the hypothesis of a collective consciousness; and he
insisted strongly on the importance, for legislation and social
effort of every kind, of holding fast to the consciousness of
individual men as the final court of appeal, by reference to which
the value of every institution and every form of social activity
must be judged, the importance of regarding the welfare and
happiness of individual men as the supreme end, in relation to
which the welfare of the State is but a means. But those who, like
Schaeffle, complete the analogy by acceptance of this hypothesis,
regard a nation as an organism in the fullest sense of the word, as
an organism that has its own pleasure and pain and its own
conscious ends and purposes and strivings; as in fact a great
individual which is conscious and may be more or less perfectly
self-conscious, conscious of itself, its past, its future, its
purposes, its joys and its sorrows. And they do not scruple to draw
the logical conclusion that the welfare of the individual should be
completely subjected to that of the State; just as the welfare of
an organ or cell of the human body is rightly held to be of
infinitesimal value in comparison with that of the whole individual
and to derive its importance only from its share in the
constitution of the whole. This conception of the ‘collective
consciousness’ has thus been used as one of the supports of
‘Prussianism’ and has played its part in bringing about the Great
War with all its immense mass of individual anguish.



We must, then, examine the arguments upon which the doctrine
is based, and ask—Do they suffice to render it probable, or to
compel our acceptance of it, and to justify the complete subjection
of the individual to the State?



We have seen that a strong case is made out for the view that
the consciousness of a complex organism is the ‘collective
consciousness’ of all its cells, or of the cells of its nervous
system; and it must be admitted that, if this view could be
definitely established, it would go far to justify the doctrine of
the collective consciousness of societies. Yet the view is by no
means established; there are great difficulties in the way of its
acceptance. There is the difficulty which meets a doctrine of
‘collective consciousness’ in all its forms from that of Haeckel to
that of Hegel,—the difficulty that the consciousness of the units
is used twice over, once as the individual consciousness, once as
an element entering into the collective consciousness; and no one
has been able to suggest how this difficulty can be surmounted. It
has been argued also, most forcibly perhaps by Lotze
[26] , that what we know
of the structure and functions of the brain compels us to adopt a
very different interpretation of the facts. It is said that, since
we cannot find any evidence of a unitary brain-process that might
be regarded as the immediate physical correlate of the unitary
stream of consciousness of the individual, but find rather that the
physical correlate of the individual’s consciousness at any moment
is a number of discrete processes taking place simultaneously in
anatomical elements widely scattered in different parts of the
brain, we are compelled to assume that each of these acts upon some
unitary substance, some immaterial entity (which may be called the
soul) producing a partial affection of its state. According to this
view, then, the consciousness of any moment is the unitary
resultant of all these influences simultaneously exerted on the
soul, the unitary reaction of the soul upon these many
influences [27]
.



But, even if we could accept the view that the consciousness
of the complex organism is the ‘collective consciousness’ of its
cells, the analogy between an organism and a society, which
constitutes the argument for the ‘collective consciousness’ of a
society, would remain defective in one very important respect. If
we accept that view, we must believe that the essential condition
of the fusion of the consciousnesses of the cells is their spatial
continuity, no matter how utterly unintelligible this condition may
seem; for the apparent disruption of consciousness on the solution
of material continuity between the cells is the principal ground on
which this view is founded. Now, no such continuity of substance
exists between the members of any human group or society, and its
absence constitutes a fatal flaw in the analogical argument.



If we pass by these serious difficulties, others arise as
soon as we inquire what kinds of human groups have such ‘collective
consciousness.’ Does the simple fortuitously gathered crowd possess
it? Or is it confined to highly organised groups such as the
leading modern nations? If every psychological crowd possesses it
and owes its peculiarities of behaviour to it, does it come into
being at the moment the individuals have their attention attracted
to a common object and begin to be stirred by a common emotion? And
does it cease to be as soon as the crowd is resolved into its
elements? Or, if it is confined to nations or other highly
organised groups, at what stage of their development does it come
into being, and what are the limits of the groups of which it is
the ‘collective consciousness’? Do the Poles share in the
‘collective consciousness’ of the German nation, or the Bavarians
in that of Prussia? Or do the Irish or the Welsh contribute their
share to that of the English nation?



Coming now to close quarters with the doctrine, we may ask
those who, like Schaeffle and Espinas, regard the ‘collective
consciousness’ as a bond which unites the members of a society and
makes of them one living individual,—Is this ‘collective
consciousness’ merely epiphenomenal in character? Or are we to
regard it as reacting upon the consciousnesses or minds of the
individuals of the group, and, through such reaction, playing a
part in determining the behaviour of the group, or rather of the
individuals of which the group is composed? For the actions of the
group are merely the sum of the actions of its individuals. If the
former alternative be adopted, then we may confidently say that the
existence of a ‘collective consciousness’ must from the nature of
the case remain a mere speculation, incapable of verification; and
that, if it does exist, since it cannot make any difference, cannot
in any way affect human life and conduct, it is for us unreal, no
matter how real it may be for itself, as Espinas maintains; and we
certainly are not called upon to have any regard for it or its
happiness, nor can we invoke its aid in attempting to explain the
course of history and the phenomena of social life. If, on the
other hand, the ‘collective consciousness’ of groups and societies
and peoples reacts upon individual minds and so plays a part in
shaping the conduct of men and societies, then the conception is a
hypothesis which can only be justified by showing that it affords
explanations of social phenomena which in its absence remain
inexplicable. If it were found that social aggregates of any kind
really do exhibit, as has often been maintained, great
mass-movements, emigrations, religious or political uprisings, and
so forth, for which no adequate explanations can be found in the
mental processes of individuals and the mental interactions of
individuals by the ordinary means of expression and perception, a
resort to some such hypothesis would be permissible; but it is an
offence against the principles of scientific method to invoke its
aid, before we have exhausted the possibilities of explanation
offered by well-known existents and forces. That certainly has not
yet been done, and the upholders of the doctrine have hardly made
any attempt to justify it in this the only possible manner in which
it could be justified. The only evidence of this sort adduced by
Espinas is the rapid spread of a common emotion and impulse
throughout the members of animal and human groups; and of such
phenomenon we have already found a sufficient explanation in those
special adaptations of the instincts of all gregarious creatures
which are unmistakably implied by the way in which the expression
of an emotion directly evokes a display of the same emotion in any
onlooking member of the species.



We may, then, set aside the conception of a ‘collective
consciousness’ as a hypothesis to be held in reserve until the
study of group life reveal phenomena that cannot be explained
without its aid. For it may be confidently asserted that up to the
present time no such evidence of a ‘collective consciousness’ has
been brought forward, and that there is no possibility of any such
evidence being obtained before the principles of social psychology
have been applied far more thoroughly than has yet been done to the
explanation of the course of history. In adopting a so far
unsympathetic attitude towards this doctrine, we ought to admit
that, if there be any truth in it, the ‘collective consciousness’
of even the most highly organised society may be still in a
rudimentary stage, and that it may continue to gain in
effectiveness and organisation with the further evolution of the
society in question.



After this digression we may return to the consideration of
the emotional characteristics of simple crowds. We have to notice
not only that the emotions of crowds are apt to be excessively
strong, but also that certain types of emotion are more apt than
others to spread through a crowd, namely the coarser simpler
emotions and those which do not imply the existence of developed
and refined sentiments. For many of the individuals of most crowds
will be incapable of the more subtle complex emotions and will be
devoid of the more refined sentiments; while such sentiments as the
individuals possess will be in the main more diverse in proportion
to their refinement and special character; hence the chances of any
crowd being homogeneous as regards these emotions and sentiments is
small. Whereas the primary emotions and the coarser sentiments may
be common to all the members of a crowd; any crowd is likely to be
homogeneous in respect to them.



On the other hand, a crowd is more apt to be swayed by the
more generous of the coarser emotions, impulses, and sentiments
than by those of a meaner universally reprobated kind. For each
member of the crowd acts in full publicity; and his knowledge of,
and regard for, public opinion will to some extent incline him to
suppress the manifestation of feelings which he might indulge in
private but would be ashamed of in public. Hence a crowd is more
readily carried away by admiration for a noble deed, or by moral
indignation against an act of cruelty, than by self-pity or
jealousy or envy or a meanly vengeful emotion.



At the same time, a crowd is apt to express feelings which
imply less consideration and regard for others than the individual,
representing the average morality and refinement of its members,
would display when not under the influence of the crowd. Thus men,
when members of a crowd, will witness with enjoyment scenes of
brutality and suffering which, under other circumstances, they
would turn away from, or would seek to terminate. To see a man
thrown heavily to the ground is not pleasing to most individuals;
yet the spectacle provokes roars of delight from the crowd at a
football match. How many of the spectators, who, as members of a
crowd, hugely enjoy looking on at a prize-fight or a bull-fight,
would shrink from witnessing it as isolated individuals! How many
boys will join with a crowd of others in cruelly teasing another
boy, an animal, an old woman, or a drunken man, who individually
are incapable of such ‘thoughtless’ conduct! It may be doubted
whether even the depraved population of Imperial Rome could have
individually witnessed without aversion the destruction of
Christians in the Coliseum.



This character of crowds seems to be due to two peculiarities
of the collective mental state. In the first place, the individual,
in becoming one of a crowd, loses in some degree his
self-consciousness, his awareness of himself as a distinct
personality, and with it goes also something of his consciousness
of his specifically personal relations; he becomes to a certain
extent depersonalised. In the second place, and intimately
connected with this last change, is a diminution of the sense of
personal responsibility: the individual feels himself enveloped and
overshadowed and carried away by forces which he is powerless to
control; he therefore does not feel called upon to maintain the
attitude of self-criticism and self-restraint which under ordinary
circumstances are habitual to him, his more refined ideals of
behaviour fail to assert themselves against the overwhelming forces
that envelope him.
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