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i} NATURAL CAUSES AND SUPERNATURAL SEEMINGS.

the true one. The enquiry, a purely scientific one, ought to be
begun and prosecuted frankly in a candid spirit, entirvely free
from EI:H prepossession by any theory of the supernatural; for
to begin with a bias of that kind is infallibly to prejudge the
problem and to vitiate the enquiry from the outset. Moreover,
the presumption of any article of belief that it is absolutely and
@ priors true, if it be well considered, shows such a monstrous
bias of human egoism that it must render him who holds it
incapable, however great his goodwill, of looking at himself as
he is in just relations to things as they are. By magnifying
himself thus mightily out of ratio at the outset, how can his
course of thought thenceforth be truly rational? What
he does really is to begin with an @ prieri truth which
assumes implicitly that which he undertakes to prove «
posteriori; wherefore his agile and subtile exercises within the
bounds of a foregone conclusion, albeit masked under the name
of a necessary postulate, are much like the movements of a
squirrel in a eage, and notwithstanding their dialectic nimble-
ness, in the end as profitless for anything but self-exercise.
Rebelling against past revelations of the supernatural, so
diverse, contradictory, and sometimes preposterous as they are,
reason yet may not conclude off-hand that every process of
getting into relations with it is diseredited as no better than
either folly or fraud. Ifs proper business is to find out how
far such notions have sprung from natural defects and in-
firmities in the workings of the human mind, and what if ever
so little measure of truth there peradventure is in them. Is
there still left a valid residue of supernatural illumination,
notwithstanding its steady shrinkage from day to day, as its
defenders fail not stoutly to maintain when forced to abandon
one position after another in sullen retreat? Is the belief in
false Christs, false miracles, false omens—as the argument
sometimes is—proof of a true Christ, of true miracles, of true
omens? Or is it a case in which the various notions may be
shown to own causes of error that work habitually in human
thought now and wrought more largely in its infancy? Should
it turn out, when subtraction has been made of all those
possible causes of error, when in fact all sources of folly have
heen eliminated, that there is nothing left to account for, or
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14 NATURAL CAUSES AND SUPERNATURAL SEEMINGS,

it is incorporate in a fashion of thotught, to vesent its real
origin and to repudiate the humble ladder of experience by
the steps of which it rose to its abstract dignity.

Another reason which no doubt helps to prevent the refuting
contradiction from cancelling the wrong conclusion is the com-
mon dictum, so commonly misunderstood, that the exception
proves the rule. When the exeeption proves the rule it is not
in the sense of justifying and establishing it, but in the sense
of probing and testing it, and thus, when the exception is a
true one, of disproving it : not a case of proving a wrong theory
of uniformity by the exception, but of disproving it by the
probing instance which the exception is. To a true generaliza-
tion it is impossible there should be a true exception. How
could it be general if there were? The element of prudent
truth in the popular saying, if we consider it well, is a tacit
acknowledgment of the fallibility of human generalizations and
an implied caution not to base rules of practice too absolutely
on them in human affairs, Of two or three laws of nature we
may perhaps be absolutely sure that they are absolutely true
for human nature, constituted as it is; but is there any law of
human nature of which we can have that absolute certitude ?
In ninety-nine cases out of a hundred the rule may suit, but
the hundredth case may be a variation which it will not suit;
the uniform still not the universal experience. Compromise,
not pursuit of a supposed principle rigorously to its extremity
—when it would most likely touch its opposite—is often the
safest procedure in the complexities and uncertainties of social
and political affairs: not the French, Is it logical? but the
English, Will it worlk ? What virtue is there which, carried to
an excess, does not become a viee 7¥

Why is human nature hostile to new thought and action ?
Because it is new, and being new agrees not with the old. ||
How can the old mental nature like and welcome that which
disagrees with and, therefore, is a dislike to 1t ? In face of rfhe
novel experience which it is unable to apprehend and d_eal with
definitely, mind is perplexed and powerless in the first instance,

* Extremes meet, even Heaven and Hell being in close proximity ; for if’ they
were not in touch, how could Dives in Hell have talked with father Abraham in

Heaven !
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16 NATURAL CAUSES AND SUPERNATURAL SEEMINGS.

most fit motor apprehension of which he is capable, though it
18 not perfectly fit, until he has provided himself with a better.
To do that he propexly goes on to modify by gradual adaptation
the old belief in face of the new facts which it does not snit
exactly, adding to it where it errs by falling short of the facts,
subtracting from it where it is in excess of them,and adjusting
snitably 1ts factors. Now, as that is a process which costs pains
and patience it is perforce more painful than pleasant; for a
helief, like every living thing, resists or evades attack and
dislikes dismemberment. To dissociate two ideas that have
always gone together in experience is as hard a matter of
patient and persistent pains as to dissociate two movements
that have always been assceiated in practice. All too prone
therefore 1s the prejudiced mind—the mind preinformed, that is,
to a prejudgment—to shirk and despise the novel experience
which necessitates the painful process.

If an entire change of circumstances renders a belief utterly
unfit to funetion in them, then it may be the occasion of much
evil, either from omission because it is paralyzed and cannot act
at all in them when action is necessary, or from commission
because it acts convulsively and unfitly in them. It might
be likened to a reflex movement which, serving the natural
discharge of a secretion or exeretion along its proper channel,
either becomes the spasmodie oceasion of a violent pain when
the channel is obstructed, and a torturing agony when it is
blocked, or is paralyzed altogether by the obstruetion.

Belief is notoriously so much a custom of nature and nothing
more in the great majority of men that they can no more think
a new belief befitting new circumstances, or correct an old
belief not fitting them, than they can speak a foreign language
of which they know nothing. That is not entirely an evil on
earth ; organically fashioned machines which have to do their
mechanical work in the world, they are often better instruments
for their humble functions than they would be if they were
endowed with less servility and more plasticity of mind. One
. cannot conceive that it would make for the cohesion and
stability of a society of ants if the creatures were plastie to
new susceptibilities and uses instead of being fast ﬁ‘::ed in
form and function; on the contrary, it is pretty certain that






18 NATURAL CAUSES AND SUPERNATURAL BEEMINGS,

emancipate the mind from the hondage of custom and to open
the way to impressions which may modify, perhaps overthrow,
old conceptions; then when the new thing presents itself it
1s not impatiently rejected, nor relegated hastily to a category
which fits it not, but is closely heeded, quietly reflected on, and
duly sorted or assimilated. The organic structuralization of
brain thus effected and. represented by such right attention
and classification is nothing else but materialized intelligence.
Every manifestation of mind implies such structuralization in
the past and needs it in the present.

Two things are evident: first, how necessary a thing con-
stancy of belief is to give stability and cohesion to the soeial
structure ; secondly, how necessary it is that belief change
with widening experience, in order to ensure growth and
developments, A weight of heavy stupidity behind is of good
use to counterbalance centrifugal flichts of fanaticism in front,
a firm anchorage in the past necessary for those who are
witless when loosed from it. For it would not be well for the
mass of mankind to be so suseeptible to new impulses as easily
to change their beliefs; it is better for the steady and prosaic
progress of the world that they do not; but it is a necessary
condition of progress, for it is the effect and evidence of a
living spirit of development in a people, that there be in-
dividuals in it who are capable of variation and apt, therefore,
to start and lead new lines of progress. Like all tendencies,
the tendency to stand still on the old ways of belief and the
tendeney to go forward on new paths may be carried to excess
and then become evils. The way of sound evolution plainly
lies in the mean—in avoidance alike of the stagnant corruption
of inert conservatism and of the rash changes of violent revolu-
tion. The living molecule itself, what is it but a mean
between two antagonisms ?

Organization being a gradual process, and belief an organie
process or growth, every system of belief, like every organic
growth, has its time and season; it cannot spring up out of
season or grow to maturity in less than its proper time.
If it has taken mankind ten thousand years to make one ten-
thousandth part of their progress, as it probably has, what can
be more preposterously foolish than to expeet them suddenly
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20 NATURAL CAUSES AND SUPERNATURAL SEEMINGS.

ﬁ}ltbers_ and ful+ls wildly in the void, as it were, much as a
hfrd might do if a rarefying atmosphere failed to support its
flight.

. Because the external factors of cirenmstances and the
mternal factors of mind both enter constituently into its
habits of mental function, therefore the same kind of be-
wildering panic is produced when the internal factor goes to
pieces by reason of such a disorganization of its strueture
as ensues when the external factors are dissolved. The sufferer
from morbid mental depression, whose disordered brain is
struck with a painful palsy of function, finds his thoughts
and feelings reel in an alarming impotence: he is oppressed
with a wretched sense of loss of hold on realities, which
now pass before him remotely like shadows, not substantial
things; with a frightened feeling of the dissolution of his
personality, which is incapable of any funetion but despair ;
with a panic-like dread of formless woes, all the more over-
whelming because they are inapprehensible, The familiar
world of his experience is a strange disconcerting and
bewildering world to him because he is a strange, disconcerted,
and bewildered being in it: he cannot so lay hold of as to
grasp its objects, cannot apprehend them. Whoever would
truly realize how indispensable are the habitual definite rela-
tions between the internal fabric of mind and the external
framework, social and physical, of the environment, could
not do better than listen to the morbid melancholic as he
struggles vainly with the inadequacy of language to express
his appalling sense of the unreality of things and the dis-
abling apprehensions which the strangeness of his own mental
being causes him.

Manifestly the completest repose of being would lie in the
completest adjustment of mind to medium, social and physical.
A constant round of uniformities of experience could leave no
room for disturbing passions and their feverish activities: no
unsatisfied desires, no unfulfilled instinet, no potentiality
craving to be actuality, no impression which did not find
adequate expression, no progress of desire urging a restless
desire to progress. That is a peaceful state of things which,
when it is met with in any society of human beings, is not
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S Sanctification of Error as Superstition.

A great cause, then, of ordinary errors of thought, and of
ordinary errors that have obtained extraordinary sanctity as
superstitions, is an unfounded belief in instances of uniformity
which are not really such, and the survival or persistence of
such errors in beliefs and customs after they are or ought to be
diseredited by observation. It is an inference from the par-
ticular fact to the general conclusion when the induction is not
warranted by experience, and the subsequent perpetuation of it
as sacred in spite of sense and reason. The things which, when
they went together before, were followed by good luck, will,
when they go together again, bring good luck after them, and
a day on which a misfortune has befallen becomes an unlucky
day. The repugnance is sfill strong, and in former days there
was a religious prohibition, against commenecing important
business on the unlucky day. In reality there may be no more
connection between the two events than there is between an
eclipse of the sun and the birth of a red-haired child which
chances to take place during it, or between the flaming of
a comet in the heavens and the career of a great conqueror or
a great eriminal who is born under that aspect of them. More
than eighteen hundred years have passed since Ovid referred to
the vulgar objection of the Romans to marriages in May, the
probable reason of the aversion being that the funeral rites of
the Lemuralia were celebrated in that month; but the super-
stition is still not extinet, for marriages in May are thought by
many to be unlucky now. How vivid and piereing a ray of
light does the fact throw into the persistence, for good or ill, of
past, be it never so remote, in present human thought and

feeling! Man shudders instinetively at an incorporate super- ||

stition, very much as the domestic animal shudders at the

smell of a savage animal which neither it nor any ancestor of | |

it for ages past has seen.

The priests of ancient Rome, making their profit out of this
omen-seeking habit of mind, as the medicine-men of savage
tribes do still, sought and, seeking, found in the entrails of the
animals offered up as sacrifices to the gods the signs propitious
or unpropitious to the enterprise about to be undertaken; and

-
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been* And so in English churches still, when the country
1s suffering damage from the long continuance of wet weather,
so that the harvest cannot be gathered in, and the farmer looks
round him in despair at the rain which continues fo fall,
special prayer is made solemnly to Almighty God, that He
may turn from the people those evils which they for their sins
have most righteously deserved, by sending fine weather. [f
fine weather comes at length after the long spell of wet
weather, 1t is a manifest and merciful answer to prayer; if not,
the credit of prayer nowise suffers by its ill success on the
occasion. The true prayer of trust is the pathetic prayer
of abject resignation—* Not my will, but Thine be done”; yea,
Thy will be done though in my undoing, T

S Fallacies of Coincidence in Reason g,

It might naturally be thought that people of all countries in
all ages would not have offered sacrifices and supplications to
their gods had not the events often answered the expectations
of those who were at the cost and pains of offering them.
Propitiatory hecatombs of slain creatures, human and animal,
offered up in countless numbers on countless altars in all parts
of the world, are they not proof of the existence of gods who
have inclined their ears to hear the urgent prayers of mankind ?
Not so; since the many gods that were thus invoked and pro-
pitiated with costly rites and ceremonies amid the reverential
awe of their adoring worshippers are now confessed to have
had no existence outside human imagination, and not ever
therefore to have answered the prayers they were believed to
answer at the time. Their present interest is as extinet beliefs,
not as extinet beings,

* And not in Christian churches only. Of a Buddhist temple in the pro-
vinee of Shansi, in China, to which the neighbouring Mongols make pilgrimages
in numbers, Mr. Gilmour says, *It seemed to be quite a famous temple, and was
hung almost full of its own praises, written on red cloth and silk, the grateful
offerings of votaries, who in this way returned thanks for having their prayers
answered." (Admong the Mongols, p. 144, by the Rev. James Gilmour, hl..&,}_ All
which naturally seemed very absurd and barbarous to a missionary who believed
himself the organ of the only true religion.

T Bir Thomas Browne, Religio Medici.
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of the hits stand out vividly, while the misses fade into
oblivion.®

When we call to mind how many dreams are dreamt every
night, most of them related to the interests and fortunes of the
individual, since dreams take form and colour from his nature
and experiences, and what a multitude of events happen in a
day, it would be strange were there not oceasional eoincidences
between the dream and its fulfilment. In the same way, he
who reflects how many prayers are uttered in a day, most of
them related to the immediate interests and concerns of the
individual, and what a multitude of events happen in a day,
will not wonder at, or conelude much from, the occasional
coincidence between the prayer and its answer. A person
naturally prays for what he wants, and may well happen in a
certain proportion of cases to get, directly or indirectly, in the
natural changes and chances of events among which his
fortunes lie; and the fact that he does get it sometimes is not
enough, therefore, to warrant the conslusion that it comes by
supernatural intervention—all the less so when sympathetie
friends, able to help him in natural ways, know what he wants
and prays for. Most persons are ill more than once before they
fall ill of the sickness of which they die; and if prayers are
made for their recoveries on all these occasions of illness, there
must in the nature of things be more favourable than un-
favonrable answers.

He who perceives a divine verdict in the event, whatever it
be, is guilty of the presumption rebuked by Jesus Christ in
the eager discoverers of a divine judgment on the sinners upon
whom the tower of Siloam fell. The truly pious believer fails
not to perceive the divine verdict in every case, and may
justly accuse the little faith which, not receiving the benefit
asked for in prayer, but receiving instead the evil specially
deprecated, fails to see therein the true answer fo the
prayer and the right proof of its efficacy. How faithless

* Tt was an ancient opinion that there were two gates of sleep, out of one
of which went false dreams, and out of the other true ones—

“ Sunt gemine somni porte, quarum altera fertur
Cornea, qué veris facilis datur exitus umbris ;

Altera candenti perfecta nitens elephanto,
Sed falsa ad ccelum mittunt insomnia manes.”
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28 NATURAL CAUSES AND SUPERNATURAL SEEMINGS.

which mystical minds admire with awe as symbols of truth
too deep for reach of definite intellectual apprehension, will
all be found, when critically examined, to owe their credit in
the main, if not entirely, to erude observation and bad reason-
ing. At any rate, the indistinet and shadowy relations which
such minds perceive, or feel vaguely rather than perceive, are
not necessarily proofs of superfine insight into things; they
certainly often betray the visionary vagrancy of the indolent
and self-indulgent mind which, shirking the labour of clear and
precise thinking, delights to drift in a vagabondage of misty
feeling and shadowy thought. The mystical intimations are
not then sublime because they ave obseure ; they are obscure
because, phantom-like, they love the twilight and shrink from
facing the light of thought.

It is not to be denied that an undefined foreboding of evil,
a deep and tragical presentiment, sometimes in a person’s life
goes before a calamity which was not foreseen, not even dimly
anticipated. Such dark premonition, when fulfilled by the
event, is a circumstance well suited to beget the opinion of a
supernatural intimation. The cases in which it oceurs are, I
think, of two classes: (#) before the outset of some severe
bodily illness like fever which perhaps ends fatally ; (b) before
the explosion of some brooding catastrophe in the individual’s
atfairs or social relations.

In the first case a supernatural explanation is not needed,
since a brooding disease, especially when it has what is known
medically as its period of incubation, may be forefelt in the
bodily economy, which it threatens, as a vague, sad foreboding,
before it is so far developed as to exhibit its proper form and
symptoms and to be perceived. The language of feeling goes
before the langnage of thought in the order of human develop-
ment, and has a deeper significance in the nature of mental
function. Peradventure the prophetic feeling of evil to come
takes form in the person’s dream of a particular disease before
the lurking disease in him shows itself, as it SHIIJEEQJJ.EHFI}'
does; and it may certainly translate itself in the instinctive
certitude of a sick man that he will die, though he is only at
the beginning of an illness the symptoms of which, on the _.
face of them, warrant not the expressed despair. Here, as
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30 NATURAL CAUSES AND SUPERNATURAL SEEMINGS,

self-pleasing plaints which he was wont to pour out with a
somewhat histrionic exaggeration, are those in which, before
the last eventful scene of the tragedy, he says to Horatio—

* But thou wouldst not think how ill all’s here about my heart ; but it
is no matter,

“ Hor. Nay, good my lord

“Haum. It is but foolery ; but it is such a kind of gain-giving as would,
perhaps, trouble a woman.

. “Homr. If yowr mind dislike anything, obey it: T will forestall their
repair thither, and say you are not fit.

““Hax. Not a whit, we defy augury : there’s a special providence in
the fall of a sparrow. If it e now, ’tis not to come; if it be not to
come, 1t will be now ; if it be not now, yet it will come : the readiness
is all: since no man has aught of what he leaves, what is’t to leave
betimes 7"

In these words sobs the note of the predestined catastrophe,
a forefelt fate of woe, inapprehensible yet inevitable, which
is maturing inexorably in the womb of time and will he
accomplished at its appointed hour. “'T'is destiny, unshun-
nable as death.” Given a mind like Hamlet's, tuned to great
fineness of feeling, and endowed with large capacity of reflection
—too apt, indeed, to think so precisely on the event as to lose
itself in a waste of over-meditation ; torn with grief, indigna-
tion, and doubt in the coil of villainy by which he is henetted
round ; demanding clearness of judgment in order to aect, and
knowing well the compulsive necessity of its own nature to
be thorough in action when once it starts to aect; prone,
therefore, to put off or shirk decision until forced into it—
what wonder that within the shadow of the immediately
impending crisis he was chilled by a foreboding gloom with-
out foreseeing what shape the calamity would take. Might
it not well be a case in which feeling had its reasons deeper
than reason could fathom ? :

The second instance is that of Romeo, who, amidst the mirth,
banter, and frolic of his friends, is struck with the sudden
chill of a tragical presentiment, the misgiving of some fatal
consequence hanging in the stars which will bitterly begin its
fatal course from that night’s adventure: a forefeeling of the
final catastrophe in the initial act of the tragedy, the pre-
saging knell of fate sounding its sad premonition in a sensitive
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iue:_mml_-l.}r—-i'rf.un & like jubilant flash of reactive energy
agamst the forefelt, albeit not foreseen, catastrophe ?

‘ Huwevm:, when pleasing conjecture has had its way in the
terpretation of these mysterious phenomena, sober reflection
must needs allow the greatest weight to the vulgar and
stubborn fallacy of concluding from agreeing without regard
to Dp?ﬂslil]g instances. It is a joy to the mind to mark the
hits, it is a strain to it to mark the misses. If anybody
chances to think of a friend at the Antipodes about the time
when he hears later to his surprise that his friend died (and
in subsequent narration the uncertain time is pretty sure to
become the exact moment), or feels unaccountably sad just
before an unforeseen misfortune befalls, he is vividly impressed
by, and pleased to tell, the awe-striking story of the singular
coincidence; but he takes no note of the many instances
when he unexpectedly thought of a friend who did not die
at that exact mowment or at all, nor of the many times when
he felt unaccountably sad without the sequel of a great
misfortune.

That there are many more things in heaven and earth
than philosophy ean spell out or so much as dream of, and
mysterious feelings in man which come either as pulses from
the far-reaching depths of humanity within him, or are caused
by unknown conditions of nature without him, may readily be
admitted. Even the fool who has said in his heart, “There
is no God,” would not be so foolish as to deny that. But
it is to go a long way beyond the warrant of observation and
reason to accept off-hand the stories of spiritual apparitions
and mysterious sympathies which have had, and still have, a
strong hold on popular credence—stories whose hot attesta-
tion blazons the need of their confirmation. For example:
the apparition of a person at the moment of his death, in
his form and habit as he lived, to a friend a thousand miles
away ; the dream of some one’s place and time and mode of
death at the exact time and place, and in the exact way
it took place; the communication of a thought or feeling
between two persons who are in different rooms of the same
house or in different houses miles apart; and why not add the
more vulgar instance (which rests, after all, on a wider basis
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9 a " ' o 4
§ Fallacies of Coincidence in Observation,

The proneness of the mind to respond to agreeing and to
overlook differing or opposing instances, out of which so many
exrors of thought have sprung, is not manifest in reasoning
from facts only, it works equally in the observation or per-
ception of the facts themselves; it is the tendency which so
often vitiates direct observation of that which lies plain to
sense were sense only applied plainly to it. A wrong idea
or image of the fact, suggested by some like features of it,
precludes perception of the real fact. How easy it is to make
mistakes as to the identities of persons, and how often it
happens that a witness, or one witness after another, swears
positively in a court of justice to the identity of a person, who
is not only not the person he is sworn to be, but perhaps is
not much like him. Nothing ecan be more positive than the
assurance with which the mistaken evidence is given on
such occasion, nothing more inexcusable as an example of
observation, nothing more instructive as an illustration of
a common fallacy of observation. As in reasoning, so in
perception, the tendency to generalize is stronger than the
tendency to diseriminate. What happens is that the striking
likeness of one or two features excites the notion of a certain
person in the observer’s mind, and that the mental image thus
raised so usurps his attention that he has no eyes for the
manifest and manifold differences in the real object.
Attention, fascinated by the like, cannot attend to the unlike.
Perceiving the resemblance, he instantly, although uncon-
sciously, fills in the rest of the picture, not from the real face
before him, but from the mental image evoked in him; just
as 1n ordinary vision the habit is to see a few features or
signs only which the mind, informed by previous experience,
interprets into the object; or as in ordinary hearing we catch
only partial sounds of the badly articulated word, filling up
the rest of the sound to complete the words of a known
language—for we cannot do it with a little-known language—
from the internal reservoir of former experience.

Were any one to mark and mind that which he really sees
and hears in the course of a day, he might be not a little
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