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PREFACE.

The recent direction of the public mind to the claims

of what is called ' Spiritualism/ partly by the discus-

sion which took place in the Anthropological Section

of the British Association at its Meeting in Glasgow,

and partly by the Slade prosecution which followed,

having led the Directors of the London Institution to

invite me to deliver two Lectures on the subject, I con-

sented to do so on the understanding that I should

treat it purely in its Historical and Scientific aspects

:

my purpose being to show, first, the relation of what

seems to me essentially an Epidemic Delusion, to Epi-

demics, more or less similar, which have at different

periods taken a strong—though transient—hold on

the popular imagination ; and secondly, to point out

how completely the evidence adduced by the upholders

of the system fails to afford a scientific proof of the

existence of any new Power or Agency capable of an-

tagonising the action of the known Forces of Nature.
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VI PREFACE.

In consequence of many representations made to

me that these Lectures might be advantageously

brought under the notice of- a wider circle than that of

their original auditors, I was led to prepare them for

publication in Erasers Magaziney\^A\h. the addition of

passages which want of time prevented me from in-

cluding in their oral delivery. And in now repro-

ducing them in a separate form, with an Appendix

of pieces jiistificatives, I have no other m^otive than a

desire to do what I can to save from this new form

of Epidemic Delusion some who are in danger of

being smitten by its poison, and to afford to such as

desire to keep themselves clear from it, a justification

for their ' common sense ' rejection of testimony

pressed upon them by friends whose honesty they

would not for a moment call in question. Among
these pieces, there are none which seem to me of more

value than the extracts I have given from the writ-

ings (long out of print) of the late Mr. Braid ; whose

experiments, which I repeatedly witnessed, not only

contributed essentially to the elucidation of what is

real in the phenomena of Mesmerism and the states

allied to it, but furnished (by anticipation) the clue to

the explanation of many of the curious psychical

phenomena of honest Spiritualism.

In the discussion to which I have just referred,

Mr. A. R. Wallace, speaking from the Chair of the

Anthropological Section, addressed me in the follow-
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Ing words :
—

* You expect us to believe what you say,

* but you will not believe what we say.* And the

same distinguished Naturalist has since publicly ac-

cused me of ' habitually giving only one side of the

'question, and completely ignoring all facts which tell

' against [my] theory.'—The reader of these Lectures

will see that my whole aim is to discover, on the

generally accepted principles of Testimony, what arc

facts ; and to discriminate between facts and the in-

ferences drawn from them. I have no other ' theory

'

to support, than that of the constancy of the well-

ascertained Laws of Nature ; and my contention is,

that where apparent departures from them take place

through Human instrumentality, we are justified* in

assuming in the first instance either fraudulent de-

ception, or unintentional j'r//*-deception, or both com-

bined,—until the absence of either shall have been

proved by every conceivable test that the sagacity of

sceptical experts can devise.

The two different modes in which Spiritualists and

their opponents view the same facts, according to their

respective predispositions, is well brought out in cases

of the so-called ' materialization.'— A party being

assembled in a front drawing-room, the * medium ' re-

tires into a back room separated from it by curtains,

and professes there to go into a trance. After a short

interval, during which the lights are turned down so

as to make * darkness visible,' a figure dressed in some

strange guise enters between the curtains, and (lis-
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plays itself to the spectators as an * embodied spirit.'

Precluded from any direct interference with the per-

formance, a sceptic among the company slyly puts

some ink on his fingers, and, whilst this is still wet,

grasps the 'spirit-hand,' which he finds very like a

mortal one. The ' spirit ' withdraws behind the cur-

tains, after a short interval the lights are raised,

and the ' medium ' returns to the company in propria

persona. The sceptic then points out inkstains on

one of the ' medium's ' hands, and tells what he has

done.

These are the fads of the case.—Now, the ' com-

mon-sense ' interpretation of these facts is, that the

' nredium ' is a cheat, and the * embodied spirit ' a vul-

gar ghost personated by him; and until adequate

proof shall have been given to the contrary, I main-

tain that we are perfectly justified in holding to this

interpretation, confirmed as it is by the exposure of

the trick in every instance in which adequate means
have been taken for its detection.

But the explanation of his inked fingers given by
the ' medium ' is, that the impress made on the hand
of the 'embodied spirit' has been transferred 'ac-

cording to a well-known law of Spiritualism ' to his

own ; and this assumption is regarded as more pro-

bable, by such as have accepted the system, than

that their pet 'medium' is a cheat, and their belief

in him a delusion !

That such an assumption should not only gain
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the acceptance of minds otherwise rational, but should

be stoutly upheld by them with unquestioning faith,

seems to me a striking exemplification of the strength

of the hold which a 'dominant idea' may gain, when

once the protective safeguard of 'common sense' has

been weakly abandoned. And I would further de-

duce from it the educational importance of that early

Scientific training, of which a disciplined and trust-

worthy judgment on such subjects is one of the most

valuable resultants. For that training—which essen-

tially consists in the formation of habits of accurate

observation, and of correct reasoning upon the facts

so learned—pervades the ivhole mind, and shapes its

general forms of thought in a degree which is rarely (if

ever) equalled by the direction of its powers at a later

period of life to the culture of some limited field of

scientific investigation. Any such specialization leaves

the wide domain of thought which lies outside, un-

touched by scientific influences ; and thus it happens

that men who achieve high distinction in particular

lines of scientific enquiry, may not only have no

special competence for the pursuit of an enquiry of a

totally different kind, but may be absolutely dis^

qualified, by preformed tendencies, for its thorough

and impartial prosecution. A remarkable case of this

kind, incidentally noticed in the following pages (pp.

7 and 69), I have elsewhere more fully discussed.*

' 'The Radiometer and its Lessons,' in the N"uictcenth Century for

March 1877.




