A Mystery of Crowds

By Lafcadio Hearn

Who has not a some time leaned over the pargpet of a bridge to watch the wrinklings and
dimplings of the current below,—to wonder a the trembling permanency of surface-shapes that
never change, though the substance of them is never for two successve moments the same? The
mydery of the spectacle fascinates, and it is worth thinking about. Symbols of the riddie of our
own being are those shuddering forms. In ourselves likewise the substance perpetualy changes
with the flow of the Infinite Stream; but the shapes, though ever agitated by various inter-
opposing forces, remain throughout the years.

And who has not been fascinated aso by the sght of the human stream that pours and pulses
through the dtreets of some great metropolis? This, too, has its currents and counter-currents and
eddyings—al drengthening or weskening according to the tide-rise or tide-ebb of the city’s sea
of toil. But the attraction of the greater spectacle for us is not redly the mystery of mation: it is
rather the mystery of man. As outsde observers we are interested chiefly by the passng forms
and faces—by thar intimations of persondity, their suggestions of sympathy or repulson. We
soon cease to think about the genera flow. For the atoms of the human current are visble to our
gaze we e them wak, and deem ther movements sufficiently explaned by our own
experience of waking. And, nevethdess, the motions of the visble individud ae more
mysterious than those of the aways invisble molecule of water—I am not forgetting the truth
that al forms of motion are ultimately incomprehensble: | am referring only to the fact that our
common reative knowledge of motions, which are supposed to depend upon will, is even less
than our possible relative knowledge of the behavior of the atoms of a water-current.

Every one who has lived in a great city is aware of certan laws of movement which regulate
the flow of population through the more crowded thoroughfares. (We need not for present
purposes concern ourselves about the complex middle-currents of the living river, with ther
thunder of hoofs and wheds | shdl spesk of the sde-currents only.) On ether footpath the
crowd naturdly divides itsdf into an upward and a downward stream. All persons going in one
direction take the right-hand sde dl going in the other direction teke the left-hand sde. By
moving with ether one of these two streams you can proceed even quickly; but you cannot walk
agang it: only a drunken or insane person is likely to atempt such a thing. Between the two
currents there is going on, by reason of the pressure, a continual self-displacement of individuds
to left and right, dternately,—such a yidding and swerving as might be represented, in a
drawing of the double-current, by zigzag medid lines ascending and descending. This condant
yielding done makes progress possble: without it the contrary streams would quickly bring esch
other to a danddtill by latera pressure. But it is especidly where two crowd-streams intersect
each other, as a dreet-angles, tha this sysematic sdf-displacement is worthy of sudy.
Everybody observes the phenomenon; but few persons think about it. Whoever redly thinks
about it will discover tha there is a mydery in it—a mysery which no individud experience
can fully explain.

In any thronged street of a great metropolis thousands of people are congtantly turning aside to
left or right in order to pass each other. Whenever two persons walking in contrary directions
come face to face in such a press, one of three things is likely to happen—Either there is a
mutud yidding—or one makes room for the other,—or ese both, in their endeavor to be



accommodating, step at once in the same direction, and & quickly repest the blunder by trying to
correct it, and so keep dancing to and fro in each other's way,—until the firs to percaive the
abaurdity of the gStuaion stands ill, or until the more irritable actudly pushes his vis-a-vis to
one sSde. But these blunders are reatively infrequent: al necessary yidding, as a rule is done
quickly and correctly.

Of course there must be some generd law regulaing dl this sdlf-displacement,—some law in
accord with the universal law of motion in the direction of least resstance. You have only to
watch any crowded dreet for hadf an hour to be convinced of this. But the law is not easily found
or formulated: there are puzzles in the phenomenon.

If you study the crowd-movement cosdy, you will percelve that those encounters in which
one person yidds to make way for the other are much less common than those in which both
paties give way. But a little reflection will corvince you thet, even in cases of mutud yieding,
one person must of necessty yield sooner than the other,—though the difference in time of the
impulse manifestation should be—as it often is—adtogether inapprecidble. For the sum of
character, physical and psychica, cannot be precisely the same in two human beings. No two
persons can have exactly equd faculties of perception and will, nor exactly smilar qudities of
that experience which expresses itsdf in menta and physica activities. And therefore in every
case of gpparent mutud yidding, the yidding must redly be successve, not smultaneous. Now
dthough what we might here cdl the “persond equation” proves that in every case of mutud
yidlding one individud necessarily yieds sooner than the other, it does not a dl explan the
mysey of the individua impulse in cases where the yidding is not mutud;—it does not explain
why you fed a one time that you are about to make your vis-a-vis give place, and fed a another
time that you must yoursdf give place. What originates the feding?

A friend once attempted to answer this question by the ingenious theory of a sort of eye-dud
between every two persons coming face to face in a sregt-throng; but | fed sure that his theory
could account for the psychologicd facts in scarcdly hdf-a-dozen of a thousand such encounters.
The grester number of people hurrying by each other in a dense press rarely observe faces. only
the disgnterested idler has time for that. Hundreds actudly pass dong the dreet with their eyes
fixed upon the pavement. Certainly it is not the man in a hurry who can guide himsdf by ocular
sngp-shot views of physognomy;—he is usudly absorbed in his own thoughts. . . . | have
sudied my own case repeatedly. While in a crowd | sddom look at faces, but without any
conscious observation | am aways able to tell when | should give way, or when my vis-a-vis is
going to save me that trouble My knowledge is certanly intuitive—a mere knowledge of
feding; and 1 know note with what to compare it except that blind faculty by which, in adsolute
darkness, one becomes aware of the proximity of bulky objects without touching them. And my
intuition isamogt infdlible. If | hestate to obey it, acollison is the invariable consequence.

Furthermore, | find that whenever automatic, or a least semi-conscious, action is replaced by
reasoned action—in plainer words, whenever | begin to think aout my movements—I| dways
blunder. It is only while I am thinking of other matters—only while | am acting dmog auto-
maicaly,—that | can thread a dense crowd with ease. Indeed, my persona experience has
convinced me that what pilots one quickly and safely through a thick press is not conscious
obsarvation a dl, but unreasoning, intuitive perception. Now intuitive action of any kind
represents inherited knowledge, the experience of past lives—in this case the experience of past
livesincaculable

Utterly incdculable. . . . Why do | think so ? Well, smply because this faculty of intuitive sdf-
direction in a crowd is shaed by man with very inferior forms of animad being,—evolutiona



proof that it must be a faculty immensely older than man. Does not a herd of cattle, a herd of
deer, a flock of sheep, offer us the same phenomenon of mutud yielding? Or a flock of birds—
gregarious birds especidly: crows, sparrows, wild pigeons? Or a shod of fish? Even among
insects—bees, ants, termites—we can dudy the same law of intuitive sdf-displacement. The
yidding, in dl these eases, must 4ill represent an inherited experience unimaginably old. Could
we endeavor to retrace the whole course of such inheritance, the attempt would probably lead us
back, not only to the very beginnings of sentient life upon this planet, but further—back into the
higory of nonsentient substance—back even to the primd evolution of those myserious
tendencies which are stored up in the atoms of dements. Such atoms we know of only as points
of multiple resstance—incomprehensble knittings of incomprehensble forces. Even the
tendencies of atoms doubtless represent accumulations of inheritance—but here thought checks
with ashock at the eternd barrier of the Infinite Riddle.



