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    When solitary judgments dissolve into a crowd, a different mind takes command. This combined volume brings together two of Gustave Le Bon’s most influential inquiries into that transformation, tracing how individuals, once fused into a collective, think, feel, and act in ways that elude their private selves. The Crowd unveils the mechanisms of suggestion, imitation, and fervor; The Psychology of Revolution examines how those forces erupt onto the stage of history. Read together, they form a continuous meditation on the energies that animate public life, from the murmurs of an assembly to the thunderclap of upheaval, and on the fragile tether between passion and order.

The book is considered a classic because it forged a vocabulary for discussing mass behavior that subsequent generations could not ignore. Even where its claims are questioned, its categories—contagion, prestige, the role of symbols—became fixtures in debates on democracy and social change. Its impact extends beyond social science into the broader literary and intellectual imagination, shaping the way writers depict crowds and crises. As a touchstone of fin-de-siècle thought, it condenses a historical moment’s anxieties and hopes into a framework that still provokes, offering an early, enduring attempt to understand how collective moods gather, crest, and break.

Gustave Le Bon, a French social psychologist and observer of public life, wrote The Crowd in the late nineteenth century, with its first edition appearing in 1895. In it, he proposes that the crowd is not merely a sum of individuals but a distinct psychological entity, marked by heightened emotion, credulity, and suggestibility. He surveys assemblies, juries, electorates, and street gatherings to outline how anonymity reshapes conduct, how leaders appeal to imagination, and how repeated images can solidify belief. His purpose is diagnostic rather than narrative: to expose the tendencies that surface when individuals merge, and to aid readers in recognizing their sway.

The Psychology of Revolution, published in the early twentieth century, extends this analysis to the domain of political convulsion. Le Bon considers revolutions as moments when collective emotions become decisive, when institutions yield to beliefs, and when images and myths reorder public life. Drawing on historical examples, he reflects on the rhythms of revolutionary episodes, the roles assumed by leaders and crowds, and the transformations of social values under pressure. Without rehearsing outcomes, he centers on the mental mechanisms at work, aiming to discern patterns that recur across upheavals. The emphasis remains steadfastly psychological: how needs, fears, and hopes are magnified en masse.

Its influence radiated across disciplines. Psychologists and social theorists grappled with Le Bon’s theses, sometimes adopting, sometimes challenging them; Freud’s reflections on group psychology and Wilfred Trotter’s work on herd instincts explicitly engage this terrain. In the realm of ideas and letters, thinkers such as José Ortega y Gasset and Elias Canetti entered into conversation with the problem of crowds, whether as heirs, critics, or reinterpreters. Practitioners in public relations and opinion management, notably Edward Bernays, drew on crowd psychology when considering persuasion at scale. That wide, often critical uptake is itself a hallmark of a classic: it sets terms for arguments that continue to evolve.

As a document in literary history, the book intersects with the modernist discovery of mass society. Novelists, dramatists, and essayists found in crowd psychology a way to stage the instability of the self and the pull of collective identities. Le Bon’s aphoristic style, categorical assertions, and vivid examples lend his analysis a rhetorical charge that writers could adopt or resist. The figures of orator, demagogue, and multitude become not only sociological types but literary motifs—a gallery through which twentieth-century literature has contemplated charisma, conformity, and revolt. The text’s economy of image and concept invited imitation, critique, and creative reworking.

Several leitmotifs organize the book’s arguments. Suggestion describes how emotion and belief can pass from person to person without deliberation; contagion captures the acceleration of that passage within the crowd. Anonymity loosens inhibitions even as it binds participants to a shared mood. Prestige grants authority to leaders and symbols, often independent of reasoned proof. Myth and image serve as durable carriers of conviction, outpacing dry facts. Underlying these motifs is a persistent contrast between reflective judgment and the immediacy of collective feeling. Le Bon’s inquiry asks how these forces coordinate and collide, and how they alternately stabilize and destabilize public life.

The book’s stature has long been inseparable from debate over its limits. Le Bon generalizes boldly from observation rather than experiment, and his normative assumptions—about reason, hierarchy, and the character of popular movements—have drawn sustained criticism. Many readers approach the work today as a historical source and a conceptual provocation rather than a settled science. That critical distance is productive: it clarifies where his frameworks illuminate behavior and where they occlude complexity. The very durability of the objections testifies to the usefulness of the questions posed, inviting readers to refine, revise, or rebut the categories while retaining the phenomena they name.

For contemporary audiences, the analysis offers a toolkit for thinking about collective behavior in many settings: protests and rallies, elections, financial surges, or digitally networked swarms. While new media alter the channels of influence, the core issues—suggestibility, prestige, the power of repeated images—remain recognizable. The text does not demand fatalism; rather, it equips readers to discern the moments when feeling becomes contagious and when narratives rule facts. Read attentively, it also prompts a distinction between crowds that create solidarity and those that unleash destructive fervor, reminding us that the psychology of gatherings is a spectrum, not a single, immutable type.

Historical context sharpens its arguments. The Crowd arises from a Europe confronting mass politics, rapid urbanization, and expanding suffrage, where parliaments and boulevards alike displayed the tension between elite judgment and popular passion. The Psychology of Revolution reflects on upheavals with a long shadow in French memory and a broader European preoccupation with instability in the early twentieth century. These settings supplied examples and anxieties, but they also anchored Le Bon’s claim that recurrent patterns can be detected beneath local events. The works thus bridge immediate observation and larger patterns, using the past as a laboratory for understanding collective change.

Why does it endure? Because it addresses a perennial puzzle: how groups acquire a mind that is not reducible to private thought. Readers encounter both a warning and a resource—an account of how demagogy can flourish, but also a guide to recognizing the mechanisms by which communities cohere, mobilize, and sometimes transcend their differences. The interplay of emotion and belief that Le Bon maps is visible in public life today, from the crafting of slogans to the shaping of common sense. The book’s longevity lies in making that interplay legible, so that it can be engaged, resisted, or redirected.

This introduction invites a reading that is informed and critical, attentive to enduring themes and historical contingencies alike. The combined volume presents a bold thesis, a vivid style, and a set of concepts—contagion, prestige, myth—that continue to structure inquiry and argument. Its appeal rests not on unassailable certainty but on the stimulating clarity of its claims and the breadth of their application. For new readers, it offers insight into the forces that move crowds and the tempers that make revolutions thinkable; for returning readers, it remains a testing ground where enduring questions meet changing times.
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    Gustave Le Bon’s The Crowd and The Psychology of Revolution brings together two complementary studies on collective behavior and political upheaval. The first examines how crowds acquire a distinct mental life, while the second applies these insights to the dynamics of revolutions, especially the French Revolution. Using historical examples and a psychological framework, Le Bon outlines general laws that, he contends, govern mass opinion, leadership, persuasion, and social change. The combined work proceeds from theory to application, presenting a sequential account: from the formation and traits of the crowd mind to the stages through which revolutionary movements develop, consolidate power, and eventually stabilize or exhaust themselves.

In The Crowd, Le Bon begins by defining a crowd not merely as a gathering of individuals but as a psychological entity with a unified mind. He argues that anonymity, suggestibility, and contagion produce a mental unity that overwhelms personal judgment and responsibility. Under these conditions, emotions dominate, inhibitions weaken, and a collective personality emerges. He distinguishes between heterogeneous crowds that form spontaneously and more organized or permanent groups. Across types, he emphasizes simplification, extremes, and the power of vivid images and myths. The crowd mind, he asserts, favors immediacy and certainty over nuance, and tends to polarize opinions into absolute affirmations.

Le Bon then analyzes the intellectual and moral tendencies of crowds. He claims that deliberative reasoning is limited in large collectives, which prefer associative thinking, analogies, and symbols. Crowds, in his view, are impressionable, impatient, and drawn to clear, emotionally charged ideas rather than complex arguments. They can display both humanitarian impulses and harshness, depending on suggestion and circumstances. He highlights the role of illusions and the tendency to hold contradictory beliefs when bound by common sentiment. To move a crowd, he contends, affirmation and repetition outweigh analytical proof, and moral approval often follows perceived success or prestige rather than independent ethical evaluation.

A central section addresses leaders and the mechanics of persuasion. Le Bon asserts that influential leaders exhibit strong conviction, simple messaging, and the prestige that silences doubt. Words, formulas, and symbols act as triggers for collective action when repeated and dramatized. He discusses techniques such as categorical assertion, constant reiteration, and the contagious spread of emotion through example. He also situates crowd behavior within broader determinants like traditions, institutions, and what he calls national character and inherited dispositions. These background factors, he argues, set limits on what persuasion can achieve, channeling collective energies along paths conditioned by history and social structure.

The work applies these principles to public life, highlighting how mass opinion shapes politics, justice, and education. Le Bon describes modern democracies as entering an era of crowds, where parliaments, parties, and the press must reckon with collective psychology. He suggests juries and assemblies are susceptible to rhetoric, that education molds beliefs more than it cultivates reasoning, and that economic and social policies succeed when they align with prevailing sentiments. He repeatedly contrasts destructive and constructive capacities, arguing that crowds can rapidly unmake institutions but struggle to build stable replacements. This closes the theoretical arc of The Crowd and prepares for its application to revolutions.

The Psychology of Revolution turns to the conditions that precede upheaval. Le Bon identifies converging factors: financial strain, administrative weakness, delegitimization of authority, and the spread of new ideals through intellectual critique. He argues that revolutions often arise not from absolute misery but from heightened expectations and the erosion of confidence in existing institutions. As respect for traditional authorities declines, symbols and doctrines that once united society lose persuasive force. This psychological shift makes governments vulnerable to shocks. The author surveys historical cases, especially the French Revolution, to illustrate how ideas, emotions, and leadership combine to precipitate sudden breaks in social order.

He outlines a recurrent sequence of phases: preliminary agitation and propaganda, collapse of authority, ascendancy of radical factions, concentration of power in committees, and eventual reaction or stabilization. During acute phases, Le Bon emphasizes the intensity of collective passions, the role of uncompromising beliefs, and the tendency to persecute perceived enemies. He describes how tribunals and emergency measures reflect the crowd mind’s preference for swift, exemplary action. Reconstruction, by contrast, is slow and constrained by economic realities and inherited habits. The text presents these patterns as psychological rather than purely ideological, recurring across different revolutions despite variations in circumstances and aims.

Le Bon examines the actors who shape revolutionary outcomes: intellectuals who spread doctrines, agitators who mobilize crowds, moderates who attempt compromise, and strong leaders who reimpose order. He argues that a determined minority with intense conviction can dominate a hesitant majority, especially when prestige and organizational discipline align. Clubs, committees, and propaganda supply cohesion and surveillance, reinforcing orthodoxies and stigmatizing dissent. Economic disruption, currency instability, and property conflicts accentuate volatility. Over time, the need for security and predictability favors consolidation under centralized authority. For Le Bon, these transitions reveal the limits of doctrinal schemes when confronted with the enduring psychology of groups and institutions.

The combined message is that modern political life is governed by the laws of collective psychology, and that revolutions are intelligible as patterned transformations of belief and authority. Le Bon’s synthesis stresses the power of symbols, leaders, and inherited dispositions, the primacy of sentiment over analysis in large groups, and the difficulty of constructing durable orders after rapid destruction. He concludes that effective policy must respect the psychological constraints of the social mind, that gradual change is often more sustainable than abrupt breaks, and that understanding crowd dynamics is essential for navigating democratic politics and mitigating the excesses of revolutionary fervor.
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    Gustave Le Bon wrote The Crowd (1895) and The Psychology of Revolution (1912) in the milieu of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century France, centered largely in Paris under the Third Republic (proclaimed 1870). This was the Belle Époque of boulevards, mass newspapers, universal male suffrage, and industrial capitalism, but also a period scarred by the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) and the Paris Commune (1871). Political life oscillated between republican consolidation and recurring fears of plebiscitary Caesarism. Rapid urbanization, expanding rail networks, and new forms of entertainment and propaganda shaped public life. Le Bon interpreted these shifts as the emergence of modern mass society governed by crowd psychology.

The intellectual climate blended positivist science, social statistics, and evolutionary thinking with anxieties about degeneracy and disorder. The French educational reforms of the 1880s fostered secular, republican elites, while colonial expansion (e.g., Tunisia 1881, Tonkin 1883–1885, Madagascar 1895) reinforced a belief in civilizational hierarchies. Le Bon, a physician and traveler who published studies on Arab and Indian civilizations in the 1880s, approached politics with a comparative, quasi-anthropological lens. The legal framework of the 1875 constitutional laws and the 1881 press law created a volatile, opinion-driven public sphere. Both books crystallize fears and fascinations with crowds, leadership, and revolutionary upheaval in this specific Paris-centered context.

The French Revolution (1789) began with the convocation of the Estates-General at Versailles in May, escalating with the storming of the Bastille on 14 July and the August Decrees abolishing feudal privileges. The Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen (26 August 1789) codified new principles of sovereignty. October 1789 saw the Women’s March on Versailles, compelling Louis XVI to Paris. These events displayed how rapidly grievances could solidify into collective action. Le Bon treats 1789 as a laboratory for studying suggestion, symbols, and the emotional imagery—bread, liberty, the nation—that mobilized disparate urban and rural groups into a transformative crowd.

The Revolution’s radicalization culminated in the Year II (1793–1794): the trial and execution of Louis XVI (21 January 1793), the Committee of Public Safety (from April 1793), and the Reign of Terror. The Law of 22 Prairial (10 June 1794) accelerated condemnations by the Revolutionary Tribunal, increasing executions in Paris and the provinces. Festivals, civic rituals, and the Cult of the Supreme Being showcased the power of orchestrated emotion. Le Bon links the Terror’s mechanisms—slogans, moral absolutism, and public spectacles—to crowd contagion, wherein leaders harness prestige and ritual to override individual judgment and normal legal restraints, producing swift, coercive unanimity.

Thermidor (27 July 1794) deposed Robespierre, leading to the Directory (1795–1799), marked by coups and currency crises. On 18 Brumaire Year VIII (9 November 1799), Napoleon Bonaparte seized power, inaugurating the Consulate and later the Empire via plebiscites (1800, 1802, 1804). Administrative codification (Code Civil, 1804) coexisted with a plebiscitary relationship to the nation. For Le Bon, Napoleon exemplified the psychology of prestige: a leader who fuses myth, military glory, and administrative efficiency to command crowd loyalty. The shift from revolutionary assembly to Caesarist authority illustrates his thesis that crowds oscillate between destructive release and longing for strong, symbolic order.

The July Revolution (1830) and especially the Revolutions of 1848 reshaped French and European politics. In February 1848, Parisian crowds toppled Louis-Philippe, proclaimed the Second Republic, and instituted universal male suffrage. The June Days (23–26 June 1848) pitted workers against the newly formed government, resulting in thousands of casualties and highlighting class tensions. Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte won the December 1848 presidential election with mass support from rural voters. Le Bon reads 1848 as a cycle of idealistic slogans—fraternity, social rights—turning into violent confrontations and a subsequent search for stabilizing authority, demonstrating how economic insecurity and rumor can ignite urban crowds.

The coup d’état of 2 December 1851 by Louis-Napoleon dissolved the Assembly and restored centralized power, followed by plebiscites (1851–1852) legitimizing the Second Empire (proclaimed 2 December 1852). The regime used ceremonies, architecture, and controlled public opinion to cultivate legitimacy, while also promoting modernization. Le Bon draws on such episodes to analyze how plebiscitary techniques—simple questions, emotive appeals, binary choices—bypass deliberation and leverage the crowd’s desire for clarity. The fusion of engineered consent with the charisma of a leader embodies his warning that mass democracy, absent institutional ballast, risks sliding into authoritarian affirmation by way of spectacle.

The Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871) shattered the Second Empire after the defeat at Sedan (2 September 1870) and the capture of Napoleon III. Paris endured a siege from 19 September 1870 to 28 January 1871, with rationing, bombardments, and balloon communication. The armistice and elections led to Adolphe Thiers’s government negotiating peace at Frankfurt (May 1871) with punitive terms. Le Bon uses the war to illustrate crowd panic, nationalist fervor, and scapegoating in crisis. The alternation between patriotic euphoria and despair showed, for him, the volatility of mass emotion under stress, and how narratives—treason, redemption—can rapidly mobilize public responses.

The Paris Commune (18 March–28 May 1871) arose after tensions between the National Guard and the government over cannons in Montmartre. The Commune governed Paris from 28 March, instituting measures such as separation of church and state, remissions on rents, and worker-led reforms. The Bloody Week (21–28 May) ended with the government’s recapture of the city; deaths are estimated in the thousands, with figures often ranging between 6,000 and 20,000. Le Bon treats the Commune as a paradigmatic revolutionary crowd, showing neighborhood clubs, barricades, and symbols (red flag) transforming urban space into a theater of collective identity and vengeance.

The Boulangist movement (1886–1889) rallied disparate groups—monarchists, radicals, nationalists—around General Georges Boulanger, War Minister in 1886. His electoral triumph in Paris on 27 January 1889 sparked fears of a coup; instead, he hesitated, fled to Belgium in April 1889, and died by suicide in 1891. Boulangism leveraged mass rallies, newspapers, and the figure of the providential man to challenge parliamentary elites. Le Bon sees in Boulangism a case of crowd suggestion and cult of personality, where prestige and a simplified nationalist agenda nearly subverted republican legality, confirming his model of how emotive symbols eclipse programmatic substance.

The Dreyfus Affair (1894–1906) began with Captain Alfred Dreyfus’s wrongful conviction for treason in December 1894 and deportation to Devil’s Island. Émile Zola’s “J’accuse…!” (13 January 1898) ignited a struggle between Dreyfusards and anti-Dreyfusards, with mass demonstrations, riots, and a press war. A partial retrial at Rennes (1899) ended with a controversial verdict and pardon; full exoneration came in 1906. For Le Bon, the Affair revealed how collective passions—national honor, anti-Semitism, militarism—overruled evidence. He analyzed the role of slogans, rumor, and juridical theater in shaping public belief, reinforcing his theory that crowds prioritize moral narratives over factual complexity.

The mass press expanded after the 1881 press freedom law, with titles like Le Petit Journal and Le Petit Parisien reaching circulations over a million by the 1890s. Advertising posters, illustrated supplements, and sensational crimes standardized a shared emotional repertoire. Public opinion polling did not yet exist, but headlines, serialized stories, and political caricature acted as barometers and drivers of sentiment. Le Bon connects this media ecology to suggestion and imitation: images and repeated formulas implant durable beliefs in heterogeneous audiences. He urged elites to use simple, vivid language and symbols to communicate with crowds, anticipating modern propaganda and public relations techniques.

Syndicalism and labor militancy surged with the founding of the Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) in 1895 (Limoges). The Charter of Amiens (1906) affirmed union independence from parties and emphasized direct action, including the general strike. Major conflicts included the 1906 strike wave after the Courrières mining disaster, the 1909 Draveil-Villeneuve-Saint-Georges strike, and the nationwide railway strike of 1910. Street demonstrations, pickets, and confrontations with security forces dramatized class antagonisms in urban space. Le Bon interpreted these mobilizations as crowd solidarities forged through shared risk and ritual, warning that economic grievance, once symbolized, can trigger rapid, imitative escalation.

Secularization intensified through the Ferry school laws (1881–1882) mandating free, compulsory, secular primary education, the Associations Law (1901) regulating congregations, and the 1905 Law of Separation of Churches and State. Processions, counter-demonstrations, and iconoclastic episodes turned laïcité into a public spectacle. Clerical and anticlerical leagues organized petitions and rallies, framing religion as either national heritage or obstacle to citizenship. Le Bon used these confrontations to argue that inherited beliefs, even when doctrinally transformed, retain psychological force. He posited that new political creeds can occupy the same mental space as religious faith, mobilizing crowds through rites, martyrs, and moral certainties.

The Russian Revolution of 1905, triggered by Bloody Sunday (22 January 1905) in St. Petersburg, unleashed strikes, peasant uprisings, and the formation of soviets, leading to the October Manifesto and a curtailed constitutional order. News of mutinies, notably on the battleship Potemkin (June 1905), circulated widely in Europe. French observers debated whether Russia foreshadowed Western upheaval. Le Bon incorporated such episodes as comparative evidence that modernization destabilized traditional bonds and fostered volatile mass politics. For him, 1905 illustrated how sudden legitimacy crises, amplified by rumor and repression, activate crowd dynamics similar to those seen in Paris across 1789, 1848, and 1871.

Le Bon’s two works function as a social critique of mass democracy’s vulnerabilities. By dissecting contagion, suggestion, and prestige, he contends that institutions must buffer opinion from sudden emotional tides. He castigates demagogic appeals, plebiscitary shortcuts, and media sensationalism for encouraging binary moralism over deliberation. The books expose how crises—war, trials, economic shocks—invite theatrical politics and leader worship. They also question the capacity of juries, assemblies, and crowds to evaluate complex evidence under pressure. His analysis implicitly indicts the era’s political class for exploiting symbols to win consent while neglecting civic education and institutional guardrails against volatile mobilizations.

As a political critique, the books highlight class anxieties, the fragility of legality during emergencies, and the ease with which patriotic and moral rhetoric justifies repression. They argue that social injustices, when dramatized, can harden into absolutist creeds fueling cycles of revenge, yet they also reveal the elitist, hierarchical assumptions of their author. Le Bon’s reliance on pseudo-scientific hierarchies and civilizational stereotypes reflects biases of his time, even as he diagnoses real pathologies of mass politics. The works thus expose both the period’s structural tensions—inequality, militarism, sectarianism—and the dangers of addressing them through spectacle rather than patient institutional reform.
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    Gustave Le Bon (1841–1931) was a French physician, anthropologist, and social psychologist whose writings helped define modern thinking about crowd behavior and mass politics. Working at the turn of the twentieth century, he wrote in a clear, polemical style that reached audiences beyond academic circles. His most famous book, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, synthesized earlier reflections on collective psychology and offered a toolkit for interpreting demonstrations, revolutions, and public opinion. Though many of his generalizations remain controversial, his framing of leaders, symbols, and contagion in group life became foundational for later studies in social psychology, communication, and political analysis.

Le Bon trained in medicine in Paris and initially pursued a medical career before turning decisively to research and writing. His intellectual formation reflected the positivist and evolutionary currents dominant in late nineteenth‑century France, alongside a broad interest in comparative anthropology and history. Rather than building a university post, he worked as an independent scholar, drawing on reading, travel, and observation. This independence shaped both his eclectic topics and his argumentative tone. He was attentive to the methods then used in the natural sciences, proposing that social life could be studied through regularities and types, even when his own evidence consisted largely of historical examples and reportage.

In the 1880s he published studies of civilizations that drew on travel and secondary sources, aiming to distill the psychological dispositions of peoples and the institutional patterns that sustain cultures. Among these, La Civilisation des Arabes presented a sympathetic overview of scientific and artistic achievements in the medieval Islamic world, while emphasizing his broader interest in how collective beliefs organize social life. These works marked a shift from descriptive ethnography to explanatory models, foreshadowing his later claim that customs, myths, and traditions mold behavior more powerfully than formal laws. They also established him as a prolific public intellectual comfortable crossing disciplinary borders.

Le Bon’s The Psychology of Peoples argued that the long evolution of groups—through shared traditions, environment, and institutions—shaped national character and social change. He extended this framework in The Crowd, analyzing how individuals behave differently when submerged in large gatherings, assemblies, or publics connected by the press. Crowds, he argued, amplify suggestibility, emotional contagion, and the authority of leaders and symbols. He distinguished heterogeneous street crowds from more enduring collective entities such as juries and electorates, treating them as variations of the same psychological processes. The book’s sweeping claims, vivid examples, and practical implications secured its wide readership and enduring notoriety.

Le Bon coupled his crowd analysis with skepticism toward mass democracy and revolutionary movements, themes developed in later titles such as The Psychology of Socialism. He warned that appeals to equality or utopia could mobilize crowds prone to simplification and impatience, and he stressed the stabilizing role of tradition and elite leadership. Much of his language reflects hierarchical and ethnocentric assumptions, including racial typologies common in his time, which are now widely rejected. Critics from his own era onward faulted his reliance on anecdote over systematic data, yet acknowledged his knack for capturing how symbols, rituals, and narratives coordinate collective behavior.

The Crowd circulated internationally, translated and debated across Europe and beyond. It influenced early social psychology and group dynamics, informing later works by figures such as Sigmund Freud, Wilfred Trotter, and William McDougall, who engaged with and revised its premises. Journalists, propagandists, and political commentators mined its pages for insights about persuasion, authority, and spectacle. At the same time, academic sociologists increasingly pressed for empirical methods that Le Bon rarely used. The result was a divided reception: enduring practical influence in communication, marketing, and political strategy, alongside sustained scholarly criticism of his generalizations and his deterministic view of culture and character.

Le Bon continued publishing into the early twentieth century, applying psychological lenses to revolutions, belief formation, and contemporary politics, and ranging even into speculative reflections on science. He cultivated a reputation as a public intellectual rather than a professor, issuing essays that bridged commentary and theory. He died in 1931. Today his work is read with caution and context: as a pioneering but deeply flawed attempt to conceptualize mass behavior. Scholars mine it for historical insight into the anxieties of modernity, and practitioners note its reminders about emotion, leadership, and symbols. The Crowd remains a touchstone in debates about publics and power.
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The following work is devoted to an account of the characteristics of crowds.

The whole of the common characteristics with which heredity endows the individuals of a race constitute the genius of the race. When, however, a certain number of these individuals are gathered together in a crowd for purposes of action, observation proves that, from the mere fact of their being assembled, there result certain new psychological characteristics, which are added to the racial characteristics and differ from them at times to a very considerable degree.

Organised crowds have always played an important part in the life of peoples, but this part has never been of such moment as at present. The substitution of the unconscious action of crowds for the conscious activity of individuals is one of the principal characteristics of the present age.

I have endeavoured to examine the difficult problem presented by crowds in a purely scientific manner—that is, by making an effort to proceed with method, and without being influenced by opinions, theories, and doctrines. This, I believe, is the only mode of arriving at the discovery of some few particles of truth, especially when dealing, as is the case here, with a question that is the subject of impassioned controversy. A man of science bent on verifying a phenomenon is not called upon to concern himself with the interests his verifications may hurt. In a recent publication an eminent thinker, M. Goblet d'Alviela, made the remark that, belonging to none of the contemporary schools, I am occasionally found in opposition of sundry of the conclusions of all of them. I hope this new work will merit a similar observation. To belong to a school is necessarily to espouse its prejudices and preconceived opinions.

Still I should explain to the reader why he will find me draw conclusions from my investigations which it might be thought at first sight they do not bear; why, for instance, after noting the extreme mental inferiority of crowds, picked assemblies included, I yet affirm it would be dangerous to meddle with their organisation, notwithstanding this inferiority.

The reason is, that the most attentive observation of the facts of history has invariably demonstrated to me that social organisms being every whit as complicated as those of all beings, it is in no wise in our power to force them to undergo on a sudden far-reaching transformations. Nature has recourse at times to radical measures, but never after our fashion, which explains how it is that nothing is more fatal to a people than the mania for great reforms, however excellent these reforms may appear theoretically. They would only be useful were it possible to change instantaneously the genius of nations. This power, however, is only possessed by time. Men are ruled by ideas, sentiments, and customs—matters which are of the essence of ourselves. Institutions and laws are the outward manifestation of our character, the expression of its needs. Being its outcome, institutions and laws cannot change this character.

The study of social phenomena cannot be separated from that of the peoples among whom they have come into existence. From the philosophic point of view these phenomena may have an absolute value; in practice they have only a relative value.

It is necessary, in consequence, when studying a social phenomenon, to consider it successively under two very different aspects. It will then be seen that the teachings of pure reason are very often contrary to those of practical reason. There are scarcely any data, even physical, to which this distinction is not applicable. From the point of view of absolute truth a cube or a circle are invariable geometrical figures, rigorously defined by certain formulas. From the point of view of the impression they make on our eye these geometrical figures may assume very varied shapes. By perspective the cube may be transformed into a pyramid or a square, the circle into an ellipse or a straight line. Moreover, the consideration of these fictitious shapes is far more important than that of the real shapes, for it is they and they alone that we see and that can be reproduced by photography or in pictures. In certain cases there is more truth in the unreal than in the real. To present objects with their exact geometrical forms would be to distort nature and render it unrecognisable. If we imagine a world whose inhabitants could only copy or photograph objects, but were unable to touch them, it would be very difficult for such persons to attain to an exact idea of their form. Moreover, the knowledge of this form, accessible only to a small number of learned men, would present but a very minor interest.

The philosopher who studies social phenomena should bear in mind that side by side with their theoretical value they possess a practical value, and that this latter, so far as the evolution of civilisation is concerned, is alone of importance. The recognition of this fact should render him very circumspect with regard to the conclusions that logic would seem at first to enforce upon him.

There are other motives that dictate to him a like reserve. The complexity of social facts is such, that it is impossible to grasp them as a whole and to foresee the effects of their reciprocal influence. It seems, too, that behind the visible facts are hidden at times thousands of invisible causes. Visible social phenomena appear to be the result of an immense, unconscious working, that as a rule is beyond the reach of our analysis. Perceptible phenomena may be compared to the waves, which are the expression on the surface of the ocean of deep-lying disturbances of which we know nothing. So far as the majority of their acts are considered, crowds display a singularly inferior mentality; yet there are other acts in which they appear to be guided by those mysterious forces which the ancients denominated destiny, nature, or providence, which we call the voices of the dead, and whose power it is impossible to overlook, although we ignore their essence. It would seem, at times, as if there were latent forces in the inner being of nations which serve to guide them. What, for instance, can be more complicated, more logical, more marvellous than a language? Yet whence can this admirably organised production have arisen, except it be the outcome of the unconscious genius of crowds? The most learned academics, the most esteemed grammarians can do no more than note down the laws that govern languages; they would be utterly incapable of creating them. Even with respect to the ideas of great men are we certain that they are exclusively the offspring of their brains? No doubt such ideas are always created by solitary minds, but is it not the genius of crowds that has furnished the thousands of grains of dust forming the soil in which they have sprung up?

Crowds, doubtless, are always unconscious, but this very unconsciousness is perhaps one of the secrets of their strength. In the natural world beings exclusively governed by instinct accomplish acts whose marvellous complexity astounds us. Reason is an attribute of humanity of too recent date and still too imperfect to reveal to us the laws of the unconscious, and still more to take its place. The part played by the unconscious in all our acts is immense, and that played by reason very small. The unconscious acts like a force still unknown.

If we wish, then, to remain within the narrow but safe limits within which science can attain to knowledge, and not to wander in the domain of vague conjecture and vain hypothesis, all we must do is simply to take note of such phenomena as are accessible to us, and confine ourselves to their consideration. Every conclusion drawn from our observation is, as a rule, premature, for behind the phenomena which we see clearly are other phenomena that we see indistinctly, and perhaps behind these latter, yet others which we do not see at all.
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The great upheavals which precede changes of civilisations such as the fall of the Roman Empire and the foundation of the Arabian Empire, seem at first sight determined more especially by political transformations, foreign invasion, or the overthrow of dynasties. But a more attentive study of these events shows that behind their apparent causes the real cause is generally seen to be a profound modification in the ideas of the peoples. The true historical upheavals are not those which astonish us by their grandeur and violence. The only important changes whence the renewal of civilisations results, affect ideas, conceptions, and beliefs. The memorable events of history are the visible effects of the invisible changes of human thought. The reason these great events are so rare is that there is nothing so stable in a race as the inherited groundwork of its thoughts.

The present epoch is one of these critical moments in which the thought of mankind is undergoing a process of transformation.

Two fundamental factors are at the base of this transformation. The first is the destruction of those religious, political, and social beliefs in which all the elements of our civilisation are rooted. The second is the creation of entirely new conditions of existence and thought as the result of modern scientific and industrial discoveries.

The ideas of the past, although half destroyed, being still very powerful, and the ideas which are to replace them being still in process of formation, the modern age represents a period of transition and anarchy.

It is not easy to say as yet what will one day be evolved from this necessarily somewhat chaotic period. What will be the fundamental ideas on which the societies that are to succeed our own will be built up? We do not at present know. Still it is already clear that on whatever lines the societies of the future are organised, they will have to count with a new power, with the last surviving sovereign force of modern times, the power of crowds. On the ruins of so many ideas formerly considered beyond discussion, and to-day decayed or decaying, of so many sources of authority that successive revolutions have destroyed, this power, which alone has arisen in their stead, seems soon destined to absorb the others. While all our ancient beliefs are tottering and disappearing, while the old pillars of society are giving way one by one, the power of the crowd is the only force that nothing menaces, and of which the prestige is continually on the increase. The age we are about to enter will in truth be the Eraofcrowds.

Scarcely a century ago the traditional policy of European states and the rivalries of sovereigns were the principal factors that shaped events. The opinion of the masses scarcely counted, and most frequently indeed did not count at all. To-day it is the traditions which used to obtain in politics, and the individual tendencies and rivalries of rulers which do not count; while, on the contrary, the voice of the masses has become preponderant. It is this voice that dictates their conduct to kings, whose endeavour is to take note of its utterances. The destinies of nations are elaborated at present in the heart of the masses, and no longer in the councils of princes.

The entry of the popular classes into political life—that is to say, in reality, their progressive transformation into governing classes—is one of the most striking characteristics of our epoch of transition. The introduction of universal suffrage, which exercised for a long time but little influence, is not, as might be thought, the distinguishing feature of this transference of political power. The progressive growth of the power of the masses took place at first by the propagation of certain ideas, which have slowly implanted themselves in men's minds, and afterwards by the gradual association of individuals bent on bringing about the realisation of theoretical conceptions. It is by association that crowds have come to procure ideas with respect to their interests which are very clearly defined if not particularly just, and have arrived at a consciousness of their strength. The masses are founding syndicates before which the authorities capitulate one after the other; they are also founding labour unions, which in spite of all economic laws tend to regulate the conditions of labour and wages. They return to assemblies in which the Government is vested, representatives utterly lacking initiative and independence, and reduced most often to nothing else than the spokesmen of the committees that have chosen them.

To-day the claims of the masses are becoming more and more sharply defined, and amount to nothing less than a determination to utterly destroy society as it now exists, with a view to making it hark back to that primitive communism which was the normal condition of all human groups before the dawn of civilisation. Limitations of the hours of labour, the nationalisation of mines, railways, factories, and the soil, the equal distribution of all products, the elimination of all the upper classes for the benefit of the popular classes, &c., such are these claims.

Little adapted to reasoning, crowds, on the contrary, are quick to act. As the result of their present organisation their strength has become immense. The dogmas whose birth we are witnessing will soon have the force of the old dogmas; that is to say, the tyrannical and sovereign force of being above discussion. The divine right of the masses is about to replace the divine right of kings.

The writers who enjoy the favour of our middle classes, those who best represent their rather narrow ideas, their somewhat prescribed views, their rather superficial scepticism, and their at times somewhat excessive egoism, display profound alarm at this new power which they see growing; and to combat the disorder in men's minds they are addressing despairing appeals to those moral forces of the Church for which they formerly professed so much disdain. They talk to us of the bankruptcy of science, go back in penitence to Rome, and remind us of the teachings of revealed truth. These new converts forget that it is too late. Had they been really touched by grace, a like operation could not have the same influence on minds less concerned with the preoccupations which beset these recent adherents to religion. The masses repudiate to-day the gods which their admonishers repudiated yesterday and helped to destroy. There is no power, Divine or human, that can oblige a stream to flow back to its source.

There has been no bankruptcy of science, and science has had no share in the present intellectual anarchy, nor in the making of the new power which is springing up in the midst of this anarchy. Science promised us truth, or at least a knowledge of such relations as our intelligence can seize: it never promised us peace or happiness. Sovereignly indifferent to our feelings, it is deaf to our lamentations. It is for us to endeavour to live with science, since nothing can bring back the illusions it has destroyed.

Universal symptoms, visible in all nations, show us the rapid growth of the power of crowds, and do not admit of our supposing that it is destined to cease growing at an early date. Whatever fate it may reserve for us, we shall have to submit to it. All reasoning against it is a mere vain war of words. Certainly it is possible that the advent to power of the masses marks one of the last stages of Western civilisation, a complete return to those periods of confused anarchy which seem always destined to precede the birth of every new society. But may this result be prevented?

Up to now these thoroughgoing destructions of a worn-out civilisation have constituted the most obvious task of the masses. It is not indeed to-day merely that this can be traced. History tells us, that from the moment when the moral forces on which a civilisation rested have lost their strength, its final dissolution is brought about by those unconscious and brutal crowds known, justifiably enough, as barbarians. Civilisations as yet have only been created and directed by a small intellectual aristocracy, never by crowds. Crowds are only powerful for destruction. Their rule is always tantamount to a barbarian phase. A civilisation involves fixed rules, discipline, a passing from the instinctive to the rational state, forethought for the future, an elevated degree of culture—all of them conditions that crowds, left to themselves, have invariably shown themselves incapable of realising. In consequence of the purely destructive nature of their power crowds act like those microbes which hasten the dissolution of enfeebled or dead bodies. When the structure of a civilisation is rotten, it is always the masses that bring about its downfall. It is at such a juncture that their chief mission is plainly visible, and that for a while the philosophy of number seems the only philosophy of history.

Is the same fate in store for our civilisation? There is ground to fear that this is the case, but we are not as yet in a position to be certain of it.

However this may be, we are bound to resign ourselves to the reign of the masses, since want of foresight has in succession overthrown all the barriers that might have kept the crowd in check.

We have a very slight knowledge of these crowds which are beginning to be the object of so much discussion. Professional students of psychology, having lived far from them, have always ignored them, and when, as of late, they have turned their attention in this direction it has only been to consider the crimes crowds are capable of committing. Without a doubt criminal crowds exist, but virtuous and heroic crowds, and crowds of many other kinds, are also to be met with. The crimes of crowds only constitute a particular phase of their psychology. The mental constitution of crowds is not to be learnt merely by a study of their crimes, any more than that of an individual by a mere description of his vices.

However, in point of fact, all the world's masters, all the founders of religions or empires, the apostles of all beliefs, eminent statesmen, and, in a more modest sphere, the mere chiefs of small groups of men have always been unconscious psychologists, possessed of an instinctive and often very sure knowledge of the character of crowds, and it is their accurate knowledge of this character that has enabled them to so easily establish their mastery. Napoleon had a marvellous insight into the psychology of the masses of the country over which he reigned, but he, at times, completely misunderstood the psychology of crowds belonging to other races;1 and it is because he thus misunderstood it that he engaged in Spain, and notably in Russia, in conflicts in which his power received blows which were destined within a brief space of time to ruin it. A knowledge of the psychology of crowds is to-day the last resource of the statesman who wishes not to govern them—that is becoming a very difficult matter—but at any rate not to be too much governed by them.

It is only by obtaining some sort of insight into the psychology of crowds that it can be understood how slight is the action upon them of laws and institutions, how powerless they are to hold any opinions other than those which are imposed upon them, and that it is not with rules based on theories of pure equity that they are to be led, but by seeking what produces an impression on them and what seduces them. For instance, should a legislator, wishing to impose a new tax, choose that which would be theoretically the most just? By no means. In practice the most unjust may be the best for the masses. Should it at the same time be the least obvious, and apparently the least burdensome, it will be the most easily tolerated. It is for this reason that an indirect tax, however exorbitant it be, will always be accepted by the crowd, because, being paid daily in fractions of a farthing on objects of consumption, it will not interfere with the habits of the crowd, and will pass unperceived. Replace it by a proportional tax on wages or income of any other kind, to be paid in a lump sum, and were this new imposition theoretically ten times less burdensome than the other, it would give rise to unanimous protest. This arises from the fact that a sum relatively high, which will appear immense, and will in consequence strike the imagination, has been substituted for the unperceived fractions of a farthing. The new tax would only appear light had it been saved farthing by farthing, but this economic proceeding involves an amount of foresight of which the masses are incapable.

The example which precedes is of the simplest. Its appositeness will be easily perceived. It did not escape the attention of such a psychologist as Napoleon, but our modern legislators, ignorant as they are of the characteristics of a crowd, are unable to appreciate it. Experience has not taught them as yet to a sufficient degree that men never shape their conduct upon the teaching of pure reason.

Many other practical applications might be made of the psychology of crowds. A knowledge of this science throws the most vivid light on a great number of historical and economic phenomena totally incomprehensible without it. I shall have occasion to show that the reason why the most remarkable of modern historians, Taine, has at times so imperfectly understood the events of the great French Revolution is, that it never occurred to him to study the genius of crowds. He took as his guide in the study of this complicated period the descriptive method resorted to by naturalists; but the moral forces are almost absent in the case of the phenomena which naturalists have to study. Yet it is precisely these forces that constitute the true mainsprings of history.

In consequence, merely looked at from its practical side, the study of the psychology of crowds deserved to be attempted. Were its interest that resulting from pure curiosity only, it would still merit attention. It is as interesting to decipher the motives of the actions of men as to determine the characteristics of a mineral or a plant. Our study of the genius of crowds can merely be a brief synthesis, a simple summary of our investigations. Nothing more must be demanded of it than a few suggestive views. Others will work the ground more thoroughly. To-day we only touch the surface of a still almost virgin soil.






1. His most subtle advisers, moreover, did not understand this psychology any better. Talleyrand wrote him that "Spain would receive his soldiers as liberators." It received them as beasts of prey. A psychologist acquainted with the hereditary instincts of the Spanish race would have easily foreseen this reception.
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In its ordinary sense the word "crowd" means a gathering of individuals of whatever nationality, profession, or sex, and whatever be the chances that have brought them together. From the psychological point of view the expression "crowd" assumes quite a different signification. Under certain given circumstances, and only under those circumstances, an agglomeration of men presents new characteristics very different from those of the individuals composing it. The sentiments and ideas of all the persons in the gathering take one and the same direction, and their conscious personality vanishes. A collective mind is formed, doubtless transitory, but presenting very clearly defined characteristics. The gathering has thus become what, in the absence of a better expression, I will call an organised crowd, or, if the term is considered preferable, a psychological crowd. It forms a single being, and is subjected to theLawof the mental unity of crowds.

It is evident that it is not by the mere fact of a number of individuals finding themselves accidentally side by side that they acquire the character of an organised crowd. A thousand individuals accidentally gathered in a public place without any determined object in no way constitute a crowd from the psychological point of view. To acquire the special characteristics of such a crowd, the influence is necessary of certain predisposing causes of which we shall have to determine the nature.

The disappearance of conscious personality and the turning of feelings and thoughts in a definite direction, which are the primary characteristics of a crowd about to become organised, do not always involve the simultaneous presence of a number of individuals on one spot. Thousands of isolated individuals may acquire at certain moments, and under the influence of certain violent emotions—such, for example, as a great national event—the characteristics of a psychological crowd. It will be sufficient in that case that a mere chance should bring them together for their acts to at once assume the characteristics peculiar to the acts of a crowd. At certain moments half a dozen men might constitute a psychological crowd, which may not happen in the case of hundreds of men gathered together by accident. On the other hand, an entire nation, though there may be no visible agglomeration, may become a crowd under the action of certain influences.

A psychological crowd once constituted, it acquires certain provisional but determinable general characteristics. To these general characteristics there are adjoined particular characteristics which vary according to the elements of which the crowd is composed, and may modify its mental constitution. Psychological crowds, then, are susceptible of classification; and when we come to occupy ourselves with this matter, we shall see that a heterogeneous crowd—that is, a crowd composed of dissimilar elements—presents certain characteristics in common with homogeneous crowds—that is, with crowds composed of elements more or less akin (sects, castes, and classes)—and side by side with these common characteristics particularities which permit of the two kinds of crowds being differentiated.

But before occupying ourselves with the different categories of crowds, we must first of all examine the characteristics common to them all. We shall set to work like the naturalist, who begins by describing the general characteristics common to all the members of a family before concerning himself with the particular characteristics which allow the differentiation of the genera and species that the family includes.

It is not easy to describe the mind of crowds with exactness, because its organisation varies not only according to race and composition, but also according to the nature and intensity of the exciting causes to which crowds are subjected. The same difficulty, however, presents itself in the psychological study of an individual. It is only in novels that individuals are found to traverse their whole life with an unvarying character. It is only the uniformity of the environment that creates the apparent uniformity of characters. I have shown elsewhere that all mental constitutions contain possibilities of character which may be manifested in consequence of a sudden change of environment. This explains how it was that among the most savage members of the French Convention were to be found inoffensive citizens who, under ordinary circumstances, would have been peaceable notaries or virtuous magistrates. The storm past, they resumed their normal character of quiet, law-abiding citizens. Napoleon found amongst them his most docile servants.

It being impossible to study here all the successive degrees of organisation of crowds, we shall concern ourselves more especially with such crowds as have attained to the phase of complete organisation. In this way we shall see what crowds may become, but not what they invariably are. It is only in this advanced phase of organisation that certain new and special characteristics are superposed on the unvarying and dominant character of the race; then takes place that turning already alluded to of all the feelings and thoughts of the collectivity in an identical direction. It is only under such circumstances, too, that what I have called above thePsychological law of the mental unity of crowdscomes into play.

Among the psychological characteristics of crowds there are some that they may present in common with isolated individuals, and others, on the contrary, which are absolutely peculiar to them and are only to be met with in collectivities. It is these special characteristics that we shall study, first of all, in order to show their importance.

The most striking peculiarity presented by a psychological crowd is the following: Whoever be the individuals that compose it, however like or unlike be their mode of life, their occupations, their character, or their intelligence, the fact that they have been transformed into a crowd puts them in possession of a sort of collective mind which makes them feel, think, and act in a manner quite different from that in which each individual of them would feel, think, and act were he in a state of isolation. There are certain ideas and feelings which do not come into being, or do not transform themselves into acts except in the case of individuals forming a crowd. The psychological crowd is a provisional being formed of heterogeneous elements, which for a moment are combined, exactly as the cells which constitute a living body form by their reunion a new being which displays characteristics very different from those possessed by each of the cells singly.

Contrary to an opinion which one is astonished to find coming from the pen of so acute a philosopher as Herbert Spencer, in the aggregate which constitutes a crowd there is in no sort a summing-up of or an average struck between its elements. What really takes place is a combination followed by the creation of new characteristics, just as in chemistry certain elements, when brought into contact—bases and acids, for example—combine to form a new body possessing properties quite different from those of the bodies that have served to form it.

It is easy to prove how much the individual forming part of a crowd differs from the isolated individual, but it is less easy to discover the causes of this difference.

To obtain at any rate a glimpse of them it is necessary in the first place to call to mind the truth established by modern psychology, that unconscious phenomena play an altogether preponderating part not only in organic life, but also in the operations of the intelligence. The conscious life of the mind is of small importance in comparison with its unconscious life. The most subtle analyst, the most acute observer, is scarcely successful in discovering more than a very small number of the unconscious motives that determine his conduct. Our conscious acts are the outcome of an unconscious substratum created in the mind in the main by hereditary influences. This substratum consists of the innumerable common characteristics handed down from generation to generation, which constitute the genius of a race. Behind the avowed causes of our acts there undoubtedly lie secret causes that we do not avow, but behind these secret causes there are many others more secret still which we ourselves ignore. The greater part of our daily actions are the result of hidden motives which escape our observation.

It is more especially with respect to those unconscious elements which constitute the genius of a race that all the individuals belonging to it resemble each other, while it is principally in respect to the conscious elements of their character—the fruit of education, and yet more of exceptional hereditary conditions—that they differ from each other. Men the most unlike in the matter of their intelligence possess instincts, passions, and feelings that are very similar. In the case of every thing that belongs to the realm of sentiment—religion, politics, morality, the affections and antipathies, &c.—the most eminent men seldom surpass the standard of the most ordinary individuals. From the intellectual point of view an abyss may exist between a great mathematician and his boot maker, but from the point of view of character the difference is most often slight or non-existent.

It is precisely these general qualities of character, governed by forces of which we are unconscious, and possessed by the majority of the normal individuals of a race in much the same degree—it is precisely these qualities, I say, that in crowds become common property. In the collective mind the intellectual aptitudes of the individuals, and in consequence their individuality, are weakened. The heterogeneous is swamped by the homogeneous, and the unconscious qualities obtain the upper hand.

This very fact that crowds possess in common ordinary qualities explains why they can never accomplish acts demanding a high degree of intelligence. The decisions affecting matters of general interest come to by an assembly of men of distinction, but specialists in different walks of life, are not sensibly superior to the decisions that would be adopted by a gathering of imbeciles. The truth is, they can only bring to bear in common on the work in hand those mediocre qualities which are the birthright of every average individual. In crowds it is stupidity and not mother-wit that is accumulated. It is not all the world, as is so often repeated, that has more wit than Voltaire, but assuredly Voltaire that has more wit than all the world, if by "all the world" crowds are to be understood.

If the individuals of a crowd confined themselves to putting in common the ordinary qualities of which each of them has his share, there would merely result the striking of an average, and not, as we have said is actually the case, the creation of new characteristics. How is it that these new characteristics are created? This is what we are now to investigate.

Different causes determine the appearance of these characteristics peculiar to crowds, and not possessed by isolated individuals. The first is that the individual forming part of a crowd acquires, solely from numerical considerations, a sentiment of invincible power which allows him to yield to instincts which, had he been alone, he would perforce have kept under restraint. He will be the less disposed to check himself from the consideration that, a crowd being anonymous, and in consequence irresponsible, the sentiment of responsibility which always controls individuals disappears entirely.

The second cause, which is contagion, also intervenes to determine the manifestation in crowds of their special characteristics, and at the same time the trend they are to take. Contagion is a phenomenon of which it is easy to establish the presence, but that it is not easy to explain. It must be classed among those phenomena of a hypnotic order, which we shall shortly study. In a crowd every sentiment and act is contagious, and contagious to such a degree that an individual readily sacrifices his personal interest to the collective interest. This is an aptitude very contrary to his nature, and of which a man is scarcely capable, except when he makes part of a crowd.

A third cause, and by far the most important, determines in the individuals of a crowd special characteristics which are quite contrary at times to those presented by the isolated individual. I allude to that suggestibility of which, moreover, the contagion mentioned above is neither more nor less than an effect.

To understand this phenomenon it is necessary to bear in mind certain recent physiological discoveries. We know to-day that by various processes an individual may be brought into such a condition that, having entirely lost his conscious personality, he obeys all the suggestions of the operator who has deprived him of it, and commits acts in utter contradiction with his character and habits. The most careful observations seem to prove that an individual immerged for some length of time in a crowd in action soon finds himself—either in consequence of the magnetic influence given out by the crowd, or from some other cause of which we are ignorant—in a special state, which much resembles the state of fascination in which the hypnotised individual finds himself in the hands of the hypnotiser. The activity of the brain being paralysed in the case of the hypnotised subject, the latter becomes the slave of all the unconscious activities of his spinal cord, which the hypnotiser directs at will. The conscious personality has entirely vanished; will and discernment are lost. All feelings and thoughts are bent in the direction determined by the hypnotiser.

Such also is approximately the state of the individual forming part of a psychological crowd. He is no longer conscious of his acts. In his case, as in the case of the hypnotised subject, at the same time that certain faculties are destroyed, others may be brought to a high degree of exaltation. Under the influence of a suggestion, he will undertake the accomplishment of certain acts with irresistible impetuosity. This impetuosity is the more irresistible in the case of crowds than in that of the hypnotised subject, from the fact that, the suggestion being the same for all the individuals of the crowd, it gains in strength by reciprocity. The individualities in the crowd who might possess a personality sufficiently strong to resist the suggestion are too few in number to struggle against the current. At the utmost, they may be able to attempt a diversion by means of different suggestions. It is in this way, for instance, that a happy expression, an image opportunely evoked, have occasionally deterred crowds from the most bloodthirsty acts.

We see, then, that the disappearance of the conscious personality, the predominance of the unconscious personality, the turning by means of suggestion and contagion of feelings and ideas in an identical direction, the tendency to immediately transform the suggested ideas into acts; these, we see, are the principal characteristics of the individual forming part of a crowd. He is no longer himself, but has become an automaton who has ceased to be guided by his will.

Moreover, by the mere fact that he forms part of an organised crowd, a man descends several rungs in the ladder of civilisation. Isolated, he may be a cultivated individual; in a crowd, he is a barbarian—that is, a creature acting by instinct. He possesses the spontaneity, the violence, the ferocity, and also the enthusiasm and heroism of primitive beings, whom he further tends to resemble by the facility with which he allows himself to be impressed by words and images—which would be entirely without action on each of the isolated individuals composing the crowd—and to be induced to commit acts contrary to his most obvious interests and his best-known habits. An individual in a crowd is a grain of sand amid other grains of sand, which the wind stirs up at will.

It is for these reasons that juries are seen to deliver verdicts of which each individual juror would disapprove, that parliamentary assemblies adopt laws and measures of which each of their members would disapprove in his own person. Taken separately, the men of the Convention were enlightened citizens of peaceful habits. United in a crowd, they did not hesitate to give their adhesion to the most savage proposals, to guillotine individuals most clearly innocent, and, contrary to their interests, to renounce their inviolability and to decimate themselves.

It is not only by his acts that the individual in a crowd differs essentially from himself. Even before he has entirely lost his independence, his ideas and feelings have undergone a transformation, and the transformation is so profound as to change the miser into a spendthrift, the sceptic into a believer, the honest man into a criminal, and the coward into a hero. The renunciation of all its privileges which the nobility voted in a moment of enthusiasm during the celebrated night of August 4, 1789, would certainly never have been consented to by any of its members taken singly.

The conclusion to be drawn from what precedes is, that the crowd is always intellectually inferior to the isolated individual, but that, from the point of view of feelings and of the acts these feelings provoke, the crowd may, according to circumstances, he better or worse than the individual. All depends on the nature of the suggestion to which the crowd is exposed. This is the point that has been completely misunderstood by writers who have only studied crowds from the criminal point of view. Doubtless a crowd is often criminal, but also it is often heroic. It is crowds rather than isolated individuals that may be induced to run the risk of death to secure the triumph of a creed or an idea, that may be fired with enthusiasm for glory and honour, that are led on—almost without bread and without arms, as in the age of the Crusades—to deliver the tomb of Christ from the infidel, or, as in '93, to defend the fatherland. Such heroism is without doubt somewhat unconscious, but it is of such heroism that history is made. Were peoples only to be credited with the great actions performed in cold blood, the annals of the world would register but few of them.
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