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INGERSOLL LECTURESHIP 

this subject, " the Immortality of Man," 
said lecture not to form a part of the usual 
college course, nor to be delivered by any 

Professor or Tutor as part of his usual 
routine of instruction, though any such 
Professor or Tutor may be appointed to 

such service. The choice of said lecturer 
is not to be limited to any one religious 
denomination, nor to any one profession, 
but may be that of either clergyman or 

layman, the appointment to take place at 
least six months before the delivery of said 
lecture. The above sum to be safely in­

vested and three fourths of the annual 

interest thereof to be paid to the lecturer 
for his services and the remaining fourth 

to be expended in the publishment and 
gratuitous distribution of the lecture, a copy 

of which is always to be furnished by the 
lecturer for such purpose. The same lec­

ture to be named and 1..-nown as " the 
Ingersoll lecture on the Immortality of 

Man." 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

he had at heart more liberally than 

the Churches do, because a uni­

versity is a body so much less 

trammelled by traditions and by 

impossibilities in regard to choice 

of persons. And yet one of the first 

things which the university does is 

to appoint a man like him who 

stands before you, certainly not 

because he is known as an enthu­

siastic messenger of the future life, 

burning to publish the good tidings 

to his fellow-men, but apparently 

because he is a university official. 

Thinking in this way, I felt at 

first as if I ought to decline the 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

subject that no one less penetrated 

with the mystery of it can attain. 

Some of these people are known 

to me. They are not official per­

sonages ; they do not speak as the 

scribes, but as having direct author­

ity. And surely, if anywhere a 

prophet clad in goatskins, and not 

a uniformed official, should be called 

to give inspiration, assurance, and 

instruction, it would seem to be here, 

on such a theme. Office, at any 

rate, ought not to displace spiritual 

calling. 

And yet, in spite of these reflec­

tions, which I could not avoid 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

making, I am here to-night, all 

uninspired and official as I am. I 

am sure that prophets clad in goat­

skins, or, to speak less figuratively, 

laymen inspired with emotional 

messages on the subject, will often 

enough be invited by our Corpora­

tion to give the Ingersoll lecture 

hereafter. Meanwhile, all negative 

and deadening as the remarks of a 

mere professional psychologist like 

myself may be in comparison with 

the vital lessons they will give, I am 

sure, upon mature reflection, that 

those who have the responsibility 

of administering the Ingersoll foun-
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HUMAN 1MMOR1'ALl'tY 

dation are in duty bound to let the 

most various kinds of official per­

sonages take their turn as well. 

The subject is really an enormous 

subject. At the back of Mr. Alger's 

Critical History of tke Doctrine of 

a Future Life, there is a biblio­

graphy of more than five thousand 

titles of books in which it is treated. 

Our Corporation cannot think only 

of the single lecture : it must think 

of the whole series of lectures in 

futuro. Single lectures, however 

emotionally inspired and inspiring 

they may be, will not be enough. 

The lectures must remedy each 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

other, so that out of the series there 

shall emerge a collective literature 

worthy of the importance of the 

theme. This unquestionably was 

what the founder had in mind. He 

wished the subject to be turned 

over in all possible aspects, so that 

at last results might ponderate har­

moniously in the true direction. 

Seen in this long perspective, the 

Ingersoll foundation calls for nothing 

so much as for minute division of 

labour. Orators must take their 

turn, and prophets ; but narrow 

specialists as well. Theologians of 

eYery creed, metaphysicians, an-
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

minute. What the laboratories 

and hospitals have lately been 

teaching us is not only that thought 

in general is one of the brain's 

functions, but that the various 

special forms of thinking are func­

tions of special portions of the brain. 

When we are thinking of things 

seen, it is our occipital convolutions 

that are active ; when of things 

heard, it is a certain portion of our 

temporal lobes ; when of things to 

be spoken, it is one of our frontal 

convolutions. Professor Flechsig, 

of Leipzig (who perhaps more than 

any one may claim to have made 





HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

character accessible to feeling, and 

yet well poised. Such special opin­

ions may have to be corrected ; yet 

so firmly established to the main 

positions worked out by the ana­

tomists, physiologists, and patho­

logists of the brain appear, that the 

youth of our medical schools are 

everywhere taught unhesitatingly 

to believe them. The assurance 

that observation will go on to es­

tablish them ever more and more 

minutely is the inspirer of all con­

temporary research. And almost 

any of our young psychologists will 

tell you that only a few belated 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

proper, as distinguished from its 

air-chest, is only an apparatus for 

letting portions of it loose upon the 

world in these peculiarly limited 

shapes. 

My thesis now is this: that, 

when we think of the law that 

thought is a function of the brain, 

we are not required to think of 

productive function only ; we are 

entitled also to consider permissive 

()r transmissive function. And this 

the ordinary psycho-physiologist 

leaves out of his account. 

Suppose, for example, that the 

whole universe of material things-
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

Why, as the white radiance comes 

through the dome, with all sorts of 

staining and distortion imprinted on 

it by the glass, or as the air now 

comes through my glottis deter­

mined and limited in its force and 

quality of its vibrations by the 

peculiarities of those vocal chords 

which form its gate of egress and 

shape it into my personal voice, 

even so the genuine matter of 

reality, the life of souls as it is in 

its fulness, will break through our 

several brains into this world in all 

sorts of restricted forms, and with 

all the imperfections and queer-
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

can only write down the bare fact 

of concomitance ; and all talk about 

either production or transmission, as 

the mode of taking place, is pure 

superadded hypothesis, and meta­

physical hypothesis at that, for we 

can frame no more notion of the 

details on the one alternative than 

on the other. Ask for any indica­

tion of the exact process either of 

transmission or of production, and 

Science confesses her imagination 

to be bankrupt. She has, so far, 

not the least glimmer of a con­

jecture or suggestion,-not even ~ 

bad verbal metaphor or pun to 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

connection with the immortality 

question. 

Just how the process of trans­

mission may be carried on, is in­

deed unimaginable ; but the outer 

relations, so to speak, of the p:-o­

cess, encourage our belief. Con­

sciousness in this process does not 

have to be generated de novo in a 

vast number of places. It exists 

already, behind the scenes, coeval 

with the world. The transmission­

theory not only avoids in this way 

multiplying miracles, but it puts it­

self in touch with general idealistic 

philosophy better than the produc-
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

too absurd to be considered serious. 

Nay, more, the very beasts them­

selveS-the wild ones at any rate­

are leading t!le heroic life at all 

times. And a modem mind, ex­

panded as some minds are by 

cosmic emotion, by the great evo­

lutionist vision of universal con­

tinuity, hesitates to draw the line 

even at man. If any creature lives 

for ever, why not all ?-why not 

the patient brutes ? So that a faith 

in immortality, if we are to indulge 

it, demands of us nowadays a scale 

of representation so stupendous that 

our imagination faints before it, and 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

and to the 'll11iverse as indigestible 

a load to carry as it is to you. So, 

engulfing the whole subject in a sort 

of mental giddiness and nausea, you 

drift along, first doubting that the 

mass can be immortal, then losing 

all assurance in the immortality of 

your own particular person, precious 

as you all the while feel and realize 

the latter to be. This, I am sure, 

is the attitude of mind of some of 

you before me. 

But is not such an attitude due 

to the veriest lack and dearth of 

your imagination? You take these 

swarms of alien kinsmen as they 
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HUMAN IMMORTALITY 

moment you grant to a universe 

the liberty to be at all, in place 

of the non-entity that might con-. 

ceivably have reigned. 

The heart of being can have no 

exclusions akin to those which our 

poor little hearts set up. The inner 

significance of other lives exceeds 

all our powers of sympathy and 

insight. If we feel a ·significance 

in our own life which would lead 

us spontaneously to claim its per­

petuity, let us be at least tolerant 

of like claims made by other lives, 

however numerous, however un­

ideal they may seem to us to be. 
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NOTES 

exceed the association-centres in volume. 

Only in the katarhinal apes do we begin to 

find anything like the human type (p. 84). 

In his little pamphlet, Die Gnmm geistiger 

Gesundhdt mul K•-ankheit, Leipzig, z8g6, Flech­

sig ascribes the moral insensibility which is 

found in certain criminals to a diminution of 

internal pain-feeling due to degeneration of 

the "Korperfiihlsphare," that extensive an­

terior region first so named by 1\'lunk, in 

which he lays the seat of all the emotions and 

of the consciousnsss of self [ Gekirn tmd Seele, 

pp. 62-68; die Grenzm, etc., pp. 31-39, 48]. I 

give these references to Flechsig for concrete­

ness' sake, not because his views are irrever­

sibly made out. 

















r·IOTES 

nerve-message in the brain. Con­

sciousness is not a simple thing, but a com­

plex; it is the combination of feelings into a 

stream. It exists at the same time with the 

combination of nerve-messages into a stream. 

If individual feeling always goes with indi­

vidual nerve-message, if combination or 

stream of feelings always goes with stream of 

nerve-messages, does it not follow that, when 

the stream of nerve-messages is broken up, 

~he stream of feelings will be broken up also, 

will no longer form a consciousness ? Does 

it not follow that, when the messages them­

selves are b!'oken up, the individual feelings 

will be resolved into still simpler elements ? 

The force of this evidence is not to be weak­

ened by any number of spiritual bodies. In­

exorable facts connect our consciousness with 

this body that we know; and that not merely 

as a whole, but the parts of it are connected. 
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NOTES 

the liver to filter bile, the parotid and maxil­

lary glands to prepare the salivary juices. 

The impressions, arriving in the brain, force 

it to enter into activity; just as the alimentary 

materials, falling into the stomach, excite it to 

a more abundant secretion of gastric juice, 

and to the movements which result in their 

own solution. The function proper to the 

first organ is that of receiving [percevoir] each 

particular impression, of attaching signs to it, 

of combining the different impressions, of 

comparing them with each other, of drawing 

from them judgments and resolves ; just as 

the function of the other organ is to act upon 

the nutritive substances whose presence ex­

cites it, to dissolve them, and to assimilate 

their juices to our nature. 

" Do you say that the m-ganic movements 

by which the brain exercises these functions 

are unknown ? I reply that the action by 
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NOTES 

which the nerves of the stomach determine 

the different operations which constitute di­

gestion, and the manner in which they confer 

so active a solvent power upon the gastric 

juice, are equally hidden from our scrutiny. 

We see the food-materials fall into this viscus 

with their own proper qualities ; we see them 

emerge with new qualities, and we infer that 

the stomach is really the author of this altera­

tion. Similarly we see the impressions reach­

ing the brain by the intermediation of the 

nerves; they then are isolated and without 

coherence. The viscus enters into action ; it 

acts upon them, and soon it emits [renvoie] 

them metamorphosed into ideas, to which the 

language of physiognomy or gesture, or the 

signs of speech and writing, give an outward 

expression. We conclude, then, with an equal 

certitude, that the brain digests, as it were, 

the impressions; that it performs organically 
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NOTES 

" phosphorescence " and " incandescence •• 

are phenomena to which consciousness has 

been likened by the production-theory: "As 

one sees a metallic rod, placed in a glowing 

furnace, gradually beat itself, and-as the 

undulations of the caloric grow more and 

more frequent-pass successively from the 

shades of bright red to dark red (sic), to white, 

and develop, as its temperature rises, beat 

and light-so the living sensitive cells, in 

presence of the incitations that solicit them, 

exalt themselves progressively as to their 

most interior sensibility, enter into a phase 

of erethism, and at a certain number of vibra­

tions set free (d!gagmt) pain as a physiological 

expression of this same sensibility super­

heated to a red-white." [J. Luys: le Cerveau, 

p. gi.] 

In a similar vein Mr. Percival Lowell 

writes : " When we have, as we say. an idea, 
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NOTES 

must exceed in ita tum a certam further 

degree of intensity for the consciousness 

actually to arise. • 

" This state of things (in itself a mere fact 

needing no picture) may be made clearer by 

an image or scheme, and also more concisely 

spoken of. Imagine the whole psycho­

physical activity of man to be a wave, and 

the degree of this activity to be symbolized 

by the height of the wave above a horizontal 

basal line or surface, to which every psycho­

physically active point contributes an ordin­

ate. • • • The whole form and evolution 

of the consciousness will then depend on the 

rising and falling of this wave ; the intensity 

of the consciousness at any time on the 

wave's height at that time; and the height 

must always somewltere exceed a certain limit, 

which we will call a tlu·esluJld, if waking 

consciousness ia to exist at all. 
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NOTES 

straining the consciousness which it encases. 

If the material encasement be coarse 

and simple, as in the lower organisms, it 

permits only a little intelligence to permeate 

through it; if it is delicate and complex, it 

leaves more pores and exits, as it were, for 

the manifestations of consciousness. 

On this analogy, then, we may say that the 

lower animals are still entranced in the lower 

stage of brute lethargy, while we have passed 

into the higher phase of somnambulism, which 

already permits us strange glimpses of a 

lucidity that divines the realities of a trans­

cendent world. And this gives the final 

answer to Materialism : it consists in showing 

in detail • • that Materialism is a hys­

teron prote1·on, a putting of the eart before 

the horse, which may be rectified by just 

inverting the connection between Matter and 

ConsciC~usness. Matter is not that which 
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NOTES 

produm Consciousness, but that which limits 

it, and confines its intensity within certain 

limits : material organization does not con­

struct consciousness out of arrangements of 

atoms, but contracts its manifestation within 

the sphere which it permits. This explana­

tion . admits the connection of Matter 

and Consciousness, but contends that the 

course of interpretation must proceed in the 

contrary direction. Thus it will fit the facts 

alleged in favour of Materialism equally well, 

besides enabling us to understand facts which 

Materialism rejected as "supernatural." It 

explains the lower by the higher, Matter by 

Spirit, instead of vice versa, and thereby 

attains to an explanation which is ultimately 

tenable, instead of one which is ultimately 

absurd. And it is an explanation the pos­

sibility of which no evidence in favour of 
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NOTES 

NOTE II, page So 

W. Wundt : System der Philosophie, Leipzig, 

Engelmann, I88g, p. 315. 

THE END. 

Cutler & Tanner, Frome and London. 
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