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MR. F. GALTON ON GENERIC IMAGES AND AUTOMATIC REPRESENTATION.

Mzr. Francis Galton has lately published the results of two original
psychological investigations, which are of great interest in them-
selves and admirable specimens of that kind of positive experimental
inquiry to which the phenomena of mind ean be subjected in only
a less degree than the phenomena of nature. The account of one
of -his researches is given in a popular form in The XIXth Century
of March last, under the title of ¢ Psychometric Facts,” and with

- greater precision in Braim, Pt. VL, of last July, under the title
“ Psychometric Experiments”. The other is the subject of a paper
in The XIXth Century of July, entitled ¢ Generic Images”. Here Mr.
Galton has followed out an earlier line of investigation to which some
reference has previously been made in these pages, and a short account
of the results to which it has now led him may first be given.

The composite portraits which Mr. Galton sought originally to
obtain in illustration of the Types of Human Character (see MiND
‘VIIL, p. 573), are now used by him to throw definite light upon what
he calls “blended memories,” or, after Prof. Huxley, “generic images,”
—meaning that class of concepts, arising from the fusion of like
sensible images, which some German writers are in the habit of distin-
guishing as the Allgemeine Vorstellung from the Begriff proper. As
Mr. Galton, after long trial, has found, two or more portraits that have
many points of likeness in common and especially characteristics of a
medium quality rather than such as deviate widely, may, if they are
of the same size and taken in the same attitude, be combined into one
by converging their images from different magical lanterns on the same
screen, or through an arrangement of cameras whereby their images
are thrown simultaneously on the same photographic plate, or again
with one camera by throwing their images, carefully adjusted, upon the
same plate successively (which last process best illustrates the blending
of memories). The resulting composite portrait is identical with no
one of the components, but comprises them all, each having its own
share in the total effect ; and it is a full picture, not a mere outline like
that which Quetelet was able to draw of the typical man by fixing the
average position of points according to the ordinary numerical methods
of statistics. Including the features of all its components, however
great be their mumber, it is much more than an average : it is, in fact,
the pictorial equivalent of the elaborate statistical tables out of which
averages are deduced ; while, being blurred something like a damp
sketch, it shows in the breadth of the blur the variability of indi-
viduals from the central typical forms.

Now nothing, Mr. Galton urges, could better represent what is
meant by a generalisation, when the objects generalised are objects of
vision and belong to the same typical group—that is to say, with
medium characteristics far more frequent than divergent ones; and
he finds fault with those who, after Hobbes and Berkeley, have too
rashly pronounced all generic representation impossible, because. it
is impossible to frame any definite representation .of objects which
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no careful statistician would think of putting together—e.g., a repre-
sentation of man, as including women and children. It is quite
possible, he maintains, to produce a good generic representation, if
we take any one of the principal races of man, and confine our
portraiture to the adult males, or adult females, or to children whose
ages lie between moderate limits. For himself, he always experiences,
at the moment when the adjustment of portraits to make a composite
is being effected, a quick sense of satisfaction like that felt on the
first recognition of a doubtful likeness of any kind; and he is as
sure as it is poseible to be in the circumstances that there is a true
(and not merely metaphorical) analogy between catching the coin-
cidence of two similar portraits optically superposed and catching
the coincidence of a visible object with a past impression or a pre-
existent general idea.

But though he contends for the analogy, he dces not now stand by
the opinion he expressed in a memoir read last ycar to the Anthropologi-
cal Institute, that the composite portrait exactly represents such a generic
image as would be had by a mind endowed with the power of pictorial
imagination in an exalted degree. In a succession of many different
pictures displayed each for the same brief period, if there should be
one single picture displayed fifty times in succession or for fifty times as
long as the others, its share in the photographic composite (or in the
corresponding case of numerical statistics) would be exactly fifty times
as great as any of the others; but the like does not hold of the generic
image. . The familiar- fact that sights on which we have not lingered
often leave abiding impressions, while the pictures that hang on the
. walls before our eyes every day of our lives are not always remem-
bered with vivid distinctness, shows of itself how different is the case
of mental imagery. Mr. Galton is now inclined to suppose, upon the
strength of experiments not yet far enough advanced for publication,
that the relation between the varying periods of exposure and the
strength of the corresponding smental impression follows the law of
‘Weber ; according to which, if it requires a tenfold period of exposure
to make a doubly deep impression on the mind, it would require a
hundredfold period to make a trebly deep one, and so on. But what-
" ever the precise form of the law, its effect, he maintains, is to prevent
generic images from having the same definition and simplicity as the
corresponding photographs. The most extreme elements will always
leave their traces very visibly, because the medium elements are not
present in sufficient number to overpower ‘them. In other words, the
effect produced by the huge bulk of ordinary facts is never in propor-
tion to their numbers, and undue consideration is given to all
exceptional cases. Then, besides this inevitable defect in the mind’s
power of forming true generalisations, some of the images in every
presumed generic group are sure to be aliens to the genus and to have
become associated to the rest by superficial and fallacious resem-
blances ; and, again, the number of - pictures blended together is sure
to fall far short of the whole store that would be available, if the
memory were immeasurably stronger than it is and more ready in its
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action.  All which implies that the human mind is a most imperfect
apparatus for the elaboration of true general ideas; and if there are
such defects in its best generic images, much less can trust be reposed
in those mere traces of them called * general impressions,” that are
allowed to govern the majority of our everyday actions as by a pre-
scriptive right beyond all question.

Such are the main points of the paper on * Generic Images,” given
for the most part in Mr. Galton’s own language ; to the exclusion,
however, of one of his modes of expression which can hardly be justi-
fied. When he speaks, as he sometimes does, of a -generic image
as “a generic portrait stamped on the brain,” the phrase is surely
misleading : it is not on the brain that any portrait is stamped, generic
or other. 'What Mr. Galton seems really to have established is that,
just as from coincidence of a number of resembling percepts there
may be made to arise a composite percept with a more or less definite
* character, so a number of similar (representative) images will blend
into a compound which, though not so definite as the corresponding
composite percept, has still the character of a single image. We do
not naturally have the opportunity of blending percepts into one:
similar objects are perceived by us, in the eonditions of our perception,
only successively or as standing apart from each other in space. On
the other hand, we have in the concept a multitude of percepts
Jbrought together into a unity quite other tham that of a collection
(whether as actually perceived or as representatively imagined). Now
it has always been disputed among psychologists what the precise
. nature of the conceptual representation is ; and while some have not
hesitated to assert that the representation is quite definite not only in
the case of the less general concepts, suck as man, but also in the case
of all concepts whatever, to the very widest, others, finding it im-
possible to represent the more general concepts with any definiteness,
have been led on to deny the possibility of representing definitely
anything but the singular percept. There are no limits, says the one
set of theorists, to the mind’s power of definite representation : the
least amount of similarity amid whatever amount of difference in
whatever number of instances may be definitely imagined. There is
the strictest limit, says the other set of theorists, to the mind’s power
of imagining : the least amount of difference amid whatever amount
of similarity*in even twe instances is a bar to any such imagination
of the two together as can strictly be ealled a conception of them.
And so the dispute has gone on, each side having partial hold of the
truth. There are concepts which there is no possibility of definitely
representing and which the mind keeps hold of only by the help of a
definite name or sign. On the other hand, there is a kind of image,
more or less definite, which in certain circumstances arises in the mind
- as representative of a number of resembling objects without being
exactly representative of any one of them, and which is thus a true
concept. This solution of the long-standing dispufe has been at times
suggested, and Mr. Galton’s experiments may now be regarded as
providing the positive verification that was wanting to its acceptance.

-
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His artificial composition of actual portraits shows how the mind
would deal with a number of similar percepts could they naturally be
presented to sense superposed upon one another; and since, in pomt
of fact, the mind has to deal with a number of similar representatlve
images that are, as it were, superposed on one another, it is reasonable
to suppose that the result in natural imagination is strictly analogous
to the results obtained in Mr. Galton’s artificial pereeption. At the
same time the fact, on which he lays so much stress, that the fusion
of percepts has its limits—that a certain amount and kind of
similarity is required in the portraits for the formation of a com-
posite—clearly indicates that cenception does not always take place
by way of imagination, or if by imagination then by one so blurred
and indefinite that some other means of deﬁmtlon——eg, the use of
names, &c.—is rendered necessary. And what is here said of the
mind applies, mutatis mutandis, to the brain, which, though it does
- not take on  portraits,” either in perception or conception, is
involved in both of these mental processes and must be supposed to
work in a similar faghion in the two cases, so strictly related as they
are to one another.

Let us now turn to Mr. Galton’s other subject of experiment. -
Dividing the processes of “ thought” into two classes—(1) where
‘“ideas present themselves by .association either with some object
newly perceived by the senses or with previous ideas;” (2) where
‘““such of the associated ideas are fixed and vivified by the attention
as happen to be gernane to the topic.on which the mind is set”—he
. confines himself to the first case, where the mental flow of represen-
“tation is strictly automatic, and his object is to show that it can be
rigorously investigated, with the result of laying bare some of the
inmost workings of the mind.

The dlfﬁculty of the inquiry is that the mental process of represen-
tation must be closely watched and yet in mno way controlled ; and
this Mr. Galton surmounted by the following method. Starting from
the sight of a number of words, presénted one after another, he
allowed the mind to play on each for a very brief period till a couple
or so of ideas had arisen, each directly suggested by the word, and
then, turning attention full upon their traces still remaining, he
recorded at the time their exact appearance, afterwards collating the
records at leisure. This method was a refinement upon an earlier
mode of experiment, in which he walked slowly along Pall Mall for a
distance of 450 yards, scrutinising attentively every object that caught
his eye and dismissing it for another as soon as it had raised a couple
of direct representations. Here the “record, being made at the end of
the whole series, could only be very 1mperfect but it was sufficient to
show him that the sight of about 300 objects in succession could call
up samples of his whole past life, including many bygone incidents
which he had never suspected to form part of his stock of thoughts,
though they were actually glanced at as objects too familiar to awake
the attention. A second trial of the experiment, after a few days,
showed however that, strangely active as the mind thus seemed to



