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So far the so-called Canadian «aggres-
sions» are all on paper. The Cameron Line
has been drawn, but has only imaginary exis-
tence. For a quarter of a century there has
been complete indifference to the unsettled
Alaska boundary line on the part of the
United States, followed recently by excited
and intemperate utterances in the news-
papers, based on half information, miners’
yarns, and imagination, as deplorable in effect
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as the former indifference. Public opinion is
being misled and prejudiced to a degree that
renders peaceable consideration of the ques-
tion difficult. Wild editorials have given such
hints, points, and suggestions for Canadian
«aggressions,y were such intended, that one
might believe the Jingo journalists hypnotized
from across the border, somuch betterdo they
serve the Dominion’s ends than those of our
«neglected estate» of Alaska.

Fliza Ruhamah Seidmore.

ARE NERVOUS DISEASES INCREASING?

S 1 is the generally accepted belief
{| that the present age is charac-
| terized, especially in America, by
i a great increase in the amount of
so-called «nervousness,» and of actual disease
of the nervous system. Few have been bold
enough to question this belief,! which statis-
tics apparently confirm.

It would he tedious to cite the statistics
which seem to prove such an increase. One
or two examples may suffice. In Massachu-
setts, from 1860 to 1890, according to the
Registration Reports, the deaths from dis-
eases of the brain (paralysis, apoplexy, con-
vulsions, ete.) increased from 12.06 to 19.61
for each ten thousand inhabitants; from 1855
to 1885, according to the State census, the
insane increased from 1 in every 590 inhab-
itants to 1 in every 369 inhabitants. Bach
new edition of the treatises on diseases of
the nervous system, moreover, is bulkier than
its predecessor, and contains descriptions of
new affections which even ten years ago were
unrecognized or unknown. One of the latest
elementary text-books (Dana’s) deseribes 176
different nervous affections. The increase in
this country has been especially noted: hooks
have been written upon American nervous-
ness, nervous prostration has heen called the
« American disease,» and I have heard a col-
lege president, who ought to have known bet-
ter, even though it was after dinner, speak
of « Americanitis,» which really means the
inflammation of the American, but by which
he meant this same nervous excitability.

The causes of this alleged increase have
been so often rehearsed that it is needless to
domore than mention a very few of them here.

1 The belief, however, has recently been attacked by
Dr. Clifford Allbutt of London, in the « Contemporary
Review » for February, 1895, and by Professor Freund
of Strasburg (« Wie steht es um die Nervositit unseres
Zeitalters 7» Leipsic, 1894).

Nordau,in hismuch-discussed«Degeneration,»
has given them in considerable detail, with
an appalling array of figures. They are also
enumerated quite fully in Beard’s « American
Nervousness.» The chief cause is thought to
be the much greater demand which the con-
ditions of modern life make upon the human
brain. In almost every department of human
industry brute force has been replaced by
skill, and thus the brain has been compelled
to preside more directly over muscular move-
ments, and to make the muscles contract
with greater rapidity and precision, although
with less strength. The workman finds less
satisfaction in his work; he is only a peg in a
great machine, and takes little pleasure in the
endless polishing of pin-heads. Modern meth-
ods of doing business are such that fortunes
may be won or lost in a moment, and com-
binations are daily made involving millions.
Everything is done in a hurry. We telegraph
to London or Berlin, talk through the tele-
phone with customers in Chicago or Phila-
delphia, and think little of a trip to Omaha
for an hour’s interview.

With the advent of democracy the whole
social condition has been filled with unrest.
We are no longer content in the state unto
which it has pleased God to call us, but we
long for something better, to get intoa higher
stratum of society. We are daily incited by
the story of the humble origin of many of the
world’s leaders, and we see no reason why we
cannot become leaders ourselves. Few of us,
however, have the ability so to do; and there-
fore to the striving and unrest is added the
despondency of unfulfilled desire. In our
religious life, too, we have been wandering,
without map or guide, in the wilderness of
doubt.

With all this has come an enormous in-
crease in the complexity of our mental life.
Not only do we take our pleasures sadly, but



ARE NERVOUS DISEASES INCREASING?

we make a task of our play. We must have
lessons in whist before we dare to play the
game. Elinor Dashwood’s painting would not
be tolerated, and instead of «Shakespeare and
the musical glasses» we must go to a dinner
prepared to discuss more subjects than even
Major-General Stanley knew. We must read
or glance at countless papers, magazines, and
new books, and even with Spartan firmness
we cannot avoid some taint of Maeterlinek, or
what Mr. Warner has so aptly termed the
«yellows» in literature. Not only must we
sympathize with our neighbors, but the morn-
ing paper calls upon us for tears—and sub-
scriptions—for the Armenians, Coreans, Mal-
agasy, and a host of people of whom we never
wished to hear.

As a result, they say, we become dyspeptic,
we cannot sleep, we have nervous prostration
or hysteria, and finally we become insane. We
take all the digestive ferments and hypnotic
drugs, or else we try to deaden our pains and
ease the struggle for existence with chloral,
alcohol, or opium,

If all this were true, it would condemn our
present social conditions, or the people who
live under them; and it would also check the
enthusiasm of the optimist who pronounces
this age to be the best and the healthiest that
the world has yet seen.

But this whole belief, that there is at the
present day a great increase in the amount
of nervous disease, due to the greater de-
mand which the conditions of modern life
make upon the human brain, is based upon
very incomplete data, and the question can-
not be decided hastily. We must first know
whether there has actually been any increase
in the amount of nervous disease in recent
years, and then determine which, among the
many causes, are responsible for such in-
crease. For such a task, however, our pres-
ent data are insufficient. We have no tables
of statistics which can give us accurate in-
formation as to the relative prevalence of
nervous affections in the past and at the pres-
ent day. We may gather a few indications, but
a little consideration will show that the prob-
lem is more complex than at first appears.

The Registration Reports of Massachusetts,
and of other States and countries aswell, show
that there has been, in the main, a diminution
in the mortality from certain forms of disease.
Disastrous epidemics of smallpox are rarely
heard of in civilized countries; leprosy and
the plague are almost unknown; typhus fever
is ararity; cholera is less wide-spread; pulmo-
nary consumption, although still the most fre-
quent cause of death, is diminishing; and most

147

of the other infectious diseases are becoming
less deadly. This is due to our improved meth-
ods of living, and to our better knowledge
of the means of preventing and treating these
diseases. We must die of something, however,
and we have not yet reached that ideal state
where all die of old age. It is fair, then, to as-
sume that those who escape death from the
infectious diseases, which are commoner in
youth, will grow up and die of the diseases
commoner to adult life, and, as a corollary,
that many weaklings who would inevitably
have succumbed to a mild infectious disease
if they had had it in childhood, will as in-
evitably succumb to any mild disease they may
have in middle age. This assumption is to
some extent borne out by the vital statistics;
for the Registration Reports show a still
greater increase in deaths from heart and
kidney diseases—affections more common in
middle life—than they do from brain diseases.
Therefore, the increase in deaths from di-
seases of the brain is not unique. Our hearts
and our kidneys are giving out much more
frequently, in proportion, than our brains.

Furthermore, paradoxical as it may seem,
a large number of the deaths from diseases
of the brain are not due to any disease of the
brain itself. An increasing number of the
deaths classed as from brain disease are deaths
from paralysis and apoplexy. Now paralysis
and apoplexy are in most cases due either to
the breaking or the plugging of a blood-vessel
in the brain. When a blood-vessel breaks in
the brain, it breaks because its wall is dis-
eased, and therefore weaker, and because the
blood-pressure is normally greater in that
particular vessel than in similarly diseased
vessels elsewhere. The disease of the vessel-
wall has nothing to do with the brain itself;
it is merely the local manifestation of a more
or less general disease of the blood-vessels.
When a vessel is plugged the plug comes from
some diseased tissue in the vascular system,
and is carried by the blood-current into some
vessel in the brain, as a chip is carried by
the current of a brook. In neither case is the
brain itself at fault; the disease is in the cir-
culatory apparatus.

The increase in insanity may be more ap-
parent than real. Popular ideas as to insanity
have undergone a radical changeof late years.
It is now regarded by the laity as a disease,
and not as a disgrace, so that people are more
ready to admit its existence in their relatives
or friends, and to submit its victims to the
physician’s care. The treatment of the insane
in asylums is also generally recognized as
humane, and the old notion that sane people
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are illegally incarcerated in asylums has well
nigh disappeared, so that insane people are
much more frequently sent to asylums, and
often go to them of their own accord, as the
sick go to other hospitals. Physicians also
recognize as forms of insanity many mild forms
of mental disturbance which in old days were
disregarded; and it often happens that asylum
treatment is beneficial for them.

The opinion that the increase in insanity is
more apparent than real has been confirmed
by a very careful study of the subject which
has recently been made. 1 have already
cited the figures which show an apparent
great increase in Massachusetts in the thirty
years from 1855 to 1885—from 1 in 590 to 1
in 369 inhabitants. In Scotland, where the
social conditions are not very different, there
has apparently been an equal increase. In
1858 there was 1 insane person registered to
every 520 inhabitants;in 1888, 1 to every 345;

and in 1894, 1 to every 315—an increase

which corresponds very closely to that in
Massachusetts. These figures have been
studied with great care, in a report fo the
Commissioners in Lunaey for Scotland, by Sir
Arthur Mitehell, Dr. Sibbald, and Mr. Spence.
Their researches have been made on three
different lines of inquiry, but in each line
they have shown very conclusively that the
increase in insanity has been apparent rather
than real—an opinion which has been main-
tained for a number of years by the Commis-
sioners in Lunacy for both Scotland and Eng-
land., It would take too long to rehearse their
arguments in full, but they attribute the ap-
pearance of an inerease to certain changes in
the laws whereby patients with milder forms
of mental disease may be admitted toasylums,
to the greater willingness which people show
in sending their relatives to asylums, and to
an accumulation of the insane in asylums.
They show that the annual number of com-
mitments to asylums has not increased, rela-
tively to the population, during this period.
It is clear that, with an absolutely stationary
population, if one hundred persons become in-
sane annually, there will be no increase in the
amount of insanity. If, however, with one hun-
dred new insane patients annually added to
the asylum population, only eighty of those in
the asylums recover or die annually, there will
be, by accumulation, an annual increase of
twenty in the whole number of the insane. It
is not, however, fair to ascribe this annual
increment to any increased susceptibility to
insanity, for it is clear that there might be a
decrease in the number becoming insane each
year, for thirty years, from 100 to 85, and
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yet this annual increment by aceumulation
might still exist. It has, furthermore, been
found in Seotland that the alleged increase
has been noted among the pauper insane; that
among the insane able to pay their board —a
class, be it noted, where the various factors
tending to mental breakdown cited above
might be expected to be more powerful—
there has been absolutely no increase either
in England or Scotland.

As for the many new forms of nervous dis-
ease lately described, they are to be attrib-
uted in large measure to greater knowledge
and refinements in diagnosis. We know of no
reason whymost of them should be more prev-
alent to-day than in the past, except that we
have learned to differentiate them from simi-
lar diseases. Most of them, too, are among
the curiosities of practice; and when we
search medical literature through, from Ja-
pan to Brazil, we are lucky if we can collect
a hundred reported cases. Some few dis-
eases, however, are due to certain conditions
which did not formerly exist. Writer’s cramp
has probably existed ever since men began to
write, but the similar disorder, telegrapher’s
cramp, due to the excessive use of the Morse
key, has of course existed only since the in-
troduction of telegraphy.

Although I have necessarily touched upon
the subject very briefly, I have said enough,
perhaps, to show that many of the statistics
cited to prove the great increase in nervous
diseases at the present day are misleading,
and that the arguments based thereon are
fallacious. There may be such an increase,
but as yet it is not proved.

Granting, however, that there is such an in-
crease, we must bear in mind that there are
other causes beside those mentioned which
may account for it—ecauses which have no-
thing to do with any increased demands made
upon the brain, or with any inherent weakness
of that organ.

A certain proportion of the cases of ner-
vous disease which the physician sees are due
to physical injury. If a man be hit on the
head with a club, the inevitable result, if
the blow be hard enough, will be a break of the
skull, bleeding from the torn vessels beneath,
and crushing of the substance of the brain
itself. If the blow be lighter, the brain may
still be injured, but the injury will be less
severe. A blow upon the back may break the
spine and seriously injure the spinal cord.
The injury may be slight, merely a pressure
upon a single nerve for a few hours, yet
that may cause trouble for weeks. Between
these two extremes the nervous system may
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suffer to almost any degree from injury. In
none of these cases need there be any pre-
vious nervous weakness or overstrain; the ef-
fect is purely physical. If, therefore, we note
in the neighborhood of Donnybrook Fair a
great increase in nervous diseases, such in-
crease may be due, not to the greater demand
which the conditions of modern life make
upon the human brain, but to the shillalagh.
Another very large proportion of cases of
nervous disease is due directly or indirectly
to the action of different forms of bacteria,
or disease germs. Nearly all the forms of
meningitis, or brain fever, are due to the di-
rect action of different forms of bacteria
upon the membranes that cover the brain.
Other forms of nervous disease are now
thought to be of infectious nature, due to
some specific organism. Others still are due
to the action of poisons produced by the
germs of other diseases. There is, for ex-
ample, a form of paralysis which not infre-
quently follows diphtheria, which is due, not
to any weakness of the nervous system, but
to the action of the diphtheritic poison upon
the peripheral nerves. Similar forms of pa-
ralysis may follow smallpox, typhoid fever,
pneumonia, or influenza. Many of the diseases
of the spinal cord are of similar origin. Loco-
motor ataxia and general paresis, two com-
mon and fatal diseases, are in most cases the
result of one of these infectious diseases.
Other poisons, not of hacterial origin, may
also cause various forms of nervous disease.
The so-called lead palsy, from which painters
are apt to suffer, is the most familiar of these;
but arsenie, aleohol, absinthe, mercury, and
other substances, also give rise to disease.
The number of such cases of nervous dis-
ease must, therefore, vary with the number of
cases of infectious disease and the amount of
poisoning from other causes. A wide-spread
epidemic of diphtheria or influenza might in-
crease the amount of nervous disease in a
given community. The whole amount of in-
fectious disease is probably diminishing; but
at the same time the number of cases of any
one infectious disease, as we have recently
seen with regard to influenza, may increase.
With the decrease in the amount of infec-
tious disease, there ought also to be a de-
crease in the amount of nervous disease due
to this cause. Some writers, however, have
claimed that the nervous system has become
more vulnerable, and that, therefore, it is
more often affected by the poison of infec-
tious disease. Concerning this point no defi-
nite opinion can at present be expressed. One
form of nervous disease, general paresis, has
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in several countries become relatively and ab-
solutely more common. This may be due to an
increased vulnerability of the nervous system,
or it may be due to an increase in the predis-
posing infectious disease, the statistics of
which are altogether indefinite in comparison
with the statistics of acute infectious dis-
eases, like scarlet fever or diphtheria. If we
could compare the percentage of cases of
this disease who have later developed general
paresis with the percentage of similar cases
fifty or a hundred years ago, we might speak
definitely; but such statistics do not exist.

Finally, there are a large number of cases
of nervous disease due directly to overwork,
or rather overworry, and to the inability of
the brain to meet the demands upon it. The
affections most frequently due to such cases
are nervous prostration, hysteria, and some
of the forms of insanity. The liability to
these troubles is increased by bad heredity
and poor nutrition; they are often developed
in those who are weak and broken down from
other diseases; they may be caused, like other
forms of nervous disease, by injury or poison-
ing: but they are very often due to too great
nervous strain, such as may arise from the
defective social conditions previously enu-
merated.!

The increased nervousness of our age,
therefore, is not proved; but even if it exist,
we cannot attribute the increase to the
greater demands which the conditions of
modern life make upon the human brain un-
til we have shown what forms of nervous
disease actually have increased. If there be
a great increase in hysteria, nervous prostra-
tion, and similar disorders, the conditions of
modern life may well be at fault; but if there
be 'a great increase in broken heads and
broken backs and other traumatic nervous
affections, or in diphtheritic paralysis, loco-
motor ataxia, and meningitis, other conditions
are to blame, and the special conditions above
enumerated have nothing to do with the case;
and if there be an increase in apoplexy, it
shows only an increase in disease of the blood-
vessels, without any disease in the brain itself.

The argument thus far has been general.
1t may be perfectly true that there has been
no increase in the amount of nervous disease
in the world at large, and possibly no increase

L A bad heredity plays, of course, a very important
part in the production of certain forms of nervous dis-
ease. It is possible that this factor may also be on the
increase; but in the absence of any data I have omitted
congidering it, in order to avoid unnecessary complica-
tion of the main argument. It would, of course, have
little influence in the cases due to injury or poison.
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in this country; but the question of chief in-
terest to us must necessarily be, Is there not
a much greater amount of nervousness in
America, and do not the conditions of Ameri-
can life tend to cause an increase in that
nervousness and in the amount of nervous
disease?

Once again we must deplore the lack of
conclusive statistics. The belief inthe greater
nervousness of the American seems very wide-
spread. The late Dr. Beard of New York was
one of the first to describe nervous prostra-
tion, and to give it its medical name of neu-
rasthenia, so that it has often been spoken
of as «the American disease.» In his work on
« American Nervousness » he treats chiefly of
the causes of the nervousness, and its symp-
toms, accepting almost as an axiom the state-
ment that Americans are more nervous than
any other race, and that there is a vastly
ereater amount of nervous disease in this
country thanin Europe. He admits, however,
that the severer forms of organic nervous dis-
ease, such as locomotor ataxia and apoplexy,
are probably less frequent, the increase be-
ing in the so-called functional conditions,
neurasthenia, hysteria, and the like. It is
probable that the majority of educated people
not physicians in this country would admit
without a murmur that as a people we are
peculiarly subject to nervous disease.

Although, as I have said, the statistics are
not conclusive, nevertheless such statistics
as we have, and the conclusions drawn from
various general impressions, absolutely con-
tradict this belief. It is only since the War
of 1812 that the American has acquired his
reputation for restless energy; before that he
was denounced as indolent and gluggish. Up
to the period of the Civil War he was also
denounced as physically degenerate, inferior
in bulk, strength, and endurance to his Eng-
lish cousin. The Civil War put an end to such
talk. No armies endured more than ours in
the field; no people endured more than those
who stayed behind waiting and helping. The
record of the first Kentucky brigade in the
(Confederate army, almost continuously in ac-
tion or on the march for a hundred days in
1864; retreating from their homes, with the
hope of success steadily fading away; 1140
strong at the beginning, suffering 1860 fatal
or hospital wounds, with only 50 left un-
wounded, yet mustering 240 at the end, with
less than 10 desertions—such a record has
never been surpassed. These men were of the
purest American stock.

1 For these and other data, compare the first chapter
of the third volume of Rhodes’s « History of the United
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At about the same time Dr. Brown-Séquard
found that the American mammals survived
injuries that were inevitably fatal to the Eu-
ropean, and our surgeons found a surprising
percentage of recovery from severe gunshot
wounds, greater probably than had ever been
observed in Europe. Dr. B. A. Gould found
that the American soldier was physically as
well developed as the European, and Dr. H. P.
Bowditch found that the American school-boy
was the equal in measurement of the boys of
Eton and Rughy. American life-insurance un-
derwriters, too, have found that the longevity
in this country is as great as it is in Europe,
or greater. The rise of the South since the
Civil War, and the prompt recovery of in-
dividual communities, such as Chicago, Bos-
ton, and Portland, after great conflagrations,
are further instances of the great recupera-
tive power of our people.

Since the Civil War our physical condition
has greatly improved. The greater interest in
athletics, and better cooking, have probably
had something to do with this improvement.
We have held the America’s cup for nearly
fifty years. Inshooting, cricket, rowing, and
tennis we have not been inferior in interna-
tional contests. In track athletics Yale has
recently shown her superiority to Cambridge,
and the New York athletes have not only sur-
passed their London rivals, but have estab-
lished new world’s records in more than one
event. In the famous ride a few years ago
between Berlin and Vienna the picked riders
and horses of the Austrian and German ar-
mies were used up, yet our cavalrymen and ex-
press messengers on the plains, with ordinary
mounts, have made better records bhoth for
time and distance, without the slightest in-
jury to horses or men.!

These, and many similar facts that might
be collected, show very conclusively that
neither in size, strength, skill, endurance,
nor recuperative power is the American in-
ferior to the Kuropean. These are, to be sure,
physical qualities; but endurance and recu-
perative power such as our people have shown
time and again in these last fifty years, can-
not exist without a sound nervous system.
The one thing that the victim of nervous dis-
ease is, as a rule, incapable of is steady and
persistent effort.

The American is energetie, pushing, rest-
less, impatient; he may move more briskly, his
apprehension may be quicker, he may have a
keener wit, and he certainly is in more of a
hurry, and perhaps lives under a greater

States,» Shaler’s « Nature and Man in America,» and
Colonel T. A. Dodge’s « Riders of Many Lands.»
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strain and with less ease, than the European.
This, however, is not being nervous, in the
sense of having a weaker or a diseased ner-
vous system. Though nervous in manner, he
is distinctly not as neurotic, he much less
frequently shows signs of nervous degener-
acy, and he probably is less frequently the
victim of severe nervous disease.

Such a statement, so at variance with the
popular belief, demands further proof. One
of the affections which is indicative of ner-
vous degeneracy and bad heredity, and is
often the direct result of breakdown from
overwork,—an affection on which Nordau has
recently laid much stress in treating of the
alleged increased nervousness of our age,—is
hysteria. Now hysteria, although eommon in
France and by nomeansrare in Germany, is not
very common in America. It is seen most fre-
quently among the Russian and Polish Jews;
in patients of American stock it is distinetly
rare. (iilles de la Tourette, the author of the
best recent French treatise on hysteria, has
claimed that hysteria is a wide-spread disease,
and he implies that it is as frequent in Eng-
land and America as in France. The opinion
given above i based, not merely upon per-
sonal experience, but upon statements made
to me by many of the leading specialists in
nervous diseases in our large cities; state-
ments in the American treatises on nervous
diseases; and the following table. This table
shows the relative frequency of hysteria and
neurasthenia in a number of the large clinics
in different cities:

Paris.
(La Balpétriere.)

Whole number of cases of

nervous disease ........ 1,760

Hysterin sz ivsaesivnns 244 (13.8%)
Neurasthenia ............ 214 (12.1%)

11,225

Nervous prostration, or neurasthenia, is
very common in all large clinicg for nervous
diseases, but the table shows no special pre-
ponderance in this country. Bouveret and
Lowenfeld, two of the ablest recent writers
on the subject in France and Germany, utterly
scout the idea that it is exclusively or chiefly
an American disease. Less than one half the
cases in my own clinic in Boston in the last
four years have been born in the United
States. A yearor two ago I selected five cases
for a clinical lecture on neurasthenia as il-
lustrating typical varieties of the disease.
One could not speak English, another dropped
her h's, and on inquiry I found that only one
was of American birth, and he was a Nova
Scotian.

Berlin,

1,224 (10.9%)
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The statistics of insanity in Massachusetts
and Scotland—1 in 369 1 the former in 1885,
and 1 in 345 in the latter in 1888—show no
greater amount of insanity in Massachusetts.
We note, too, much less of that much-dis-
cussed degeneracy in literature in America
than in England or on the Continent. It would
seem, therefore, as if the burden of proof
rested upon those who claim that the Ameri-
can is peculiarly subject to nervous affections.
It seems to be a mere vulgar error, with as
little to recommend it as the error that once
obtained as to our physical degeneracy.

Apart from all questions asto the increased
nervousness of our age in general, or as to
American nervousness in particular, it is cer-
tainly a fair question to ask whether these
much-discussed conditions of modern life do,
after all, make so much greater demands
upon the human brain, and whether our mod-
ern civilization has made the world so much
harder to live in. This article, however, is
already too long to discuss such a guestion
in detail; but there are some conditions, well
within the knowledge of the average man,
which may fitly be compared with those of
the past.

There are, of course, many injurious con-
ditions in our modern civilization which may
cause nervous affections; but the question
is whether these conditions, taken as a whole,
are more or less detrimental than the social
conditions of the past.

In the first place, we must recognize that
human life and liberty are far more secure

YVanderbilt Clinie, Baoston City Massachusetts
New York Hospital. General Hospital,
1,879 .. 2017 1,269
44 ( 23%) 65 ( 3.2%) 17 (1.3%)

209 (11.1%) 221 (10.9%)

to-day than in the past. The civilized world
suffers less and less from great epidemics; the
plague has not entered Europe since the
middle of the last century; the last cholera
epidemie, a few years ago, was of merely local
significance as compared with the epidemics
early in the century; yellow fever never enters
our Northern cities, and is becoming less and
less the scourge of the South; a journal of the
influenza yearin London or New York would be
jovial in comparison with Defoe’s grisly story
of the plague. The dangers from war and
oppression are less. Non-combatants do not
suffer as they did at Magdeburg. The Red
Prince’s Uhlans were missionaries compared
to Tilly’s troopers. No Frenchman is to-day
hurried to the Bastille by lettres de cachet.
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No Italian patriot is immured in an Austrian
prison. The press-gang no longer travels the
streets of English seaports. The criminal on
trial for his life in England can now have
counsel, and in America can testify in his own
behalf. Imprisonment for debt is disappear-
ing. The New England farmer plows his field
without dread of the red man’s arrow. Alva’s
auntos da fe no longer smoke in the Nether-
lands. All these things mean greater security
to life, lessened anxiety and mental strain, and
inevitably sounder mental health.

With this the material comforts of life
have increased. With easy transportation and
abundant food supply, few communities in this
country, except remote and isolated regions,
are reduced to the straits of the early Ply-
mouth settlers, and we thus know nothing of
the horrors of famine. Bad as our American
cooking is (and it is still the worst in the
civilized world), saleratus and the frying-pan
are less dominant. Our churches, schools, and
sleeping-rooms are less of an arctic tempera-
ture in winter. We have more fresh air, purer
water, and cleaner houses. The «athletic
craze» is giving us sounder bodies. In a
thousand ways life is made easier and more
comfortable at home and abroad.

The novelist may not rank as a scientific
authority in comparison with tables of vital
statistics, but there is a curious and sugges-
tive contrast between the maiden up to date
and the heroine of the old novelists, which in
some ways, as far as physical health and ner-
vous stability go, is in favor of the former,
although Sophia Western would never have
sunk to the moral level of Gallia or Mildred
Lawson. The bicycling, golfing, tennis-play-
ing young woman of the day seldom complains
of the vapors and megrims of which we heard
a good deal in the last century. Ionce tried
to keep a record of the number of times that
Miss Clarissa Harlowe swooned in her sad
career, but the task was too great. One thing
is certain, that the modern girl does not
swoon, either in ordinary life or in novels.
Does she still, even when she meets unex-
pectedly a long-absent lover, «utter a fearful
shriek, and faint in the arms of her compan-
ion,» like Narcissa? All these differences in-
dicate that the girl of to-day has greater con-
trol over her emotions, which is one indication
of a more stable nervous system.

Such conditions of greater security, greater
material comfort, better nutrition, a diminu-
tion of infectious diseases, sounder bodies,
and greater self-control, all imply a better
standard of physical health, and with it a
higher standard of nervous health, and, nat-

THE CENTURY MAGAZINE.

urally, a diminution in the amount of nervous
disease.

Property has also become more secure.
Taxation, although often excessive, usually
follows some definite rule, and is not so ex-
tortionate, in the literal sense, as in the days
of King John. A man’s goods are not taken
from him without due process of law, which
means much to the ordinary man. Possibly a
greater portion of our wealth to-day is in se-
curities, which have a more fluctuating value,
and afford a somewhat uncertain income; but
income has always been somewhat uncertain,
whether derived from crops, rents, or inter-
est on bonds. We do business, perhaps, on
different methods; but there has always been
a tendency toward speculation and gambling.
The victims of Erie, Reading, and the Cordage
Trust were fewer in number, and lost less
money, than the victims of the Mississippi
Scheme or the South Sea Bubble.

The railway undoubtedly claims many vie-
tims, because more people travel to-day than
ever before; but in comparison to the number
of passengers carried, the railway is the saf-
est mode of travel yet discovered. A trip from
Boston to New York to-day may cause a head-
ache from the heat and bad air of the car.
A hundred and fifty years ago the man who
made that journey took a solemn leave of his
wife and family before he started, and re-
quested the prayers of the congregation. The
telegraph may give us a sudden shock, but it
also adds to our security by assuring us that
no disaster can happen to distant friends
without instant warning. Other new inven-
tions have their drawbacks, they sometimes
do harm, they often try our tempers; but on
the whole, they make life smoother, and add
to our comfort.

With the decay of faith have come doubt
and pessimism. Schopenhauer, Leopardi, and
Thomson are all of this century, but they are
descended from Omar and Ecclesiastes. With
thedecay of faith have come the extinguishing
of the fires of Smithfield, the vanishing of a
personal devil and his witches and wizards,
and a hope for unbaptized infants. Thedread
of hellfire has played a greater part in the
delusions of the insane than any doubt as to
theological doctrines.

Life has always been a struggle, and to-day
the struggle seems to be more toward social
advancement, since democracy has made it
possible for any one to attain preferment. In
many cases the struggle is a failure, with all
the despair that that implies. With that evil,
however, has come the hope of success, which
in the past was far less possible. The struggle
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for advancement may be greater, but the
struggle for life and for the means of living
against wild nature, wild beasts, and wild men
has grown less.

We may be burdened with the necessity of
a knowledge of too many things; yet I ques-
tion whether many people are in danger from
too much knowledge. There are people who,
by some vice of constitution, have brains
which are unequal to the task of steady or
protracted work, and they succumb under the
effort of even a moderate education. People
with healthy brains, however, although they
may succumb to worry and anxiety, arenot bro-
ken down by ordinary brain-work. We see, of
course, many a child of an unstable, nervous
organization who breaks down, especially at
the period of adolescence, under an absurd
curriculum of a public school; yet, in look-
ing over the records of a large number of
cases of nervous disease in children of the
school age, I have been surprised to find that
overwork in school was in only a small per-
centage of the cases responsible for the
trouble. The average child is, after all, capa-
ble of absorbing just so much; then he grows
weary, and he will take no more until he has
assimilated or forgotten what he has already
been taught. It is much the same with the
brain of the adult; we can learn only a little.
If we try to do more, we must either forget
the old or give up the attempt from fatigue.
We must, therefore, if we can, choose. If we
prefer to fill our minds with Ibsen and Tolstoi,
there will be so much less room for Shakspere
and Dante, and those who to the average man
still shine amid the «gross darkness of Eng-
lish fiction.»

I have compared only a few of the condi-
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tions of life at the present day with those of
the past. The task would be too great, even
if my knowledge were sufficient, to strike the
balance between all those conditions, and to
determine which were the most detrimental.
Some conditions are undoubtedly better and
others worse than they were five, or two, or
one century ago. Many of us, especially here
in America, as is apparent to the most super-
ficial observer, live in too much of a hurry and
under too great a strain. We should undoubt-
edly be better off if we led quieter lives, if we
relaxed the tension under which we work,
and if we went more slowly and took life
more easily and comfortably. Our life to-day
is certainly more complex, but there is no
reason for condemning it wholly in compari-
son with the past. The golden age is, after
all, a mere superstition; and there is good
reason for asking whether, on the whole, our
social conditions are not to-day more favor-
able for mental and nervous health than they
ever have been before.

We should not, then, chatter glibly about
the increased nervousness of our age, due to
the greater demands which the conditions of
modern life make upon the human brain. It
is not a matter to be settled by a few phrases,
or by tables of very general and questionable
statistics. We are by no means certain that
there is any increased nervousness; and even
if it do exist, we do not know whether it is
due to these greater demands, or to injury or
infection. It is also doubtful whether the con-
ditions of modern life make as great demands
upon the brain as did the conditions of life in
the past. Finally, without more evidence in its
favor, we must regard the belief in the greater
nervousness of Americans as an error.

Philip Coombs Knapp.

AN ACCOUNT.

"“ITHEN in the sleepless watches of the night
'V 1 cast account with Fate, and set the ill
Against the good of life, then Fortune’s flight
Seems in remembrance yet more bitter still.
Then I recall how hopes have led me on—
Will-o™-the-wisps that over quagmires play;
How treacherous Joy has fled as soon as won,
And hooded Sorrow darkling dogged my way;
How quickly into bitter turned the sweet,
How lightly clouds have hid the heaven’s blue;
How that which feigned most fair has been most fleet,
And that has proved most false which looked most true.
But when against all this thy love I set,
I find myself Fate’s bankrupt debtor yet.

Vou. LIL.—20.

Arlo Bates.



