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THE FUTURE OF MAN

I set out, therefore, with great
promptitude, and in due course, arrived
at the ruins of the tomb of Tantalus.
They did not much resemble a first-
class hotel, and, of course, my idea of
an ‘incubation’ was well laughed at,
but I managed to find a pretty level
corner, more or less sheltered from the
wind. Here I wrapped myself up in my
excellent rug, having decided to dis-
pense with the more correct method of
ensconcing myself in the gory hide of a
sacrificlal ox. The night was fine,
though cold, and fortunately there were
no mosquitoes, nor any of the other
insects one would inevitably have en-
countered in the dwellings of the living.
But the ground was very, very, hard,
and I tossed about for hours, regretting
my classical education and the psychi-
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THE FUTURE OF MAN

white paling, which completely enclosed
the hummock, was composed of bones, or
rather of every imaginable sort of spine,
tooth, and sting, garnished with the
saws and swords of sawfish and sword-
fish, and all knit together into an im-
penetrable cheval de frise that prevented
approach to the foot of the tree. The
soil all round this strange hedge had
apparently been trodden into deep mud
by some creature that had walked
round and round the tree, and the
water required for its manufacture was
supplied by a small spring which rose
within the enclosure and flowed out
through its interstices.

As 1 walked round the tree to the
further side of the hummock, 1 came
upon an extraordinary sight. I beheld
a naked man trying to reach some of

[11]






THE FUTURE OF MAN

around the fence ; they were enormous
and hardly seemed human in their
shape, though they were too deeply
plunged in the mud to permit one to
see what exactly was wrong with them.

This strange being, whom the bold
intuition of the dream-consciousness
at once identified with Tantalus, was
evidently trying to grasp the fruit that
hung from the lower branches of the
tree. For a while his efforts were vain,
but then a gust of wind brought within
his reach a large conical shining red
fruit he had long coveted. It was one
of the strange features of the tree that
it was covered with fruit, and higher
up also with flowers, of the most
various sizes, shapes, and colours. He
seized it triumphantly ; but the effect
was surprising. For he had hardly

23]



TANTALUS

touched it when it exploded, and
covered him from head to foot with
its blood-red juice. He at once sank
senseless to the ground. But, after a
while, he slowly recovered, and recom-
menced his old game. This time, he
attacked a large round yellowish fruit ;
but when he succeeded in seizing it,
it too exploded, and poured out upon
him volumes of a heavy yellow-green
vapour. Again he collapsed, and this
time his stupor lasted longer.

By the time he began to stir again
I had, I thought, grasped the situation,
and determined to intervene. So I
drew near, and addressed him: ‘ Can
I be mistaken in thinking that I see
before me the far-famed hero, Tantalus,
boon companion of the gods ? ” ‘““And
their victim.” ‘“And what tree is

[ 14]



THE FUTURE OF MAN

this, I pray you, about which you busy
yourself ? ” “ The Tree of Knowledge.”
“And the water, which you have
trampled into mud, is what ?”” ‘“ The
Elixir of Life.”” ‘ Then you seem to
have all the materials for a happy life
Why don’t you eat of the fruits of the
tree, and drink of the elixir ?” ““ You
have seen the results of my efforts.”
“I cannot but think you have been
unfortunate in your choice of the fruits:
there are many that look much better
higher up.” ‘“ And how am I to get
at them?” “Well, of course, you
must break through all these débris of

former animal life, which bar your

access to the trunk of the tree, and
prevent you from drinking of the
water of life ; after that, you can climb
up the tree, and pick the best of the

[15]


















THE FUTURE OF MAN

in brain capacity. They averaged six
feet three inches in height, with one-
sixth more brains than the modern
European. So far indeed as their
physical remains can indicate, they
seem to have been very definitely the
finest race of human beings that has
ever existed. If we have improved on
them, it has probably been only in
such minor matters as resistance to the
microbes of the many diseases which
flourish among dense populations under
slum conditions. Against that proba-
bility have to be set such certainties
as that our toes and many of our
muscles are being atrophied and that
we are getting more liable to caries and
baldness.

This remarkable fact of the arrest
of his biological development is certain-

[21]
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ly the greatest mystery in the history
of Man. It at once raises two further
questions : In the first place, how did
it happen, and what caused it ? And,
secondly, what has enabled man, never-
theless, to progress in other respects,
in knowledge, in power, and in culture ?

To answer the first question we
cannot do better than argue back from
what is now the most salient feature
about man’s biological position, namely
that his survival is determined far more
by his relations to the social group
to which he belongs than by personal
efficiency : hence he can draw on the
collective resources of his tribe, and,
to a growing extent, gets emancipated
from the control of natural selection.
Thus social selection and the survival
of societies profoundly modify (and

[22]
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often defeat), the working of natural
selection. The advantages are obvious ;
it 1s no longer essential for a member of
a society that collectively controls the
conditions of existence to develop any
high degree of personal capacity, in
order to survive. A single wise and
provident minister, like Joseph, is
enough to keep alive millions of
Pharaoh’s subjects through the lean
years of famine. But the inferior and
incompetent survive with the rest.
Now, if we suppose that by mid-
palzolithic times man had established
his ascendency over nature and per-
fected his social organization sufficiently
to render these services to his fellows,
we have suggested a possible cause of
the cessation of biological progress.
For social influences are as likely as not

123]


















THE FUTURE OF MAN

designed for the purpose of preserving
and promoting the highest and most
advanced knowledge hitherto attained :
but do they anywhere fulfil this pur-
pose ? Its execution must of necessity
be left to professors not exempt from
human frailty, always selected by more
or less defective methods, whose inter-
ests by no means coincide with those
of their subjects. The interest of
the subject is to become more widely
understood and so more influential.
The interest of the professor is to become
more unassailable, and so more authori-
tative. He achieves this by becoming
more technical. For the more technical
he gets, the fewer can comprehend
him ; the fewer are competent to
criticize him, the more of an oracle
he becomes; if, therefore, he wishes

[29]
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seats of learning the chief obstacles,
to the growth of knowledge, while
in an otherwise stagnant or decadent
society these tendencies sooner or later
get the upper hand and utterly corrupt
the social memory. The power of
the professor is revealed not so much
by the things he teaches, as by the
things he fails or refuses to teach.
History is full of examples. How
many religions have not perished from
ritual sclerosis, how many sciences
have not been degraded into pseudo-
sciences or games ! Logic has been
just examinable nonsense for over
two thousand years. The present
economic chaos in the world has been
indirectly brought about by the policy
adopted by the professors of economics
forty or fifty years ago, to suit their

(31 ]
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not even the lucid intelligence of
Mr Keynes could dissuade them from
enacting the preposterous conditions
which rendered impossible the realiza-
tion of their aims.” Nor was it so very
long ago that, in order to save the
Mathematical Tripos at Cambridge,
it had to be recast, because it had
degenerated into an intellectual jig-saw
puzzle, wholly unrelated to the applica-
tions of mathematics to the other
sciences. To avoid jealousies, I hasten
to add that the University of Oxford,
which has organized itself as an asylum
for lost causes, skilfully cultivates,

by means of its classical and historical

* The most absurd perhaps was the clause,
appearing in all the Peace Treaties, which made
‘ reparations’ a first charge on all the assets of
the defeated countries. This, of course, com-
pletely destroyed their credit, and incapacitated
them from raising a loan, forcing them to have
recourse to progressive inflation, and so into

bankruptcy.
(851



TANTALUS

studies, a backward-looking bias in
its alumni. The true ‘ Greats’ man
is meant to go down indelibly imbued
with the conviction that in matters
of morals and politics nothing of import-
ance has been discovered or said since
Plato and Aristotle, and that nothing
else matters.

Clearly then we cannot take for
granted that in any society knowledge
can progress without limits, nor can
we count on our academic institutions
to save us from stagnation and decay,
even in matters of knowledge. All
institutions are social mechanisms, and
all mechanisms need a modicum of
intelligent supervision, in the absence
of which they become dangerous en-
gines of destruction.

[ 34]
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effort ceased, or was switched off into
different directions.

Consequently, modern man has no
right to ‘ boast himself far better than
his fathers ’—in intrinsic quality. In-
trinsically, 7.e. apart from the effects
of culture and social training, it is
probable that he is slightly inferior
in capacity to his own ancestors,
while very markedly inferior to the
great races of antiquity (like the
Greeks) in their hey-day. Nor is there
any reason to suppose that his moral
nature has changed materially. Modern
man may be a little tamer and better-
tempered, because he has been herded
together much more closely than primi-
tive man, and city life, even in slums,
demands, and produces, a certain
‘urbanity.” For many generations

[ 36]



THE FUTURE OF MAN

those who would not pack tight and
could not stand the strain of constantly
exhibiting ‘company manners’ and
accommodating their action to those
of their fellows, must have fled away
into the wilds, where they could be
independent, or have eliminated them-
selves in other ways, e.g. by committing
murder. It is probable that the social
history of Iceland, settled as it was
by unbridled individualists who would
not brook any form of organized
government, might throw some light
on this process of taming the individual.

Nevertheless there is little doubt
that, in the main, humanity 1s still
Yahoo-manity. Alike in mentality
and in moral, modern man is still sub-
stantially identical with his paleolithic
ancestors. He is still the irrational,
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TANTALUS

civilized societies these conditions are
reversed. It is found that though both
birth-rates and death-rates grow as we
descend the social scale, so does the net
rate of increase. Indeed, the highest or
ruling class nowhere appears to keep
up its numbers without considerable
recruitment from below. So society, as
at present organized, is always dying
off at the top, and proliferating at the
bottom, of the social pyramid.

The disastrous consequences of this
sort of social organization may easily be
apprehended, with a little reflection.
(1) All societies, even those whose social
structure is most rigid, have need of
ability, discover it, and reward it by
social promotion. But (2) as this pro-
motion means passing into a class with
a relatively inadequate rate of repro-

[ 44 ]
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duction, the biological penalty attach-
ing to social promotion is racial
extinction, Thus (3) the ultimate
reward of merit i1s sterilization, and
society appears to be an organization
devoted to the suicidal task of extirpa-
ting any ability it may chance to
contain, by draining it away from any
stratum in which it may occur, pro-
moting it into the highest, and there
destroying it. It is exactly as though
a dairyman should set in motion
apparatus for separating the cream
from the milk, and then, as it rose,
skim it off, and throw it away !

At present it is calculated that the
highest classes in the chief civilized
societies only reproduce themselves to
the extent of fifty per cent. of their
number in each generation, so that the

[45]
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(fatal) privilege reserved for the intelli-
gent and well-to-do. They instruct
the police to prevent it from penetrating
to the poor and stupid—apparently
from the mistaken idea that the State
needs plenty of cheap labour and cheap
cannon-fodder. So child-bearing re-
mains compulsory for the wretched
women of the poor, whereas elsewhere
only those women produce children
who desire them, and natural selection
1s thus allowed gradually to eliminate
the temperament of the unwilling (and,
therefore, probably less competent)
mother.

The dysgenic effects of this class-
discrimination are further intensified
by other tendencies : (1) The advance
of medicine and hygiene has enormously
diminished selective mortality in all

[49]
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THE FUTURE OF MAN

throat in cutting his neighbour’s. And
it is astonishing how much scientific
support 1s forthcoming for the para-
doxes of Christian ethics. It is an
historical fact that the meek have a
knack of inheriting the earth after
their lords and masters have killed
each other off, and that passive resis-
tance wears out the greatest violence,
and conscientious objection defeats the
craftiest opportunism, if only you can
get enough of them. It is a biological
fact that the rabbit survives better
than the tiger; and the same would
appear to be true of the human ‘ rabbit ’
and the Nietzschean ‘wild beast.
Intrinsically, therefore, Christian ethics
might be well worth trying.

I wish I could believe it likely that this
policy will be tried. But the palaeolithic

[55]
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carry through any radical reform. To
make it effective, it would have to be
backed by a powerful, enthusiastic,
and intelligent public sentiment. This
presupposes that the public has been
biologically educated to appreciate the
actual situation,and hasbeen thoroughly
wrought up about the fatuity of our
social order, and understands what is
wrong with it. If it understands that
much, it can also be made to see that it
is fantastic to expect to leap to the
Ideal State by a social revolution.
No one now knows what the institu-
tions of an Ideal State would be like,
nor how they would work. We only
know that they will have to be evolved
out of our present institutions, even
as the Superman has to be evolved
- out of the primitive Yahoo. In either

[59]
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steps when we have made a false one,

The social temper, therefore, will
become far more intelligent and reason-
able than it has been hitherto, It
will be slow to dogmatize, and will
regard the {oleration of differences
of opinion as among the cardinal
principles of a sanely progressive social
order. For as we can no longer assume,
with Plato and the other Utopians,
that perfection may be postulated,
provision has always to be made for
the improvement of the social order.
It can never be accepted as absolutely
good, but must always be regarded as
capable, in principle, of being bettered.
Even the best of established institutions
are only good relatively to the
alternatives to which they showed
themselves superior : under changed

[61]
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cannot originate discoveries, it can
only refrain from so organizing itself
as to stamp them out when they occur.
It is wvitally necessary, therefore, that
we should beware of suppressing varia-
tions, whether of thought or of bodily
endowment, that may prove to be
valuable.

Also, of course, we shall have to
realize that our whole procedure is
essentially experimental, and all that
this implies. We do not know, at the
outset, what would be the best obtain-
able type, either of man or of society ;
true, but we mean to find out. Nor
i1s 1t unreasonable to expect to do so
as we go along. We start with a
pretty shrewd suspicion that certain
types, say the feeble-minded, the sickly,
the insane, are undesirable, and that

[63]
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tages of eugenics that it cannot proceed
upon any cut-and-dried scheme, but
will have to be guided by the results
of experiment and the fruits of exper-
ience, each of which will be followed
and discussed by an intensely inter-
ested public. For the difficulties of
eugenics are all difficulties of detail,
and intelligent attention to detail
may overcome them all. Thus the
dysgenical working of civilized society,
which has come about unintentionally
through the unfortunate convergence
of a number of tendencies, may be
altered similarly, by changing the
incidence of social forces.
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ment, by the elimination of defectives
at the bottom of the social scale, and
by the increase of ability at the top.
As, moreover, time presses, and sheer
destruction may overtake us before
eugenics have made much difference,
it would be highly desirable if some
means could be found to accelerate the
change of heart required. For this
purpose, I am much less inclined to put
my trust in the advance of phar-
macology than Mr Haldane and Mr
Russell.* Hitherto new drugs have
only meant new vices, sometimes (like
cocaine) of so fascinating a character
as to distract the whole police force
from their proper function of repressing
crime. So it seems legitimate to be

very sceptical about moral transforma-
* of, Daedalus, p. 34 ; Icarus, p. 54.

[67]
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tion scenes to be wrought by pills and
injections.

On the other hand there does seem
to be a science from the possible pro-
gress of which something of a sen-
sational kind might not unreasonably
be expected. It is, moreover, the
science most directly concerned with
affairs of this sort. Psychology, the
science of human mentality, is, by
common consent, in a deplorably back-
ward state. It has remained a ground
for metaphysical excursions and a
playground for the arbitrary pedantries
of classificatory systematists. Its
efforts to become scientific have only
led it to ape assumptions and to borrow
notions found to be appropriate in
sciences with widely different problems
and objects. The results, as the

[68]
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psychologists themselves confess, are
meagre and disappointing ; which, of
of course, only proves that the borrowed
notions are inappropriate and incapable
of making Psychology into an effective
science. But if psychologists should
take it into their heads to settle down
to business, to recognize the primary
obligation of every science to develop
methods and conceptions capable of
working upon its subject - matter,
and so tried to authenticate their
‘truth ’ after the ordinary fashion of
the other sciences, namely by the
pragmatic test of successful working,
some surprising effects might be elicited
even from the actual human mind.

For there is reason to suppose that
its present organization is very far
from being the best of which it is

[69]





















