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PREFACE
In a previous book,
The Act of Creation
, I discussed art and
discovery, the glory of man. The present volume ends with a discussion
of the predicament of man, and thus completes a cycle. The creativity
and pathology of the human mind are, after all, two sides of the same
medal coined in the evolutionary mint. The first is responsible for
the splendour of our cathedrals, the second for the gargoyles that
decorate them to remind us that the world is full of monsters, devils
and succubi. They reflect the streak of insanity which runs through the
history of our species, and which indicates that somewhere along the
line of its ascent to prominence something has gone wrong. Evolution has
been compared to a labyrinth of blind alleys, and there is nothing very
strange or improbable in the assumption that man's native equipment,
though superior to that of any other living species, nevertheless
contains some built-in error or deficiency which predisposes him towards
self-destruction.
The search for the causes of that deficiency starts with the Book of
Genesis and has continued ever since. Every age had its own diagnosis
to offer, from the doctrine of the Fall to the hypothesis of the Death
Instinct. Though the answers were inconclusive, the questions were still
worth asking. They were formulated in the spedtic terminology of each
period and culture, and thus it is inevitable that in our time they should
be formulated in the language of science. But, paradoxical as it sounds,
in the course of the last century science has become so dizzy with its
own successes, that it has forgotten to ask the pertinent questions --
or refused to ask them under the pretext that they are meaningless,
and in any case not the scientist's concern.
This generalisation refers, of course, not to individual scientists,
but to the dominant, orthodox trend in the contemporary sciences of life,
from evolutionary genetics to experimental psychology. One cannot hope to
arrive at a diagnosis of the predicament of man so long as one's image
of man is that of a conditioned reflex-automaton produced by chance
mutations; one cannot use a stethoscope on a slot machine. One eminent
biologist, Sir Alister Hardy, wrote recently: 'I have come to believe,
and I hope to convince you, that this present-day view of evolution
is inadequate.' [1]  Another eminent zoologist, W.H. Thorpe, speaks of
'an undercurrent of thought in the minds of scores, perhaps hundreds, of
biologists over the past twenty-five years', who are sceptical regarding
the current orthodox doctrine. [2]  Such heretical tendencies are equally
in evidence in the other life-sciences, from the study of genetics to
the study of the nervous system, and so to the study of perception,
language and thought. However, these diverse non-conformist movements,
each with a particular axe to grind in its particular field, do not as
yet add up to a new coherent philosophy.
In the pages that follow I have attempted to pick up these loose ends,
the threads of ideas trailing on the fringes of orthodoxy, and to weave
them into a comprehensive pattern in a unified frame. This means taking
the reader on a long and sometimes devious journey before we arrive at
our destination, the problem of man's predicament. The journey leads
through Part One, mainly concerned with psychology, and Part Two, which
is concerned with evolution; and, though it must of necessity include
excursions into domains seemingly remote from the central subject,
I hope that these may be of some interest in themselves. Perhaps some
readers, firmly entrenched on the humanist side in the cold war between
the two cultures, will be dismayed by this apparent desertion into
the enemy camp. It is embarrassing to have to repeat, over and again,
that two half-truths do not make a truth, and two half-cultures do not
make a culture. Science cannot provide the ultimate answers, but it can
provide pertinent questions. And I do not believe that we can formulate
even the simplest questions, much less arrive at a diagnosis, without
the help of the sciences of life. But it must be a true science of life,
not the antiquated slot-machine model based on the naively mechanistic
world-view of the nineteenth century. We shall not be able to ask the
right questions until we have replaced that rusty idol by a new, broader
conception of the living organism.
I was much comforted to discover that other writers who try to talk
across the frontier between the two cultures find themselves in the
same quandary. In the first paragraph of his book
On Aggression
[3]
Konrad Lorenz quotes a letter from a friend whom he had asked to read
critically through the manuscript. 'This', his friend writes, 'is the
second chapter I have read with keen interest but a mounting feeling of
uncertainty. Why? Because I ca'nnot see its exact connection with the
book as a whole. You must make this easier for me.' Should the gentle
reader of these pages occasionally feel the same reaction, all I can say
is that I have tried my best to make it easier for him. I do not think
there are many passages in this volume which he will find too technical;
but wherever that is the case, he can safely skip them and pick up the
thread further down.
While writing this book, I was greatly encouraged and helped by a
Fellowship at the Centre for Advanced Study in the Behavioural Sciences
in Stanford, California. This rather unique institution, more familiarly
known as the 'Think-Tank', annually assembles fifty Fellows elected from
varied academic disciplines, and provides them, on its hill-top campus,
with the facilities for a whole year's interdisciplinary discussions and
research, free from administrative and teaching duties. This proved
a most beneficial opportunity for the clarification and testing of
ideas in workshops and seminars, attended by specialists in various
fields, ranging from neurology to linguistics. I can only hope that the
stimulation -- and friction which they generously provided in the course
of our sometimes heated discussions have not been wasted.
Some of the subjects discussed in this volume are dealt with in greater
detail in
The Act of Creation
, and in my earlier books. I have had
to quote from these fairly often; where a quotation appears in the text
without mentioning the author by name, it is from these earlier books.
*  *  *
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