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Preface

This is an anti-Darwinism book. It is written both against the Darwinism of

Darwin and his 19th century disciples, and against the Darwinism of such

influential 20th century Darwinians as G.C. Williams and W.D. Hamilton and their

disciples. My object is to show that Darwinism is not ffue: not true, at any rate, of

oar species. If it is true, or near enough true, of sponges, snakes, flies, or whatever,

I do not mind that. What I do mind is, its being supposed to be true of man.

But having said that, I had better add at once that I am not a'creationist', or even

a Christian. In fact I am of no religion. It seems just as obvious to me as it does to

any Darwinian, that the species to which I belong is a certain species of land-

rnammal. And it seems just as overwhelmingly probable to me as it does to any

Darwinian, that our species has evolvedfrom some other animals.

I do not even deny that natural selection is probably the cause which is

principally responsible for the coming into existence of new species from old ones.

I b deny that natural selection is going on within our species now , and that it ever

went on in our species, at any time of which anything is known. But I say nothing

at all in the book about how our species came to be the kind of thing it is, or what

kind of antecedents it evolved from. Such questions strike me, in fact, as

overwhelmingly uninteresting: like the questions (say) where the Toltecs came

from, or the Hittites, and how they came. They came, like our species itself, from

somewhere, and they came somehow. The details do not matter, except to

specialists. What does matter is, to see our species rightly, as it now is, and as it is

known historically to have been: and in particular, not to be imposed upon by the

ludicrously false portrayals which Darwinians give of the past, and even of the

present, of our species.
I should also say here that I have no professional qualifications of any kind for

wnting about Darwinism. I am not a biologist: merely a former professional

philosopher, who happens to have both 40 odd years' acquaintance with Darwinian

literature, and a strong distaste for ridiculous slanders on ow species. These are
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cviclently not ideal qualifications for criticising Darwinian views of man. But on the

other hand, Darwinism is not yet so arcane a branch of science that criticism of it

by an outsider can be automatically assruned to be incompetent.

I have called the eleven parts which make up the book 'essays' rather than
'chapters', because I at first intended them to be quite independent of one another,

and able to be read in any order. As things have turned out, however, the essays,

though largely free standing, are not as independent of one another as I had intended.
'['hey 

are probably best read in (he order in which they are printed here'

vlll



Essay I
Darwinism's Dilemnul

. in the state of nature ... [human] life was a continual free fight.
T.H. Huxley, Evolution and Ethics

If Darwin's theory of evolution were true, there would be in every species a
constant and ruthless competition to survive: a competition in which only a few in
any generation can be winners. But it is perfectly obvious that human life is not
like that, however it may be with other species.

This inconsistency, between Darwin's theory and the facts of human life, is what
I mean by 'Darwinism's Dlemma'. The inconsistency is so very obvious that no
Darwinian bas ever been altogether unconscious ofit. There have been, accordingly,
very many attempts by Darwinians to wriggle out of the dilemma. But the
inconsistency is just too simple and direct to fu wiggled out of, and all these
attempts are conspicuously unsuccessful. They are not uninstructive, though, or
unamusing.

The attempts to escape from Dmwinism's dilemma all fall into one or other of
three types. These can be usefully labelled 'the Cave Man way out', 'the Hard
Man', and 'the Soft Man'. All three types are hardy perennials, and have been with
us, in one version or another, ever since Darwin publishedThe Origin of Species in
1859.
What I call the Cave Man way out is this: you adnit that human life is not now

what it would be if Darwin's theory were true, but also ioslsl rhat it used to be like
that.

In the olden days, (this story goes), human populations always did press
relentlessly on their supply of food, and thereby brought about constant
competition for survival among the too-numerous competitors, and hence natural
selection of those organisms which were best fitted to succeed in the struggle for



life. That is, human life was exactly as Darwin's book had said that all life is' But

our species, (the story goes on), escaped long ago from the brutal r4gime of uanral

selection. We developed a thousand forms of attachment, loyalty, cooperation and

unforced subordination, every one of them quite incompatible with a constant and

merciless competition to survive. we have now had for a very long time, at least

locally, religions, moralities, laws or customs, respect for life and property, rules

of inheritaice, specialised social orders, distinctions of rank, and standing

provisions for extirnal defence, internal police, education and health. Even at our

iowest ebb we still have ties of blood, and ties of marriage: two things which are

quite as incompatible with a universal competition to survive as are, for example, a

medical profession, a priesthood, or a state.

This cave Man story, however implausible, is at any rate not inconsistent with

itself. But the combination of it with Darwin's theory of evolution ls inconsistent'

That theory is a universal generalisation about all terrestrial species at any time'

Hence if the theory says something which is not true now of our species (or

another), then it is not true of our species (or that other); and if it is not true of our

species (or another), then it is not true - finish. In short, the cave Man way out of

Darwinism's dilemma is in reality no way out at all: it is self-contradictory'

If Darwin's theory of evolution is true, no species can ever escape from the

process of natural selection. His theory is that two universal and permanent

iendencies of all species of organisms - the tendency to increase in numbers up to

the limit that the food supply allows, and the tendency to vary in a heritable way -

are together sufficient to bring about in any species universal and permanent

"o-p.-titioo for survival, and therefore 'niversal and pennanent natural selection

among the comPetitors.
So the 'modern' part of this way out of Darwin's dilemma is inconsistent with

Darwinism. But the Cave Man part of it is also utterly incredible in itself' It may

be possible, for all I know, that a population of pines or cod should exist with no

cooperative as distinct from competitive relations among its members' But no tribe

of humans could possibly exist on those terms' Such a tribe could not even raise a

second generation: the helplessness of the human young is too extreme and

prolonged. So if you ever read a report, (as one sometimes does), of the existence of

un on-loing tribe of just this kind, you should confidently conclude that the

reporter is mistaken or lying or both.

Even if such a tribe could somehow continue in existence, it is extremely difficult

to imagine how our species, as we now know it to be, could ever have graduated

from so very hard a school. We need to remember how severe the rule of natural

selection is. and what it means to say that a species is subject to it. It means,

emorg other things, that of all the rabbits, flies, cod, pines, etc., that are born, the

"oor-oo, majority llrus, suffer early death; and it means no less of our species.

How cotrldwe have escaped from this set up, supposing we once were in it? Please

don't say that a god came down, and pointed out to Darwinian cave Men a better

way; or that the ilave Men themselves got together and adopted a Social Contract,

(with a Department of Family Planning). Either of those explanations is logically



possible, of course, but they are just too improbable to be worth talking about. Yet
some explanation, of the same order of improbability, seems to be required, if we
once allow ourselves to believe that though we are not subject now to natural
selection, we used to be.

The Cave Man way out, despite its absurdity, is easily the most popular of the
three ways of trying to get out of Darwinism's dilemma. It has been progressively
permeating popular thought for nearly 150 years. By now it is enshrined in a
thousand cartoons and comic-strips, and is as immovable as Christmas. But we
should not infer from this that it lacks high scientific authorities in its favour.

Quite the contrary, Cave Man has been all along, and still is, the preferred way out
of Darwinism's dilemma among the learned, as well as among the vulgar.

Darwinism in its early decades had an urgent need for an able and energetic PR
man. Darwin himself had little talent for that kind of work, and even less taste for
it. But he found in T.H. Huxley someone who had both the talent and the taste in
plenty. Huxley came to be known as 'Darwin's bulldog', and by thirty years of
invaluable service as a defender of Darwinism against all comers, he deserved it.
And he provides an unusually explicit example of a high scientific authority who
takes the Cave Man way out.

Huxley knew perfectly well, of course, since he was not a madman, that hrunan
life in England in his own time did not bear any resemblance to a constant and
ruttrless struggle to survive. Why, life was not like thd, even among the savages
of New Guinea - nay, even in Sydney - as he found when he was in these parts in
the late l&10s, as a surgeon on board H.M.S. Rattlesnake. Dd these facts make
him doubt, when he became a Darwinian about ten years later, the reality of
Darwin's 'struggle for life', at least in the case of hu'nans? Of course not. They
only made him think that, while of course there must have fuen a stage of
Darwinian competition in human history, it must also have ended long ago.

But in those distant times, Huxley informs us, human beings lived in 'nature', or
in 'the state of nature', or in 'the savage state'. Each man 'appropriated whatever
took his fancy and killed whomsoever opposed him, if he could'. 'Life was a
continual free fight, and beyond the limited and temporary relations of the family,
the Hobbesian war of each against all was the normal state of existence. 'l

It is hard to believe one's eyes when reading these words. Thomas Hobbes,
fonooth! He was a philosopher who had published, two hrmdred years earlier, some
sufficiently silly apriori anthropology. But Huxley is a great Darwinian scientist,
and is writing in about 1890. Yet what he says is even sillier than anything that
Hobbes had drearned up about the pre-history ofour species.

What, for example, is a Hobbesian savage, presumably an adult male, doing with
a family at all, however 'limited and temporary'? In a 'continual free fight', any
man who had on his mind, not only his own survival, but that of a wife and child,
wottld be no match for a man not so encumbered. Huxley's man, if he wanted to
maximise his own chances of survival, and had even half a brain, would simply eat
his wife and child before some other man did. They are first class protein, after all,
and inttaspecifi.c Darwiman competition is pincrpa\\y competition tor the means ot
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subsistence, isn't it? Besides, wives and children afe 'easy meat" compared with

most of the protein that goes around even at the best of times'

Huxley has even -arru!"4 to burden Darwinism with an absurdity which, though

it was strongly ,ogg".trd by Darwin's insistence on words like 'struggle' and

.battle" is by no means inherent in Darwinism itself. I mean, by his reference to

.continualngndng'.Fightingbetweenconspecifics'evenfightingoverfood,isnot

at all a .r"""rr*y "l"i"rrtlo competition for survival as Darwin conceives it'

*n",n"'. it be humans, flies, cod oiwhatever that is in question' If you and I are

competing for survival, and for ten days in a row you are able to get food while I

cannot, then I starve to death and you win this competition' whatever may have

been the difference between us wtrich enabled you to win. Of course it mayhave

been your greater fighting ability. But it might equally well have been your

superior speed, intellig"o"i"y"tigilt, camouflage, or any one or more of a hundred

otier things. Fighting need never have come into the matter at all, as far as the

Darwinian theory is concerned. which is just as well for that theory, since pines,

most flies, and countless other species ' cannot fighL'

Huxley naturally realiz.ed that, as examples Jf narwinian competition f<ir life

among h.,--,, hypothetical ancient fights between Hobbesian bachelors wefe not

nearlf good "rroogh. What was desperately needed was some red examples' drawn

lrom contemporary or at least recent history. Nothing less would he sufficient to

reconcile Darwinism with the obvious facts of human life' Accordingly, Huxley

made several attempts to supply such an example. But the result in every case was

merely embarrassing.
one attempt was as follows. Huxley draws attention to the fierce competition for

colonies and markets which was going on, at the time he wrote, among the major

western nations. He says, in effect, 'There! That's pretty Darwinian' you must

admit.'z The reader, for his part, scarcely knows where to look' and wonders, very

excusably,whatspeciesoforganismitcanpossiblybe'ofwhichBritain'France'
and Germany are members.

A second attempt at a real and contemporary example was the following. Huxley

says that there is, after all, s|lll a little bit of Darwinian struggle for life in Britain

aroturd 1890. It exists among the poorest five per cent of the nation' And the

reason, he says, lremembering his Darwin and Malthus)' is that in those lower

depths of British sociery, th! pressure of population on food supply is still

maximal.s
Yet Huxley knew perfectly well, (and in other writings showed that he knew),

that the denizens of.darkest England' were absorbed around 189o, not in a

competit ionforl ife,but(whatevertlreymayhavethought)inacompetit ionfor
earlydeaththroughalcohol.WasthalDarwinian?Butevensupposinghehadbeen
righi, what a pitlatte harvest of examples, to support a theory about the whole

species Homo sapiera. Five per cent of Britons around 1890, indeed! Such a

.confirmation' is more likely to strengthen doubts about Darwinism than to weaken

them.
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A third attempt is this. Huxley implies that there have been 'one or two short

intervals' of the Darwinian'struggle for existence between man and man' in

England in quite recent centuries: for example, the civil war of the 17th centuryl

You probably think, and you certainly ought to think, that I am making this up;

but I am not. He actually writes that, since 'the reign of Elizabeth ..., the struggle

for existence between man and man has been so largely restrained among the great

mass of the population (except for one or two short intervals oJ civil war), that it

can have had little, or no selective operation.'+
You probably also think that the English civil war of the 17th century grew oul

of tensions between parliament and the court, dissent and the established church,

republicans and the monarchy. Nothing of the sort, you see: it was a resumption of
'the struggle for existence between man and man'. Cromwell and King Charles

wefe competing with each other, and each of them with everyone else too, d /a

Darwin and Malthus, for means of subsistence. So no doubt Cromwell, when he

had had the King's head cut off, ate it. Uncooked, I shouldn't wonder, the beast.

And probably selfishly refused to let his secretary John Milton have even one little

nibble.
Huxley should not have needed Darwinism to tell him - since any intelligent

child of eight could have told him - that in 'a continual free fight of each against

all' there would soon be no children, no women, and hence no men. In other words,

tlrat the lruman race could not possibly exist now, unless cooperation had always

been stronger than competition, both between women and their children, and

between men and the children and women whom they protect and provide for.

And why was it that Huxley himself swallowed, and expected the rest of us to

swallow, this ocean of biological absurdity and historical illiteracy? Why' just

because he could not imagine Darwinism's being false, while if it is true then a

struggle for life must always be going on in every species. Indeed, the kind of

examples for which Huxley searched would have to be as common as air amoug us,

surrounding us everywhere at all times. But anyone who tries to point out such an

example will find himself obliged to reenact T.H. Huxley's ludicrous perforurance.

There is (as I said earlier) a contradiction at the very heart of the Cave Man way

out of Darwinism's dilernma: the contradiction between holding that Darwinism is

true, and admitting that it is not true of our species now. But I should perhaps

emphasise that the absurdities which we have just witnessed in Huxley, though

they no doubt were generated by that initial contradiction, are additional to it.

What I call the Hard Man way of trying to reconcile Darwinism with human life, is

very different from the Cave Man way. The latter, as we saw, embraces the

Darwinian theory, but then, in the case of man in historical times, illogically

makes an exception to that theory. But the Hard Man despises that kind of feeble

inconsistency: like the Earl of Strafford, his motto is 'Thorough'. He says that the

Darwinian theory of evolution is true without exception, and it is just tcrr bad for

any appearances, that there are or may be in htrman life, which contradict &at

theory. They must be d.elwive appearances, that's all. Underneath the veneer of



civilisation, the Hard Man says, and even under the placid surface of everyday

clomcsticity, human life is really just as constant and fierce a struggle for survival

as is the life of every other species'
'social Darwinists' is the name which is usually given to the people who take

this way out of Darwinism's dilemma. But everyone agrees that it is a vcry

inexpressive name. My name, 'Hard Men', is preferable for several reasons' One is'

rhat only a hard man, in the sense of a rigidly doctrinaire one, could possibly

bclieve what these people do. Another reason is, thatwhat they believe implies that

human life is an incomparably harder affair than anyone else bas ever taken it to be'

I{ard Men hold, then, that life among human beings is no less a ruthless

oompetition for survival than it is among pines, cod, or flies. It follows that in

human life, as in the life of those other species, there is no care of the sick, the old,

the poor, the afflicted, or the mad, and no protection of the innocent within a

community, or protection of the community itself from hostile communities. In

plain English: there aret't really any such things in human life as hospitals'

"h*lti"t either public or private, priesthoods, police, armies, or govemments'

Ol-course no one, not even the Hardest Man, actually says this, at least in print'

You would have to be not just hard but mad to say so. All the same, it is what the

I-Iard Man way out of Darwinism's dilemma really amounts to'

But what is it, then, that Hard Men in their extensive writings do say? Why, this'

Instead of saying, what according to their own theory, they should say, that

unemploymettt ."ti"f (for example) is impossibte, they say it is dqlorablc'

(Because it actually increasespoverty' both by rewarding economic dependence and

by penalising independence.)lnstead of saying, what their own theory implies, that

a-hospital among-humans is inconceivsble,llke a hospital among flies, they say

that hospital s are injuriouJ to our species. (Because they enable unfit persons to

survive and reproduce.) Instead of saying, what Darwinism really implies, that

govemments andpriesthoodsare hallucinalions, they say that they ate harmful.

fB""u.rr" they interfere with or negate the salutary processes of competition and

natural selection.)
In this way a very curious historical fact has come about. Namely, that the

writings of the Darwinian Hard Men make up, not at all what you would have

expected, a literatwe of the biology and natural history of our species, but a

literature of moral and political exhortationinstead. Hard Men say that competition

for survival. and the natural selection which results from it, :re processes just as

inevitable among humans as they ile among pines or flies' Yet every page they

write is written in order to prevent those processes being interfered with or negated:

that is, to preve nt the inevitable be ing led astrayl

In fact the whole of Hard Man literature can be epitomised as follows.

People who are kind-hearted but ignorant of biology are always attempting, by

means of such things as public hospitals or unemployment relief, to suspend

the law of the preferential survival of those organisms which are best fitted to

succeed in the struggle for life. But they might as well try to suspend the law of



gravitation, and the only result of their efforts, though also the invariable
result, is a greater or lesser degeneration of the human stock.

In short, things like hospitals and unemployment relief are, at the same time, both
impossible and injurious.
The inconsistency of this is not as immediately obvious as that o[ the Cave \dan

way out. Still, it is obvious enough. Or, in case it is not, I will say that thc
inevitable cantnt - logically cannot - be led astmy. If (for example) hospitals and
unemployment relief really do not interfere with or negate the processes of
competition and natural selection, then those processes are not inevitable. If they
ane inevitable, then they really are inevitable, and there is not the smallest need for
anyoue ro exert himsetf ro greye(t theit being iutet[sls( Nith ar \$gate(. \\
particular there is no need for, and indeed no sense in, Hard Men writing books in
order to warn us of the biological dangers of interfering with those processes. you
cauwt intertere with inevitable processes.

But of coluse this inconsistency has not stopped Darwinian Hard Men writing
many books with that very purpose. one of the most influential of these, and one
of the best too, is Herbert Spencer's The Man versus the State (l8€4).

This book is a powerful polemic against the encroachments of moderu
governments on the liberty of individuals. That is a real enough subject, (to put it
mildly), and one which is nowadays of rather more poignant interest than it was in
l8&1. But on every page of Spencer's book the characteristic Hard Man absurdity,
of trying to prevent the inevitable from being led astray, lies like a tombstone. The
evils which Spencer inveighs against are real, indeed. But they happen also to be
ones which, if his own view of man were true, could not possibly exist.

Spencer's view of man is essentially Darwinian. But then, what is this thing, the
state, doing in a Darwinian view of human life? How could there be a state,where
there is constant, universal, unrestrained - and mostly unsuccessful - competition
merely to live? Think of panllel cases. If a Darwinian writer, in giving an account
of fly life, were to mention the existence of fly hospitals, everyone would see the
absurdity at once. similarly if a Darwinian writer, in giving an account of pine life,
were to tell us that there is a pine priesthood, or unemployment relief for
'disadvantaged' pines. In the same way, there should be no mention, in a Darwinian
account of human life, of such a thing as a state. From the Darwinian point of
view, Spencer could just as sensibly have written a book called rhe Fly versus the
Fly State, or Pines Against Big Pine Government.

And yet, for all its absurdity, it is very easy to understand how The Man versus
the State came to be written. By 1884 the franchise in Britaia had been extended to
include virtually all adult males, with many results which could easily be foreseen.
One of these results, which Spencer could see happening, and which by l8&l even
a blind man could have seen, was rhat taxation was already obliging the middle and
upper classes to have fewer children, in order that governments could support the
irrepressible flood of offspring of the poor. But on the other hand, Darwinism says
tbat popnlation alwalts presses on the supply of food, and that, from this pressure,
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cornpetition for survival, and natural selection, must always ensue. well, then' if

Darwinism is an article of faith with

hospitals and unemployment relief are
you, as it was with Spencer, things like

bound to look like wicked attempts to

mislead the inevitable 
s mnv.m.nt which was , lar exampleBut it was the eugenics movement which was easily the most spectacu

of Darwinian Hard Men struggling nanfully to keep the inevitable from going

wrong. This movement stemmed otigl"rtty from the writings of Darwin himself,

(although you were not then, and are not now, supposed to say so)' But its official

founder and leader, and the man who coined the word'eugenics" was his cousin,

friend, and disciple, Francis Galton. By about 1880 Galton had become convinced,

and had begun convincing others, that some eugenic measures - or what might now

be called measures of 'qoutity control in humans' - were absolutely imperative for

Britain.
.fhe eugenists leave us in no doubt as to why they thought this. It was because'

in late 19th century Britain, the fittest people were visibly nol outbreeding the less

fit. In fact the boot was on the other foot. The overwhelming tide of philanthropic

and egalitarian sentiment had brought about a population in which there was' (as

,"neJ writers put it at the time), a preferential 'survival of the unfittest'' That is' a

preferential rate of reproduction by the indolent, the improvident, the unintelligent'

the dishonest, the constitutionaliy weak, the carriers of hereditary disease, the

racially inferior, and so on.

of course other people might have drawn, from these same facts, a conclusion

very different from ih" oo" that the eugenists drew. They might simply have

concluded that Darwin's theory of evolution is false. After all, a eugenist does not

have to be a Darwinian. Plato, for example, was a eugenist thousands of years

belore Darwinism was thought of.

Strictly speaking, [here was one other conclusion which Darwinians could have

drawn from the demographic facts which terrified them: namely, that the mentally

defective, the carriers of hereditary disease, and so on, actually were fittet than the

average upper middle class Britons. But this would have required the superior fitness

of orre group of organisms to another to be identifiedwith its having- a higher rate

of actual reproduction: an idea which, though it is neo-Darwinian orthodoxy at the

present day, really is as ridiculous as Galton would have thought it. For suppose it

were true, and suppose that Jack proposes to have children by Jill, though he

through genetic misfortune is blind, violent, and of sub-normal intelligence, while

she has inherited deafness, syphilis, and AIDS. Then even the best medical advisor

could only say to these intending parents something like the following. 
'It's no

good asking me or anyone else whlther you two are fit, or how fit you are' That

can be known only atier you have finished reproducing' If you manage to leave

behind you more children than the average couple, that will prove you are fitter

than the average couple, or rather it will be your superior fitness. But there's only

one way to find out, so off you trot and get stuck into it' You could be lucky'

Ileethoven's father, remember, was a genetic disaster''



Galton and the other eugenists should really have concluded, then, from their
demographic facts, that Darwinism is false. These facts, (I should perhaps
emphasise), though the eugenists certainly over-coloured them, were real enough,
and frightening enough too; just like that expansion of the state which very
properly frightened Herbert Spencer. But of course it would have been entirely out
of the question, a psychological impossibility, for someone like Galton to come to
the conclusion that Darwinism is false.

Galton's intellectual and emotional situation was therefore this. On the one hand
there was Darwin's theory of evolution. If it is true, then competition for survival
is always going on in every species, and as a result natural selection is always
going on too. Therefore, preferential survival of the organisms best fitted to succeed
in the struggle for life ls inevitable. But on the other hand there were, right before
his eyes, the quite opposite demographic realities of contemporary Britain. What
could poor Galton possibly be expected to conclude, except that the inevitable war
being led astray, and needed the help of people like himselfin order to be put back
on the rails?

Was Darwin himself free from this characteristic inconsistency of Darwinian Hard
Men? Some justly respected writers imply that he was, and even that he was not
really a Social Darwinist or Hard Man at all. But they are mistaken. Consider, for
slample, the following paragraph ftom The Descent of Man, and Selection in
Relation to Sex, (second edition, 187 4).

With savages, the weak in body or mind are soon eliminated; and those that
survive commonly exhibit a vigorous state of health. We civilised men, on the
other hand, do our utmost to check the process of elimination; we build
asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we institute poorJaws; and
our medical men exert their utrnost skill to save the life of every one to the last
moment. There is reason to believe that vaccination has preserved thousands,
who from a weak constitution would founerly have succumbed to small-pox.
Thus the weak members of civilised societies propagate their kind. No one who
has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be
highly injurious to the race of man. It is surprising how soon a want of care, or
care wrongly directed, leads to the degeneration of a domestic race; but excepting
in the case of man himself, hardly any one is so ignorant as to allow his worst
animals to breed.s

This will be admitted to be the utterance of aHard-enoughMan, at any rate. In
particular, it is plainly the utterance of a eugenist. Yet it was published in 1874:
that is, at a time when eugenics was hardly even a gleam in Francis Galton's eye.
Nor is it the utterance of one of the softer eugenists, either: think about Darwin's
reference here to the singular folly of 'allowing one's worst animals to breed'.

But if further evidence is needed that Darwin was, sometimes at least, a Darwinian
Hard Man, the following two paragraphs will supply it.
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Man scans with scrupulous care the character and pedigree of his horses' cattle'

and dogs before n" mut"n"' them; but when he comes to his own marriage he

rarely, or never, tut", *y ,,rcn care' He-is im-pelled by nearly the same motives

as the lower nnimals, fr*,n"y are left to their own free choice' though he is

in so far superior to th;; tnat tre highly values mental charms and virtues' On

the other hand he is strongly attracted by mere wealth or rank' Yet he might by

selecrion do somerhinrT"i .t, for the bodily consrirution and frame of his

offspring, but for theii intelleciual and moral qualities' Both sexes ought to

refrain from marriage if tn"y -" i" any marked degree inferior in-body or mind:

bur such hopes are U;;"; and wilt nener be evin partially realised rmtil the

laws of inhentance -"',horoogny known. Everyone does good service' who

aidstowardsthisend.wn*,n""p.i*iplesofb,reedingandinheritancearebetter
understood, we shall oo,i.* ig"oru"im"mbe^ of our legislature rejecting with

scorn a plan for ascertaininfwhether or not consanguineous marriages are

injurious to man.

The advancement of the welfare of mankind is a most intricate problem: all

ought to refrain from marriage who cannot avoid abject poYerty for their

children; for poverty it; rliy a great evil' but tends to its own increase by

leading to recHessnessl; urafo# on the other hand' as Mr' Galton has

remarked, if the pruOent anoia muriage' whilst the recHess marry' the inferior

members tend to ,tppfu"i'n" better Jembers of society' Man' like every other

animal, has no doutriadvanced to his present high condition tht*gl a struggle

forexistence"o*"qo*'*Ui'*pta-Utiplication;andifheistoadvancestill
higher, it is to be feared that he must remain subject to severe struggle'

Otherwisehewouldsinkintoindolence,arrdthemorefittedmenwouldnotbe
more successful in the battle of life than the less gifted. Hence our natural rate

of increase, tfroogft f"uaiog 'o -*y and obvious evils' must not be greatly

diminished by any means' ihere should be open competition for all meu and

the most uble ,houldnot be prevented by laws or customs from succeeding best

and rearing the largest mrmber of offspring'o

Of course it would be easy to find' in other authors' Hob-Manuttsrances than

these.Forexample,insomeofthewriterswhoarequotedinR.Hofstadter'sSocra/
Darwinism in American fnought, (1959): writers' that is' who used Darwinism to

justify the economic u"ti"iti"JorG 
.robber barons' of American capitalism about

a hundred years ago. Not tnut even any of them was the Hardest of all Hard Men'

That distinctioo u.ro.rgr, ^ i* u, t tnow, to Adolf Hitler; an insructive quotation

fromwhomcanberouoaioM.Midgley'sEvolutionasaReligion'(19t}5).2
some orher Hara vr"n, in"rr, wouft undoubtedly go further than Darwin does in

the passages j*, qoor"a-, -Jwould add other rhingrwhich he would not at all have

agreedwith:perhap,,o."idioticpropositionabouttheracialinferiorityofJews'
for example. But is tUere anything in the above passages which even the most rabid

of the American Social parwini-sts, or even tttitt"t himr"lf, would have disagred

with?Ifthereis,Ihavefailedtodetectit.Thesepassagesare,infact,juststandard
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issue Hard Man material, and contain its standard issue inconsistency. For they

combine, in about equal proportions, suggestions that man is inevitably subject to

natural selection, and suggestions that we will have to be right on our toes to make

sure he stays that way.
The last two paragraphs quoted reveal, in addition to Darwin's eugenism, his

opposition to the practice of contraception. Nor was he, as one might have

expected, opposed to contraception only where what he calls 'the better members of

society' were concerned. He was emphatically opposed to contraception altogether.

He wrote, in reply to a correspondent who had expected him to have a very different

attitude to that subject, that 'over-multiplication 
[is] useful, since it cause[s] a

struggle for existence in which only the strongest and the ablest survive . . . '. e So it

is clear enough that Darwin considered contraception to be one of 1fue dangers

threatening to overwhelm the inevitable.
A Hard Man nowadays, (ike a good one according to the old song), is hard to

find, at least in print: certainly far harder than a hundred years ago. But

unfortunately it is impossible to determine how far this fact is due to a real change

in what people believe. It may be more due to a change in what they are allowed to

say. Our freedom of the press, except for really precious things like pornography,

has greatly diminished in the last hundred years, and especially in the last twenty.

In 1892 you could say in public print that women are intellectually inferior to men,

that blacks are morally inferior to white, that poor people are lazier than middle

class ones, that Shi'ite Moslems are ignorant murderous fanatics, and so on. You

caonot say so now. Or if you do by some fluke manage to get something of that

sort into print, you will need to revise your own and your family's insurance
policies, the terms of your employment conhact, and yourhome security.

So if nowadays Darwinian Hard Men are seldom to be met with, or at least to be

identified, in print, the reason may simply be that they, and their editors and
publishers, are frightened of such powerfirl and ruthless groups as feminists, blacks,
Shi'ites, etc. My opinion, for whatever that is worth, is that this is the main
reason for the apparent scarcity of Hard Men. In reality, I suspect, there are still
plenty of them, especially among those neo-Darwinians who have some to be

called 'sociobiologists'. They are too scared to say what they think, that's all'

What I call the Soft Man way out can be quicHy dealt with. Strictly speaking, it is

not so much an attempt to resolve the inconsistency between Darwinism and

human life, as a mere failure to notice that there is any inconsistency to be

resolved.
The Soft Man is intellectually at ease. Having been to college, he believes all the

right things: that Darwin was basically right, that Darwin bridged the gap between
man and animals, etc., etc. He also believes, since he is not a lunatic, that there are
such things as hospitals, welfare programmes, priesthoods, and so on. But the
munnl inconsistency of these two sets of beliefs never bothers him, or even occurs
to him. He does not think that his Darwinism imposes ary unpleasant intellectual
demands on him. So he is not drawn to postulate, for example, as a concession to

=
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Darwinism, a period even in the remote past of all_out competition among people.
He leaves that kind of thing to some of the television cartoons that five-year-olds
watch. Still less does he ttrink that his Darwinism requires him to advocate
eugenics, or to oppose welfare programmes, as the Hard Men do. In fact the politics
of Darwinian Hard Men fill Soft Man with horror. They do, at any rate, until the
suburb where he lives is taken over by blacks, or shi'ite Moslems, or croats, or
Sikhs, or whatever.

The Soft Man is certainly the most appealing of the three ways out of
Darwinism's dilemma, if we agree to call ii such a way at all. utter helplessness
almost always has something very appealing about it, and intellecnral helplessness
is no exception to this rule; whill soft Man is an extreme instance of such
helplessness, or (in S"'nrrer Johnson's phrase) of ''nresisting 

imbecility'.
But then, I do not really need to introduce Soft Man to yoi' you know him well,

And the reason is, that he is you, and you, and - most of the time - me. we freeze
to the marrow when we remember the Hardest of alr Darwinian Hard Men, and his
gas ovens. But we also think that the person who put us basically right about man
was the one who wrote, in a discussion of humanlife, of the *p-itu"a folly of
allowing one's worst animals to breed.

I may add that Soft Man was also Charles Darwin himself: a fact which many
Soft Men regard as a quite good enough excuse for the chaotic state of their own
opinions about h rman life. Darwin's personal recipe for resolving Darwinism,s
dilernma was a mixture, in roughry equal proportions, of Hard Man and Soft Man,
with just a dash - say l0 per cent - of cave Man thrown in. At the present day the
most admired Darwinian chefs prefer to go a bit easier on the Hard Man ingredients;
ll.rough 

that may simply be due, as I have suggested, to fear. Anyway, these
disagreements arnong the experts are not so great that they need to io""* -"r"
street-Darwinians like ourselves.

No tes

All the quorarions in this paragraph are from Huxley, T.H. (rg94), Evorutionqd Ethics, od other essays, Macmillan, London, pi. zo+-s'or, in-tne case of
$g -sinele words or phrases, from the earlier pag", of th" same essay.
Ibid., p. 40, pp. 2ro-2.
Ibid., pp. 40 l.
Ibid., p. 38. The italics are not in the text.
Darwin, c. (1874)' The Descent of Man, qd serection in Reration to sex,(2nd
,edition), John Murray,l-ondon, Vol. I, pp. 205.6.
Ibid., Vol. II, pp. 438-9.
Midgley, M. (1985), Evolution as a Religion, Methuen, p. 119.
See Robertson, J.M. (1969), A History of Freethou[fu in the Nineteenth
century, Dawsons of Palr Mall, p. 337, where Roberts;n is reporting a letter
from Darwin to Annie Besant.
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Essay II
Where Darwin First Went Wrong About

Man

5

every single organic being around us may be said to be shiving to the utmost to increase
in numbers.

Charles Darwin, The Origin oJ Species

i

Easily the most celebrated date in the history of the theory of evolution is 1859,
because it was in rhat year that Darwin published Zfte Origin of Species. 

'fhat 
event

fully deserves the celebrity which has been bestowed on it, and hence on the year
1859. But a question whic.h cries out for an arNwer is this: why was it left as late
as that for some such book as Darwin's to appear?

By 1859 the fact of evolution - the fact that new species arise, (when they do),
out of old ones - had been staring naturalists in the face for decades. Even by about
1835, there was simply no other natural interpretation of the fossil record. And
even as regards our own species, it was plain enough by 1835, from embryology,
and from comparative anatomy and physiology, that we must be connected by
descent with other kinds qf animals.

The idea of evolution, (as is by now well known), had been more or less 'in the
air' for about eighty years by the time Darwin published his book. People did not
then call it 'evolution' - they called it 'development' or 'descent with modification'
- but the idea was certainly the same . And this idea, with every passing decade after
about 1815, came to haunt the minds of naturalists more and more. Yet even so,
believers in evolution continued to be only a tiny minority, even among
naturalists. The most confident and explicit evolutionists, unfortunately for their
own cause, were not naturalists at all: Robert Chambers, for example, the then-
anonymous author of Vestiges of the Naural History of Creation (1844). Of the
even tinier minority who were naturalists, some, such as Buffon, made a habit of
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asserting the reality of evolution, and then later denying it. others, such as
I-arnarck and William I-awrence, had asserted the reality of evolution unequivocally
enough, but had unluckily made it part of a 'package deal' with other and less
det-ensible ideas. Yet others again, such as Erasmus Darwin, (charles' grandfather),
had in eff'ect made a large exception to their evolutionism, by their deafening
silence on the delicate subject of htrnqn evolutron.

so as things turned out, although biological knowledge had been converging
irresistibly on the same conclusion for decades beforehand, it was in fact left to
charles Darwin to say, in 1859, clearly and consistently and without the
introduction of any extraneous matter, that all existing species have evolved from
earlier ones. He expressly included man in this generalisation. But at the same time
- it should be remembered - he also took care to say, in The Origin of Species, not
one word more on the subject of that interesting species.

There were three things which made Darwin's fellow-naturalists relrrctant to admit
the fact of evolution. one of them is well known: it was religion. The Book of
Genesis says that the organisms we see around us had all been created, just as they
are now, by God That cannot be true if in fact they have all developed out of older
species. It is quite wrong, however, to think of the religious objection to evolution
as simply a matter of timidity on the part of naturalists, or of repressiveness on the
part of Church authorities. In the year 1835, for example, naturalists as a class were
not any less religious than educated people in general. Most of them were
understandably reluctant, therefore, to say or even to think that the book which they
regarded as the Word of God was false.

A second thing which made Darwin's fellow naturalists reluctant to admit the fact
of evolution is one which, unlike religion, has been almost entirely forgotten. It
was a moral objection, and a well-formded one. The idea of evolution was a brain
child, and a representative one, of the French Enlightenment of the last quarter of
the 18th century. In the minds of most naturalists in 1&35, therefore, evolutionism
was inextricably associated, and rightly associated too, with revolutionary
republicanism, regicide, anti-religious terrorism, and the deliberate destruction, for
the sake of equality, both of thousands of innocent people and of high culture in
any form. A revolutionary judge, as he sent Lavoisier to the guillotine in 1791,
said 'The Republic has no need of chemists'. Nor did the evolutionism of his late
father suffice to save the son of Buffon from the same fate in the same year. But
then, the Buffons were aristocrats, and by 1794 Robespierre had decided, and
announced, that atheism is a distinctively arisncratic vice.

These being the circu nstances, the reluctance of most naturalists in the first half
of the l9th centuy to admit the fact of evolution was not only understandable: it
was morally to their credit. It was not creditable to their heads; but to their hearts,
it rvas. Consider, by way of contrast, that dedicated evolutionist and complete child
of the Enlightenment, Erasmus Darwin. Though he lived until 1802, he had never
wavered for one moment in his admiration for the French Revolution, or doubted
that it was a guiding light for other nations to follow. He never suffered a single
qualm, however much strange fruit the guillotine tree might bear. By comparison
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with this man, the great majority of British naturalists, who were Christians and
anti-evolutionists, have left a far cleaner smell behind them.

When Charles Darwin was born in 1809, therefore, evolutionism still stank of the
Terror of 1793. Ever since 1789, of course, there had been in Britain an active
minority of Enlightened persons, such as his grandfather, who were anxious to
import to their own country all the blessings, including evolutionism, of
revolutionary France. These people suffered a severe depression of their hopes,
naturally, in the twenty years of intennittent war with France, between 1795 and
1815. But then, at Waterloo, all hopes of France's exporting Enlightenment by
force of uums were extinguished. And with this, the old package deal, of
evolutionism with anti-religious, republican, and democratic fervour, at once sprang
to life again. In fact it proceeded to flourish as never before, and threw up new
manifestations everywhere with irresistible exuberance. By about 1830 it would
have been as easy to find an evolutionist who was a loyal member of the Church
and subject of the Crown, as it would be find a'green' ideologue today who is a
bulldozer enthusiast, or to find an Orthodox pig farmer in Israel.

Darwin, consequently, when he became convinced of the reality of evolution in
the late 1830s and the early '40s, found himself faced with a task of some delicacy.
In order to tell the public what he knew, and yet not incur extreme and deserved
odinm, he needed to sqqde evolutionism from the swann of murderous associates
which up to that time had always accompanied it. He succeeded in doing so too,
though only by the exceedingly drastic method of sayrng, in The Origin of Species,
nothing whatever about the origin of the most interesting species of all: man. No
doubt he found this improbable silence the easier to maintain, because his own
temp€rament was pacific, and because his moral and political ideas were not at all
utopian, but just moderate Whig. Anyway, nothing could exceed the
circumspection with which he went about the task of separating evolutionism from
its original matrix of irreligion and revolution. Even after the huge success of The
Origin, he let twelve more years pass before he first ventured to handle the subject
of man in print, (h The Descent of Man, 1871).

The third reason why most naturalists around 1835 were slow to admit the fact of
evolution, was neither a religious nor a moral objection. It was a purely intellectual
one. By now it has been almost completely forgotten, no doubt because we labour
rmder the handicap of hindsight. But it was a well-founded objection at the time.

lf someone says a certain thing has happened, and it is of a kind which has never
been actually wiuressed by anyone, it is reasonable to doubt what he says, if no one
can think of any explanation of what he says has happened. It is on this principle
that you would doubt my word, if I were to tell you (for example) that electrical
storms follow me wherever I go. Now tbis was exactly how matters stood with
evolutionism around 1 835.

No naturalist claimed, of course, to have ever seen a new species evolve out of an
older one. Yet the evolutionists said that, whenever new species do come into
existence, that is the way they do it. But what could be the erylanaion of one
species' giving rise to another? What causes or forces are there, already known to
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exist in nature, which would make one kind of grass or fish or mammal evolve into

a different kind? Where is the wra cQ16a, as they used to say, or (as we would say),

where is the mechanism, which coul d drive this alleged process of evolution?

It should go without saying that this was not only a purely intellectual objection'

but a good objection, to evolutionism. The main evidence/or evolution was the

tbssil record, which reveals in countless instances the arrival of a new species

w[ich is closely related to an earlier one. [n 1835 most naturalists regarded these

new species as brought about by exercises of God's creative power; whereas the

evolutionists regarded them as developments or evolutions of the older species in

question. No one had ever witrassed any of these exercises of Dvine power, of

course, but then exactly the same was true of evolutions of one species into

another: no one had ever witnessed an instance of that, either. And then, to ascribe

uew species to God's creative power is at least an explanation of a kind, though

doubtless not of a very satisfactory kind. But the evolutionists, for their part' had

no explanation of any kind to suggest, for their alleged process of evolution.

Darwin, being a rational man, naturally felt the force of this objection, just as

strongly as did his fellow naturalists who were not evolutionists. For several years

around 1836, it weighed heavily on his mind. These were the very same years when

rhe redity of evolution was being constantly impressed upon him, by the multitude

of facts which would be explained if it were true. But the houble, and a very big

trouble, was that he could not think of anything which would explain evolution.

Thal was the rub, and it seemed to Darwin that he was staring at a blank wall.

Given the intellectual circumstances of the time, it is not surprising that, just a

l'ew years later, another young naturalist found himself brought to a standstill by

exactly the same blank wall. This was Alfred Wallace. Though neither of them

knew it, his eady intellectual career had been exactly the same as Darwin's. On the

one hand, he had become convinced of the reality of evolution; but on the other, he

was altogether at a loss as to how to explain it.
Why.should there by any evolution at all? Why should not the species which

exist at a given time exist forever, without any new ones ever being added, or old

ones subtracted? But it is not the subtractions which are the problem: presumably

,:lirnatic or topographical changes, and general wear and tear, will sometimes bring

about the extinction of a species. The problem is the new additions. Why should

any new species ever come into existence at all? That is the mystery of the origin

of species, which both Darwin and Wallace long brooded over in vain.

To ordinary observation, of course, it does not look as though new species ever do

c,rlne into existence. But it is clear from the fossil record that the reality is very

difltrcnt. In countless thousands of instances, new species of organisms have

aplrcared on earth. Organic nature is in fact, whatever else it is, a gigantic species-

gercrating engine. Now, why in the world rvould it be that? What force can it

grssibly be, which drives this gigantic engine? It might reasonably be thought to

be sorne Dvine force, in view of the irresistibility of its operations, and the length

of time that those operations have been going on all over the earth. But if it is not

a l)ivine force, what force is it?
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Darwin found the answer to this question, or at least the answer which satisfied
him, in a most unexpected place. Namely, in An Essay on the Principle oJ
Populaion by the Reverend T.R. Malthus, which had appeared first in 1798. By an
extraordinary coincidence wallace too, a few years later, independently found the
same answer by reading (hat same book; though he was much slower than Darwin
had been to realise that Malthus iad supplied the answer.

Nothing could have been further from Malthus's mind, when he wrote his &say
on Population, than explaining why there is evolution. In fact he would have been
appalled if he had lived long enough ro learn that he had, through Darwin and
Wallace, opened the way for the triumph of evolutionism. But he died in 1834. By
that time his 1798 Essay, much expanded, had gone through five further editions,
and had exercised great influence. But it did not contain one word about evolution,
and was not intended as any sort of contribution to biology. It was intended to be,
and was, an economic and political tract for the times.

The Essay on Population was a counter-blast to all the Enlightened visions of the
future which had been pouring out of France for fifty years by the time that
Malthus wrote: visions of the 'niyersal happiness, equality, communism, sexual
emancipation, etc., which were going to ensue once religion, monarchy, and private
property, had been overthrown. By 1798 there were many people not only in France
but in Britain, (including Malthus's own father), who were completely under the
spell of these utopian ideas. But Malthus, like most decent and intelligent
Englishmen of his time, could see rhat it was those ideas which had brought about
the French Revolution, the Terror, and the desolation of Ernope by Enlightened
french armies. He wished to save Britain, and Ewope, from the fate which had
overtaken France. And he believed he had detected, in all of these optimistic
visions, a fatal flaw which had previously gone unnoticed. It was in order to point
out this flaw that he wrote his Essay.

Nor did Darwin, for his part, open Malthus's book with any idea that it might
eoable him to explain evolution, or even that it might help him in any way at all
wi& his biological enquiries. ln fact he read it to take his mind off those things. He
says in his Autobiography that'in october 1838 ... I happened to read for
amusement "Malthus on Population" ... '.r What led Wallace to read Malthus in
about 1846, I do not know; but since it took morb than another ten years for the
simifican.r of the Esscy on Populatio,n to come home to him, he certainly could
noi have had inadvance any inkling of what he was ultimately to find there.
Anyway, both Darwin and wallace did find in Malthus, to their geat joy, the key
!o the explanation of evolution. Nor did either man, ever afterwards, waver in his
belief that he kd there found that key. Darwin had a lifelong bad habit of not
rknowledging, until he was obliged to do so, the debts his work owed to other
pcople: either that, or he had a still-worse habit, of not even noting them. But his
&h to Malthus was so great that even Darwin cotrld not have failed to notice: and
Malthus's book was so widely-read that thousands of people would at once have
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detected Darwin's indebtedness to it, if he himself had failed to notice it' In fact, he

did acknowledge the debt from the very first edition of The origin of species, not

only in its third chapter, but in the introduction'

The key in question was the proposition that, in every species of organisms'

population always presses upon the supply of food available' and tends to increase

L"Vo"a it. According to Malthus, a population of organisms' whether they are

hunans or cod or pines or whatever, is always as large as its food supply allows it

to be, or else is rapidly approaching that limit. It makes no difference whether the

population is large or small, dense or sparse, or whether it is increasing, decreasing,

or statiooary. In all species, the tendency to increase in numbers by reproduction is

so strong and constant that, whenever there is food for a possible pine, cod, or

human, there is, or else soon will &. an acnnlpine, cod or human'

This proposition is what Malthus meant when he spoke of 'the principle of

popotatlon . It had first been suggested by observations of the prodigious number

of viable seeds which are produced each year by a single adult pine tree, of eggs

which are produced each year by a single adult female cod, and so on. Some sirnple

calculations, based on these observations, had revealed that astonishingly few years

would be enough for cod to fill the oceans, pines to cover all soil, etc., if every

potential pareni cod survived to become an actual one, or if the vast majority of

niuut" pine seeds were not prevented, by early death, from realising their full

reproductive potential. These observations and calculations, which appear to have

originated about fifty years earlier, were not alluded to by Malthus in his first

edition of 1798. Bur in the very different second edition of 1803, and in all the

subsequent editions, they were alluded to, and put where they belong' too: in the

first two pages of the book.
It was almost certainly in one of these later editions that both Darwin and Wallace

read Malthus. Darwinls own copy of the Essay on Population was of the sixth

edition, of 1826. By the 1830s and '4os, copies of the 1798 edition must have been

much scarcer than copies of one of the five later editions. By that time, in addition,

the 1798 book would have seemed like a period piece, because of its preoccupation

with such forgotten visionaries of the 1790s as Godwin and Condorcet. But

whatever the details of the literary transmission may have been, it is certain that,

vra Malthus's Esscy, some of those observations and calculations, about the

astonishing numbers of various organisms which would exist if their natural

tendency to increase were unchecked, found their way in 1859 into the vital chapter

llI of The Origin of SPecies.
From there, they have gone on to become part of the mental furniture of every

education person. Nor have they, even now, lost their power to astonish us'

Among org"oir., in general, the strength of the tendency to increase by

reproduction, and the strength of the resulting pressure of their numters on their

food supply _ even, if you like to call it so, the strength of the Life Force _ is

astonishinj. There is nothing metaphysical or mystical about this; and nothing

merely n"rbul "ith".. A priori, zero population growth might have been a universal

law of organic nature. But the fact, as ithappens' is very far otherwise'
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Now, variation is universal "morg organisms. Every organism is always different

in some respect from every other, even from those most closely related to it. Some

of these variations are transmissible to offspring. And some of them are such as to

bestow a certain advantage on the organisms that possess them: superior strength,

better vision, greater speed, or whatever it might be.

These facts about variation are all very obvious, and must all have been noticed

countless times. In themselves they are quite uninteresting facts. But the moment

they are combined with Malthus's principle of population, they leap into

explanatory life.
If population constantly presses on the food available, every new generation of

organisms must always find, (as Malthus said),2 that the places at the table of life

are already full, or nearly full. There will therefore be competition, among the

members of each generation, to occupy a place: literally a struggle for life :rmong

them. The competitors being so numerous, and the vacant places so few, most of

the competitors must fail. Nor are they equally well-equipped for success in the

competition into which they find themselves born. Some of them will possess, by

one of the myriad accidents of variation, some advantage that others lack. These

ones will, on the average, succeed better in getting food, and leave more

descendants, than their less fortunately-endowed fellows do. Thus will emerge,

within a species, a 'favoured race' or variety, distinct from the ancestral type, and

reproducing at a faster rate. This race will therefore have, even before it reaches

equality in numbers with the species type, a better chance of benefiting from

dditionat advantageous variations, as these crop up in a random way across the

species. 'To him that hath, shall be gtven.' As advantages accumulate in this race

or variety, it will become more and more distinct from the type. When it has

become, in virtue of its accumulated advantages, so distinct from the type that the

two cannot any longer breed together, the favoured race will have become, in fact, a

new species.
This was the explanation of evolution, or of the origin of new species - 'by

means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle

for Life', as Darwin put it - which came like a revelation over the minds of Darwin

and Wallace, once they had each absorbed Malthus's On Population. Even at this

distance of time. it is hard not to share some of the exhilaration which they

undoubtedly felt, as this reasoning unfolded itself before their minds. It is like all

the best reasoning: natural, without being obvious. Huxley, after he ftsttead The

Origin of Species, exclaimed, 'How extremely stupid not to have thought of that!'

His annoyance was understandable; but it was not just. No doubt Pythagoras's

disciples, after their master had first proved the famous geometrical theorem which

still bears his name, felt just as Huxley did. But Sthagoras's reasoning, like that

of Darwin and Wallace,is not obvious to ordinary minds: just natural, once they

have been shown it.
Then, how admirably prusaic this explanation of evolution is! It must have

seemed to Darwin and Wallace that they had wakened to 'the light of common day',

after a long night of obscurely frightening drenms about Divine energies. The

=

=

:.:
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question had been, what forces or causes can it be, which makes existing species
generate new ones? And the answer turns out to be, forces no more awe-inspiring
than the tendency of organisms to multiply, and the necessity for them to get food
in order to survive: two sufficiently familiar things!

The only element which remains truly mysterious, in the early history of the
theory of evolution, is this. Why did no one before the mid l8th century ever
realise the tremendous strength of the tendency of organisms to increase in
mrmbers, or of the resulting pressure of their population upon their food supply?
Malthus (as I have implied) was certainly not the first person to realise these
things. There are anticipations of his 'principle of population' in the writings of
David Hume, Benjamin Franklin, Joseph Townsend, and no doubt others beside;
but not, or not to any extent worth mentioning, in any writings whatever before
about 1750. And yet people could have made, at any time duing thousands of years
before that date, at least a rough comparison between the size of a batch of fertilised
cod eggs, or viable pine seeds, and the number of this batch which survived to
reproduce in turn.

But whatever may have been the reason for it, it was left to Malthus to teach
naturalists the strength of the organic tendency to increase, and of the resulting
pressure of their numbers on their food. And he happened to do so in a book which,
for reasons quite uncorurected with evolution, reached an unusually great number of
readers. He thus unintentionally provided Darwin and Malthus with their
explnnation of evolution, and hence, indirectly, with the key to all the lower level
explanatory successes which their theory went on to enjoy. There was no more
fertile idea in all biology, before the present century, than that 'principle of
population' which Darwin got from what he rightly called Malthus's 'ever-

memorable Essay'.r
There was a cnrel irony in this affair. For Malthus was, along with Rlmrmd Burke

and Joseph de Maistre, one of the bitterest enemies, and wisest critics, of the
Fnlightenment; while evolutionism (as I have said) was a regular element of the
Enlightenment's intellectual armoury. Yet in the 1830s and '40s when
evolutionists had got hopelessly stalled by the problem of explaining evolution, it
was Malthus, and he alone, who provided them with the explanation which they
themselves had been seeking in vain. Once it was fitted with the vital part that
Malthus supplied, the evolutionary locomotive sped away on its headlong and
triumphant career, as it has continued to do to the present day.

l l l

Darwin's explanation of evolution, then, and Wallace's, was as follows. 'In every
population of organisms, there is always variation, some of which is heritable and
advantageous to its possessors, and there is always pressure of population on the
supply of food, which results in a constant struggle for life emorg conspecifics. In
this struggle, those organisms which possess some heritable advantage over their
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rivals will be "naturally selected', and in time, from being a favowed variety of an
old species, will becomes anew species.'

In 1859, this was the best explanation of evolution available, and hence,
indirectly, the best available explanation of the many facts which evolution in turn
explains: the adaptation of organis,ms, their distribution, their affiliations with
other species existing or extinct, and so on. /t is still the best explarntion avoilable
of all those things.

That is under-praising it, however, because the best available explanation of
something need not be a good one. But the Darwinian explanation of evolution is a
very good one as far as it goes, and it has turned out to go an extremely long way.

Its explanatory power, even in 1859, was visibly very great, but it has turned out
to be far greater rhan 6ye1e then could have realised. And then, in the 1930s, the
Darwinian theory received further accessions of explanatory strength through its
confluence or synthesis with the new knowledge of genetics. And this 'new

synthesis', or 'neo-Darwinism', has been itself growing rapidly in explanatory
power ever since.

Still, it is obvious that the best available explanation of certain matters might yet

be false or incomplete, even if it is a very good explanation as far as it goes, and it
goes a very long way. It might be only the closest approach that we have yet made
to a true and complete explanation of the matters it is intended to explain.
Moreover, even the best available explanation need not be equally good at all
pornts. For some of the matters it is meant to explain, a certain theory might be a
good approximation, or even be the complete and exact truth, while being at the
same time glaringly incomplete, or even obviously false, with respect to some of
the other things it is meant to explain.

That is, I believe, the way matters axnnlly stand with neo-Darwinism. In
particular, I believe that neo-Darwinism, though a very good approximation to
truth and completeness for many of the simplest organisms, is an extremely poor
approximation in the case of olu own species. Or rather, to tell the truth, I think
that it is. at least in the hands of some of its most confident and influential
advocates, a ridiculous slander on human beings. I hope to convince readers of this,
in some of the later essays in this book. In the present one, I hope to convince
them that the trouble began much earlier: namely in 1838, when Darwin embraced
Malthus's principle of population.

The Darwinian explanation of evolution, as we have seen, rests on two
propositions. One of them is about variation. The other proposition is that any
population of organisms is always pressing upon, or tending to multiply beyond,
its supply of food; in other words, that every organic population is always as large
as the available fmd permits, or else is rapidly approaching that limit.

I will call this 'the Malthus-Darwin principle'. As long as it is understood to be
subject to an 'other things being equal' proviso, and not mistaken for an exact and
categorical truth, this principle is (as I have implied) a proposition of immense
explanatory value, and one which was inexplicably overlooked until the second half
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o[ the lSth cantury. The principle's explanatory value is the greater, the more
primitive the species of organism in question. But it has considerable explanatory
power even in relation to man, and even in relation to man's history as distinct
from natural history. Fq1 slnmple, the speed with which h,man populations
typically return to their forrner size, after even the most devastating wars or
plagues, always amazes most people. But people who are apprised of the
Malthus-Darwin principle are seldom surprised by it.

Taken just as it stands, however, and not subject to any proviso, the
Malthus-Darwin principle is false. Indeed, it is obviously false, a thousand times
over. Everyone knows of many organic populations which by no means obey this
prirrciple.

Domestic pets, for a start. consider, for example, the population of cats, or
goldfish, or dogs, which are living at this moment in New york apartments.
Almost all the members of these populations are well fed. But millions of them,
probably the majority of them, never reproduce at all. Hardly any, it is safe to say,
have as many offspring as the available food would support.

As a countel-saample to the Malthus-Darwin principle, this is sure to be
considered not only trivial and unfair, but lacking in dignity. In the stark and
uufeeling studies of evolutionary biologists, it will be felt, there is no place for
such emorion-laden frivolities as domestic pets. But this is ridiculous, and just too
bad tor those studies. The population of cats in present-day New york apartrnents is
just as respectable a biological population as any other. It is even perfectly possible
that something of value to evolutionary biology might be contributed by a New
York vcterinarian who specialised in (say) the epidemiology of urban felines.
Fortunately, however, we do not need to decide whether domestic pets are, or are
not, entitled to vote against the Malthus-Darwin principle. For they are in any case
only the tip of an anti-Malthusian iceberg.

Another bit of the iceberg is equally well known. This consists of the many
species of animals and birds that are not at all domestic pets - some of them as far
as possible from being so - which even though abundantly supplied with food,
reproduce sparingly or not at all in captivity. If the Malthus-Darwin principle were
tnre, there would not be the big money that there is, in illegally exported
Australian birds. But, as the overseas bird-fanciers know to their sorrow, &at
principle is not true. So those fanciers, when their old birds die, have no alternative
but to buy a new pair.

"l'hen, 
the populations in the huge African wild animal reserves are neither

rlomestic pets nor in captivity, but they sometimes fail to increase in numbers, or
cvcu decline, in the presence of abundant food. such cases call for special
cxplanation, of course; but then I am not denying that the Malthus-Darwin
1x'irrciple is a valuable explanatory rale, other things being qwl.

l;ttrther non-Malthusian populations are all the countless selected flocks or herds
or plots - of sheep, cattle, wheat, or whatever - which are maintained by breeders
for commercial purposes. The merinos in a prize Australian flock, for slample, are
not dornestic pets, are not wild animals in a reserve, and yet are not in captivity
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either: there are no such things as feral sheep. These merinos are, of course, well

fed, but they by no means increase up to the limit that the available food would

allow. For the breeders rigorously cull the offspring with an eye to maintaining or
improving the quality of the flock.

Other populations which are well fed but do not obey the Malthus-Darwin
principle are most of the experimental animals or plants which scientists maintaitr,
not for profit but in order to learn something new in plant genetics, or whatever it
might be.

Clinical microbiologists, thousands of times every day, 'culture' populations of
pathogenic bacteria for medical purposes. These populations are for a time well fed,

and during that time they usually increase in numbers just as the Malthus-Darwin
principle leads one to expect. But then - normally, and barring accidents - their
existence is terrninated, but not by their being starved to death. When extinction
overtakes them, they may well be still swimming in a nourishing medium.

There are, then, countless populations of organisms which violate the
Malthus-Darwin principle. But it will be objected, of course, ttrat all the cases I
have mentioned are vitiated by involving some kind of human intervention. 

'l'he

Malthus-Darwin principle, (it will be said), cannot be refuted by instances of that
kind, because it is a generalisation only about organic populations in their nqtwal
state.

When a population in one of the African reserves fails to obey the
Malthus-Darwin principle, there is not, in general, any reason to believe that
human influence does have anything to do with the matter. Still, all my other
counter-examples do contain the element of human influence; so let us for
simplicity suppose that all of them without exception do. That is, that whenever
there is a non-Malthusian relation between population and food, some kind of
human influence is at least partly responsible.

But the awkward question is, how does the presence of human influence prevent
these cases from being natwal ones? This question is especially awkward, I may
observe, for Darwinians. Man is one species of animal amorg others. If there is
anything which is natural to man, it is having domestic pets, keeping animals in
captivity, maintaining select populations of animals or plants for economic or
intellectual profit, and cultivating pathogenic bacteria for the purpose of diagrosing
and treating disease. These are simply some of the innumerable transactions which
take place between members of our species and members of others, such as cats,
sheep, wheat or bacteria. But how can one and the same transaction, between our
species and another, be natual at the man-end of it, and yet not nahral at the other?
This is a question which anyone will have to answer, if he hopes to de out my
counter-examples as not natural. But he will find it is a question more easily asked
rhen answere.d.

It is well known that disagreements about what is nahual and what is not are
peculiarly likely to be unsettlable. In an attempt to detour such disagreements, we
might be tempted to qualify the Malthus-Darwin principle, by saying that every
population is always as large as its food permits, or is rapidly approaching that
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limit, except where hlrnan influence prevents thd being the cace. But this is just
as obviously false, or rather ridiculously false, as the unqualified principle.

As everyone knows, non-human species are constantly engaged in restricting or
preventing the increase of other species, by means other than limiting the supply of
food which is available to them. They do so by predation, for oo" thiog, *a uy
parasitism, for another. The dodo was surrounded by food when it died out, not
from hunger but from predation. It was, as ithappened, from human predation, but
the extinction could very easily have been brought about by some othir predator, c
by a parasite. Flightless birds are 'sitting ducks' both for predators and for soil-
borne parasites. Likewise, it is reasonable to suppose, many of the countless
extinctions which occurred before man existing took place in the midst of plentiful
food.

It is only too likely that the reader will be inclined to infer, from the recital of
commonplace facts which are inconsistent with the Malthus-Darwin principle,
either that Malthus and Darwin were irrational in believing that principle, or (mbre
likely) that I am misraken in ascribing the principle io tn"-. Both of these
inferences would be mistaken. But to s/row that they are mistaken would make the
present section of this essay disproportionately long. I have therefore postponed my
attempt to do so to Essay III below.

As well as straight counter-examples to the Malthus-Darwin principle, there are
other objections to it which are only a little less direct and obvious. One of these
concerns the commonness, or otherwise, of incestuous reproduction.

If a population is to be always as n rmerous as its food supply allows, or nearly
so, reproduction would always have to begin as early as possible. In nearly all
species of animals, all the earliest opportunities for rnating are opportunities for the
young to mate with a sibling or with one of their parents. you would expect,
there-fore, if the Malthus-Darwin principle were true, to find throughout the animal
world a distinct bias towards incestuous reproduction, at least during early
adulthocd.

In fact, however, there is not only no such thing: there is the very opposite - a
nrarked and general bias against incestuous reproduction. That this bias is not
strictly universal, should go without saying. But it is so very general and strong
that biologists, ever since Darwin, have believed that they-could even see a
prefiguring or parallel of it, in the great trouble plants go to, to prevent their
l'lowers from self-fertilising. whether or not they are righi in this, it is simply a
fact about animals that on the whole incestuous reproduction, which ought io be'lhe most preferred option' if the Malthus-Darwin priuciple were true, is the least
preferred.

The same objection can be generalised. If a population is always at or near the
maximum size that its food allows, then neglected opportunities for repnoduction
tnrtst always be at or near their minimum number. But again, the contrary is the
case. Animal life in fact swarms with neglected opportunities for reproduction. The
tmmated adult female birds who act as 'aunts' to the offspring of others, are one
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well known example. The young males of many species whose reproduction is
delayed or restricted or prevented by a dominant oldmale, are another.

Such cases, I need hardly say, never bother armour-plated neo-Darwinians. But
then no cases, possible or even actual, ever do bother them. If you discovered
tomorrow a new and most unDarwinianJooking species of animals, in which every
adult pair produced on average a hundred offspring, but the father always killed all
of them very young, except one which was chosen by some random process, it
would taken an armour-plated neo-Darwinian no axsls than two minutes to 'prove'

that this reproductive strategy, despite its superficial inadvisability, is acnrally the
optimum one for that species. And what is more impressive still, he will be able to
do the same thing again later, if it turns out that the species had been misdescribed
at first, and that in fact the father always lets tJree of his hundred offspring live. In
neo-Darwinism's house there are many mansions: so many, indeed, that if a certain
awkward fact will not fit into one mansion, there is sure to be another one into
which it will fit to admiration.

tv

It is by no means true, then, even of all animal populations, that they are always as
large, or are rapidly tending to become as large, as the available food would permit.
For populations of pines, cod, and countless other species, it is no doubt a useful
approximation to the truth, to say that they always blindly and quickly multiply up
to the mrmbers that there is food to support. But by the time one gets to man, it is
a grotesque travesty of the truth to say this. Human life is full of opportrmities for
reproduction which the supply of food would permit, but which are not taken in
fact.

Consider the most familiar and omnipresent kind of human population: a family,
consisting of a father, mother, and at least one son and daughter. If the
Malthus-Darwin principle were true, as many offspring as there is food to support
would always,be produced not only by the father with the mother, but by the
mother with each of her sons, and by the father with each of his daughters. Since
this does not happen always and everywhere, the Malthus-Darwin principle is false.
Whether in fact it has ever happened even mce, in the entire history of our species,
may very reasonably be doubted: so strong and general is the aversion to incest.

As well as being aversie to incest, our species practises or has practised, on an
enonnous scale, infanticide, artificial abortion, and the prevention of conception.
No other species does anything at all of this kind, but we do, and we appear to have
done so always. If the Malthus-Darwin principle were true, then every human life
which has ever been deliberately ended before birth or shortly after it, or has ever
been deliberately prevented frorn beginning, would otherwise soon have been ended
anyway, by starvation. Have you ever hear of anything more ridiculous than this?
In the city where you live, hundreds or thousands of artificial abortions are
performed every day. Is it really true that there is not enough food to support even
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one of these potential children into adulthood? well, that is what the
Malthus-Darwin principle says, anyway: which must be admitted to be a consoling
doctrine, even ifnot a true one.

But our aversion to incest, and our devotion to such things as contraception, are
not the only factors in our lives which bring about neglect of oppornrnities for
reproduction which the supply of food would allow. There are r""ii"t others. one
of these is, the scope we give, especially to males, for widespread and even
exclusive homosex ';rlity, which at some times and places is not merely permiaed,
brrt has a high value placed upon it. There could not possibly b" "oy species which
does this, if the Malthus-Darwin principle were kue.

Another peculiarity of our species, which leads us to neglect opportunities for
reproduction that the supply of food would have permitted, is this: that marital
fidelity is generally enjoined, especially upon women. of course this injunction is
often violated. But then, it is also often obeyed. Is this something which you
would expect to find among humans, any more than amelg pines or cod, if the
Malthus-Darwin principle were true?

A further peculiarity of our species which has the seme anti-reprodrrctive effect, is
the fact that a high value is widely placed on virginity at marriage, while women
are hardly ever permitted to marry as soon as they are capable of repnrduction. The
result is, of course, that years of reproductive opportunities are very commonly
neglected, however plentiful food may be.

These, then, are some of the things which prevent, in our species, reproduction
which the supply of food would have permitted: our aversion to incest, our positive
measures for repressing the increase of our n ,mbers, the scope we allow to male
homosexuality, and the value we place both on the fideliiy of wives and on
virginity at marriage. No doubt there are other such things. 

'rhe 
result of them

altogether is, that even if the Malthus-Darwin principle is a useful approximation
to the truth for pines and cod, it is nothing of the sort for human beings

Malthus, as we saw, advanced his principle of population for Jl species of
organisms indifferently. His book could hardly have engaged the attention of
naturalists, such as Darwin and wallace, if he had not done so. But Malthus was
not himself a naturalist, and had no interest whatever in general biology. He was
interested only in man, and the purposes of his Essay on population were
altogether particular-historical, and even polemical. It is therefore a curious irony
that the general biological principle which he put forward comes steadily closer io
being true, the further one departs from the human case, and is a grotesque falsity
only in the one case which really interested Malthus: man.
Human populations, once they reach a certain size and complexity, always develop
specialised orders, of priests, doctors, and soldiers. To the members of these orders,
sexual abstinence, either permanent or periodic or 'in business hours' (so to speak),
is typically prescribed. Here, then, is another fact about our species which is
contrary to what one would expect on the principle that population ulrayr increases
when, and as fast as, the amqunl of available food pernits.

That priest' doctors, and sotdiers sometimes viotate their professions' prescription



of sexual abstinence, should go without saying. We must submit with whatever

patience we can find, to all the good old stories about the sexual behaviour of mms,

monks, etc., which are told by Freudian and other sex maniacs, by neo-Darwinian

reproduction maniacs, and by Enlightened persons generally. Some of these stories

are perfectly believable, of course, though others are not. But the one story which

is perfectly unbelievable is thp story that the Malthus-Darwin principle tells; that

priests, doctors, and soldiers always and everywhere reproduce up to the limit set by

the availability of food.
There are, then, several large and perrnanent professions of people, from whom is

required a greater or lesser degree of sexual abstinence. But as well as that, there is

in human life the immense phenomenon of general (not necessarily professional)

religious sexual asceticism.
There could not possibly be such a thing as religious sexual asceticism, of course,

in our species any more than in any other, if the Malthus-Darwin principle were

true. But that, again, is just too bad for that principle. The simple fact of the matter

is that large and enduring religious communities, committed to complete sexual

abstinence, and largely (at least) practising it, are a constantly recurring feature of

human history. [n western civilisation, for more than a thousand years, there was

no more important institution - important morally, economically, and culturally -

than Christian monasticism.
Just how successful Christian monks and nuns were, overall, in living up to their

vows of sexual abstinence, we cannot of cogrse know. (We can and do know that

the members of the great 19th century American movement of the Shakers, for

example, though the sexes were mixed in all their communities, were almost

entirely successful in living \p to their vows of complete sexual abstinence.) But

in any case, the precise level of chastity in Christian monasteries does not conoern

us here. What does concern ug is rhat, if the Malthus-Darwin principle were true,

then nuns and monks would have had, on the average, not only as many childre,n as

the secular clergy and the laity did, but as many as the food available was capable of

supporting. No student of history, unless he happens to be also a raving lunatic,

will believe this.
To neo-Darwinians, of course, as to all Enlightened people, the existence of

religion is a fact completely and uniquely inexplicable. Even though their

explanatory pretensions are boundless, neo-Darwinians have never yet essayed the
'sociobiology' of religion, and are not likely to do so in a hurry. The temptation

for neo-Darwinians is, rather, to 'write off' religious sexual asceticism, as being

admittedly inexplicable, but having at any rate the partially redeeming feature that it

is an isolated case. But it is not an isolated case.
Religion is not at all the only thing in human life which has a marked tendency

to repress or extinguish reproduction, and even to mortify the sexual impulse itself.

lntense and prolonged thought, in the few people who are capable of it, has the

same tendency. So does high artistic creativity. In fact either of these things is, in
general,far more stongly and unifonnly unfavourable to reproduction than religion

in general is.
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That men of intellectual or artistic genius uue comparatively infertile, is an old
belief. It is also a well-founded one. But it has always botn puzaea and annoyed
those who adhere to the Malthus-Darwin principle. In fact one Darwinian - Francis
Galton, no less - wrote a famous bok, Hereditmy Genius,(rg69), for the express
purpose of refuting this ancient opinion. The book deserves all its fame, and more,
but it completely fails, or rather it scarcely even attempts, to do what it was
intended to do. well, Galton's project was doomed from the start this is a matter
on which there can be no two opinions.

Among men of the highest genius, the 22 children of J.S. Bach is, of course,
enormously exceptional. In fact, even Charles Darwin, with seven children
surviving into ad'lthood, is a prodigy of fertility in this class. rndeed, even the
number of Montaigne's children - 'three or fo'r', according to his own memorable
report - is still well above the median value for this class. So is shakespeare, with
tbree children. Mozart is closer to it, with two, but is probably still above it. For
what depresses the average fertility of this class teyonJ* hope of recovery is, the
huge over-representation of the childless. Men or trt" mgn"st genius who were
childless include Newton, F-araday, and Mendel; vivaldi, Hu"a"i and Beethoven;
G-ibbon' Macauley, and carlyle; plato, Aquinas, Bacon, tncke, Iribniz, Hu,ne,
Kant and Mill. Anyone who thinks he can-frame a list of comparable individuals
yho !d 

on the average enough children to counter-balance the childressness of
these, is welcome to try; but he will not succeed.

No rational person will suppose that this association, of extremely low fertility
with the highest intellectual or musical genius, is accidental. stililess will any
rational person suppose that the failure of the childless great to achieve parenthood
1as {re to shortage of food. whatever it was that pr"u"rrt"d Newton or Handel or
Kant from ever even copulating with a woman, it was certainly not hunger.

What is true at the very top of the scale of intellectual or artistic gifts continues
:g F 

try"'in due proporrion, all the way down that scale. Just below the very
highest level, and average number of chiidren is again far below the average for
people of no intellectual or artistic distinction. And it is, again, spectacularly
!"ry3rtg 

by the huge contriburion of the childless: copericus, Swift, Adam
Smith, Semuel Johnson, Haydn, Dalton, Francis Galton himself - to mention a
few examples at random. And so it goes on, with the average n ,mber of children
going slowly up, as the degree of intellecnrar or artistic ability goes slowry down.
But the lives of even average philosophers, scholars, scientists,L comlrcsers are,
and always have been, a sufficient refutation of the Malthus-Darwin principle. Any
fair comparison, between the average number of children that they have and the
average number that other kinds of people have, will reveal thai they are even
further from satisfying the Malthus-Darwin idear than those other people are.

But now let us set aside the influence on reproduction of intellectual or artistic
gifts' of religion, and even,of membership oi the priestly or medical or military
profession. Think of people whose actual reproductive careers are altogether
unaffected by any of those things.
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Even these people, I venture to think, have probably never in a single instance

had as many children as there was food to support. Of course I cannot prove this.

Still, it is reasonable to believe it. For even without the impediments due to high

culture, religion, or a profession, the restraints which are placed on reproduction by

the aversion to incest, by the ease with which infants can be killed or aborted or

prevented, by the scope allowed men for homosexuality, and try the prescriptions

imposed on women in favour of virginity before marriage and fidelity after it, are

together so very great that it is reasonable to doubt whether any human being has

ever completely escaped their practical influence.
If this is so, then every human being who has ever lived is, in fact, a sufficient

refutation of the Malthus-Darwin principle. But even if I am only nearly right - if

only one, or ten, or only a million people have ever had as many children as there

was food to support * then newly every human being who has ever lived is a

sufficient refutation of that principle.

Darwin must have gone wrong somewhere about man, and badly wrong. For if his
theory or explanation of evolution were true, there would be in every species a
constantly recurring struggle for life: a competition to survive and reproduce which
is so severe that few of the competitors in any generation can win. But this
prediction of the theory is not borne out by experience in the case of man. In no
human society, whether savage or civilised, is there any such struggle for life. At
least, no such struggle is anywhere observable. This is the inconsistency, between
Darwin's theory and the observable facts of human life, which I called in the
preceding essay' Darwini s6's dilemma'.

In the present essay, (unless I in turn have gone badly wrong somewhere), I have
pointed out where it was that Darwin first went wrong about man. It was in
accepting Malthus's principle, that in every species population always presses on
the food available, and tends to increase beyond the size that there is food to

support. This principle is not true without exception even in the case of other

species, but in the case of our own it is extravagantly wide of the truth. Until he

embraced this principle in 1838, Darwin was not logically committed to any
propositions about man which are false. But once he adopted, in an attempt to
explain evolution, the principle which Malthus had put forward, he didlogically
commit himself to false belief about man.

Darwin's explanation of evolution, then, contains as an essential element a
proposition which is false in the case of man. This conclusion is plainly of some

historical interest, if it is true. But it is also of theoretical interest. For it means
that Darwin's explanation of evolution, even though it is (as I said earlier) still the
best one available. is not true.
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Notes

Darwin, F. (ed.) (1888), Autobiogrqhy in The Life and lztters of Charles
Darwin, John Murray, london, Vol. I, p. &j.
This was in a paragraph which occurs only in the second edition of Malthus's
Essay, ( 1803). The paragraph gave great and widespread offence, even more than
the book as a whole did. It is quoted in full in Jemes, P. (1979), Popilation
Malthus, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, p. 100, from which it is
reproducedlrere.

A man who is born into a world already possessed, if he cannot get
subsistence from his parents on whom he has a just demand, and if the
society do not want his labour, has no claim of right to the smallest portion
of food, and, in fact, has no business to be where he is. At nature's mighty
feAst there is no vacant cover for him. She tells him to be gone, and will
quickly execute her own orders, if he does not work upon the compassion of
some of her guests. If these guests get up and make room for him, other
intruders immediately appear demanding the same favour. The report of a
provision for all that come, fills the hall with numerous claimants. The order
and harmony of the feast is disturbed, the plenty that before reigned is
shanged into scarcity; and the happiness of the guests is destroyed by the
spectacle of misery and dependence in every part of the hall, and by the
clamorous importunity of those, who are justly enraged at not finding the
provision which they had been taught to expect. The guests learn too late
their error, in counteracting those strict orders to all in0uders, issued by the
great mistress of the feast, who, wishing that all her guests should have
plenty, and knowing that she could not provide for unlimited numbers,
humanely refused to admit fresh comen when her table was already full.

Darwin, C. (1&74), The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relaion to Sex, Qrtd
edition), John Murray, Indon, Vol. 1, p. 66, footnote.
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Essay III
'But What About War, Pestilence, and

All That?'

The primary or fundamental check to the continued increase of man is the difficulty of

gaining subsistence, and of living in comfort. We may infer that this is the case from

what we see, for instance, in the United States, where subsistence is easy, and there is
plenty of room. It suchmeans were doubled in Great Britain, our number would be

quickly doubled.
Charles Darwin, The Descent ol Man

To many people, the preceding essay will seem to be exposed to an easy and fatal

retort, which could be expressed as follows:

Darwin and Malthus did not think that organic populations are always as
numerous as their food supply permits. That would amotmt to believing that
the limitedness of food is the ozly check to population. But Malthus, as is well
known, said that human increase is restrained not only be 'famine', but by war,
and also by 'pestilence' (i.e. disease). He firther pointed out yet another check
to human population, which he called 'vice': that is, such things as
contraception, infanticide, artificial abortion, and homosexuality. As for
Darwin, he knew as well as anyone has ever known that the increase of
organisms is repressed, not only by shortage of food, but by predation and
disease.

This objection is true. Well, of coluse it is! How could people like Darwin or
Malthus nothave known that human numbers are checked by war and infanticide
(for example), or that animal and plant numbers are checked by disease and
predation? In their time as in ours, it would be a very ignorant person who did not
know these facts. And it is perfectly true that Malthus and Darwin not only knew
them, but often stated them in print.
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Does the preceding essay, then, rest on a misrepresentation of Darwin and-Malthus? were my criticisms wasted on mere men of straw? No. The reason is
this: that although Darwin and Malthus often acknowledged the existence of checks
to population other than limited food, they also believed that all these other checks
are of negligible imporrance, compared with the cbeck imposed by limited food. In
olher words they believed that, as near as makes no difrerence, the size of an organic
population furcs depend,only on its supply of food.

The proof of this is that, almost invariably, Malthus and Darwin say in effect,'population 
increases if food does', and even 'population 

increases as a simple
monotonic function of any increase in food'; flatly, like that. They almost neyer
say, 'Population 

increases if food does, unless it is prevented from doing so by an
outbrreak of disease', or 'population doubles if food doubles, r rless it is prevented
from doing so by an increase in predation'. Almost always, they simply leave out
all such qualifications, or, if they do insert some of them, they do so only in order
to dismiss these other checks to population as of negligible importance.

It is certainly very tiresome for an author to have to say 'other things being
equl', or 'if we suppose other factors unchanged', every time that such a proviso is
needed to make what he says strictly tnre. This proviso, if constantly inserted, also
tires the reader, and thus adds to the obatacles - always plentiful enough - to the
writer's conveying to the reader's mind just what he intends to, and nothing else.
So there is often some excuse for an author's omitting a certain necessary
qualification to what he says. And his omission of it will be not only excusable
but fully justified, of course, if he has made it clear in the immediate context that
he does intend this qualification to be rmdentood.

But these general literary consideratims go very little way towards explaining the
neglect, by Malthus and Darwin, of checks to poprlation other than the limitedness
of food. That neglect is far too systematic, and far too absolute, to be explained by
a desire to keep the number of 'other things being equal' clauses within bearable
limits. It is so systematic and absolute, in fact, that it can only be explained by
supposing that Malthus and Darwin blicved all other checks to population to be of
negligible importance, compared with tbe check imposed by limited food.

Some examples of this neglect follow.
Malthus says, of 'nations of hunters' such as the North American Indians, that'their population is thin [i.e. sparse] from the scarcity of food', and that ,it would

immediately increase if foodwas in greater plenty.'1 Nor is there anything in the
context of these words, any more rhan lp the words themselves, to the effect of ....

unless it were prevented from doing so by a desolating epidemic or war.'
It is not only when Malthus is dealing with special h,man groups, such as

nations of hunters, that he absolutely neglects checks to population other rhan the
scarcity of food. I{e does so equally when he is stating a general proposition about
h'man population. He says, for example that'population does invariably increase
rvhen the means of subsistence increase',2 and that 'population constantly bears a
regular proportion to the food that the earth is made to produce.'r That is to say,
not only 'population 

increases if food does', but 'population increases as some
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simple monotonic function of any increase in food'. And once again, there is
nothing in the context where the above statements occur to the effect of '... unless
it is prevented from doing so by disease, or war, or vice, or some combination of
those things'.

Here is Darwin writing in exactly the same vein as Malthus.

The primary or fsldamental check to the continued increase of man is the
difficulty of gaining subsistence, and of living in comfort. We may infer that
this is the case from what we see, for instance. in the United States. where
subsistence is easy, and there is plenty of room. If such means were doubled in
Great Britain, our numberwouldbe quicHy doubled.s

The reference here to'room' - i.e. space - can safely be ignored. Limitedness of
space is quite certainly not a check to population at all, in anything like the same
sense as limitedness of food is, or disease, or predation, or war. To suppose that it
is would be too reminiscent of the old Jewish preacher, fl"menting the great and
apparently endless sufferings of his nation, who concluded thus: 'For a Jew, it
would be better not to have been born; but scarcely one in a hundred is so lucky.'
An organism is certainly unlucky, if it can get no food to put in its stomach; but
an organisrn which can get no space to put itself in, is not unlrcky - just non-
existent. In any case, Darwin would have known perfectly well that the area of
Great Britain could easily bave supported twice its population of r874,(the year he
published the statement above), if enough food for them had been available.

What Darwin says in the above passage amounts, therefore, to this: if food were
doubled in Great Britain, population would quicHy be doubled. Then, the reference
to Great Britain was obviously merely illustrative: any other cormtry would have
done equally well. So that what Darwin was really asserting was the quite general
proposition, that population doubles if food doubles: as flat and unqualified as that.

It is true that Darwin in this case was not quite so incautious as Malthus had been
in the passages I have just cited. For he does mention, later in the same paragraph,
some checks to population other than limited food. But he mentions them only in
order to dismiss them as negligible. Thus he writes that, 'the effects of severe
epidemics and wars are soon counterbalanced, and more than counterbalanced, in
nations placed under favourable conditions. Emigration also comes in aid as a
temporary check, but, with the extremely poor classes, not to any great extent.'s

A reader could very reasonably ask, why does Darwin not consider the effects of
epidemics and wars on nations not placedin favourable conditions? And why does
he not mention the effect on population of emigration by those who are not
extremely poor? Again, why has he here made no mention whatever, even in the
brief and euphemistic manner of his time, of those potent checks to human increase
which Malthus had called'vice' ?

No, there are, in Darwin and Malthus throughout, just too many of these things:
omissions of any reference to checks to population other than limited food,
mentions of only some of those checlcs, and dismissals as unimporlanf of those
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other checl$ when they hary tr,en granted a mention. It is impossible to explain all
these facts, except by recognising that Darwin and Malthus believed that the size of
organic populations does depend only, or near enough only, on'the difficulty of
gaining subsistence'. wallace spoke for them, as well as for himself, when he
wrote that 'a constant supply of wholesome food is almost the sole requisite fot
ensuring the rapid increase of a given species ... '.0

what I cannot possibly prove here, of course, is that the four passages I have just
quotedare typical ones. That is, that Malthus and Darwin almost invariably write,
as they do in these passages, as though the limitedness of food is the only check !o
organic increase which is worth mentioning. But anyone who hopes to show that
my quotations are untypical ones will need to begin by matching them with forn
similar passages, in which a restraining effect on human mrmbers, comparable with
the effect of limited food, is ascribed by Darwin or Malthus to war, or to disease, or
to 'vice', or to some combination of those checks. I will venture to affirm that
there is not one such passage anywhere in Darwin or Malthus. I am mue6 6rrc
confident still, that there are not four of them.

The fact to which I have just indirectly drawn attention, that alr of my four
quotations were about human population, is mere happenstance. It does not affect,
either way, the value of these quotations as examples of the neglect by Malthus and
Darwin of checks to population other than limited food. But it may help to remind
us that, where it ls our species which is in question, the proposition thar
population increases if food does is in need of qualifications so numerous as to
make it entirely rrninteresting.

There are, first, the qualifications which Malthus and Darwin themselves made to
it, (and then effectively ignored). That is, 'population increases if food does, rmless
it is prevented from doing so by disease, or by war, or by emigration, or by
homosexuality, or by contraception, abortion, or infanticide'. But then, there are
many other qualifications which are equally necessary, even though most of them
were completely undreamt-of by either Malthus or Darwin. For example, ' . . . unless
there are widespread massacres, persecutions, or deportations'. Then, '... unless
there is a mass revival of sexual asceticism'. Again,'... unless a suicide cult
sweeps through the population'. Yet again, '... unless an enyironmentalist panic
about "overpopulation" 

sweeps through the population'. Then, '... unless there is
an epidemic of feminist motherhood-phobia'.

This list of necessary qualifications is already very long. yet no person of
cornmon sense will suppose that it is complete, or will suppose that anyone knows
how to complete it. The Malthus-Darwin proposition, then, that population
increases if food does, may be a truth, or a false but fertile near-truth, when it is
applied to species other than Homo sapiens. But applied to our species, the best ir
can be is the following pure triviality: that population increases if food does, unless
it is prevented from doing so by one or more of a dozen different causes that we
know of, or by one or more of an indefinite number of causes that we do not know
of. 'For this relief. no thanks.'
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But as a matter of historical fact - as I said in the preceding essay, and have nied

to substantiate in this one - Malthus and Darwin in effect maintained, with no

qualification of any importance, even as applied to man, that population increases if

food does. In other words, that it is scarcity of food alone which limits organic

increase. And then, what mt one say of this Malthus-Darwin 
'principle of

population', except that, as applied to man at least, it it false, or rather, ridiculous?

Which is wbat I said in the preceding essay.

Even outside the human case, that principle is false. Animal populations are often

not as large as their food supply wogld permit (as we saw in the preceding essay).

Even for plants the proposition, that population increases if food does stands in

obvious need of qualification, to the effect of'... unless there is an increase in

disease or predation or some other check'.
And yet there does seem to be something about the Malthus-Darwin principle

which is brodly true, and profoundly important. Among the various checks to

population, scarcity of food seems somehow to stand apart from all others, and to

be of unique importance. On the people who observe them, animal and plant

populations make the general impression, at least, rhat whenever scarcity of food

ceases for a while to restrain their tendency to increase, all other checks to

population are found barely sufficient, even when combined, to prevent a large

actual increase in their numbers.
This impression is, I believe, well-founded. But it is hard to turn it, from an

impression, into a proposition which is not obviously false and yet is definite

enough to be worth saytng. It certainly will not do to say, for example, that the

check to population from scarcity of food is at all times sfrongerthan all other

checks put together. For that would imply that the extinction of the dodo was due

to food shortage more rhnn to anything else; whereas it was in fact due entirely to

human predation. There have also been other cases, presumably, in which a species

has been extinguished amid plenty of food.
Yet there is a certain respect in which food scarcity does stand quite apart from

such checks to population as disease and predation. This respect will be more

visible if we transpose the Malthus-Darwin pichue frcm negative to positive, (as it

were), and instead of thinking about checks to population, ask ourselves, what is

the struggle for life within a species a struggle pr? Population is kept within

bounds by the losers in that struggle meeting early death from starvation, predation,

disease, or whatever. But what is it that the winners get, and which conspecifics

compete with one another to get?
Well, no doubt, they compete with one another for some benefit, or some

advantage over the other competitors. And yet, not forjust ary kind of benefit or

advantage. For some of the advantages orbenefits which can accrue to an organism

are completely 'sharable': that is, A's having or getting this advantage does nothing

whatever to prevent B's having or getting it. And it makes no sense to speak of A

and B struggling or competing with one another for X, if X is something that A's

getting is no obstacle at all to B's getting too.
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one example of a completely sharable advantage is, immunity to a certain disease.
If organism A has this immpaily, while some oi it, to"ut conspecifics do not, this
fact will certainly give A an advantage (if other things are "q*iy io the struggre for
life. Yet A's having this immunity does nothing to prevent B's also having it. It is
not as though there is only a limited fund of tli immunity to be sbared out "-oog
the members of a species, so rhat more of it for one means less for another.
_Another completely sharable advantage is, improved defence against predators.
Suppose that A has better defence against predation rhan 31y of iL ancestors had,
and better than some at least of its contemporary conspecifics have. (rhe improved
defence might be better camouflug", rh"tp"t hearing, or whatever.) This fact will
certainly give A - udv'lrege, (if other things are equal), over some of its rivals in
the struggle for life. Ye,t 

f 
's having sharper hearing (say) does nothing at all ro

p{event any conspecific B from also having sharper hearing. Here again, more fu A
does not mean less for B.

But there are other benefits which are completely uzsharable: A's getting the
benefit precludes B from getting it. Food is the most obvious example. If I get the
benefit of a certain bit of food, you do not. In many species there is a certain
exception to this, of course, when females are pregnant, or are engaged in earry
fgeding of their young. But with that exceprion, food is a benefit wiich cannot be
shared

The struggle for life which, according to Malthus and Darwin goes on in every
species, camot, therefore, be a struggle for such things as i--riity to a certain
disease, or improved defence against predators. tt can only be a struggi. for benefits
or advantages which are completely'nsharable, as foodis. so, - iiie now switch
back again from positive to negative and think, not about the benefits winners get,
but about the checks which weed out losers - we see that Malthus and Darwin had,
or anyway could have had, a very good reason for putting the difficulty of getting
fmd in quite a different class from such checks as dir."r" aid pr"dation
That is not to say that they were justified in virtually neglecting, as they did, all

checks to pop'lation other rhan the scarcity of food. Norling lould justify the
I""-gft to which they carried fhat neglect. And yet even tha-t neglect is more
understandable aan | foaye so far indicated.

For what if all the bendits or advantages which can accrue to an organism, except
food, were of the completely sharable kind? That is, *s1s things like imm'nity to a
disease, or improved defence against predators. In that case food would be the only
u-e$it which is completely unsharable. It would therefore be the onry possible
object of a struggle or competition for life among conspecifics. And then, losing in
the competition for food would be the only way or losing in the struggle for life; in
other words, scarcity of food would be the onlycheck to population. 

""

Now (continuing to set aside the hum* ""r"), swely that supposition corresponds
extremely closely, at least, to the actual case? Forwhat completely unsharable
bene{its or advantages are there that an organism can eqioy, exceit foojt

Air] It is certainly unsharable enough, (supposing we agree to call it a benefit at
all). The air that fills my l'ngs cannot atso-mt yours, (with the exception, again,



of pregnant females). But what disqualifies air from being a benefit coordinate with

food is that, during the time in which terrestrial evolution has taken place, it has

never been scarce enough to become an object of competition or struggle among

organisms.
A priori, of course, it could have been, and perhaps it once actually was. ff life on

earth were confined to the plants and animals contained in one tiny pocket or jar of

air, then superior equipment for air intake would presumably be just as

advantageous to an organism as superior equipment for food intake would be. But

that supposition is just too remote from the actualities of terrestrial evolution to be

at all enlightening.
Even in that one little jar of plants and animals, however, the parallel between air

and food is very imperfect. It would be true to say, of an animal species represented

in this jar, that its number will increase if its food does, if all other checks to

increase remain the same. But would it be true to say of this species that its

nnmber will increase lf its qir does, all other checks remaining the same? Cleady

not, and the reason is obvious. There is a plain causal chain leading from an

animal's food intake to its nutrition, thence to its growth, hence to its

reproduction, and thus to its population increase if other checks do not prevent that

final result. Indeed, every link in this chain can be prevented, by .oy one of a

thousand contingencies, from taking place. But there is no corresponding causal

chain at all which leads from an animal's air intake to its population increase.

Apart from air, I have not been able to think of any even momentarily plausible

candidates for the role of a completely unsharable benefit other than food. Hence I

am unable to suggest what a struggle or competition for life among conspecifics

could possibly be a struggle or competitionfor, except fmd.

My last few pages therefore constitute, (unless they contain some mistake), a kind

of justification of the neglect by Malthus and Darwin of checks to population other

than the limitedness of food. More generally, they constitute a justification of all

the cogntless lgth century Darwinians who could not be bothered distinguishing

clearly and consistently between'the struggle for lfe', and'the struggle for the

mecus of subsistence'. Darwin himself was the earliest of these Darwinians, and all

the later ones simply followedhis example.
But my justification is only of a conditional kind, and is two-edged. For what it

comes to is this: 'scarcity of food rs the only check to the increase of a species'

insofar as conspecifics are engaged in a struggle or competition with one another to

survive'. And while this can obviously be read as a justification of Malthus and

Darwin, it can equally well, or rather, better, be read as a redtrctio d absur&sn of

them. For we know, after all, that scarcity of food is zol the only check to organic

increase.
Malthus and Darwin knew it too, of course. As I said at the beginning of this

essay, they were as well aware as we are of predation and disease as checks to

population. They mentioned them often enough, too. But Malthus and Darwin were

held captive by the pichue of a struggle or competition or battle for life among

conspecifics, while disease and predation simply will not fit into that picture. As

lr--

37



we have seen, you cannot struggle with a conspecific for immunity to a certain
disease, or compete with him for improved defence against predators. And so,
perforce, disease and predation simply had to fade out of the Malthus-Darwin
picture, leaving food as the only possible thing for all the struggling to be about.

If the reader has found the latter half of this essay a little tortuous, I can at least
plead in defence that it is as plain as a Roman road compared with chapter III of rhe
origin of species , entitled 'struggle for Existence'. No chapter of the book was
more critical for Darwin's whole argument than this, and yet no other chapter is
more, or even equally, bewildering. There are several references in it to predation
and disease as checks to population, and yet no reader could possibly carry away
from this chapter a single clear idea as to what, except food, the struggle for
existence could be a surrggle/or.

No tes

Malthus' T.R. (l%6), An Essay on the principre of popuruion, Macmillan,
London, (facsimile edition of lst edition, 179s) pp. 43-4. Italics nor in
orignal.
Itid.. p. l4O.
ftid-. p. 55.
Dar*rn. c. (1874), The Descent of Man and selection in Relarion to sex,(2nd
:dtio), Joh Murray, l,ondon, Vol. I, p. 6d. Italics not in original.
n*r
\[dl".e' .4.R. (1891), Natural selection and rropical Nature, Macmillan,
lndm md New York, p. 25. Italics not in text. This book was a republication
d (trt0), Connibutions to the Theory of Natural selection, and of (tg7s),
Trq*al Nature and other Essays, with additions to and omission from both
thcs boo&s. The passage I have quoted was therefore almost certainly first
pUisUa in l&/0.
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Essay IV
Population, Privile ge, and Malthus'

Retreat

[If Malthus (and Darwin) had been right in thinking that population is restrained

i principally by the difficulty of getting foodl, then the English would have long ago

I b""ome a PeoPle otnobles'

I william Godwin, of Population (1820)
I
I

I
I trt*m"s' Essay on Population of 1798 was an anti-communist and anti-socialist

I ract. It claimed to point out a fatal flaw in all proposals for abolishing private

I p.op.*y, or for equalising wealth. The words'communism' and 'socialism' do not

I ** in it, but that was simply because those words did not exist when Malthus

J *rote. Where we would speak of communist or of socialist political programmes,

! tt{ltnus spoke of 'systems of equality': an expression which goes rather more to

I ,n" heart of the matter, (when you come to think of it) than do the expressions we

I *"'
I Schemes for community of property or for the equalisation of wealth had been

I pouring out of France for 50 years when Malthus first published his Essay. They

I came from the pens of Mably, Rousseau, and Morelly, among others. In the 1790s

I suchschemes hadbeenpowerfully advocatedin Franceby Condorcetand Baboeuf,

I -d in England by William Godwin in Politicallnstice (1793), and Thomas Paine

I in The Rights oJ Man (17y2). But Malthus was convinced that communism would

I replacetheexisting compqrativepovertyofmoslbythe absolutepovertyof all,ard

I ,tut it would, in the process, deshoy 'everything which distinguishes the civilised

I frm the savage state.'l
I He was convinced of this, both by an argument from his principle of population,

I and by certain economic arguments which do not depend on that principle at all.

I These economic arguments also convinced him that the system of 'Poor I-aws'

I *hich existed in England in his own time - that is, the system of publicly-funded

I unemployment relief - was already a long step towards socialism, and hence
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towards economic and cultrual disaster.
For every one person who has actually read Malthus's &scy, there are a hundred

people willing to talk or even write about it. This has always been the case, and
has often been remarked upon. I do not know why it is so, but one effect which
could easily have been anticipated from it has certainly taken place. This is that
ridiculous misconceptions about the book become widely and firmly entrenched in
people's minds, to a point where it is quite hopeless to dream of ever dispelling
them.

One of these misconceptions is, rhat Malthus's &say advocates, either openly or
covertly, the practice of contraception. Nothing could be further from the tmth rhan
this belief. Malthus was fiercely opposed to contraception, and made this fact
sufficiently clear in his book. Yet, on no other foundation than this ludicrous error,
a new word came into existence early in the 19th cenhrry, and remained clrrent for a
hu'dred years: 'neo-Malthusian', 

whichmeant (when applied to things orpractices)'an aid to contraception', and (when applied to persons; .an- advocate of
contraception'. (I shouldperhaps add that the word'contraception'itself has existed
only since 1917.) And though 'neo-Malthusian' 

is oo ioog", in use, almost
everyone at the present day who is educated enough to have heard of Malthus at all,'knows' 

that he was the great apostle of contraception, the St. pa'l who brought
this saving grace into modern life.

But an even more grotesque misconception about the Essay is one of the
achievements of the 20th century. This is tn" uu"r that Malthus, with wonderful
prescience, had written his book in order to warn humanity of the catastrophic'over-population' 

which was even then impending over us, and which is now -
because we have failed to heed his warning - aboui to descend upon us. There are
literally millions of people nowadays who believe this, even if they believe
nothing else about Malthus.

Yet even someone who had never read Malthus ought to be able to work out that
this belief cannot possibly be true. All that such a person would need to know is,
that Malthus's book had supplied Darwin and wallace with an essential componenr
of their explanation of organic evolution in general. For suppose it were true, and
that Malthus had said, tat overpop'lationlhreatens our species with universal
famine: how could that fact have thrown any explanatory l-ight whatever on the
evolution of species from other species? An imminent hat;ing or extinction of our
species by starvation would undoubtedly be of practical interest to biologrsts, as to
everyone else; but it is of absolutely no interesi from the point of view of general
biology. Darwin and wallace could never have got a vital clue from Malthus, if he
had been merely a fore-rururer of the foolish or ignorant writers of the present day
*_b oV to spread panic about .over-population'.

In fact this 'catastrophist' 
interpretation of Malthus manages to be just about the

cxact opposite of the tmth. His principle of population is a fropositiol conc.ming,
not only all species of organisms indifferently, but all times indrfferently. It not
only does not predict any particular'crisis', or otherjournalistic artifact, in the
history of humans and their food: it does not pick out any singularity in time at all
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in the history of any species. Quite the reverse, in fact for it says that the relation
between a species and its food is, in a certain respct, always tlv same.

The principle is this: that every population of any species is at all times as large
as the available food allows, except when it is rapidly approaching that limit after
having suffered a check from disease or some other cause, or after recently arriving
in a new territory. At those times, the natural tendency to increase is less restrained
then it normally is: new supplies of food, or a recent abnormally high proportion
of deaths, provide an opening for an abnormally high proportion of a new
generation to survive. Thus population'oscillates', (as Malthus is always sayng)
back to its normal size: that is, the maximum that there is food for.

This is evidently a theory which, so far from predicting any crisis or catastrophe
conceming food and population, positively excludes such a thing, for any species.
It is, rather, what you might call a 'steady state' theory of populatiqp and food, or
better still a 'permanent plenum' theory. Of course it does not rule out the
occurrence of famines, which may be of any given degree of severity and extent.
But a famine is simply a period in which, from insufficient or inferior food, many
members of a given population suffer death or debility at an earlier age than they
otherwise would. That there can never for long fu more people (or flies or
whatever) than there is food for, should go without sayrng, and cetainly needed no
Malthus to teach us; though one sometimes suspects that our present day
population catastrophists, (who imagine they are Malthusians!) believe, precisely,
that there cot be. What Malthus said was the far more interesting proposition,
(whether or not it is true), that there can never for long be fewer people, eitlcr, (or
flies or whatever), than there is food for. In other words, the tendency of organis6s
to increase is so strong that it neglects no opporhrnity to turn food-for-a-possible
person (or fly or whatever) into food-for-an-acnral one. Dfferent species have, of
course, very different gestation periods, and in most species sexual activity is
confined to a certain season; but, subject to these and the like obvious
qualifications,populationincreases immediatelyfooddoes, andexactly asmtrch a
the increased food allows. That is what Malthus thought.

Yet most populations of organisms, most of the time, in spite of this tenderct to
exuberant increase, in fact increase only slowly or not at all. What, then, are the
restraints or checks to population which operate effecnrally most of the time? In the
human case, Malthus replies, the main ones are misery and vice. H 'man misery
has, he says, three principal causes: famine, war, and pestilence, or - in less florid
English - food shortage, war, and disease. By 'vice', Malthus meant chiefly the use
of improper arts'z to prevent pregnancy or tenninate it artificially; the 'barbarous

habit'r of infanticide; and 'rnnatural vice' ,+ (i.e. homosexuality).
The misery checkis common to all species whatever. No organism ever willingly

surrenders its life to hunger or disease or an enemy. War is peculiar to man, (or
nearly so), but large scale killing, in the form of predation, is part of the fate of
most species of animals and plants. The vice check, by contrast, Malthus says, is
peculiar to man. Darwin agreed. The 'instincts of the lower animals iue never so
perverted as to lead them regularly to destroy their own offspring . . . ';s and neither,
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even if they wae so perverted as to want to prevent conception, do they have the
intelligence needed to succeed in doing so. According to Malthus, the vice check is
even peculiar to civilised man: 'vice 

[is] out of the question among savages.'o Here
Darwin demurred and said, what is true, that Malthus had underestimated the
prevalence of infanticide and abortion among savages.? Neither man betrays any
awareness of male homosexu^lity outside civilisation, or of female homosexualitv

such, in outline, was the theory of population and the checks to it which Malthus
maintained in his &say, and in which Darwin and wallace detected a mechanism
that would explain how species originate from other species.

The Malthus-Darwin principle of population, (I have already said in earlier
essays), is not true, at least with respect to man. But the principle has exercised so
enormous an influence on biological thought that it will be worthwhile to expose
it to a criticism which, though it again concems the human case, is a little more
subtle rhan anything that I have said against it so far. The criticism to be advanced
in the next few pages is old, having been voiced at intervals during nearly two
hundred years. But, for some reason which I do not understand, it has never
commanded anything like the attention which, to me at least, it seems obviously to
deserve. It concerns the association, or more accurately the lack of association,
between fertility and privilege.

It clearly follows from Malthus's theory that, if there are two human populations
in which vice is equally prevalent, one will be more fertile than the other if it is
less miserable rhan the other: that is, (according the Malthus), if it is less exposed
to the misery resulting from food shortage, disease, and war- Or we may say the
same thing in terms of one population, at two different times: supposing vice
equally prevalent at both &e earlier and the later stage, if the population suffers less
misery from war, disease and food shortage at the later stage than it did at the
earlier, it will then be more prolific of children rhan it was earlier. In plain Fngtish:
other things equal, and on the average, people who are less miserable (or more
privileged) have more children than people who are more miserable (or less
privileged).

But this is not at all what we find in fact, either in history or in our own
observations of everyday life. It is more nearly the very opposite of it. The words
of a vulgar American song of the 1930s, that

The rich get rich
And the poorget children

come closer to expressing the uniform experience of mankind, rhan does this
consequence of Malthus' theory.

It is quite certain that, in general, the poor are more exposed than the rich to the
misery which results from food shortage, war, and disease. They are also less
prudent and forward looking than the rich. They are more ignorant, too, and
therefore less able to make use of such prudence and foresight as they do possess.
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They have a smaller variety of things to occupy their minds than rich people do,
and fewer sources of happiness open to them. They live more crowded together than

the rich ... Who could not easily continue this catalogue of differences? And then,
we recall, sexual intercourse is one of the very few sources of happiness to which
poverty is no bar. From all these familiar facts, common sense tells us
imperatively to expect, what we find to be acnrally the case, that large families are

commoner, on the whole, emorrg the poor than emong the rich. ln other words,
that increase of population is more repressed, rnt where food shortage, war and

disease fall more heavily, but precisely where they fall more lightly.
Of course, the distinction between rich and poor is not exactly the same as the

distinction between the privileged and the rest: membership of a privileged class

need not be constituted by wealth. It may be constituted by inherited rank' by

individual military prowess, by religious authority, or by various other things. By

any standards, and certainly by Malthus's standards, the Knights Templars in the

year 1250, or the Jesuits in 1700, were highly privileged people. Few people at the

time were less likely than they were to die of starvation or disease, or to be killed

in war. But they were not rich, in the sense of having individual command of

unusual wealth. Officially, indeed, and certainly in at least very many cases in fact,

they had no money at all.
Of course the people who a little later eryropiated both those privileged orders

were convinced that their victims had left behind them, buried somewhere,

motrntains of gold. But that is merely a characteristic delusion of rmscrupulous
secularists who are short of cash. Even those expropriators, however, though like

all enlightened persons they believed the worst about the official chastity as well as

poverty of their victims, were never so stupid as to believe that the Templars or the

Jesuits must have left behind them offspring proportional innumbers to the degree

of privilege which the members of those orders had enjoyed. But that is what they

should have believed, and what should have been true too, if Malthus's theory were

tnre.
Go to the extreme case and consider the most privileged classes of people that

history can show: the people for whom the probability of death from starvation or

in battle was lowest, and to whom the best medical attention of the time was

available. Such classes have raver been prolific of offspring in anything like the

degree to which they were privileged. They have never even managed to maintain
their numbers by reproduction. They have survived, when they have, by early

recourse to non-biological expedients: recrtrihent or adoption.
The offspring of a most privileged class exhibit, in fact, more strongly than those

of any other class, and far more strongly then the offspring of the poor, a proclivity

towards a whole range of things, every one of which is more or less unfavowable
to parenthood. To early sexual exhaustion, to sexual incapacity, to sexual

indifference, to homosexuality, to religion, to study, to art, to connoisseurship, to

gambling, to drunkenness, to drugs ... To almost anything in the world, in fact,

except increasing or even maintaining the numbers of their own class by

reprodtrction.
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There is in Malthus's favour, of course, a certain tendency which privileged menhave, to leave more children than rmprivileged ones do; for the obvious reason, thatthey find more women sexually accessiblJ But there are also other and oppositetendencies which, singly or in combination, for the most part prevent that tendencyfroS 
-aghieving very pronounced expression. one such tendency is the higherprobability of promiscuous men contracting a sexu^lly transmitted disease inimicalto parenthood. Another is the tendency that privilegei women have to leave fewer

ghildrgn than unprivile_ged ones; purtiv, noioubt, fo. the equally obvious reasonthat they are more difficult of sexual access. Any theory which predicts thatexceptionally privileged women, such as Cleopatra, Elizabeth I of England,Catherine the Great of Russia, eueen victoria, and the actress Elizabeth raylor,will on the average bave excepionafly many children would be contrary not onry tofact but to common sense. But tnat is whaiMarthus's theory predicts. (fhose fivewomen in fact averaged" so far as I can learn, about four chil&en eacn: certainly notan exceptimally large nrmber.)

1g3"' y: "u" easily concede to Malthus thar a large part of the infertility of theprivileged is due, sometimes at least, to their s*onger propensity to .vice, 
in theform of contraception or abortion. But here too there are countervailing tendencies.we are apr to be misred, o3 this subjecr, by thinking oJy;i;ddr"-"rass people,in countries like our own during tne tast hundred yJ*r. rn"y, i"J""o, have livedunder a heavy and increasing cioud of anxiety about the mrmber of children that

9"y :r 
(as thcy v'lgarly say) 'afford'. 

But a rich person is more or less exemptfrom that anxiety; while an aristocrat despises it, just because it is a middre classu"xi3v--e"a not onry the economic but even the lhysical burdens of motherhoodare f11 lighter for highry privileged women than for orhers. once the baby isacnnlly &livered, the staff take over the whole of that not-very-interesting
business.

The Illalthus-Darwin principle of population, then, when ir is applied ro man,not 
-only 

fails to predict the right relation between fertility and privilege, butpredicts what is roughly the inverse of it. The incidence of .vice, 
in Malthus,ssense' varies in the wildest manner from time to time and from place to prace. Nosane pe^on will believe, for example, that abortion and contraception were aboute+ully prevalent amongthe catholic ruling class of Aushia i" riio, the huitantheocrats of New England in 16g0, the whii lords who ruled Englani in rhe mid_l8th cenhrry, and the Japanese imperiar arct of 1935 - to take a handful of casesat random- But there is one faci which does emerge from human history withunvarying insistence, and it is a fact which is fatal to the Maltnus-Darwin theory:that the nanrral rate of human increase is repressed the more, not wherethe miserydue to famine, war, and pestilence falls more heavily, but precisely where it fallsmore lightly.

-It 
is always painful, as Huxley said, to witness the bnrtal m'rder of a beautifultheory by an ugly fact. The Malthus-Darwin theory of population is certarnry abeautiful th"o.y, partly because it comprehends, in one *ffi" uiologicat scheme,the h'man and all other cases. Nevertheless, and whether - oo, *yLe wants to
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know, it was brutally murdered, ages before it was born, by an ugly fact about
human beings.

Various authus have made the kind of criticism I have just been expormding of the
Malthus-Darwin theory of population. The most recent one I know of, (though it
would be surprising if he were really the most recent), is R.A. Fisher, in The
Genetical Theory of Natural Selcction (1%0).

Fisher had long been ptzdedby the question - a very reasonable question too, if
you start off by looking at man from a Darwinian point of view - why it is that
successful civilisations do not just go on being evet more successful. Why is it
that, instead, they all sooner or later succumb to some less advanced rival?
Darwinian biology affords no non-human parallel to this. And Fisher's answer,
given in the last five chapters of his book, was as follows. First, that comparative
fertility or infertility is to a considerable extent inherited; and second, that advanced
civilisations have always practised a systematic 'social promotion of the less
fertile'.s As a result, they have always experienced a general decline in ability, since
the very people whose abilities qualified them to rise in society have always been
subjected to a selective pressure to have few or no children.

This theory, whether it is true or not, is at least extremely plausible, and as
depressing as it is plausible. Yet it did not lead its author entirely to despair. For
Fisher believed that il might yet be possible to create an advanced civilisation
which is permanent and progressive, by the adoption of certain eugenic measures.
In particular, finaneisl encouragements, increasing with the number of their
children, should !e given to people who - well, to be brief, to people like the
author of The GeneticalTheory of Natural Selection.s

The germ of Fisher's theory, as he acknowledged, to had been supplied by Francis
Galton, in a brilliant piece of historical and statistical detective work nearly seventy
years earlier. The question had been, why do British peerages - that is, their direct
male lines - expire with the extraordinary rapidity that they do? Galton's answer,
published first in an article in l865tt and later in his book HereditaryGenius
(1869), has never (as far as I know) been successfully challenged. It was, that peers
have a fatal tendency to marry m lwiress: someone, that is, whose parents had not
nanaged to produce even one son, and who is herself, therefore, likely to inherit her
parents' comparative infertility. It was this markedly non-eugenic propensity of
peers, or rather this violently dysgenic propensity, which led Galton to call the
peerage a' disastrous institution'. t z

Galton was by no means the only person in the 1860s who saw the
Malthus-Darwin theory being refuted before his very eyes: who saw, that is, that
th people least subjected to food shortage, war, and disease, and least prone to
economic anxiety about the number of their children, were reproducing at the
lowest rate, instead of at the highest, as Malthus's theory predicts. One of the
olhers was a writer now entirely though undeservedly forgotten, W.R. Greg. He
prblished criticism of Malthus and Darwin along the lines I have indicated, first in
a article of 1868ts and later in his book Enigmas of Ltk (1883). Another was no
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less than A.R. wallace, who had published articles along similar lines as part of
his disagreement with Darwin about man and nannal selection. But I have not
myself been able.to meet with those articles.r+

The honour of having originated this line of criticism belongs, however, to
William Godwin. To the very man, that is, against whom nore rhan 31y efts1
Malthus had originally written his Esscy, and over whom he is generally considered
to have enjoyed a complete triumph. In 1820, Godwin published of population,
which was his long delayed major reply to Malthus. The book was a complete
failure, and certainly did not, as a whole, deserve to succeed. But it deserved still
less to fail as a whole, because it contejned a number of 'palpable hits'. one was
Godwin's remark that if Malthus's principle of population were true, then the
English would long ago have becom_e - as they certainly have not become - 'a

people of nobles'.rs Here, for once, Godwin was concise when he should rather
have been copious, instead of the other way about. He may fairly claim to have put
Galton, Greg and Wallace, and even more R.A. Fisher, to sheme for their
longwindedness.

As I said earlier, the line of criticism of which I have been speaking has never
received the attention it deserves. It ought to have compelled an early and public
admission, by Darwin and all other interested persons, that our species, ar any rate,
does not conform to Malthus's principle of population. But nothing in the least
like that has ever happened. t{ave you ever so much as heard before of this Godwin-
Galton-Greg-wallace-Fisher criticism? No, and bardly anyone else has either. It has
remained a forgotten by-path in the history of Darwinian biology, and is now
known only to a few persons of antiquarian bent.

The response of Darwin himself to the criticism was entirely and depressingly
characteristic. He discusses at length the relevant writings of Greg, wallace, and
Galton, in chapter Y of rhe Descent of Man (1971). yet he somehow menages ro
do so without ever once betraying the faintest awiueness that what he is dealing
with is an objection /o his theory. well, that was Darwin's way. He was
temperamentally allergic to controversy, and would always, if he could, either
ignore or else candidly expound a oriticism of his theory, as a substitute for
answering it. The result might be, and often was, that his own position became
hopelessly nnclear, or else clear but inconsistent. But then, he did not mind thd at
all!

Greg and wallace musr have felt. utterly baffled by this policy of masrerly
inaction, 'confusionismo', 

and passive resistance on Darwin's part. wallace had
certainly succeeded in letting other people know that he disagreed with Darwin
about natural selection and man; but it appeared quite impossible for him to let
Dqrwin know. And Greg, for his part, had done everything that he could to let
Darwin know it was a criticisrr which he was advancing. For example, he had
entitled his 1868 article, to which Darwin refers without grving the title, .The

Failure of "Natural 
Selection" in the Case of Man'. How could he possibly have

written more plainly than that? But it #as all in vain. Criticising Darwin was like
prurching a feather mattress.
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with Galton and Fisher, the situation is even more puzding and amazing. For

neither of these writers gives any sign of realising, himself, that what he is saying

is a refiftation o/ Darwin and Malthus. Yet one would have thought it sufficiently

obvious that Galton's self-extinguishing peers, exempt from misery md untenpted

by vice, should by the theory have been not 'disastrous', but impossible' And

equally obvious that, more generally, Fisher's 'social promotion of infertility', if a

fact,proves the fatsity of the Malthusian theory of population, on which Darwin's

theory of natural selection rested. But, somehow, it was nol obvious, either to

Galton, or to Fisher, or to most of their readers.
I cannot explain this, at any rate beyond reminding the reader of something I said

in Essay I above: that Darwinian Hard Men in general, and the eugenists among

them in particular - to which class Fisher as well as Galton belonged - are

constitutionally confused as to whether unDarwinian aspects of human life are

injurious, or impossible. Neither do I see how it will ever be possible, now, for the

line of criticism I have been speaking of to receive the attention it deserves. If R.A.

Fisher's powerful intelligence, in what is by general consent the most seminal

biological book of the 20th cenhrry, could not make clear even to himself, let alone

to his readers, that if he was right about man then Malthus and Darwin were wrong,

it seems entirely out of the question that anyone else should be able to do so.

Malthus said in the first edition of his Essay that human numbers are prevented

from increasing at an extraordinary rate - say, doubling in every twenty years or

less - principally by food shortage, war, and disease, or by one form or another of

sexual vice. It is instructive to imagine this same proposition being expressed in

different words, and being published, as Malthus's version of it was, to the world.

It could be expressed as follows.

If at the end of your life it is found that you had fewer children than can be
explained by reference to the contingencies of food shortage, war, and disease to

which you were exposed, the only explanation worth considering is that you

engaged more or less in some form of sexual immorality such as infanticide,
abortion, contraception or homosexuality.

Suppose, for a moment, that one entirely agrees with Malthus as to the

immorality of infanticide, abortion, contraception, and homosexuality. Even so,
would not publication of the statement above constitute some sort of record for
insolence?

Think of three people whose reproductive careers, we will suppose, were never

affected by food shortage, war, or disease. One is a nun of exemplary character who

dies a virgin in fulfilment of her religious vows; another is a suburban housewife
who only ever had one child, because she and her husband could not afford more;

the third is a Don Juan who dies childless only because of his unflagging attention
to contraception, abortion, and infanticide. Since we have excluded by supposition
the influence of 'misery' in explaining these low reproductive careers, we can only,
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according to Malthrx, ascribe them to .vice'. He &ay no third category.
There is something almost heroic about an insult as vast and undiscriminating as

this. And yet similaf things are by no means unknown. We wogld not need to look
far into the literature of neo-Darwinism at the present day to find insults to the
human race which would bear comparison with Malthus's. The reason is obvious
enough, 1oo. |r{smel}, that a biologist, or anyone who looks at human life
exclusively from the biological pornt of view, is peculiarly likely to blunder into
just this kind and scale ofinsolence.

But suppose - what is more likely - that we do not share Marthus's moral
convictions about abortion, contraception, and the rest. put aside all terms of
disapprobation, such as 'vice' and .immelxlity'. 

Let us simply /li, abortion,
contraception, etc., as things which do, as a matter of fact, tend to repress human
increase, independently of war, pestilence, andfamine.

Now Malthus's proposition will again constitute some kind of record, not for
insolence this time, but for glaring falsity. For it contains not the faintest hint of
recognition that, 'mong h'mans, such things as pride, prejudice, and prudence are
ever among the checks to population. Not one word of acknowledgement of the
inexhaustibly many ways in which human beings differ from one another, in
respects likely to influence their reproductive career: in interests, ablities, cbaracter,
tastes, intelligence, information, beliefs, upbringing, circumstances ...! Nothing
but the blank biological fact which is corlmon to us alr, and common to pines anJ
flies: that the tendency to increase is checked by food shortage, disease, and large-
scale killing. That, plus infanticide and a few other accomplishments pecqliarto
our species, make up Malthus's whole accormt of the checks to human increase. It
would be worth a good deal to know what his contemporary, Jane Austen, thought
ofthe adequacy ofthis account.

, 
This was occupying high gro'nd with a vengeance, ground conspicuous for

insolence and falsity alike. But Malthus beat a precipitate retreat from this exposed
position in the second edition of his &say, published in lgo3. Misery and vice, he
now says, are not after all the only checks worth mentioning to human increase.
There is another one, which he calls 'moral restraint'. And this new position is the
one which he continued to occupy through all the later editions of the book.

with Malthus, the phrase 'moral restraint' does not mean anything like as much
as one might expect it to. He explains carefully what he does mean by it. 'By
moral restraint I would be understood to mean a restraint from marriage from
prudential motives, with a conduct strictly moral during the period of the restraint
'.. .'o That is, sexual intercourse being refrained from before marriage, and marriage
being postponed until the economic means exist of supporting the children which
marriage can be expected to produce.

It may not be obvious at once how very great a retreat Malthus made, when he
admitted the existence of moral restraint as a check to population additional to
misery and vice. But he did not merely acknowledge its exisie,nce. From the second
gdilton of the ^Essay on, this newly discovered check occupied very many pages,
including whole chapters, of the book. Admittedly, -ort of these pages were
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devoted to recorrnending this check, as being preferable to both the misery check
and to the vice check. But Malthus also makes ample acknowledgement of moral
restraint as a check to population which is acnally and importantly in operation.
He also says emphatically that mere prudence is a powerful check to population at
the time he is writing, even if the other part of his definition of 'moral restraint' -

the part about'strictly moral conduct' while marriage is being deferred - is seldom
satisfied in fact.

Thus, for example, he writes that although this virtue, of strictly moral conduct
pendingmarriage,

does not at present prevail much among the male parts of society, yet I am
strongly disposed to believe that it prevails more than in fiess civilised or
earlier states]; and it can scarcely be doubted that in modern Europe a much
larger proportion of women pass a considerable part of their lives in the exercise
of this virtue than in past times and among rmcivilised nations. But however
that may be, if we consider only the general term ["moral restraint"] which
implies principally a delay of the marriage union from prudential
considerations, ... it may be considered ... as the most powerfirl of the checks
which in modern Europe keep down the population to the level of the means of
subsistence.r?

How perfectly extraordinary! Prudence - a thing which in the first edition had not
so much as merited a mention as a check to population alongside misery and vice -

is now found to be, not only another such check, but, at least in modern Europe,
the most powerful of all such checks! If it is, how could Malthus possibly have
overlooked it when he was first writing the book five years before? And if he was
right to recognise it in 1803 * as he plainly was - then he must have been
profoundly wrong to omit it in 1798.

By making this retreat, Malthus tacitly gave up the premise of his biological
argument against Godwin and other communists or socialists. But this was, if
anything, a gain rather than a loss; because that argument had always been silly
anyway.

The argument had been, in essence, that if private property were abolished,
population would press upon the means of subsistence. Yet the very premise of the
argument was that population ahedy does press upon the means of subsistence,
and does so always and everywhere, in every species of organisms. Malthus was
therefore in the position of a worried parent who said to a fractious child, 'Stop

that, or we will all be breathing air!' or, 'If you keep doing that, the sun will rise
in the east'. lsu sanns[ intelligibly threaten or warn a man that he is tending to
bring about a deplorable state of affairs, while also saylng that that state of affairs
always exists, whatever his or anyone's conduct may be. (Ihis absurd aspect of
Malthus's argument was pointed out, though not very distinctly, by Godwin
himself.te)
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Malthus had other and far better arguments against 'systems of equality':
economic as distinct from biological arguments, and these are unaffected by his
retreat. His economic argument against communism was, that where no one could
hope to improve their own or their children's economic position, and no one need
fear to worsen it, no one would have a sufficient motive to work or save or limit
the number of their children. His main axgument against 'cre€prng socialism', such
as the Poor L,aw system was that it aeM the poverty it was intended to relieve:
both by economically rewarding those who depend upon the system, and by
economically penalising those who do not. Neither of these arguments, it will be
obvious, rests at all on the assumption that population always presses upon the
food supply, or on any assumption anything like that.

what is important about Malthus's retreat is rhat it was an admission, not that
the economics of his first edition had been wrong, but that its biologyhad. wrong,
that is, in assimilating the relation between population and food in the human case,
to the case of pines, cod, and flies. You cannot consistently say that prudence is a
powerful check to increase in the human case, and also say that, in humans as in all
other species, population is always as great as the food supply allows; or even that
it is always as great as is allowed by the food supply plus the prevalence of vice.
Malthus's retreat from this blanket biologism, which he had at first embraced, was
to the credit of both his common sense and his character. But it was also fatal to
his biology, as well as to his consistency.

It may nevertheless still be true, (as I have already said in eadier essays), that
Malthus's principle does hold good for all non-human species; or nearly enough
hold good, to make that principle a vital clue to the understanding of their
evolution. I believe, indeed, that this is the case. If it is, Darwin and wallace may
have been prompted by a sound instinct, when they took from Malthus's book an
unqdirted principle of population: one which drd not make an exception of man.
All the snme, it is ironic that they took this principle from one of the editions of
Malthus's book in which the author himself had, very publicly, glven itup. He H
come round to admitting rhat our species is very different from all the rest; even if
Darwin and Wallace had not.

It is sometimes believed that Malthus's retreat was forced upon him, by a
criticism which his main intended victim, Godwin, had published in lg0l. This
could easily be true. Godwin's criticism was so short, true, and fatal. that it could
easily have brought home to Malthus the insolence and falsity of what he had
published in 1798. Godwin simply said that many people are restrained frm
marriage and parenthood neither by misery nor by vice, but by things like 'virtrr,

pride, orpnrdence'.rp What a cool current of common sense and human nature, la
into the hothouse biological atmosphere of Malthus's first edition!

But I have seen no convincing evidence that his retreat was forced by Godwin'r
criticism; and the supposition is unnecessary. For there are places in the frrsl
edition itself at which Malthus both recognises the existence of 'restraint froo
marriage from prudential motives', and recommends its wider practice. He says tn
pp' &-5 of that edition, for example, that such motives already restrain frm
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marriage 'a great number' of persons 'of liberal education', and he goes m, on pp.
66-9, to recommend this practice to persons who are not in that'rank of life'.
Tnre, he later says (p. 101), with glaring inconsistency, that all the checks to
population 'may be fairly resolved into misery and vice'. But this is only to say
that Malthus's inconsistency was not only between his first and all later editions,
but present in the first edition itself.

The likeliest thing, it seems to me, is that it was Malthus's own common sense
which compelled his retreat from the purely biological position which he had taken
up at first. After all, pines and fTies cawnt refrainfrom reproduction on prudential
grounds, and it is pointless to advise them to do so; but humans are different. And
these facts are so extremely obvious that no one can forget them or by implication
deny them. At least, no one can do so for very long; and Malthus had had five years
in which to let his corlmon sense get the better of his bad biology. We see here,
incidentally, the superior literary strategy of Darwin. He avoided the necessity of
introducing an embarrassing qualification about man into the second edition of the
Origin, by the simple expedient of saying nothing at all about man in the first.
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Essay V
A Horse in the Bathroom or The Struggle

fo, Life

... of the many individuals oJany species which are periodically born, but a small
number can survive.

Darwin, The Origin oJ Species

I have no difficulty in accepting the frct of evolution. The proposition, for
examfle, that existing species have all evolved from others, is not at odds with any
rational belief that I know of. But I do not believe the Darwiniat tlwory or
explanation of evolution. There are several reasons. One of them is, that if that
theory were true, then a struggle for life would always be going on among the
members of every species; whereas in oru species at any rate, no such struggle is
observable.

This is a very obvious objection, of course, and would suggest itself to even the
dullest person, once the Darwinian theory had been put before him. It is so
obvious, indeed, that it always embarrasses me to put it to Darwinians, and
embarrasses them to have it put to them. People as clever as Darwin and Wallace,
therefore, must have seen this objection coming a mile off, and presumably each of
them had some reply to it which satisfied his own mind at least. But if they did,
they never told the public what these replies were. Darwin not only never replied in
print to this obvious objection: he never directly adverted to it at all. The same is
true of Wallace, as far as I know: though there are a few of his published works
which I have not read.

But both men did publish wbat they clearly intended as a reply, though an indirect
one, to the objection that there is no observable struggle for life in the human
species. It was exactly the seme reply from both of them. And they both put it in
exactly the seme place: nnmely, at the start of their respective chapters, in their
main books, on the struggle for life. (fhese were chapter III of Darwin's Tlw
Origin of Species, andchapterllof Wallace's Darwinism.) Theirreply goes as
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follows, except that, unlike them, I have made its purpose explicit in the first
clause of my paraphrase.

The absence of an observable struggle for life in the case of humans is not a
serious objection to the Darwinian theory, because the struggle for life is not in
general observable in nnimals or plants either, and yet we know it is going on
all the time. For we know that every year each adult pine releases many
thousands of viable seeds into fte air, every pair of adult cod launches a million
fertilised eggs into the ocean, and so on; and yet we also know that, by and
large, the number of pines or cod is little or no greater at the end of each year
than it was at the start. The vast majority of pine seeds and seedlings, and of
cod eggs and young cod, therefore musthave died in the course of the year. And
it is essentially the same with every other species of orgnnisps. Malthus'
principle holds good in all of them alike. population is always pressing on the
supply of food available, and tending to increase beyond it. There must therefore
be' in every species, a constant and universal struggle for life: a competition so
severe that every year the great majority of yo'ng competitors must die. And
yet we see nothing of this perpetual and rrniversal destruction of young life; and
we are therefore apt to conclude - mistakenly - that it does not exist.

Here is wallace, setting out on this reply. 'To mosr persons, nature appears calm,
orderly, and peaceful. They see the birds singing in the trees, the insects hovering
over the flowers, ... and all living things in the possession of health and vigour,
and in the enjoyment of a su ny existence. But they do not see, and hardly ever
$nt 

"t the means by which this beauty and harmony and enjoyment is biought
about. They do not see for example] the constant and daily search after food, the
failure to obtain which means weakness or death ...',1 etc., etc. Likewise Darwin
begins his reply thus: 'we behold the face of nahre bright with gladness, we often
see superabundance offood: we do not see, or we forget',2 the opposite of the coin.
In short, we generally see only the winners in the strugglelor hfe, and they,
unsurprisingly, are healthy and happy; the losers are not, but we do not see them.
-_Almost everything that could be wrong rs wrong with this reply of Darwin and
Wallace. First' as to its method. It is an unsatisfactory way of defending a scieltific
theory, when it is objected that what it predicts is not observable in one area, ro
reply that that is not a problem, because what it predicts is not observable
anywhere else either.

Then, as to fact. The Darwin-wallace reply has the implication that child
mortality is about the same in all species, or at least is tremendously high in all.'child mortaliry' is just the proportion of individuals born whicl aie before
reaching reprodrrctive age. In many species, of course, including cod and pines, it rs
errorurously high: 99 per cent or even more, according to comp€tent authorities, in
the case of cod for example. But surely no sane person wiil believe &at child
mortality is anything like as high as that across the M: in all birds, all
mammals, all everything? A female elephant, (Darwin tells us), has six offspring
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in a lifetime:3 so how would elephants get on under a child mortality of 9O per cent
or so, or anywhere near that?

Further, the reason that Darwin and Wallace give, why we do not constantly see
the slaughter of the innocents in nature, is ridiculous. The real reasons have
nothing to do with the face of nature 'appearing b'right with gladness'. The reason
we don't see the killing of billions of young cod each year is simply that it takes
place below the surface of the ocean. The reason we don't see millions of pine seeds
or seedlings die each year, is just that they are very small, completely tminteresting
to most people, and anyway are most numerous where people are few. Why don't
we see a lot more young birds lying arormd dead than we do? For several reasons,
but nature's appearing 'calm, orderly, and peacefirl' ig nst emong them. One reason
is that birds - unlike insects, which do not care either way - dislike humans
observing them, and young birds who are starving, or sick, or injured, dislike it
even more than most. A second reason is that in the animal world the dead meat
removal industry is big and efficient. A third is that the predators which kill young

birds nearly always d the bleeding things, and feathers soon blow away.
Wallace's 'nature appearing calm, orderly, and peaceful', Darwin's 'face of nature

appearing bright with gladness': these flowers of Victorian literature are not of a
kind that lasts well, but of course they had a serious purpose at the time. It was to
insinuate that anyone who does not admit that a struggle for life is always going on
in a/J nature, human or non-human, is unable or unwilling to face the hideous
scientific facts which Darwin and Wallace are tryrng to impart. Of course there is
some truth in this insinuation; but not much. However able and willing you are to
face the facts, you cannot get to see the struggle for life among ticks, earthworms,
arctic lichens, the characteristic bacteria o1 16s ftrrman digestive system, or a

million other species. At least you cannot unless you have many millions of
dollars, and much time, to devote to this purpose. And you could very easily fail to
see it, even after all that.

In fact the face of nature, far from appearing to us glad when it does not, does not
appear glad when it is. When are animals glad? During copulation, one supposes.
At any rate it is hard to think of a likelier suggestion. But just as we do not see the
one-billionth part of the deaths that conspecifics inflict on one another, neither do
we see the one-billionth part of the gladness that they afford one another in
copulation. And the little copulation we do see does not ry glad, or calm,
orderly and peaceful, either. Rather the reverse, in fact, at least among large
memmals, where co,pulation looks more like an unpleasantly one-sided fight.

Anyway, we c(m see the struggle for life among animals and plants, or at least
quite a lot of instances of it; and we do see them, easily and often. Do you want to
see hungry carnivores competing fiercely for even the smallest scrap of even the
worst meat? Then you need do no more than go fishing on any beach, throw a bit
of your smelly bait onto the sand, and watch the gulls. If you watch the same flock
of gulls for a few days, it is quite likely you will leam to identify a particular gull
who is a 'born loser' and hardly gets any of the food; or to identify another gull
who is 'the boy most likely' (or the glrl). A small suburban child who keeps
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rabbits in a wood and wire hutch will sometimes see, when the hutch is moved
onto a new patch of grass, some of these not-very-competitive creatures
'shouldering' one another, in order to get at the best grass, or more ofit. Even the
dullest witted gardener sometimes sees that thee weeds of the same kind, which ae
competing for life with one of his precious plants, are also competing with each
other; and also sees that one of the weeds is leaving the other two further behind
every day. After such commonplace observations, nahral and reasonable inductive
inference does the rest: we conclude that the losing gull and the losing weeds will
probably go on losing, and will die sooner, and leave fewer offspring, than their
fellows who are beuer equipped to succeed in the struggle forlife .

In nnipals and plants, then, the struggle for life is observable. Or observable
enough, anyway, to satisfy anyone except a philosophical sceptic. Well, it had
better be! If there were no observational evidence at all for the Darwinim theory of
the origin of species, why would it be preferable to the 'creation' theory? There is
no observational evidence for that, either. But in fact the struggle for life ls
sometimes observable, and Darwin and Wallace themselves, in the very pages in
which they are saying that it is not jn general observable among animals uo6
plants, are careful to avoid saying thatit never is observable.

But now, where is it observable in humanlife? where can one see even little bits
of the struggle for life among our conspecifics? I mean, in orn day to day life. It
may be true that the survivors of a ship-wreck or plane crash sometimes compete
with one another for the last mouthful of water. Episodes of this kind nowadays
exercise a fascination over people's minds, because, of course, we are all
Danvinians now. But they really have nothing to do with the case. The Darwinian
theory says that the members of every species are always and everywhere engaged in
a struggle for life with one another. And what I say is, where can one see some
irrstances of this struggle in Homo sapiens? I can easily tell Darwinians - in fact I
just have told them - where they can see something of the struggle for life ,mong
gulls, rabbits, and weeds. All I ask is that some Darwinian should return the
courtesy and tell me where I can see something of the struggletn hwnan life. If the
struggle is constant and universal, it ought to be the easiest thing in the world to
point out instances of it. So please, would some Darwinians tell me where to find
some?

But I hope no one will tell me what the locals always tell the visiting fisherman:
'Ah mate, you should have been here last week.' Will tell me, I mean, the stupid
story which r.H. Huxley and many other Darwinians tell, about the old days: the
story that, when people lived in 'nahlre' or in 'the state of nature' or in 'the savage
state', 'life was a continual free fight, and . . . the Hobbesian war of each against all
was the normal state of existence.'+ This is what I have elsewhere called'the cave
Man way out' of Darwinism's dilemma about human life. It is not even a
biologically possible story, since 'a continual free fight' between an adult and an
infant, or a man and a woman, could not be of long duration or uncertain outcome.
But since I have discussed this Darwinian fairytale elsewhere, I do not intend to go
over it again here.
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A// Darwinians have a remarkable aslmmetry of mind where their own species is
concerned. On the one hand there is the human life which, bothby experience and
by reading history and literature, they know a great deal about; but all of this they
put to one side, as having nothing to do with theory. T\ey lute to put it aside,
because of course /ris human life contains not a single instance of the famous
Darwinian struggle, and in fact consists entirely of duconfirmations of that theory.
But on the other hand, Darwinians draw endless confirmations of their theory from
the lives of extinct or hypothetical or imaginary or impossible human beings,
concerning whom they know exactly as much as the rest of us do: namely nothing.
For Darwinians, where their own species is concerned, it's not what you know that
counts: it's what you don't know.

Even more embarrassing than the Huxleian-Hobbesian story is what some other
Darwinian friends say to me, when I ask them for instances of the struggle for life
among humans. Namely: 'You would have to admit that you have led an rmusually
sheltered life. If you were to try the world of business, as I have, you would find
that it is Darwinian enough. It's a jungle out there.'

I would, beyond question, find the world of business shocking and disgusting. But
if on the one hand I have the disadvantage of lacking experience of the business
world, my studious habits have afforded me the advantage, on the other hand, of
some knowledge of Darwinism. Enough to know, at least, that even if the world of
business is some sort of jungle, it is quite certainly not a DowiruZr jungle. In the
business world, every single transaction depends upon who owns what, and how
much, money, shares, goods, real estate, or whatever. It depends, in other words,
upon there being right ofproperty. But there cannot be rights of property in a
Darwinian jungle! Unless, indeed, there can be policeman pines, part of whose job
it is to protect pine property, cod courts which determine which fish owns what,
and bandicoot laws which regulate bankruptcy.

Everyone knows that mammals and birds never have very mimy offspring at once,
but take a considerable amount of trouble over the ones they do have, whereas pines
and cod and many other organisms take little or no trouble over their offspring, but
trust to 'the law of large numbers' for carrying on their kind. So, when competent
biologists tell us, for example, that 90 per cent of young cod never get near
reproductive age but die in their first four weeks of life, or that 98 per cent of viable
pine seeds will never live to produce seeds themselves, we have no difficulty in
believing their statements.

But suppose you met a man who told you that child mortality is roughly of that
seme order of magninrde in all speci.es whaiever. To put a figure on it, suppose he
said: 'In all species, at least 9() per cent die before reaching reproductive age. ' Then
you would nol believe him. It would not matter who he was: the most famous
living biologist, or whatever. In fact you would think he must be mad.

You would be right, too. There are many species qf nnmmalg, of birds, and of
insects, in which the female produces at most one offspring p€r year. But no sane
person will believe that in all these species only one offspring in ten, on the
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average, is successfully raised to reproductive age. That would mean only one, on
the average, of all those born in ten years. lcally and temporarily, no doubt, child
mortality in our species, or in any other, can rise as high as 9o per cent or more, or
even 100 per cent, because of some exceptional famine, or disease, or accident of
climatic or geological change. But a child mortality of 90 per c€nt or more, as a
characteristic of species, and of a// species, is simply too ridiculous a proposition
to be seriously entertained. Even for elephants, which have a gestation period of
more than twenty months, it is not as hard as that tohave a grandchild.

Even if this man were to back down by ten per cent, and say, 'Oh well, at least 8O
per cent die before reproductive age in all species', it would improve matters
extremely little. You would still think he musr be mad, and you would still be
right to think so. It is not at all uncommon for a human female to have as many as
eight children who reach puberty. Even now, and even in Australia, there are
hundreds of such families, perhaps thousands. They are not as common as they
once were, and not as common as they now are in some other places; still, they are
common enough. But on the hypothesis that human child mortality is 80 per cent
or more - neglecting multiple births, which make up only 1 per cent of all human
births - a woman who raised eight of her offspring to puberty would have to have,
on the average, forty children at least. That, however, is almost certainly a
physiological impossibility. It is, quite certainly, derwgraphically rmhendof. The
absolute record for single human births is about 32.

Even 75 per cent or more, as a rate of child mortality in all species, is quite
impossible. At that rate, a woman who got nine of her children to puberty would
have to perform the impossible feat of having, on the average, 36 children all told.
Yet many women have raised nine of their children to puberty.

Even 70 p€r cent, as the species rate of child mortality in humans, is entirely out
of the question. It would require a woman who got nine of her children to puberty
to have, on the average, 30 children. But having 30 children is an absolute
demographic prdigy, and has been so ever since demography existed: that is,
roughly, for the last three and a half centuries. But women who raise nine of their
children to puberty have been quite common during all that time.

The last few paragraphs will perhaps appear pointless. All right, child mortality
cannot possibly be as high as (say) 80 per cent in all species, because it cannot be
as high as that in ours. But then, has anyone ever said or implied that it is?
Anyone, at least, whom there is any need to take seriously?

Yes. Darwin implied that it is as high as rhat. So did wallace. what is more,
both men had accepted a certain theory which requires child mortality to be
extremely high, in our species and in every other.

Darwin said, for example, that 'each species, even where it most abounds, is
constantly suffering enormous destruction at some period of life, from enemies or
from competitors for the same place or food.'s That every species, 'during some
season of the year, has to struggle for life, and to suffer great destruction'. o He also
says that the period of greatest destruction of animals and plants 'in the great
majority of cases is an early one':? that is, is destruction of yoazg animals and
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yorng plants, and of eggs and seeds. That 'ilrimy more individuals of each species

are born than can possibly survive'.8 That 'of the many individuals of any species

which are periodically born, but a small ntrmber can survive'.s And so on. And of

coluse 'surviving', ,morg biologists, simply means that the organism survives to

the age at which it is capable of reproducing in its nrn.

Well, o/ cowse, Darwin said things like these! For they are, as everyone will

recognise at once, essential elements of his explanation of evolution. Familiar as

these statements are, however, it is worthwhile to consider how much they comnit

Darwin to, and how much anyone who accepts them is committed to.

It is perfectly clear, first, that Darwin was speaking about child mofiality in all

speciesindffirently. His own phrases quoted above -'each species', 'of any

species', 'of each species' - settle that point beyond dispute, and leave no room for

him to make any exception whatever to his generalisation'

It is equally clear, second, that Darwin was saying the same fftrzg about child

mortality in all species. Namely, that it is - well, what shall we say? -
'enormously high', or 'tremendously high', or 'extremely high', in all species

alike. Any of those three phrases would do, to express what he clearly intends.

lrt us settle for 'extremely high'. So Darwin said that child mortality is

extremely high in all species. But how high is extremely high? Or, going back to

his own phrases, when he said that in every species many more are born than can

survive, how many more is 'many more'? And when he said that in each species
'but a small number' of those born can survive, what sort of percentage did he

mean by 'but a small number', (ilrat is, 'only a small number')?

It is not beyond the power of common sense to give an answer to these questions

which is definite enough to be interesting, and therefore to tell us, nearly enough,

what it was that Darwin was saying about the rate of child mortality in all species

alike. Some people will, of course, be scandalised at the idea that corlmon sense

bas any jurisdiction at all in such a texfiral matter. Yet it is only common sense,

after all, which can asslue us that Darwin did not mean, for example, that child

mortality is 99.9 per cent in all species; or that it is l0O per oent, for that matter'

So we can hardly afford to dispense with whatever help common sense can give us.

If there were. out of a hundred, 60 non-survivors and 4O survivors, would anyone,

either in 1859 or now, call this 'many more' non-survivors 
.\an survivors? I say,

absolutely not. It would not matter what the subject or the context might be: child

mortality, or the aftermath of an aeroplane crash, or whatever. Even 65 non-

survivors to 35 survivors would never be described, by any responsible writer, as

many more non-survivors than survivors. Out of a hundred, 70 non-survivors to 30

survivors is the very least that could be properly described as 'many more' non-

survivors than survivors.
Then, as to 'only a small number' of those born surviving: what is only a smoll

nonber, out of a hundred? It could not possibly be as many as 30, obviously. It

could not even be, say, ?3. Suppose you believed, on the authority of someone or

other, that out of a hundred only a small number survived, and it turned out later

that in tact23 had survived. Then you would believe, and rationally believe, that
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your authority had either made a mistake, or else had a great deal of explaining to
do. In fact you would rationally believe that your authority was mistaken, or else
had plenty of explaining to do, if it huoed out that even 19 had survived. In other
words, 'only a small number', out of a hundre d, cannot be as many as 20.

I therefore say that Darwin, when he said that in every species many more are
born than can survive, meant that child morality is at t"*i ZO per cent; and that
when he said that in each species only a small number of those-born can survive,
he meant that child mortality is g0 percent at least.

It is possible, of course, that my interpretations of Darwin's phrases are wrong, or
forced. But even if they are wrong, can they possibry be p wrong? we know that
he meant that child mortality is extremely hgn n Jt ,p""i"r. aJa tn"o, there are
his repeated references to gred destruction, J*r^o^ destruction, in ail species,
concentrated' in the great majority of species, in the early period of life, with only a
small number of rhose born surviving. If ail of this dois not add up to a child
mortality of 80 per cent at least in all species, it must mean some percentage only
a little lower than that. otherwise, we can all simply grve up. The entire origin of
spectes might just as well be a code message rot sol"tni"g-else altogether: for .A
merry Chrishas to all our readers', say, or for what you will.

That child mortality is, in all species, nearly g0 pei cent at least, is an incredible
proposition. Yet it is, we see, implied by Darwin in his chapter on the struggre for
life.

There is another thing about that chapter which is almost equaily staggering.
Namely, that it maintains a virtually complete silence on the ainui*", in child
mortality between some species and others. That is, Darwin was not content with
implying that child mortaliry is extremely high in all species alike. He onry once
mentions the fact rhet species differ ar alt io "nita -ortuiity; and he never mentions
the fact that child mortality is enormously higherin some species rhan in others.

I cannot subsrantiate this part of my case, of course, by quotations. one cannot
prove that an author is silent on a certain subject, uy quoting his silence. Still,
anyone who rakes the nouble to read chaprer III of the orig**Itt u" able easily toverify what I have just said. Darwin does not, of coursle, say that there are nodifferences' 

9r only small differences, between different species in child mortality.
But neither does he say tbat there are huge differences in certain cases, or even say,
except once, that there are any differences at all in the child mortalities of different
species. He just does not sayl If this assertion appears incredible to the reader, then
he need only read the third chapter of the origin in order to satisfy his mind as to
the fact.

while the reader is at it, he might as well also read the corresponding chapter of
wallaee's Daneinism: chapter II, 'The Struggle for Existence'. He will find that
:^u:|-y-th" same i6p-6"51e silence, on the suu;ect of differences between species
in child mortality, is maintained there too. And by that time, the reader may well
begin to believe, as I do, that Darwin and wallace intentionally concealed from
their readers, (whether consciously or not), a glaring and grave deflct of their theory
of evolution.
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A reader of Darwin's chapter Itr is likely to think that differences between specics
in child mortality are about to be mentioned, when he comes to the part about what
Darwin calls 'slow breeders'. About, that is, 'slow-breeding man'10 (as he calls us),
elephants, horses, etc., as well as certain birds and insects which produce at most
one egg per year;ll as contrasted with the many species of animals and plants
which produce many offspring each year. But the reader is doomed to
disappointnent. For Darwin says not one word about the child mortality of his
'slow breeders', as compared with that of other species. In fact the only use he
makes of them is, to illustrate yet again the old and entirely general Malthusian
point: that even humans and elephants, if their increase were unchecked, would in
no very long time multiply so greatly that (as he says) 'the world would not hold
them'.rz All perfectly true, no doubt; but it implies nothing at all about their rate
of child mortality, compared with that of other species.

Even Darwin's expression, 'slow-breeding man', seems to me an ill-chosen one,
or at least superficial. Humans, elephants, and the like, could more properly be
calledrfast breeders, on account of the great deal of parental care which they exercise.
Pines and "od, by contrast, are if anything more entitled to be called slow breeders.
They belong to the same school of thought as the American army: 'To hell with
taking aim, just fire an autful lat of shots.' But this policy can hardly be said to
meet in general with any marked degree of success, at least if rapid increase in
absolute numbers is the criterion of success. As a means to that end. the rnere
multiplicity of your offspring appears to count for a good deal less than taking
much care of the offspring, few as they may be, that you do have.

That point was suggested by Darwin himself, in the one sentence in his third
chapter where he does mention differences in child mortality between species. This
sentence reads: 'If an animal can in any way protect its own eggs or young, a small
number may be produced, and yet the average stock be fully kept up; but if many
eggs or yormg are destroyed, many must be produced, or the species will become
extinct.'l3 It's not much, as you can see. But when you have read that, you have
read all there is in chapter III about the differences between species in child
mortality. And if you happen to be a reader who is troubled by the painfully
obvious question, 'How could humans, elephants, horses, etc., possibly make a
living under a child mortality of 8O per cent or more?' - well then, you might as
well spare yourself the trouble of reading Darwin's chapter on the struggle for life,
because there is nothing in it which will help you to answer the question.

Exactly the same goes, yet again, for Wallace's chapter on the struggle for life.
He too mentions the so-called slow breeders, but then only uses them to illustrate
mce again the old and general Malthusian point. And he too leaves the reader
mystified, as to how, under the immense child mortality which he ascribes to all
spocies indifferently, these 'slow breeders' could possibly survive at all.

Here, then, is an amazing historical fact that there has been, lying on the very
nrface of Darwin's famous theory of evolution for nearly 150 years, the incredible
proposition that child mortality in humans is about 80 per cent at least.
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And here is a second fact which, though not in that class, is still astounding
cnough. Namely, that in more than 40 years extensive reading in the literature of
Darwinism and its critics, I have never come across a single allusion to the fact that
the Darwinian theory does contain this incredible proposition.

Yet one would have thought that the proposition, that human child mortality is
about 80 per cent at least, could no more have escaped notice and comment, most
of it turfavourable, than a horse in the bathroom. I cannot afford, however, to make
too much of this remarkable blindness which has afflicted other people. For it was
only about two years ago that I first began to notice this horse in Darwin's
bathroom myself.

But it almost certainly has been noticed before, by authors whom I have not read.
I;or there is nowadays a branch of neo-Darwinism which is concerned with .r/K'
theory: that is, with the spectnrm of reproductive strategies between that of pines,
(say), with their many offspring but no parental care, and that of man, with few
offspring but maximum parental care. It is reasonable to suppose that some of the
rnore historically minded of these scientists have at some time tead The origin of
species.If they have, their hair must have stood on end, when they found Darwin
implying that the difference in child mortality between pines and man, or between
any Lwo species, is either non-existent or too small to be worth mentioning. For
this reasorr I believe that at least some of these people must have noticed the horse
before I did.

lt cannot possibly have escaped the mind of a Darwin or a wallace, either that
many women do get eight of their children to puberty, or that, in order to do so
runder a child mortality of 8o por cent, these women would have to perform the
irnpossible feat of having on average 4o children each. yet both of these men said
things in their books which imply that child mortality is near enough g0 per cent
or rnore in every species. How can they have come to believe such a glaring
falsily?

l)arwin, for example, certainly knew that his wife F.mma got seven of her children
to puberty, and also knew that this was about par for the course amotrg people in
their social situation at the time: certainly nothing like a freakishly successful feat
of child raising. Yet in print he imptied rhat any woman who did what his wife did
would have to perform the impossible feat of giving birth, on the average, 35
times. so why did he imply in his book that child mortality is about g0 per cent or
higlrer in all species?

We know only too well, alas, how this question would be answered by
fashionable Marxist-Krhnian historians of Da5vinism. Their answer would go like
this. 'Darwin 

often mistook transient features of contemporary capitalism for
pcmranent biological realities; and then, child mortality was colossal in Britain at
his time. Three of the Darwins' own ten children died before puberty, although they
belonged to the mosr privileged 15 per cent of the populatioo. cntdt"o of the under
privileged worked and lived in atrocious conditions. unbridled laissezfaire
capitalism . . . callous indifference of the ruling classes . . . (etc., etc.). '
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Well, it is perhaps just possible that Darwin was a much more intellectually
blinkered man than the people who now write malignanr and supercilious txxrks

about him. But it is not possible that the many women in Darwin's time who got

eight of their children to puberty had, on the average, 40 children each, or anywhere

near so many. So child mortality was not 80 per cent in Darwin's time, or

anywhere near so high. No, not even in'darkest England', and not in any other
place ol time either. Except, indeed, some place 31d time which is equally unknown

both to demography and to the physiology of human reproduction.
The real reason why Darwin and Wallace enormously overestimated the rate of

child mortality in humans is quite obvious, and lies right under our noses. They did

so under the compulsion of a theory. Both men had embraced, in order to explain

evolution, the Malthus-Darwin principle of population: that population always

presses on the supply on food, and tends to increase beyond it. And this principle

does rcqwre child mortality to be tenifically high, in our species and in every other.

To see this, consider a small and schematically described, but still sufficiently
realistic, example of a human population.

As Li'l Abner once sang, 'It's a typical day in Dogpatch, U.S'A.' The date is 1st

January, smo B.C. Population of Dogpatch: 1,000. It's a typical enough year, tq).

In fact they have had a whole string of typical years lately. There have been no

spectacular strokes of luck. They haven't just moved into a new territory full of

food and empty of competitors, nor have they made any recent breakthroughs in

agrictrltural or hunting technique, or in paediatric or geriatric medicine. But as

against that, there hasn't been a spectacular famine, plague or war for decades,

either. So population in Dogpatch is what the Malthus-Darwin principle says it

always is everywhere: at or rapidly approaching the maximum permitted by the

available food. Hence there is, in Dogpatch demography, neither a baby bulge or a

grey bulge. There could hardly be the latter anyway: they 'do ithard' in Dogpatch'

and almost no one lives past 50. Still, they have been doing all right lately, and

even though, farmerlike, they won't admit it, they M have a little bit of luck last

year. In fact there is today enough food available to support a population of 1030.

Now, the Malthus-Darwin principle tells us that this ecological niche will be

filled this year. It is a principle concerning all species of organisms indifferently,

and says that where there is food for a possible person, cod, or pine, there is

already, or else will be as soon as is reproductively possible, an actual person, cod

or pine.
Then, death last year carried off 70 of the older citizens of Dogpatch. This must be

the main source of any hope that this year's beginners have of surviving. As

Malthus is always saying, it is always death which makes possible nearly all the

births that survive.t+ A surplus of food, by contrast, is just an occasional lucky

windfall. lt cannot be more than that, if the Malthus-Darwin principle is true: for

that principle says that pressure of population is always busy ensuring that there

will soon be zo surplus of food. Jrrnior officers of the Royal Navy in the 18th

century used to drink a toast that ran: 'Here's to a sick season and a bloody war.'

Meaning, of course, here's to many and early opportunities for promotion. This is

-
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a toast which, if the Malthus-Darwin principle is true, the beginners in every
species of organisms should most heartily drink to. or they could adopt as their
motto what Hugh rrevor-Roper once said, about unwitting friends of the unborn
such as Hitler, Stalin, and Mao Tse-Trrng: .while tbere's death there's hope.'

of the 500 females in Dogpatch, almost none (as we saw) are of post-reproductive
age. There is no'bulge' of pre-reproductives, either. So females of .reproductive age
must make up the majority of the 500: say, there are 300 of them. Now, on the
Malthus-Darwin principle, all of these 300 women are going to reproduce this
year. They can, so they will; just like pines or cod.

This year, then, there are just 100 openings for beginners in Dogpatch: 30 of
them contributed by the food surplus, and 70 by last year's deaths. But there are
going to be 30o births. In short, two thirds of those born this year are going to die
soon. And this is 'from the simple principle of population',ls as Malthus puts it.
The actual mortality among those born this year will be higher rhan two thirds,
because the deaths among them which are due to disease, war, etc., have still to be
taken into account. It will be further raised by the deaths this year of some children
who were born last year or earlier, but are still below reproductive age.

Yet every assumption that we have made, apart from the Malthus-Darwin
principle, was in fact distinctly /avowable to the prospects of this year's beginners.
For a start, there was food for 30 more people in a population of 1,000. That is an
opportunity for a three per cent increase in population in one year, without the
necessity for atry increase in the supply of food: which is something not to be
sneezed at in any population's language, and which must be, if the
Malthus-Darwin principle is true, a rare bit of luck. Then, an overall mortality of
70 in 1,000, or seven per cent, is a very heavy rate, at least by all historicar
standards. So there's a second piece of luck for the beginners: their elden are dyrng
rather fast. Finally, it could easily have happened, and often must happen, that
more than three out of five females are of reproductive age. And no opportunity for
reprocluction is ever neglected, according to the Malthus-Darwin princifle.

The Dogpatch elders speak the truth, therefore, when they say that young people
nowadays are exceptionally forttmate, though they may not know it. All the same,
according to the Malthus-Darwin principle, at least two thirds of all those born this
year must soon die. That is how severe the Darwinian struggle for life is amslg
humans, and how high child mortality must be, on the Malthus-Darwin principle,
even where circumstances are exceptionally fortunate. Where there is no luck going
round at all - which must be the great majority of cases - child mortality must be
much more than two thirds. If there were no increase of food, for example, (though
no decrease either), child mortality in Dogpatch would be 230 out of 300: atrrutTl�
per cent. And this is still from 'the simple principle of population': the deaths
among those born this year from disease, etc., have still to be added. So have the
deaths this year of pre-reproductives who were born last year or earlier.

If the Malthus-Darwin principle is true, this is how it must be with human
populations, always and everywhere; except, as Malthus says, during the first'peopling of new countries',ro or immediately after an exceptionally devastating
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famine, epidemic, or war. Except in those necessarily rare cases, human child
mortality must always be at least two thirds.

B* infact, of course, that statement is simply and obviously false. In the only
period for which anything at all is known about human demography - the last tbree
and a half cenfuries - child mortality has usually been a good deal lower than the
Malthus-Darwin principle says it must always be; and in all advanced countries
during the last hundred years, it has seldom, if ever, been as high as even 20 per
cent. In the last 50 years, of course, child mortality has almost ceased to exist in all
advancedcormtries.

Yet the Malthus-Darwin principle says that, except on necessarily rare occasions
of good luck, child mortality in humans must always be two thirds at least. A
defender of that principle could, of course, say that all the human demography so far
known, and especially the demography of the last hundred years in advanced
countries, has been one continued piece of rare luck. But at that rate, luck could go
onfor any length of time, and over an area of any extent; and we might as well say
straight out, that no one knows or can know anything at all, about what the rd
rate of human child mortality is.

But the only rational conclusion which can be drawn, from the facts that we do
know about child mortality, is that the Malthus-Darwin principle is simply not
true of humans. It may be true, or near enough tnre, of pines, cod, etc., that they
always multiply with maximum speed up to the limit of population which food
permits, tend to increase beyond that limit, and always suffer consequent penalties
in child mortality. But it is not true of humans, or even near the truth, that tlry
always do the same.

The Malthus-Darwin principle, however, is a parl, and the major part, of the
Darwinian theory of evolution. (Ihe only other part is the proposition that, in
every species, there is always variation among individuals in heritable attributes.)
So, since it is rational to conclude that the Malthus-Darwin principle is false, it is
rational to conclude that the Darwinian theory of evolution is false.

But of course no Darwinian will ever admit that. You can point out to him that
child mortality has not becn anything like two thirds, in fact has not been even 20
per cent, in any advanced country for the last hundred years. But all you will
achieve by doing so is to propel him into his Cave Man mode, and start him
talking, yet again, about his favourite topic: the old days. He will tell you about
the high rate of child mortality that existed emong humans when they were in their
'natural' state, or 'rmder natural selection', or were primitive hunter-gatherers,
exposed to the full severity of the Darwinian struggle for life.

He will never admit that the low rcnnl child mortality in advanced counhies is
any evidence at all against his theory. No, but he will point to the lrypothetical
high child mortality among our remote ancestors, as evidence/or his theory. In
fact, of course, he knows as little as you do about what the child mortality among
ancient hunter-gatherers really was. The difference between the two of you is, that
he has a theory which says that it must have been high, and that that is good
enough for him.
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You can try reminding the Darwinian, if you like, that his theory of evolution is
a proposition about all species of organi56s, at all times and places; and that man
is a species, that the last three centuries are times, and that advanced cormtries are
places. But you will be wasting your breath. In fact you will get more sense out of
an intelligent creationist, and as much out of a log of wood.

Yet the Malthus-Darwin principle not only implies a high child mortality for all
species at all times: by a curious irony, it actually does so even more effortlessly
than Malthus, at any rate, realised. For he believed that, except at 'the first
peopling of a territory' or just after a tenific mortality from some cause or other,
we and all other orgenis6g are born 'into aworldalreadypossessed'.rz Which js
true, of course, of most species. A beginner human or pine or cod finds itself in the
presenc€ of many conspecifics of an earlier generation, who have not only taken
possession of all the most desirable real estate, but are busy mopping up most of
the food available. No wonder if, in almost all species, most of the beginners
struggle for life for a little while, and then struggle no more.

But Malthus had forgotten, or did not know, that it is not so in all species. There
are many species of insects, especially wasps, in which the entire parental
generation is dead by the time that the new generation hatch out of their eggs. In all
annual plants, likewise, the parent plants are all dead when their seeds gerrninate.
All these organisrns, therefore, are so far from being bom into a world already
possessed, that they are born into a world which is totally empty of conspecifics
belonging to the parental generation. That was the novelist Samuel Butler's idea of
paradise, and is also the ideal of many other permanent adolescents. But it is an
ideal which is realised in fact by many insects and plants.

And yet now see how effortlessly a Darwinian struggle for life must ensue even in
these species, if the Malthus-Darwin principle is true. All that is required is, first,
that the parent generation should have been as munerous as its food permitted, and
second, that the offspring generation be more numerous than the parental. Then, (as
long as the food supply does not increase), there must be a struggle for life among
the young conspecifics, and a resulting child mortality. The Malthus-Darwin
principle ensures that the first condition will usually be satisfied. And the second
condition will infact be satisfied, by every species rhar is not actually dicing with
death by having zero or negative population growth. [n other words, on the
Malthus-Darwin principle, there will be a Darwinian struggle among young
conspecifics, and a child mortality, even where they are not born into a world
alrcady possessed. And the struggle will be the more severe, of course, and the child
mortality will be the higher, the more the offspring generation outnumbers the
parental.

David Hume was certainly no naturalist, except in the philosophical sense of that
word, yet even he knew the above fact about certain animals.rs It is therefore likely
that Malthus too would haye known it, and in any case, he surely must have
known of the existence of annual plants. He did, however, have a strong motive for
forgetting facts of this kind. For hrs only interest in the principle of population
was, to draw from it political conclusions favourable to the possessing classes of



his own time and place. From this point of view, any reminder that in some

species there is no such thing as a possessing generation when the new one arrives,

would have sounded a discordant note. It might even have helped' for example, to

revive such socially dangerous oldmyths as the admirable commrmism of bees.

So far in these essays I havp meant, by 'the Malthus-Darwin principle', or by
.Malthus's principle of population" the proposition that in every species

population J*uy, presses tn-the supply of food, and tends to increase beyond it;

or, ult"routinely, the proposition that organic populations are always as large as

their food supply pernits, or else are rapidly approaching that limit. Now, let us

call either of those propositions, 'the plain principle' of population'

I call it so to distinguish it from the more arresting proposition which Malthus

himself maintained, and which was usually what he meant when he spoke of 'the

principle of population'. This was, that the supply of food can at most increase

arithmetically, (as do, for example, the numbers 2,4,6,8' 10 "')' whereas

population always tends to increase geometrically, (as do, for examie, the numbers

2, 4, 8, 16,32 ...). Ift us call this 'the mathematical principle' of population.

Malthus thought that the plain principle is simply an obvious, and less interesting,

consequence of the mathematical one.

It is this mathematical principle of population with which Malthus's name was

indissolubly associated during this lifetime, and for decades after his death in 1834.

By now, however, it has been virtually forgotten, while the plain principle, because

of the explanatory power which Darwin detected in it, has become eYer more

important. But the-mathematical one, with i1g once famous 'double ratios" has had

no defender, that I know of, for more then ahundred years'

The reason O take it) is that the mathematical principle, from the very first,

attracted a host of criticisms from intelligent people. The criticisms came not just

from communists, like William Godwin, or socialists like Robert Owen, or

radicals like William Hazlitt and Francis Place; they also came from respected and

justly respected economists, such as Nassau Senior, and from respected andjusfly

iespectedphilosophers, such as RichardWhately. And though these criticisms were'

*t o"Uy, t "t all of equal weight, there was not a single one of them, at least as far

as my reading extends, which completely missed its mark. I will give what seem to

me the two most important of these many criticisms.

Whately made a most illuminating distinction between two senses of such words

as 'tends' and 'tendency'. 'By a "tendency" towards a certain result is sometimes

meant, "the existence oi u "u*" which, lf operating unimpeded, wouldproduce that

result. ... But sometimes ... 
"a tendency towards a certain result" is understood to

mean "the existence of such a state of things that that rcsult may be expected to

nk plac€' .'re In other words, something has a tendency to F, in the first sense, if

anA oUy if it woutd F if left to itself; while in the second sense, something has a

tendency to F if and only if it usually does F.

There plainly can be a tendency in the first sense, without there being a tendency

in the second sense. According to Newton's first law of motion, for example, there

*
-
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is in all bodies a tendency to continue at rest or in uniform rectilinear motion: a
tendency which will be realised in fact, u.lless th. body is acted upon by some
unbalatced external force. But it does not folrow from Newton,s first law, and
nobody will imagine for a moment that it does fo[ow, that bodies usuaily do
continue at rest or in uniform rectilinear motion. In fact the existence of the
tendency does not even logicafly require that any body aver does so.

Likewise' Malthus's mathematical principle says inter aliathat population always
fendl 

to increase geometrically. kt us suppose that this is tme, io tl" nrrt sense of'tends'.. 
Then the principle says th;l population always wourd increase

geometrically, if it were left to itself, or 'operated 
unimpeded'. But it by no means

follows that population tends to increase geometrically, in the second sense of'tends'. 
It by no means follows, in otheiwords, that pop'lations usuailydo

increase geometrically. In fact it does not even folow trraitney ever do. And, as aplain matter of demographic history, they almost never do,ui -y rate rbr more
than two generations.

whately directed this criticism, not at Malthus's mathematical principle, but at acertain 'hyper-mathematical' 
principle of population, maintairr"i uy some hyper-

Malthusian whom whately does not nu-", to the effect that the pressure ofpopulation on the food supply must always become more andmore severe. But the
relevance of his criticism to Malthus's own principle is obvious, and can scarcely
have escaped whately's mind, or the mind lr uath,r, himself. For it shows that
the truth of the mathematical principle does not require that there should always be,
or even that there sho'ld ever be, any rcnnl pressure of population on food at all. It
does not entail that any rcnnl population """, irr"r"ur", g"o-"t iJly, any more
than Newton's first law entails thai any actual body continrues at r€st or in uniform
rectilinear motion. Indeed, it rvould be perfectly consistent with the mathematical
pnnciple' if no pop'lation ever increased at all, geometrically or otherwise.

The second criticism of the mathematical principre seems io me almost as good aswhately's. It is one which was t "u"r, p.rr,"ps, made as distinctly as it could have
been, but it was made by William Hazlitt,zo ior one. It is essentially as follows.
. 

The mathematical principle contrasts the rate at which popironon tends to
increase, with the highest rate at whtch food canincrease. But the contrast makes
no sense, because food, or at any rate the food of ani1aals, consists of organic
populations. The food of humans, for example, consists of parts or products ofpopulations of cattle, wheat, fruit trees, uees, mitkiog "o*r, "t". So if population
tends to increase geometrically in all species, then tilat i, t*" "rii"rt of humanpopulations, but of cattle and wheat pop.rlutioo, too: that is, of hutnanfood. And
conlrariwise, if infact something nearly always prevents that tendency from being
realised in the cattle and wheat on whicl we feed, then presumably something does
?t Ttglt 

nearly always. prevent it from being realisedin human'pop'lations too.
And if it does' where is there any of the piessure, alleged to u" o*u"rsal and
constant, of population upon fmd?

Malthus pictured oru populations as always pressing on our food, with huge
increases in the former being prevented onty uy the limited amount of the latter
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available. Well, we ae organic populations, and we do eat food. But we are not just

populatiohs: we cre also food, to countless species of bacteria, insects, and
(according to circumstances) other ani6als, while we are alive, and to countless
other species of organisms when we are dead. Even plants, including wheat and f'ruit
trees, are being fed all the time by human and other animal detritus, excreta, and
bodies. Now bacteria, mosquitoes, wheat and innumerable other species to which
we are food, all multiply a great deal faster than'slow breeding man'. According to
the mathematical principle, all the species to which we are food are constantly
tending, as we are, to multiply beyond the food available. So if we are in constant
danger of geometrically increasing out of house and home, why are we not equally
menaced by geometrically increasing mountains of bacteria, mosquitoes, and wheat?

Either of these two criticisms, if I had been Malthus and had asserted the
mathematical principle in print, would have had me worried sick. But Malthus
must have been made of different stuff. Neither these nor any other criticisms evcr
shook his faith in the mathernatical principle. It is still there in his sixth and last
edition of the Essay in 1826, as it was in the {irst edition of 1798. It is, perhaps,
given a little less prominence in the later editions than in the first. But it is still
there, explicitly stated and defended, in all of them alike.

Yet it is most unlikely that Malthus did not know of Whately's criticism, which
was published in 1832, when Malthus was still in good health and intellectually
active. Besides, part of Senior's criticism was essentially identical with that ol
Whately, and Malthus certainly did know of it, because he corresponded with Senior
on the matter. (See the latter's Two Lecfires on Population, 1829.) We know hc
had read Godwin's criticisms of the mathematical principle in Of Population,
(1820), because Malthus (quite scandalously) was given that book to review. It is
impossible to believe that he would not have read the essay on 'Mr Malthus' in
Hazlitt's The Spirit of the Age, (1825). And if he did, he would have there comc
across the criticism about food belng population.

One can therefore only conclude that Malthus considered the two criticisms I have
mentioned, and all the others, either mistaken or unimportant. And if he did, well,
there were intelligent people decades after his death who agreed with him. For thc
mathematical principle was in 1859 incorporated by Darwin into The Origin ol
Species, without any sign of doubt or uneasiness. He refers no fewer than nine
times in that book to 'all plants and animals ... tending to increase at a geometrical
ratio',zr to 'the geometrical tendency to increase', and so on; and on two of thcse
occasions he refers to Malthus by name.zz Thirty years later still, in Darwinism,
Wallace likewise refers to 'the rapid increase, in a geometrical ratio, of all the
species of animals and plants.'23 I do not know whether either Darwin or Wallace
ever heard of the objections which had been made to the mathematical principle
long before. But if they did, they must have thought that there was nothing in
them.

If they did think so, however, they were wrong; and wrong in exactly the same
way as Whately had pointed out that Malthus was. The mathematical principle is
either straightforwardly false or else predictively impotent. It is false if 'tends to
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increase gmmetrically'means 'usuelly does increase geometrically'. Butif itmeans
only 'would increase geometrically if left to itself', then the principle could be true
without there being, always or usually, any rcual pressure of population on food at
all, and hence without there being any struggle for life among conspecifics or
consequent child mortality. It would not even follow that anything of that kind eya
happens.

Clearly, it was the plain principle of population which both Malthus and Darwin
needed for their respective purposes. Malthus needed a constant and rmiversal
pressure of population on food, for his biological argument against communists
and other egaliarians. Even with that pressure, (as I pointed out near the end of the
preceding essay), that argument is a failure; but without it, Malthus would have had
no biological argument at all. More importantly, it is clearly the plain principle
which Darwin and Wallace needed, for their explanation of evolution. For the plain
principle, as we have seen, does ensure that there will be in every species a severe
struggle for life among conspecifics, and a high child mortality. And that is the
very thiug, of course, which is needed to ensure in turn that in every species there
will be that natural selection which is, according to the Darwinian theory, the vqa
causa of evolution.

IJut now, is the plain principle of population any less exposed than the
mathematical one, to the two objections I have mentioned? I will not here pursue
the Hazlitt objection, based on the fact that food, at least among animals, is
population: not because this objection does not deserve pursuing - far from it - but
lrecause I find it so bewildering that I cannot pursue it effectively. But what about
the Whately objection, or a variant of it? After all, the word 'tends', in which
Whately detected an ambiguity fatal to the mathematical principle, also occws in
fhe plain one: that population always presses on food, arrd ten^ toincrease beyond
it. Perhaps 'tends' suffers from a fatal ambiguity here too?

Besides, (as will be obvious to any philosophical eye), the idea of tendency is
present from the outset, in speaking of population as pressing upon food. Nor can
we escape the idea of tendency, by resorting to the alternative version of the plain
principle: 'organic populations are always as large as their food supply permits, or
else are rapidly approaching that limit'. For, under the transparent disguise of the
word 'approaching', 

the idea of tendency is plainly present here too.
Well: 'population 

always presses on food, and tends to increase beyond it'. If
' tends to increase beyond it' means only, 'would increase beyond it if left to itself' ,
then the plain principle is predictively impotent, just as the mathematical one is
under the corresponding sense of 'tends to increase geometrically'. On this
interpretation, the plain principle does not imply the occurrence of any actual
struggle for life among conspecifics, or any actual child mortality, at all; any more
than Newton's first law implies the existence of any actual body which is at rest or
in uniform rectilinear motion.

If it had /ils meaning, the plain pnnciple would clearly be no use whatever to the
Darwinian theory of evolution. For that theory requires an actual stmggle for life
among conspecihcs, always and everywhere, and an actual child mortality: anything
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less wonld not be enough tci bring aboat acttnl natural selection, always and

everywherb. A merely hypothetical natural selection, which would occur f
population were left to itself, would not suffice for Darwinism at all.

So let us try the other sense of 'tends': the sense in which 'tends to F' means
'usually does F'. Then the plain principle comes out this way: 'population always
presses on food, and wwlly does increase beyond it'. And this, by contrast, is 'just

what the doctor ordered' for the Darwinian theory of evolution. For now the plain
principle does imply that in every species there will be, at least usually, a struggle
for life, a child mortality, and consequent natural selection of the individuals best
fitted to survive.

We see, then, exactly what it is that the Darwinian theory requires, in the way of

a Malthusian principle of population. First, it must be, not the mathematical
principle, but the plain one: that population always presses on food, and tends to

increase beyond it. And second, 'tends' must be understood here, not in the 'thiu'

sense, in which 'tends to F' means only 'would F if left to itself', but in the 'thick'

sense, in which it means 'usually does F'.
But even this, alas, is not quitc what the doctor ordered for Darwinism. For

according to the Darwinian theory, natural selection goes on always and everywhere

in every species. Now, for natural selection to be going on, a struggle for life, with

a child mortality, has to be going on. And for thot to be going on, there has 'to be

an excess of population above the number which there is food to support. So, if

natural selection is going on always and everywhere, then there has to be such:ur
excess, notjust usuolly, but always. But this is to say that every species is always

actually increasing, and hence need never fear extinction, or even declining or

stationary numbers!
Think of a population which has increased up to its Malthusian limit - that is,

has become exactly as numerous as there is food to support - and which, from that
time on, proceeds to decline or at least not increase in numbers, while its food
supply remains what it was at the limit. There will then be no struggle for life
among conspecifics, and no child mortality arising from that struggle: for there will

be enough food to support all that are bom. There will, consequently, be no natural

selection going on: 'the examinations set down for today have been cancelled'. Yet,

according to the Darwinian theory, natural selection goes on always and

everywhere. Whence it follows that there cannot be any such population as this

one, with its declining or stationary numbers: all populations must always increase
in numbers.

The Darwinian theory is in fact, then, exposed to a fatal objection which is

essentially identical with the one made by Whately to Malthus's mathematical
principle of population. If the word 'tends' bears only its 'thin' sense, then

Darwin's theory and Malthus's principle alike fail to predict arry pressure of

population on food, any struggle for life, any child mortality, or any natural

selection. ff, on the other hand, 'tends' bears its 'thick' sense, then both Darwin's

theory and Malthus's principle predict too much pressure of population on food,

too much struggle for life, too much child mortality, and too much natural
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selection: that is, more than really exists.

'Oh Darwinian stnrggle for life - what crimes have been committed in thy name!'
some of these crimes are well known, and have even become a political clich6.

Namely, those of the American capitalists who, late in the last century and early in
the present one, used the Darwinian idea of a rniversal struggle for life as a
scientific justification of their ruthless acquisitiveness.24 It is less well known, trut
still is fairly well known, that Adolf Hitler found or thought he found an
authorisation for his policies in the Darwinian theory of evolution. He said, for
example, that 'if we did not respect the law of nature, imposing our will by the
right of the stronger, a day would come when the wild animals would again devour
us - then the insects would eat the wild animals, and finally nothing would exist
cxcept the microbes. By means of the struggle the elites are continually renewed.'l'he 

law of selection justifies this incessant struggle by allowing the survival of the
llttest. Christianity is a rebellion against natunl law, a protest against nature.'2s

What deserves to be well known, but has in fact been virtually forgotten, is this:
that if Darwinism once furnished a justification, retrospective or prospective, for
lhe crimes of capitalists or National Socialists, it performed the same office to an
cven greater extent, between about 1880 and 1920, for the crimes, already
comrnitted or still to be committed, of Marxists. It is in fact scarcely possible to
cxaggerate the extent to which Marxist thought in this period incorporated
Darwinism as an essential component. Marxists do not believe, of course, that
there will be any struggle for life among human beings in the future classless
society. But it was that Darwinian conception which Marxists at this time adopted
as f.lreir description of humanlife wfor capitalism.

T'hc reader can easily verify this statement, by opening any Marxist book,
parnphlet, or newspaper of that perid, whether written by an American Marxist, a
Russian one, a German, or whatever. For example, an American book which
borrowedits title from DarwinandWallace, The Struggle fur Existence, and which,
despite being a very large volume, had reached its seventh edition by about 1904:zo
what sort of book would that l:nv e been? Hardly anyone nowadays could guess the
right answer to this question. But to anyone familiar with the Marxist literature of
llris period, the right answer will be obvious: it was a manual of Marxism.

In Russia in the 1880s, numerous small groups contended with one another for
the leadership of the entire communist-terrorist movement. Sergius Stepniak was
the leader of one of these groups, and he published a collection of his pamphlets,
Nihilism As It Is, in about 1893. In this book he rests his own group's claim to
the leadership on its having arisen, from other'incomplete organisations, by virnre
of natural selection'27 rmder Czarist pressure.

Of course Stepniak and W.T. Mills, (who wrote The Struggle for F*istence),are
authors now forgotten. But not all the authors who combined Marxism with
I)arwinism have been forgotten. Jack Inndon is one who has not. Another is
Upton Sinclair, whose powerful Marxist novel The Jungle, (1906), portrays life in
Chicago under capitalism as life in a Darwinian jungle. Yet another is August
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Bebel, the leader of Manrist Social Democracy in Germany in the late lgth century.
His main book - and a good book too - was Woman Urds Sociahsrr,ze which is
a perfect sanmple of the blending of Darwinism with Marxism, especially in
Chapter V of its longest section, 'Woman in the hesent'. The 1904 English
translation of this book, I may add, was from the thirty-third Germm edition: a fact
which will indicate how far from being idiosyncratic was Bebel's combination of
Darwinism with Marxism.

A present day reader is likely to think that this combination, even if it was once
common, must always have been an incongruous one. But that is a complete
mistake, and can only arise from ignorance, or from a present day Marxist hostility
to 'biologism'. If the combination of Darwin with Marx were incongruous, then a
book like Bebel's would have to be firll of leaky joints or weak stitches, wherever
the author's Marxism ended and his Darwinism began, or vice versa. But anyone
who attempts to identify any such weak points in woman IIfu socialism will
find his attempt more educational than successfirl.

It will perhaps be said, in defence of Darwinism, that many and enormous crimes
have been committed i11 1foe name of every large and influential body of ideas
bearing on human life. whether that is true or not, I do not know. But even if it is,
there are great and obvious differences, among such bodies of ideas, in how easily
and naturally they amount to incitement to the commission of crimes.
confucianism, for example, or Buddhism, do not appear to incite their adherents to
crime easily or often. National Socialism, by contrast, and likewise Manism, do
easily and naturally hold out such incitements to their adherents, and indeed (as is
obvious) owe a good deal of their attractiveness to this very fact.

It is impossible to deny that, in this respect, Darwinism has a closer affinity with
National Socialism or Marxism than with c-onfucianism or Buddhism. Darwin told
the world that a 'struggle for life', a 'struggle for existence', a 'battle for life',zc is
always going on among the members of every species. Although this proposition
was at the time novel and surprising, an immense number of people accepted it.
Now, will any rational person believe that accepting this proposition would have
no effect, or only randomly varying effects, on people 's attitudes towalds their own
conspecifics? No. will any rational person believe that accepting this novel
proposition would tend to improve people's attitudes to their conspecifics - for
example, would tend to make them less selfish, or less inclined to domineering
behaviour, than they had been before they accepted it? No.

Quite the contrary, it is perfectly obvious that accepting Darwin's theory of a
'niversal struggle for life must tend to strengthen whatever tendencies people had
beforehand to selfisbness and domineering behaviour towards their fellow humans.
Hence it must tend to make them worse than they were before, and more likely to
commit crimes: especially crimes of rapacity, or of cruelty, or of dominance for the
sakeof dominance.

These considerations are exceedingly obvious. There was therefore never ary
excuse for the indignation and surprise which Darwinians md neo-Darwinians have
nearly always expressed, whenever their theory is accused of being a morally
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subversive one. For the s"me reason there is, and always was, every iustification
for the people, begrnning with Darwin's contemporaries, who rnfu that ac*asation
against the theory. Darwin had done his best, (as I said in Essay II above), to
separate the theory of evolution from the matrix of murderous ideas in which
previously it had always been set. But in fact, since the theory says what it does,
there is a limit, and a limit easily reached, to how m'och cot be done in the way of
such a separation. The Darwinian theory of evolution is an incitement to crime:
that is simply a fact.

It is perfectly possible, of course, and indeed it constantly happens, that
publishing a certain proposition is an incitement to crime, and yet that the
proposition is a true one. If alarge amount of money, or drugs, or firearms, is
unprotected at a certain place, and I publish this truth, then I incite to crime: indeed,
'the greater the truth, the greater the incitement'. This is merely an instance of what
every sensible person knows: that there are truths which morally ought not to be
told to children, to the moribund, to people whose sanity hangs by a thread, or to
the criminally-inclined. So I do not mention Darwinism's being an incitement to
crime as a reason for thinking that it is false. I mention it as a fact worth knowing,
which is almost never stated, but is, very often indeed, wilfully concealed even by
people who know it perfectly well.

ButI have in this essay given a reason, (additional to those I gave in Essays II and
IV above), for believing that the Darwinian theory of evolution is false. Namely,
that it implies a struggle for life "motrg humans which is far more severe, and a
child mortality which is far higher, than any which really exists, or indeed could
exist, consistently with our species surviving at all. At least in the case of our
species, the unobservability of the struggle for life, which Darwin and Wallace
made such ludicrous attempts to explain, has a very simple explanation: the
struggle does not exist. That is why it has never been observed, either in civilised
or in savage life.

There are countless populations of animals, as I pointed out in Essay II, in which
a stmggle for life is quite certainly not going on. For example, the dogs which are
dmestic pets in a Sydney suburb, the racehorses in a large training establishment,
q the merino sheep in apized breeding flock. Not even the most armour-plated
Dars'inian will believe that tlese populations are constantly increasing up to the
limit that their food supply perrnits, and are in consequence subject to severe child
mortalities and to nahual selection. The prize merinos, after all, are undergoing
intensive utifrctal selection by their human controllers, and no sane person thinks
that they ale undergoing nahral selection o wel/.

So when I say that in human populations the Darwinian struggle for life does not
exist, it is not as though I am claiming for our species some privileged status
which is unheard-of anywhere else in the animal world. I am merely claiming for us
a status which exists, and which everyone knows exists, in countless populations
of domestic or semi-domestic animals.
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That there is a marked analogY, at the very least, between civilised humans and

the domestic breeds of other animals, did not escape Darwin's notice. He wrote that
'civilised men ... are in one sense highly domesticated.'so The remark was

somewhat cryptic, since Darwin does not sa,y whol sense this one is; nor did he

develop the thought anywhere else, that I know of. But a great biologist of our own

century, Konrad Lorenz, has fleshed out Darwin's hint with massive and

compelling detail, in some pages which no one who has ever read them is likely to

forget.r t
Invaluable though those pages of Lorenz are, they also invite a very obvious and

serious objection. He, like Darwin, is plainly ascribing a'domesticated'character,

not to the members of our species in general, but just to the civilised ones among

them. But if the word'domesticated'means what it says, then by whom q wlwt

can certain human beings have first been domesticated? By savage humans? By

some ofher animals? By gods, or (as was once Yery widely believed) by demigods,

such as hometheus and Heracles? Every possible answer seems to be equally
unsatisfactory.

Besides, this idea of Lorenz and Darwin puts too wide an interval between

civilised and savage man. When Darwin first encormtered the Yahgan Indians in

their homeland of Tierra del Fuego, he was thrmderstruck. 'I could not have believed

how wide was the difference between savage and civilised man: it is greater than

between a wild and [a] domesticated animal, inasmuch as in man there is a greater

powerof improvement.'32 But in fact Darwin was mistaken about the Yahgans:

indeed, just about as completely mistaken as it would have been possible to be. We

know this from the testimony of a man who was born and spent most of his life

among them. This was Lucas Bridges, whose parents were Christian missionaries
to the Yahgans, and the first white settlers in Tierra del Fuego, only a few decades
after the kagle b visit.ls

Darwin, and everyone else on the kagb, believed that the Yahgans were
cannibals. In fact they were so far from being so that, among them, even to eat the
flesh of a condor earned opprobrium, because that bird might have eaten hunan
flesh. Their language, Darwin wrote, 'scarcely deserves to be called articulate'.34
But Lucas Bridges' father compiled 3 lahgan dictionary of 32,000 words, which did

not pretend to be complete at that. Darwin thought the Yahgans were careless and

even brutal towards their children; in fact they were intensely devoted to them.

Their religion wiu as important to them as it is to every primitive people; Darwin
was unaware of its very existence. And as for their everyday social life, much of it
was, even by Darwin's own description, 'just like home'. There was, ;s1 e;emple,
lying ad detestation of liars; theft qd recognition that theft is a crime; men who
alienated the affections of other men's wives, amid general disapproval; and so on.
All of which was no doubt equally true of the civilised people on board the kagle,
even under the command of that most formidable autocrat, Capt. Robert Fitzroy,

R.N.3s
Yet Darwin actually said, as we have just seen, that the difference between the

Yahgans (say) and the people on the Beagb (say) is grealer tlanthe difference

75

il
=='

f

I

f
e



between a wild and a domesticated animal! Just a few weeks earlier, he had had a
blazing row with Fitzroy, as a result of which he thought he might be obliged to
leave the ship. Now suppose Fitzroy had marooned him among tne vanganl wim
only the clothes he stood up in. There would then have been only two ways he
could have survived: by being sustained, like a yahgan child, by the generosity of
the adults; or by getting food every day, as the atlults did, without even the
assistance of fish hooks or bows and ilrows, in one of the most appalling climates
and inhospitable terrains on earth. Thenhe would have seen the world rightly! In
particular he would have seen rightly the difference between civilised and savage
man. He would have seen that if the yahgans were wild animals, or something
more foreign still, then so was he; and that, since he clearly was not that, then
neither were they. In other words, the domesticated character of human beings -
although 'domesticated' 

is plainly the wrong word - belongs to our species in
general, not just to its civilised members.

As for that 'struggle 
for life' ,mong conspecifics, supposedly universal and

selsren[' which Darwin was later to make famous, he saw nothing of it among the
Yahgans. well, that should go without saying: there was none of it there.
collecting shellfish, their commonest form of food-getting, was done by family
groups, or by individuals. In winter, when the gruuraco, with a good layer of fat on
them' were forced downhill by the deepening snow above, a group of men wourd go
off for a few days to hunt them. whatever they got was simply shared among the
hunters, who canied home as much as tney coja to share with their families. well,
they would, wouldn't they? only someone who had 'the struggle for life' on the
brain would expect anything different.

come to that, what would it be like, to meet a population of humans who really
were always engaged in a Darwinian struggle for life? I cannot say. The best I can
summon up is a very indistinct picture of a number of people in a sort of
pandemonium competition for food. In my picture, the p"opt" are not
distinguishable from one another by age, by sex, by rank, oi ty attytliog -
although even gulls, even when fighting over food, are still differentiated to some
extent by their age, sex, and rank! As the word 'pandemonium' will suggest, the
figures themselves, in my picture, tend to diverge from the h'man form, in the
direction of cruel beahs, or claws, or teeth. I would not bother the reader with these
introspection-reports, if I believed for one moment that anyone else has, or ever has
had, a more plausible idea, of what a Darwinian struggle for life among humans
wonld be like. But I do not believe that anvone has.

what would it be like, even, to meet a man who really believed that there is a
Darwinian struggle for life among hL'nans? Even this, as far as I know, never
happens, and never has happened. which is certainly a very great mercy. But it is
not at all difficult, on the other hand, to imagine meeting sucha person.

He would be a man who actually believed that he is struggling-for his life,all the
time, against his parents, children, wife, neighbours, tte postman, the doctor, the
Lord Mayor ..., and also believes rhat everyone else is in exactly the same case.
what could we possibly make of this most unfortunate man? iis mental state.
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because of its obvious affinity with certain more familiar pathological states, might

aptly be namedparcia daruinimsis. In any case it would be clear that he is in

some extremely dreadful delusionary state. Nor would any cure seem at all possible,

rrnles5 i1 began with someone's convincing him that Darwin's theory of evolution

is false.
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Essay VI
Tax and the Selfish Girl or Does'Altruism' Need Inverted Commns?

... it is, after all, to [a woman's] advantage that her child should be adopted.
R. Dawkins, The Seffish Gene

i

There are some b€liefs which, though we have found them to be false over and over
again, never entirely lose their hold on us, because they appeal to something
permanent in human nature. An example is, the belief that 'the gnss is greener on
the other side'. Everyone of mature years knows this to be false, and y"i it "l*uy,
retains some degree ofinfluence on our behaviour. Indeed, this particular delusion is
so deep rooted that it is not even confined to human beings. I have actually seen a
cow escape from the well grazed paddock in which she had long been kept, and
promptly put her head back through the wire fence and begin grazin g inside her
former prison.

There are other beliefs which, though disproved countless times, never die out,
because they appeal, not to something in everyone, but to a certain perennial type
of person. An example is, the belief that everyone is at bottom selfish, or rhat no
one ever acts intentionally except from motives of self-interest.

There rs a perennial human type to whom this belief is peculiarly and irresistibly
congenial. It is almost never a woman. It is a kind of man who is deficient in
generous or even disinterested impulses himself, and knows it, but keeps up his
self-esteem by thinking that everyone else is really in the same case. He prides
himself, both on having the perspicacity to realise, what most people disguise even
from themselves, that everyone is selfish, and on having the-uncommon candour
not to conceal this rmpleasant home truth. who haq not met people of this type? In
the Australian-English of 50 years ago, there was a wonde*ul ixpression for this
kind of man: he was said to be 'as flash as a rat with a gold tooth,.
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This 'selfish th*ry of human nature' has a long history, but not, on the whole,
an impressive or even a respectable one. It has neariy always led a kind of
underground life, finding favour much more often with those who are ignorant and
envious, than with either the educated or the privileged. It comes into its own,
however, in periods of Enlightenment, such as the Sth century B.c. in Greece or
the 18th century A.D. in westem Europe; and the reason is obvious enough. once
the belief in gods has evaporated, it becomes at once a most pressing question, how
to account for the prominent part played in all previous hunan history by the
supposed human representatives of gods: priests and kings. r And the explanation
which comes most nahrally to an Enlightened mind is, that priests and kings had
been, initially at least, simply impostors: ordinary people to whom some
opportunity had been given, by the ignorance or weakness of their fellows, to profit
at the expense of others, and who, being selfish, had naturally taken full advantage
of this oppornrnity.

The belief in evolutim, (as I said in Essay II), was itself peculiarly a product of
the 18th century Fnlightenment, and from that circumstance alone would have had
some affinity wift the selfish theory of human natrne. But the Dtrwiniantheory of
evolution has an especially strong affinity of its own with the belief in universal
selfishness. For Darwinism says, after all, that in every species the individual
organisms are always engaged in a struggle fo'r life with one another. And what
could that stnrggle be, except a school in which the scholars do well in proportion
as they are ruthlessly selfish? An organism or a lineage of organisms which was
unselfish or altnristic - which ate less or mated later (for example), in order that
some conspecifics could eat more or mate sooner - would hardly be going ttre right
way about becoming a'favowed race in the struggle for life;. It would, on the
contrary, be taking the shortest possible path to being eliminated by natural
sele,ction, which can never sleep, and can never forgive inferior performers in the
game of survival and reproduction.

I-osca[y, therefore, Darwinians ought always to have accepted the selfish th"ory
of human (and all animal) nature: accepted it from the very start, and openly. Brrt
nothing at all like that happsllsd in fact. No doubt part of the reason was that
Darwin' (as we have seen), had quite enough to do in iass * it was, in the way of
pnzing evolutionism loose from its accustomed setting of republicanism and anti-
religious zeal. If he had openly embraced the selfish theory in The origin of
species, it would have sunk the book like a stone; and Darwin would have been
very well aware of this fact.

,Rut 
he was probably never even tempted to do so. The selfish theory requires, in

those who believe it, an appetite for insolence and absurdity far stronger than most
people possess or even approach. It is a doctrine tenable only by Hard Men, or (as
the French say) esprits lforfs. lnsolence held no charms whatever for his emollient
temperament, and anyway he had too much coulmon sense to believe the selfish
tlreory.

In this respect Darwinians, both in the lgth and in the 20th century, have nearly
always stayed within the lines laid down by Darwin's personal common sense and
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caution. They have admitted, very often indeed, that altruism, and especially
alruism on the scale that human beings go in for it, is a'problem' for their theory
of evolution: that is, is inconsistent , pritna frcie at least, with that theory. Which
is fair enough, as far as it goes. But some of us well remernber Hume's reasonable
protest against the 'custom of calling a dfficulty what pretends to be a
demonstration, and endeavouring by that means to elude its force and evidence.'z
And in fact Darwinians have, beyond all doubt, cruelly overworked this trick, of
calling altruism a 'problem' for their theory, and then proceeding to think and write
as though there were really no such problem at all.

Darwin himself never even conceded that altruism fs a problem for this theory of
evolution. He was not in the habit of drawing attention to problems for that theory,
unless they were ones which he believed he could solve. He appears never to have
been worried by the obvious disadvantages under which altruistic individuals would
lie in 'the struggle for life'. Instead of that, and characteristically, he explains to his
readers at considerable length that altruism would actually be an futage to a tribe
of humans, if it had to compete with another tribe which, though otherwise equal,
was less given to altruism among its members.s This is true, obviously enough;
indeed, a good deal more obviously than enough. But it does nothing at all to
explain how, in a constant competition among conspecifics to survive and
reproduce, altruistic individuals could possibly avoid being demographically
'swamped' by non-altruistic ones.

Most Darwinians, then, since ever there have been Darwinians, have resisted the
strong 'gravitatiorral pull' exerted on their minds by the theory that hurnans and all
other animals are selfish. In the last 25 years, however, this situation has radically
changed. The selfish &eory has been openly, and in many cases aggressively,
embraced by a large and influential group of neo-Darwinians: the ones who have
come to be called 'sociobiologists'.

These people are nothing if not esprils /orfs. 
'Scratch an "altruist" and watch a

hypocrite bleed', wrote one of them.l 'Nice Guys Finish Last' was the expressive
title of a representative article by another.s A third writes that 'altruism 

[is]
rcmething which has no place in nature', or in human nature either: 'we are born
selfish'.o All transactions between organisms, no matter how altruistic some of
them may appear, are in reality (according to these thinkers) cases of one organism
manipulating another for its own advantage: even the hansactions between parents
and their children. Sociobiologists all agree that '[nanrral] selection would favour
parcnts who succeeded in manipulating their offspring, over those who did not.'z In
fact these authors think, and say, that you will be on the right track in biology, if
you expect to find 'dirty tricks's and 'dog eat dog'e everywhere.

Sociobiology is like garlic: a little goes a long way. So the above quotations, few
od short though they are, will probably be enough to convey the essential flavour
of sociobiology, to any reader previously ignorant of it. Even in these glimpses,

''ou can see the tell-tale gold tooth sparHing a mile off. But it will be helpful to
nention some less srunmary expressions of the selfish theory as it has been revived
by these thinkers.

-
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There are physiological or behaviourar signals of submission which in our
species, in dogs, and in many other animals, terminate fights between conspecifics,
or prevent them from starting, or at the least usually prevent them from ending in a
death. The existence of these signals, according to professor E.o. wilson, the
leader of the sociobiological school, is profoundly ptnzling. They constitute, he
says, 'a considerable theoretical difficulty: why not always try to kill or maim the
enemyoukight?'ro This scholarly enquiry might will cause you, if you are a mere
normal man, and can remember being in a school playground fight or two, a sharp
intake of breath. But if, of course, you are a Darwinian, *-d b"li"u" that all
organis's, including youself, are engaged in a struggle for life, or if you take for
$anted that humans and all other enimals are selfish - why zol, indeed, .always 

try
to kill or maim 1fue enemy outright'?

As a second example, consider qommrrnication. Everyone knows that organisms
sometimes commrmicate with one another as part of an attempt at manipulation of
the 'signal-receiver' 

by the 'signal-sender'. 
An unscrupulous second hand car

salesman, talking to a potential buyer, is a stock "^u-pl" of such self-interested
communication. So is Brer Rabbit, when he pleads with Brer Fox not to throw him
into the briar patch, (where in fact he lives and thrives). But according to the
sociobiologists R. Dawkins and J. Krebs, all comrntnication wlwtever is'manipulation 

of signal-receiver by signal-sender'. r r
As a third slample, cmsider the phenomenon of 'baby snatching'. Among certain

species of monkeys, as well as :unong ourselves, it sometimJs happens that a
bereaved mother will steal another mother's baby, 'adopt' it, and "*" fo, it. Most
people have heard of this phenomenon, and nearly all those who have - certainly
not just the bereaved mothers themselves - feel in a dim way, and with a dull pain,
that they wdentodit too. Not so the sociobiologist Dr R. bawkins. He finds the
lact 

of baby snatching deeply and importantly puzzling; as well he might, given his
Darwinian assumptions. As Dawkins sees the matter, 'the adopter nJ only wastes
her own time: she also releases a rival female from the burden of chita-rearing, and
frees her to have anotfr child more quickly. It seems to me a critical example
which deserves some thorough research. we need to know how often it happens;
what the average relatedness between adopter and child is likely to be; and what the
attitude of the real morher of the child is - it is, after all, to hei advantage rhat her
chrld, shouldb adopted; do mothers deliberately try to deceive naive young females
into adopting their children?'rz 11they don't, 

'why 
don,tthey? A q,restioo, I need

hardly say' even more breath-taking than wilson's question about ignoring
submission signals in a fight.

I hasten to add, in order to be fair to wilson and Dawkins, that they, in marked
contrast to some other sociobiologists, acnrally approve o/human altruism. Far
from writing about it with cynicism or even incredulity, they make it qurte clear
that they think there should be more of it.rs Well, according io their own accounr,
thrcre could not possibly be less, since there could not u" *y at all. we can
therefore only ascribe these authors' enthusiasm for altruism to an amiable
inconsistency on their part. Either to that, or to their attempting to manip'late
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their readers for their own advantage. For Dawkins is one of the sociobiologists

whom I mentioned a moment ago, as believing that all communication is self-

interested manipulation. And then, a fellow sociobiologist whom Dawkins

adriresr+ has been candid enough to say in print that'morality aside, the optimum

strategy for the unabashed egotist is wtwavering praise of altruism' .rs So perhaps

Dawkins' praise of altruism is not an amiable inconsistency after all' but

something more consistent, and less amiable.
Even on that supposition, however, it is a mystery what the writer just quoted can

have meant by his proviso,'morality asifu' . Nl moral education is simply some

more self-interested manipulation, if the sociobiologists are right. So what possible

need can there ever be, or indeed what would it even mean, to set it 'aside'? But this

difficult question is plainly one which is best left to specialists in the exegesis of

the New Darwinian Testament.

ii

If Professor Wilson were right, it would be a 'considerable theoretical difficulty'

why Darwin did not try to kill or maim Samuel Butler, for example, or why

Wilson himself does not try to kill or maim his bitter enemy and Harvard

colleague, Professor R.C. lrwontin. But this is zot a considerable theoretical

difficulty. It is just a joke, and a stupid one at that. It would probably be recognised

as such even at Harvard; though it would certainly be recognised there as a risky

joke too.
Dr Dawkins, likewise, cannot understand why mothers do not welcome baby

snatchers, and says that the question 'deserves thorough research'. (fhis phrase is,

of coruse, academese-English for 'I have got all these unemployed gradrrate students

... .') Though this is a perplexity which few can share, Dawkins is not absolutely

the first to perceive the difficulty .In Unck Tom's Cabin the slave Eliza flees with

her young son, in order to prevent his being sold off the plantation, and the slave

dealer is thereby put to (he expense of hiring slave hunters to capture the runaway

pair. The dealer and the hunters ruminate on Eliza's perplexing behaviour as

follows. 'This yer young-un business makes lots of trouble in the trade ... If we

could get a breed of gals that didn't care, now, for their young uns ... 'twould be

the greatest mod'rn improvement I knows on ... I never couldn't see into it. Yotmg

uns is heaps of trouble to 'em - one would think, now, they'd be glad to get clear

on'em; but they aren't.'to
Since Dawkins likewise cannot 'see into' mothers who do not welcome baby

snatchers, the sensible place to begin the research he wants done would be by

asking his own mother why she did not offload hizr? Unless she too has been

unhinged by the Darwinian vision of human life, as a ruthless competition to

survive and reproduce, her answer would be something like the following. 'Unless

as it may now appear from your present "scientifiC' perspective, and perhaps from

certain other perspectives too, I peferred not to.' But even an imaginary scene is

:
t-
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garnful to contemplate when it includes so much of both absurdity and insolence;
let us draw a veil ....

'why 
don't men or dogs in a fight always try to kill or maim their enemy?, .why

don't human or monkey mothers welcome Laby snatchers?'These questions are
typical expressions of the selfish th"ory of human (and all animal) nature, as it has
been revived by neo-Darwiniens in tne ust 25 years. Before the late l!)6os, no one
had ever asked, or thought of asking, guestions like these.

But they are also, once you stop to rook at them, questions typical of the new era
in western civilisation which began in the late r96os. They nuln" * unmistakable
family resemblance to many popular questions which bear-the peculiar impress of
the last 25 years.

-'why didn't all young American men eligible for the draft, instead of just
thousands of them, flee their country to avoid fighting in the vietnam war?, .what
if they gave a war and "*dy came?' .Why sho'ldn,t a woman have as many
abortions as she wants_to?' 'what right has the govertrment to stear part of my
money' and call this theft taxation?' 'How 

wt the pope continue b oppose
contraception? can't hc see that over-population is ruining the environment
everywhere?' It would be easy to multiply examples of these characteristic
questions of ou age; but their family t"r"-bi*"" is so obvious, that it can hardly
benecessary.

-These typlcal questions of our age are all foolish, and foolish in the same way as
the typical questions of sociobiorogists. why does not a monkey or a h'man
mother offload her babies for her own advantage, indeed! A feminisi night just as
sensibly ask a termite queen, why she does not in her own interests break out of her
prison, do something about her terrible figure, and start reading the most
emancipated female authors. A draft dodger miglt.yust as sensibly ask an American
soldier ant why he, too, does not ^o u.uy to Canada when war threatens his
survival.

The folly which is common to the favourite questions of our time, and to the
typical questions of sociobiologists, lies in a certain presupposition which they
have in courmon- This is, thar human life, and indeid ati auma life, is best
tldgstood by comparing it with the model furnished by youngish American adults
of the last 25 yean. By people, that is, who are, beyond an historicar precedenr,
free, rich, mobile, innocent of the very idea (et along the rearity) of food shortage,
under no necessity to wgrk, 'nburdened by familial, religious, or other loyalties,
undistracted by education, curiosity, or any disinteresled passion, principaily
Itxious 

(if male) to preserve a whole skin, and (if female) to preserve her
immaternity, They (as the saying is) 'just want to have fun', and are the first
instance in history of an entire generation, as distinct from a tiny minority, being
in a position to realise this challenging idea. For this ""ry ,"uroo, however, they
make a highly misleading model for no-uo biology; ani a still worse one, for
general biology.
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It is because of this shared though tacit ideal of human and animal life, that the

draft dodger and the sociobiologist both wonder how soldiers can be found for
human wars, or for ant wars; that the sociobiologist and the ruthless free marketeer
are both puzzled by the effectiveness of submission sigrrals in human fights and

dog fights; that the feminist and the sociobiologist are both mystified by baby

snatching nmotrg women and monkeys; that the anti-religious zealot and the

sociobiologist both marvel at the fact that a celibate priesthood can be kept up; ancl

so on.
All of these shared puzdements are special cases of one general puzdement,

common to the sociobiologists and to all our representative contemporary
qnestioners: why don't organisms behne with nnre rcgud to their own advwltage -

tltat is, nwre selfishly - tlwn they b? Of course no two of these various groups
have exactly the same conception of 'advantage'. The sociobiologist identifies
advantage wi& increased chances of survival and reproduction: the draft dodger
identifies it with increased chances of survival, and cares nothing at all about
reproduction; the feminist identifies it with increased chances of survival without
reproduction; the free marketeer identifies it with increased chances of survival and
enrichment. But none of the various facts which plzzle these people would puzzle
them at all, if they had not assumed from the outset that humans and other enimals

ana all selfish.
And yet it is plausible enough, or at least as plausible as Darwinism in general is,

that a monkey mother wouldhave more descendants if she offloaded each baby iu
turn onto someone else; that dogs who ignored submission signals from their
opponents would have more descendants; that soldier ants who escapted the nest
would (if they remembered to carry off a female or two), be a bigger biological
success than the G.I. Joes who stayed at home. And yet, well, they just don't do
these things. You can easily see what the source of the trouble is. These wretched
dogs, monkeys, ants, etc., simply do not know their own neo-Darwinian business;
although one would have thought that the imperative, 'Survive and Reproduce!',
was un"*biguous enough. At any rate, they do not know their own business as
well as sociobiologists do.

lll

H 'man selfisbness goes very deep and extends very far. But that is obvious, and not
in dispute. It needs no expensive education in biological science to teach ts tlnl:
mr did we have to wait to learn it from the recent saemples of draft dodgers,
feminists, or the business virfuosos in dog eat dog and dirty tricks. The question is,
rbether there is not also an opposite side to human beings - an unselfish or
dtmistic side - which also goes very deep and extends very far. The sociobiolqgists
ny there is not. I say there is.

Human beings do not like to be absolutely alone for very long, or to have the
cmpany only of members of other species. Almost all the higher mamnals feel
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the same way. If you put a number of members of any one of these species into a
certain large area, they will almost never distribute themselves over the area in a
random way, but will always 'cluster' to some extent. If two of these species are
put into the s"me large area, it will almost always be found that every animal is
closer to sorne conspecific than to any member of the .foreign' species.

It is easy to think of a Darwinian explanation for this common mammalian
preference for the proximity of a conspecific: so easy 3s 1s be rrninteresting. (Given
a certain biological fact to start with, it usually rs so easy as to be uninte1"r6or, ,o
think of a Darwinian explanation of it: that is one of the many sources of rational
dissatisfaction with Darwinism.) Here, however, it is the fact which is of
importance, not its explanation, whatever rhat may be. A preference for the
proximity of at least one conspecific is not altruism, of course. Indeed, it is not
cven sociability: only the first approach ir it. But very obviously, if it did not
cxist, there would be much less scope for altruism than there actually is.

Anyway, the proximity of a conspecific is practically necessary in order for us to
indulge the strongest passion of our nature: for communicarion. There are few
prurishments which we dread as much as solitary confinement. And yet, how
iunazingly difficult it has always proved to be, for prison authorities to prevent all
cotnmunication even between the inmates of solitary confinement cells! People
will talk. They will talk to themselves, to the cat, to their hat, to a post, if there is
rxr other person to talk to. They will talk with their fingers if they are deaf and
dumb, and with gestures among foreigners, if that is the best they can do. They
will talk with their eyes, at the last, when they can do no more.

M<rre specifically, h'man beings love to terch. rtis the young, of course, who are
the main recipients of teaching, but in fact nearly all of us are strongly disposed to
teach nearly anyone whom we take to be our inferior in knowledge, skill or savoir
faire. This impulse shows its strength very early, especially in females. It is
scarcely possible to prevent a four-year-old girl from 'teaching' her yormg siblings
or her dolls what she herself has lately been taught. In most people, the propensity
to teach becomes even stronger with time: that is one reason for the gamrlity of
age. c)orrespondingly, there is an innate and strong propensity in the human young
to lz taught. Everyone would recognise that a boy of five (say) is in some
profoundly pathologrcal condition, if he shows no tendency at all to learn anything
from other people. And there is nothing in any other species, (it can hardly be
necessary to say), remotely approaching the human passion for teaching the young.
In every other species, protection from d'nger, and provision of food, exhaust or
ncar enough exhaust what adults do, or can do, to help begirurers.

I'he intense comm'nicativeness of our species must have evolved; but this pious
formula only amounts to the triviality, that we have it now and that not all of our
ancestors did. If Darwinism is true, our comm'nicativeness must have come down
to us because it was advanrrgeous to people, or to some of the ancestors of people.
But once again, it is the fact of our communicativeness which matters here. not
how it is that we come to have it.

86



Anyway, it is perfectly obvious that people do not now communicate, or
commuricate as much as they do, because of any advantage which accrues to
themselves from communicating. lndeed, there are few human experiences more
conmon than that of people finding that they have injnd their own interests, by
too great a readiness to communicate, or too great a receptivity to the
communications of others. Yet lessons of this kind are constantly tbrown away on
us, simply because our love of communication is so strong, and so little controlled
by a regard for oru own interests.

While there is nothing in the least self-interested about the great bulk of the
commrmicating we go in for, there is nothing altruistic about it either. We talk and
write, show photographs, lend books or music, send anonymous threats, etc.,
neither for our own advantage in general, nor for anyone else's. Advantage does lot
come into it. With us, communication is an end in itself.

Of course our communicativeness is not itself altruism, any more than our
preference for the proximity of a conspecific is. But, again like that preference, it is
a practically necessary condition for the exercise of altruism. And not only that the
connection between our communicativeness and our altruism is in fact extremely
close. For it is perfectly obvious that there would be vastly less communication
among humans than there acnrally is, if the sufferings of other people were a matter
of indifference to us, (except as a danger signal for our own case), or were a source
of positive satisfaction to us. Communication is repessed byindifferencetowards
the sender of a message. So it is by enmity towards the sender: that is why
messengers have abetter than average chance ofbeing shot.

For millions of our contemporary human beings, the enormous size of our cities
has merely served to provide first hand experience of the unparalleled misery of
loneliness. To these unfortunately, the minimal or entirely imaginary
communication afforded by a cat, or even a goldfish - nay, by a pot plant - is,
often enough, some slight balm. What a poignant commentary on the depth of our
hrmger!

Once a human society reaches a certain size and complexity, it always develops,
(as I said in Essay II), groups which discharge a specialised social function: most
notably, the military function, thereligious, and the medical. Now, the existence of
such special groups of people as soldiers, priests, and doctors, is inconsistent, at
least on the face of things, with the selfish theory of human nature. A soldier, after
all, takes on himself, in order to defend his society against hostile societies, a
higher risk of wounds and death then non-soldiers are exposed to. A priest takes on
himself, in order to protect the society from divine displeasure, permanent or
periodic sexual abstinence, fasting, self-mortification, etc. A doctor takes on
himself the task of trying to improve the condition of the sick, injured, or dying:
an occupation which but few humans find positively attractive, and which oue
would expect, if the selfish theory were true, to be invincibly uninteresting to
everybody. Nor do soldiers, priests, or doctors in general receive any biological
dvontages over others, which might compensate for these biological penalties
which they take on themselves.
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The non-specialised members of a human society are nearly always conscious of
the debts that the society owes to its specialist groups. Everyone recognises, more
or less distinctly, and feels some gratitude for, the unusual subordination of self_
interest of others which is required by the profession of arms, of religion, or of
medicine. These professions, unlike thosi of (say) cooks or prostitutes, are
resprcted. The specialised groups themselves, by an internal dyra-;sm of their
own, always proceed to make their own altruistic contributions to society more
conspicuous still. The army develops an 6lite corps, distinguished from the rest by
exceptional bravery and discipline in war. The priesthood th-*, up a certain sub-
order of priests, distinguished by a higher degree of sanctity and self-denial. The
most valued doctors, tending to be monopolised by the most important patients,
insensibly develop into a 'royal college of medicinei, which is authqised to dictate
standards to the generality of the medical profession.

People, I have said, 'take on themselves' the biological peiralties inseparable from
being a soldier, pries-t, or doctor. The phrase ls a httle too suggestive of
contemporary 'career 

choice', but it is nevertheless essentially right. Mimbership
of the army, priesthood, or medical profession has occasionally beJn hereditary, but
tnually it has not. It has never been determined by " ruodo- process, or by a
democratic process, or by some somnambulistic- one. Joining one of these
specialised groups has nearly arways been, not only a voluntaiy step, but an
informed one. That is, people know in d)flrc that, as soldiers, tbey increase their
chances of suffering wounds and death; that, as priests, they are explcted to forfeit
some or all sexual enjoyments, certain foods, hours of rlst, *d ,o on; that, as
d<rctors, they will often be required to subordinate, not only theirown convenience,
but the care of their own health, to caring for the health oi other people. No doubt
they 

do not usually know in advance, as well as they will know laterln, what they
have 'let 

themselves in for'. But then, that is true even in the most sophisticated
and infonnation safurated societies.'l'he 

professions of arms, of religion, and of medicine, are therefore essentially
inimical to the self-interest of the individuals who compose them. And yet - to
tnrrow wittgenstein's famous phrase - trese gan^s cre pwd. They are never
played nearly so well as the official ideals of the respectiv" !*", prescribe; but
that is trivial, because no game ever is. There perhap, o"""i was in the world a
soldier' priest, or doctor who did not sometimes passionately wish that his
profession was anything other than what it is. well, these ang specialised jobs: not
everyone is suited to them, and sometimes it seems as though no one is suited to
them. Sometimes it is hard to recruit potential priests; at other times no one wants
to be a doctor: and armies sometimes p.on" i-porsible to fill on the vor'ntary
principle. Yet somehow or other, 'nder every vicissitude of history and every
fluctuation of culture, these three specialised professions ae keptup, and their
essentially altruistic games are played. And what, after all, cotrld be mtre natural?
or rather, what ls more natural in human life, than the existence of an army, a
priesthood, and a medical profession?
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I hope no reader will suppose I need to be reminded that sometimes soldiers run
away before a battle begins, that some priests are selfish hypocrites, or that some
doctors cynically extort money from helpless or terrified patients. All of that
Enlightenment stuff goes without saying, but it is quite irrelevant here. My
purpose is simply to argue against the selfish theory of human nahre, and it would
make no difference to my argument if in fact soldiers ran away nine times out of
ien. But for selfish theorists, and hence for sociobiologists in particular, it is the
fact that soldiers b not always nm away, and that priests and doctors sometimes
approximate to the official ideals of their profession, which constitutes 'the

problem of altruism' , or at least a part of it.
of course if soldien always did nm away, and if priests and doctors were always

selfish impostors, then sociobiologists would be able to explain these facts with
srpreme 6clat. Nl these organisms would simply be doing what Darwinian theory
predicts: increasing their own chances of survival and reproduction. But alas, as
things actually stand, human soldiers, priests, and doctors - like ant soldiers,
monkey mothers who prefer to keep their babies, and dogs that accept the
submission signals of opponents - seem determined to deny sociobiology all the
most resounding explanatory triumphs that it might have eqioyed.

It is worthwhile to take a closer look at one of the three professions I have been
speaking of. Doctors are seldom inclined to under-value the contribution which they
make in their professional capacity to the well being of others. The same is true of
almost every branch of the medical profession, and the ward sisters in hospitals are
certainly not an exception to this rule. They are much more likely to over-estimate
than to under-estimate the extent to which the welfare of patients depends on their
discharging their pofessional duties conscientiously.

In every large hospital, however, there is always one ward sister who, for her
professional self-esteem, puts all the other sisters in the shade. It is always the
same one: the maternity ward sister.

This fact is not generally known. But among hospiltal workers, of
whatever department, it is a fact so familiar as to go entirely without saying; like
(say) the diffidence of doctors just out of medical school. Any other sister in the
hospital meets from time to time with some check to her authority to which she is
obliged to suburit. But the maternity sister exersises, in her domain, an authority
which virtually no man born of woman - 'no, nor woman either' - ever challenges
with success. If you tangle with her, then you had better (as the saying is) hang s.
to your night job.

The unique professional self-esteem of maternity ward sisters is not only known
to experienced hospital workers as a fact: the reason for it is just as well known as
the fact. The reason is this: that the maternity sister, and she alone in the hospital,
swes lives every dar. Everyone else, from the medical superintendent down to the
humblest clerk in 'Stores', can sometimes fairly claim to have made some
contribution to the hospital's altruistic goal of saving lives. But the maternity ward
sister is something entirely apart. Ha altruistic bent is like Falstaff s dishonesty -
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'gross as a mormtain, open, palpable', constant, inconigible. It is what she is pid
for, as plainly as boxing is what a professional boxerls paid for; and like him,
t!ruSh unlike many others, she does what she is paid to do.

But the most instructive thing about the maternity sister is neither the fact of her
unique professional self-esteem, nor the explanation of this fact. It is this: that no
hwnon being really disagres withher ownistimate of her value. you may think
that you disagree with it. you may be one of those people who have the'population 

explosion' on the brain, and declaim with passion, in public and at
home, against the appalling curse of human fecundity. But if you were admitted to
the delivery room, and watched the maternity sister at work, you would soon find
that a new set of priorities was emerging among your values. This would happen in
anl case, but especially so if the delivery threatened to be a ,langerous one for the
child or mother or both. Your overriding wish, you would then-soon find, is the
same wish as the sister brings to her work every day: that the mother and the child
should both, so far as the situation permits, come well out of it.

what are we to make of the matemity sister, and of the respect in which she is
held not only by herself but by all of us? Even for neo-Darwinian biology in
general, she is at the very least a serious problem. For it is not, of "oorr", u,
though she is reldd /o her patients. Indeed, if it does turn out that one of her
patients is a relative, she will not willingly perfonn the delivery. The ethics of her
profession, which forbid her to deliver a relative except in an Lmergency, merely
slcond the promptings of her own nature on this point.

91, 
f* sociobiologists in particular, and indeed for anyone who inclines to the

selfish theory of human nature, the maternity sister is ,o-Lthirrg a good deal worse
than a 'problem'. 

If it is (as we have seen it is) a problem for sociobiologists,
demanding 'thorough 

research', why women do not offload their infants onto other
women, what shall we say of the matemity sister? She consnnly qd deliberalely
extends Is best efiorts to facilitae the reprodrction of women ti whom she fus
not the slightest relarion of heredity. She is not even paid, at that, any fancy salary
for doing so: far less than many other people in the hospital are paid.-But whatever
she was paid, why wo'ld she do it, when she might insiead be reproducing herself,
od using all the dirty tricks which her "*p.rtir" might suggest, to rqprers the
reproduction of 'rival women'- just as sociobiology predicts?

A question for sociobiologists to ask themselves, indeed; and one which will
require, no doubt, a vast amount of 'thuough 

research'. A better question, though,
would be this one: 'How many ridic'lous pseudo-problems is yo'r theory allowed
to generate, before it is time to conclude that the only real problem in the case is
your theoryT

lv

In the same spirit, it is time I stopped saying that the specialised groups of people I
have been talking about are a 'problem' 

for the serfish theory of-human nature, or



that they are'pritnafrcie inconsistent' with it. Are they inconsistent with it, or are
they not?

Suppose they are. Then the selfish theory is so obviously false as to be not worth
talking about. The motivation and behaviour of maternity sisters, of soldiers who
are loyal and hrave, (and so on), are not out of the way facts, or obscwe facts, after
all. They are specialised facts, indeed, and different from the motivation and
behaviour of most humans most of the time. But they are perfectly obvious facts,
and therefore any proposition which is inconsistent with them is obviously false.
On the present supposition, then, the theory that people are really - when you
come right down to it - selfish, is about as credible as the theory that people really,
when you come right down to it, have two heads.

So let us try the other supposition: that the selfish theory is rof inconsistent with
the obvious facts which I have adduced about soldiers, priests, and the rest. In this
case, the selfish theory does not deny the altruism of (say) maternity sisters or
heroic soldiers.

But then, what des the theory deny, that anyone else affirms? It could only be
some super-&gree of altruism, or some $rpr-ertefi of altruism, which no s1e has
ever contended for the existence of. If the motivation and behaviour of maternity
sisters and heroic soldiers are 'selfish' enough to satisfy the requirements of the
selfish theory, then those requirements must be utterly trivial. They would be
satisfied, in that case, even 1f everyone were as altruistic as heroic soldiers and
maternity sisters. But at this rate, it will be obvious, the selfish theory has no
content at all, or virtually none.

The selfish theory, then, either asserts something which is obviously false, or it
asserts only a trivial truth. And as a matter of historical fact, the theory ias always
displayed a characteristic oscillation between these two 'faces'. It does so, not only
at the hands of its ignorant expositors, but at the hands of its learned ones. At one
moment, the selfish theory appears to be a shocking denial of corrmon knowledge
and cherished values. Yet at others, it seems to shrivel into a truism, or even a
tautology, which no one ever dreemt of doubting or denying.

You can find this oscillation going on, if you have antiquarian interests, in such
famous authors of the selfish persuasion as Hobbes and Mandeville. If you prefer a
contemporary instance of it, you can find it in (for example) the sociobiologist G.
Hardin. He lately defended the selfish theory as being a profound biological truth.
But he could not resist also plaintively suggesting that it is really a most
inoffensive platitude, amounting only to 'a truism', 'that winners win',rz and
asserting only what couW not fu otherwise.rs How one and the s"me proposition
couldbe both a profound biological truth and a truism like 'winners win', was not
explained by Hardin; and would, indeed, require a mind more powerful than his to
explain.

Critics of the selfish theory long ago traced its characteristic oscillation, between
shocking falsity and trivial truth, to a specific pair of propositions. One is, that no
one acts intentionally except from motives of self-interest. This is the proposition
which gives the selfish theory is required element of insolence and aresting falsity.

€
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The other proposition is, that no one acts intentionally except from some motive
or interest of ftrs. This gives the selfish theorist the elementtf impregnable rruth
Jvhich he also requires. And this proposition is plainly, indeed, impregnably true;
but only in the snme way as any other tautology is. O7 **r" oo one can act
intentionally except from some interest which he or she has; but this proposition isjust as trivially true as (say) 'No one can be married to anyone except his or her
spouse'.

It plainly does not follow from the tautology, .No man can act intentionally
except from some interest which he has', that 'No man can act intentionally except
from motives of self-interest'. That inference belongs to exactly the seme crass as
the atrocious (though ever popular) inference from .whatever 

will be, will be,, to'All 
huuran effort is ineffectual'. And to the same class, (to borrow 41 saample

from Hume), as the inexcusable inference from 'Every 
husband has a wife, to'Every 

man marries'. If you set out from a tautological pr"*ir*, you cannot validly
infer from it any conclusion which is not itself tautological.

Thrc possible objects of a man's interests, motives, or desires, are inexhaustibly
larious Among them may be, to wreak revenge on a particular man, to gain the
love of a particular woman, to serve his country, to experience the love of God, to
unjeqtand contemporary physics, to wibress the sufferings of others, to relieve the
sufferings of others, to acquire money, to write a great book ... the rist is endress.
But it can perfectly well happen, and often does happen, that a man p'rsues one or
more of these 'particular 

passions' without regard to his own interests; indeed, tothe.manifest injury of those interests, and even to the destruction of his wealth,
health, or life itself. The man who, in defence of his good name, challenges another
to a duel and is killed, is an old stock exampG; uut still a good example
nonetheless.

In the last three paragraphs, (as any philosopher will know), I have been
paraphrasing part of a classic work the examination of the selfish theory by Joseph
Butler in l726.rs In the fifty years or so before that date, Hobbes, Locke, and
Mandeville, arrong others, had made the selfish theory immensely popurar. By the
time that Butler wrote against it, it had become, as he comprains, an opinion &
:g'y, for every citizen who wished to be considered worlily wise, and not the'gull' 

of priests or other self-interested manipulators of their fellows.
-The-selfish theory, (as I implied earlier), flourishes always and only in periods ofFnlightenment. The first victims of Enlightenment, and tle most impo.tant ones,
are jof course) priests. Behind 'monkish 

impostures' - pretensions to miracle
working powers, divine authority, extraordinary sanctity, etc. _ Fnlightenment
discloses, or claims to disclose, nothing but worldly and cynical clerics looking
after their own interests. The next victims of Enlightenm"ot, uoa the next most
important ones, are kings: especially kings in their martial capacity. Behind
national military glory, Fnlightenrnenrdisclises, or claims to disclose, nothing but
the cupidity and vanity of crowned bullies.

By about 1725, then, the selfish theory of h'man nature was almost as much apart of the 'Revolution 
Settlement' of 16gg as a limited monarchy, a protestant
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succession to the throne, and a 'church by law established'. But alas,
Enlightenment is not only irreversible but insatiable, and proceeds inexorably to
devour its own children. It cannot stop with the 'rmmasking' of priests and kings as
being entirely selfish: it must proceed to disclosing that everyone is entirely
selfish. That is precisely what Hobbes and Mandeville, for example, claimed ro
disclose in l,eviathan, (1651) and rhe Fable of tlw kes, (17r4)respectively. These
books, nanrrally, met with widespread denunciation by representatives of religion or
of established governments. But they also met with even more widespread private
agreement.

Enlightened opinions are dways superficial. If priests, kings, soldiers, doctors
(and so on) were nothing more 

.lan F.nlightenment can see in them _ if they were,
in plain English, confidence men - then virtually the whole of hnman history
would be unintelligible, and the question 'what if they gave a war/a religion/a
monarchy, and nobody came?' would be a sensible one. But that is not at all the
way things really are.

The selfish theory, as well as having the superficiality which belongs to all
Enlightened opinions, has in addition a kind of umeality which is all its own. This
has often been noticed: Mary Midgley, 1s1 e;emple, accurately describes it as a
melodrurntic quality.zo The reason is, that a selfish theorist is always, and
inevitably, 'playing to a gallery' - the gallery of the unselfish - which, according
to the selfish theory itself, must be empty.

when a man is detected in acting selfishly, where it had previously been thought
that he was acting altruistically or at least disinterestedly, we think the worse of
him. we disapprove both of his selfishness itself, and of the hypocrisy or self-
deception which had previously concealed it from others or from himself. The same
thing happens when a whole class of men, priests 1ev sx,ample, is detected in
selfishness disguised as something else. An adverse moral judgment is passed on all
members of that class, by everyone who is not a member of it. And this judgment
is passed, again, both on their selfishness and on the hypocrisy or selfdeception by
which they had preveirted it from being revealed earlier.

It is a very familiar function of satirical literature, to reveal disguised selfishness,
either in a particular man or in a whole class, and to elicit moral disapproval of it.
Moliire 's Tarntffe and Samuel Butler's Hndibras are classic examples. In cases like
these, and in all common cases, there is no difficulty in knowing to whom the
revelation of selfishness is being made, or whose moral disapproval of it is being
elicited. It is all of us who are not hypocritical and worldiy Roman catholic
priests, in the case of rartuffe, or (in the case of Hudtbrar\ ali who are not self'-
serving Puritan zealots. These make up in each case the gallery that the satire is
being'played to'.

The same satirical intention is present, of cowse, and is very obvious, whenever a
writer advances the selfish theory of human nature. It is intended to detect
selfishness where it was undetected before, and to elicit moral disapproval, bo& of
it and of the hypocrisy or self-deception which had prevented its uelng revealed
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earlier. ln this case, however, there is a difficulty, and a glaring one, about what
gallery it is that is being played to. To whom can the revelation of selfishness be
being made, and, whose moral disapproval of it is being solicited? If every human
being ls thoroughly selfish, to whom can this fact come as a revelation, and whose
moral disapproval is the revelation of it srryposed to elicit?'lhe 

only possible answer is, the people who believe, at reast, that they
themselves, or certain other people , are not thoroughly selfish. But this belief is
false in every case if the selfish theory is true, and could only arise, concerning
ourselves, from selfdeception, or concerning others, from successful hypocrisy on
the part of those others. Yet hypocrisy and selfdeception are nmong the very things
which the selfish the.uy is intended to elicit condemnation of. So there is and must
be, if the selfish th"ory is true, literally no one at all in the gallery who could feel
surprise or moral indignation at the revelation of .niversal selfishness.

A more familiar form of the s"me objection to the selfish theory is this: if
humans had been unilormly and invariably selfish to begin with, how could they
ever have come, (as they plainly have come), to regard selfishness with moral
disapproval? The problem is actually more general than that. How could they ever
have come to regard atrything with moral disapproval; or for that matter, with
moral approval either? still, it is clearly the special case, of the moral disapproval
of selfishness, which poses this general problem in its sharpest form to the selfish
theorist.

The Enlightenment had an answer (of a sort) to this question, along predictably
superficial lines. Mandeville is a representative example of it. Morality in general,
he says, and the moral disapproval of selfishness in particular, came into existence
through 'the skilful management of wary politicians'.2l Human beings were
originally, just like all orher animals, entirely selfish, and devoid of any ideas of
morality. But, by wo,rking on their pride and shame, 'law-givers and other wise
men'zz managed to flatter and dupe them into a taste for self-denial, altruism, and
the moral point of view. In Mandeville's famous phrase, 'the moral virtues are the
political offspring which flatrcry begot upon pride'.zr

I{ave you ever heard of anything more ridiculous rhan this? It puts even Hobbes's
and I{uxley's 'war of all against all' in the shade, and could faily be callel,the cary
Man's Cave Man way out of Darwinism's dilemma. It manages to be both a self_
contradictory and a miraculous s0ory.

Pride and shame, as everyone knows, are two of the emotions which most often
deta pople from acting selfishly. Yet Mandeville attributes these emotions to his
supposedly selfish original men! Then, pride and shame are also emotions which.
quite obviously, include a moral element. ff, for example, you refrain from doing a
certain thing because you would be ashamed to do it, then you think that thing
wrong. A person who is influenced by either shame or pnde cannot, therefore _
logically cannot - be a stranger to all moral ideas. yet Mandeville's original men
are supposed !o be such strangers.

But if human beings 1,.rrdtr,enat first devoid of any ideas of morality, how could
even the most 'ardul' among them - how could anyone, short of a demigod - ever
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have got them, not merely to aet on moral ideas, btttto understand moral ideas in

the first place? With writers like Mandeville in mind, Hume justly said: 'Had nature

made no such distinction, founded on the original constitution of the mind, the

words lnrnurable and shameful, lovely and odions, rwble and despicable,hadnever
had place in any language; nor could politicians, had they invented those terms,

ever been able to render them intelligible, or make them convey any idea to the

audience'.2+
Even if this miraculous imposition of morality, on selfish and pre-moral human

animals, could be explained, it would still leave unexplained the earlier and greater

miracle: how the 'law-givers and wise men' themselves came into possession of

moralideas.
But we are here clearly engaged in breaking a butterfly on a wheel. As Hume also

rightly said, 'nothing can be more superficial'zs than the Enlightenment's atternpt,

supposing humans to be originally selfish and non-moral, to explain how they
came to be otherwise. It is entirely characteristic of the Enlightenment, of course,
to ascribe human morality and altruism to an extemal cause, and in particular to an

e&rcaiornl one (in a b'road sense). But it does not make any biological sense at all.

In recent decades selfish theorists - neo-Darwinian ones tbis time - have returned in
force to this old question, of the origin of altruism. With them, of course, this
question takes the new fonn, of how altruism could have evolved, and not beeir
eliminated by narural selection. A vast amount of mathematical and computing

ingenuity has lately been expended on this question, by sociobiological and other

Bames theorists, and especially by prisoner's dilemma monomaniacs.26
Unfortunately, however, no one knows how much relevance the results of all this
effort have, to any rcttnl events in biological history; or even whether they have
any such relevance at all.

I cannot, for my own part, take any interest in these neo-Darwinian 'solutions to
the problem of altruism'. The reason is, that I snnnsf take 'the problem of
altruism' seriously in the first place. Neither should anyone else take it seriously.
For if you do - if you start off by thinking that altruism is a problem - then
logicalty you will not be able to stop short of thinking (with Richard Dawkins)
that it is a problem, why mothers do not welcome baby snatchers, or of thinking
(with E.O. Wilson) that it is a problem, why he does not always try to kill or
maim the professors who are his enemies. But it is perfectly obvious that once
Darwinian annour plating has reached this degree of thickness, it is completely
inpenetrable by common sense, or "ven senity. The fact is, there is no problem
about human altruism. The only problem is Darwinism and neo-Darwinism.

I do not believe for one moment that human beings ever were devoid of altruism;
md my reasons are the ones I gave in Essay I for ridiculing Huxley, when he says
that humans were once engaged in a Hobbesian war of all against all. I do not

believe for one moment that human beings ever were regulady subjected to a
sruggle for life, and a child mortality, anything like as severe as Darwin and
Malthus imply that they must always be; and my reasons are the ones I have given
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in lissays II, IV, and v, for thinking that Darwin and Malthus were badry wrong
about man from the very start. As for those sociobiologists who by implication
deny the very existence of human altruism: -y .**oo f* disagreeing with them is
simply that I am not a lunatic.

T'here is no reason whatever, apart from the Darwinian th"ory of evolution, to
believe that there ever was in our species an 'evolution 

of altruism' out of a selfish'state of nature'. People believe there was, only because they accept Darwin,s
rh-eory, wlich says that there is always u ,t ,rggt" for life among conspecifics,
whereas there is no such struggle observable among us now, but a great deal of
observable altruism instead. The right concrusion to draw, of course, is that
l)arwin's th*ry is false. But the conclusion usuaily drawn is the cave Man one:
that there must have been an evolution - adnittedly diffic'lt to explain _ from an
originally selfish h'man nature into our present altruistic ana tax paying state.'I'his, 

however, (as a great philosopher saia in another connection), is nrst *sing a
drnt, and then complaining that one cannot see.-fhere 

is extremely little observable struggle for life, and much observable
altruism, among present day kookab'rrar, too Th"y are loyal spouses, and devoled
parents to their slow maturing young; and if you expect io ,"" kookaburras
squabbling over food like gu[s, you shourd com" pr"p*"d fo, a very long wait. Are
we therefore to infer, because Darwin's theory of ivolution is such a wonderful
idea, that there must long ago have been a Hobbesian war of ail kookaburras
against all kookaburras? Are we obliged to generate a vast game-theoretical
literature, to explain the mystery - a mystery inaeed - of how 

"origi"uily 
selfish

kclokaburras could have evolved into the petitbourgeois kookabunai we see now?
kesumably not. And yet if not, then why expend time and thought on similar
stories, which are absurd as well as il necessary, about the evoluti-on of our own
qrecies?

But if' on the other hand, yorn faith in Darwinism is so proformd that you simply
rnzslhave hrrman beings, not only in the remote past but now too, always engaged
in a struggle for life so severe that it leaves no room for altruism and exacts a child
mortality of 80 per cent or more: well, if you have made that rmcomfortable bed,
you will just have to lie in it. Atrd one of its minor discomforts is this: that you
will have to reconcile yourself to performing, all your life, that evasive trick of
which Hume rightly complained. That is, of calling cerr,ain facts - namery, the
lacts of human altruism - a 'problem' 

or a 'difficulty' 
for your theory, when

imyone not utterly blinded by Darwinism can see that these f*t, "r" actually a
demonstration of the falsiry of yoru theory.

The selfish theory of h'man nature was always explicitly intended by its adherents
to explode the belief, assiduously c'ltivated by priests and other obscurantists, rhat
a vast gulf separates our species from all other animals. It was intended, as
Darwlnism was always intended, to bridge the gap between man and the animals, to
-"r-uf{l*an self-importance, and to'cut us down to size'. Now isn,t that just
too bad? Because a vast gulf does separate us from all other animars, in poini of
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altruism, as in point of intelligence. That is simply a fact, and a very obvious one,
even if it llasbenstated bv a billion obscurantists.

A selfish theorist, especially a new-Darwinian one, is unlikely to have been swayed
by anything I have so far said in this essay. I have not done anything against the
selfish theory, and cannot do anything, except draw upon everyday experience and
common sense. I have on my side nothing which could possibly be dignified with
the name of 'a scientific theory', Iet alone a successfirl scientific theory. whereas
neo-Darwinian selfish theorists have on their side the most successful scientific
theory in the history of biology.

But even if we leave out of accormt everything to do with Darwinism, the selfish
theory of human natwe appears to have a certain advantage over my (or anyone's)
denial of it. For selfish theorists have always been able to poiut to certain
experiments which support their theory, and which appear to do so decisively. And
everyone agrees that decisive experiments count for llore than either everyday
experience, or the support afforded by a successful scientific thmry.

The experiments I mean are not of the ordinary kind, which are brought about by
human contrivance. They are some of those 'natural experiments' which hap'pen
without our doing anything to bring them about, but which are nevertheless as
though we had arranged them in order to learn something from them. Solar eclipses
*" 61 e;nmple of natural experiments. we cannot diminish and then increase the
energy which the sun's surface releases towards us, but during an eclipse of the sun
it is in certain respects as though we could; and as a result, a good deal of solar
physics has been learnt from eclipses, which could not have been learnt in any
other way. Another example of a nahral experiment is, the people who are born
blind but are otherwise normal. For they afford us a unique opportunity to estimate
how much of ordinary educability depends on being able to see.

The natural experiments which seem to speak decisively for the selfish theory are
all those instances in which people, subjected to extreme suffering, from hrmger or
torture for example, have been found to behave with regard to nothing except their
own survival. The survivors of a shipwreck, for slample, threatened with
starvation, bave sometimes killed and eaten one of their number. To avoid renewed
torfure, a political prisoner will often sentence to death his own associates still at
large, by disclosing their identity to the torturers. And so on.

No one will deny the reality of such cases. And we seem to see, in such cases,
every shred of civilisation, morality, sociability, and even of the closest
attachments of blood, peeled away, and human beings revealed as starkly selfish.
well, I do not deny that such things az evidence in favour of the selfish theory.
But I do deny that they are decisive in its favour.

One reason is that these natural experiments on human selfishness do not all tum
out the same way. It sometimes happens tbat among the survivors of a shipwreck
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or plane crash, all of whom are threatened with death from hrmger or thirst, some
bring water or food to others for as long as they are physically capable of doing so.
Malthus and Darwin have been far too successf.l in sulgesting that, in all enimals,
the impulse to sustain life by eating is sovereign and uncontrollable. yet it is well
known that self-starvation has been deliberately adopted as a method of suicide in
many ages and counhies. Then there are the familiar facts of fasting, on religious or
on medical grounds; of dieting, on aesthetic or moral or medicat gro'unds; and of the
religious proscription of certain foods. However it may be w-ith other animals,
then, it is absurd to suppose that human beings are under a biological necessity
always to eat what food they can get. yet the 'shipwreck, 

and simiiar experiments
are often described in such a way as to imply just that absurdity.

Then, political prisoners, repeatedly tortured to make them reveal the identity of
their associates still at large, have sometimes defied their torturers and carried their
secrets to the grave. others, mistrusdul of their own ability to withstand torture,
have often found a way of taking their own lives before the testimony they were
determined not to give could be extorted from them. North American Indian
warriors, captured by members of another tribe, and subjected to the most tenible
cruelties which human ingenuity could devise, have sometimes been known to die
scorning their tormentors' efforts, and ugrng them to try harder.

I do not say thal such cases are common, or even as common as the cases of the
opposite kind, in which people under torhre save their own lives at all costs, and
keep their own suffering to a minimum. But they are perfectly real cases, and are
quite as historically certain as the cases of tle opposit" kind. They may be
incomprehensible cases, and indeed they are incomprehensible, to sociobiologists
and to selfish theorists in general, as well as to most the representative fashionables
gf- the present day. (You would have tobe extremely uneasy if, for exampre, your
lfe 

depended upon a sociobiologist or a draft dodger standing firm under tortqre!)
But then, as we have seen earrier, a great many of the most obrio,r, facts of human
life are incomprehensible to these classes of people: the fact, for example, that
most mothers do not welcome baby snatchers.

No theory can be established, as distinct from being confirmed, just by the cases
it successfully explains. It does not matter how many of these cases there are, or
how well the theory explains them. For there may be other cases which the theory
Y 

dv does not explain, but in which the observable facts are the very opposite
of what the theory leads one to expect. That is how things stand with the selfish
theory so far. If, therefore, a woman and her infant are-both nearly dead from
h'nger, and she eats all the food there is and lets the child die, or if a iortured man
saves his own life at the cost of the lives of three or four associates, then the
selfish theory is indeed to some extent confirmed by these natural experiments. But
they are not decisive in its favour, since there are many other cases which tell
against the theory.

There is another reason why such cases are not decisive. This is, that they are and
must be exceptional cases. They might be coulmon enough, indeed, in absolute
numbers. Perhaps, around the globe, it happens many times each day hat a woman

98



can survive only by letting her infant die, or that a man can survive only by
condemning three or four others to death. Still, such cases could not be usual, or

make up most of human life, for a very obvious reiason. If a woman cnuld uswlly
prolong her own life only at the cost of her infant's life, or if a man cnrdudd uswlly
prolong his life only by tbree or four other men dying, there would very soon be no

one lefl
If such cases could not possibly be usual, then still less could they be u iversal.

And yet, what is it that these exceptional and gruesome cases are €ses of? Why,
just of astruggle Ior hfe among corspecifics. Though Darwin has made us all so

extremely familiar with the idea of a struggle for life among conspecifics, you
probably did not at first recognise my starving woman, or my tortured man, o
cases of that struggle. StiU, that is what they ,ne cases of, whether you at once
recognised them as such or not. And Darwin said - let us remember - that a
struggle for life amorg conspecifics is universal md perpetual in every species!

According to selfish theodsts, these cases, in which people condemn others to death
in order to save their own lives, are exceptional only in that the veil or veneer
which usually disguises human selfishness is for a moment stripped away. The
selfish theorist identifies this veil or veneer with the demands for self-restraint,
unselfishness and cooperation which every human society imposes upon its
members. But below this veneer, the selfish theorist says, human beings, even the
most highly civilised ones, are reallyjust as selfish as savages, sharks, or wolves,
and will always reveal themselves as such when circumstances, such as torture or
starvation, remove all the pretences and the superficial amenities of ordinary social
life.

This idea, that civilisation, morality, unselfishness and self-restraint, are only
superficial and misleading appeiuanaes, disguising our selfish, savage, animal
nature, I will call for short 'the veneer idea'. It is one of the darling ideas of the
modern Enlightenment. It first surfaced in the Greek Enlightenment of the fifth
century, but then almost vanished for nearly 2,000 yqus, presumably because of its
manifest incompatibility with Christian beliefs about man. Since about 1700 AD,
however, it has triumphed almost everywhere, and exercis€d an enormous influence
on the minds of all Enlightened persons.

There are several main variants of the veneer idea. The Freudian variant is the
most widely diffused one. According to this there is, in the mind of every civilised
person, an 'id', which is the assemblage of all the impulses natural to us as
anipal5, and a 'super ego' which is the inner representative of the demands of
society for rmselfishness, order, cooperation and decency. In the Freudian variant, to
act as a kind of gasket or washer between these two layers of the kind, an 'ego' is
also postulated. The ego has the thankless and endless task of putting together,
from moment to moment, a workable compromise between the brutish impulses
cming to it from below, and the unrealistic moral expec.tations being pressed upon
it from above.

.l
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The veneer idea has always bee' especially congenial to those Enlightened people
who have the cause of sexual emancipation most at heart. The Freudians are, of
course, the most famous and effective sub-crass of this class, but they were very fa
from being the first. Sexual emancipation was from the start high ou the agenda of
all Enlightened people, being judged in the rgth century onlyl fittle less urgent
rhan the destruction of religion and the overthrow of monarchy; and tne veneer idea
was early put to work for this worthy cause. Dderot, for exampre, put it to work in
two famous books. one was Ttte Nun,(published in r796bui in circutation long
before that), which is a proto-Freudian cautionary tale, about the awful effects of
t"plTli"g sexual impulses. The other was his imaginary supprement,@ublished
in 1796 but again in circ'ration long before), to the voyages of the explorer
Bougainville. The burden of Diderot's supprement is simiti this. .How much
better they arrange sexual matters in Tahitii How much happier would we Euro-
peans be' if oar sexual arrangements were not poisoned by priestcraft, and impeded
by a thousand imaginary obligations about fidelity, parenthood and property!'

Margaret Mead, of course, made the same exciting 'discovery' all over again, in
samoa in the 1920s. In return, a grateful world made her into an oracle, both
scientific and moral: presiding over Amencan anthropology, advising American
parents, from the President down, on how to handle the t'rbulence of their
adolescent children, etc. It. was not until more that 5o years later tbat her account of
Samoan sexual life was proved to be entirely false:zz an optical illusion produced
by the Jazz Age spectacles through which she-bad looked atler subject. Dderot had
at least known that his Supplement to Bougainville was a work of fiction.

Alas, the falsity of what these and other Enlightenment missionaries wrote about
the South Pacific did not-make the damage they did to the fabric of human society,
both at home and abroad, any the less great. The Enlightenment dream of sex,al
salvatiorr under the palm trees, is, to this day, one of th" thiog, which hourly
brings down yet more gigantic plane loads of tourists upon those riost Unfornmate
Isles. About the blessings which we owe at home to such beacons of sexual
F.nlightenment as Dderot, Freud and Mead, it can hardly be necessary to speak. Just
read the newspapers, or reflect on the marital and parental careers of yourserf and
yornfriends.

The other main variant of the veneer idea is the Darwinian and neo-Darwinian one.
That Darwinism should be a variant of the veneer idea was inevitable from the start.
For the Darwinian theory said all along that a struggle for life is always going on
among the members of every species; and yet there is no observable sauggre for
life in any h'man society, savage or civilised. (Except, again, in such exceptional
cases as those I have spoken of, of a woman having to choose between letting
herself and letting her infant die of h'nger, or a tortured man obliged to choose
letweln 

condemning ninytf and condemning his associates ro aeatn.y So, if you
intend to stick to the Darwinian theory, you simply have to say tha1, in the human
case, most of the time, the struggle for life is going on ierow the nnfrce of
society: concealed by the veneer of unselfishness, considerateness and so forth.
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The denizens of the dark but 'real' underworld of human life are conceived

somewhat differently by Freudianism zrnd Dmwinism. In both, of course, they are

thought of as being selfish, anarchic and non-moral; but their selfishness is

focussed on rather different objects in the two cases. In Darwin's 'struggle for lil'e '

the competitors, whether htrman, animal or vegetable, are b.ent on nothing but

survival and reproduction: that is, on food and future offspring. The impulses which

make up Freud's id, on the other hand, care nothing about future offspring' and

indeed lack the very concept of the fuhue. More strikingly, they show no interest in

food: surely an rmazing indifference, this, in impulses which belong to the anirnal

basement of human life. I suppose the explanation must be that id impulses

bmefited, like everyone else, from the marked improvement in economic conditions

which occurred between Darwin's time and Freud's. So what have id impulses got

on their minds, if not food or offspring? Why, just sex. In short, they are really
just civilised people of the 20th century. In no earlier age could Freud's theory

possibly have been taken seriously. Imagine trying to convince Isaac Newton, or

John Knox, or Eric the Red, or Charlemagne, or St. Paul, or Aristotle, or an 6lite

and exclusively homosexual unit of the Spartan anny in 450 8.C., that their only

d goal in life is - to copulate with women!
Despite these differences of detail, it is obvious enough that Darwinism :urd

keudianism are only variations on a coulmon theme, and what that theme is. It is'

that such things as self-restraint, cooperation, and consideration for others, arc

merely part of a thin disguise which society places over our selfish and non-moral

animal nature.

Despite the widespreadandlongstanding acceptance thatthe veneerideahas enjoyed,

and still enjoys, it is false, and even obviously false. For it compels us to ask a

certain simple question, and yet cannot answer it: namely, wherrce the veneer?Wlnt

could have brought such a thing into existence in the first place, or kept it in plac,e

if it M onc,e come into existence?
We saw earlier, in Mandeville, a clear case of this insoluble difficulty. Men were

originally, and are still by nanrre, he says, selfish and non-moral; but then morality
was brought in by 'law-givers and wise men'. Yet law-givers and wise men are just

men, after all. Hence if what Mandeville had first said about human nature were

tnre, they could not possibly be tmselfish or considerate or cooperative themselves,

and even if they were, could not possibly have interested their savage or wolfish

fellows in acquiring these rmheard-of and plainly deleterious attributes.
Freudianism suffers equally from the same fatal defect. According the this theory,

all the impulses which are natural to human b€ings are collected in the id. But then,

to 'drive' the super ego, what souroe of psychic energy is left? The super ego has

lhe onerous task of imposing a veneer of regard for others, order, and decency, on

the selfish, anarchic and indecent impulses of the id. It is supposed to be a fearfully

effective engine for this work too, inflicting untold misery on nrms and countless

others, by denying satisfaction to their natural sexual impulses. But what fuel can

this mighty engine of repression possibly be running on?

101



It d'es no gmd to answer, as Freud in effect did, 'fathers', or .fathers as perceived
by their sons'. Like Mandeville's 'law-givers 

and wise men', fathers are just certain
men, and are in any case sons themselves. Hence if the Freudian th*ry is true, all
lheir natwal impulses are id impulses too: that is, selfish, anarchic, and non-moral.'fhus 

we get no nearer, by going back a generation, to explaining the creation of
the veneer of morality. How on earth was that veneer "n"r-bro,rght into existence?
It must be on earth, of course, for Freudians: they are far too Eofignt"ned to
lxrstulate the intervention of a God or demigod. yei nothing in hurnannanre, as
Freudians porhay it, co'ld possibly have given rise to self-restraint, cooperation,
and the moral point of view.

Darwinism has been dogged, from 1g59 to the present day, by essentially the
same problem. Not exactly the seme one. with Freudianism, and with Mandeville,
lhe problem is how morality and altruism could ever have come to exist. with
Darwinism the problem is rather how those things, (however they might have
come to exist), could have survived. For Darwinian theory says that there is always
a struggle for life going on among the members of every species. So why was not
every tender shoot of altruism or morality always promptly sheared off by natrual
selection?

If you on an impulse make an altruistic 'offer' to some of your non-altruistic
conspecifics, they will - if words mean anything - close with your offer, and
thereby improve their own chances of surviving and reproducing; but not yours. If
you make a habit of this kind of thing, there is only one way matters can end for
1gu' 

and for any offspring you may mrurage to leave who inherit your amiable
disposition. Your lineage, far from becoming one of 'the favourei races in the
struggle for life', will quickly be extinguished.

This is the form that the question, 'whence the veneer?', takes in the case of
Darwinism. If the members of every species are always engaged in a struggle for
life with one another, and if h'man beings were selfish and non-morar ani64ls 4t
first, how could even rhe least little bit of morality or of altruism have escaped
being elimipxlg{ by natural selection?

If it is an insoluble problem for Darwinism how even the least bit of altruism
could survive, then think of the scale of the problem for Darwinism which is
presented by the advanced societies of the present day. In these, altruism has not
only s*rvived, but spread like wildfire, and even assnmed monstroru proportions. In
fact it long ago reached a stage of morbid gigantism wnicn li*tnus, as an
economist, had warned against, as tending to the destruction, both of all existing
wealth, and of the kind of person who can create wealfh. Thi* of our stupendous
present expenditure of money and effort on public health, education, unemplolment
relief, and the rest. (Quite a veneer, this!) And then recall that there are thousands of
Darwinians who are, at this very momenl puzzringtheirheads as to whether there
i; such a thing as altruism, with most of them gravely concluding, faithfully to
tbcir theory, that there rn'l, really! If only oo" hud ti" po*", of-ianguage that
f,q{d be needed to do justice to this colossal .scientific' 

farce!
sty & we devote all this money and effort to paying many unemployed people
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who refuse to work, to 'educating' many who are incapable of being educated, to

caring for the health of many who are hopelessly moribund or else healthy? Why &'

selfish girls, and all the rest ofus, pay taxes?
I hope you will not say, 'Because we know that otherwise we will be fined or

imprisoned'; or, what comes to the same thing, 'Because behind the tax man stands

the Sword'. That is. of course. the Darwinian answer, the answer of other selfish

theorists such as Hobbes and Mandeville, and the answer of Enlightened people in
general. But it is a hopelessly superficial answer, in precisely the Enlightenment
way.

There is nothing whatever special about the people who make and enforce the tax

laws. You could not find a more ordinary bunch if you tried. The tax men, like

Mandeville's 'wise men' and Freud's 'fathers', are just some more people' They are

not, in their own persons, any more altruistic than other people, and it would ttot

help them get their hands on oru money if they were. They are even, if you can

believe Darwin, competing with you and me and everyone else, to survive and

reproduce. They are certainly not the only group of people who tell us all the time

that we should send our money to them. Cranks of a thousand kinds are always

doing that, as well as assorted criminals. Severe penalties for any disregard of their

directives would also be enforced by the cranks and criminals, if they could. Some

of the criminals, of coruse, can and do enforce such penalties.
It cannot be due to any biologically irresistible selfishness on our pmt, then, if

most cranks and criminals do not get our money: since the tax men fu get it. Of

owse they have the power of the Sword behind them, and no one else, or near

enough no one else, has. But the right questions to ask arc, why it is in their

rmdistinguished hads that the power of the Sword has come to be placed, and why

it is that that power is put, on the scale that it is, to such unswordlike uses as

helping the sick, the ignorant young, and the unemployed poor? No answer is

possible, except that the tax men are known to execute, on our b€half (however

erratically), orn altnristic determination to help those people.
The same conclusion is forced on us independently, and in an unexpected way, by

those parts of the world - western Sicily, and pars of America and Australia -

where organised crime constitutes a 'parallel government', and possesses its own
power of the Sword. The Mafiosl, it must 6s ndmitted, are less concerned than

official governments are, with either education or unemployment relief. They

consider that they themselves are able to provide whatever education and

employment is really needed. But as to hospitals and public health, they put all

official governments to shame. Their maternity wards in particular, and their
provision for the care of the aged - based entirely on private generosity - are always

far better than those in districts where the whole burden is carried by the pttblic

pr.rse. The best equipped maternity section of any Australian hospital is that of

Gdffith Base Hospital.
Since selfish theorists must explain, and yet cannot explain, the veneer of

onselfishness in human life, it is not surprising if they contradict themselves when

they describe the pre-veneer men whom they posnrlate. Mandeville, as we saw, said
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that they feel shame and pride, but have no conception of morality: which is jusr
like saying of someone that he loves the fragrance of roses but has no sense of
smell. And selfish theorists fare no better in their descriptions when they discover,
or think they have discovered, a society of post-veneerpeople. colinTurnbull's
fu)ok, The Mountain Peopb,zt is the report of a recent supposed discovery of this
kind.

'Ihe 
book concerns a central African people, the Ik, who, by the time Turnbull

tbund them, had been expelled by various pressures from the hunting grounds
which had previously susrained them, and were obliged to try to live by i"rroiog
land which was simply too dry and poor to yield them a living. They were dying
out fast from mere hunger, and the survivors were in a dreadfully redrrced physical
coudition: a claim amply supported not only by Turnbull's text but by his
nunlerous photographs.

As a result, Turnbull tells us, the veneer which usually disguises human
sclfishness has quite fallen away among the Ik. They have .dispensedwith 

the myth
<f ahruism', (p. 130). All social bonds, and even almost all bonds of kindred, are
things of the past with them. Here, the structure of society has been resolved back
into its original constituent atoms: hungry animals. Selfishness reigns, unchecked
and rurdisguised, and is focussed onjust one object food. That is the only good of
which the Ik any longer have any conception. Indeed, their 'very word fu;good",
wtarung, is defined in terms of food. "Goodness", 

marangik, is defined simply as*fcrod", or, if you press, this will be clarified as "the possession of food", and still
further clarifi ed as " individtnl possession of food". Then if you try the word as an
adjective and attempt to discover what their concept is of a "good man", ialcw
erwtwutg, hoping the answer will be that a good man is a man who helps you fill
your own stomach, you get the truly Icien answer: a good man is one who has a
ftrll stomach' (p. ll2).

Tle Mountain People becnme a best seller. It could hardly have failed to do so,
since it has the same irresistible ingredients as such earlier best sellers in the same
vein as Mandeville's FaHc of tte Bees, and Hobbes's lzviarhan. Civilised people
love to shudder at shocking stories about 'savage' life, and to think .How unlike
ozr situation, thank God!' But they also love to think, if they are Fnlightened,'Apart from our thin veneer of civilisation, how exactry fifte these people we are!'
Turnbull's book had the additional advantage that, being publishedln 1973, it was
perfectly timed to catch the neo-Darwinian, and more specifically, the
sclciobiological vote.

But it also resembles Mandeville's book, in that it wears falsity on its very face,
and indeed on almost every page. More specifically, it *"*r t"ryrontradiction on
almost every page. The following are a few eaamples of things which rurnbull
,{t *' that are simply incompatible with the general picture he himself paints, of

1l 
t*i.l ties having been dissolved. I could easily giv". a hundred such examples.

Tb favourite son of a man nemed lomeja died one night in the family ho,rr".

-Ia1||- fi-omeja's wife] had suggested burying the body nexr morning. Lomeja
H s..l lso, beuer b,r.y it in the compound right away while it was dark, orherwise
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it would involve a fineral ad, of all things, afeast. The boy was not worth it, he
was only a boy. l-osealim refused, so l-omeja beat her, and it was she whom I had
heard crying, because she had been so badly beaten and, on top of it, made to dig
the hole. And Lomeja was looking stricken because now everyone knew that ftis
favourite sonl had died, and they would ex:pect him to give afeast' (p. 108, italics
added). I suppose that some other Ik men, though all of them were on the b'rink of
starvation, were financially ruined because they were expected to give a large dowry
to their daughters, or to pay for their wives' extravagant credit card shopping.

Though there is no actual shopping in Turnbull's book, there are dozens of
references to buying and selling, both among the Ik and between them and
neighbouring tribes. Theft is common and increasing, but is also acknowledged to
be wrong (see p. 143, for example). But buying and selling, and theft recognised as
wrong, imply the existence of rights of proryrty.And how can there be rights of
property, where no one any longer has any conception of good, except fd?

Not only are there rights of property "morg the Ik there is even a police station!
Turnbull implies, indeed, (p. 205), that the police are not altogether honest, or able
to be trusted with the custdy of young women. But that, of course, is no more
rhan can be said with truth of the police in many far happier lands. Yet it does not
elsewhere prevent them performing some of the functions for which police exist,
such as the protection of life and property; and Turnbull says nothing to suggest
that these police do not also perforrn those functions to some extent. But what is a
functioning police station doing in the middle of a Huxleian-Hobbesian
competition for food, or a Darwinian 'struggle for life'?! The conjunction simply
does not make sense.

Even the strongest biological ties, Turnbull would have us believe, are vestigial
or vanisfted among the Ik. The 'mother throws her child out at three years old. She
has breast-fed it, with some ill-humow, and cared for it in some marmer for three
whole years, and now it is ready to make its own way. I imagine the child must be
rather relieved to be thrown out, for in the process of being cared for he or she is
carried about in a hide sling wherever the mother goes, and since the mother is not
strong herself this is done gmdgingly. Whenever the mother finds a spot in which
to gather, or if she is at a water-hole or in the fields, she loosens the sling and lets
the baby to the grcund none too slowly, and of course laughs if it is hurt. I have
seen ... this many a time. Then she goes aboutherbusiness, leaving the child
there, almost hoping that some predator will come along and carry it off. This
happened once while I was there, ... and the mother was delighted' (p. 113).

That is, Ik mothers carry and care for their babies for three years, ad during that
time are pleased if they get hurt, or are killed by a predator! Could there be a more
gla.ing inconsistency? It is so glaring, in fact, that it actually embarrasses the
reader. Turnbull was plainly so determined to paint the blackest picture possible,
that he did not mind, or did not notice, when he openly contradicted himself; which
naturally makes the reader wonder whether the book was not dictated by some
pnvate misery, which the author had merely 'projected' onto his nominal subject
rnatter.
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If Turnbnll had been content to describe how protracted hunger Md lessened the
strength of social and even biological ties emong the Ik, he might no doubt have
written a truthful book. But of course he would not have written a best seller that
way. Nor would he have convinced his readers that every bit of unselfishness in
human life is only a polite polish which people put on when the living is easy:
which is what he wanted to convince his readers of. He did convince many of them,
too. One of the admirers of The Mountain Peopb is the sociobiologist Richard
Dawkins, who refers to it as though it were an authoritative scientific work.zs
well, he would, wouldn't he? Not surprisingly, another one of Dawkins'
antbropological 'authorities' 

is Margaret Mead.so Deep calls to deep.

It is a fatal interrul disorder of the veneer idea, that it makes it impossible to
explain the existence of the veneer. But there are, in addition, extemal facts which
ale equally fatal to the veneer idea.

The idea is, that people like you and me, underneath our surface civility, etc., are
really just savages or wild animals after all. But unfortunately for the selfish
theory, it has nrrned out that 'savages' themselves are not savage, and that .the

beasts', or 'the wild animals', are neither beastly nor wild. The last hundred years of
ethology and anthropology, if they have established anyrhing ar all, have
established this fact. The difference between us and 'savages', whatever it may
consist in, certainly does not consist in their being overtly selfish, anarchic, and
non-moral while we are covertly so. And the difference between humans and
anipal5, whatever it may consist in, certainly does not consist in their being wild
or beastly, while humans are not.

Ever since ancient times it has been a favowite saying of selfish theorists rhat
homo lupus homini: man is a wolf to man But the wolf, the zupposed paradigm of
wildness and beastliness, has let the selfish side down completely. For on closer
study it has tumed out that you would have to go a very long way to find animals
more assiduous that wolves in the discharge of all their parental, domestic, and
social obligations, or less prone to anti-social outbreaks of individual self-seeking.
If their devotion to a meat diet is beastly, so is ours. Their feeding habits are not,
any more than 31e those of any of the higher memmals, a mere competition to
engulf the most food. In what, then does the 'wildness' of wolves consist? In their
being dangerous to man, if they can get away with it? But so are we to them, if we
can get away with it. And so the comparison goes on, with no more wildness or
beastliness appeaing on one side than on the other.

If a selfish theorist were to 31ise emons wolves _ a vulpine Mandeville or
Hobbes, say - he would undoubtedly tell his conspecifics that lupus homo lupo:
wolves are men to other wolves. He would be profoundly wrong about his own
species, of course, and would be gratuitously insulting them, too. His conspecifics
would tell him so, if they had any sense. But he wotrld &, no more wrong, and no
more gratuitously insulting, than ow selfish theorists are about our species.

It has turned out, in fact, that no animals are 'wild', in the sense rhat we meant
when we first ignorantly called some of them so. That is, in the sense rhat their
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behaviour is free from social constraints, and is dictated entirely by the self-interest
of each individual. But this is also the sense in which selfish theorists 6"1igys that
we are, below the veneer, wild animals. Hence, in the sense in which they think we
are wild animals, tlere ae no wild animals d all, eitket of our species or of any
other.

There is, indeed, in horses and a few other species, a process - a proformdly
mysterious process - of being 'tamed' or 'broken' or 'broken in'. That is, a prooess
of being madc thoroughly "menable to a system of discipline which humans wish
to impose on them. But the state of these animals before they are broken in, and
the state to which they revert if they afterwards retun (as we say) to 'the wild', is
simply a differenl state of social discipline: one imposed on them by their own
conspecifics. It is not a state of anarchic indiscipline and individual self-seeking. To
think that it is, is exactly like the mistake of children and fools, that on a pirate
ship discipline is non-existent, or less severe and arbitrary than it is on a legitimate
ship. In fact, of course, it is more severe and arbitrary. Well, it had Mterb. hadn't
it?

Likewise, 'savages' do not differ from civilised people by having a thimer veil, or
a lighter veil, or no veil at all, placed over the selfish animal nature which is
common to them and us. In fact, as anthropologists have established a hundred
times over, the boot is altogether on the other foot. More than any other humans,
civilised ones go or stay, do or don't do, decide pro ot con, as their individual
inclinations and beliefs prompt them. 'Savages', by contrast, have their behaviour
rigorously prescribed for them, at almost every moment of life, by gods or
ancestors or elders or priests or chiefs, or at any rate by some external authority.
And the more 'savage' a tribe is, the more comprehe,nsive and vicelike is the grip
of social prescription on the lives of its members

This is by now generally known. But it has not been generally noticed that it is
fatal to a favourite idea of Freud. He told his readers that civilised people are
discontented, because of the uniquely heavy burden of instinctual renrmciation'
which civilisation, as distinct from 'savage' life, imposes. No wonder his civilised
readers were more than willing to believe him, especially since he implied that we
could probably by now well afford to loosen 1foe slamps just a little bit! But in the
fact the mores of any 'savage' society require far more 'instinctual renrmciation'
than civilisation does. F.nlightened opinions, as I said emlier, are always superficial,
and the causes of our civilisation's discontents lie a good deal deeper than a Freud
could imagine. In any case, we have now actually tried, on a gigantic scale, the
remedy for discontent which Dr, Freud recommended; but alas, we are more
discontented rhan ever.

It is not opening the way to anthropomorphism, to say that 'the beasts' are not
beastly. It does not mean, 1q1 elample that (as Hilaire Belloc sang) a tiger

Is kittenish and mild.
And makes a splendid playfellow
For any little child.
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Nor, in saying hat 'savages' are not savagc, is tbc any cmcessi(xr to a fatuous
aad dnngerous 'multiculnualism'. 

It dm mtmca, fcexample, that some Dayak
head hunters of l9th centur'' Btrneo wqrld fit in rcll in an Australian suburb of
the present day, or would do so il it were nd fa 'rrcism'. The differences between
humans and other animals, and between civilised hrmans and others, are exactly as
great and as many as - as they are formd in fact to be! And they are found to be, in
fact, many, vast, and intractable.

Human societies are almost inexhaustibly varioru, but there is one thing which
no human (or even animal) society is even remotely like: namely, 'savage' life, and
civilisedlife below the veneer, a selfish theorists cotrceive #. They think of people
as though they were the molecules of a confined vohrme of gas, which have no
mutual sympathy, or any other influence, exc€pt by way of collisions with one
another. This is the selfish theory to a T, as long as you impute to each molecule a
ceaseless and exclusive regard to its own interests. The only thing wrong with this
idea is (hat there is nothing whatever in reality which corresponds to it.

And yet the selfish theory, as I said at the beginning of this essay, never dies.
Indeed, it somehow always retains its irrepressible appeal, even after the weightiest
blows of criticism. In fact its influence is never entirely extinguished, even in the
minds of those who qiticise it most severely and justly.

Part of the reason is, that all of us inwardly know something of the great extent
of our own selfishness, and reasonably suspect that it is much more extensive than
we know. But the main reason is, that we can never forget for long those shocking
'natural experiments' on human nature, of which I spoke earlier. That is, the
survivors of a shipwreck resorting to murder and cannibalism, the tortrued prisoner
who at last names his accomplices, the starving mother who feeds herself and lets
herbaby die, and so on.

It is this kind of evidence which every selfish theorist will always fall back on in
the end, and which seems, indeed, to clinch the question in his favour. It is also
evidence which always comes back to haunt the critic of the selfish theory, even
after he has done his very best to demolish that theory. And these honible old
stories bring the veneer idea back with them. For they seem to admit of no other
explanation then that everything in our civilisation, morality, or culture, which
points to unselfishness, is only a superficial and misleading appearance. This
picture 'holds us captive'. But I will make one last attempt to release us from our
captivity to it.

Suppose you caged a whole family of kookaburras - mother, father, and several
half-fledged babies - and slowly starved them, until only the mother and one baby
were left alive. If at dhis point you put just enough food in the cage to keep one of
the two alive, it is likely enough rhat the mother would eat it all and let the baby
die. But it is absolutely certain that, well before that time, the manners and morals
of the two adult birds, in relation to food, would have changed considerably for the
worse. It is highly probable that they would even have had to revise their ideas
about what ls food, and what is not: whether, for example, a dead fledgling of their
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own is food or not. (Ihe babies, since they had no manners or morals to lose in &e

first place, either in relation to food or to anything else, would probably not havc

cbanged their deportment or ideas.)
Now, is this experiment evidence - any evidence at all - that at some earlier stage

of their eyolution, kookaburras were all engaged in a mthless struggle for life with

their conspecifics: a war of every kookaburra against every other, in which 'nice

guys finished last'? Nowadays, of course, these birds lead quite humdrum lives,

rather like yows and mine , in which domestic and parental cares bulk far larger than

the exigencies of war, and in which fighting is exceptional. But aren't we seeing, iu

our starvation experiment, that the real kookaburra is, even now, the ancient

Hobbesian kookaburra? Doesn't the experiment show, or at least suggest, that

under the ordeal of starvation, the superficial veneer of present day kookaburra

civilisation, or morality, or culture, is stripped away, and the old wild selfish

kookaburranature revealed?
No. No one would say such a stupid thing. The experiment does not support that

hypothesis. In fact the hypothesis is so stupid that no experiment cotrld slpport it.

Kookaburras do not have a civilisation, or morality, or culture, as distinct from

certain products of their biological endowment. Therefore, whatever it is that is

stripped away in the starvation experiment, it cannot possibly be that'
Suppose you keep a mrmber of rats in a clear glass case, in which there is nothing

that a rat could use to conceal itself. If you choose a particular rat and subject it to

repeated torture, then very soon that rat, whenever it sees you coming, will - what'l

Try to hid behind or under some other rats, of course.
Every rat, it is safe to assume, is plentifully endowed with strong and purely

selfish impulses, especially directed to getting food and getting mates: id type

impulses. And yet in rat life, as in hlman life, there are countless appearances, at

least, of unselfishness, cooperativeness, altruism, and so on. Since these things are

plainly 'against the grain' of the selfishness of individual rats, they must be

ascribed to imperatives of rat civilisation, morality, or culture, which would

certainly have been internalised in the super ego of each rat. But aren't all the

appear€rnces of unselfishness, etc., in rat life, superficial and misleading? The rat

superego would certainly say, as the human one does, 'Don't let others in for

torturc in order to avoid it yourself'. But doesn't our experiment show rhat, under

the ordeal of torture, the veneer of rat civilisation is simply blown away, like the

flimsy thing it is, by the reality of rat selfishness?
Again, no. In fact neither this experiment nor any other would be evidence for so

ridiculous a hypothesis. Rats do not bave any civilisation, culture, or morality, as

distinct from certain effects of their biological inheritance. So whatever it is that is

stripped away from rats when they are tortured, it cannot possibly be that.

Yet a human prisoner, who names his accomplices in order to avoid further

torture, behaves in essentially the same way as a rat prisoner that, in order to avoid

further torfure, tries to hid behind other rats. And a human family, if it were starved

like the kookaburra family, would behave in essentially the same way. The adults
would have their mtnners and morals, in relation to food, changed for the worse,
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and their ideas changed, too, about what is food and what is not. But the veneer idea
is simply not available to us for explaining the behaviour of starved kookaburras or
tortured rats. Its Darwinian variant, and its Freudian one, are equally out of the
question. No one will believe in a veneer of kookaburra civilisation, or in a rat
super ego, or in their respective counterparts: an ancient race of Hobbesian
kookaburras, now extinct, and a rat id, harbouring all the low impulses that are
frowned upon by rat society.

But if the veneer idea is not even a possible explanation of what kookaburras or
rats do under starvation or tornre, it cannot be the only possible explanation of the
essentially identical things thathumans do rmder the same conditions. Of cotnse we
have, as rats and kookaburras do not, a culture, a morality, a civilisation, which is
not prescribed automatically by our biological endowment. But the rat and the
kookaburra experiments should at least teach us, since their outcomes differ so little
from those of similar experiments on humans, that we do not have toconclude,
from the experiments, that our unselfishness is only an appe:uance, and our
selfishness the only reality. There must (in other wordsj-be other possible
explanations, of what happens when a tortured man names his accomplices, or a
starving woman feeds herself and lets her infant die.

I have another explanation to suggest. I do not dispute that, in these exceptional
cases, something is stripped away from human character: something which
normally is firmly in place. But the question is, what is it? It is certainly not mere
politeness, or expressing more interest than one acnrally feels in the weil being of
others such things abound in civilised life, of course, but they can hardly u wnat
is in question here. After all, it does not take torhre or starvation to strip away that
sort of veneer! Many people drop all of that, every time they reenter their own
homes.

The Fnlightenment answer, of course, and hence both the Darwinian and the
Freudian answer, is that what is stripped away under tofture or starvation is the
veneer: everything which does not belong to our biological nature, but has been
added to us by nurture, or by educatim, (taking those words in their broadest sense).

But I have given two reasons why this answer cannot be right. one is, that
kookabnrras and rats have no veneer, and yet have somethizg stripped away from
them by starvation or tornre, and then behave in a selfish *uy. The other is, that
the Enlightenment answer makes it an insoluble mystery, why there is in our case
a veneer at all. If all ow natural impulses were id type oncs, a super ego could
never have got started; and no shoot of altnrism could ever have survived natrnal
selection, if humans had all been at first completely selfish and engaged in a
struggle for life.

Enlightenment opinions about man are always hopelessly 'external' or
unbiological: they always exaggerate quite ridiculously the amognt that education
can achieve. They were, from the start, predestined to culminate in the utter
biological blindness of a J.B. Skinner or a T.D. Lysenko. That paradigm of
Enlightenment, william Godwin, had maintained in 1793 that, once we gor
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education really right, not only religion and monarchy would be things of the past:
so would aging, senescence, and death. No; 'that way madness lies'. The right
answer to my question mustlie on the other side: the side of biology, or of nature,
not nu$ure.

The right answer will soon suggest itself, once we look for it on that side, if we
bear in mind that we have to explain, not only the behaviour of humans under
tortufe or starvation, but that of kookaburras and rats under the same circumstances.
The clue is provided by those baby kookaburras which I mentioned earlier.

Starvation (as we saw) could not strip them of their morals and manners in
relation to food, for the simple reason that they have none. Do you want to see
animals that really az selfish, anarchic, and non-moral? Then you need go no
funher than a nest full of baby birds. They are your true 'savages' or 'wild

animals'; at least, they come as close as anything does to realising that
Enlightenment myth. Just as a baby plant, in normal circumstances, embodies just

one oveq)owering imperative - 'Water, water!' - so does a baby bird, in normal
circumstances, embody nothing but the imperative 'Worms, woms!'. And he does
not mean 'Worms for me ad my sister here'.

If a starving mother kookaburra with one srnviving infant, or a starving hrxnan
mother with one surviving infant, is given just enough food to keep one alive, she
will almost certainly eat it all herself and let the infant dies. Now, notice that in
doing this, she does whnt the infant would have done, given the chance. The infant,
whether human or kookaburra, would certainly have eaten all the food, with no
compunction or even consciousness of the inevitable effect m its mother. A human
mother, at least, might well feel, even in ertremis, some compunction about the
consequence for the infant, as she eats all the food. But the point of importance is,
that both the hunan and the kookaburra mother, in doing the selfish thing, would
be doing the infantile thtng.

Surely we can now see our way out of the hopeless attempt, of the Fnlightened in
general and the sociobiologists in particular, to make out a 'savage' or a 'wild

animal', thinly disguised, in every civilised man or woman. That is simply stupid:
they are not that. But it is quite certain that they once were completely selfish,
though also completely helpless, infants. Even now, if they are made sufficiently
miserable and helpless again, by torfure or starvation, they will revert - not to the
'savage' or 'wild enimal' state but to their own state as infants. In other words,
what is stripped away from us under starvation or tornrre is not cultural, but
biological. It is not the successive layers of convention, education, morality, etc. It
is the successive layers of biological development which are natural to our species
between infancy and mature adulthood. That development is usually complete only
when humans, who are no longer selfish infants themselves, find that they have
offspring who are.

This suggestion, unlike the veneer idea, explains the behaviour of rats and
kookaburras under torture or starvation just as well, and in exactly the same way, as
it explains the behaviour of humans under the same cmditions. Infant kookaburras
and rats cna wholly selfish: that is just a fact. Adult kookaburras and rats are not:
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and that too is just a fact. Adult rats, adult kookaburras, and adult humans whether
civilised or 'savage', 

simply do not want to engulf ail the food that is going, as
their infants want to. They simply are not happy, as their infants would be, to
transfer (if they could) any pain they meet with onto a neighbouring conspecific.
f'hose inclinations will come back to them again, of course, if their "ir.,r-rto"",
become taxing enough. But they are certainly not among their inclinations in
normal circumstances.

And, again unlike the veneer idea, my suggestion does not make it an insoluble
mystery, why there is any such thing as culture, cooperation, or altruism at all.'I'he 

strongest passion of our species, (as I said much earlier in this essay), is for
communicating with one another. That being so, it is no miracle if occasionally
some gifted individuals, in their maturity, should invent something which makes
for more communication than existed before, and which brings increased
cooperation in its train. It might be a religious ritual, of marriage or of initiation
into adulthood, say; a stirring war song; a system of signals between widely
separated hunters; a tmdition of expertise in handling large numbers of livestock; or
many another thing. It would, indeed, by a miracle if any such thing were ever
invented by a human six months old, or six years. But a&tlt humans made a
culture, a morality, and so on, just as nahrally and inevitably as adult birds make a
nest. They do not do so with the same genetically fixed specificity, that's all.

No one will believe that the normal process of human development, from
conception to mature adtrlthood, is an artifact of education, or of culture. or of
anything like thar. Even william Godwin did not believe tha, though he did
believe that aging, senescence, and death ale such artifacts. But it might wlll przzle
a rnore powerful mind that Godwin's, to explain why the second half of human life
should be deterrnined by education or culhre, while the first half is determined by
the biologically given.

Nor will urnyone believe that any one partic'lar stage of normal human
developrnent is the red person and that everything after that stage isjust a disguise
which is put on for public appearances. A normal man of 30 is not a mask which a
certain child of three puts on when he thinks other people are watching; any more
than a child of three is a mask which a certain infant of three months puts on when
he thinks he may be under observation. The first few years of human life do,
indeed, have a formative influence which is unmatched by any later period of the
sarne length. But every 5rege of the entire process of development is equally real,
and is notjust a veneer placed over some earlier stage.

More generally, it is an advantage of the developmental perspective tftat it enables
us to throw out that vast accumulation of stage properties and theatricality which
has come down to us from ifis Fnlightenment in general, and from the selfish
theory in particular. I mean, those mountains of veils, veneers, masks, disguises,
impostures, deceptions, hypocrisies, conspiracies, rackets and the like, which
Enlightened people are obliged to postulate, in order to reconcile their darling
selfish theory with even the most obvious facts of human social life. you know
how the stories go: religion as the creation of 'monkish impostors'; morality as the
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self-serving invention of 'arful politicians' who had got into the saddle and meant
to stay there; government as deriving its existence and authority from a 'social

contract' wbich confessedly never existed; the medical profession as a successful
conspiracy of greedy and bloodthirsty confidence men; an aversion to mother incest
instilled into sons by selfish fathers for their own sexual advantage: ... the
inventory of strch things is as interminable as it is incredible. Good theatre can be
made out of these tawdry materials, as was proved by example by MoliBre and
Wycherley, among others, and again by Ibsen and Shaw only a hrmdred years ago.
But they are just too silly to be even entertaining, if what you arc looking for is
sober truth and the biology ofour species.

The Enlightenment tradition of theatricality is canied on, and of course canied
further than ever before, by the sociobiologists. Manipulation is their favourite
idea, and they find, or claim to find, manipulation going on everywhere, at every
moment of human social life. No one doubts, of course, that there are such things
as manipulation, hypocrisy, and self-interested lying. The only question is, how
corlmon and inportant they are. More specifically, the question is whether they do,
or even conld, prmeate all our social life, as sociobiologists believe.

The right answer, as many philosophers have pointed out, is that they could not:
that on the contrary, those things are essentially parasitic upon iheir opposites.
Successful lying, for example, depends not only for its profitability but for its very
possibility, on the existence of a general background of truth telling. But the
possibility of truth telling does not depend on there being any lying at all.

It was an instance of successful manipulative qommrmication, when Brer Rabbit
got himself thrown into the briru bushes he loved, by telling Brer Fox that that was
what he dreaded most; and no doubt similar instences are, and always have been
plentiful enough between humans. But it is not hard to see what the result would
be, if in the future such manipulative comm 'nication were to become universal, or
even nearly so. Communication, whether manipulative or otherwise, would then
just die out altogether, for the simple reason that no hearer would ever know what
any speaker meant by the words he uttered. The same obvious reasoning assures us
that human communication can never have beeir predominantly manipulative in the
past, either. A consequence is, that when the sociobiologists Dawkins and Krebs
tell us in print, (as quoted earlier), that all commurication is'manipulation of
signal-receiver by signal-sender', we would not know what they meant, if what they
said were true. They might, after all, be secretly meaning to reduce the selfish
theory to absurdity; or they might mean 'A merry Christmas to all ow readers'; or
anything else, for that matter. But since we do in fact (to our sorrow) know what
they mean, what they say is nol true.

'All communication between humans is manipulation of signal-receiver by
signal-sender'! It would not be easy to think of a viler insult to our species than
this. But since the impulse to slwe our thoughts and feelings with others is in Jrct
the very strongest passion of our nature, it would be hard to think of a more
ridiculous one, either.
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Mature adulthood, then, is not a disguise which our infantile selfishness later
wears, any more than it is a veneer concealing our .savage' or our.animal' nahtre.
we no longer need atty of that moth eaten stage costumeryl Adults are not hiding
their infantile selfishness: they have grown out of it, that's all. They may, indeed,
be carried back to it, by torture or starvation. But so they may also be by, for
example, brain damage suffered in a car accident. Yet no sane person would say,
concerning a normal adult who has been 'infantilised' by a car accident, that we
now see him as he really was just before the accident happened.

Among humans, then, as among kookaburras, rats, and indeed all the higher
animals, the infans are more selfish than the adults. They are also, of course, more
helpless. Nor is this conjunction of attributes accidental: there is an obvious
connection between helplessness and selfishness. An animal that is helpless,
whether through infancy, injury, illness, or age, if it is to survive at all, can do so
only by accepting from others good offices which it cannot reciprocate: that is,
only by adopting the selfish policy of 'take rather than give'. And the greater the
degree of its helplessness, the greater must be the excess of'take' over 'give' in its
policy; that is, the greater the degree of its selfishness must be.

In our species, the helplessness of infants is both more extreme and more
prolonged than in any o&er species. This fact was noticed by Anaximander about
2,600 years ago, and it suggested to him that our species must have evolved from
some other: from some species which was a good deal more businesslike than ogrs
is, in what is called in commerce 'the replacement of existing stock'. His
observation is, indeed a most pregnant one, and its implications have perhaps not
been entirely exhausted even yet. It implies, fe1 sxample, (since the more helpless
an orgenisp is, the more selfish it must be to survive), that hrunan infants are also
more selfish than 1foe infants of any other species. I have never heard of any
observations which cmtradict this corollary, or even appear to do so.

Anaximander's law, (as we may call it), though it goes deep, is only a
comparative proposition. It does nothing in itself, therefore, to prepare us for the
absolute degre of infant helplessness which we find by experience in the h ,man
case. This is something absolutely staggering, indeed scarcely credible. It would be
thought altogether incompatible with our species' surviving, and would be
rationally thought so, if we did not, from other sources, happen to know better.
New born humans are far more helpless, even, than (for example) the half inch
blobs which are new born kangaroos.z Even after ten weeks, a baby still cannot
even use its hands to guide its mother's nipple towards its mouth. As a way for the
most intelligent, inventive, and capable beings on earth - and perhaps anywhere -
to begin, this seems more than a little odd. yet it is the way they begin, and the
only way they can begin. The bypassing of infancy is not contemplated even by the
most wildly speculative of genetic engineers.

That the infants of our species are more selfish than those of any other, would be
a telling blow in favour of the selfish theory, if it were taken on its own. But it has
to be taken in conjunction with another fact which we know independently: that our
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species has survived for a very long time. And then it is a telling blow agaiwttfu
selfish theory. That our infants of each new generation are uniquely helpless and
selfish, while the species has survived so long, can mean ouly one thing: that the
adults of our species are more unselfish and helpful towards infants rhan are the
adults of any other species.

We knew this before, of course, from everyday experience, and did not have to
wait to learn it as a corollary of Anaximander's law. Nor does this corollary by any
means do full justice to parental care in humans. For it is only a comparative
proposition, like Anaximander's law itself. It therefore does not itself prepare us for
the absolute fogree of helpfulness and unselfishness which we find by experience
that human parents bestow on their young. This is something which, like the
helplessness of our young, far exceeds what could have been rationally anticipated
just from a knowledge of other animals. It also far exceeds, in countless instances,
any praise that words could possibly express. If there is anything about our species
which couldjustify its existence in the eyes of a superior extragalactic spectator, it
would be the amsiag spectacle of our parental care. More specifically, it would be
the spectacle of out malennl care. But let us draw a veil over a zubject so painfirlly
unfashionable ...

Parental unselfishness and helpftrlness, though the most obvious as well as the
most extreme form of human altruism, is still only one forrn nmong a number of
others. In recent decades, neo-Darwinian selfish theorists have attempted to find a
kind of selfishness even in the parental form of altruism. The attempt does not
succeed, as we will see in Essay VII below. But suppose it did. How much would
thatmatter?

Far less than neo-Darwinians suppose. For its success would still leave rmtouched
all those forms of altruism in which the beneficiaries are not offspring, or relatives
at all, of the benefactors. These forms include the professional functions of those
groups - soldiers, doctors, and priests - which are such prominent and enduring
features of the human landscape, and of which I spoke at length earlier in this
essay. Their altruism is exercised quite independently of any kinship relation
between benefactor and beneficiary. Above all, I ask the reader to bear in mind the
matemity ward sisters ! Or, if a maximally unbiological example of human altruism
is wanted, I remind the reader that some of history's most signal instances of
military bravery arrd esprit fu corps were furnished by units of the Spartan army
which were exclusively homosexual.

Even after all of that, there remains the colossal fund of non-biological altnrism
which, in advanced societies of the present day, is crystallised in the taxation
system, and the ends which it exists to serve. Could rhls be selfishness, or
selfishness qualified only by the parental altruism which we share, to a greater or
less degree, with the adults of all the higher animals?

No. To anyone not utterly blinded by a theory, it is perfectly obvious that on the
contrary our species, even apart from kinship, is sharply distinguished from all
other animals by being in fact hopelessly dictetl /o altruism. It will be time to
think otherwise when, and not before, adult wolves or kookaburras or rats pool
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their resources in order to relieve the illness, or improvidence, or ignorance, of
conspecifics to whom they are rmrelated. And tlw (as old Aushalians say) will be
theday.
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Essay VII
Genetic Calvinism or Demons and

Dawkins

... these puppets [that is, people and all other organisms] are not pulled from outside,
but ... each of them bears in itselt the clockwork from which its movements result.

Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Representation

i

Suppose that J.S. Bach had been very rich when he died, and had provided in his
will for a valuable scholarship to be awarded eaeh year to the most gifted young
composer that could be found. Or suppose Isaac Newton had been rich all his life,
and had at one time or another supported at his own expense various talented but
poor yonng mathematicians. Would these have l:re;en selfish actions on the part of
IlachorNewton?

Clearly not: quite the reverse, in fact. Their actions would have been thought, and
rightly thought, to be decidedly znselfish ones. They would have been praised, and
rightly, as evidence of Bach's devotion to the art of music, or of Newton's
disinterested love of knowledge. There might be evidence that Bach and Newton
were selfish men, but these actions could not possibly form part of that evidence,
since they are plainly evidence to the conhary. Human nature being what it is, there
might indeed have been some tincture of vanity, in their performing generous
actions on the conspicuous scale of these endowments. But vanity is not at all the
same thing as selfishness. It is not even unusual for an unselfish person to be also
a vain one.

Nowadays, however, there are certain neo-Darwinian biologists who would say
that these actions wae selfish ones, because of their 'self-replicatory' tendency.
That is, because Bach and Newton, by doing these things, had adopted the best
means open to them, with the possible exception of parenthood, of increasing the
number of people like themselves. What should we think of someone who said
this?
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Badly, anyway. Firsr, he would be deliberately making moral mischief. For
'selfish' is a term of opprobrium, and anyone who applied it to these actions of

Bach or Newton must tend to make people think the worse of those men, on

account of certain actions which were in fact greatly to their credit. And :rnyone

who knows enough to be a tiologist is sure to know that 'selfish' is a term of

opprobrium; so that this biologist would know he was making this moral

mischief.
Second, he would be making intellectual mischief. For nothing whatever can

literally replicate itsetf. The most that anything could possibly do in that way

would be, to produce perfect copies ofitself. By contrast, the object or target of

selfishness is - by the very meaning of that word - oneself, and nothing else.

Superscientist may create in his laboratory an exact replica of ne, or I may hap'pen

to have an identical twin. But it is not this copy or twin who is the object of my

selfishness: it is myself. This copy or twin will plainly be nothing at all to me if,

as could happen easily enough, I do not know of his existence. If I do know of

him, he may be much to me, or little, or again, nothing at all. But one thing that

he cannot possibly be is, the object of my selfisbness: namely me.

In reality, of course, the tendency of Bach scholarships to produce Bach replicas

would be extremely weak. But let it be supposed to be as strong as you like:

suppose that, in some mysterious way, a Bach scholarship always transformed the

recipient of it into an exact replica, mental as well as physical, of J.S. Bach at the

age of 22. Would this mean, or would it be even the slightest evidence, that in

creating his scholarships Bach had behaved selfishly? Again, obviously not.

It is certainly some evidence of vanity, if a man multiplies copies of a picture or a

statue of himself. But vanity (as I have said) is not selfishness, and multiplying

copies of oneself is a very different thing from multiplying pictures or statups of

oneself. If a man happens to have ten sons who are all extremely like him, that is

not the slightest reason to believe that he is selfish. If anything' it is some faint

evidence that he is not. At any rate, it is well known that selfishness is something

which often deters people from having any children at all.

Viruses have a strong tendency to self-replication: but what would we think of a

virologist who, on that account, insisted on calling viruses 'selfish'? Well, this

virologist, unlike someone who said that Bach's creation of his scholarships was

selfish, woqld not be making moral mischief. But he would be deliberately making

intellectual mischief, in two ways. First, by applying a term of opprobrium to

behaviour which, since it is the behaviour of viruses, cannot intelligibly be made

the subject of either opprobrium or praise. Second, by sayrng something which,

even apartfrom all questions of praise orblame, does notmake sense, and whichhe

knows does not make sense.
Viruses not only ae not selfish: they could not be. It makes no sense to say of a

virus that it is selfish, any more than to say of a virus that it is (for example)

studious, or shy. You could just as intelligibly describe an electron as being

slattemly, a triangle as being scholarly, or a mlnber as being sex mad. And this is

a fact which could not fail to be known to aoyone educated enough to know what
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fhe words 'virus' and 'selfish' respectively mean: a condition which is sure to be
satisfied by anyone educated enough to be a virologist. so any virologist who
insisted on calling vinrses 'selfish' would be insisting on sayrng something which
he himself knows does not make sense. And if this is not aeliberatetytaking
intellectual mischief, it will do as an example until the real thing comes along.

Genes, like viruses, have a strong tendency to self-replication. But to describe
genes as 'selfish' on that account, or on any accormt, tooola b";,rat as nonsensical
as describing viruses as 'selfish'. Genes can no more be selfish than they can be
(say) supercilious, or stupid. Yet while no real life virologist ever las called viruses'selfish', (as far as I know), there really is a geneticist who does insist on
dcscribing genes as 'selfish'.

This is Dr Richard Dawkins, of oxford University, and to say that he insists on
talking in this way is to understate the case extremely. He wiote a book which
purports to explain evolution as principally due to what he calls the .ruthless
selfishness' of genes. And, as if in order to exclude all charitable
misunderstandings, he actually entitled his fukTlre Selfish Gerw.r

sr,nce it is not only notrsense, but very obviously nonsense, to say that genes are
selfish' it might reasonably have been anticipated that the publicadon of this book
would injure Dr Dawkins' scientific reputation. But in facithe effect was the very
reverse. The selfish Gene not only became a best seller, but at once elevated its
author into the very front rank of biological authorities: a position which he enjoys
to this day.

Surely there is some&ing in this more then a little puzzling,l Imagine, reader, that
you or I wrote a book with a transparently nonsensical central thesis which was
crystallised in its title: say, Tlw sex IvId prime Nwnbe-rs. How far, do you think,
would our proposed book get with the readers which publishers employ?Even if it
were published, how far do you think it would get with the public? Not very far,
anyway. And yet The Selfish Gene was an immense suooess not only with lay but
with learned readers. How is this prodigy in literary history to be explained? I
believe I can answer this question.

one of the pioneers of genetics, william Bateson, was fond of repeating a remark
which a Scotch soldier made to him during the 1914-lg war, after list*iog to oo"
of his lectures: that genetics is 'scientific calvinism'. z well, what Dawkins did in
The selfish Gere was in effect to embrace this old joke, or three-quarters joke, as
being no joke at all, but the sober truth. Genes are to him what demons were to
calvinist theologians in the l6th century, or what 'zurichgnomes' used to be to
rygialist demonologists of our own century. That is, they are beings which are
hidden, immoral, and invested with immense power over us: power so great, indeed,
that we are merely their helpless pup,pets, except insofar as God, oi Hirtory, o,
some equally exEaordinary causal agent comes in to assist us.

Calvinist theology, in its strict form, denies that any created thing has any causal
powers at all. God is supposed to be the one and only cause of anything and
everything in the universe. All created things are mere epiphenomena: effects, not
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causes. But, as might have been foreseen, Calvinists were never able to adhere to
this position consistently. The reason was, that they considered themselves charged
with a most momentous mission: to enlist their fellow men on God's side, in the
cosmic war against Satan and all the otherfallen angels. That is, against devils.

Calvinists were therefore obliged, from the very start, to admit that there r one
class of created things which do possess causal powers, and appallingly great causal
powers at thaL nnmely devils. This, however, was plainly inconsistent with the
strict letter of their theory. They therefore had to go in for a great deal of unsightly
squirming. The squirmings of Calvin himself, for example, are positively painful
to watch. He tells us that devils are an inexpressible danger to every human soul,
but also tells us that no devil can ever win. He says that devils are God's enemies,
and are most potent causes of evil, but also says that they can do nothing except by
God's permission and appointment.3 And so on.

Dawkins in The Selfish Gene is not, of course, engaged on any mission of
cosmic warfare or of moral reformation. But just as Calvin divides created things
into potent demons and causally impotent everything else, so Dawkins divides the
organic world into potent genes and causally impotent everything else. According
to Calvinism, we cre pat'vns in a gurc, in which the only real players are the
demons and God. According to The Selfish Gera, we are pawns in a g"me in which
the only real players are genes.

You, your dog, and the plants in your garden, are casually null, according to
Dawkins, or at any rate negligible: only some throwaway envelopes, of a fleshy or
fibrous composition, which it suits certain genes to make brief use of, as they go
inesistibly about their everlasting business of making still more copies of
lhemselves. Organisms are merely 'fronts' for the genes which sit inconspicuously
inside them, just as Capone staff used to sit inconspicuously in Chicago betting
shops and 'dance parlours', or as well disguised Politburo staff used to sit in the
ruling bodies of westem'peace' movements.

The branches of literature are very various, and the readers in one b'ranch tend to be
Dot readers in the others: the readers of science, say, tend not to be readers of
history, or of philosophy, or of poetry. But there is one branch of literature which,
at one level or another, finds favour with a// readers. This is, books of revelations
of'wickedness in high places', as St Paul says: books which disclose the appalling
immorality which is rife among those who are placed furthest above us in power,
and whose activities are, as a general rule, the most completely hidden from our
view. 'The Secret History of the Court of King So-and-So' has been a natural born
best seller ever since the time of Procopius, 1,500 hrmdred years ago, and no doubt
much longer still. Such histories are best sellers at this very moment, concerning
the British royal family. Books like these cannot fail. For they give the reader'the
life styles of the rich and famous', and lavish helpings of real life violence, sex,
rnenipulation, selfishness and greed. Who could ask for anything more?

Now, genes are in fact extremely well hidden: so well hidden, indeed, that before
6e present century not a single human being ever knew of their existence. Then,
geoes ae - it has turned out - causal agents of immense power, in human as in
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animal and plant life. Finally, the immorality of genes is extneme; at least, it is, if

the report which Dawkins gives of them is true. For he describes them as being

ruthlessly selfish. And he believes, as most of us do, that ruthless selfishness is

extremely immoral, and something which it is imperative to discourage in

ourselves, in our children, and in others.
This is the explanation of the nrnaway success of The Selfish Gera.T\e bookdid

not contain any addition to existrngknowledge or theory in evolutionary biology.

Indeed, (except for its last chapter, of which I shall speak later), it did not even

claim to do so. It was avowedly a book which expounded, combined, and semi-

poptrlarised the main contributions which others had made to evolutionary biology

in (roughly) the preceding 4O years: say, since R.A. Fisher's The Genetical Tlteory

of NatLral Selection, (1930). But Dawkins had the wit to perceive' as no one had

before him, that genes, since they are hidden, powerful, and immoral' firrnished the

materials for a book of ' Secrets and Scandals of the Court of King Gene'. No power

on earth could have prevented such a book from succeeding.

Dawkins more than once assures his readers that when he says genes are selfish' he

is not nonsensically attributing to them a certain psychological or'subjective'

character. He does not mean, he says, that genes are 'conscious, purposeful

agents'.4 Applied to genes, the language of selfishness is 'only a figtue of speech'.s

But he finds it a help in conveying to his readers, what he believes to be literally

true, that organisms are simply certain vehicles which genes design, build, and

manipulate, as part of the longer term process of increasing the mrmber of their

own copies. Anyway, he says, calling genes 'selfish' cannot be importantly wrong,

because itis dispercabl2. We could always 'translate 
[it] back into respectable terms

if we wanted to'.0
The sense in which he uses the word'selfish', Dawkins writes, is one which is

standard in biology, and which is'behaioural, not subjective'.t It is this. 'An

entity, such as a baboon, is said to be dtruistic if it behaves in such a way as to

increase another such entity's welfare at the expense of its own. Selfish behaviour

has exactly the opposite effect. "Welfare" is defined as "chances of survival" . . . .'s

It is true that this is the standard sense in which neo-Darwinian biologists use the

words 'selfish' and'altruistic' respectively. It is also true, (as we saw in Essay VI),

that it is a problem or worse, for neo-Darwinism (as for Darwinism), how altnristic

behaviour could survive and spread in any population of animals. But let all

organisms be as selfish as the extremest neo-Darwinian cares to suppose: that

would still not justify anyone in calling genes, as distinct from organisms, selfish.

Yet Dawkins says he uses 'selfish' in the behavioural sense, (as we have just

seen), and he will have it fhat genes are selfish. But what connection is there,

between selfishness in the behavioural sense, and that feature of genes on which

everything in The se$ish Gene fir[ins: their self-replicatory propensity? To justify

his calling genes selfish in the behavioural sense, Dawkins would need to show

that self-repliiation increases the self-replicator's chances of survival. But how on

earth conld he, or anyone, possibly make that out?
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My identical twin, or a laboratory made replica of myself, (as I pointed out
earlier), is not a possible object of my selfishness, in the ordinary psychological
sense of 'selfishness'. 

But suppose that I am myself Superscientist, and that I
manufacture my own replica or twin. Have I then done something selfish, even in
the behaviorual sense of 'selfish'? 

Have I improved my own chances of survival at
the expense of the chances of others?

It is perfectly obvious that I have not. The coming into existence of a perfect
copy of myself might, just conceivably, tickle my vanity. But it would not remove
one year or one second from my age, or lighten, by however little, the bruden of
my present or future illnesses or other afflictions. My age, health, wealth and
prospects, would be just what they were before I conjured up my replica. Any
rational insurance company, and any rational person, would tell you the same
thing. And since I have not increased my own chances of survival, I Lve certainly
not done so at the expense of anyone else's chances.

Equally plainly, the same is true of genes. By making a copy of itself, a gene
certainly does not gratify its selfishness in the ordinary sense of that word, since (as
I said earlier), genes cannot be selfish in that sense. But neither does it do anything
selfish in the behavioural sense. Self-reprication would even seem, (to a layman
such as myself;, rather to worsen a gene's chances of survival, since it must use up
a sizable part of its limited energy store. But even if that is merely a laymank
misunderstanding, it seems obvious enough that a gene, by self-replicating, does
not improve its own chances of survival. (Its replica is not going to look after the
parent gene in its old age, for example.) which is to say, that the self-replication of
a gene is not selfish, even in the sense in which Dawkins says he is using that
word.

At this point, however, Dawkins would remind me that 'the selfish gene ... is not
just one physical bit of DNA ... it is alt repticas of a particulut uit or oNa,
distributed throughout the world'. s What a gene does by seli_replicating, he says, is
to benefit 'itself in the form of copies of itself'. ro .The glne is a tong_iivea
replicator, existing in the forrn of many duplicate copies' of itself.r r

There: you have just witnessed how Dawkins made out the case on which his
whole book depends. How he managed, that is, to represent the self-replication of
genes as being selfish in the behavioural sense. well, there is nothing io it, really,
once you have seen how the thing is worked. All you need to do is, to talk about
things which exist in the form of other things,andmore specifically, about things
which exist in the form of copies of themselves; and the joL is done.

Talking like this may seem at first sight to be only an innocent departure, indeed
only a trivial departure, from ordinary ways of speaking and thinking. But a little
further reflection will soon correct that initial impression. rne 

-truth 
is that

Dawkins has here done much more rhan sum up recent progress in evolutionary
tiology. In fact he has opened up unlimited vistas of future intellectual and even
economic progress,in very many fields.

For example, Dr Dawkins should certainly say to his identical twin, (if he has
one): 'In your own interests you ought to give me all your money, because by
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doing so you would benefit yourself in the form of a copy of yourself'. His bro&er
will selfishly embrace rhis novel way of enriching himself, if the biorogy of rhe
seffish Gene is true; while at the seme time the "dn-tug" which will accrue to
Richard Dawkins is also clear. As a solution to a problem which must often arise
between identical twins this must be admitted to be as ingenious as it is equitable.

Then' think of the doctrine of the Trinity in christian theology, and of the
agonising perplexity which it has caused to thoughdul Christians fJi*o thousand
year1. All of that perplexity can now be made a thing of the past, with just one
touch of the logic of gene selfishness. There is God Himself, th" putt "r. But He
also exists in the fonn of two copies of Himself: the son, and the Holy Ghost.
what co'ld be more simple than that, or more satisfactory? If existing in the form
of copies of oneself is so easy and uncontroversial that me;e genes accomplish it all
th_ e time' it cannot possibly be too hard a task for members of th" llri-ty. we can
therefore look forward, as a result of The selfish Gene, to the early extinction of all
Trinitarian controversy, and in particular to a rapid healing of ihe tragic schism
which has divided western and eastern christianity for al*ori. tho*-d years.
_|qe, 

there are many people , beyond doubt, who would pay good money to have
Elvis Presley in the house. There is therefore a fortune to be made by the first
manufacnuer who benefits from reading The setJish Gene , and mass produces Elvis
Presley in the form of presley dolls of some acceptably high aegree of fidelity to
the original. or, to be strictly accurate, (and in order nlt tJ"rr".:*ug" grormdress
hopes of easy wealth): there is a fortune to be made in presley aoni, yit is true
that something can exist in the form of copies of itself, and. if it is true that a
gene's self-replication is selfish in the sense of increasing its own chances of
survival.

If you cannot, without fudging, get from self-replication to selfishness even in the
behavioural sense, then you certainly cannot getirom self-replication to selfishness
in the ordinary psychologicar sense. And y"i it ir not reaily open to doubt that it
was the ordinary sense of the word which, though repeatedly disavowed by the
author' really 'carried' 

Dawkins' book with his ."ud"rr. Suppose that, before
publishing it, Dawkins acnrally had done, what he says was ur*uv, open to him or
anyone to do: translate eyery reference in the book to selfisLess .back into
respectable terms', about self-replication. what would have been the result? The
title of the book would have become The self-Replicating Gere: whichis about as
interesting as watching paint dry, or as entitling a book about cats, The Fish
E*!g Cat. And,in the process of translation, €very suggestion of revelations being
made about oru wicked, powerful, and hidden rulers, would have been lost. without
these allurements, the book would have fallen 'dead-bom 

from the press,. or at
best, it would have made no greater public impact than (for example) G.C.
williams' Adaptation ad Natwar seiction, (1966): a book of very similar
scientific content to Tle selfish Gene,but of far greater merit, which was never
anything remotely like a best seller.

Nor did the author of rhe setfish Gene differ,in this respect, from his readers. For
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him, as for them, it is the ordinary psychological sense of 'selfish' which gives his
book its interest. ff this were not so, it would be quite impossible to explain, lbr
example, the paragraph on the upper half of p. 2 of The Selfish Gerc. For herc,
even though he has not yet even introduced the distinction between psychological
and the behavioural senses of the word, Dawkins calls both genes and human
beings 'selfish' in the s"me breath. Would he have done that, do you think, if he
had been arxious to avoid being misunderstood as saying that genes ae selfish in
the ordinarysence?
If the guestion were asked, then, whether Dawkins redly fulieves that genes are

selfish in the ordinary sense, the answer best supported by the text of his book
would be: ' of cowse he doesn'| yes he does' . This inconsistency was complainetl
of by a philosopher, Dr Mary Midgley, in the course of a scathing attack on'[he
seffish Gene. she said that Dawkins seemed to have acquired'the usefirl art o[
open, manly self-contradiction'.12 But a better explanation of Dawkins'
inconsistency, and one which is a fraction more sympathetic, is not far to seek.

i i

I do not believe that humans are the helpless puppets of their genes, and cannot
even take that proposition seriously. why? Because I have heard far too many
stories like that one before, and because it is obvious what is wrong with all of
them.

'our s/ars rule us,' says the astrologer. 'Man is whot re eals,' saidFeuerbach.'we are what our infantile sexual experiences made us,' says the Freudian. .The

individual counts for nothing, his class situation for everything,' says the Marxist.'we are what our socioeconomic circumstances make us,' says the social worker.'we are what Almighty God created us,' says the christian theologian. There is
simply no end of this kind of sruff.

what is wrong with all such theories is this: that they deny, at least by
implication, that human intentions, decisions, and efforts are among the causal
agencies which are at work in the wodd.

This denial is so obviously false that no rational person, who paused to consider
it coolly and in itself, would ever entertain it for one minute. No one ever doubts,
at least while he has or remembers having a big fish on his line, that the intentions
and efforts of even a fish can make a difference to the outcome of a situation;
especially if the fish gets away after all. And if even fish efforts sometimes have
causal efficacy, then human efforts can hardly be altogether without it.

The falsity of all these theories of human helplessness is so very obvious, in fact,
that the puppetry theorists themselves cennot help admitting it, and thus are never
able to adhere consistently to their puppetry theories. Feuerbach, though he said
rhat man is what he eats, was also obliged to admit that meals do not eat meals.
The calvinistic theologian, after saying that the omnipotent creator is everything
and his creanrres nothing, will often then go on to reproach himself and other
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creatures with disobeylng this creator. The Freudian therapist believes in the
overpowering influence of infantile sexu"l experiences, but he makes an excellent
living by encouraging his patients to believe that, with his help, this overpowering
influence can be itself ovelpowered. And so on.

In this inevitable and tiresomely familiar way, Dawkins contradicts hrs puppetry
theory. Thus, for example, writing in the full flood of conviction of human
helplessness, he says that 'we are ... robot-vehicles blindly programmed to preserve
the selfish molecules known as genes',rs etc., etc. But at the same time, of course,
he knows as well as the rest of us do, that there are often other causes at work, in
us or around us, which are perfectly capable sf squntemqring genetic influences. In
fact he sometimes says so himself, and he even says that ve have the power to
defy the selfish genes of our birth'.r+ As you see, he is just like those writers of
serial stories in boys' magazines, who used to say, in order to extricate their hero
liom some impossible situation, 'with one bound, Jack was freel' well, it just
goes to show that even the most rigid theologian of the calvinist-Augustinian
school has got to have a Pelagian blow-out occasionally, and deviate towards
comulon sense for a while.

IJere is another specimen of Dawkins contradicting his own theory. He says, .let
rrs try to terch generosity and altruism',ls but also says that ,altruism 

[is]
srxnething that has no place in nature, something that has never existed before in
the whole history of the world'. ro Well, I wonder where we are, if not .in nature'?
And (as Midgley pertinently asked), who are Dawkins' 'us': the ones rhat are to
leach altruism? Principally parents, no doubt. well, parents are not, what Dawkins
implies they are, just some shoddy temporary dwellings rigged up by genes. But
rreither are they creatures from beyond, 'sidereal messengers', or sons and daughters
ol'God sent down on a mission of redemption and reformation. parents are just
some more people, and hence, if you believe Dawkins, are selfish. where are they,
t1 his theory, to get a',y of the altruism which he wants them to impart to their
children? And as for altruism having 'never existed before': one longs to leam,
before when? Before Homo sapiera? Beforethe lgth cennrry Enlightenment? Before
the British l^abour Government of 1945? Dawkins should not have omitted to tell
us at least the approximate date of an event so interesting, and (apparently) so
recent, as the nativity of altruism.

Although we human beings are fully paid up causal agents, we enter into many
very wwqwl causal partnerships. Sometimes we are the senior partner in these,
sometimes the junior. A man is certainly the senior partner of his puppet - I mean
a real wood and string puppet. Likewise in the causal partnership b"tr"""o a man
and a car; if both are in normal working order, the man is the boss. But we are also
9ft9n 

junior causal parbrers, indeed very junior ones, even to other human beings.
In business, or politics, or personal affairs, another man may even be abre to
prevail upon me to act simply as his .pawn' or .puppet'.

But even the most jrrnior of causal partners always has some powers of its own,
and some powers, at that, which it exercises upon the senior partner. Even the
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lowliest of human pawns must possess the powers of speech, of movement, and so

forth; and he would not have got the pawn job in the first place, if these powers bad

not made at least some impression on the man who makes use of him. Your car is

the locns of cormtless causal powers which are independent of your will, and every

now and then it reminds you unpleasantly of this fact. Nor could you drive the car

at all, unless you constantly received from it'signals' which inform you of its

current state. A wooden puppet is one of our mostjunior causal partners, but even

f1 gennot be got to do what you want it to, unless you first ascertain its present

state; which means, unless its present state affects your senses. Even then,

manipulating a puppet depends upon its retaining its own causal bent, including its

propensity to gravitate. If you were in the middle of a long space journey, and in a

state of weightlessness, you could not help to pass the weary hours by putting on a

puppet show.

For reasons like the obvious ones which I have now given, sensible people take no

notice, when yet another crank or charlatan publishes yet another book which says

that human beings are the helpless puppets of something or other: God' or God and

demons, or History, or Race, or the Unconscious, or Aliens from Outer Space, or

whatever. The Selfish Gene is simply another member of this slum breed of books,

and ought to have been recognised as such from the start.
But in fairness to Dawkins, I need to add that genetic puppetry theory is the most

excusable of the bad breed of theories to which it belongs. It is certainly better than

Freudian puppetry theory, for example, or Marxist puppetry theory. In fact there are

two partial excuses for it, neither of which is available to any other puppetry

tbeory.
One is, that although genetics is not yet even 100 years old, it has already

revealed the existence of a previously unknown class of causal agents, which are so

powerful that the discovery of them has left us in a state of shock and fear, mingled
with intellectual intoxication. Genes - of which Chades Darwin died as ignorant as

Julius Caesar did - have turned out to be, iu many respects, very senior causal
partners indeed in the making of ourselves and all other organisms. We now ftnorv

of many human attributes whose causation is entirely or principally genetic. In

these circumstances, is it any wonder that some people have made a demonology
out of genetics? On the contrary, it would have been a wonder if no one had done
so.

The second excuse or extenuating circumstance for genetic puppetry theory is this:
rhat there has been a great and effective conspiracy, during most of this century, to
prevent the knowledge of genetics from being publicly diffused. The two principal

conspirators were originally, of course, Joseph Stalin and T.D. Lysenko. Although
tbey are long dead, their conspiracy lives on, its main centres now being the

humanistic departments of western universities. The very first priority in these

&partments is, to conceal from their students the importance, or even the existence,

d genetics, especially of human genetics. This conspiracy has actually reached
qqite new heights of success in the last five years, with the triumph in universities
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of 'politieal correctness'. Nowadays, in rrniversities, human geneticists had better
keep their mouths shut; and so, of course, they do. That is why they are moving,
in droves, into non- 'niversity research institutions.

The se$ish Gene is very nearly as bad a book as Mary Midgley said it is, and it is
quite as pernicious a book as she said it is. It is so, moreover, very largely for the
reasons she gave in her admirable article about it. But that article gives no
indication, as it should have done, that genetic puppetry theory is any better than
thc puppetry theory of (say) a 16rh century witch finder. weil, it is not saying
much, but it is certainly better than that.

iii

Il is no mystery, why the supply of puppetry theories never fails: there is an
unfailing denmd for them. People want relief from responsibility, and puppetry
lhcories promise them this relief. There is also, (as Mary Midgley pointed outiz;, a
sadomasochistic element in all such theories. People take a certain satisfaction in
contemplating their own supposed helplessness, and the irresistible power of their
masters. Puppetry theories appeal to some degree to eyeryone, because everyone
has, to some degree, this yearning for irresponsibility and a taste for
sadomasochism. But those two things must clearly be especially strong in someone
who invents a puppetry theory: you need an unusu-lly .demonological' cast of
mind to do that.

l'ror this reason puppetry theories, in the hands of the few individuals who invent
tlrcm, always display a strong tendency to eryand. The man who has dreamed up a
set of demons or puppet masters behind one field of phenomena, is quite the
likcliest man to dream up, later on, atnther set of demons behind another field of
phenomena; or to come up with a single but far wider set of demons,
comprehending the set which he had happened to stumble upon first. The people
rvho suffer from delusions of being conspired against are always being obliged to
conclude that this conspiracy is more widespread than they had previously realised.
ln the 16th and l7th centuries, witch finders were constantly and genuinely
astonished, because where they had expected to find one witch, they a/ways formd
twenty.

It is therefore not surprising, though it is certainly alarming, when Dawkins
nnnounces, in the last chapter of The Selfish Gene, the existence of a second set of
hidden beings who manipulate us while selfishly replicating themselves. This was
a scientific bombshell; or anyway a bombshell. It is the only original part of the
book, which up to this point had consisted of exposition, spiced only with
sensationalism about selfishness, or other people's discoveries or theories. But
whereas genes had been known for most of the century, the existence of this second
set of demons was entirely unknown until Dawkins revealed it in his last chapter.

That chapter is the worst part of the book, by a margin which it would be difficult
to exaggerate. But so extremely favourable has been the book's overall reception,
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that even this part of it has met with respectful attention from many grave
professors. Their most frequent reaction to it, all too predictably, has been of the
'It's an outrageous proposal but we'll certainly consider it' kind. te But, as recently
as 11)89, at least one very distinguished American philosopher has given this part
of the book his enthusiastic assenlre

When genes were first discovered, they had, of course, no established name. The
discoverers' phraseology varied, and an entirely new word was obviously needed. A
Danish friend of William Bateson suggested 'genes', Bateson himself coined
'genetics', and these namcs snrck. JuSt so, Dawkins needed a new name for the new
things which lz had discovered in 1976. He decided to call them 'memes'.

A meme is anything which can be transmitted by non-genetic means from one
human being to another. Hence all ideas, beliefs, attitudes, styles, customs,
fashions - in fact all the elements of culture in the broadest sense - are memes.
There is a meme for $thagoras's fheorem, and another for wearing stiletto heels; a
meme for being in favour of capital punishment, and one for the idea of a lfiangle;
a meme for the Mozart Requi.em and another for shaving ...

Now, Dawkins says, organic evolution is driven by the struggle between one gene
and its rival genes for a place on the chromosome, and with that, the chance to self-
replicate; and just so, cttltural eyolution, he says, is driven by the struggle between
one meme and its rival memes for a placr in otn brains. Take, for example, the
meme for the belief that the sun is at the centre of the local planetary system. A
few brains in classical antiquity had contained this meme, but it then disappeared
for nearly two thousand years. In the mid 16th century, however, it popped up
again in the brain of Copernicus, and a struggle began between this heliocentrism
meme and the geocentrism meme. At that time, the latter was settled in almost all
brains, but the heliocentrism meme has won this struggle long ago. It has been so
successful, in replicating itself from one brain to another, that by now there are
hardly any brains left which contain the geocentrisrn meme.

Even a single kind of meme, such as a belief meme, can be transmitted from brain
ro brain in many different ways. Beliefs can be transmitted, for example, by
teaching people some science or mathematics - heliocentrism or Pythagoras's
Theorem, say; by telling people lies; or by brainwashing them. Now, we usually
think of these as being three importantly different activities; and we think of them
as all being, in any case, activities of human agents. But again, according to
Dawkins, all of that is a mistake. Teaching science, lying and brainwashing are
simply three different ways in which memes in certain brains succ€€d in replicating
themselves in other brains. And in all three alike, the causal agents at work are not
hnman beings: it is the memes themselves that do these various things

Well, that is what Dawkins discovered in lW6, if 'discovered' is the right word.
His 'discovery' of memes comes as no surprise to anyone who has read all the
preceding chapters, on genes, and has noticed the strongly demonological cast of
Dawkins' mind. Puppetry theories, as I have said, always tend to expand, and
Dawkins was therefore always likely to reenact his 'discovery' of selfish genes, or
to do it again on a bigger scale. Ideally, no doubt, he would have preferred to have
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just one sryer g|ant sized conspiracy, to explain at once biology anl culture. But
not seeing his way to that, he insisted on at least having two giant sized
conspiracies, one for biology and one for culture. Genes are not ruthlessly selfish,
but Dawkins is certainly ruthlessly demonological. you could put him down
anywhere in the world, and rely on him to find there, what no one had before,
invisible puppet masters manipulating visible pup'pets. If, in addition, these puppet
masters should possess any nahual tendency towards self-replication, he wogld be
sure to repeat his absurd though profitable trick of calling them 'selfish' on that
account. If he ever hrrns his mind to cosmology or fimdamental physics, we can be
confident of his making 'discoveries' 

there which are even more valuable rhan thoae
of memes and of selfish genes, though (alas) of the same general kind as those two.

.Are memes a scientific discovery? well, one thing is absolutely certain; if they
are, they are the most effurtless scientific discovery of all time. For what did it
take, after all? what was the evidence and the reasoning, that enabled Dawkins to
discover memes in 1976, although their very existence, like that of genes before
I 900, had been unsuspected before?
Well, to tell the truth, it was nothing s1s1e \an the following.

Sometimes such things as beliefs, attitudes etc., are transmitted non-genetically
from one penion to another.

So
There arememes.

I can only echo Huxley's famous remark after he rrrst read rlw origin of specics:'How extremely stupid not to have thought of that!' why, even thad known for
years before 1976 that people often 'pick up' opinions, attifudes etc., from other
people to whom they are not related. So, if memes are indeed a scientfic discovery,
I must myself have stood, all that time, on the brink of a place in the history of
science! only, alas, I did not know it, and in the finish Dawkins got the .glittering

prize' before I or anyone else realised that it was sornerhing valuable.
There was, of cowse, this much excuse for me and all the other losers: that

Dawkins' discovery of memes is utterly unlike anything which the history of
science has 6ads us familiar with. What scientific discovery ever looked like that2
And yet there is something very familiar about Dawkins' discovery, at any rare to a
philosopher: something horribly familiar, in fact. I have seen that kind of thing
hundreds of times before, but where? why, in those absolutely effortless pseudo
discoveries which philosophers make, and on which their fame rests. plato's
'discovery' of rrniversals, for example, or Kant's 'discovery' that existence is not a
property.

Plato's discovery went as follows.

It is possible for something to be a certain way and for something else to be the
same way.
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So
There are universals.

(Tumulnous apptause,whichlasx, despite occasional sttbsidences,2,4aOyems.)

Kant's'discovery' went thus.

Any property that a real x had, an imaginary x could have, and any propety that

an imaginary x could have, a real x could have.

So
Existence is not a property.

(Hearty applanse, maintained steadily for 20O yeus so Jar "l

This kind of maximum effortlessness is typical of philosophical 'discoveries', and

it is not hard to say which kind it is: the elements of it are obvious enough. The

premises must be of minimum mrmber, (ideally one), and each premise must be of

maximum triviality. The line of the reasoning must be of minimum length, and

single: no converging lines of reasoning, for example. Finally, the reasoning must

be strictly deductive, or of zero risk. This last desideratum is mostly easily

achieved, and often is achieved, by simply making the conclusion just a more

arresting way of saying what the premise had said to begin with. The Plato
'discovery' is a case of this. 'Universals' is simply the name philosophers give to

the ways in which two or more things can be the same.
Similarly, 'memes' is just the name that Dawkins coined for the things which

humans can communicate to one another non-genetically' In fact, Dawkins'
'discovery' of memes satisfies perfectly all the above requirements for a

philosophical 'discovery', with just one partial exception. His premise is certainly

trivial enough to satisfy most people's appetite for triviality: but philosophers are

rather more exacting in that matter than most people. Dawkins' premise goes so far

as to assert that a certain process actually happens; whereas a typically

philosophical premise, such as Plato's or Kant's, says no more than something or

other is possibl.e.
Yet scientific discoveries, it can hardly be necessary to emphasise, are exactly the

opposite of philosophical pseudo discoveries in every respect. Their premises are

many, and none of them trivial: to estatilish even one of them, can easily take years

of painstaking experimental work. The path of the reasoning is not only long but

complicated, and every one of its major lines possesses great intemal cmplexity of

its own. In fact the detailed 'map' of a journey of scientific discovery is always so

long and complicated, that hardly anyone will ever be even able to follow it all

$erwuds; yet doing that is, of course, a great deal easier than making tlw iowney
in the first place! Finally, the reasoning which terminates in a scientific discovery

remains incurably inductive after all. For some at least of the premises will be
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observation statements, whereas the conclusion will go further than anyobservation statement, in b,readth, or depth, or both.
But the pseudo discovery of 'memes' 

invites a more specific comparison, with thereal scientific discovery of genes. Dawkins, to make his .discovery;, 
did not need to

91* 
,tpo" any speci{1sed knowledge, or to exercise either his experimental or hisinferential powers. All he needed *", to remember that some thi;i, ; transmittednon-genetically from o!rc person to another, to give these things 

"a 
new name, andthen to allow free rein 1q the demonological bias of his mini'. It was absolutelyeffortless. In fact it is so easy to discoier memes that a discipre of Dawkins,

writing in a recent coffee table book, is abre to make his readers pert-ectly at futwith them, in about eight lines of print and four seconds.2o
The discovery of genes, by contrast, was remarkably long drawn out in time. Itextended from Mendel's work in the rg60s on crossing various strains of peas,through the rediscovery of that work in 1900, to atleast the earry breedingexperiments of r.H. 

l'organ during the first world war. Now, was any of thiseffortless? Surely' on the conhary, Morg- and his associates had first to acquire a
good deal of biological infonnation, *d th"r, work rather hard and rong with theirheads and hands' to design, perform and interpret their experiments? in 1900Batesm perceived, though fewlther peopre did, what M*aet', "x[.i-enrs on peasreally meant: and I suppose that this dilference between Bateson and most otherpeople must have had something to do with his vast fund of biologicalinformatio' and with prolonged and severe exercise of his penetrating intelligence.

But in aII of this' easily the greatest feat of intellectuai penetratiln was that ofMendel hirnself. The phenomena of inheritance are so bewilderingly various, thatno one before Mendel' not even the most expert breeders of plants Jrri *i-ar, nuaever been able to 'see the wood for the trees'. yet in orderio be understood, these
ylenom3na_ only required to be looked at in the light of rwo ideas - that rhe'factors' 

of inheritance do not blend in the offspring, and that they assortthemselves independently of one another - ideas which, as R.A. Fishersuggested,22l had been as available to anyone, for thousands of years, as they wereto Mendel. what a certain car rental firm claims to do, Mendel did _ he tried wr:he concentrated his mental gaze for years on the vast jumbre of apparentlypeaninglsss ratios of inherited characteristics in his peas, until he obliged thesespeechless witnesses to yield their secret.
During his life, of course, and for 16 years after his death, Mendel,s achievementwent-not only unappreciated but unnoticed. If only, now, he co.lJhave had aDawkins to advise him on literary marketing! But this comparison, between theIaborious but glorious scientific discoverfof genes, and Dawkins, effortressphilosophical pseudo discovery of 'memes', 

is too painful to be pursued for long. Itelcr{ too much indignation and contempt for the latter.

.But 
Dawkins' chapter on 'memes' 

arso excited in me a good deal of alarrn. Thedemonological cast of mind mns easily, (as is well known), into mental disordersof a very dreadful kind, and little amenabie to treaknent. Among the symptoms ofthese disorders there are none more common than delusion* or uJrg :possessed, 
by

;
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'evil spirits', or of being 'occupied' by 'alien forces', or of being 'parasitised' by
hostile organissrs as yet unknown to terrestrial science. And then, I read the
following expression of the meme theory, written by a colleague of Dr Dawkins,
but heartily endorsed by him.

Memes are 'living structures, not just metaphorically but technically. When you
plant a fertile meme in my mind, you literally parasitise my brain, turning it into a
vehicle for the meme's propagation in just the way that a virus may parasitise the
genetic mechanism of a host cell. And this isn't just a way of talking - the memc
for, say, [Pythagoras's Theorem] is acnrally realised physically, millions of times
over, as a strucn[e in the nervous systems of individual men . .. .'22

I cannot speak for others, but for my own part, it is impossible to read these
words without felling anxiety for Dr Dawkins' sanity. I try to think of what I, or
anyone, could say to him, to help restrain him from going over the edge into
absolufe madness. But if a man believes that, when he was first taught
Pythagoras's f,heorem at school, his brain was parasitised by a certain micro
maggot which, 2,600 years edier, had parasitised the brain of Pythaguas, ... what
ccm one say to him, with any hope of effect? And if a man already believes that
genes are selfish, why indeed should he not also believe that prime numbers are sex
mad, or that geometrical theorems are brain parasites?

One might try saying to Dr Dawkins: 'L,ook, you are in the phone book, and they
print millions of copies of the phone book - right? But now you don'tbelieve,do
you, that you are there millions of times over'"in the form of' printed letters, or
"realised in" the chemistry of ink and newsprint?' But I would be so afraid of being
told by Dr Dawkins that he does believe this, that I do not think I would have the
courage to put the question to him.

In one of the popular recordings made about 20 years ago by 'The Weavers', the
group sang its song but then fell completely silent, rmtil the leader said: 'We will
now sing the same song again - this time, louder'. This is essentially what Dr
Dawkins has done, in the two books he has published srnce Tlw Seffish Gerv.

The later of these books is Tlv Blind Watchnaker,zs which is pirched at about rhe
same semi-popular level as The Selfish Gene, and has enjoyed an almost equal
success. The earlier one, The Mendcd Phenotype, 24 on the other hand, is a book
which probably only a professional biologist could follow in all its details. Still,
lay readers can certainly understand enough of it to see that its subst^nce is
essentially the same as that of the two more popular books.

To do Dawkins justice, the same song is snng softer and better, in one part of Zfte
futended Phenotype. This is the general treatment of genetic determinism in
Chapter 2, which is distinctly better than rhe rreatment of it implicitin Tlv Selfish
Gere. Someone had obviously convinced Dawkins, between 1976 and 1982, that
causation dcrs not, after all, come in two grades: genetic or 'industrial stength'
causation, and an inferior everyday non-genetic grade. Dr Dawkins may reasonably
be thought to have learnt this truth at a disproportionate cost to the public, but it is
undoubtedly a step in the right direction: that is, away from genetic puppetry
theorv.
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_The 
overall tendency of these two later books, however, is exactly the reverse:

they are actually ntore rlrppery theoretical than the first one ro^. lV" readin Tle
ryrry Phenotype that 'the fundamental ftuth [is] rhar an organism is a tool of
DNA'zs, andin The Blind Watchmat<er, that .living orgenispg ixist fur the benefit
o/DNA'. z6 Such statements abormd even more in the later books than they did in
the first one. In addition, they are not counterbalanced here, as thev were in Ttv
selfish Gene, by cheerfirlly inconsistent statements like the one I quoted earlier:
that we have 'the powel to defy the selfish genes of our birth'. Far from there being
any 'with 

one bound Jack was free' stuff in the later books, genetic puppetry
theory, especially in TIw bpnded phenotype,is r niversal, unrelieved, and carried
to the farthest lengths imaginable. It really is, then, 'the same song again, this
time louder', in these two later books. But alas, the song still makes oo -or" ,"^"
than it did at first.

we and all other organisms 'exist for the benefit of DNA', forsooth! It is
impossible to benefit an Hzo molecule, or an Nacl molecule: that is, a water
molecule or a table salt molecule. Try it yourself if you don't believe me. I-aunch a
Ilelp a water Molec'le week, and see how you get on. you may well raise some
money, but how could you possibly put it to work? water molecules simply
cannot be helped. And no more can DNA molecules - that is, genes - be benefrted.

In particular, a molecule of DNA, or of water, or of anything, is zotbeirefitedby
a replica of it coming into existence. It does not matter whether the replica is
brought into existence by this molecule itself, or by something else, or by
nothing. However it comes about, the situation is essentially this: there is at one
time a certain molecule M, and at a later time there is M and its replica. Now, what
benefit or advantage is there in this change, to anything whatever? M does not
benefit by its replica coming into existence: filial pieiy does not exist among
genes. The replica does not benefit by coming into existence. To paraphrase Kant,
cxistence is not a benefit; or if it is, it is a benefit which can ue contenea only on
the non-existent. There are no other possible candidates. Hence there is ootiiog
which benefits by this change, or is better off at the later time than it was at the
earlier.

It is true, of course, that if M is a gene, and brings the replica into existence, (and
survives this process), then there is a larger number of this kind of gene in
existence at the later time than there was at the earlier. But tlus proposition implies
nothing whatever about benefit. Indeed, it is not even a trutn oi biotogy; it is only
the trivial tmth of arithmstis, that two is a larger number rhan one. Ii is equaty
true that if M is a water molecule, and remains in existence while its replica is
synthesised in some laboratory, then there is a larger nrimber of thar kind of
molecule in existence at the later time than there was at the earlier. But it would be
evidently nonsensical, in this case, to speak of anything having berwfited by the
change. And it is no less evidently nonsensical in the case where M is a gene
instead of a water molecule, and produces the replica itself.

No' virginia, you and I are not being manipulated by our selfish genes for their
own benefit. There are certain people who are subject to incorrigibL delusions of
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being manipulated, and there are also such things as confidence men. But that is all
there is to it there are no 'confidence genes'. That class of work calls for both
intelligence and purpose, and genes have neither. They cannot trick people out of
their money by issuing false balance sheets, by writing fraudulent books, or by
anything of that kind.

I may be quite wrong, but in reading Dr Dawkins I have often formed the
impression that (in Wittgenstein's phrase) a certain Pictwe lnlds him captive. A
picture, namely, of an exceptionally vain author, or parent, or photographer, who
delights in surrounding himself with his own writings, or children, or self-portraits,
But genes, (it can hardly be necessary to say), can no more be vain than they can be
selfish. They cannot delight in the number of replicas that they make of
themselves. They are not even intelligent enough, after all, to know when they
lnve made a replica of themselves.

No tes
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Essay VIII'He Ain't Heavy, He's my Brother' or
Altruism and Shared Genes

... weexpecttoJindthat no one is prepared to sacrifice his life forany single person,
but that everyonewillsacriJice itfor more than two brothers [or offsprin!], or four half-

brothers, or eight first-cousins.
W.D. Hamilton, in an article of 19@

i

'All country people hate each other.' This is the shocking statement with which
william Hazlitt begrns his essay on co'ntry people.r rhere is some exaggeration
in it' obviously. But that, alas, is not what is shocking about it. Rather, what
makes it shocking is, how little exaggeration there is in it, and how much truth.
Now country people are also, (as everyone knows), more closely related to one
A"ft",r 

than city people. And yet sociobiologists believe that the more closely
related people are, the more altruistic they are towards one another! This seems an
eltrcme instance of putting difficulties in one's own way.

. 
But then sociobiologists believe, quite generally, that Low altruistic any organism

is, towards another of the same species, depends on the proportion of its genes
which the first shares with the second. This is part of tleir 

-meory 
of .inclusive

litness', and is their very favourite idea. you meet with instnnces of this idea at
every tum nowadays, wherever the influence of sociobiology extends: which is to
fy,' 

in some pretty surprising places. An overseas friend of mine, who is a
philosopher and an extremely good one, said in a letter last year, 'It is no wonder I
love my children: they share half my genes.' This was straight out of the
rociobiologists' manual. Dawkins says, for example: .It is easy to Jhoro that close
relatives - kin - have a greater than average chance of sharing genes. It has long
bcen clear that this must be why altruism by parents towards their yo'ng is so
Gommon. what R.A. Fisher, J.B.S. Haldane and especiaily w.D. Hamilton
rcalised, was that the same applies to other close relations - brothers and sisters,
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nephews and nieces, close cousins.'z The general principle, in Hamilton's own
words, was this. 'The social behaviour of a species evolves in such a way that in
each distinct behaviour-evoking situation the individual will seem to value his
neighbows' fitness against his own according to the coefficients of relationship
appropriate to that situation.'r (rhat is, according as the 'neighbour' is an
offspring, a sibling, a cousin, or whatever.)

Parents do, of course, share half their genes with each offspring, (as even we
laymen now know); grandparents share one quarter with each grandchild; siblings
share (on the average) half of their genes with each other; cousins one-eighth; and
so on. All of tlese are indisputable facts. what, by contrast, is not at all
indisputable, is the theory that the degree of altruism which exists between a person
and his or her relatives corresponds to, and depends upon, the proportion of his or
her genes which this person shares with those relatives. That is the distinctively
sociotiological idea. You can find it stated, or implied as part of the theory of
inclusive fitness, in many places. For example, R.D. Alexander's Darwinism qd
Human Affairs, (especially chapter 10); Dawkins' The selfish Gene,(especially
chapter 6);; vt. Ruse's Taking Dowin seriously; R. Trivers' social Evolution,
(especially chs. G8);+ and so on.

I do not doubt that there is some corrcrfion between the degree of our relatedness
to other people, and the degree of our altruism towards them. But then. there is
some connection between, for example, Newton's I.aws of motion and the present
state of the solar system; in fact a great deal of connection. yet it would be
manifestly silly to try to explain the present state of the solar system just by those
laws. You would obviously need a great many other propositions as well. And
likewise, you would obviously need a great many other facts, beside the degree of
relatedness between two people, in order to explain the degree of altruism, if any,
which exists between them.

And then, as we all know, there is some connection between far too many pairs of
things, for the mere existence of 'some cormection' to be at all interesting. There is
some connection between being fond of pastry and being of cornish descent,
between keeping a pet and being an alcoholism risk, and so on, forever. so, while
it is not saying absolutely nothing, it is saying extremely little, to say that there is
some connection between the proportion of genes we share with our kin, and the
degree of our altruism towards them.

Parental altruism is, of course , the strongest as well as the most ,niversal form of
kin altruism. As a general rule, that is. It is certainly not so very strong and
universal as to prevent, for exAmple, many women being more devoted to their
horses, dogs, or cats, with whom they cennel possibly share any interesting
proportion of their genes, than they are to their children, at least once the period of
their infancy is over.

And then, on the other side, sociobiologists would have us believe rhat there is no
altruism, or none to speak of, outside kin altruism; but the falsity of this is very
obvious. In fact altruism, in its strongest and most 1i1" sqns'ming forrns, is not
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directed towards relatives at all. Think of people like Mother Teresa, Florence
Nightingale, Father Damien, and Albert schweitzer. It is of course fashionable, and
it is eminently sociobiological, to be impertinent about such people, and I do not
doubt that vanity and self-deception could be shown to have found ample outlets in
their lives. So they do in every human life: that should go without saying. But it
would require more impertinence l'an I at least can muster, to believe that those
four people were not more altruistic rhan the average parent. And if your biology
makes a 'problem' 

out of the very existence of such people - as sociobiology
certainly does - then what that shows is just that there is something wrong with
your biology: not that there is something wrong with those people.

ii

Altruism ought to be non-existent, or short lived whenever it does occur, if the
Darwinian theory of evolution is true. By the very meanilg of the word, altruism is
an attribute which disposes its possessor to put the interests of others before its
own. Dsposes it, for example, to defend conspecifics in alenger, when it could have
simply saved its own skin; disposes it to eat less, or less well, or later, if this
helps others to eat more or better or earlier; disposes it to mate later or less often, if
this helps others to mate sooner or more often; and so on. But any such behaviour
by an orgenigp clearly tends to lessen its own chances of surviving and
reproducing; and altruism is therefore an attribute which is injurious to its
possessor in tle struggle for life. And in that struggle, Darwin says, .we may feel
sure that any variation in the least degree injurious would be rigidly desnoyec's

But in fact, obviously, altruism is not 'rigidry destroyed'. oo in" contrary, it is
cornmon in the animal world, at least in its parental form. This is, in essence, the
famous 'problem 

of alkuism' whichhas always beset Darwinism.
This problem is evidently a self-infticted injury, and as such deserves no

sympathy. It is just like the even more famous 'problem of evil' which has always
beset christian theism. If you don't believe the theory that God exists, and is
perfectly good and omnipotent, where is the problem in the fact that evil exists?
There is none. If you don't believe the theory that conspecifics are always
stnrggling for life with one another, where is the problem in the fact that altruism
survives? There is none.

organis's would not struggle for life with one another, of course, if they were
indifferent about their own survival and reproduction, or if they positively inclined
to the Buddhist side of the question, and acnrally preferred death, und leaving no or
few descendants, to the opposite things. But that is not, to put it mildly, th" *uy
orlanis6s in general are. suicide, vohmtary sexual abstinence, and contraception,
ae exceptional even in our species, but they occur nowhere else at all. The general
rule is that organisms act in a way which tends to increase or maintain their own
chances of surviving and reproducing, never in a way which tends to decrease them.

That, at any rate, is what the Darwinism of the 19th century said, and what

j
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Darwinism continued to say up to the mid-l!)60s: that organisms behave in general
in a way which maxinises their individual fitness. and ihis is why the elemenr of
unselfishness or self-subordination, which is manifest in parentar altruism,
presented the theory with the serious and widespread problem tnai it aia.
.A less starkly individualistic version of Darwinism - the theory of inclusive

fitness - was put forward by w.D. Hamilton in 1964,6 though J.B.S. Haldane and
R.A. Fisher, decades earlier, had several times stated the genn of the theory. z Jtsgeneral idea is as follows. An orgenisp acts in such a *uy u, to maximise, not its
individual fitness or chances of surviving and reproducing, but its inclusive fitness:
that is, the fitnesses of a group of consfcifi", *hi"h incrudes, first, the organism
itself, then those with which the organism shares the highest;r"pr*;il;
genes, then those with whom it shares the next highest pro[.ti"r, orits genes, and
so on.

The inclusive fitness- of a given organism is thus the aggregate or sum of a
number of individual fitnesses'. The fitness of the organir-ltrlr wil always be
the largest single component of this sL,n. If we give to this component thenumerical value one, then the component contributed by one offspring of that
organism will be exactly one half: the component contributed by one sibling will
be about one half: the component contributeJ by one grandchild will be one qu,mer;
and so on. But in fact, of_course, an orgenism will hardly ever have only oneoffspring, or only one sibling; and th! fihesses of two offspring togerher
contribute as much to an organism's inclusive fitness as the fitness of the organism
itself does-. 

Jhree offsp-1ng, or three siblings, together contribute a component ofoae and a half units: harf as much again as the organism itself. Two off'spring, each
of which itself had two offspring, wo'ld artogether coutribute twice as much to
inclusive fitness as the organism itself. Etc.

This theory, as will be obvious, still accords a certain unique position toselfishness in the life of each organism. But it will be equally obvi,ous that, unlikepre-Hamiltonian Darwinism, it also leaves open the possibiiity of altruism, or atany rate of altruism towards close relatives. Indeed, it does much more than that.
For the theory positively predicts that kin altruism will not only exist, but becornmon, and strong.

suppose that an animal, at a given moment, must do one or other of two things.
one is' to let three of its offspring be killed by a predator, while it saves its ownlife. The other is, ro lose its ownlife in saving the lives of ail three offspring. Ifthe organism does the former, the result will be a net loss to its inclusive fitness ofone and a half units. If it does the latter, the result will be a loss in inclusive
fitness of only one unit. The theory says that organisms act in such a way as romaximise their inclusive fitness, hence that they will prefer the smailer of two
alternative net losses. So it leads us to expect ttrai tnis oiganism will in fact do thealtruistic thing, rather than the selfish one.

Between an organism and one other to which the first is related, the theory
gredictl that the degree of altruism will dependjust on the degree of relatedness: that
is, on the proportion of its genes which tire fir"st organism shares with the second.
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But of course the general theory of inclusive fitness is addressed to the far rnorc
usual and important case: the one-many case. There, the number of the 'many', atxl
not merely their degree of relatedness to the 'on€', comes into the calculation of an
organism's inclusive fitress.

What I have just given, I need hardly say, is only the barest possible outline of thc
theory of inclusive fitness. As Hamilton first formulated it, the theory was both
formidably mathematical, and hedged with many biological qualifications. No
doubt, between 19@ and now, the mathematics of it have become even less
accessible to mere laymen, and the biological qualifications have become even lnorc
numerous. But the theory, almost from the moment it was first published, began to
revolutionise evolutionary biology, at least at its most general level; and even a
lalman can sufficiently see why.

The reason was, that the theory suggested an explanation of various facts which
had previously been anomalies for Darwinism, because they involve attributes
which are injurious to the organisms that possess them. One such fact was
senescence: why do hereditary infirmities accumulate in age and culminate in death?
Another was, small clutch size in birds: why do swifts, for example, who coulcl
easily lay more eggs, lay only one a year? A third was, the combination of bright
colours with distastefulness in many species preyed on by birds: a tasted caterpillar
is a dead caterpillar after all, while bright colours attactprcdatow.t The general idea
of the explanation in each case was the one which Esher and Haldane had suggested
thirty years before Hamilton's article. Namely that an attribute, which is injurious
to one organism that possesses it, could survive in a population by assisting the
survival and reproduction of many close relatives of that organism: that is, of
individuals which are more likely than others to share the gene which is the basis
of that attribute. What Hamilton's theory did was to give that general idea a detailed
and quantitatively definite fonn.

The most striking success of the theory, however, was in explaining another
attribute injurious to its possessors: altruism, or at any rate, one form of kirr
altruism. As is well known, many of the social hymenoptera, (ants, bees, wasps,
etc.), possess a class or 'caste' of sterile workers. The members of such castes are
females who do not themselves reproduce, but pass their lives in assisting the
reproduction of their mother the queen, by looking after their younger siblings.
How anomalous such lives are, from the point of view of individualistic
Darwinism, will be obvious. For these workers seem to be engaged in maximising,
not their own chances of survival and reproduction, but those of another individual,
the queen. This anomaly was certainly obvious to Darwin: he tells us that the
existence of these sterile castes had seemed to him, at one stage, a fatal objection to
his theory.r

From the point of view of inclusive fitness, however, the existence of sterile
workers is much more intelligible. For in these species, (owing to an unusual
feahne of the male reprodrrctive cells), sisters share with each other three-quarters of
their genes, instead of one half as in all other sexually reproducing species; while



mothers share with their daughters only the regulation one half of their genes. A
daughter of the queen is therefore more closely related to ary one of her sisters rhan
she would be to any daughter that she herself might have. Her inclusive fitness,
consequently, can be enhanced more,by her caring for a sister, thnn it would be by
her caring for a daughter ofher own.

This is easily the most arresting of the explanatory successes which the inclusive
fitness theory has so far enjoyed. But there are by now many other contexts in
which the theory has been found to cast at least some explanatory light. well, there
ought to be: it has certainly been tried often enough. tnctusivl fi-to"rr, or some
modification of it, has in fact become 'all the rage' in evolutionary biology during
the last 30 years. A representative recent textbook, such as Trivers' socia.l
Evolution, (1%5), is entirely dominated by it.

Inclusive fitness theory, though thoroughly in the spirit of Darwin, is
rutquestionably an addition to the older Darwinism. Darwin, like nearly everyone
else at the time, had been completely ignorant of Mendel's discoveries when he died
in 1882' But even after Mendel's work was rediscovered in 1900, Darwinism
remained, for several decades, neglecful of what might be called the .horizontal'
line in Mendelian inheritance, as distinct from the 'perpendicular' 

one: that is, the
line which links an organism, not to its parents and its offspring, but to its
siblings, cousins, and so on. once, however, Mendel's discoveriis had been
thoroughly absorbed by the minds of Darwinians - as they were by the generation
of F-isher and Haldane - it was only a matter of time beiore ,o-Lo" said, what
Harnilton did say in 196/,. Namely that, after all, 'there is nothing special about the
parent--offspring relationship except its close degree and a certain fundamental
asymmetry. The full-sibling relationship is just as close.'ro

A natural enough thought, in retrospect. yet it was sufticient to draw attention to
a dimension of inheritance and evolution which had previously been neglected; and
sufficient, once developed into a positive theory, to give Darwinism some addition
to its explanatory power.

At least, that is what nearly all evolutionary biologists nowadays think. I have
written so far in this section as though I think so too; but that was merely in order
! 

aloid mixing up exposition of the inclusive fitness theory with any expression
of disagreement with it. In fact I do not believe that that th*ry daar explain, or
even help to explain, anything. For to say that a theory "rptuior or helps to
eldain something, implies that it is true, or is at least u "tor" approximation to
the tmth. whereas I do not believe that the theory of inclusive fitness is true, or
anywhere near the truth. My reasons are given in the next section.

But the name, 'the theory of inclusive fitness', is a peculiarly inexpressi.ve one.
A'other name for it that is often used, .the theory of kin selectioo', i, positively
misleading. For these treasons, I will in what follows sometimes refer instead to the
theory as 'the shared genes theory of kin altruism'. This is cumbrous, but it will at
least remind us of what the theory savs.
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No one believes that Sydney's noon temperature each day, or on a given day'

depends on its latitude. The reason is obvious: that Sydney's latitude is constant,

whereas its noon temperature varies greatly from day to day. In the same way' no

one ought to believe that parental altruism in orn species, or in any given sexually

reproducing species, depends on each parents sharing half of his or her genes with

each offspring. The reason is obvious. Namely, that this characteristic - each parent

sharing half of its genes with each offspring - is common to virtually all sexually

reproducing species whatever, whereas parental altruism varies in these species as

widely as it cot vary. Namely, from zero, in all plants and many animals' through

cormtless intermediate degrees, up to its highest degree in the case of man.

This objection to the shared genes theory of kin altruism is so extremely obvious

that, when it first occurred to me, I felt sure it must rest on some misunderstanding

on my part. So when my friend said in his letter that he loved his children because

they share half his genes, I wrote back that at that rate pines and cod would love

their offspring as much as we love orns; which they do not. I was hoping and

expecting to leam, from his response, what my misunderstanding of the theory

was. But I did not. Since then I have put the same point to several other friends

who are favourably inclined toward sociobiology; but still without any

enlightening result. Yet Dawkins says (as we have seen) that 'it has long been

clear' that the proportion of genes which parents share with their offspring 'must bc

why' parental altruism is 'so common'; and what sociobiologist disagrees with

that? Until, therefore, someone will condescend to make me better informed, I nust

continue to think it is a good objection to the theory, that pines and cod and in fact

most sexually reproducing species, although they share lhe same proportion of their

genes with offspring as we do, do not come anywhere near us as far as parental

altruism is concemed.

According to the shared genes theory of kin altruism, the helpfulness of human

brothers and sisters towards one another is due to their having (on the average) half

of their genes in common; just as the helpfulness of human parents towards their

children is supposed to be due to their having exactly half their genes in corlmon.

If this is true, then what yast quantities of altruism must exist, between generations

or between siblings, in all those species which reproduce either parthenogenically

or by fission! For the members of these species sharc all their genes with their

offspring or with their siblings.
If there is one thing which dignifies corlmon human life, and goes some way to

relieve its overall charmlessness, it is parental love. Yet human parents share with

their offspring only half their genes. Imagine then, if you can, the perfect altruism

which a parthenogenic offspring must receive from i/s parent! This probably

explains why that chap Jesus had such a vast idea of his own importance. And

every time a bacterium divides into two genetically identical 'daughter' bacteria,

what complete and selfless altruism must unite those two sisters! The contrast with
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our own meagre efforts in the way of sibling altruism is too glaring for any of us
to contemplate without pain and mortification. Sociobiologists desie our thanls,
lhen, for reviving the pre-Darwinian tradition of Mrs Gaity, by drawing edifying
Ibrables From Natwe, (1855). Yes, even from the meanest of oru fellow creatures.

I can see only one difficulty with this uplifting prospect that sociobiology opens
up. -this 

is that, like every other uplifting prospect, it is inconsistent with the
I)arwinian theory of evolution. In species which reproduce parthenogemcaily, (like
rnany dandelions), or reproduce by fission, (like bacteria), what wifi ue left of the
famous Darwinian 'struggle 

for life'? Bacteria and dandelions certainly fqlfil the
Malthusian part of the conditions required for that struggle. If there :ue any
uganisms which you can safely rely on to multiply with rnaximum speed up to
the number that there is food to support, bacteria and dandelions are amqng these
organisms. But once they have got to the Malthusian limit, what then? Two
bacteria of the same parentage have 100 per cent of their genes in common, and
therefore must, according to sociobiology, exercise 100 per-cent altruism towards
each other. so how are they going to be able to compete with one another for .the
rneans of subsistence'? why, they wo'ld never even be able to decide which one of
them was to go through a doorway first. yet if no struggle for life, then no nahual
selection; and if no natural selection then no evolution. That is what the Darwinian
F"9.y 

used to say' anyway; still does say, come to that. So how is the theory of
inclusive fitness to be reconciled with Darwinism?

on second thoughts that is nol the only otrjection which asexual reproducers, such
as bacteria and dandelions, present to the inclusive fitness theory. is well as that
theory's inconsistency with Darwinism, there is another objection: its
inconsistency with the facts. For between sister bacteria, and between
parthenogenically reproducing dandelions and their offspring, there is no kin
altruism. Not just, much less of it rhan the theory leads one Io expect: there is
none at all. Two sister bacteria, despite their genetic identity, will slug it out with
each other for the means of subsistence, just like any other pair of good Darwinian
girls.

A fact so awkward for the inclusive fitness theory, and at the same time so
obvious, was bound to demand attention from the first. Accordingly, professor
w.D. Harnilton, in rhe famous article in which he first put forwaritle inclusive
litness theory, tried to apply a patch to this obvious p,ro"t*. But I cannor report
that he succeeded. He first says that the extent of asexual reproduction may have
been greatly exaggerated: which is understandable enough, in both senses of'understandable'. 

After that point, however, I at any rate am unable to understand
what the patch is, which he proposed to apply; and stil less able, therefore, to tell
whether it is a good one.r r

Part of what the inclusive titness theory says is, that people love their children
because they have half their genes in "o*oo with each child. But children are not
9" 

"dI things which people have half their genes in common with. Each woman
shares halfher genes with each egg she produces, whether fertilised or not. and a
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man shares half his genes with each sperm he produces. The theory of inclusive
fitness would therefore seem to predict that every woman loves each of her eggs as
much as her children, and that each man loves every one of his sperm like a father
his son. This certainly does not sormd like anyone I know: not even remotely like.
But I cannot deny that my experience of life is small. Does it sound like anyone
you know, or have every heard of?

And if altruism is proportioned to shared genes, what about the converse case?
Your wife shares only half her genes with each egg, and you share only half your
genes with each of your sperm. But an egg of your wife, and a sperm of yours, has
a// its genes in common with the adult organism which produces it. So if what
€uses altruism is shared genes, our eggs and sperm must be putting in a 100 per
cent altruistic effort towards us. Yet as far as I know, nothing of this kind has ever
been observed. Parents nowadays ofte.n conplain, it is tnre, that they have produced
a ntrmber of affectionate little layabouts who can scarcely be prevailed on to leave
home. But I have never heard of this complaint being levelled against either eggs or
sperm, and it would seem to be a complaint entirely without foundation in either of
those cases. tndeed, in the case of sperm, it would surely be the reverse of the truth,
since they are, if anything, in culpable haste to leave home.

Then, if human brothers have the amount of mutual helpfulness that they
generally do, because they shme about half of their genes, two sperm of any one
man ought to exhibit the same degree of muhnl altruism. For they too share about
half of their genes with each other. Can you believe this? I can't. I cannot believe
even that two sperm of one man have either liberty or equality, but fraternity seems
to me entirely out of the question. Even from the point of view of sociobiology
itself, the idea is absurd. A sperrn is just a packet of paternal genes, after all, and
according to sociobiologists, every gene is ruthlessly selfish. So how come, if
every gene in every packet is selfish, that the packe* are so all-fired fratemal? In
any case, if what some other biologists report is true, the relations among the
sperm of any one man are in general rather the reverse of fratenral.

If the altruism of parents towards their offspring is due to their sharing half of their
genes with each offspring, then filial altruism ought to be as common and strong
as parental altruism. For if your offspring has half of yow genes, then it is also
true that you have half of your offspring's genes. Yet in our own species, as
everyone knows, parental altruism vastly exceeds filial, both in commonness and in
strength. And in the great majority of sexually reproducing species, if there is any
parental altruism at all, filial altruism is, by contrast, even more conspicuous by
its absence or comparative weakness than it is in man.

In his basic article Hamilton referred, as we have seen, to the fact that the parent
offspring relationship is itself asymmetrical. (see the text to note 10 above.) But
he nowhere refers in that long article to the asymmetry between the altruism of
parents towards offspring, and that of offspring towards parents. And in fact, the
general principle which he enunciated, (see the text to note 3 above), actually
requires filial altruism to be equal to parental. For it says that degree ofaltruism
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varies according to degree of relatedness; and the degree of relatedness of child to
parent is the same as that of parent to child.

I am completely unabre to exprain Hamilton's silence about the uniyersal
asymmetry, where his theory required symmetry, between filial and parental
altruism in sexually reproducing species. This was, (one wo'ld have thought), a
puncture in his theory even more conspicuous than the one about the lack of kin
altruism Among asexual reproducers: which punchre he had atempted, at least, to
patch. But whatever the reason for it may have been, the fact t tnat he did not
attempt any kind of repair with respect to the symmetry of parental and filial
altruism.

_A 
patch was not long in forthcoming, however. The theory which we met with in

thr preceding Essay, that genes are the only causal agents intrinsic to organic
affairs, and are selfish, supplied the needed repair. That theory was a natural
outgrowth of the theory of inclusive fitness, as sociobiologisis have always
acknowledged, and as will be obvious, in retrospect, even to a layman if he reads
Hamilton's 1964 article- rz The patch goes as follows. A parent is necessarily older
th:an its offspring, right?.an offspring therefore has more of its reproductive career
ahead of it than a parent of it has, right? So a selfish gene, always on the look out
to maximise the representation of its copies in the population, will in general
prefer to invest in an offspring rather than in its parent, and will dispose an
organisn which carries it to honour its sons and daughters rather than its father or
mother.r3 (Nothing to it really, once you learn to think of genes as investors who
are about a million times better at their work than "n"r, th" cleverest of human
investors. See Fxsay X below.)

_But 
even if we regard this as an acceptable patch for the filial altruism puncrure,

the seme problem breaks out again elsewhere, and in an even more hideous form.
Namely, in the form mentioned a moment ago: that sperm and eggs ought to
exhibit 'filial' altruism towards the organisms that make them, ano in-tact twice as
much altruism as they receive from those organisms. As far as I know, no attempt
has ever been made to patch /&ls puncture. perhaps it was considered rrat even the
bestpatch would be bound to draw attention to it.

The shared genes theory of kin altruism suffers from other punctures which no
attempt bas ever been made to patch, for the simple reason taitney are, in the eyes
of the theory's adherents, not punctures at ali, but beauty spots. one of these
concems identical twins. such twins have, of course, all of theii genes in common.
Their mutual altruism must therefore, according to inclusive fitness theory, be 100
per ce|rt.

This redrctio d absur&nn of the theory is willingly emb,raced, in fact mistaken
for a successful prediction, by all sociobiologists. And not only by them. professor
G.c. williams, for example, writes: ,To provide benefits to alenetically identical
individual is to benefit oneself.'r+

so it is crystal clear what any young man A ought to do, in the interests of
maximising his inclusive fitness, if he is lucky enough to have an identical twin B.
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He should propose that B refrain from having any children of his own, and instead
devote all his money, energy, and indeed his life, to maximising the mrmber and
fitness of A's descendants. This proposal is srue to sormd an extraordinarily selfish
one, to persons unversed in the theory of inclusive fi0ress. But adepts in that theory
are well aware that selfishness is impossibl.e between ide,ntical twins. And after all,
if Professor Williams' statement is true, what else could B possibly do, that would
be more beneficial to his own inclusive fitness rhan this course of action proposed
by A? In fact, if B does not fall in with A's proposal, it can only be a case of
'bological error',rs or to speak plainly, stupidity.

There are yet other untoward consequences of the theory of inclusive fitness, which
have neither been recognised as requiring a patch, nor been mistaken for beauty
spots. They are simply never (at least as far as I know) mentioned at all. One of
these concerns the advantages which can be gained from incest, both between
siblings, and between parents and offspring, if the theory is true.

There is, as everyone knows, all too much conflict and disharmony in human life,
much of it directly attributable to the weakness of our altruistic tendencies; or in
plain English, to selfishness. A particular locus which is notorious for disharmony
is, where three generations of one family live in close proximity. Now, this is an
area where, simply by applyrng the theory of inclusive fitness, it would be not
only possible but easy to bring about a great lessening of disharmony.

The simple application that I have in mind is as follows. You should first marry
one of yoru siblings, and then make sure that you or yoru sporxe are a parent of
any children that your children have. This way, you will have three-quarters of your
genes in common with each of your children, and nearly nine-tenths in common
with each grandchild. The resulting all round increase in kin altnrism, or decrease in
disharmony, is bound to be very great, ifthe shared genes theory is true.

I am not, of course, either recommending this policy myself, or suggesting that
anyone else either does or should recommend it. I merely point out that it would be
an easy and effective way, if the shared genes theory is true, of greatly increasing
kin altruism. The policy would, quite obviously, be attended by a certain danger:
that of encouraging expression in the family phenotype of harmful genes wbich
would remain recessive under domestic arrangements of a more conve,lrtional kind.
ln any case, reduction of disharmony, while highly desirable, is not the only
desirable thing in human life, and is not necessaily a goal to be pursued regardless
of cost.

But suppose that the reduction of disharmony were the only or the supreme goal:
it would still be far from certain that the policy I have described would achieve that
end. It would, indeed, if the shared genes theory of kin altruism is true. But
common sense suggests that it would not. For a pronounced bias against incest is
discernible almost everywhere in animal and even plant life. To fly in the face of
that bias, in the way I have described, would be more likely to produce, in fact, a
grcatt ittrease in family disharmony, simply because of the ayersion to incest.

But who would ever suspct, from the shared genes theory of kin altruism, that
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there is, or even that there could be, such a thing as the aversion to incest? There is
not one h 'man being who does not prefer to be on the receiving end of kin
altruism, rather than of either kin hostility or kin indifference. There is not one of
us who does not feel that he could use rather more kin altruism rhan he actually
receives. I have simply pointed out an easy way in which, if the theory of inclusive
fitness is true, we could all gel more.

Cuckolded husbands who are also fathers, and do not know they have been
cuckolded, are not noticeably fonder of the children who really are their own, than
of those they mistakenly believe to be their own. When a couple adopt a baby, they
are not as a rule less fond ofit than parents are of their own babies. Bu1 1athe1 than
nrn through all the obvious objections of this kind to the inclusive fitness theory,
let us consider what would be the effects of a world wide, simultaneous, and
unsuspected'baby switch'.

It sometimes happens in maternity hospitals that a baby is given to the wrong
mother, and that the mistake goes undetected for some time. Well, let us suppose
that on a certain day, every child who is born anywhere in the world is somehow,
(it does not matter how), given [o the wrong mother, and that no one even susp€cts
that this has happened, or ever will suspect it. What will be the effect of this
switch, on the altruism of the parents towards 'their' babies who are born on this
d.y?

The theory of inclusive fitness is a causal theory about kin altruism: an attempt
to say what causes it, or what kin altruism causally depends upon. That is, it is a
proposition of the seme general kind of the theory (for example) that the tides
causally depend on the moon's gravitational attraction, or the theory that polio
myelitis depends on such and such a virus. And what the theory says that kin
altruism depends upon is, the degree of relatedness between the organisms in
question. More specifically, the theory says that the altruism of parents towards
their offspring depends on their sharing half their genes with them.

On the day of the uriversal baby switch, therefore, the thing which, according to
the theory, parental altruism depends upon, is altogether missing. The parents, and
the baby that they take hone, are simply not related to one another in the way they
think they are , and inde ed, except pr rccifutrs , are not related to one another at all .
Every one of those babies, consequently, is going to feel the effects of a total
absence of parental altruism towards it. There is going to be, in fact, a
simultaneous world wide disappearance of parental altruism. Infant mortality is
going to undergo and enormous and inexplicable increase, etc., etc.

It is likely enough that there is not one person in the world who will actually
believe this consequence of the shared genes theory of kin altruism. But there are
certainly very many people who, logically, ought to believe it. Namely, everyone
who believes that theory, and hencr believes that the altruism of parents depends on
their sharing half their genes with their children.

In general, causal dependence is not 'belief sensitive', (as we might put it). The
tides depend on the moon's gravity, and polio myelitis depends on a certain virus,
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absolutely independently of what anyone may know or believe. The tides would
still depend on the moon, even if there were not a single organism in the world that
was capable of belief at all. There are, however, certain cases in which causal
dependenceis belief sensitive. A stock saample is, a bank's going broke. This
effect can be brought about by any number of different "u,rr"r, such as the
incompetence, or the dishonesty, of its managers. But it can also be brought about
by a sufficient mrmber of people believing that the bank will go broke, and acting
accordingly.

Now the inclusive fitness theory says that kin altruism depends on shared g€nes,
and the causal dependence which is meant here is quite certainly not of the belief
sensitive kind. It had better not be! For that theory is intended, after all, to explain
kin altruism, not just in humans, but in any social animals, however low theymay
be on the intellectual scale. very many of our du'nb friends, (we need to
remember), if they can be credited with having beliefs at all, cannot possibly be
credited with having beliefs about a subject so nahrally difficult as their family
tree. [n otherwords, the theory of inclusive fitness does not say, for example, .you
will love the young conspecifics who are in fact your children, as long as you
believe them to be your children'. It does not say anything like that. It says .you
will love your clildren anyway'; just as the theory of the tides which we all accept
says that the moon's attraction will produce tides anyway.

It really is a consequence of the inclusive fitness theory, then, that all the babies
born on the day of the universal switch are going to be deprived of paren&rl
altruism. According to that theory, our parental altruism is as little subject to the
control of our beliefs as is, (for example), the working of our thyroid gland. euite
the contrary, that theory maintains that our parental altruism, our tnyroia secretion,
and just about everything else about us, is under strict geneticcontrol: and under no
other control whatever, except that of accidents thrown up by the environment.

It is well known that sociobiologists have darkened immense areas of paper, antl
im_agrned they were providing evidence for the inclusive fitness theory, by
publishing statistics which show (for example) that people are more likely to
d- 

:*ul a child they have adopted, or carried over from a prwious marriage, tha'a
child of their own current marriage. This sort of thing is, in fact, a major division
of the sociobiological industry. But it would not be easy to conceive a more
pcintless expendihre of effort.

For one thing' it is completely unnecessary, because we knew it all long ago.
Traditions about cruel stepmothers, the misfortunes of foundlings and the like, are'niversal and ancient, and no one has ever thought that they are-altogether without
a good deal of foundation in fact. parents, like all other himarrs, are exceedingly
imperfect, and some of them really are as bad as adolescent children often imagine
them to be. Everyone knows that. But everyone also knows, and arways has
tnown, that a child who goes further than its parental home will, in all probability,
fare even worse.

But the sociobiologists' statistics, about the probability of an adopted child being
mistreated, etc., are not only unnecessary: they are completeiy worthless as
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evidence for the shared genes theory of kin altruism. The reason is, that they are
subject to an enormously high level of what experimental scientists call 'noise'.

That is, it is quite impossible to determine how far the observed effects are due to
the cause which is being 'tested for' - in this case, the actual degree of relatedness -
and how far they are due to other causes altogether.

The main source of this noise, in the case of adopted children or stepchildren, is of
coruse the fact that such children are known to be so, by their adoptive parenrs or
stepparents. Adopting a child, or having a stepchild, is not, after all, something
you can do in your sleep, or while in a coma. And then, humans have good
memories, in fact the best - by about a billion miles - that there are. so human
couples know, and do not forget, that they stand in a different biological relation, to
an adopted child or a stepchild, from the relation they stand in to any fruit of their
own nnion' (of course they need not know anything whatever about genes.)

And the consequence is, that when a couple treat an adopted child or a stepchild
worse than they treat their own chil&en, it is utterly beyond the power of :my mere
statistical analysis to reveal how far this difference depends upon biological fact,
and how far it depends on 'noise' created by what the couple know or believe. How
far, that is, it depends on a child's being a stepchild or adopted, and how far it
depends on its being known to be so. Much of what people know or believe, after
all, is zor under genetic control at all: it can easily depend (for example) on which
newspaper you happen to pick up. And even the most rabid sociobiologists do not
think that which newspaper you pick up is rmder strict genetic control; although, at
the present rate of intellechral progress, in a few years' time some of them will
think this.

Anyone who possesses a spark of methodological morality, (as sociobiologists do
not), can easily see what kind of denographic information really would - if only it
could be got - be evidence for the shared genes theory of kin altruism. It would be,
for example, a couple who have children of their own, adopt two others, one of
whom happens ro be (though they do not know it) a child of their own whom rhey
had earlier abandoned or'adopted out', and who uieat this adopted child better than
the other, although all other things are equal between the two adoptees. But it can
hardly need to be said how rarely such a case must occur, or how unlikely it is, if it
did occur, to be accurately reported. Alternatively, unsuspecting cuckolds, who
nevertheless discriminate against all and only their suppositious children, wouldb,
evidence for the shared genes theory. But again, such cases can safely be assumed to
be rare, since otherwise the phenomenon would be notorious and even proverbial,
like the 'cruel 

stepmothers' of the nursery stories. And the extreme difficulty, or
rather virtual impossibility, of obtaining reliable infonnation concerning such a
case, will be evident.

11 is, as the proverb says, a wise child that knows its own father. But in this respect
there is, (to echo Hamilton's famous remark), 'nothing special' about a child's
ignorance of its paternity. It is an equally wise child who knows its own mother. It
is a still wiser one, who knows which people are its siblings, its aunts, its cousins
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(etc.). Childrenare told these things, of coruse, and they believe them simply for

that reason. But believing things just because you ale told them is not knowing

them. You recognised your'mother's' face, (as is by now well known), only a few

days after yourlrtt. fut then, you wo'Id have done exactly the seme, if you had

be"o ooe of the babies born on the evil day of the universal switch. Which shows

how much, in real cognitive terms, your 'mother recognition' is worth: namely,

nothing at all.
Now]according to the shared genes theory, an organism distributes its degrees of

altruism towards surrounding conspecifics according to the degree of relatedness in

which it stands to those conspecifics. Except in populations of exceptionally high
.viscosity'r(as Hamilton says) - that is, where the individuals'get around'

extremely littte - this discriminating distribution of altruism plainly requires that

an organism be able to distinguish, both between conspecifics to whom it is related

and those to whom it is not, and, among the former, between those to whom it is

most closely related, and those to whom it is less so'

As far as the parental recognition of 'own young'is concemed, the theory stands

up passably *"tt. or anyway, half of it does. This is, the half which concerns

iiurolrecognition of own young. According to the strict letter of the theory, of

course, patenral recognition of own yorurg ought to be as colllmon and unerring as

maternal recognition, since the genetic contribution of fathers to offspring is equal

to that of mothers. But, well, ... t"t it pass. In fact, as everyone knows, fathers in

the great majority of species are decidedly vaguer than mothers as to which yormg

are their own. And the reasons for this are quite obvious enough, without the

lengthy exposition which sociobiologists love to lavish upon them'

The inclusive fitness theory, however, implies far more kin recogniti6l than just

parental recognition of young. At least in its 1964 version, the theory implies that

the converse ability, of-young to recognise their own parents, is as common and

unerring as their parents; ability to recoppise them. Even in its present day version,

the thelry implies that the ability of siblings to recognise one another is very

nearly as common and unerring as the ability of parents to recognise their

offspring. It likewise implies that a social animal is able to tell the difference

betweeJa sibling and a cousin. For Hamilton's fimdamental thought, (as we have

seen), was that 'there is nothing special about the parent--offspring relationship "'

rn" fon-riUtiog relationship is jgst as close', while the cousinship relation is only a

lesser grade of the same thing. That, after all, was the whole idea'
yet ii is perfectly obvious that every one of these implications of the theory is

false. The ability of young to tell their own parents from other adults is nothing

like as corrmon and unerring as the ability of parents (or anyway mothers) to tell

their own young from others. (Since young dne little who feeds and protects them'

as long urio-Jorr" does, while parents care much whom they feed and protect, it

*outite surprising if these converse abilities were anywhere near equal.) The

ability of siblings to recognise one another is not a hundredth part as common as

te.liUty of parents to-recognise their young. And the ability to recognise a

cousin, ", tlt" a sibling only less so, is far rarer still. A cousin, in the vast
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majority of animals, is just another stranger conspecific.
These facts are all obvious enough, and it would clearly be asking too much of

animals in general, to expect them to be otherwise rhan they are. The intellectual
capacities of animals are just hopelessly unequal, both in extent of view and in
fineness of grain, to the demands which the theory of inclusive fitness makes upon
them. It is true that that theory has led to the discovery of a few previously
trnsuspected cases of kin recognition, especially among some of the social insects.
But overall, the fact is that there is emorg animals only a tiny fraction of the
amount of kin recognition that the theory implies.

Indeed, even the ability to recognise a conspecific is nowhere near as common and
unerring as natural selection, if it is as powerful a force as Darwinians think it is,
might reasonably be expected to have made it. Male insects of many species'copulate' with a part of a flower which mimics a female conspecific of the insect.
when defending a territory, a male robin red breast, (as some famous experiments
showed), cannot even tell the different between a trespassing rival male, and a bit of
red wool on a wire.

Nor can it be maintained that 'in the wild' it is only mistakes of the opposile kind
that would matter: that is failures to recognise a conspecific o a conspecific. That
is very far from being the case. The nest parasitism of cuckoos, 1s1 6lnmple, is the
huge success that it is, precisely because parents of the host species cannot
recognise a non-conspecific's egg as the egg of a non-conspecific. Species of ants,
which are parasitised by other species, are further examples of the same kind. In
fact, parasites and predators are always waiting to take advantage of either kind of
intellectual defect inability to recognise a non-conspecific o a non-conspecific, or
inability to recognise a conspecific as a conspecific.

A male robin red breast then, at least when defending a territory, cannot even tell
the difference between a bit of red wool and a trespassing rival, even though a
trespassing rival could quite easily be his brother. yet the theory of inclusive
fitness requires us to believe that he can tell the difference between his brother and a
cousin, and again, between a cousin and an unrelated conspecific. well, it is not
logically, or even biologically, impossible. It is just incomparably more probable,
that he qulnot.

If he didhave all this cognitive ability, what use could he possibly make of it? A
robin defending his territory is an extremely busy man, and he is not running a
charity either. So if this bum turns up at the front boundary and claims to be his
long lost cousin or something, and the robin can tell that he is too, and can even
tell that the fellow is in fact his brother, what can he e wift this knowledge? Even
if he is as altruistically disposed to the bnm as the shared genes theory says he
must be, he cannot get him a paid job, or find him a wife who works or is rich.
what can he do about the situation at all? Nothing whatever. So alr the
genealogical knowledge, which the theory of inclusive fitness credits him with,
will be perfectly useless, both to himself and to his brother. The only thing he can
do is, what he will do: namely, tell his brother to clear off, exactly as he would tell
a complete stranger.
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In genetic terms, of course, the 'horizontal' relation, of siblings to each other, ds
almost as close as the 'perpendicular' one, of parents to offspring. The inclusive
fitness theory says that degree of kin altruism depends on degree of genetic
relatedness. So the theory says that sibling altruism is about as coulmon and strong
as parental altruism.

And what can one possibly say, in response to a falsity as breathtakingly obvious
as this, except that it ls false? Parental altruism is so very common, and is
commonly so very strong, that it really is (as I said in section ii above) a problem
for Darwinism. But no Darwinian has ever lost, or should have lost, a minute's
sleep over sibling altruism. There is simply not enough of it about. When and
where, ;rmong animals, was sibling altruism ever anything to write home about?

Perhaps :rmong those social hymenoptera, the altruism of whose sterile workers it
was the greatest apparent triumph of the shared genes theory to explain? Why no,
not even there. Those workers do not, to any significant extent, assist the
reproduction of their sisters; they could not, because the vast majority of these
sisters are never going to reproduce, but will be workers themselves. In other
words, the workers achieve little, in the way of increasing the number of copies of
their own genes among the individuals with whom they have the closest genetic
affinity. But on the other hand, they do greatly assist the reproduction of an
individual with whom they have /ess genetic affinity than they have with their
sisters: ttrmely their mother, the queen. The altruism of sterile hlmenoptera would
appear, therefore, to be a case of the hypertrophy of filial altruism, rather than of
sibling altruism; even though daughters in these species share only the regulation
one-half of their genes with their mothers.

But even if, (as is likely enough) the preceding paragraph contains some la;iman's
mistake, where has sibling altruism ever been anything to write home about
otxside certain social hynenoptera? Wbere else has itever evendistantly ryrorcM
parental altruism, either in corlmonness or strength? The answer is, of course,
rcwhere.

A punchue on this seale to the theory of inclusive fitness cried out, naturally, for
a patch. A proposal for patching it was put forward by Dawkins in 1976, though I
do not know how widely his proposal has been adopted. The substance of it was,
that it is not the rcnnl degree, of relatedness which determines an animal 's degree of
altruism: 1fre animsl's estimate o/its degree of relatedness also has a big, or even a
tigger, say in the matter. Incredible as it may seem, this really is what he said: that
'relatedness may be less important in the evolution of altruism than 16s berl
gtimate of relatedness that animals can get. This fact is probably a key to
understanding why parental care is so much more common and devoted than
hothr/sister altruism in nature ... '.ro

This is plainly a proposal for increasing the already intolerable demands whichthe
irclusive fitness theory makes on the intellectual powers of animals. An animal is
mw to be required, not only to have a good idea of its family tree, but to give a
pofubility weighting to each degree of relatedness which it assigns to any animal
o that tree. This is more than a little unfair to dogs; to say nothing of many of
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our still dnmber friends, such as rabbits and kangaroos.
But Dawkins' proposal also involves an obvious and enormous dryarc from

inclusive fitness theory. For that th*ry implies that parental altruism, sibling
altruism, and all the rest, are under stict genetic control; but estimates of
relatednessale opinions about detqils of orw's environment,and such things are not
under genetic control. Humans are far better than any other anipals at knowing
something about their family tree. Yet what was your estimate, that so-and-so is
your sister, ever controlled by? By nothing, of course, except having heard your
(estimated) mother say things like, 'Stop bossing your sister'. And even now you
might at any moment be required to revise that old estimate, by overhearing a bit of
gossip, by reading a newspaper, or by any one of a million non-genetic accidents.
Many an adolescent suburban girl's best estimate of her relatedness is, tlat she is of
royal birth, and quite unrelated to everyone around her. Is this estimate, or any
different estimate that she ever makes, under genetic control? As for dogs, yo""g
birds, horses, etc., their best estimates of their relatedness are so little genetically
controlledthatitis patheticallyeasy tohalfconvince them thatthey are peopte.ln
short, once you allow a sizable causal role, in determining the degree of altruism,
1e se6erhing which is as biologically accidental and variable as estirnates of
relatedness, you have forfeited all claim to be still grving a genetic explanation of
kin altruism.

unless, then, some patch has been found since 1976 which is a great deal better
than the one Dawkins then proposed, the theory of inclusive fitness still has the
gaplng punchre which it had at first. Namely, that it requires sibling altruism to be
about as strong and common as parental, whereas in fact it is nothing of the kind.
If so, we might as well admit that although, genetically, the sibling relation is'just as close' as the parent offspring relation, biologically, it is nowhere near as
close, at any rate as far as altruism is concerned. of course this antithesis. of'genetically' with'biologi."lly', is bound to scandalise all ears accustomed to the
theory of inclusive fitness. But we might all just have to be brave about that.

To a certain extent, of course, the temperature of sydney, or of anywhere else on
earth, does depend on its latitude. Everyone knows this, because everyone knows
that temperature falls off systematically, (however irregularly), with increase in
latitude. Two places on the same latitude always wouldhave the same temperarure
at any given moment, if all other things were equal between them, and barring
accidents.

But then, other things cannot ever all be equal between them. Two places on the
srme latitude must differ in longitude at least, and the angle of incidence of the
sun's rays can therefore never be the same at the two places at once. Even the
things which cotrld in principle be equal, between two places on the same latitude,
never cee all equal in fact. The two places always differ in some respect which
affects local temperahre: elevation, or humidity, or prevailing wind, or surrormding
topography, or something. But even if, by some rrnheard-of fluke, the two places
were the same in all such respects, meteorological accidents would nearly always

ty



make them differ in temperature at any given time. There would be a windy

morning here and a still one there, an electrical storm there but not here, or

something of that sort.
The result is, what everyone knows: that knowledge of the latitude of a certain

place is just about useless for predicting what its temperatures are like, if you

happen not to know this, or for explaining the temperatures it experiences, if you

do happen to know what these are. There is undoubtedly a causal dependence of
temperature on latitude, but it is extremely attenuated. Very many other causes

beside latitude contribute to determining a place's temperature at any particular

time. And as well as that, any of these causes, and any combinatiou of them, is
often prevented, by mere local accidents, from having the effect on temperature
which it otherwise would.

The dependencr of temperature on latitude, then, though real, is extremely
attenuated. But the dependence of parental alruism on parents sharing half their
genes with offspring, if it is real at all, must be much more attenuated still. For
there is no latitude at which temperatures vary as widely as temperafi[es on earth
cn, y^ry:' whereas, (as I said in the first paragraph of this section), species in which
parents share half their genes with offspring vary in parental altruism as widely as
species unvary in that respect.

So the knowledge that in a certain species, parents share half their genes with
offspring, is even /ess use, for either explaining or predicting the degree of parental
altruism in that species, than the knowledge of a certain place's latitude is, for
explaining or predicting its temperature. The statement, 'Two places on the same
latitude would always have the srme temperature, if all other things were equal
behveen them, and if no accident made their temperatures differ', is one which says
extremely little. The reason is, that the two provisos it contains are so stringent
that neither of them is ever in fact satisfied. Still, the statement is one which, little
as it says, we have very good reason to think true.

Compare it with the statement, 'Two species, in both of which parents share half
their genes with offspring, would always exhibit the same degree of parental
altruism, if all other things were equal between them, and if no accident made them
differ in altruism.' This statement, too, says extremely little, and for the same
reason as before: the provisos it contains are too stringent ever to be satisfied.
(When are all other things going to be equal between two species in which parents
share half their genes with offspring?) But, little as the statement says, what reason
have we, to think even rhat little true? We certainly do not have in this case,
corresponding to what we do have in the case of temperature aad latitude, a
systematic (even if irregular) decline in degree of parental altruism, with a declining
proportion of genes shared by parents with offspring.

Not only do we not have thal we & have reasons, several of them, to think that
this statement about shared genes and parental altruism is false. Namely, the
reiasons I have given at various points in the present section. The same thing holds
for all the other false consequences which we have formd the shared genes theory to
have'. norw of them can be saved by a proviso about other things being equal.
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Io aoy case, the shared genes theory of kin altruism is nol put forward, by the
writers who think it true, subject to weighty provisos about other things being
equal, and accidents aside. At least, I have never met with any exposition of the
themy in which it was burdened with either of those dispiriting quaiications; and I
have read such expositions by Hamil1s1, Dawkins, Alexandir, Ruse, and Triyers,
as well as by many less well known authors. on the contrary, the theory is always,
in_my experience, put forward without any qualifications at all. It is flatly stated, in
effect, that the degree ofkin altruism varies as the proportion ofgenes shared. In
this unqualified forrn, the theory is indeed, as we have seen, extemely easy to
disprove. But that is not because it is a straw man misrepreseniation of the real
theory. It r the real theory.

But I have not yet mentioned the most obvious of all the punctures that the theory
of inclusive fitness suffers from. This is, its prediction that an animal (as long as it
is social, and the genetics of its reproduction are of the almost u iversal kindf, will
always sacrifice its life to save the lives of three or more conspecifics with each of
whom it shares half its genes, (such as its offspring or siblings).

There is no question that this prediction ls a consequence of the inclusive fitness
theory: the fact is admitted, or rather, complacently affirmed. r? For this very
conspicuous punchre, Dawkins proposed the same patch as he did for the one about
the inferiority of sibling altruism to parental. Namely that if, in defiance of the
theory, animals sometimes 'value themselves more highly even than several
bnothers"ts the reason must be the difference between their real and their estimated
relatedness: that is, these animals just don't realise that those other three oe lhek
siblings or offspring. But as we have seen, Dawkins' proposal, as well as being
objectionable in itself, emounts to abandoning the theory of inclusive fitness.

Hamilton wrote rhat 'we expect to find that no one is prepared to sacrifice his life
for any single person but that everyotg will sacrifce ti 7or nwre tlwn two brothers
fu offspringl' u four half-brotlwrs, t eight Jirst-cousins.'rg was an expectation
more obviously false rhan this one every held, (let alone published), by any human
being? I do not see what anyone could possibly say in response to it, except that if
Hamilton or anyone else really does eryect everyone to sacrifice themselves for
three brothers or three offspring, then his 'expecter' is due for a valve job.

It is true I have omitted a qualification which Hamilton prefixed to the words just
quoted: namely, '... in the world of our model organisms, whose behaviour is

letermined strictly by genotyp€ ... '. But professor Hamilton could hardty object to
this omission. For his disciples such as Dawkins constantly do the same thing:
that is, read off the results of Hamilton's 'model', as being true descriptioo, of
biological reality. No doubt the reason is, that they believe that the proviso -
behaviour being determined strictly by genotype - is satisfied everywhere in frct.
And then, Hamilton has no quarrel with sociobiology.2o

Even if we confine our attention just to (say) birds, it is manifestly impossible to
gerwralise about the readiness of animals to sacrifice themselves for the sake of
conspecifics with whom they share half their genes. [n some species of birds,

156

I
(
I

t
t

I
s
i
I
i



i

I

parents are daring defenders of their nestlings, in others they are not quite so brave,
and in others again they rmdertake hardly any risks at all for that end. Even within

the s"me species, individual birds differ significantly in their readiness to sacrifice
themselves for young. These things being so, what conceivable excuse can there be

for saying flatly that a parent will sacrifice its life for three offspring, in all social

species where parents share half their genes with their young? Yet the theory of

inclusive fitness does say exactly that.

lu the cases of adoption, and of unsuspected baby switching or cuckoldry, my

objection to the inclusive fitness theory was, that it predicts too little parental (or

rather 'parental') altruism. But almost every other objection I have made to the

theory was to the effect that it predicts too mrrch kin altruism, and in fact;fumore
than actually exists.

Parental altruism equal to the human in all species in which parents share half
their genes with offspring; parental altruism twice the human in parthenogenic
reproducers; sibling altruism twice the human between sister bacteria; parental

altruism towards sperm and eggs, twice as much filial altruism from them, awJ
sibling altruism among sperm; filial altruism equal to parental; 100 per cent

altruism between identical twins; greatly increased kin altruism in incestuous

families; sibling altruism equal to parental; and parental altruism so strong that a
parent would always sacrifice its life to save three offspring.

In fact, if the theory of inclusive fitness were true, the wodd would be awash with

kin altruism, and we would all, from the bacteria up, be swimming (or drowning)
in an ocean of love. It would not be 'the problem of altruism' which gnaws

endlessly at the vitals of Darwinism. It would be 'the problem of selfishness'; and

the problem would be, where to find any of it.
Surely this is a very extraordinary conse,quence? Such an ocean of love is the very

last thing that any Darwinian ever meant to imply, and least of all any
sociobiologist meant to imply, when he embraced the inclusive fitness theory. Yet
it must be presumed that they are at least as competent as other people, to see the

logical consequences of their theory. Something must have gone badly wrong here,
if not with inclusive fitness theory itself, then with my interpretation of it.

It has. In the next section I will explain what it is that has gone wrong.

The philosopher Mary Midgley was not guilty of presumption when she examined,
lethally though humanely, what passes for thought about ethics in the mind of

E.O. Wilsoni2r nor yet when she took Dawkins to task over'selfish genes', (in an

article referred to in the preceding Essay). She may of course have been mistaken in

some or all of her criticisms of these sociobiologists: but that is an entirely
different thing from it being presumptuous of her, as a non-biologist, to criticise

them at all.
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I take it that I was similarly not guilty of presumption, in being critical (in Essay
vI) of the sociobiologists' selfish theory of human and animal nafure, or again in
being critical (in Essay VII) of their demonological genetics. The sociobiologists
whom I criticise are all professional biologists, whereas I am the merest layman in
biology. still, there cannot b" aoy serious suspicion here of lcse majesti.

It is rather a different matter, though, for a mere layman to venture to criticise the
theory of inclusive fitness. It is crrtainly a good reason for being suspicious of that
theory, that it gave rise to the ideas about genes which were, the subject of the
prcceding Essay. But on the other hand, the inclusive fitness theory had Fisher and
Ilaldane as its grandfathers, W.D. Hamil1s11 as its father, and (for example) G.C.
williams as one of its first and most enthusiastic adopters. zz No one who has read
thcse writers will doubt that they are entitled to rank as considerable biologicat
authorities. what importance, then, can possibly attach to objections to the
inclusive fitness theory which, like those put forward in the preceding section, are
those of a mere layman!

It is logically possible, of course, that every one of my objections is worthless:
either mistaken as to fact, or else based on a misunderstanding of the theory that it
is intended as an objection to. But as against that possibility, the inclusive fitness
theory, in its essentials, (as distinct from its mathematical details), is not a hard
one even for laymen to understand. Besides, there is no real as distinct from logical
possibility that I was mistaken in saying, (for example), that sibling altruism is
not as common or strong as parental altruism. But what mainly reassures me, that
not all my objections can be wide of the mark, is the following fact. That at
various places where the theory seemed to me, from the time I first vaguely heard
<f it, to have an obvious puncture - asexual reproducers, sibling altruism, and
parental self-sacrifice, for example - a patch ttas in Jact been propsed. either by
Ilamilton himself or by one of his disciples.

I therefore find myself in an impasse. on the one hand, the theory of inclusive
fitness has many consequences, the falsity of which is so obvious that even a
layman, (not to mention an intelligent child of nine), can see it. The falsity of
lhese consequences is therefore, presumably, more obvious still to professional
biologists. But on the other hand, the inclusive fibress tleory is universally
accepted by evolutionary biologists, and indeed is generally regarded by them as the
greatest addition to their explanatory power that has been made since tie l93os and'4os, when Darwinism merged with Mendelian genetics. In fact it is understating
the case, to say that the theory is universally accepted. Inclusive fitness is by now a
perfect article of faith with virtually all evolutionary biologists, and with all of the
lay readers who take their beliefs about evolution from them. An objection made to
the theory is rcver considered to prove anything except the incompetence of the
objector. I did not know this when I first began to express criticisms of the theory.
But since that time I have learnt it by experience: as Laplace said in another
connection, 'p eryerierces nombreuses et finestes.'

scientists sometimes (as is well known) continue to work with a theory which
they themselves know is false. Iaymen, when they hear of such a case, are apr ro
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be audibly critical of the scientists' conduct; but of course they have no better
theory to suggest, and the only result is, that the scientists grow angry and
impatient with their lay critics. But these features of scientists' behaviour are not
ones which deserve esteem, and still less, imitation. They are dryara from
rational behaviour, not forms of it. They arise only because professional scientists,
without the guidance of some theory however unsatisfactory, do not know what to
do with themselves. But laymen have other occupations, and the indignation they
feel, when scientists stick like limpets to a theory they know is false, is not only
natural but rational. A rational interest in science, as distinct from a professionnl
one, is an interest in what is true, or probably true, or probably close to the truth:
in that, and in nothing else. If a scientific theory is certainly not even rw the
truth, then, whatever attractions it may have for scientists, it is of no interest to a
person who is simply trying to have rational beliefs and no others. That is how
things actually stand, of course, with the theory (for example) that the blood is
stationary, or that the earth is shaped like a bullet, or that it rotates from east to
west. It is also how things actually stand with the theory of inclusive fitness.

When a proposition is obviously false, and is nevertheless widely and fervently
believed, it is a reasonable inference that it possesses some powerful attraction for
the minds of those who believe it: powerftrl enough, anyway, to outweigh its
obvious falsity. Take, for example, the theory that human beings are immortal.
The falsity of this proposition is obvious now, but it always was as obvious as it
now is: it is not as though we have lately discovered the first disproofs of this
theory - we have not. Yet it was generally believed in western Europe for most of
two thousand years, and (on the whole) was believed most fervently by precisely
the people whose intelligence and education best entitled them to rauk as
intellectual authorities. What the attraction of the theorv was in this case. is too
obvious to need stating.

The theory of inclusive fitness is in an analogous position nowadays, if what I
have said about it earlier in this essay is true. That is, it is obviously false, and is
nevertheless widely believed, and believed most fervently precisely by the people
best entitled to rank as authorities on evolutionary biology. It therefore must
possess some powerful attraction for the minds of those who believe it. But what is
this attraction?

The answer will easily suggest itself, if we recall certain historical facs. They are
all ones which have been stated in Essays VI or VII above.

Firsl altruism was, from the very start, a problem for the Darwinian theory of
evolution, if not something worse than a problem. As a result, Darwinians have
always been under a certain temptation to 'cut the knot', and deny the very
existence of altruism. This temptation was always strongest, naturally, for those
Darwinians - such as Fisher - who were most convinced of the sufficiency of
natural selection to explain everything in evolution. But, of course, for Darwinians
to come out and explicitly deny the reality of altruism, would have brought
Darwinism into open conflict not only with common sense, but with common
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decency.
For this reason, Darwinians successfully resisted the temptation for a very long

time: in fact for more than a hundred years. But after the mid 20th cennrry, their
views became steadily more andmore 'selectionist'. They were therefore oUiged to
concede to altruism at least the respectable status of being 'a problem' for
Darwinism; since it could manifestly not be fobbed off any longer with any
designation less than that, or with the old prudent silence. It was even sometimes
admitted to be a problem which lies unpleasantly close to the vital parts of
Darwinism, and one which at the same time is peculiarty resistant to treatment. But
still, no Darwinian yet dared to say, or probably even to think, that altruism is an
illusion. The rmeasy truce on this subject, between Darwinism and common sense,
subsisted from 1859 to the second half of the l960s.

Second: after l9@., this long 'gentleman's agreement' was rudely and repeatedly
broken, by the Darwinians who soon came to be known as 'soeiobiologists'. No
gentlemen Darwininns these, but dragon's teeth, sown by the theory of inclusive
fitness, 'which sprang up anned men'. They adopted, as their principal badge of
distinction and the fundamental plank of their plaform, the ancient theory of
universal selfishness. They proclaimed, as exceptionless biological truths, 'dog eat
dog', 'dirty tricks', 'nice guys finish last', the manipulative nature of all
commwfcation, (etc., etc.); as we saw in Essay VI above.

Third: sociobiologists are not merely willing, but devoted, 'slaves of the Gene'.zr
They believe that an organism - a man, say - is epiphenomenal to his genes: an
effect, not a cause. Or at least, they believe fiat a man is about asepiphenomenal
to his genes, as his singlet (for example) is to him. Wilson spoke for all
sociobiologists, when he said: 'An organism is only DNA's way of making more
DNA.'24

Fourth: sociobiologists believe that genes arc seffish. By which they mean, that
everything a gene does is directed to one and only one end: that of maximising the
representation of copies of itself in the next generation of the organisms which
carry this gene.

Now that we have recalled these four historical facts, however, an interpretation of
the inclusive fitness theory, which is very different from the one I have so far takeir
for granted, will suggest itself to our minds. Or rather, it will force itself
irresistibly upon our minds.

I have taken it to be, (as I said), a proposition of the seme general kind as the
theory that the tides causally depend on the moon's attraction, or the theory that
polio myelitis depends on a certain vims. That is, as a cansaltheory orexplanation
of kin altruism: an attempt to say what it is that altruism among kindred depends
upon. But a very different and indeed a contrary interpretation of the inclusive
fitness theory is cleady possible.

Namely, it can be taken to b. a denial oJ the reality of kin altruism, and a causal
theory only of the delwive arytrarces of kin altruism which the surface of life
presents in such abundance. It can be taken to mean that what superficially ryeus
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as kin altruism is, in reality, only the selfishness of getws, manifesting itself at the
phenotypic level, between individual organisms. That is, when you sean /o carefor
your son's or your sister's well being, all that is really happening is that your
genes are selfishly getting you, their puppet or tool, to work in tlcir interest,
(which is simply the making of more future copies of themselves), via your son's
or yow sister's reproduction.

It is r&rs interpretation of the theory, and this one alone, (I need hardly say),
which recomrnends itself to sociobiologists. Alexander, for example, writes that
kin altruism, 'by which the phenotype is used to reproduce the genes, may be
described as phenotypically (or self-) sacrificing but genotypically selfish.'zs
Dawkins writes that 'a gene might be able to assist replicas of itself which are
sitting in other bodies. If so, this would appear as individual altruism, but it would
be brought about by gene selfishness.'zo It would be easy to multiply quotations to
the same effect; but it can hardly be necessary.

Nor can it be doubted that it is this interpretation of inclusive fitness theory that
sociobiologists ought to adopt. For the other interpretation of it - as a cansal
theory of kin altruism - leads (as we saw in section iii) to the most
unsociobiological, and even the most unDarwinian, of all possible outcomes.
Namely, an enormous overestimation of the amount of altruism that there is in the
world. Whatever sociobiologists mean to imply, and whatever Hamilton meant to
imply, it is quite certain that any theory of theirs is not one which will en on thd
side.

Hamilton himself, in fact, gave his readers one very unmistakable hint that he
meant to deny the reality of kin altruism, and to explain the appearances of it as due
to the selfishness of genes. For, as the reader will see if he refers to the text to note
3 above, he did not say that an animal does value, or will value, a neighbour's
fitness against its own, according to its degree of relatedness to that neighbour.
What he said was, that the animal 'will seem to value' its neighbour's fitness
against its own according to (etc.).

What an amazing expression to choose! What an inexplicable one, unless
Hamilton meant to advance a causal explanation, not of kin altruism, but only of
the delusive Woures of kin altruism! The significance of the expression was
certainly not lost on his disciples. Trivers, for example, 20 years later, is still
careful to insert, at critical places in his own writing, his master's 'seem to'.27

This was a clear enough indication that Hamilton intended the inclusive fitness
theory as a denial of kin altruism, rather than as an explanatim of it. But even apart
from his intentions, his theory by its very nature leads inevitably, as it led in
historical fact, to the sociobiologists' theory of'the selfish gene'; and hence, in

partiuia2 Io lbe idez tbat wbu appeat as )iz dtnssz .ts ta)7 ad7 ))e
selfishness of genes.

A theory of evolution, in order to qualify as a Darwinian one at all, must
resemble the original Darwinian theory at least to this extent: that it points out a
class of causal agents whose interaction can reasonably be supposed to result in
evolution. Before Hamilton, these causal agents were always supposed to be



individual orgnnisns. and the interaction nmotrg them, which would bring about
evolution, was supposed to be the struggle among conspecifics to survive and
reproduce. This old Darwinian picture may not have been true to life: but it was
admirably defi nite and intelligible.

But all this definiteness and intelligibility vanisfoes, the moment we start to think
of organisms as always tending to maximise their inchtsive fitness, rather than
their own individual fibress. on the basis of that theory, what picture can we fonn
of the process of evolution at all? In Hamiltonian Darwinism,-what are the causal
agents, and what is the interaction among them that is to .drive' evolution?

Individual organispg are now entirely out of the running. The individual is now no
more than an insignificant speck in the vast cloud of its extended family or kin.
This cloud is without any definite boundaries, in either time or space; without any
real physical centre, (as distinct from the merely perspectival centre which each
organisa supplies for itself); and without even the faintest suggestion of an
internal structure, tendency, or cause, which might incline it to aevel,op in one way
rather than another.

could tlese Hamiltonian kin clouds be themserves the causal agents whose
interaction drives evolution? No. As causal agents for explaining anythiog, clouds
- of mosquitoes' or of water droplets, say - are unpromising enough: ihey lust
don't interact with other things in a definite enough way. But a cloud of kin is far
more rmpromising still. After all, the mosquitoes or water droplets which make up
a cloud have at least got to be at roughly the same flace and time; but the members
of a kin cloud are under no such necessity. In a kin cloud of elephants, or of
humans, even two of the most closely related individuals - a father and daughter,
say - can easily be separated by 50 years, or by l0o miles, or by both. Any causal
agents, which by their interaction are to make evolution 'go', will need to be a
great deal less diffuse than kin clouds are.

As causal agents, kin clouds are not only hopelessly diffuse: they are not even, in
general, discrete. It 'takes two to interact', but many kin clouds overlap so
extensively as to prevent &em being, in any intelligible sense, two at all. The kin
cloud of even your cousin - the set of people who contribute to &is inclusive

fitness 
- must overlap extensively with your kin cloud. And as to your brother,s

kin cloud: how does it differ from yours d att, in such a way rhat thl .two' things
could meaningfully be supposed to interact?

All righl the causal agents whose interaction is to drive evolution cannot be the
kin clouds which the Hamiltonian theory brings into view. Nor can they be the
individual orgenisrns, which that theory effectively pushes out of view. But then,
what oe the causes which bring about evolution, if the theory of inclusive fitness
is true? If it really is a Duwinian theory of evolution, then this yawning vacancy
init must be filled by something.

well, of course, by 196/., 'there could be but one way' of filling it: genes.T\ey
were the only possible candidates for the position. They had some genuine
qualifications for it, too. causal agents they undoubtedly are; not at all diffuse
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ones, either, and even noted on the whole, ever since Mendel, for theirhigh degree
of discreteness. Interact with one another they certainly do, and that interaction
certainly has a great deal to do, in detailed ways, with bringing evolution about.
whether their causal powers are sufficient, or even of the right kind, to make them
the complete puppet masters in evolution which the sociobiologists think they are,
may reasonably be doubted. But what of that? when a position mustb,filled, and
there is only one possible candidate, the candidate can be sure of having his
suitability for the position exaggerated, and in fact can 'name his own salary'.

This was the way in which Hamilton's theory of inclusive fitness gave birth to
the selfish gene theory of the sociobiologists; and hence, in particular, to their
belief that what seems to be kin altruism is really just gene selfishness. The
proc€ss was one of the a priori exclusion of alternatives, rather than of empirical
discovery. If the inclusive fibress theory is your stoiling point, as it was for the
sociobiologists, then there just ana no other causal agents which could drive
evolution, and genes get thejob for want of other candidates.

The inclusive fitness theory is therefore a denial of kin altruism, rather than a
causal explanation of it. It is a new version of what I discussed in Essay vI: the
immemorial selfish theory of human and animal nature. And it is not even, at that,
a firndasrentally new version ofit.

Parental altruism was always, or course, the greatest stumbling block in the way
of the selfish theory. But selfish theorists, at least as early as about 1700 A.D., had
thought of a way round this difficulty. Namely, by saying that our'children are
parts of ourselves, and in loving them we but love ourselves in them.'2s which is
clearly a simple prototype of the idea that what appears as parental altruism is
really just a kind of selfishness.

It was effectively criticised, as long ago as 1726, by the Scotch philosopher
Francis Hutcheson, (from whom I have taken the quotation). But then, as I said in
Essay vI, the selfish theory, however often refuted, never dies. It is probable,
indeed, that this prototype of sociobiology is much older than the early lgth
century. Men who were as flash as a rat with a gold tooth swarmed in the Greek
Enlightenment of the 5th and 4th centuies B.C., and it would be surprising if none
of them ever hit on this particular way of getting round the fact of parental
altruism.

We are now in a position to identify what the irresistible attraction is, that the
theory of inclusive fitnoss holds for every modern Darwinian mind.

If a man openly denies the reality of altruism, then, as well as incurring the
deserved ridicule of people of comnon sense, he incurs the moral indignation of
people of common decency; as Hobbes, Mandeville, and Machiavelli (among
others) found out by experience. He deserves it, too. Now the Darwinian theory of
evolution is a theory which logically impels whoever believes it to deny the
existence of altruism. But for more then a hundred years, (as we have seen),
Darwinians all shrank from that denial: restrained, no doubt, partly by fear of the
evil reputation of a Hobbes or Machiavelli, but also bv their own decencv.
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But then came llamilton's theory, and in the second half of the l96os - those five
fell years for westem civilisation! - it brought into existence, in the way I have
described, what is now called sociobiology. These Darwinians are not reskained
either by courmor s€nse or cqnmon decency, and they do openly deny the existence
of altruism. They thus armounce themselves as the new rt-otulsts, Machiavels, or
Man-devils' (as someone called the followers of that once famous selfish theorist).

In consequence' sociobiologists have incurred at least a sizable fraction of the
moral condemnation which they deserve. And they have failed, (at least up till
now), to carry with them, in their open denial of altruism, the great majoriiy of
their fellow-Darwinians, either professional or lay. Darwini-, iithout exception
nowadays, to be sure, swear by the theory ofinclusive fitness. But very few let it
leadthem to say things of the kind which it leads the Hard Men of sociobiology to
say. For example, 'scratch 

an "altruist" 
and watch a hypocrite bleed'; or .Nice Guys

Finish I-ast', or rhat conscience 'teils us, not to avoid cheating, but how we can
cheat socially without getting caught'.zr

But a denial of the reality of altruism which did nol openly offend either cornmon
sense ordecency: tlnt, by contrast, wo'ld be exactly 'whaithe doctor ordered' for
all present day Darwinians. It would give them what no Darwinians had ever had
before: freedom to profess their Darwinism f'lly, without getting a bad name, and
with a conscience that, if not quite unclouded, is not in-revort either. A
combination 'devoutly 

to be wished'.
Now this combination is exactly what the theory of inclusive fitness does offer to

Darwinians of the present day. For that theory is, (as we have seen), a deniar of the
reality of kin altruism; but on the other hand it is not an overt one. It is covert, and
in two ways. First, it is esoteric; since it is entirely in terms of genes, any
knowledge of which must b, esoteric. Second, it is indirect; since it directly
ascribes selfishness, not to people or other animals, but only to geues. Now, if
genes, and' only they, are accused of selfishness, what is there in that which could
reasonably arouse the moral indignation of people of common decency, or even of
one's ownconscience?

This, then' is what constitutes the irresistible attractiveness of the inclusive
filne,ss th"ory to every modern Dawinian mind: it allows you to deny the existence
of altruism, even in its most conspicuous form, without giving unmistakable
offence either to common decency or to yo'r own self respect.-ThisLd been a great
desideratum ever since 1859, (as I have said): it *u, irrrt that no one trcfore
Hamilton had been clever enough to find a way to do it.

The objections I made to the inclusive fihess theory in the previous section were
made' of course, on the assumption that it is a theory of whai causes kin altnrism.
In the present section, however, we have seen compelling reasons to think that it is
not that, but is a denial of kin altruism, and a causal theory only of the ryaarces
of kin altruism. If so, then my earlier objections were based on a mistaken
assu 'ption.

_But they:ue very easily adapted so as to become good objections to the inclusive
fitness theory as we now understand it to be. In fact all I need do is, to insert the
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word 'apparent' before the word 'altruism', (and before 'kin altruism', 'parental

altruism', etc.), in each of the objections which I made in section iii.
Thus, for example, where the objection previously was, that sibling altruism is

not nearly as common or strong as parental, it will now be, that apparent sibling
altruism is not nearly as cofllmon or strong as apparent parental altruism. Wherc
the objection previously was, that there is no altruism between genetically identical
sister bacteria, it will now be, that there is no apparent altruism between them. And
so on.

Then every one of my objections will be found to be true still, and directed, tftl.r
time, towards the right target. In other words, even if the selfish theorists of all
ages are right, and there is no such thing as kin altuism, shared genes :re just as
bad an explanation of t\e ryoarces of kin altruism, as we earlier found them to
be of the thing itself.

v

Yet almost every other line, which inclusive fitness theorists write about altru:ism,
implies that I was right the f7sl time: that is, that they & intend their theory as a
causal explanation of kin altruism.

This is so evident everywhere, that it would be ridiculous to assemble quotations
to prove it. It will be sufficient if I draw attention again to some words of Dawkins
quoted above , (the text to note 2). He said that it had long been clear that the grcater
than average chance of a gene being shared with close relatives 'must fu why
altruism by parents towards their young is so common'. If this is not canral talk,
then I cannot understand Fnglish. And it is perfectly representative of 50 per cent of
what inclusive fitness theorists write about kin altruism.

And yet these are the same authors who, in other parts of their books or articles,
imply that altruism does not exist! They say, like Hamilton, that a mother seerns,
to ptut a positive value on her baby's fitness against her own. Or they say, like
Ghiselin, rhat so-called altruists are hypocrites. Or they refer, like Dawkins, to
'altruism - something that does not exist in nature'.ro

What can we possibly make of this bewildering, and yet systematic,
inconsistency? A proposition - the theory of inclusive fitness, or any other
proposition - cannot be both a causal explanation of something and a denial of its
existence. A causal theory of the tides camot deny the reality of tides; nor can a
causal explanation of polio myelitis imply that there is no such disease. A causal
theory of x implies the existence of x, and cannot consistently deny it as well.

But that is not at all to say, alas, that people do not sometimes confiise a causal
explanation of something with a denial of its existence. On the contrary they often
do, as philosophers to their sorrow know. A man puts forward a causal theory to
explain something, and another man thinks that he is denying the existence of that
thing. Or a man says he is going to explain what causes something, and fails to
notice that, in the course of his 'explanation', he has implied that there is acnrally
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no such thing as that which he had undertaken to explain. Confusions of this kind
are certainly common eiaough.

If you want an example ofhow easily people can confuse a causal explanation of
something with a denial of its existence, then talk to a man in the street, or. to an
average physicist for that matter, about one of the secondary qualities: colour, for
example. Try to get him to be (a) clear and (b) consistent, about whether he is (1)
putting forward a causal explanation of ghings having the colours they do, or (2)
denying that things have any colour. You will need to allow a good deal of time for
this job. And it is a thousand to one that, however much time you allow, it will
not be enough.

A third possibility therefore suggests iself. Perhaps the inclusive fitness theory is
neither a theory of what causes kin altruism, as I took it to be in section iii; nor
yet a denial of kin altruism, as I tried to show in section iv that it is. perhaps it is
sometimes one and sometimes the other. Do inclusive fitness theorists just
confusedly oscillate, between thinking of shared genes as what causes kin altruism,
tutd thinking of shared genes as the reality which underlies the illusory appearances
of kin altruism?

Ihis hypothesis is somewhat disrespectful, I must admit, to inclusive fitness
theorists. But then, better scientists than they are certainly lwve oftenfallen into
exactly this kind of confusion about colour. So the disrespectfulness of the
Irypothesis can hardly be a desisive objection to it.

In fact this hypothesis has much to recommend it. For it would explain very well
a certain feature of the literature of inclusive fitness, for which no other explanation
suggests itself. The fact, namely, that that literature contains two violently
inconsistent estimates of the amormt of kin altruism that there is in the world.

An inclusive fitness theorist, if you accl$e him of denying the reality of kin
altruism, will almost certainly dismiss the accusation as an elementary
misunderstanding of his theory. He will defend himself somewhat as follows. 'o/

cotrse kin altruism is real, at the level of individual organisms. It is very corlmon
and strong, too: think, 1e1 saemple, of parental altruism in humans, of sibling
altruism in hymenopteran workers, and so on. what Hamilton taught us was, what
it is that muses lsnaltruism: namely, the selfishness of genes.'

This self defence is certainly 'firll of whole wheat words':3 r no cynical suggestion
of u iversal selfishness here. And, taking the inclusive fitness theorist at his word,
we adopted his causal explanation ofkin altruism in section iii above. It led us to a
number of surprising results. For example, rhat there is twice as much sibling
altruism between bacterial as between human sisters; that sibling altruism in our
species is as common and strong as parental altruism; that every parent bird will
sacrifice its own life in order to save three of its nestlings; and so on. And the
combined result of all these discoveries was, that there is in fact far more kin
altruism in the world than anyone had ever supposed before the inclusive fitness
theory came 3le1g. In fact it turned out that animal life is saturated with kin
altmism: drips the stuff at every pore.

And yet, in the literature of the inclusive fitness th*ry, what do we actually find?
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Why, more often rhan not, the universality of 'dog eat dog', of 'dirty tricks', of the
self-interested manipulation of offspring by their parents, of parents by their
offspring, of siblings by each other, of strangers by everyone; of apparent alkuism
revealed as hypocrisy, (even, no doubt, in those luckless hymenopteran workers
who had previously been portrayed as paragons of kin altruism). There is no
pretence, in this part of the literature, of admitting the reality of kin altruism and
confining selfishness to the gene level. On the contrary, it is the Hobbesian war of
all against all, openly installed (not for the first time) as the last word in Darwinian
biology. There is not, it turns out, one atom of kin altruism in the world: it is an
illusion.

In any discussion of the inclusive fitness theory with an adherent of it, the same
extraordinary phenomenon of 'Janus faces' will be met with. On one face of thc
theory, arising out of the idea that kin altruism is caused by shared genes, there is
an extravagant exaggeration of the amount of kin altruism that exists; on the other,
there is the idea that kin altruism is an illusion, the underlying reality of which is
shared selfish genes. Any discussion of altruism with an inclusive fitness theorist
is, in fact, exactly like dealing with a pair of air balloons connected by a tube, one
balloon being the belief that kin altruism is an illusion, the other being the belief
that kin altruism is cansed by shared genes. If a critic puts pressure on the illusion
balloon - perhaps by ridiculing the selfish theory of human nature - air is forced
into the causal balloon. There is then an increased production of earnest causal
explanations, of why we love our children, wfty hymenopteran workers look after
their sisters, etc., etc. Then, if the critic puts pressure on the causal balloon -

perhaps about the weakness of sibling altruism compared with parental, or the
absence of sibling altruism in bacteria - then the illusion balloon is forced to
expand. There will now be an increased production of cynical scurrilities about
parents manipulating their babies for their own advantage, and vice versa, and in
general, about the Hobbesian bad times that are had by all.

In this way critical pressure, applied to the theory of inclusive fitness at one
point, can always be easily absorbed at another point, and the theory as a whole is
never endangered. A defender of the theory does need, it is true, a certain mental
agility: an ability to make sudden and extreme'gestalt switches', (as the best
authors in the philosophy of science now say), from a pichre in which animal life
is swimming in kin altruism, to one in which there is no kin altruism at all. But
this ability, it has turned out, is by no means uncommon; and it is the only one
which a defender of the inclusive fitness theory needs. Given that, his theory is
stable rmder any criticism whatever.

My hypothesis - that inclusive fitness theorists are just confused about kin
altruism, and oscillate between denying it and trying to explain it - has at least the
merit, therefore, of explaining something otherwise improbable: the Janus faced
character of their theory. But it also has in its favour a historical fact which I point

out in Essay VI: rhat selfish theorists have always oscillated between a version of
their theory which is shocking but not true, and a version which is perhaps true,
but certainly not shocking, or even interesting.
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When an inclusive fitness theorist tells us that kin altruism does not exist, then
that is shocking all right; but it is not true. when, on the other hand, he only tells
's that kin altruism is caused by shared genes, then that happens not io be true, (as
we saw in section iii), but even if it were true, it wo'ld not be shocking, or eyen
interesting. If kin altruism ls caused by shared genes, that is well - it exists,
anyway; if it is caused by something entirely different, well again. who doubts that
it is caused by something? Nor can is cause be of a very *r" - elevated character,
in view of the extreme conmonness of kin altruism which, (at least in its parental
form), extends even to such low spirit'ality t,?es as alligators. The fact that kin
altruism has a cause does not prevent it from being sometiies an admirable thing,
cither. By that too severe nrle, there wo'ld be nothing to admire anywhere; not
cven in, say, The selfish Gene,whichpres'mably haJits causes like everything
else in nahrre.

If inclusive fitness theorists do, as I believe, constantly oscillate between
cxplaining and denying altnrism, this must still further enhance the attractiveness
of their theory to every Darwinian mind. For every such mind needs either an
explanation or a denial of altruism. A theory which offers both of those things at
once will therefore be doubly attractive.

And then' think how easy it is, and always has been, to convince many peopre of
the selfish theory of human nature. It is quite patheticafly easy. All it takes, as
Joseph Butler pointed out nearly three cenhrries ago, is a certain coarseness of mind
'n the part of those to be_ convinced; though a little bad character on either part is
certainly a help. You offerpeople two propositions: 'No one can act vol'ntarily
except in his own interests', aad 'No one can act voluntarily except from some
interest of his own.' The second is a trivial truth, while the first is 

-an 
outlandish

falsity. But what proportion ofpeople can be relied on to notice arrydiffereircein
meaning between the two? Experience shows, very few. And a man will find it
easier to mistake the false proposition for the evidently true one, the more willing
he is to believe rhat everyone is as bad as himself, or to belittle the human species
in general. (Darwinians call the latter, 'bridging the gap between man and the
animals'.)

It is even easier nowadays to convince people that, even within families, there is
nothing but selfishness. All you need to do is, tell them that .what 

appears as kin
altruism is really gene selfishness'. If 'appears 

as' means here .seems'to 
be but is

not" then the statement is a denial of the reality of kin altruism. But .appears 
as,

can also mean 'result in', or 'has as one of its effects': as when we say, for
example, that the moon's gravitational attraction appears as tides in the ocean. ff
lfrls is what 'appears 

as' means here, then the statement is a theory of what causes
kin altruism. But what proportion of people can be relied on to notice this
ambiguity of the phrase (appears 

as', or to notice the result of ic that the given
statement can equally well be a denial of kin altruism, or a causal explanation of it?
Again, very few.

well, how could inclusive fitness theorists nol oscillate between those two
things? If they were to adhere consistently to the causal version of their theory, the
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result would be, (as we saw in section iii), fm rnore Kn altruism than actually
exists, and Darwinism's problem of altruism would achrally be far worse lhan it
was before rlamiltm sup,posedly solved it. If they were to adhere consistently to the
denial of the reality of kin altruism, that would indeed solve the problem of
altruism with supreme &lat,but would be considered by everyone of common
sense to be a re&rctio d abwrdnn of their theory, rather than 2 scientific discovery.
So what can inclusive fitness theorists do, except what they do do? That is, publish
hundreds of articles every year, in which kin altruism is both denied anc causally
explained in terms of shared genes. These two things may be logically inconsistent
with one another. But what of that? It's a 'successful research programme', isn't it?

At any rate some explanation is required, of the Janus faces of the inclusive
fitness theory: on one side an immense exaggeration of the extent of kin altruism,
on the other a denial that there is any at all. My hypothesis is, mere confusion in
the minds of inclusive fitness theorists. This is, at least, a better suggestion than
the only other hypothesis I have been able to think of: that inclusive fitness
theorists deliberately try to drceive their readers, by passing off a denial of kin
altruism as a causal explanation of it. This is an eminently sociobiological
hypothesis, of course; but like all such things, it has nothing to recommend it.
Confusion is always more likely that elaborate cunning and'dirty tricks'.

So if (for example) you cannot work out by reading TIa Selfish Gerw - as you
cannot work out - whether the author is denying the existence of kin altruism or
offering a causal explanation of it, then easily the likeliest reason is, that the
author's thoughts on that subject are in exactly the seme state of incoherence as his
book is. It is a nrle with very few exceptions, that the book ls the man; and even,
the man when intellectually at his best.

Besides, if that book had said, clearly and consistently, either than kin altruism
does not exist, or that it does, how much of its piquancy, and its sales, would have
been lost! Its inconsistency on this fundamental point, while no doubt faithfully
reflecting the author's mind, was one of the very things which kept its readers
interested and guessing. A sourc6 of interest to the readers, it was a source of
income to the writer, and consistency would have cost him mon€y.
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Essay IX
A New Religion

... that sacred particle [the seed].
Paley, NaanalTheology

i

Dolphins and some other animals have lately turned out to be more intelligent than
was formerly thought, and present day computers are capable of some amazing
things. still, if the question is asked, what are the most intelligent and all round
capable things on earth, the answer is obvious: human beings. Everyone knows
this, except certain religious people. A person is certainly a believer in some
religion if he thinks, for example, that there are on earth millions of invisible and
immortal non-human beings which are far more intelligent and capable 

'\an 
we xre.

But that is exactly what sociobiologists do think, about genes. Sociobiology,
then, is a religion: one which has genes as its gods.

Yet this conclusion seems incredible. Was not religion banished from biological
science a long time ago? why, yes. And is not sociobiology a part of biological
science (even if a very new part, and a controversial one)? No. sociobiologists
really are committed to genes being gods, as I will show in a moment.

But first consider the following. we would all say, because we all know it to be
true, that calculating-machines, automobiles, screwdrivers and the like, are just
tools or devices which are designed, made, and manipulated by human beings for
their own ends. Now, you cannot say this without implying that human beings are
more intelligent and capable than calculators, automobiles, screwdrivers, etc. For if
we designed and made something as intelligent and capable as ourselves, or more
so, it would be precisely nol just a tool which we could manipulate for our own
ends: it would bave ends of its own, and be at least as good at achieving those ends,
too, as we iue at achieving ours. Similarly, suppose someone says that human
beings and all other organisms are just tools or devices designed, made and
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manipulated by so-and-sosfor their own ends. Then he implies that so-and-sos are
more intelligent and capable than human beings.

with that in mind, co ider the following representative statements made by
lgading sociobiologists. Richard Dawkins, easiiy the best known spokesman for
this movement, writes that 'we are ... robot-vehicles blindly programmed to
preserve the selfish molecules known as genes',r and again that *L -" .manipulated
to ensure the survival of [otn] genes'.2 The same writer also says that .the
fundamental truth [is] fhat an organism is a tool of DNA'.s (fhat is, of the DNA
molecules which are the organism's genes.) Again, Dawkins says that .living
organisms exist for the benefit of DNA'.+ Similarly, E.o. wilson, an equal or
hiqher sociobiological authority, says that'the individual organism is only the
vehicle [of genes], part of an elaborate device to preserve and spread them ... The
organisn is only DNA's way of making more DNA.'s

I will mention in a moment some other passages in which sociobiologists imply
that genes are beings of more than frspao intelligence and power, but that
implication should be clear enough already from the purr"g", just quoted.
According to the Christian religion, human beings and all other createi things exist
for the greater glory of God; according to sociobiology, human beings and all other
living things exist for the benefit of their genes. The expression Ttheir genes, is
probably not perfectly orthodox, from the strict sociobiological point of view;
being rather too apt to suggest that genes are part of oar equiplent, whereas
(according to sociobiology) we are part of theirs. All the .r-i, th" religious
implication is rmmistakable: that there exist, in us and around us, beings to whom
we stand in the same humble rclation as calculators, cars, and screwdrivers stand in
to us.

It must be admitted that sociobiologists sometimes say other things which are
inconsistent with statements like the ones I have just quoted. dawkins, for
example, sometimes protests that he does not at all believe that genes are'conscious, 

pnrposeful agents'.6 But these disclaimers are in vain. Of cowse genes
are not conscious purposeful agents: everyone will agree with that. where
sociobiologists differ from other people is just that they also say, over and over
again, things which imply that genes ae conscious purposef'l agents; and agents,
at that, of so much intelligence and power that human beings are merely among the
tools they make and use.

It is in Richard Dawkins' fuk, The fuended phenotype,that the apotheosis of
genes has been carried furthest. Manipulation is the central idea of this 

-boot< 
1as the

author himself acknowledges),2 and more specifically, manipulation by genes.
!e1es are here represented 3s panipulating, in their own interest, not only the
bodies and behaviour of the organisms in which they sit, but just about everything
under the srm.

Genes manip'late external objects. For example, spider genes (not spiders)
manipulate webs, termite genes (not termites) manipulate moa to make their
mounds, beaver genes (not beavers) manipulate logs and water to make a dnm, and
so on.8 Action at a distance, something which is usually considered to be difficult
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s1 impossible, is no trouble at all to genes.e No job is too big for them, either:
beaver genes can easily build a lake miles wide.ro Genes slsq 6anipulate the
behaviour of other organisms, and the victims of their manipulation need not at all
be of the same species as the organisms which carry the manipulating genes.

For example, a certain kind of cuckoo deposits its egg among the eggs laid by a
reed warbler. Once the eggs harch, the exceptionally loud begging cry of the yomg
cuckoo, and its exceptionally colourfirl 'gape', induce the parent reed warblers to
give it more food than they give to their own young. According to Dawkins, this is
a case of the genes of the cuckoo parents manipulating the behaviorn of reed
warbler parents, to the advantage of the former and the disadvantage of the latter. r I

Now, think what this kind of description commits the user of it to. Just as
maternity implies parenthood but not conversely, ss manipulation implies causal
influence but not conversely. The moon causally influences the tides, but it cannot
manipulate them. Even if causal influence results in some advantage to the
influencing agent, that is still not enough to constitute manipulation. If you and I
are competing to catch the greater mrmber of fish from our boat, and I by accident
knock you overboard, then I influence your behaviour but do not manipulate it,
even though your mishap improves my chances of winning the competition. To
constitute manipnlation, there must be the element of inended or purposeful causal
inlluence.

Most biologists would see, in a case like nest parasitism, nothing more than an
exkemely complex example of causal influence. They might ascribe to the genes of
the cuckoo exactly the same causal influence as sociobiologists do. What
distinguishes the sociobiologist's description of the case is his insistence that those
genes are manipulating the reed warblers' behaviour for their own benefit. Well,
cuckoos do benefit, and reed warblers lose, by nest parasitism. But, as we just saw
in the boat case, causal inlluence plus resulting advantage are not enough to
constitute manipulation. The causal influence must also be purposeful or intended.
But is that condition satisfied in this case?

If the nest parasitism of cuckoos ls a case of manipulation, it is certainly a
staggeringly clever one: far too clever for cuckoos, in particular, to be capable of.
Can a cuckoo have apwpose as complicated as that of getting a reed wabler to feed
a cuckoo nestling better than it feeds its own young? That must be extremely
doubful. Still, let us suppose that a cuckoo is clever enough for that. He would
need to be cleverer still, to be able to think up a way of achieving this purpose. In
particular, could he think up'a way of achieving it which did not involve any
cuckoo's ever going even within a mile of a reed warbler? No: there is no one who
will credit cuckoos with so great an intellectual feat. Yet even if a cuckoo could
manage that part too, the hardest job would still lie ahead of him. For he would
need, not justto lwve this brilliant idea, but to be able to implement it. But how is
a cuckoo to do whatever engineering is required? He has no hope. Manipulative
ability of any kind is not highly developed in birds, and cuckoos are distinctly
below the bird average in this respect. After all, hardly any of them can even build a
nest.

173



. 
But the feat of manipulation in question wo'ld not only be too hard for cuckoos:

it would be too hard for us.
Suppose that nest parasitism has not yet evolved amorg birds, and that young

cuckoos have not yet acquired their special adaptations flr it. cuckoos (we will
suppose) raise their own young, but are extremely slap dash parents. In these
circ'mstances, we might become anxious about the survival of cuckoos, and decide
to take steps to improve their repro&tctive performance.

Now, would you or I be clever enough to think of nest parasitism as a means to
this end? I know I never wourd; but perhaps you wo'ld. But would even you be
able tothink of a way ofgetting the host birds not onry to feed the young cuckoos,
but to feed them better than their own offspring? A way, at rhat, which does not
require any h'man cuckoo helper ever to go near a member of the host species?
with all due respect to human intelligence, this seems hardly possible. still, let us
suppose that we did think up such a way, and that in particular we came up with
the brilliant idea of endowing yo'ng cuckoos with eiceptional voice and gape.
Even then, the hardest part of the job would still remain: that is, to implement this
idea. well, human beings are as preeminent on earth for engineeriog #hty as they
are for intelligence, but we could not do this. we cannot build yorirg cuckoos, or
breed them, to precise specifications. And no genetic engineer 

-could 
as yet

urdertake this particular task with rational confidence of succesi.
It would, then, be a feat of manip'lation, not only far beyond cuckoo capabilities,

buy beyond present human capabilities, to prevail on reed warblers, without having
to go near them, to feed cuckoo yo'ng at the expense of their own young. yet this
feat is one which, if Dawkins is right, cuckoo genes first perform"i t*g ago, and
have practised ever since without the smallesiarn"uty. The imrlication co'ld
hardly be plainer: cuckoo genes are more intelligent and ""pubi" 1fo21 firrman
be]rys. The same pre$tmably holds aJortiorj for human genes.

rhe only way in which sociobiologists could avoid this implication wopld be, if
they used the word 'manipulation', 

when they ascribe manip'tation to genes, in
some sense which does not imply purpose as its ordinary sense does. Bui they do
not do any such thing. Dawkins, for e;ample, makes no distinction whatever
betweel the manip'lation which he ascribes io g"o"r, and the ordinary sense of the
word, in which he says (as we all say) that pigeons *anipulate twigs and other nest
materials, beavers manipulate logs to builda dam,rz and so on.

Gods, in addition to being thought of as more intelligent and powerf'l than we
ut*: 

T9 
always thought of as being immortal. It was therefore to be expected that

sociobiologists would wish to ascribe this attribute too, to genes. Here is a passage
from Ricbard Dawkins on this subject. The 'gene ... does not grow senile; it is no
more likely to die when it is a million years old rhan when it ii only a hundred. It
leaps from body to body down the generations, manipulating body after body in its
own way and for its own ends, abandoning a suosession of mortal bodies before
they sink in senility and death. The genes are the immqrtals ... '.r,
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Most people would /lfte some religion to be true. This may seem strange, when
you consider that every religion is and must be more or less tenifying. But then,
there are various things which can outweigh terror. one of them is depression, and
if religion is terrifying atheism is depressing. It is an intensely depressing thought
that the brightest and best things the universe has to show are certain members of
our species.

The trouble is, though, that every religion (or at any rate every one I know of) is
incomprehensible when it is not obviously false. Of course, something which is
incomprehensible to us might nevertheless be true, and religious people often
remind the non-religious of this fact. But, though it is a fact, it is no help, because
there are always malny comwling incomprehensibilities, from religious and other
sources, vying for our acceptance. Tertullian said that he believed the Christian
religion because of its absurdity. But alas, every other religion possesses the same
claim on our belief (if absurdity really is a claim on our belief).

Sociobiology is not incomprehensible, but it is one of the religions which are
obviously false. The only part of it that is true is the doctrine that genes are
invisible. But this is not something peculiar to sociotiology. Everyone agrees that
genes are invisible, at least to the naked eye and to old fashioned microscopes.
Given present day microscopy, however, any invisibility which genes can still be
said to possess is invisibility of no very deep or interesting kind. (It is not at all
like the invisibility of mmtbers,for example.)

Sociobiologists have consciously and avowedly revived the doctrine of the
'imme1a1i1y of the germ-plasm' (or of the 'germ-line'), which August Weismann
first published about a hundred years ago. (Dawkins, indeed correctly describes his
own overall position as 'extreme weismannism'. r+) But that famous doctrine is,
and always was, true only in a highly special and indeed idiosyncratic sense.

The extinction of a species (that is, its last member dytng), is a common enough
occlurence in evolutionary history; and every time it happens, every gene-line
peculiar to that species comes to an end too. when you die, that is also the end of
every gene-line which any cell of yours had been carrying on until then. If a man
has no sons, then many of his genes - namely, at least all the ones on his y
chromosome - are not transmitted any further. If you have no children at all, you
are not a node on crily gene-line which extends into the future. Not a very robust
kind of immortality, this! In fact I would be thinking seriously, if I were a gene, of
bringing a suit for misleading advertising against Richard Dawkins and the
Weismarmestate.

The 'immortality' of genes or of geneJines, then, if not an obvious falsity, is an
exceedingly misleading expression. (Dawkins himself, having said in the passage
quoted earlier, that 'the genes are the immortals', was prudent enough to add at once
that they are not really.rs} The grain of truth in the doctrine of gene immortality is
that ggnes, rrnlike most orgnnisns, do not have a natural life cycle endirg in death.
But this truth was never anything to write home about, since genes are not
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organisps, are not alive, and (as far as I know) have never even been thought to be
so. The word 'immortal' 

means 'alive and not subject to death', and it therefore can
be properly applied only to somerhing living. To apply it to things which are not
alive, srch as DNA molecules, can only serve to bewilder onesetf and other people;
for example, by encouraging misplaced feelings of awe towards genes.

Genes thus lack both the durability and the life which would L needed to justify
calling them 'the immortals'. But even if they had been alive, and much more
durable than in fact they are, this would do little to make the gene religioncrcdiue.
h the godhood stakes, the superior d'rability of a life form, i}not accompanied by
superior intelligence and capability, does not count for much, If it did, carp would
be more godlike than horses, and it would be a close run thing between human
beings and elephants. But it is not so.

The main reason, however, for thinking that sociobiology is false, is the simple
one I gave at the beginning: that it is obvious that h'man beings are the most
intelligent and capable things on earth. But genes are not human. Therefore (etc.).

Genes are so far from being the winners in the intelligence capability stakes, that
they are not eyen starters. They are just molecules of DNA, after ;1, and DNA
molecules have exactly as much intelligence and purpose as (say) Hzo or Nacl
molec'les: namely none. They differ from almost all other molecules in having a
strong tendency to produce copies of themselves. But then, ever since we first
noticed that the offspring of h'man beings are human, that the offspring of mice
1e 

mice, etc., we might have known that there must be sone physical mechanism
by which parental characters are transmitted to offspring. It neei not have been gene
replication, but it did have to be some sort of machinery for producing the seme
thing again. of the details of this macbinery, a great deal is now known. But this
pafr of science has not brought any gods to light. on the contrary, like every other
part of science, it has only served to drive those elusive beings sill further into tlre
shade.

G-enes, even if they were alive, and did possess intelligence and purpose, wo*rd
still be hopelessly miscast in the role of the worldis greatest manipulators.
Maniprrlation requires, not only inlluence and intention to influence, but means.
Yet what means of manip*lation have genes got? They are sans limbs, 'rr'organs
sars tissues' Jar?' nerves, saru brains ... sens everything. If they were capable,
under these cnrshing handicaps, of any sort of manip'latioa they really would have
a good deal of the god about them.

ul

It is logically possible (as should go without sayrng), that the sociobologists are
lght 

and I am wrong. There is nothing objectionabie a priori,or philosophically,
about the proposition that genes are the most intelligent and capable tniog, oo
earth. It is a question of fact, and nothing else, whether-they -" o, oot.
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If they are, it will $s s1 immense historical irony. Religion, which was driven
out of biology by lfth century Darwinism, will have been put back by - of all
people - the extrenists of neo-Darwinism.

This seems hardly conceivable, because for more than 2,000 years science has
been at war with religion. Yet if the sociobiologists are right, science has actually
now brought us what the human heart has always yearned for but never before
achieved: knowledge of beings which, in virtue of their immense superiority to
ourselves, are proper objects of our reverence and worship.
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In Essays VII and D( I have
religion of genes is nor rue.
came about.

Paley's Revenge or purpose -!f#I

... the organism chooses its own effective environment from a broad spectrum ofpossibilities. That choice is preciserycarcurated to enhdnce the reproductive prospectsof the underlying genes. The succession of somatic machinery and selected niches are
tools and tacticsJor the strafegy of genes.

G.C. Williams, Adapntion and Natural S e lec tion. 1966

i

tried to show that the present day demonology or
My object in the present essay is to explain how it

The last part of this historical explanation has already been given, in Essay VII.This theory of inclusive fitness, I there pointed o.rt, ,ot"la (alt least to thesatisfaction of Darwinians) the previously insoluble problem of artruism. It did so,(as we saw), by resolving the ryarces of kin altruism into the rearity of geneselfishness. But this was only thi last stride of the long jo'rney *ni"l terminatedin the new religion. It was rhe keysrone which is pl""ri; rht;p of ; arch when,but only when, all the gther stones are already in place. Hamilton contributed rheidea that genes are selfish; but the other main element of the new religion _ thatorganisms are merely tools manip'lated by agents of more than human intelligenceand power, their genes - was arriady i"p[".J upr" the theory of inciusive fitnesswas published in 1964.

^11y9: can easily satisfy himself of this fact if, after having read Dawkin s, Theseffish Gene'hereads Adapntion qd Natwat serection,by G"eorge i. wrtti.-r.,This book was published ten years before Dawkins', in gk,ana"the writing of it,we le.arn from the preface, .dates largely from the summer of l%3, .zThat is, beforeHamillen's theory had anived oo th" r""o". williams immediately and gratefirllyincorporated the inclusive fitness theory into his book,r and he cl"arty r""ogn r"o

a
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the 'keystone' position which it occupies in the intellectual stnrc[rre of the book.+
And that incorporation having been made, Adaptotian @d Nafrral Selcctian
cnntanedall the intellectual elements of the new religion of selfish genes.

In fact the only thing which was then lacking, in order to bring Tlw Selfish Gene
into existence, was the talent for vivid expression and popularisation which Richrd
Dawkins possesses to a marked degree. Williams lacks this talent as abundantly as
Dawkins has it. He is in no way a bad writer, but it is impossible to mistake him
for a lively one. Dawkins properly acknowledged, in Tle Selfish Gene, theheavy
intellectual debt which that book owes to Williams' book.s Many other authors
have likewise paid deserved tribute to the influence of Adapwion ed Nafrral
Selection,o and it is, beyond question, the book which did far nore than any other
to inaugurate the new religion.

Its subject, however, is not altruism. It is something which lies equally close to
the heart of Darwinism, and is far more widespread and prominent in orgenisag
than altruism is: namely, adaptation. Organisms differ from inanimate objects in
being, in cormtless ways, adapted or adjusted or fitted to the circumstances which
surround them. Every one of their organs, structures, processes, phases, has a
firnction or purpose: something that it is/or. It is in order to explain this gteatfact
of life, and to explain it along the most severely Darwinian lines, that Adqtation
qd Naaral Selection is written.

l l

I happened one day to be looking at a certain leaf of a tree, on which a bird
dropping had fallen and dried: a sufficiently uninteresting object. But all at once the
'bird drop'ping' turned into a spider. It was exactly as might hap,pen in a dream, and
as does happen in nursery stories: 'the toad nrned into a prince', etc.

Afterwards, of course, I formd out that there are many species of spiders, and of
insects too, which mimic bird droppings. But at the time I had never heard of this
particular form of mimicry. After a few seconds, during which my initial
stupefaction wore off, what I thought was this. 'What an incredibly brilliant idea!
Who's afraid of a bird dropping? Who wants to eat a bird dropping, or otherwise
disturb it? No one: or no one, at least, who is either a potential prey of spiders, or a
potential predator of spiders. Mimicking a bird dropping, as a way in which a spider
can deceive both its prey and its predators, is so clever that I would never have
thought of it, if you had given me a million years.' And I am sure that anyone else,
in the same circumstances, would have thought exactly the seme.

But of coruse every adaptation, of any orgenigp whatever, makes on us exactly
this same kind of intellectual impression, once we realise that the thing in question
;" a1 ndaptation. We then see that the thing fulfils a function, and does so in a
clever and well qecuted way. At least, if we do not literally see these things, then
our experience is so exactly like seeing them, that it is introspectively
indistinguishable from it.
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David H'me possessed the most penetrating critical intelligence of any modern
philosopher, and he was the most unsparing of all critics of religion, especially in
his posthumously published Dialogues cornerning Natwal Retigion, (1779). The
principal target of this book was 'the desigu argument' for the i^irt"o"" of God:
that is, the argument for an intelligent, powerful, and benevolent creator, from
particular contingent features of the world, and especially from the adaptations of
organisps. But Hume was far too candid a man not to acknowledge that when we
come face to face with any concrete adaptation, we carawt ftelp thinking that a
purpose has here been achieved in a way which only high intelligence could have
thorrght of, and only high engineering ability co'ld have put into practice. He
writes: 'consider, 

anatomise the eye; survey its structure and contrivance: and tell
me, from your own feeling, whether the idea of a contriver does not immediately
flow in upon you with afurce like that of sensotion.'z And of course, the only
possible candid answer is, that it does.

But now, in the case of the bird dropping spider for example, who or what could
this contriver be?

Certainly not any hwnan being, anyway. we have no interest whatever in helping
spiders to elude predators or capture prey. Even if we did have, we would almost
certainly never have been clever enough to think of mimicking bird droppings as a
means of accomplishing those ends. But even if we had been clever enough to tni"t
of that, we would quite certainly not have been able to b it. we have not the
faintest idea of how to make a spider which does not look like a bird dropping into
one which does.

conld the contriver have been the spider itself, or its spider parent - or other
ancestors? well, it is not too much to suppose that spiders want io elude predators
and to capture prey: so there is no difficulty in ascribing these purposes to them.
But what of the intelligence required, to think of mimicking bird droppings as a
means of achieving that purpose, and of the engineering ability required, even if a
spider could tuve that thought, to implement the thought? Both of these things
seem to b€ imm6asq6$1y beyond the abilities of spiders or their ancestors. After
all, spiders and almost all other animals, outside tne rixeo range of the adaptations
which they do exhibit, seem to be of an arnost inconceivable J"gt"r of stupidity or
incapacity. So how could spiders or ancestors of them, r,rpporittg that they had
once lacked the adaptation of mimicking brd droppings, "u"t h"n" u"quired it?

-But even if we managed to believe that some present day species of spiders or
their ancestors did think up the adaptation of mimicking bird droppings, and
gradually accomplished this feat of engineering, far worse difficulties would still lie
ahead of us. For countless adaptations of plants - for example, attracting insects to
fertilise them, for dispersal of their seeds, and so on - are just as staggeringly
brilliant as any adaptations of animals. And even if we can bring ourselves to
believe that plants have purposes, it is impossible to believe that they have either
high intelligence or great engineering ability.

All right: but if the intelligence and the ability displayed in the bird dropprng
mimicry of certain spiders were not those of human agents, nor yet those of the
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spiders themselves or their ancestors, whose were they? The intelligence displayed
in this case probably exceeds human intelligence, and certainly exceeds the
intelligence of spiders or their ancestors; and the engineering ability displayed
enormously exceeds human ability, which in turn far exceeds the engineering
ability of any other animals. What c(n we conclude, then, except that the bird
dropping mimicry is the accomplishment of a purpose of some agent far more
powerful and intclligenl than any human? That is, that this adaptation, and every
other, is due to divine purpose, intelligence, and power.

l l l

Such was, in essence, the famous old 'design argtrment' for the existence of God,
which received its classic formulation in willian paley's Nahsal rheology,
(1802). But ofcourse Paley did not invent the argrment. For centuries before he
wrote, it had been carrying conviction to almost every rational and educated mind.

It continued to do so for another 5o years $ter paley wrote. This is a historical
fact which deserves to be known and reflected upon, yet it has been almost
completely forgotten. Far from having suffered a fatal blow at Hume's hands in
1779, the design argument entered the period of its greatest flourishing only
between 1800 and 1850. In 1829, for example, the Earl of Bridgewater provided a
large sun in his will for a series of books to be written by the ablest authors,
which would argue, not from revelation or from authority but rationally, for .the

Power, Wisdom, and Goodness of God, as manifested in the Creation.'s
The 'Bridgewater 

treatises' duly came to be published, and they ,,ttere written by
the best authors. In retrospect, one in particular stands out. This was The Hud,
(1833), by sir Charles Bell: the greatest of all British physiologists after Harvey.
Yes, that's righc a whole book on the human hand, as evidence of the existence,
intelligence, power and benevolence of God, only 26 years before Tle origin oJ
species appeared! And it is - even if no one in the whole world now cares to know
the fact - a very good book indeed.

By 1850, however, there were flickers of evolutionary lightning all around the
horizon. Then, in 1859, the storm broke. Every reader of flte origin of spcies
could see at once that Darwin had put forward an explanation of adaptation which
was new, simple, and ingenious. According to his theory, adaptation is not a result
of divine, or of any, purpose, intelligence, or engineering skill. It is an effect of
altogether blfud forces: namely, the pressure of population, variation, and the
resulting struggle for life among unequally endowed competitors.

The ancestors of the present day bird dropping spiders did not possess that
particular form of mimicry. Then, a variation cropped up rmong a few of them,
which consisted in a faint resemblance to a bird &opping. This attribute would tend
to make the spiders which possessed it better at capturing prey, and at eluding
predators, than those which lacked it. They would therefore tend to live longer a1d
leave more offspring, some of whom would inherit this useful attribute. than their
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less favoured competitors. If other things were equal between those spiders which
possessed this resemblance and those which did not, the former would, baning
accidents, become progressively more common in the population, the latter less so.
Ultimately, natural selection would ensure that a// spiders of the species possess the
bird dropping mimicry. Then, in 1foe snm€ way, the individuals which resembled a
bird dropping a little more closely than their competitors did, would enjoy a
reproductive advantage over those whose resemblance to a bird dropping *u, i"r,
close. Natural selection would thus bring about a progressively more and more
accurate mimicry of bird droppings. In time, the whole species would come to
consist of spiders whose resemblance to a bird dropping was so rmcannily accurate
that to ar, it would look for all the world as though, for the purpose of enabling
certain spiders to strrvive and reproduce, there had been an exercise sf ps19 rhan
human intelligence and skill.

Such was, in essence, the Darwinian explanaliqn of adaptation. In addition to its
intrinsic merits, it had the advantages, over the paleyan or theistic explanalion, s1
being completely down to earth, and of explaining many other things fusifu
adaptation. After all Darwin, in the origin, had not been trying to explain
adaptation: he had been trying to explain the origin of species! And yet, as
williams observes, the natural selection th*ty is actually a better explanation of
the preservation and accumulation of adaptations, than it is of the origin of
species.c

This explanation of adaptation, because of its obvious merits, immediately carried
the day. The prestige of the theistic explanation, and of paley with it, fell at once
into a steep and apparently irreversible decline. 'Natural theology', 'religion

independent of revelation' - the great defensive outwork which lgth *otory
Christians had built in order to set a limit to the advance of atheism - formd that its
principal support had been removed. whar Hume had tried to do in 1?79, but failed,
Darwin succeeded in doing in 1859, without even trying.

By 196o the reputation of the design argument, and of paley, had been in free fall
for a hundred years, and everyone with the smallest tinchrre of education .knew' by
thgn th;t the theistic argument from design is beneath contempt, and that paley was
a fool or hypocrite or both. only someone who has tried in recent decades, as I
have, to convince silly undergraduates of the merits of paley's classic book, can
appreciate the absolute impossibility of that task. paley was a christian and
(worse) a clergyman, he was on the opposite side to Darwin, and anyway (most
important of all) he lost: that is 'all they know, and all they need to know' of this
matter.

But that attitude is really just part of the silliness of such people. And, as it
happens, it has met with the punisfupeol which it all along deserved. For in the
last 30 years, Paley has had his revenge on Darwinism, for more than a cenhrry of
undeserved contempt. The explanation of adaptation by reference to the purposes of
intelligent and powerful agents has come back into its own. And its reinstatement
has turned out to require only some comparatively minor changes to the theology
involved.
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It is important to realise, (and pleasant to record), that the vulgar contempt for the
design argument was never shared by Darwin, or by any intelligent Darwinians who
belong to what might be called 'the pure strain' of intellectual descent from him.
Well, this fact might have been anticipated. In any game, the formidable players are
the best judges as to which of their opponents are formidable, and which are not.

When he was an undergraduate at Cambridge, Darwin was required to study
Paley's Evifonces of Christiottity, (L794\. He tells us in his autobiography that
'the logic of this book and, as I may add, of his "Natural Theology", gave me as
much delight as did Euclid.' Again: 'I do not think I hardly ever admired a book
more than Paley's "Natural Theology". I could almost forrnerly have said it by
heart.'ro

Richard Dawkins, likewise, is full of a proper respect for Paley's explanation of
adaptation. He even thinks so well of it that he cannot, he tells us, 'imagine

anyone being an atheist at any time before 1859'.ll He is scornful of those
philosophers who claim that it was Hume who disposed of the design argument, by
the suggestion in his Dialogues that adaptation needs no special kind of
explanation. Dawkins' scorn is entirely justified. Anyone who recognises (for

example) the mimicry of a bird dropping as an adaptation of spiders, and yet says
that it requires no different kind of explanation from that required by (say) the
presence of iron in certain rocks, thereby stamps himself as belonging to the class
of urcandid reasoners. He is not in earnest himself; and he therefore cannot
reasonably complain if other people, who are in earnest, decline to take him
seriously.

It is not in the least surprising that Dawkins should feel a profound intellectual
sympathy with Paley's great book. It would be astounding if the opposite were the
case. For he is a theist himself, as I have pointed out in Essay VII and IX. He
agrus with Paley, that the adaptations of organisms are due to the purposive
agency, (more specifically, the selfish and manipulative agency), of beings far more
intelligent and powerfirl than humans or any other organisms.

Dawkins has some disagreements with Paley, of course; but this really is a matter
of course. When did two theists ever agree on all points? For example, Paley
believed in the benevolence of God: see his chapter XXCI, 'Of the Goodness of the
Deity'. Dawkins, on the other hand, as we saw in Essay VII, ascribes to the gods of
his religion a ruthlessly selfish character.

Then, Paley, being a Christian, believed (see his chapter XXV) in 'The Unity of
God'; whereas Dawkins is a polytheist, as any adherent of the gene religion must
be. But after all, the precise number of the gods is a comparatively minor point.
Irt it be one, or three, or 30,000 (as Hesiod computed), or a number rather larger
than that, (as gene religionists believe). The great, 1tre fundamental point of
religion is, rather, and always has been, the existence of purposive beings of more
than human intelligence and power. And as to that, Dawkins and Paley are in
ag€ement.

In any case, the monotheism of the Christian religion has never been anything to
rrite home about. Or rather. to tell the truth. its 'triune' God has been im Achilles'
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heel all along, and a perpetual source of scandal, not only to Jewish or Moslem
minds, but to the cormtless sensible Christians who cannot help thinking that three
and one are different numbers. And on the other hand, what assurance have we, that
the gerc religion will not be, ten years from now, a geat deal less polytheistic than
it is at present? The present structureless and disorderly democracy of selfish genes
hardly looks like the last word of the Darwinian revelation. Genes are certainly
older than any organisns, and according to Williams, 'the DNA molecule has all
the appearances of an evolved adaptation'.rz one would therefore expect genes to
have evolved, long before now, some gerwral structure much more cmprehensive
than the petty local 'bossisms' 

or dominances of some genes over their alleles:
something analegeus to the vast taxonomic system which their organic vehicles
belong to. There may well be, then, just around the next intellectual colner, an
orderly hierarchy of gene 'principalities and powers' , or even the absolute monarchy
of one Gere,. (Odd if it turned out to be a triune one.)

Dawkins' enthusiasm for Paley, and for putting purpose back into the explanation
of adaptation, great as it is, is thrown completely into the shade by that of his
nrentor, Williams. In Adaparion ad Nawal Sekctian there are literally hundreds
of sentences, and sentences which contain the very essence of the book too, which
it would pnzle any reader to say whether they are more reminiscent of rhe selfish
Gerc or of Paley's Natwal rheology. And the reason is, (as I have indicated), that
in ascribing adaptation to divine purposes, those two books are one; while Tlw
Selfish Gerv owes most of its intellectual substance to Williams' book.

williams has a pet aversion, which he is always returning to castigate. This is,
llre failure of many of his fellow Darwinians to distinguish between the fmction of
an organ, stnrcture, process or whatever, and mere effects wbich it may have. A
stock example, (though not one Williams uses), concerns the heart. A heart,
whenever and only when it circulates blood, also makes a certain sound. But the
furction of the heart's beating is to circulate blood; not to make a sound, which is
merely an effect of the heart's beating.

A fwrction or adaptation is something which 'is produced by design, and not by
happenstance'.I3 In particular, Williams insists, it is not enough to prove that
somcthing is an adaptation, that itis beneficial to the organisms which possess it.
"rhe demonstration of benefit is neither necessary nor sufficient in the
demonstration of function ... It is both necessary and sufficient to show that the
process is designed to serve the fimction.'r+'[]he demonstration of effects, good or
trad, proves nothing. To prove adaptation one must demonstrate a functiorwl
design.'rs Could Paley himself have said fairer than all this?

Here are some more passages which are fully representative of Williams' book, in
that they point equally to the Paleyan explanation of adaptation by super-human
purposeful agents, and to the present day identification of those agents with genes.

'[E]very 3dqptation is calmlaed /o maximise the reproductive success of the
individual, relative to other individuals...'16 An adaptation is 'a mechanism
desigten to promote the success of the individual organism, as measured by the
extent to which it contributes genes to later generations of the population of which
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it is a member.'tz 'Each part of the animal is organised for some function trib'utary
to the ultimate goal of the survival of its own genes.'rr

williams once or twic.e writes as though the purposes which bring about
adaptation are purposes of individual organis6s. Foi example, .the goal oj the foxis to contribute as heavily as possible to the next generation of a fox-population.,rg
But this is no more than an occasional fagnn fu pler. The book as a whole leaves
us in no doubt that it is not organisms, but genes, which design or calculate or
organise adaptations. Foxes, seals, etc., are not designers: th"y -" designed.'lsleals 

were designed fo reprodrce themselves, not their speci 6., zi ,fr-pc 
d go"l

d developrnent is the same as that of all other adaptations, the continuance of the
dependent germ plasm.'z t 'ff]he organism chooses its own effective environment
from a broad spectrum of possibilities. That choice is precisely calculaed to
enhance the reproductive prospects of the underlying g"o"r. The succession of
somatic machinery and selected niches are tools ad tactics fur the strategy of
genes.'zz Could Dawkins himself have said fairer than all this?

The passages I have now quotedfrom Adqntion od Nahral selectionare only a
small fraction of those which co'ld be quoted to the same effect. But they are
probably enough to satisfy rhe reader that williams is indeed engaged in explaining
adaptation by the purposes of agents of s'per-human intelligencJ id power. co'ld
you, or any other organism, calorlde precisely how to enhance the reproductive
prospects of the genes of an ancestor of the bird dropping spider, and then acamlly
enhance them? No; but certain genes can, ana aey-aia. In short williams, like
Dawkins, differs from paley only about the number of the gods responsible for
adaptation, and about their moral quality: not abouttheir exislence, purposiveness,
intelligence, or power.

Late in his book williams, as though he felt he had still not done enough homage
to the author of Natwal Theorogy, goes out of his way to quote and praisel
passage of Paley, on the subject of - of all shop soiled examplesl - the human eye.
The passage is instructive, but too long to be quoted i.r..r, I suspect that
williams wrote it partly for the purpose of shocking the d'ller witted, or more
historically ignorant, of his fellow Darwinians.

williams is lacking, (as I have said), in the literary gifts which could have
lr_ansfonned th" dry bones of his book into a 'living garrrJnt' of the new religion.
He left that task, perforce, to Dawkins. williams iever calls genes serfish. He
never says that they nnnipulate the organisms that carry ttrem, La still less that
thgl manipulate everything else in sight, or out of it, for their own ends. He never
talks about people or other organisms being 'robots', or .survival 

machines,
designed, built, and operated in the interests of .the selfish molecules called genes,.

All the same' he did quite enough to 'make straight in the desert a highway' for
the new religion of selfish genes. He fues say, (as we have seen), that the
adaptations of organis's are 'toors and tactics ror tne shategy of genes', and that' tbe ultimate goal' of all adaptation is the continuance of the ge-*s Jncemed.

He is equally 'Dawkinsian', 
(to reverse the real order of tf,ings;, on all the other

subjects which agitate gene religionists: altruism towards non-kinarea, forexample.
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This, williams peremptorily says, is either non-existent, or is a 'biological error'
where it does occur.24 He even gives - though this fact is scarcely credible - as a
typicql exanple of what the relations among non-kindred conspecifics are in general
like, the relations amotrg 'the house cat population of any neighbourhood'.zs As
though such animals are not universally recognised, even to a proverb, as
exceptionally rmsocial ones !

Truly, though Williams left much for Dawkins to do in the way of
popularisation, he left him singularly little to do in the way of intellectual
substance. And in particular - the thing which principally concems us in this essay
- he sounded so loudly and insistently the paleyan note, of the purpose,
intelligence and power displayed in adaptation, that he could not have failed to be
the inaugurator of a gene religron, wherever he was believed.

Thus has Paley had his long delayed revenge on Darwinism. For more than a
hundred years, the proudest boast of Darwinians had been, that they had at last
complied with Bacon's famous injunction, and expelled'final causes' from their
science. Paley was remembered, when he was remembered at all, only as the most
atrocious of all offenders agairat that injunction. And yet we find, in the last third
of the 20th century, many Darwinians of the highest reputation ascribing adaptation
to the purposive activity of beings which possess more than hu nan intelligence
and power. This is certainly a sufficiently remarkable historical comeback; even if
Paley redivivzs has had to settle, (as I said), for plural and immoral divinities.

williams would of course deny that he attributes any purpose to genes. Dawkins
likewise, and he has in fact expressly denied in print that he does explain adaptation
by reference to purposeful agents. Both these writers claim to be, and c"ituinty
claim sincerely to be, fi.-ly in the old Darwinian tradition: the tradition of
explaining evolution in general, and adaptation in particular, by reference to blind
causes, altogether devoid of purpose or intelligence.

Dawkins, in order to make clear the great differerce between the paleyan expla-
nation of adaptation and his own Darwinian one, writes (for example) as follows.'Nanrral selection ... has no purpose in mind. It has no mind and no mind's eye. It
does not plan for the future. It has no vision, no foresight, no sight at all.'zo

These statements, (though excessively repetitive), are all true. But alas, they are
trivial. For they would still all be true, if we were to put for their subject, instead
of'natural selection', 'artificial selection'. Artificial selection has no purpose in
mind. (cattle b'reeders have, though.) Artificial selection has no mind. It does not
plan for the future, (though wheat geneticists do). But no one would be tempted to
infer, from these truisms, that purposeful intelligent agents play no part in
bringrng about artificial selection !

In fact the truth of the statements just quoted from Dawkins is a trivial
consequence ofhis having chosen an abstract phrase, 'natural selection', as their
grammatical subject. In the same way, we could say, with equal truth, that (for
example) 'business competition' has no mind, or that 'warfare' does not plan for
the future. But it would be an exceptionally gross error, to infer from these trivial
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truths, that the purposes and intelligence of businessmen are not amorg the causes
which determine the success or failure of firms, or that the purposes and
intelligence of soldicrs are not among the causes that decide which army loses and
which wins.

The question is not, then, whether natural selection is purposeful. The answer to
that question is, trivially, no; just as it is for artificial selection, business
competition, or warfare. Breeders, businessmen, and soldien, however, c:ertalnly oe
purposeful and intelligent, and the right question to ask, of Williams and Dawkins
is, whether getres fie purposefirl? That genes are at least amolg the causal agents
which bring about adaptation, is agreed on all hands. The question is, whether they
uepurposeful ones?

It ought to be unnecessary, but unfortrmately it ls necessary, to insist that this is
not the s"me question as whether genes are consciously purposeful. Purposes do
not need, either logically or empirically, to be conscious; and often they are not.
nor is this fact a 'discovery' of Freud: it is a commonplace deliverance of common
sense. People quite often realise that they have been, for some time, intending or
'purposing' to bring a certain state of affairs about, without having been conscious
at the time of having any such purpose. It cannot reasonably be doubted that much
of the activity of dogs is purposive; but whether any of it is consciously so, may
very reasonably be doubted. And purposes, of course, extend a long way down in
the animal world below dogs, while conscious purpose can hardly even extend so
far. 'Purposeful' or 'purposive' daes, indeed, logicaly require '(at least minimally)
intelligent', in the same homely but iron hard way as 'mermaid' logically requires
'female', say, or'red' requires 'coloured'. But 'purposeful' does not logically require
' consciously purposeftrl'.

Dawkins has retumed a clear 'no', not only to the question whether natural
selection is purposive, but to the question whether genes are so. Present day genes,
he says, 'are no more conscious or puiposeful than they ever were. The srme old
processes of automatic selection ... still go on as blindly and as inevitably as they
did in the far-off days. Genes have no foresight. They do not plan ahead.'zt And no
doubt Williams too would say, if he were asked, that genes have no purpose.

What, then, is my excuse for saying, in this essay or in Essays VII or D(, that
Dawkins and Williams & ascribe purpose to genes? Why, a very simple and
sufficient excuse. Namely, that for every once that Dawkins says that genes are not
purposive, he says a hundred things, (many of which I have quoted), which imply
that genes ana purposive. And that Williams, likewise, says countless things which
imply that genes are purposive, although he doubtless believes (while never
actually saying) that they are nol If the writer of a book says a certain thing twice
or once or never, but implies the opposite over and over again throughout his
book, a rational reader will take it that the writer's real opinion is the one which he
constantly implies; not the other one.

That Dawkins and Williams & constantly imply that genes are purposive, does
not need to be proved now, because I have proved it already by many quotations
from them which I have given in Essays VII or IX, or in the present one. They



acnnlly refer in some of these passages, (as we have seed, to genes as having'their own ends', or as having a 'goal'. But it would not matter even if they had
never done so. For the snme implication is clearly present in all the references
which these authors make to the various 'tools', or 'tactics', 

or.devices', which
genes employ. These references to the mearc that genes make use of, imply
purpose just as much as their references to the ends or goal of genes.

Manipulation by genes, (of their carriers, of other organisms, of the environment,
etc.), is the central conception of the new religion, as I pointed out in Essay D(.
But the manipulation logically requires the presence of an intention or purpose. ff
there is no intentional causal influence, then there is no manipulation. And this is
simply a transparent logical truth about the meaning of a common English word:
just like, (say) the truth that where there is no colour there is no redness, or that no
mermaid is present if no female is.

In Essay vII I pointed out that Dawkins relies upon, (though he sometimes
disavows)' the ordinary psychological sense of 'selfish' and its "ogout" words. In
lhat sense, a selfish person is simply an unusually or unduly self--interested one.
But something which has no interests, intentions, or purposes at all, logically
cannot be selfish. So when Dawkins calls genes 'selfish', 

he implies that they have
interests or purposes.

The distinction so much insisted upon by williams, between the function of an
organ, (say)' and effects which that organ has in the ordinary causal way, is one
which we all understand quite easily. The distinction, for eiample, between the
heart's circulating blood, and its making a sound. At least, we ai understand this
distinction well enough, as long as we are allowed to think of a function in the way
in which williams himself always speaks of it. That is, as somerhi ng desigrvd io
have a certain effect, or distinct from something which merely ha, irut effect fu
facn. Bathow are we to understand the distinction when *" *" no longer allowed
to think in that way, but are told instead that a blood circulating heart (or any other
adaptation) is desiged by genes,and yet that genes have nopurposes?

All of these are matters which I have sufficienoy toucnea upon already. Is
additional evidence wanted, that Dawkins or williams imputes purpose to genes?
Then I will mention the rivalry or competition or struggle between genes which are
alleles of one another, to increase or at least maintain their .marliet share' in the
next generation of organisms.zs Now, two things cannot be rivals of or
competitors with one another, and cannot struggle against one another, unless at
least one of them is trying to achieve something. We may say, indeed, (for
example), that the rocks of an exposed sea shore struggle against the waves and the
winds. But this is only by courtesy of what everyone recognises as a metaphor,
since everyone knows that neither rocks nor waves nor winds have any purposes:
th"y ut" not trying to do anything. By contrast, the struggle between two alleles is,
(as I have just said), a struggle lfor something, or /o achieve something: nrmely,
increased or not decreased representation in the next generation. Those little words,'for', ani 'to', (when it is short for 'in order to', as it is here), are of course the tell
tale and indelible signs of purpose of intention.
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Dawkins told the readerc of The Se$ish Gene that, if they objected to his describing
genes as selfish, he could easily'translate [that statement] back into respectable

language'.zr Well, I do object to it, and one of the grounds on which I object to it

is, that it implies that genes are purposive. So I would like to know what the
'respectable translation' is of'genes are selfish'.

It would be - this much is clear - some statement about the propensity of genes

to replicate, and it would not imply that genes are purposive. But this does not tell

us what the translation actually is. Dawkins himself does not tell us what it is. So

we will have to try to work it out for ourselves.
The natural first candidate to consider is just: 'genes are replicators'. But this will

not do. If it means that atl genes replicate, it is false straight off, since many do

not; those of childless people, for example. If it is true, it can only be in the indefi-

nite way that 'dogs bark', 'fish swim', and 'cats are fish eaters', are true. But then,

as a translation of'genes are selfish', it is altogether too respectable; in fact, an
embarrassing anticlimax. 'Genes are replicators' gets rid of the implication of
pupose, all right. But ' . . . are replicators' falls so very far short in meaning of ' . ..

are selfish', that the translation is a truth not worth stating. Everyone knows that
genes are replicators. But not everyone knows, (to put it mildly), all the hair rais-

ing consequences which follow at once from the proposition that genes are selfish.
We might try: 'Genes are replicators, and every gene does replicate if it gets a

chance'. This is certainly closer than 'genes are replicators', to what Dawkins

meant by 'genes are selfish'. The trouble is, it is too close to be respectable. For it

clearly reintroduces the idea that genes are purposive: that they fry to maximise the

mrmber of their replicas. But that is the very implication which we are trying to

translale out of 'genes are selfish'.
In an attempt to avoid that implication, we might consider instead: 'Under an

extremely wide range of circumstances, genes & replicate'. But as a translation of
'genes are selfish' this is, like 'genes are replicators', altogether too respectable and

uninteresting. The world is full, after all, of things which happen under an
extremely wide range of circumstances: heart beats making a noise, bullfrogs
croaking, brds getting parasites, and businessmen getting ulcers. But no one could
ever suppose that these are the biologically central things about heart beats'
bullfrogs, birds, or businessmen: the things which explain everything else about
those entities. Whereas 'genes are selfish' ls supposed to pick out the biologically
central thing about genes, which explains everything else about them.

What about this: "Genes do replicate under an extremely wide range of

circumstances, and they don't do anything else'? Well, this suggestion is definitely
in the sprrrl of Dawkins' 'genes are selfish'. But of coluse it is hopelessly false.
Molecular biologists can tell you a hundred other things that genes do besides
replicating.

Here is another suggestion: 'Genes do replicate under an extremely wide range of

circumstances, and everything else that they do is for the sake of replicating'. And

now we really are getting 'wanrn', (as children say). But alas, this translation is /oo

close to 'genes are selfish', and as a result it lacks the promised respectability. For
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it clearly reintroduces the very thing that we are trying to translate oul the impli-
cation that genes are purposive. Talk about certain things being done 'for the sake
of' something or other, is plainly just as teleological as talk about ends, goals, or
purposes.

It is certainly no easy matter, then, to cut out of the statement that genes are
selfish, the implication that gene$ are purposive, while leaving that statement both
true and worth making. I am not suggesting that such a 'respectable translation' of
that statement is impossible. r do not know whether it is possible or not. But I do
say that neither Dawkins, nor anyone who substantially agrees with him, has
actually given this translation which they promise us; that neither I nor (as far as I
know) ruryone else knows what the translation is: and that Dawkins and those who
agree with him must & able to give such a translation, if they are to escape the
accusation that they ascribe purpose to genes.

of course it is not just the statement that genes are selfish, of which Dawkins
owes his readers a translation into respectable non-purposive language. He equally
owes us similar translations of all his countless statements about 'manipulation'

by genes, about the 'tools' and 'tactics' they make use of for their own 'ends',

about the 'rivalry' between alleles 'for' a place on the chromosome, and so on.
williams, similarly, owes us a translation into non-purposive language of all his
itrnumerable references to adaptations as things which don't just happen in the
ordinary caual way, but are desiged. Even if willi"ms has forgotten the fact, it ls
a fact about the meaning of a common English word, that you cannot say that
something was designed, without implying that it was intended; any more than you
can say that a person was divorced, without implying that he or she was previously
rnarricd

Indeed williams, Dawkins, and those who agree with them, owe the rest of us a
wbole trarclation manual: a manual which will tell us how we are to understand all
the statements they make which, if they are understood in the usual sense of the
words in them, imply that genes are purposive. Until such a manual is available,
selfish gene theorists cannot reasonably complain if other people regard them as
just propagandists of yet another new religion. Human life swarms, after all, and
zrlways has swanned, with groups of people who claim to have fascinating news to
itnnart, concerning purposeful beings of more than human intelligence and power;
mrdapriori it is perfectly possible, (as I said in Essay tx), that the claims of one of
these groups are simply and literally true. Rational people, however, treat all such
claims with extreme caution. But when a certain group of people make claims of
tlris sort, and at the snme time give themselves out as accepting the Duwinian
explanation of adaptation, then a rational person will exercise a double dose of
caution. At the very least he will asft to see tleir translation nnnuaL, so .hat 

he can
satisfy himself as to what they really mean, when they describe g€xres as designing,
manipulating, competing, being selfish, etc. That they do not mean what they say,
we know both from their own admission, and from the Darwinian explanation of
adaptation. But what they b mean, they do not tell us. No translation manual
exists, or eyen the beginnings of one.
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This situation is evidently unsatisfactory; but it is far from being new. In fact, in
its essentials, it has existed ever since 1859. Darwinians have always owed their
readers a translation manual that would 'cash' the teleological language which
Darwinians avail themselves of without restraint in explaining particular
adaptations, into the non-teleological language which their own theory of
adaptation requires. But they have never paid, or even tried to pay, this debt.

Darwin, for example, published in 1862 a book entitled The Variow Contrivances
by which Orchids qe Fertilised by Insects. He knew, and all his readers knew, that

he did not really mean the word 'contrivances'. Everyone tmderstood perfectly well,
(a) that you cannot call something a contrivance without implying that it was

intended, and (b) that Darwin did nol mean that these 'contrivances' of orchids were
ever intended by anything.

He therefore owed his readers an explanation of what he did mean by
'contrivances': a translation of that word into language free from the implication of
intendedness. But he never gave such an explanation or translation. Since,
presumably, he would have done so if he could, I suppose the reason was, that he
did not know how to. Nor have any Darwinians ever given, to this day, any such
reconciliation of their theory with the teleological language which they employ as

freely as though they were disciples, not of Darwin, but of Paley. Presurnably the
reason that they have not, is the same as the reason Darwin did not.

I am not suggesting that Darwin should nol have used, or that a Darwinian should
not use, teleological language when trying to explain particular adaptations. That
would be a hopelessly doctrinaire and impracticable suggestion. A biologist,
whether of Darwin's time or ours, can hardly frame a single thought, concerning
adaptations, which does not involve intendedness on purposefirlness. To ask him to
purge his mind of all such thoughts, and never to use words like 'pu4lose',
'function', or 'contrivance', would amount in practice to telling him to stop
thinking about adaptation altogether.

I do say, though, that Darwinians cannot reasonably expect, any more than
anyone else can, to be allowed to have things both ways. They cannot, on the one
hand, describe adaptations as contrivances for this or as designed for that, while
denying that they mean that these adaptations were ever intended; and on the other
hand, decline to explain what they & mean by expressions like 'designed for' and
'contrivancefor'.

Darwinians, then, have never paid, or even acknowledged, the debt they have all
along owed the public: a reconciliation of their teleological explanations of
particular adaptations, with their non-teleological explanation of adaptation in
general. And not only have they never paid this debt they have in fact become
progressively less conscious, with time, of the fact that they owe this debt. This is

a natwal failing, of course, in people with debts which have remained unpaid for a
long time. But it is not the less, on that account, an inexcusable failing.
Intellectual debts, (whatever may be the case with economic ones), are not
extinguished merely by being ignored or forgotten, for however long a time. There
is no Statute of Limitations which says that Darwinians may - as long as they go
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on doing it long enough - imply that adaptations are intended, and say that they are
not.

ln this respect, williarns is perfectly typical of present day Darwinians. He must
have known, at the time he first became a Darwinian, that he used an expression
like 'was designed for' with an invisible promissory note attached to it, saying
something like 'To be cashed at a later date in non-teleological terms'. By the
mature age at which he comes to write Adqtation ed Nafirat selection,howeyer.
he has, like any other mature Darwinian, issued so many of these promissory
notes, that he is no longer conscious of their existence. He has simply forgotten
what teleological words mean, or else has forgotten the fact that they are not really
available to Darwinians engaged in explaining adaptations. In particular, he has
fcrrgotten that 'was designed for' implies 'was intended to'. But unluckily for
williams, (though luckily for sanity and for non-Darwinians), 'was designed for,
still means what it meant before the Revelation of 1g59, and in particular, still
implies 'was intended to'. And that being so, williams does still owe his readers
thc translation of his talk about design into non-teleological language which he, in
colnmon with all other Darwinians, has been promising for so long, and yet never
pcrformed.

Although Darwinian biologists have never tried to discharge the intellechral debt
fhcy owe in connection with adaptation, there is 4 certain group of friends of
Darwinism who have behaved more conscientiously. I refer to the many
philosophers who have discussed teleology in the last 50 years, and attempted to
provide for Darwiniaru the translation manual which they have always needed, but
rrever tried to provide for themselves. These writers have considered. and in a most
searching way, whether explanations of adaptation cen be purged of every
irnplication of purpose, and thus reconciled with Darwinism.

fhis literature is by now extensive, and has become somewhat specialised. But
any educated person can fonn a fair impression of it, by reading for example
Chapter 12 of Ernest Nagel's The Stnrcmre of Science, (1961),so Andrew
Wcndfield's Teleology, (1976),tr and Chapter 1 of Alan Olding's Modcrn Biology
od Natual Theology, (I9l).zz Any Darwinian biologist who suspecrs that what
these authors are trying to do does not need to be done, or that he could do it as
well or tretter himself, would benefit by reading these writings.

Nor have these enquiries ofphilosophers been without results: quite the reverse.
But it must be admitted that all their results have been negative. one philosopher
proposes a non-teleological 'analysis' 

of (say) 'The function of the heart is to
circulate blood', which looks watertight, but then a critic points out that the
proposed analysis is insufficient or tmnecessary for the truth of 'The frurction of the
heart is to circulate blood', or that it contains a covert reference to purpose, or to
another concept of the same family. This has by now happened very many times. It
has turned out, in fact, to be far harder to tanslate teleological into non-teleological
language than had been anticipated by philosophers; or at any rate, by philosophers
friendly towards Darwinism, (as virtually all the writers in question are). whether
such translation is possible at all, is more than anyone knows.

A
II

p
h
p
e'
h
!t

jt
rl
b

tl
c
li
e
o
E

tt

a

ir

€
v

ir

d

(
i

192



As I have said, no Darwinians have ever been interested in providing the translation
manual that they should provide; but easily the laatt interested of all Darwinians, in
providing that manual, are the adherents of the new religion of genes. These people

have fomdtheir divinities, and know how to describe them. They have long since
passed the stage at which any merely hwnan criticism can trouble them. lndeed,
even if the Supreme Gene of all genes were itself to say to Richard Dawkins, 'You

have, perhaps, somewhat overestimated the intelligence and power of us genes', it
would not do any good. Dawkins would at once recognise this communication as
just another instance of selfish manipulation by genes, and would merely feel surer
than ever that he had nol overestimated the intelligence and power of those superior
beings.

It is very easy to rmderstand why gene religionists are especially uninterested in
the project of a translation manual. For suppose that that project were successfully
completed: what wotrld be the effect on the new religion? Simply that Dawkins and
like-minded people could no longer describe genes as selfish, as manipulating
everything under the sun, as competing with their alleles for market share in future
generations, and so on,while promising - but rcver Wrformtng - atrarclation of
those statements into 'respectable hngtnge'. There would be no need any longer,
and no excuse, for describing genes in ways which imply, as those do, purpose,
intelligence and power. Everything that Darwinians needed to say, in order to
explain adaptation in particular, could then easily be said, and would be said,
without expressions such as 'selfish', 'manipulation', or'competition for'. But this
is to say, of course, that the new religion of genes would simply vanish like a
dream. and 'leave not a wrack behind'.

iv

Organisms have the adaptations that they do, according to the religion of Paley,
because a single benevolent God intends them to srnvive and reproduce; and because
that intention will be fulfilled the better, the better adapted the organisms are.
According to the new religion, organisms have the adaptations they do, because
many selfish gods intend to have copies of themselves, and as many copies as
possible, carried by the next generation of organisms; and because that intention
will be fulfilled the better, the better adapted the organisms are.

Now, why is it that the idea of intention keeps turning up in explanations of
adaptation, intruding even into ones where it is supposed to have no place? And
why is it as hard, as we saw in the preceding section that it is, to translate the idea
of intention out of the explanation of any particular adaptation?

'Surely it is just because any adaptation strikes us - as you yourself said in
connection with bird dropping spiders - as a clever idea which has been
intentionally and well carried out?' Not quite, for it is not true that adaptations
stike everyorw in that way: it depends on what else they believe. Mimicry in
spiders of a bird dropping will not strike you as a brilliant idea, rmless you think of
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someone or something as intending rhat those spiders should elude predators,
capture prey, and in general, should survive and reprodrrce. It is only as a means to
fiwr qd, that this mimicry looks like a clever idea well put into po"tio. you may
think of the intending as being done by the spiders, or by God, or by the spiders'
genes, or by whatever. But if you do not think of anything a ail asintending these
spiders to survive and reproduce, then their resemblance to a bird dropping *ill oot
strike you as a brilliant idea. It will not strike you as anything in particular, except
as anoddooinsidence.

The most natural thing to think, of course, is that it is the spiders themselves
who intend that they should survive and reproduce; and that is what, nowadays,
everyone does think. or rather, we take it absolutely for granted, and we have taken
it so for several centuries. That is why the resemblance of these spiders to a bird
dropping strikes us as a great feat of intelligence and engineeriug. But I venture to
affirm that before the modern period - before 1600, say - no one, or virtually no
one , ever thought of organisps in that way. People must always have known, of
course, that beasts of the chase, and the weeds and insects which harm crqps, do not
surrender their lives at our request. But the general conception, of all organisms as
striving to the utmost to survive and reproduce, seems never to have existed in
antiquity or the middle ages.

So I say, (for example), that if Aristotle had discovercd the bird dropping mimicry
of spiders for himself, he would not have thought, as any modern person would,'what a clever idea for capturing prey and eluding predators!' we think that, and
have thought so for centuries, partly because we have for centuries taken it for
granted that spiders are intent on, indeed fanatically intent on, surviving and
reproducing. But I do not believe that Aristotle, or anyone else before about 16o0
A.D., ever thought of organisps as intending or purposing to survive and
reproduce, let alone as being inflexibly bent on that goal.

Thinkers of antiquity or the middle ages did, of course, often postulate purposes in
order to explain certain natural phenomena. Indeed, they postulated purposive causes
far too freely, (as is well known). with Aristotle, even physics is teleological.
Astronomers, when they were christians, were always sure to postulate divine
purposes in order to explain some feature or other of the cosmic layout. But
purpose was not postulated to explain the one thing which, to all modern minds,
seems most manifestly to require a purposive explanation: the survival and
reproduction of the countless species of organisms that we find arormd us.

Does this assertion app€ar incredible? Then I will point out an astounding fact
which will go far towards making it credible. This is, that although design
arg'ments for the existence and purposes of God are at least 2,4o0 years old,
virtually no one before the 17th century ever based a design argument on the
adqtation of organisms. In fact, (as far as I know), only one person ever did:
Galen, the great doctor and medical writer of the 2nd century A.D., who laid the
foundations of human anatomy.

In the 17th and lSth centuries, indeed, the design trg ,ment based on adaptation'ran riot', and pushed every other special form of that argument into the
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background. By 1800, adaptation had become not merely the main, but virtually the
only empirical evidence appealed to, to establish the divine existence and purposes.
Paley sufficiently indicates that he himself attached little value to the design
argnment when it is based on anything other tlnnadrytation.sr And yet when Plato
or Aristotle or Cicero or Aquinas had employed a design argument, it had never
been from adaptation. It was always from some fact, or supposed fact, of
astronomy, or of general or terrestrial physics: from almost anything in the world,
in fact, except the adaptations of organisms.

Now, where there is no recognition of the universal striving of orgenisms to
survive and reprodrce, there can be a fortiori, no recognition of a further fact: that
in organisms in general, all other purposes - to establish a territory, to utter a
certain call, to intimidate a rival, etc. - are rubordilded to the overarching purpose
of surviving and reproducing.

To modem minds, again, this fact is a complete commonplace, and has been so
for centuries. The fact is subject to an important exception, (I need hardly say), in
the case of man: human beings have many purposes which are zol tributary to the
purpose of strrviving and reproducing, and many which even conflict with that
purpose. But outside man and the few animals and plants he has domesticated, the
generalisation holds profoundly true. Everything that other organisms do, or try to
do, rs subordinated to the goal of surviving and reproducing. But you will search in
vain for knowledge of this fact in antiquity or the middle ages.

Further: where there is no recognition that all the other purposes of organisms
subserve their arch purpose of survival and reproduction, there can be no
recognition, aforti.ori, that for organisms in general, it is dfficult and dangerous to
survive and reproduce. There can be no recognition that life in general is a struggl.e
to survive and reproduce; and a struggle at that, without pity, without exemptions,
and without end. To modem minds, again, this proposition is a commonplace, and
has long been so. But where is the conception of life, as always and everywhere a
struggle, to be met with in antiquity or the niddle ages? Again I venture to say,
nowhere. The idea that human life had once been a 'war of each against all', is
ancient, indeed. But the idea that all llfe ls a struggle to survive and reproduce, is
not ancient, or even old.

Further still: where there is no recognition that organisms have to struggle in
order to survive and reproduce, there can be no recognition, a fortibri, that because
of the exuberant tendency of all species to increase in nu bers, a lrge part at least
of their struggle for life must always be a struggle with tleir conspecifics.

With us, yet again, this recognition has long been something taken for granted.
But, (as I said in Essay II), recognition of the pressure of population on food
supply, as a gerwral biological fact, appears to be only about 50 years older than
Malthus's Essay of 1798. Before the generation of Benjemin FranHin and David
Hume, no one seems ever to have grasped it at all. of course plato, Aristotle, and
other actual or would be rulers of states, had realised the danger to stable
government which unrestrained increase of human numbers can present, (as
Malthus reminded the readers of his Es.ray). But that is an entirely different thing
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from realising that, in all species of organisps, population always presses on the' means of subsistence'.
These truths - that organisms strive to survive and reproduce, that all their other

purposes are subordinated to that one, that they are obliged to struggle for life and
to struggle largely with their conspecifics - are all elements, oi course, of the
Darwinian explanation of evolution. And since they are so, there could hardly be a
greater mistake than a certain statement which has been endlessly repeated: namely,
that whereas the Lamarckian explanation of evolution accords a causal role to the
purposes of organisms, the Darwinian one does not.

This is, in fact, a misrepresentation of the Darwinian theory so great as to make
any rational person marvel how it can ever have acquired crurency. The famous
Darwinian 'struggle 

for life', on which the whole theory tums, is a straggle for
something, is it not?: namely, for survival and for leaving descendants. But in that
case it is a purposive activity on the part of the individuals which struggle. And in
any case' Darwin is always sa)'rng things like the following: that .each organis
being is striving /o increase at a geometrical ratio';e+ or thatlevery single organic
being around us may be said tobe striving to the utmost lo increase in numbers,.:s
How could he have ascribed purpose to all organisms more plainly than this? Nor
has anyone, even the most behaviouristic or positivistic Darwinian, ever credibly
suggested that these references to purpose can be, or need to be, expunged or'translated 

out' of the Darwinian explanation of evolution.
In fact it is precisely the striving of organisms to live, reproduce, and increase

which, according to Darwin, drives the whole gigantic process of evolution. If
organisllls were indifferent towards their own survival and reproduction, or if they
positively leaned to the Buddhist side of those issues, there would be no struggle
for life, hence no natural selection, and hence no evolution, according to the
Darwinian theory. So very far is that theory, then, from according no causal role in
evolution to purpose.

For this same reason, we should not let ourselves be imposed upon by another
group of commonplaces: the ones about Darwinism having expettei .rinat causes,
from biology' If 'final causes' means purposes, or purposive activities, then
D_arwinism not only does not'expel' them: it builds them into the very foundation
of its explanation of evolution.

Even the common statement, (which earlier in this essay I repeated myselfl, that
Danvinism explains evolution solely by reference to 'blind' "uor"r, can be accepted
only with certain reservation. The statement is perfectly true, if ,blind causes' just
means 'non-conscious 

causes'. But, (as I pointed out in section iii) .not conscious'
does not imply 'not purposive': for purposes need not be conscious. And if .blind
causes' mffrns 'causes which are not only not conscious but not even purposive' -
causes like gravitation, or friction, say - then it is simply false that Darwin
explained evolution solely by reference to blind causes. For Lne of the causes by
refereuce to which he explained evolution was, the striving or intention or purpose
of organisms to survive and reproduce.
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It must be admitted that Darwin's language always starts to display a marked
hesitancy or embarrassment, the momenl he ascribes a purpose to all organisms.
The two quotations given a few paragraphs back furnish an example of this hesit-
ancy. Why is it 'striving' in one of these passages, and'may b nid to b stiving'
in the other? This feature of Darwin's language reaches a climax in the fourth
paragraph of chapter III of the Origin, (entitle 'Struggle For Existence'). That
paragraph is a long and uneasy discussionof exactly when organisms may 'properly

... be said', or 'may t oly be said', to struggle for life. But in fact almost every
time that Darwin ascribes striving or struggle to organisms in general, you will
find that the qualification" 'may k said to be [striving or struggling]'so is prefixed.

But all this hesitancy is no reason whatever to doubt that Darwin does ascribe to
all organisms at least one pu4)ose: that of surviving and reproducing. His embar-
rassment is sufficiently accounted for by two difficulties which beset everyone who
writes about purpose in nature: difficulties which no one, to this hour, has been
able to solve. One diffrculty is, that on the one hand we are reluctant to ascribe pur-
pose to plants and to lower animals, while on the other, their behavioru compels us
to describe them as striving or struggling or tr)'lng to survive and repoduce.

The other difficulty is, that on the one hand it seems to be stretching matters
somewhat, to say that organisms strive to incranse; and even, (when you stop to
think about it), to say that they strive to What they do, beyond all ques-
tion, strive to do, (apart from surviving), is to ttwte. But then, on the other hand,
the causal connection, between their mating, and their reproduction and increase, is
so extremely intimate and inevitable, that - well, after all, the best solution is to
say that organisms do strive, not merely to mate, but to reproduce, and even to
increase. It is, admittedly, 'telescoping' different things to say so: it is pushiug
together an intended activity, mating, and its rrnintended consequences. And yet, to
sryde mating from reproduction, or reproduction from increase, where organisms
in general are concerned, only involves us in unmanageable complexities of
thought.

Both these difficulties, as will be evident, are imposed upon us by real
continuities - either qualitative or causal continuities - in organic nanrre; and if
Darwin did not satisfactorily solve the difficulties, that is no more than can be saicl
with equal truth of everyone else who has ever wrestled with the subject of purpose
in nahrre. The two difficulties wouldbe solved, indeed, if we were able to accept the
'pan-psychism' which has been advocated by I-eibniz, $amuel Butler, and A.N.
Whitehead among others. That is, if we could believe that purpose belongs to every
last element, not only of organic but of inorganic nature. But to most people, this
seems to be a case in which the cure prc,posed is worse than the disease.

That organisms strive to survive, reproduce and increase; that any other purposes
they may have are subordinated to those great ends; that organisms have to struggle
in order to achieve even the first of these objects, survival; and that a large pmt of
their struggle for life is with members of their own species: these four
propositions, then, though they have long been corlmon knowledge in the modern
p€riod, were rmknown at any earlier time.
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Most people nowadays would associate these four propositions with Darwin, and
imagine that we owe our knowledge of them to him. But this is merely from
ignorance: the historical fact is exactly the opposite. Darwin found all of this
knowledge ready to his hand when he first began to study biology. The four
propositions just mentioned were quite as well known to paley ln 1g02, for
example, as they were to Danvin in 1g59.

, 
Pal:y knew perfectly well the cenhal place occupied by the sexual reproductive

impulse in life in general. He was vividly aware of its overwhelming strength, not
only in anipalt, but in plants. see the whole of his excellent cnalter XX, .on
Plants', especially on the care taken by the parent plant to develop, protect, ripen,
and finally disperse, that 'sacred particle',rz the seed. Then, paley-had read and
absorbed Malthus's &say, published four years earlier, and was fuliy corucious of
the'superfecrmdity'3s of all organisms. And he saw clearly that the consequence of
their superfecundity must be, that the members of every species will always .breed
up to a certain point of distress' ,st and be obliged to struggle for life against their
conspecifics; with most of them achieving but little success in that struggle .

Knowledge of the four propositions I have mentioned ought to lead anyone to
recognise that life in general is principally a scene of care, effort, anxiety, pain,
disappoinbnent, and early death. But paley was also, after all, one who believed in
the benevolence of God. Hence his painf'lly rmconvincing attempt to prove, in the
teeth of his own better knowledge, that .It is a happy woild after all.ico Even his
most plausible examples in support of this proposition were of a kind ready at a
touch to undeunine his avowed optimism; for these examples were drawn, (as he
himself remarks), from the young of vmious species. A irofounder thinker than
faley' though one equally without benefit of Darwinism - Schopenhauer - was
later to point out the main reason for the comparative happiness oi the young: the
fact that the weight of their mirthless biological destiny has not yet descended upon
them.4l

lhe 
pressure of pop'lation on food, and the struggle for life among conspecifics

which res'lts from it, wqe only recent discoveriis, (as I have saidl, when ealey
wrote Nahral rheology. But the same is not true of the first two of the four
propositions mentioned above: that organisms strive to survive and reproduce, and
that their other purposes all subserve that one. when ttwse brologl*rl t ,rth, *"r"
discovered, or by whom, it appears to be impossible to learn, eicept that it was
during the 17th and 18th centuries. They seem never to have been .discovered,, 

in
any distinct sense, at all, but rather to have diffrued themselves imperceptibly over
the minds of all naturalists, as their studies of plants and animais became both
more extensive and accruate, and, late in the lgth century, more systematic as well.

But there pcs one identifiable discovery which did contribute powerfully to the
recogmtion that all organisms strive to reproduce: the discovery of the sexuality of
fTlt 

That flowering plants reproduce by the intercourse of organs of differcnt sex,
had been known to that astounding genius Empedocles in the mid 5th cent'ry B.c.;
and rheophrastus, Aristotle's successor late in the 4th century, shows acquaintance
with some agricultural practices which imply knowledge of th" fu"t that plants
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reproducesexually.+z But after that, the sexuality of plants faded out of human

knowledge for fully 2,000 years. It began to 'fade in' again, late in the 17th century

and early in the 18th century, first through the researches of Nehemiah Grew
(IUl-1712), but more importantly through those of Rudolf Camerarius
(16f.5-1721). Even then, knowledge of the sexuality of plants spread only slowly'

and especially slowly outside the ranks of professed naturalists. Paley had fitlly

absorbed it, and even regarded 'the sexual system' ofreproduction as sufficient on

its own to establish the benevolent purpose, intelligence, and power of God.+s But

then Paley was an exceptionally well informed man. Some other educated

Englishmen, as late as 1798, still thought that the sexuality of plants was a lie,

and just another Jacobin attack on morality and public order. In that yea, Erasmus

Darwin's exposition of the sexuality of plants, in his long and mildly salacious

poem The Loves of the Plants, was parodied and ridiculed in the Anti-lacobin

magazine.44
Whether the man in the street, even now, can properly be said to know of the

sexuality of plants, may very well be doubted. And yet few discoveries were of

more importance towards making possible a true conception of life. For one thing,

it revealed a previously tmsuspected identity, and an identity of the deepest kind,

between life's two great divisions: animals and plants. Second, and even more

importantly, it dealt a tremendous blow to our anthropocentrism, which had

previously defied all attempts at cure, and which the biology of antiquity or the

middle ages had never even attempted to cure. For it revealed that wheat, apple

trees, roses, and oaks do not (as we find it so natrual to think) exist for our

sustenance, delight, or use: that on the contrary, they have a purpose of their own,

an overriding purpose too, and one which they share with all other organisms - to

snrvive and reproduc e thems e lv e s.
But the discovery of the sexuality of plants was not only intellecnnl dynarrite: it

was moral and political dynamite as well. For the Christian religion, after all, had

waged war from its very start against the sexual impulse in man: not just against

its hypertrophy, but against the thing itself. It had always been obvious to every

thoughtful person that the sacrament of Christian marriage was no more than an

uneasy compromise with the deadly sin of concupiscence. And yet, how could

something which not just we and the 'beasts' do, but which wheat and apples and

roses and oaks do, be an offence against the divine nature and purpose? The

conclusion which was bound to be drawn, and was drawn, was that, in spite of St

Paul, sexual inrercourse is inrncent.
This was a conclusion, of course, tvtriefi Fnlightened persons of the 18th century

were already becoming convinced of on other grounds: discovery of the sexuality of

plants merely provided the final scientific proof of it. Universal sexual

emancipation had been high on the agenda of the Enlightenment from the start,

along with the destruction of religion and of monarchical goveflrment. Sexual

intercourse was to be freed, in the happy future, from the trammels of religion and
'priestcraft', and of all laws of marriage, property, or inheritance. Contraception and

fiUcide, from having been offences against divine, or moral, or civil law, were to

r99



be made not merely uriversal rights, but civic duties.as The great sexual
emancipators after 1859 - Havelock Ellis, Freud, Lenin, Marie Stopes, Margaret
sanger, Margaret Mead, wilhelm Reich - were all Darwinians a-s a matter of
course' But heroic labours in this great cause had been performed earlier, by the
cvolutionists Dderot and Erasmus Darwin, by condorcet, Godwin, Shelley, and
Ijourier among others. Fourier looked forward to the day when Europe wourd be
permanently crisscrossed, no longer by armies or crusaders or missionaries, but
only by troupes of the most renowned sexuar athletes, in permanent public
competition, in order to keep before the eyes of the populace a constant reminder of
the highest point which human felicity can reach.+i Wh"o *", the beneficiaries of
all these liberators, remember them in our grateful thoughts, we ought not to forget
what they all owed, and therefore how much happio"r, *" all owe,io the scientific
labours of Camerarius andGrew.

In fact, thren, the four propositions mentioned above, which we nowadays think of
as together constituting the Darwinian conception of life, were all firmly
established before Darwin was born. The following two quotations will suffice to
R19ve this. For they are from Hume's Dialogues o{nlg,and they clearry combine
all the four components in question: the universal purpose of survival and
reproduction, the overridingness of this purpose, the tendency of all species to
exuberant increase, and the resulting struggle for life among conspecifics. (In both
paragraphs the speaker is Philo, the character in the Dialogues *ho -ort closely
represents the opinions of Hume himself; cleanthes, whorhe addresses, has been
defending the design argurnent from adaptation.)

You ascribe, cleanthes, (and I believe justly) a purpose and intention to Nahre.
But what, I beseech you, is the object of that curious artifice and machinery,
which she has displayed in all animals? The preservation alone of individuals
and propagation of the species. It seems enough for her pu{pose, if such a rank
be barely upheld in the Lniyerse, without any care or concem for the happiness
of the members that compose it. No t"ro*"" for this pupose: no machinery, in
order merely to give pleas're or ease: no f'nd of pure joy and contenbnent: no
indulgence without some want or necessity accompanying it.+z
Look round this 'niverse. what an immense profusion oiu"iogr, animated and
organized, sensible and active! you admire this prodigious varie-ty and fecundity.
But inspect a little more niurowly these living eiisteo""r, ti" o'ly beinls
worth regarding. How hostile and destructive to each othed How insufficient all
of them for their own happiness! How contemptible or odious to the spectator!
The whole presents nothing but the idea of a blind Nature, impregnated by a
great vivifying principle, and porning forth from her lap, without discemment
or parental care, her maimed and abortive childrenl+s

There is nothing in these passages, (as will be evident), which bears at all on
evolution, or on its explanation. But I am not here concerned with that. I am
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concernedwithacertain general conception of lfe,whichcouldbeheldwhatever
one believed the explanation of evolution is, or even if one had neYer so much as

heard of evolution. And I cite the above passages in order to prove, by example,

that the conception of life, which we (rightly) think of as Darwinism, owes

nothing to Darwin, since it antedates him.
At some other places in Hume's Dialogrcs there oe, as it happens, proto-

Darwinian hints, both of evolution as an historical fact, and of the explanation of it
by nahrral selection. But Hume, it is clear, was little interested in questions about
what a given species, or a given characteristic of a species, has evolved from, or

about how it evolved from it. And it must be admitted - even if the admission
scandalises Darwinian ears - that all questions of that kind are of little or no
intrinsic interest.

The reason is, that they are altogether too like certain other historical questions
which are, by general consent, among the most boring ever propounded. Questions,
I mean, such as 'Where did the Hittites/the Maya/the Celts (etc.) come from, and
how?'These questions are peculiarly pointless, because if the true answer to one of
them wqe found, there would be as much reason as there was at first, to ask
another question of exactly the same kind. If we leamt (for example) that the Celts
came from place P, and did so by means M, how much would have been gaincd by
this knowledge? We would have just as mrrch reason as we had before, to ask where
the Celts cafirc to plrce P from. and by what means.

The same kind of uninterestingness attaches to all questions of evolutionary
history: to all questions about what this species, or that characteristic, evolved
from, or about how it evolved from it. Our species, (for example), and any
characteristic of ours, evolved, if it did evolve, from something else, and did so by
some means or other. But just how it did, or from exactly what, are questions of no
general interest.

But it is very different with the question whether a certain general conception of
life is a true one, or not true. Is life in general the kind of thing which Darwin, or
Hume in the passages just quoted, says it is? Or is it the kind of thing that
Descartes says it is? Or the kind that Aristotle says it is? These questions cannot
fail to be of at least some interest, to everyone who is capable of understanding
them.

Another example, of the Darwinian conception of life being held by someone who
owed nothing to Darwin, and an example even more aresting than that of Hume, is
furnished by Schopenhauer,in The World a Will qd Represennti.on +s He died in
1860 - the year after Tle Origin of Specics appeared - and it is unlikely that he
ever so much as heard of Darwin. He appears to have regarded man as an evolved
species,so but he evidently feels, like a person of sense, little interest in that
question. If yoru wish is to know and say what kind of thing human life is, then it
will not make the least difference to you, wfial human beings evolved from, or
how, or when, or whether they never evolved at all, but have existed for all
etemity.
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Schopenhauer's central theme is the universality and, among orgAnisms in
general, the overridingness, of the sexu-l reproductive impulse. He calls this
impulse 'the will to live', or 'the Life Force'. This impulsi or will or force is
purposive - nothing more so, or more effectually so - but not conscious.sr
Though he never refers to Malthus, and perhaps had not read him, no one could be
more vividly convinced than schopenhauer is, of the grinding and constant
pressure' in every species, of population on the supply of food; of the hair trigger
readiness of population to increase, in particular-if the food supply gives it the
smallest chance to do so. The struggle for life nmolg conspecifics, which results
from this unsleeping and untiring attempt to increase, is universal, constant and
pitiless.sz Not even the Hardest pfel emons Darwinians have ever portrayed the
struggle for life more uncompromisingly than Schopenhauer does.

He had a great (and just) admiration of Hume's Dialogues,and was tolerably well
read in standard biological works: Kirby and Spence's Entomology, for example,
and Richard Owen's palaeontological researches.s3 !s1 Schopenhauer's general
conception of life appears to owe less to his reading, than to his gazing steadily at
the phenomena of life themselves, without the smallest help from religi,ous
optimism, or from any other intellectual anodyne, such as the belief that biological
evolution is progressive.

schopenhauer had a special aversion to English clergymen,s4 (a class which
included both Paley and Malthus), and also to nafural theology,ss which was
principally a creation of members of that class. His own religious leanings were
entirely to the side of Buddhism, (if Buddhism can be rightly described as a
religion). At any rate, every deepest inclination of his nature led him to regard the
spectacle of life as a whole with disgust and horror. 'How frightrul is this nature to
which we belong!'so And what Darwinian, if he speaks from the heart, and drops
for a moment his aspiration to scientific detachment, will not say the same?

Though a good writer, Schopenhauer is a very diffuse one, and as a result,
quotations from The world s will qd Representation, rmless they are given at
enormous length, can convey only a very inadequate impression of his conception
of life. As well as that, his key phrases, 'the Life Force' and 'the will to live', are
tainted, for most present day readers, by having reached us yra Ibsen and G.B.
shaw: disciples (by way of Nietzsche) of schopenhauer, but not to be for one
moment compared with him in either intellectual depth or breadth. Those phrases
come to most of us through a distorting medium of what I have elsewhere called
lprror victorianorum,sT and we are therefore tempted to make fun of them - quite
unreasonably. Finally, there is the fact that schopenhauer himself .took the idge
off' his conception of life, by embedding it in a Kantian ideatism,according to
which the physical 'niverse itself exists only 'for' a conssious mind. se This was.
of course, a gigantic sop thrown to anthropocentrism: to the very thing, that is,
which Schopenhauer justly despised, when English clergymen were guilty of it.
His idealism is also, (as I have shown elsewheress), a very silly and trivial
business. Fortunately, however, it can easily be 'peeled off' his conception of the
organic world, and tbrown away, as it deserves to be.
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i yet despite these impediments, some of them accidental and some self-imposed,

Schopenhauer is, after all, the true philosopher of Darwinism. He was so before

Darwinism existed, and he is so still. It is therefore entirely fitting that G.C.

Williams should have disclosed, via a reference he makes to Buddhism, a deep

affinity (though perhaps not a conscious one) with the Philosopher of Pessimism.
'Perhaps biology would have been able to mature more rapidly in a culture not

dominated by Judeo{hristian theology and the Romantic tradition. It might have

been well served by the First Holy Truth from tle Sermon at Benares: "Birth is

painful, old age is painful, sickness is painful, death is painful ...".'6e I do not

know whether Williams, when he wrote these words, was conscious of a

i thunderous voice from the grave, saying'I told you so, long before Charles Darwin

i was ever heard of!' But there certainly was such a voice.
I
I

I fn" conception of life, then, which we rightly call Darwinian though it owes

I nothing to Darwin, is this. All organisms strive to the utmost to survive,

I reproduce, and increase; everything they do, and all their adaptations' are

I contributory to that end; and it is only (or near enough only) the limitedness of

I their food, and the struggle for life in which it embroils conspecifics, which

I pr"n"ots them increasing without limit.

I 
Here is this conception of life in Darwin's own words.

I

I fr looking at Nature, it is most neoessary to keep the foregoing considerations

I ut*ays in mind - never to forget that every single organic being around us may

I Ue said to be striving to the utmost to increase in numbers; that each lives by a

I t*ggle at some period of its life; that heavy destruction inevitably falls either

I oo the young or old, during each generation or at recurent intervals. Lighten

I any check, mitigate the destruction ever so little, and the number of the species

I *ill almost instantaneously increase to any amormt. The face of Nature may be

I compared to a yielding surface, with ten thousand sharp wedges packed close

I ,ogether and driven inwards by incessant blows, sometimes one wedge being

I 
struck, and then another with greater force.o r

I

I *r arresting image of 'ten thousand wedges', and in fact the whole last sentence

I of the above paragraph, occurs only in the first editioncf Tlw Origin oJ Speci,es: all

I tn" five later editions simply omit the sentence. Yet Darwin must have valued this

I image, because by 1859 he had had it in his mind for 21 years:62 and it is, indeed a

I powerful one. Still, it seems deficient in one respect surely the 'surface of nahue'

I ought to be thought of as constantly striving to hwease in area? Without this, the

I hammer blows of the struggle for life do not seem to have an active and purposive

I opponenttocontendagainst.

I Life, according to this conception ofit, thoughitis hardly anywhere conscious, is

I pwposive through and through. Organisms always and everywhere strive tirelessly

I to increase, and strive for no end which is not subordinate to that one. Their

I mrmbers grind ceaselessly on the supply of food available to them, and nothing can
I
I

I 2o3-
E
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ever terminate, i'terrupt, or even alleviate this pressure of population on food,
while the species in question survives at all,

In partic'lar, no effect of that kind can ever be brought about by intefligence, or
by consciousness. Indeed, according to this conception of life, tlere co'ld be no
greater error than to think of intelligence and consciousness as etdernal to the
struggle for life, or as a possible souroe of interference with it. on the contrary,
intelligence and even consciousness are just some of the means which have evolved
in certain species for use lz the struggle for life, and for nothing else; just as, in
certain other species, a hard shell, or fleetness of foot, or a certain find ofientition,
has evolved. The intelligence of higher animals, and the consciousness of humans,
are merely other weaporu employed in the struggre for rife, and are entirely
subordinate totheirpossessors' striving tosurvive, reproduce, andincrease.

The Darwinian conception of life is an application of an ancient philosophical
idea: 'the principle of plenitude', as A.o. Ilvejoy called in it the classic bookos in
which he described many earlier applications or tnir idea. This principle says that
the world is full - a plenurn - in the sense fhat there are no ,mr"ali""d possibilities.
whatever is possible is achral, and the way the world is is also, down to its very
last detail, the only way it could have been.

It is even obvious - once one pauses to think about it - that the Malthus-Darwin
principle of population, which is the central element of the Darwinian conceptron
of life, is an application.of the plenitude principle. For it says, (as we saw in Essay
II)' that wherever there is food for a possibre pine, person, Lr cod, there already is
an actual pine, person, or cod, or else there will be, as soon as the reproduction
time of the species in question allows it. This does not at all mean, of course, that
population cannot ittcrease. There will in fact be more cod, or more peopre, in six
or nine months' time, than there are at present, if, though only if, an increased food
supply, or increased mortality, makes that increase of population possible. But
there are, at every moment, exactly as many organisms oi *y ,p""i", as there
cotrld be: there are no unrealised possibilities of repro&rction D;; said the same
thing in the paragraph quoted above: 'Lighten 

any check, mitigate the destruction
ever so little' and the number of the species will almost instantaieouslv increase to
any amormt.'

Now the principle of.plenitude, and every application of it, seems hoperessly
implausible when one first hears of it. For there appear to be, both in the inorganic
and in the organic realm, countless unrealised porrlbiliti"r, ways that things coqld
have been, though they are not or were not. Before there was any life at all on
earth, the wind at a certain place and time could have been a little stronger or more
southerly, than it actually was, could it not? Julius Caesar, at the time of his
assassination. could have had one more hair on his head than he did in lact, or one
fewer. I did not buy bread at the shop this morning, but I could have. The
mosquitoes last summer, (as someo'e actually said at the time), .co'ld 

have been
worse'' You and your wife, who have had (let us suppose) three children, could
have had just two, or one or none. Unrealised porribiliti"* seem, then, to be as
cornmon as dirt.
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But against that there has to be set this fact: that the nrunber of unrealised
possibilities a person believes in, seems to be strongly correlated with his or her
igrwrotrce. A child certainly believes in many unrealised possibilities which iur
adult does not believe in: princes being turned into toads, and so forth. An
uneducated adult believes in many unrealised possibilities which an educated one
does not believe in: miraculous cures of disease, or certain numbers being 'lucky',

etc., etc. In countless cases we find it natural to believe that a certain thing is
possible, even if it never happens in fact. But growing up, or receiving sorne
education, or scientific progress, constantly teaches us better: convinces us that
what we had taken for an unrealised possibility is not possible at all, and is
umealised for the simple reason that it is impossible. The sphere of what we
consider unrealised possibilities contracts, and with it, the number of things we
consi&r humanr free to do and capable of doing. we learn the chastening lesson
that the world is, if not a plenum, at least closer to being a plenrrm than we had
previously realised.

Many exarnples of this process, examples which were destined to become highly
influential, were furnished by 17th cennrry physics. we are not usually conscious
of the force of gravity, or of inertia, or of atmospheric pressure. As a result, wc
imagine that two bodies, left to themselves, could remain the same distance apart
for all eternity; tbat a rolling billiard ball could change direction 'of itself'; and that
we could build a suction pump which would raise water more than 33 feet. we cot
build one which raises water more than 23 feet, after all: why not more than llf

But then along come Torricelli, Pascal, Galileo, Newton, etc., who make us
better inforrned. They teach us rhat none of those three things is an unrealised
possibility but that each of them is, on the contrary, tmrealised because it is not
possible. They thus bring horne to us that the world is, at any rate, closer to being
a plenum than we had thought before. The sphere of what we consider unrealised
possibilities contracts, and with it, the sphere of what we consider ourselves free to
do and capable of doing. we learn (for example) that we cannot build a suction
pump which will raise water more than 33 feet. 'The mechanism of the world
picture'o+ takes a long step forward.

If this process, of the mechanisation of the world picture, were carried to
completion, it would mean, of course, that all ow beliefs, about what we are free to
doandcapable of doing, arefalse. There wouldbe no unrealised possibilities in life,
any more than there are unrealised possibilities in arithmetic. It would tum out,
since I did not buy bread this morning, that I could not have done so; that the
mosquitoes last summer were as bad as they could be: and that you and your wife
could not have had fewer children than the three you actually had.

Now, it is precisely this complete mechanisation of the picture of life which
Darwinism has always hoped to accomplish. This hope seems groundless at first,
because we are not usually conscious of any universal striving of organisms to
increase, or of any struggle for life which results from that striving plus the
limitedness of food. For this reason, we are apt to think that we, at least, are not
subject to those forces, but are free to act in ways other than the ways which they
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would oblige us to. But then, as Darwinians rightly remind us, we are not usually
conscious of gravitation, inertia, or the pressure of the air, either, and had therefore
been apt to think, before the 17th century, rhat various things are possible, and
even within human power, which the physical discoveries of thai century had
proved to be nothing of the kind. The freedoms and powers with which we had
credited ourselves, and the unrealised possibilities we had believed in, were merelv
the offspring of our ignoranc" ,o6 yanit!.

In the same way, Darwinism says, biological science will in the end dtspel all
illusions of our being free and able to act otherwise than we do. We do not feel the
universal striving to increase, or the struggle for life, any more than we feel
gravitation, inertia, or air pressure, and yet the former forces really do constrain us
just as rigdly as the latter do. The sriving to increase, in our species as in every
other, never sleeps, never tires, and never neglects an opportunity for reproduction.
It is as constant, as irresistible, and as impervious to deflection by h,man
intelligence or consciousness, as gravitation itself. we think we are free to have
fewer children tan we acnrally have, in just the same way as we used to think,
before the 17th century, that we were free to raise water more than 33 feet in a
suction prrmp. But in reality we were not and are not free in either of those cases,
or in any other case; merely ignorant of our chains. This is the conception of all
life, and in particular of htrman life, which Darwinism attempts to establish as the
true one.

This conception of life, (as I have pornted out in earlier essays), is not true, because
it is not true of human life. Despite Darwin - and despite Hume, Malthus, and
Schopenhauer too - human life is not a plenum: it contains countless unrealised
possibilities of reproduction. (see Essay II.) pine life may be a plenum, cod life
likewise, but our life is not. In fact, in the contrary, in all civilised societies, the
more opportunities for reproduction people have - that is, the more privileged they
are - the /ess they reproduce. (See Essay IV.)

of course a Darwinian, such as R.A. Fisher, will insist on calling this fact the'irwerted birth rate'of all civilised societies.6s But this is jusia case of a
characteristic vice of Darwinians, of blaning ttv frcts for failing to agree with their
theory.oo It is also conjuring into existence, out of thin air, -J-"Jy in order to
satisfy the demands of Darwinism, a Cave Man or Hobbesian .state of nature' in
the past, when men were men, and the more privileged ones among them wqe the
more prolific of offspring. Whether the same thing was in those days true of
women, is not revealed by Fisher, Huxley, Hobbes, or by any other expert on that
interesting period of our history. (But then, therc qe no women in Hobbes's or
Huxley's 'state of nature', as anyone who has read those authors will recall: I
suppose this was one of the things which made that state so eminently nahral.)

Then, Darwinism requires the struggle for life in ou species to be so severe as to
exact a child mortality around 8o per cent at all times. But h,man child mortality,
during the only period for which we know anything at all about it, has hardly ever
been near 80 per cent, and during the last hundred years, in all countries for which

I
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reliable statistics exist, has hardly ever been a quarter of that figure. (See Essay V.)
We have therefore witnessed a direct disproof of Darwin's statement quoted above,
that if you 'mitigate the destruction ever so little ... (he number of the species will
almost instantaneously increase to any amormt.' We lnve mitigated the destruction
of human beings between birth and puberty, and mitigated it, not 'ever so little',
but enorrnously; and yet our numbershave not 'almost instantaneously increased to
any amount'. (Our numbers have increased, of course, much more than some of us
like. But that is an entirely different matter; and a matter of no relevance whatever
to the truth or otherwise of Darwinism.)

Fluman life, then, straightforwardly contradicts the Darwinian conception of life at
various points. But as well as that, human intelligence and consciousness plainly
have a degree of autonomy which is wildly inconsistent with Darwinism. lf
intelligence and consciousness in humans are always subordinated, like all other
adaptations of organisms, to their striving to increase, then The Origin of Species
was an attempt by Darwin to increase the number of his descendants. But it was
not. Ergo, etc. Similarly, some sociotriologists have realised that, according to thc
account which they themselves give of all communication - namely, that it is a
form of manipulation by genes - tlwir own publicatiota cre simply power plays by
tlwir genes for irrcrerced representation in the next generation. This realisation is,
very naturally, formd both discouraging, and somewhat bewildering, by the authors
concerned. For after all, when they kgan their careers, they had thought they were
doing something entirely different namely, biological science. Yetif what T'he
Selfish Gerc says is true, what else can that book be, but manipulation of its
readers by the genes of Richard Dawkins, striving for their own maximal
replication? Thus does the new religion, like revolutionary Marxism, consume its
own devotees. But then, they had 'asked for it', if ever anyone did.

In fact the autonomy of the human intellect will always present insuperable
obstacles to arry attempt at the complete mechanisation of the picture of life. Fbr
suppose that some super-Darwin of the funre attempts in a book to reduce every
concept of biology, without remainder, to concepts of basic physics; and suppose
he srccceds iz this attempt, and is even recognised to have succeeded. This would
certainly be a book of unparalleled scientific importance: an event that would put
everything else in the history of thought absolutely in the shade. But how could
this book itselfbe translatedwithoutremainderintothelanguageof basicphysics,
while still saying what it said at first?

Darwinism, as I have implied, has always been governed by the idea that scientific
progress involves recognising as impossible, things we had previously thought
possible, and recognising human freedom and power as being less than we
previously thought. Well, it often does involve those things, in certain respects:
perhaps always does. But then, scientific progress also often involves recognising
as possible things we had previously thought impossible, and recognising as being
within human power, things we previously thought altogether beyond it. Everyone
knows this, because all the 'marvels of modern science and technology' arc of this
second kind, and tend not to the contraction, but to the enlargement, of human
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freedom and power. The physicar discoverios of the l7th century, it is true,
produced little if anything of this kind. what could anyone b in lTD,because of
the progress of physics, which had been considered impossible in the year 160o? I
vent're to say, nothing at all; but certainly extremely little if anything. But this
fact simply shows that lTth cenh'y physics furnishes a very one sidedsample of
scientific progress in general. Increased 'mechanisation 

of thl world pictgre, is not
the only, or even the invariable, outcome of scientific progress.

I'lhe present essay, however, my purpose is not to establish again that Darwinism
is false: it is to explain how the new religion of genes ""-" uiut.

Il*t what I have said about the Darwinian conception of life has not been
irrelevant to explaining the origin of the new religion. on the contrary, now that
wc have, clearly before our minds, the Darwinian conception of life, it is quite
obvious how the new religion came about. Indeed, the quistion virtually answers
itself. For that religion rs just the old Darwinian conception, supplemented by
certain details drawn from genetics.

Recall, first, that both old Darwinism and the new religion conceive life as
thlough and through purposive. what drives the whole p.*"r, of struggle, nafural
selection' and evolution, according to Darwin, is the striving of organisms to
increase. And, (as I said earlier in this essay), if one were to take out of the new
reli_si,on every purposive disposition or activity which it ascribes to genes -
selfishness, manipulation of various things, competition with one another, the use
for their own ends of cormtless tactics and tools - then there would be nothing left
of the new religion at all.

New religionists, such as williams, Dawkins, and wilson, regard people and all
other organisms as the helpless puppets, tools, or vehicles, of hidden purposive
agents of more than human power and intelligence, whose only goal is to produce
lhe largest possible mrmber of their repricas in the next g"o".udo' of organisms.
But then, as we have now seen, Darwin, Schopenhauer, Malthus and H.me,
regarded all organisms in essentially the same way: as mere means, employed by
immensely powerful purposes, utterly foreign and unknown to the orgnnisms
themselves, aimed at producing the greatest possible number of descendants of the
organisms.

'fhe 
purpose which nrles all organisms, Schopenhauer called .The Life Force', and

Darwin called it 'the striving to increase'. These narnes, of course, are no longer
current. But when new religionists say, (as they all do say), that the organism is
only DNA's way of making more DNA, that organisms and their adaptations are
means which genes make and employ for their own ends, (etc., etc.), then it is
perfectly clear that the thought of the new religionists, and that of the old
Darwinians, is one and the same.

. 
According to Schopenhauer and Darwin, orgenis6s are merely vehicles of an

immensely powerful agency which, though purposive (and therefore intelligent at
leasr to some degree), is as unconscious as gravitation or inertia, and as incapable
as those forces of being deflected by anything that organis6s know or intend; an
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::::"1-Y_t:.Lr-s_distributiv:Jy residenr in the bodies of all organisms; which is bent
:1J.::., :g"q -:1 of rhe .same'. ana as .*;;;';"#r#; ;ffi il"ficonstantly reshained from achieving runlimited increase, by the limitedness of food,

ls

The novel element, wbrch distinguishes thenew religion from the old Darwinism,is of minor importance by *-puJr*. It is the fact that Schopenhauer and Darwin,and indeed all Darwinianr upio about 1930, thought only in terms of the wholeorganism, and in terms (so to speak) of 'one packJt of uie ror"" p", customer,;whereas thelgw religionists nave tearnt tretter than that. They think of :rny oneorganism as being the puppet of many masters at once.
The reason is, of course, that they are among the intetectual beneficiaries ofMendel' Everyone must always have known thaiwhat we call .reproduction, 

neverres'lts, :unong sexuar organisms, in an offspring which is i" "rJl"rp""t identicalwith either of its parents. But no one knew, b"for" uenaet;r;ilh, the facr rolight, that reproduction, in its fine grain, doescmsist of many independent shandsof exact replication. Genes, ana gies arone in the organic realm, (leaving asideut:*uut organisms), really do .reproduce 
themselves, _j""rUi"g J*l-It perhaps deserves emphasis, (though I have already i-iriJl, that no ordDarwinian, either before or after Darwin]ever thought of the hidden ruren of life assituated ofiside the individuar organisms which thJy rul". s"rrop"J*". expressrysays that the Life Force is in the boay of each organisn,oz and Darwin, or any oldDarwinian, would have_taken that m;ch for granted. Genetics has merely providedthe new religionists with the precise locality-of their gods, on the chromosones ofthe sex cells.

The basic idea of the new religion, then, that humans and all other organisms aremere me'ns to the ends of more powerf'l intelligent agents, i, ""t *i*"vation ofthe last few decades. *,*::gq*, ir was pr"r"ot all along, in rhe conception oflife which Darwin shared with scnofnnauer'ana some others. The purposive genegods of fhe new rerigion qe the Lif" For"" of schopenhau", or-rn" striving toincrease of Darwiu only broken up into a multitude otiittte indepenaent tife forcesor shivings to increase, in each-single organism, and .given 
a locar habitation, inits body. That is how the new religion caie about.

No tes

tr* H:JP:*,1": l':::Tj'-T* ":: sF-rffi N.-ffffiil: ;H;
f:,"T::',f^,"::^"3-1f ption"rrir";i;[ri;;ffi ;,;r;iff""rff Hthere is no difference at all.
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Essay XI
Errors of Heredity or The Irrelevanie of

Darwinism to Human Ltfe

'. ' we may f*l sure that any variation in the least degree injurious would be rigidly
destroyed [by natural selection].

Darwin, The Origin of Species

Do you realise, reader, that you are an error of heredity, a biological error? Anyway
you are, whether you realise it or not. And uot only m error, but an error on an
enolmous scale. At least, Darwinians say you are. And who knows more about
biology and heredity, pray, than they do?

It does not sound a good thing to be, does it, a biological error? ln fact it sognds
horribly like what you yourself, in moments of depression, have often suspected
that you are. well, itis not a good thing to be. Even at the best of times, :rn error
of heredity has a distinctly short future, and the larger the scale of the error, the
shorter its future. An error on the scale that you are has no future at all, to speak
of. The one gleam of consolation in all this is, that just about every other human
being, past or present, was or is a biological error too, and on -"ghly the seme
scale as you.

A biological error, or error of heredity, is an organism which does not have as
many descendants as it could have, or a characteristic of an organism which
prevents it having as many descendants as it otherwise could.

Among plants there is no biological error at all, and in most species of ani6slg
there is none worth mentioning. A cockroach, a fish, or a snake, hardly ever has
fewer descendants than it could. They do not waste their time or their health on
biology, or philosophy, or religion, or art, or social reform, or any such
foolishness. They don't smoke, drink, or gamble either, nor yet do they practise
contraception, or fret themselves about overpopulation or the environment. They
concentrate all their efforts, from the earliest possible moment, on having as many
descendants as they can. Nor do they often fall short of this. goal, and even when
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they dg, it is seldom by much.
In our species, by contrast, biological error, and on alarge scale too, is absolutely

rife. And the result is, of course, that hardly any members of our species ever have
anything like as many descendants as they could. The following are a few examples
of our errors which have been renarked upon by distinguished Darwinians in recent
dffades.

First, people who are naturally celibate, and never feel any strong interest in
copulating with a member of the opposite sex. They are, of course, only a small
minority of all people. But they are not so very uncorlmon that most of us have
not encountered a few of them; and more than a few who seem to depart only
slightly from being natural celibates.

Here is a famous Darwinian, c.D. Darlington, on the subject of the naturally
celibate. 'According to Galton's way of thinking, which all later study confirms,
the natural celibate is an individual lying at the end of a curve of errors. He arises,
as we may say, by a combination of errors of heredity.'r That was, indeed,
'Galton's way of thinking', but not only his: it was l0O years ago, and still is, the
way of thinking of all Darwinians.

A second saample of biological error in humans, (though one which is not
confined to humans), is pointed out by Professor E.O. Wilson. This is, an aninn4l
who, in fighting with a conspecific, when getting the upper hand, accepts signals
of submission from its opponent. Among humans, as among dogs, such signals
may be physiological or behavioural, and they usually have the effect of preventing
a fight from ending in the death of the loser. But accepting submission signals is
plainly a biological error, or as wilson puts it, constitutes for Darwinism 'a

considerable theoretical difficulty: why not always try to kill or maim the enemy
outright?'z why not, indeed? For to accept yow enemy's signals of submission is
to allow him to survive, probably to reproduce, and possibly even to fight you
again another day, with more success.

A third biological error among humans, (though among certain monkeys as well),
is pointed out by Dr R. Dawkins. This is, a bereaved mother's stealing and
'adopting' another mother's baby, and the real mother's resenting this 'baby

snatching'. As Dawkins says, there is here biological eror on bolr sides. 'The

adopter not only wastes her own time: she also releases a rival female from the
burden of child-rearing, and frees her to have another child more quickly. It seeins to
me a critical example which deserves some thorough research. we need to know
how often it happens; what the average relatedness between adopter md child is; and
what the attitud€ of the real mother of the child is - it is, after all, to her advantage
that her child shotildbe adopted: do mothers deliberately try to deceive naive young
females into adopting their children?'s

But these four things - natural celibacy, accepting submission signals, and baby
snatching and the resentment of it - are only the beginning of the tale of our
biological errors. we are guilty of many more erors, which need no Darwinian
experts to point them out, because they are perfectly obvious even to mere street
Darwinians like ourselves. one of these is, our proneness to passions which are not
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merely not conducive to reproduction, but positively inimical to it.
one such passion is the love of truth. For it is always leading some people -

admittedly never more then a small minority - to devoie their lives pnncipally to
science, or to history, or to philosophy. Another such passion is, tne love of
beauty. Think, for example, of the love of beauty in music. Have not millions of
members of our species devoted a great deal of their time to listening to Bach, or
Rameau' or Mozart, or whoever: rime which they could perfectly well Lve devoted
instead to ensuring that they had more grandchildren? In fact ihi, "rro, is so verv
common and glaring, that it is useless to trv to denv it.

But if the love of beauty in music is an inveterate error with many of our
conspecifics, what shall we say of homosexuality? It is of immemorial antiquity,
widespread, and to all appearances absolutely incorrigible. Yet what biological error
could possibly be more glating that homosexuality? it probably ought to be classed
under the old Catholic heading of invincible error.

Then there is another biological error, as ancient as homosexu^lity, but even more
widespread and inveterate in our species, and absolutely peculiario o* species. I
mean, the practices of preventing conception, of abortion or feticide, and of
infanticide. As Darwin says, 'the instincts of the lower animals are neyer so
perverted as to lead them regularly to destroy their own offspring ...'.4 But we are
different, end have been so from as far back as historical kno;edfe extends.

Contraception, homosexuality, natural celibacy, the love of truth or of beauty,
accepting submission signals, adopting children, and resenting baby snatchers: what
a heavy catalogue of errors! singles out o'r species as being the most hopelessly
stupid of all the pupils in the great school of natural selection. For a species ol
insects or fish or snakes that fell into any one of those errors, to a significant
extent, would soon have its mistake corrected, with the utmost severity, by natural
selection. or at least, that is what Darwinism says. So how come we ane allowed to
get away with committing all these errors at once? How have we managed to
survive at all under all these multiplied handicaps?

And yet the errors of heredity which I have so far mentione d are still only a
fraction of all those to which our species is a prey. In fact our erors :rre so many
-tha!' 

simply to keep my thoughts for the present essay in some sort of order, I have
had to 

-compile an alphabetical list of ttt"-. My list is certain to be very
incomplete, but il is already much too long to be reproduced here. It will suffice,
however, to give the reader some idea of its length, ii t give a selection of some of
the items rmder just two letters of the alphabet.

Under the letterA, the entries include:

Abortion
Adoption
The popularity of Alcohol
Altruism
I-ove of, and from, Animals of other species
The importance attached toArt
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Asceticism, (sexual, dietary, or whatever)

The entries rmder H include:

Heirs who respect the wishes of dead parents

Henoes
The admiration of Heroism
Homosexuality
The idea ofHonour
Horror at the struggle for life in other species

Humaneness
Humour

Nearly all of these things are peculiar to our species, and all of them are plainly

pre3uailial to having as many descendants as one could. How can you help your

"h*"", of reproduction, u do anything but injure those chances, by having as your

best mate a dog, a horse, or a cat? Or by being afflicted with a sense of honour? Or

by worrying about the wishes of certain other pmple who are no longer even alive?

That heroism is an error of heredity, will be obvious. A hero, by the very

meaning of the word, is more likely than a non-hero to have his reproductive caleef

cut shoit at an early age. But the admiration of heroes is a biological error too'

though a less obvious one. It can clearly do us harm by leading us to imitate

heroes, and thus to increase the probability of our dying young. But how could it

possibly do us any good,as Darwinians understand'good'?Thatis, how couldit

possibly help us to have more descendants? And yet this admiration, though

injurious or useless to those who feel it, is and always has been extremely

common: in fact. almost rmiversal. From Homer's time to ours, admirers of heroes

have always been much commoner rhan heroes. Why hasn't this admiration been
'selectedout'?

These twin elrors, of heroism and the admiration of it, have a special historical

interest. For they were discussed at length by R.A. Fisher in The Genetical Tlaory

of Nafiral Seleitdn,(1930).s That is, by the most penetrating intelligence, and in

the most seminal book, of all 20th century Darwinism' But Fisher found both

heroism and the admiration of it just as inexplicable as run of the mill Darwinians

find them. Even to explain the forrner, he is obliged to poshrlate - on no evidence

at all, and in defiance of plain probability - that in 'barbarian' societies a hero has

more descend:imts than a non-hero. As to explaining the admiration of heroism, he

can scarcely be said even to have attempted it.

At one point in his discussion Fisher writes as follows'

The hero is one fitted constitutionally to encounter danger; he therefore

exercises a certain inevitable authority in hazardous enterprises, for men will

only readily follow one who gives them some hope of success. Hazardous

enterprises, however, are not a necessity save for the men who, as enemies or
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leaders, make them so, and the high esteem in which tradition sgrrormds certain
fonns of definite imprudence cannot be ascribed to any just appreciation of the
chances ofsuccess.o

rhis is one of those passages in which a writer unwittingly reveals that he is
utterly unable to enter into the minds of the people he is writing about. In Fisher's
eyes, we suddenly realise, the world that humans live in is so perfectly safe, that
there is rcver any necessity for hazardous enterprisesl rhey are only nfu
necessnry, by the restless nuisances called heroes; in order (one supposes) to
exercise their peculiar talent. The point of view of Sancho panza.or of suburban
man, could hardly have been expressed more ingenuously.

But the Sancho Panza or suburban point of view is also, (as has often been
pointed out) that of Darwinism: the point of view of the prudent organism,
unsleepingly attentive to its own survival and reproductim, and careless of all else.
And it must be admitted that, if maximising the number of one's descendants is the
goal of all life, then the winners of the Victoria Cross (for exarnple) have each beel
guilty of 'certain 

forms of definite imprudence'. oh God! oh Montreal !, (as samuel
Butlerremarked in a similar context).

It is easy to see how Darwinians came to think of nahual celibacy, contraception,
and all the other things I have mentioned, as enors. For they know that, almost
without exception, organisms act as though in obedience to one supreme
imperative: namely, 'Make some more things of the same kind as younelf, and as
many of them as you can.' Everything about a pine, a fish, oi a rabbit, and
everything that they do, is subordinated to the goal of maximal survival and
reproduction. And since, in virtually all species, an organism can reproduce only
while it does survive, this goal is better expressed as simply thai of maximal
reproduction. So then, when Darwiniens turn their attention to our species, and find
there, though nowhere else, contraception and lots of other things which have an
anti-reproductive effect, they understandably form an impression that something lws
gone wrong with this species.

It is rather as though soccer were now, and always had been, the only game
anyone ever played, or ever heard of, and everything else in h'man life were
subordinated to the goal of winning at soccer; and then one day we came across a
l"!1".y 

pair who were playing a g:rme in which it was pfi of the object, to make a
ball go over atet.In these circumstances it would be natural enough, would it not,
if we thought that there must be something wrong with these two people, or that
they had rnade some sort of mistake?

Natural enough, perhaps; but completely irrational. what evidence is there that
there is ayything wrong with these people, intellecnmlly, physically, morally, or in
any way? They are doing something rncornmon, certainly: everyone else obeys the
imperative 'Try to win at soccer', and they do not. But tbat is absolutely all there is
to it. It might of course happen to be trrc that these two people have made a
mistake. They might be trying to play soccer, and just be so eiceedingry stupid
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that playing tennis is the-closest they can get to it. But the rational thing to believe
is that they bave not made any mistake, but are simply not trying to win at socoer.

It is far worse than irrational, however, to call *t"rut celibatei adoptive parents,
heroes and so on, 'errors'. It is inexcusable. There are two reasons.

one of them is, that it does not make sense. what is an error? A falsity that is
taken for a tmth, of course. But an acnral organism, or a characteristic of an actual
organism, cannot possibly be a falsity. That simply makes no sense. Flopositions,
beliefs, utterances, etc., have (as logicians put it) truth values, and falsity is one
such value. But people, or organisms of any kind, do not have tmth values. A man
who is naturally celibate, or the practice of contraception by a woman: these are
l-ply not rhings of a kind that can intelligibly be described as either false or true.
They can no more be true or false than 1frsy can be even or odd.

The second reason why it is inexcusable to call organis6g, or characteristics of
them, 'errors', 

is even more important. It is this: that you cannot call something an
error, without reprehending it in some way. An error - there is j'st no getting
aro'nd this - is a bad thing: it is getting something, or doing ,o-"ihiog, wrong. It
is no good saying, (as many people nowadays- would fike to say about, for
example, many of the beliefs of Australian aboriginars), 'It,s an error but, mind
you, I'm not criticising it'. That is at best a joke, and otherwise is just a self_
shrltifying speech ac' like yying (for example) 'I promise to repay my debts but,
mind you, I'm keeping alr my options op"o'. ny the tim"-you have called
something an eror, it is too late to claim that you are not reprehending it. you
abeady have reprehendedit.

An inevitable cor*iequence is, that Darwinians, whenever they identify something
as being a biological error, cannot avoid reprehending or condemning or criticising
it is some way. They do not have acnrally to cail the thing a biololicar error, of
course. They have plenty of other ways of letting us know which ilings they do
regard as biological errors. And they have let us know, (as we have seen), that 

-tney

do so regard abortion, adoption, alcoholic drinks, and the love of animals _ to
remind you of a few of the many errors to which our species is peculiarly prone.

The Darwinian reprehension of biological errors comes in a range of corours, (so
to speak). Sometimes it is principally intellectual: rhat is, it is refrehension of the
stupidity of the organisms in question, which cannot see where their interests in
s.rvival and reproduction lie. But this shades into prudential reprehension: of the
folly of organislls which, though they can see, do not regularly act on, their own
interests. And that in tum, at least where human biological ",,or, *" concerned,
sometimes shades into moral reprehension. But reprehension of some kind and
shade there must be, as soon as Darwinians do idenify something as a biological
eror.
we have already encorrntered-some exampres. Darwin, in the passage quoted

above, clearly expressed a morar reprehension of the pec'lia.ly human errors of
infanticide and feticide. He elsewhere expressed, (as I pointed oui io n ruy I above),
moral reprehension of the related bological error of contraception; though there was
probably in that case a tinch'e of prudential reprehension as well. Didington, in
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the passage quoted above about nafirral celibates, exp,ressed plainly enough his own
and Galton's reprehension of that class of persons; though it would not be easy to
decide how far this was moral reprehension, and how far frudential. Dawkins, in the
passage I quoted about baby snatching, implied as plainly as anyone cotrld, that
mothers are dishonest if they only seem to resent baby snatching, and stupid if they
really do resent it. Fisher, in the passage I quoted about hazardous enterprises,
rrnmistakably implied a criticism of heroes: a criticism which, (sin-e the
ittprufunce of heroism goes without saying), I take to have been a morar one. A
more out of the way saample is, the Darwinian reprehension of alcoholic drinks.
Alcohol was one of the co'ntless bug bears of Ch*r"r', grandfather, Erasmus
Darwin. He died in 1802, but he managed to pass on his reprehension of alcohol to
at least the fourth generation of his Darwin descendanis: that is, to charles's
gnndchildr€n.z In this case the reprehension was certainly principally prudential;
but it always had in addition a strong infusion - perhaps ao per cent - of moral
reprehension.

There was another biological error which Erasmus Darwin especially reprehended:
clerical celibacy. And this reprehension, too, he managed to pass down a long way;
at least as far as Charles Darwin's children. Darwinians nowadays, of course, ail
hate the catholic because of its opposition to most forms Lf contraception.
But throughout the 19th century they all hated it for an almost opposite reason: the
celibacy which it imposes on its clergy. In Darwin households, and closely related
ones' no two opinions were possible about clerical celibacy: it was obligatory to be
brim full of indignation about it. Chades's eldest daughter, H"-i"tt Litchfield, got
an especially heavy dose of this hereditary indignation; from which it is a
reasonable inference that Charles himself had got an especially heavy one. His
cousin, Francis Galton, quite certainly did.

The reason that Galton gave in print, for reprehending clerical celibacy, was this.
That by it, European civilisation had been wilfully deprived, for nearly 1,00o years,
of all the valuable progeny which could have been expected from many of the best
and ablest men and women who ever lived. Think of the intellectual endowments of
an Aquinas, and of the moral gifts of a St Francis or a st Teresa of Avila. And then
recall that, by the deliberate policy of the Catholic church, all of this vast fund of
heritable human wealth has been condemned to perish with the bodies of those
celebrated indi viduals. s

Galton was the fo'nder of the eugenics movement, and his reasoning about
clerical celibacy naturally recommended itself to all his fellow eugenists, who were,
of course, Darwinians without exception. For my own part, however, I do not
believe that his published reason was the only or even the main reason fbr Galton's
detestation of clerical celibacy. In fact I think it was a smokescreen.

For a start, itis childlessness which is the unforgivable sin against the holy spirit
of evolution: childlessness as such, no matter whether lt be voluntary or
involuntary, or how it may be b'rought about. It is nature's law, and the goal of all
life' to have as many descendants as possible. what reprehension is too severe,
then, for those who have none at all? And yet Francis Galton, Henrietta utchfield.
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and Darwin's most devoutly eugenist son, konard, (who was also the mentor of
the eugenist R.A. Fisher), were all, though married, childless themselves. what an
infinity of shame they must all have felt! No wonder Ironard Darwin laboured all
his life under a strong conviction of inferiority, not only to his father, who had
seven children, but to his four brothers, who at least managed to produce nine
childrenamong them.

.But 
even if we suppose that it was exclusively, (though illogically), vortntary

childlessness which excited the reprehension of Darwinians, wn], aia'tney confine
their indignation to clergy who were voluntarily childless? There are prenty of other
classes of people, after all, who are voluntarily childless.

one such class is the men and women, "o--oo enough in every age, who are
childless only because of their unllagging practice of contraception or feticide.
N91t that practice requires intelligence, diligence, and seH-control: good qualities
which would be of great benefit to society as a whole, if only they ,oJr" allowed to
descend to offspring. And then, there are all the women who decline every offer of
marriage, in order to devote themselves to caring for an aged parent, an invalid
relative, or the children of a bereaved brother-in-law. These [ofl", too, d"lib"*t"ly
deprive society of the offspring who would have inherited, at ieast to some extent,
their'ncommon nobility of character. why, then, were the Darwinians notJust as
indignant about them,as they were atrout CatnUic priests and nuns?

Darwin's daughter Henrietta was not a writer, so we do not know what reasons
$e would have given in print for her furious indignation about clerical celibacy.
But she appeius, from a wonderf'l accormt givenk her by one of her nieces, to
have thought that clerical gelibacy could only be an invention of cruel spoilsports.e
If it was so, then her reprehension of clerical celibacy was simply a late and partial
outcrop of the old evolutionism, of the late lgth andearly 19th cennuies, to which
I have_referred in Essays II and X above: the evolutionism of the time of her great-
grandfather Erasmus. ln those revolutionary days, evolutionism had been a package
deal which had universal sexual emancipation, and good times had by all, as a
prominent component, along with regicide, anti-clericalism, and atheist terrorism.
This was, of course, the evolutionism which Charles Darwin laboured all his life to
live down; partly by the simple strar'gem of saying as littre as h'manly possible
about his grandfather Erasmus who, in addition to all his other offences, had
inconsiderately anticipated so very much of the contents of rhe origin of species.

This was also the real ground, I believe, of the detestation of clerical celibacy
among 19th century Darwinians in general. It was the old anti-clericalisn, and
sexual emancipation, coming to the surface in the uncongenial environment of late
19th century England. If so, then Galton's lamsnl, about the wonderful children
rhat Aquinas or St Francis might have had, was as hollow as it always sounded.
This hypothesis at least explains, (as I say), why it was cbrical childlessness alone
that evoked Darwinian reprehension.

4r il1 slnmple of the Darwinian reprehension of biologicar errors, indignation
abo't clerical celibacy may be a little out of date. Buf everyone nowadays is
perfectly familiar with this reprehension, even if they have neveiread a singre word
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of Darwinian literature. The reason is, that there is now so much of it about. A
perfect example of it is, the reprehension of smoking by our health police. I take
this to be about 15 per cent intellectual, 25 per cent prudential, and 60 per cent
moral; but even if these percentages are out, that is certainly the right ordering in
size of the three components. The health police are, of too.**,-uttogethei an
invention of Darwinism; as samuel Butler, more rhan a hundred years ago, foresaw
that they would be.ro

But now let us step back for a minute, stop thinking like Darwinians, and hy to
think like people of sense instead. Then we wiu recau two very important things.

one of them is, that a scientific theory cannot possibly t"ptn"oa, in any way at
all' any acnral facts. It can explain them, predict them, describe them, but it cannot
condemn them as erors. Astronomy cannot criticise certain arrangements of stars or
planets as erroneous, and no more qln biology criticise certain orgnnisps, 6r.
characteristics of them, as erroneora. Those organisms and their characteristics are
simply among the realities which biology exists to describe and explain. As
moralists we can find these characteristics admirable or the reverse, and as lovers of
beauty we can find the organismg glorious or hideous. But as scientists we cannot
do any of those things, or anything like them.

The other important thing that will now come back to us is, that there is nothing
a all wrong with&ing naturally celibate, with a man's accepting submission
signals in a fight, with a mother's resenting baby snatche.r, *i so-on. Speaking
essentially, that is. No doubt in frct every one of the people who have those
characteristics has got any number of things wrong with them:-medicaly, moralry,
or intellectually. But that is only (as philosophers say) pr rccidew. A person is
not reprehensible iz virtue of being naturally celibate, of accepting submission
signals' of resenting baby snatchers, of heroism, of being a lover of nolr"r, "r".

Even those who think that feticide is morally repreh-ensible, do not think it so
focawe itreduces the n'mber of descendants sorneone has. They would still equally
reprehend it, even where it did not in fact have that effect: even where (for example)
a woman' every time she arranged for a foetus of hers to be aborted, also arranged
for another one of her fertilised eggs to be implanted in another woman, there to be
brought to birth and a normal span of life.

with these two wholesome recollections present to our minds, let us now r€mrn ro
Darwinism, and demand to know what the helr is going on, with this business of
calling certail things 'biological 

errors', 'errors of heredity', and the like?
_The 

answer is simplicity itself: what is going on is just this. wherever
Dqr-winism is in error, Darwinians simply call the organisms in question or their
characteristics, an error! wherever there is manifestly som ethtng irong with tlwir
theory, they say that there is something wrong with the orgzuri-sms. Their theory
implies that there is no such thing as natural celib"y, "ooL""ption, or feticide,
and where all other species are concerned, it is true that there is no such thing. But
in our species, those and many other anti-reproductive characteristics do exist. And
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so Darwinians, rather than admit that their theory is simply not true of our species,
brazenly shift the bl"me, and designate all of those characteristics 'bioiogical
errors'.

The moral arrogance of this proceeding should be sufficientty obvious. Recall the
contempt, tinged with pity, which Galton and Darlington ielt for the naturally
celibate. The class of natural celibates happens to include, among others, such
contemptibles as Gibbon and Macaulay, vivaldi and Handel, t_ite, rribniz,
Newton, Kant and Mill. Now, was either Galton or Darlington, do you think,
entitled to feel contempt of azy sort for tlwsepeople? Is Richard Dawkins eltitled
to imply that every mother who seems to resent biby snatching is either dishonest
or stupid? Is E.o. wilson entitled to wonder why he does noftry to kill or maim
certain other Harvard biology professors who are, notoriously, nis uitter enemies?
was Fisher entitled to make a moral criticism of lvroes? Talk about moral
anogance - 'nerves 

of steel' would be a better word for it!

. 
B{ the moral arrogance of Darwinians is tlrown entirely into the shade by their

i'tellectual :urogance. Because what their theory says about man is badly wrong,
they say that rnan is badly wrong: that he incorporates many and grievous
biological errors. What a great idea: it saves so much trouble!

when Isaac Newton was first trying out the theory that gravitational attraction
obeys an inverse square law, he happened to make use of ,o* "o*"o* data about
the radius of the earth, and as a resurt various things, including the moon,s
distance' came out badly wrong. He promptly lost confidence in the ,n*ry, and put
it aside for many years. Now why didn't he think of doin g the Duwinianthing, ancl
simply say that the moon's distance is wrong: an astronomical error? I suppose this
must have been just another one of his biological errors, to go with his natural
celibacy.

- 
Can intellectual arrogance - not to say madness - go further rhan this Darwinian

business, of categorising many human attributes as errors? why yes it can, and
.mong Darwinians it often does. For while they usually imply tirat man is guilty
of many and grave biological erors, they sometimes go the other way. That is,
they sometimes, when at the height of inroxication *ith th"i, theory, imply that
there really is no biological error, or only maximally evanescent error, anywhere:
not even in man. In otherwords, they imply that we fu obey,just as infaltibly as
pines and flies and fish and rabbits do, the great biological impeiative, to maximise
the number of ourdescendants.

Here, for example, is a respected sociobiologist, professor R.D. Arexa'der,
writing in 1979: '... we are progmmmed to use all our effort, and in fact to use our
lives, in reproduction.'r r

This is one of those statements which are so breathtakingly false, that initially
their only effect on the reader or hearer is to produce stupefaction. one can at best
only gasp out something like, 'well 

in that case the prograrnme isn't working, and
never has worked'. People who use ail their effort, in fact use their lives, in
reproduction: does that so'nd like anyone yoa know, or ever heard or read of? I
cheerfully grant to Professor Alexander, that every fly, fish, or rabbit does have as
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many descendants as it can. But will he be able to polnt out to me, in retum, even
one mat or woman who does the seme, or ever did so? And yet he says that a// of
us do!

You might think that a falsity so astounding as this statement of Alexander must
be an isolated aberration. But if you do think so, then you know little indeed of the
literature of Darwinism. Several other contemporary Darwinian autlorities could
easily be quoted to exactly the same effect. In fact this ultimate degree of Darwinian
faith, which blinds the faithful to even the most obvious facts of human life, is far
commoner at present than it ever was before. But rather than quote other
contemporary examples of this blindness, it will be more usefirl if I point out that
Alexander has on his side the very best of Darwinian authorities: Darwin himself.'rhe 

achral phrases 'biological 
error', 'error of heredity', and the like, are not of

very common occulrence in Darwinian literature. But that is no more than an
accident of expression, because the ida of biological error is omnipresent in that
literahne. Darwin's usual pbrase for it was, 'an attribute which is injurious to its
possessors in the struggle for life'; or more shortly, 'an injurious attribute', or a'disadvantageous' 

attribute. An injurious or disadvantageous attribute is simply one
which lessens an organism's chances of surviving and reproducing. So the things

19 
have been calling biological errors - feticide, accepting submission sipals, and

all the rest - are still our subject. It is just that I will now usually call them, as
I)arwin us 'ally did, 'injurious 

attributes'.
The first chapter of rlv origin of species is about domestic animals. Darwin

ProvT' by many saamples, that new varieties of domestic species have often been
brought into existence by breeders or fanciers. A certain new characteristic cropa up
in a few members of a herd or flock, and if this attribute is usefirl or otherwise
interesting to the breeders of fanciers, they seize upon it, and breed selectively for
it. If they succeed, the result is a new variety, brought about by .artificial
selection'.

The second chapter is about how much variation there is in nafural populations,
and the third is about the struggle for life in nahre. Then Darwin returns to the
subject of new kinds of organism being produced by selection from existing kinds,
and he begins Chapter IV, 'Nanrral 

Selection', as follows.

How will the struggle for existence, discussed too briefly in the last chapter, act
in regard to variation? can the principle of selection, which we have seen is so
potent in the hands of man, apply in nature? I think we shall see that it can act
most effectively. Irt it be borne in mind in what an endless number of strange
peculiarities our domestic productions, and, in a lesser degree, those under
nature' vary; and how strong the hereditary tendency is. under domestication, it
may be tnrly said that the whole organisation becomes in some degree plastic.
I-"t it be bome in mind how infinitely complex and close-fittiog *! th" muhral
re^lations of all organic beings to each other and to their physicll conditions of
life. Can it, then, be thought improbable, seeing that variations usef'l to man
have undoubtedly occurred, that other variations usef'l in some wav to each
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being in the great and complex battle of life, should sometimes occur in the

course of thousands of generations? If such do occur, can we doubt
(remembering that many more individuals are born than can possibly survive)

that individuals having any advantage, however slight, over others, would have

the best chance of surviving and of procreating their kind? On the other hand,

we may feel sure that any variation in the least degree injurious would be

rigdly destroyed. This preservation offavourable variations and the rejection of

injurious vmiations, I call Natural Selection.'lz

IIis theory, of the struggle for life and of nanral selection, was not put forward,

of course, just for some species but not others. Darwin put it forward for all species

whatever. The passage just quoted is therefore about our species, quite as much as it

is about any other. And now consider part of what it says. Namely, that we may

feel sure that any attribute in the least fogru injwiotts would be risidly desnoyed.

Think what that means. It means that an impediment, however microscopic, to an

orgnnism's maximal reproduction, if such an impediment ev€r occurred at all,

would be completely eliminated by natural selection, and as quickly as such

elimination can take place. In other words, biological error is either non-existent or

is maximally evanescent. Or, in other words again, the members of our species,

like the members of every other, do have as many descendants as they can. Which

is, after all, just what Alexander said; and has the same stupefyingly obvious falsity

as the statement which I quoted from him.
For there are in our species many attributes which are injurious to their

possessors, not only 'in the least degree' but ertremely injurious, and which are

nevertheless not 'rigidly destroyed'. Some of them, such as accepting submission

signals, adoption, and the maternal resentment of baby snatching, since we share

them with a few other species, are presumably in fact olda tlan our species'

Others, such as feticide, contraception, homosexuality, the love of animals,

fondness for alcoholic drinks, and respect for the wishes of the dead, extend back to

the remotest antiquity of which we know anything, and far from being 'rigidly

destroyed', show no sign of diminution.
Of course there are many other characteristics, besides those I have so far

mentioned, which are peculiar to our species, persistent in it, and yet extremely

injurious to reproductive sucoess. One of the most obvious, and therefore one of the

oftenest noticed, is the unparalleled dangerousness in our species of parturition, to

both mother and child. Another obvious one, is our ancient propensity for

committing suicide. (Although, since there already is at least one sociobiologist

who thinks that homosexuality is a device for enhancing your reproductive success
- yow inclusive reproductive success, of cotusel3 - no doubt some sociobiologists

think the same about suicide.) A third injurious attribute which persists in our

species - and a biological error which I greatly regret having been guilty of myself
- is, the reading of hundreds of books about evolution, which abound with idiotic

statements such as the ones I have just quoted from Alexander and Darwin.

ln fact, far from every athibute being rigidly destroyed which is in the least degree
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rnJnnous' in ott species there is precious little except injuious attributes. Nearly
everything about us, or at least nearly everything which distinguishes us from flies,
fish, or rodents - all the way from practising Abortion to rtroyiog Zoology - puts
some impediment or other in the way of our having as many descendonts as we
could. From the point of view of Darwinism, just as from the point of view of
Calvinism, tlvre is rn good in us, or none worth mentioning. we are a mere
festering mass of biological errors.

Which means, of course - once you tum rhat statement the right way up _ ,hat on
llre subject of our species, Darwinism is a mere festering mass of ",,or,' and of
errors in the plain honest sense of that word too, namely, falsities taken for truths.
Darwinism can tell you lots of truths about plants, flies, fish, etc., and interesting
truths too, to the people who are interested in those things. But the case is
altogether different, indeed reversed, where our own species is in question. If it is
luanan life that you would most like to know about and to understand, then a very
good library can be begun by leaving out Darwinism, from lg59 to the present
hour.

If you want to learn something about Heroes ad Hero-worship, for example,
then you can do so by reading carlyle's little book of that title; but it is a perfect
waste of time to read on this subject what was written by that aoyen of zoth
century Darwinians, R.A. Fisher. well, it could hardly have been otherwise. would
you expect to learn anything about the mind of a pascal or a Schopenhauer, a
shakespeare or a Mozart, by reading what their respective bank managers wrote
about them? For Darwinians, even according to their own account, are only
itwestment advisers after all. They happen to occupy themselves with .the "*o"y
of offspring', (as Fisher taught them all to say), iather than with the currency of
cash, that's all.

Gwen Raverat was a daughter of chades Darwin's son George. She wrote a
wonderful book entitled Penod piece, (19s2), about her childhood and her numerous
l)arwin relatives. Inte in that book she remarks that the Darwins in general .were
quite wrable to understand the minds of the poor, the wicked, or the religious.'r+'lhis 

is most profoundly true. And it is true not only of Darwins, or of
I)arwinians of the blood royal such as Galton, but of all Darwinians of what might
be called 'the pure strain' of intellecnral descent from Darwin: for example FiGr,
I)arli.gton, E.o. wilson, and Richard Dawkins. And it means, of course, a rather
Iarge gap in their understanding of human life; since the poor, the wicked, and the
religious, must make up, on any estimate, at least thrie-quarters of all h'man
beings.

Ilut true as Gwen Raverat's remark is, and far as it goes, it does not go nearly far
enough. For there are many and large classes of people who are neith.r poor nor
wicked nor religious, but who are still a closed book to the characteristically
Darwinian cast of mind. They are the heroes, the adoptive parents, the men who do
not kill every enemy they successfully fight, the intelligint mothers who detest
kidnappers ... but you know only too weli by now how long the catalogue of our
eITOTS goes.
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