











THE FUTURE
OF THE PAST

1 THINK we do live at a very special moment in man-
kind’s long ascent toward civilized behavior. It is the
consequence of the enormous advances of science and
technology and the spreading concern about their social
consequences. All scientific discovery is morally ambig-
uous; we are coming to realize that its use for or its use
against mankind is a matter for human beings in organ-
ized groups — that is. for social process not “invisible
hands” — to decide.

It is clear enough now that a kindly God has placed in
our brains the technical genius to meet the basic physical
needs of everyone — in North America and Europe in
our lifetime, and in the rest of the world in the lifetime of
our children. Without a single new scientific discovery
(and what a conservative assumption that is!) we can, if
we will, defeat all the hunger and most of the disease
which have been the law of much of humanity through
the millennia of unremembered time.

At the same time, a God who seems to believe in
self-help has placed in our brains the intellectual equip-
ment and social skills necessary to co-operate on a very
large scale, a scale grand and complex enough to put our
full technical know-how to work in solving the whether
and choosing the what and the why. That we are not yet
helping ourselves as much as we could cannot be ex-
plained as a native incapacity to cope. The brain research-
ers seem to be agreed on one thing at least — that we
are only using a very small part of whatever it is we have
got in there.

At this moment in history, with that taste for irony
which has always characterized the story of man, we
seem to have used our technical and administrative skills
to invent and perfect the power to end it all — or in the
alternative, to make the human experiment endless. So
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during the years immediately ahead, we who are the
citizens of the high technology world are going to have to
get control of science and technology and aim them at
human needs and human purposes — with less guidance
from self-appointed priests and experts perhaps, and
more obligation to think through far-reaching decisions
for ourselves. None of us has to carry this ethical burden
alone. The collective processes that are natural to com-
plex systems are going to take care of that. But if nobody
is fully in charge, then all of us are partly in charge, and
for making the choices and taking the chances just
ahead, each of us is going to have to be more dependent
on his or her own personal moral gyroscope, his or her
own ethical hunch, than ever before.

We prepare to make these choices and take these
chances by exposing ourselves and others to history.
Already we have been educated by an uncounted infinity
of mutations, by half a million years of human evolution,
by a dozen thousand years of history known and sur-
mised, by a brief but brilliant period of systematic
thought, through Chinese human relations, Greek logic,
Indian philosophy, monotheistic ethics, and Western
science. From all this teaching we learn that the choices
are ours, that there is no shelter from the social fall-out
of science, that we cannot duck the questions it raises,
nor turn them aside, nor delegate them to our grandchil-
dren, nor leave them unanswered.

The next and crucial learning, T think, is integrative
thought, reflective practice, and the art of “getting it all
together.” That is what our students should learn in uni-
versities — partly. one hopes, by watching us (who pre-
sume to teach them) trying to think integratively
ourselves. That, above all, it seems to me, is what ought
to be “higher” about higher education.
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