






It is probably no accident that we are especially 
conscious of living in a time of transition just when the 
general public has discovered ecology, the science of 
mutual relations between organisms and their environ­
ment. The neyy vision is seen as something to do with 
in tegra t ion , some th ing to do with ""getting it all 
together. " The Mexican poet Octavio Paz pointed out 
that his people had always hved on the periphery of 
history, but that now, with the center or nucleus of 
world society disintegrated, everyone (including Euro­
peans and North Americans) is a peripheral being. Paz 
said that we live on the margin because there is no long­
er any center. He added that "World history has become 
everyone's task, and our own labyrinth is the labyrinth of 
mankind. '*̂  

THE WORLD VIEW of politicians, phdosophers, and 
people of affairs seems, at least in modern times, to 
derive from the discovery and speculations of the scien­
tists. It was only after Isaac Newton's physics that you 
got John Locke with his notion of the law of nature; 
Adam Smith with notions of automaticity and the "invisi­
ble hand" that would take care of things without their 
having to be managed; and James Madison with his no­
tion that, although the big problem in his day, as in ours, 
was single-issue politics (what he called "factions " in The 
Federali.st), somehow, by a kind of Newtonian auto­
maticity the factions would all orbit around each other 
without colliding. 

Then came Charles Darwin (The Origin of Species 
was published in f859) with the idea of'"struggle " as the 
organizing principle of society. That led ineluctably to 
the notion of "'social Darwinism' : if you were rich it must 
be because you were among the fittest, and if you were 
poor it must be because you were not among the fittest. 
That justified poverty, in the minds of the rich at least. 

More recently came Albert Einstein, with his revolu­
tionary notion that matter and energy are interchange­
able and with his theory of relativity. None but a few 
colleagues could understand his mathematics, but every-
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body could fasten onto the word. And that led to a doc­
trine of ""social relativity" in which everything is relative 
and even the eternal verities might well be proved 
wrong by further research — tb-e student meanwhfle 
suspending judgment on whatever he had learned in 
church or at his parents' knees. On a world scale, this 
notion of social relativity helped to justify the growing 
conviction in colonial parts of the world that traditional 
notions of social and racial and national superiority were 
not immutable, that maybe something could be done to 
change them. 

Today, we live with the social fall-out of the life sci­
ences. We are seeing the cracking of genetic codes, the 
inquiry into what goes on inside a cell, the spreading 
ecological lesson that everything really is related to ev­
erything else. At the same time, we have begun to un­
ravel enormous and hideously complex puzzles that are 
part ""hard science " and part social science — food, 
population, energy, resources, environment and their 
relationships to each other. Thus in the study of society, 
too, the ecological lesson is sinking in: everything is re­
lated to everything else. The key word, parallel to har­
mony, struggle, and relativity in the earlier cosmologies, 
is now interdependence. 

Lewis Thomas' wonderful book. The Lives of a Cell, 
contains a luminous essay about the vibrations that 
cells give to each other. Thomas observed that in order 
to sustain life, each form of life uses one signal or another 
to announce its proximity to the others around it, ""set­
ting limits on encroachment or spreading welcome to 
potential symbionts. " The earth itself he says, might be 
thought of as an immense organism where "chemical 
signals might serve the function of global hormones, 
keeping balance and symmetry in the operation of va­
rious interrelated working parts, informing tissues in the 
vegetation of the Alps about the state of eels in the Sar­
gasso Sea, by long, interminable relays of interconnected 
messages between all kinds of other crea tures ." ' " 

Our new-found consciousness of ecology sends a sup­
porting message. Whether you look at the weather, the 
oceans, the ozone layer, the carbon dioxide in the atmos­
phere, the overcropping of our sofl, or the overcutting 
of our forests, the message is all too clear. We had better 
respond together to nature's global hormones that give 
us signals of life or death — we interdepend or perish. 
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THE FUTURE 
OF THE PAST 

I 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 hfetime, 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 

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 grandchfl-
dren, nor leave them unanswered. 

The next and crucial learning, I 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) t rying to think integrat ively 
ourselves. That, above all, it seems to me, is what ought 
to be ""higher" about higher education. 
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