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Without knowing what I am and why I am here, life is impossible.

» Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina »

f we don’t find life literally impossible without answering
Ithat question, at least its difficulties increase. It is very rea-
sonable for humans to Iwant to understand something of our
context in a broader universe, awesome and vast. It is also rea-
sonable for us to want to understand something about ourselves.
Since we have powerful unconscious processes, this means that
there are parts of our selves that are hidden from us. And this
~ two-pronged investigation into the nature of the world and the
nature of our selves is, to a very major degree, I believe, what
the human enterprise is about.

Our success as a species is surely due to our intelligence, not
primarily to our emotions, because many, many different species
of animals surely have emotions. Many, many different species
of animals also have varying degrees of intelligence. But it is
-our intelligence—our interest in figuring things out, our ability
to do so, coupled with our manipulative abilities, our engineer-
ing talents—that is responsible for our success. Because surely

we are not faster than all other species, or better camouflaged, or
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better diggers or swimmers or fliers. We are only smarter. And,
at least until the invention of weapons of mass destruction, this
intelligence has led to the steady—in fact expoﬁgntial—increas_e
in our numbers. And in the last few thousand years, our nu‘fn—v
bers on this planet have increased by much more than a factor
of a hundred. There are human outposts not just everywhere on
the planet, including Antarctica, but in_thé ocean depths and in :
near-Earth orbit. And it is clear that if we do not. destroy our-
selves, we will continue this progressive, outward movement
until there will be human settlements on neighboring worlds:

It seems to me also clear that historians of a thousand yearé
from now, if there are any, will look back on our time as being:
absolutely critical, a turning point, a branch point in human
history. Because if we survive, then this time will be remem:
bered as the tirhe when we could have destroyed ourselves an
~ came to our senses and did not. It will also be the time in wh
the planet was bound up. And it will also be remembered as th
time when, slowly, tentatively, haltingly, we first sent our »I‘O..b.:(‘)
emissaries and then ourselves to neighboring worlds.

Now; all of these are extraordinary and unprecedented act
ities. Never before have we had the capability of destroying ou
selves, and therefore never before have we had the ethical and:
moral responsibility not to do so. A way of looking at the tim
we happen to inhabit is as follows: We started hundreds of thou
sands to millions of years ago as itinerant tribespersons, i
which the fundamental loyalty was to a very small grouI‘),‘:'b
contemporary standards. Typical hunter-gatherer groups i
maybe a hundred people; so the typical person on the pl
had an allegiance to a group of no more than a hundred or a fex
hundred people.

The names that many of these tribes give to themselves ar
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touching in their narrowness. All over the world, people call
themselves “the people,” “the men,” “the humans.” And all those
other tribes, they aren’t people, they aren’t men, they aren’t hu-
mans. They are something else. Now, that doesn’t mean that a
state of constant warfare existed among these tribes, as Thomas
Hobbes, for example, imagined. A significant fraction of those
early groups, there is reason to think, Weré benign, calm, peace-
loving, not interested in systematic, ‘bureaucratized aggression,
which is the function of states at a later time.

As time passed, groups have merged, sometimes voluntarily,
sometimes involuntarily, and the unit to which personal identi-
fication and loyalties are due has grown. The sequence is known
to all of those who take courses in the history of civilization at
universities, in which we pass through allegiances to larger grbups,
to city-states, to settled nations, to empires. Today the typical
person on the Earth is obviously a patchwork quilt of political, .
economic, ethnic, and religious identifications, owing allegiance
to a group or groups consisting of a hundred million people or
more. It’s clear that there is a steady treﬁd, if the trend contin-
ues, there will be a time, probably not 0 far in the future, when
the average person’s typical identification is with the human
species, with ever};one on Earth. .

The more we view the Earth from .t‘:he outside, the more we
come to see it as an exquisite, tiny world, everyone dependent
upon everyone else, the sooner that general perception will
come into being. Despite all the faults of international organiza-
tions, it is nevertheless striking in our time, in this century and
the last few, but especially in this century, that organizations of
global purview, involving essentially every nation on Earth,
have grown up, have persisted; and we would, of course, not ex-

pect them to be perfect. Their imperfections are a function of
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the riewness of the organization and the fact that human beings

are 1mperfect Butitisa trend; a token, of the direction in which

we are headed, prov.lded we do not destroy ourselves
One way to think of: our trme is as-arace between the:
fhctmg tendenc1es one 10 bind up the planet; preservm S
be, some of its éthnic and’ cultural ,dlverslt)r, and the ¢
trend to destroy the ‘planet, not in:thet'geoiJhYSical ...s’ejnSe_b
planet in thé sense of theworld that We:k'now.- Tt is by no mieans
' clear i}vhich 6f these two conﬂicting tendencies will win ou
. .the hfetlme of you who are among the first to be heanng th
Words ' '
) Now, another way of looking at this is as a conflict Wlthm
'human heart, as a conflict between the bureaucranc, h1erarc }
. cal, aggresswe parts of our nature, which in a neurophysxologl
el sense we:share with our repuhan ancestors, and the-oth
'b parts of ‘our nature, the generahzed capacrcy for love, for com
o passmn, for identification W1th others who may superflmally N
| look or ta]k or act or dress exactly like us, the. abrhty to: ﬁgure th
. world' out that i is focuised and concentrated in our cerebral co
_ tex. Our survwal rs (how could we have 1mag1ned it tobe ai
thing else9) a reﬂectlon of our own nature and how we manag
these contendmg tendenmes within the human heart and min
Smce the times are so extraordinary, since they are unprec

. dented it is: 1n no Way clea.r that ancient prescnptlons retain

. perfect wal drty today That means-that we must, have a w‘llhn
ness. to. : on51der a Wrde variety of ‘new alternatlves, some
Wthh have never been thought of before, others of which hav
‘but. have been summanly re]ected by one: culture or another

- run the danger of ﬁghtlng to the death on 1deolog1cal prete

We Kill each other, or ‘threaten to. klll each other 1In part;

_ thmk because wé are afraid we might not ourselves know the.

tr-uth, that someone' lse ‘with a different doctrine might have a

The Search .

closer approxzmatlon to the truth. Our lustory isin part a hattle

to. the death of. madequate myths T£ T can % convmce you, T must. ;v

: k111 you ‘That will change your mlnd You are’ 2 threat to, my

version of the truth ‘especially the truth about Who Tam and

-what my nature is.- The thought that I may have dedlcated my' i

life to a lie, that I might have accepted a conyentlonal wisdom

that no longer, if it'ever did, corresponds to the external reality,.

that is a very painful realization. I will tend to resist_it to the
last. I will go to almost any lengths to prevent myself from see-
ing that the worldview- that I have dedicated my life to is inade-

quate. I'm putting this in. personal terms so that I don’t say -

““you;” so that I'm not accusing anyone of an attitude, bt you

understand that this is not a mea culpa; I'm trying to describe a
psychological dynamic that I think exists, and it’s important and
Worrisome. : B , o _ ‘ )

- Instead of this, what We need is a honing‘ of the skills of ex-

plication, of dialogue, of What used to be called 1og10 and rheto-

ric and what used to:be essentlal to-every. college education, a.

A honmg of the skills of compassmn, which, ]ust like intellectual

abilities, need practrce to be perfected. If ‘we are to understandv
another’s belief, then we must also understan_dz the deflcrenc;_es
and inadequacies of our own And those. defiéiencies and'inade— '
quames are very major, This is true Whlchever pol1t1cal or ideo-

loglcal or ethnic or cultural tradition we come from, In a complex

universe; in a. soc1ety undergomg unprecedented change, how

can we fmd the truth'if. we are not Wﬂhng to question everything . .
and to give:a fair hearing to everythlng? There i isa Worldvvrde"
closed'-mindedness that i'mperils:th'e species It was. al‘vvays Wrth

t1s; but-the nsks weren’t as grave, because Weapons of mass: de— :

’ structlon were not then avallable

We have Ten Commandments in the West. Why 1s there no . R

comrnandment exhorting us to learn'r’ “Thou shalt under‘
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the world. Figure things out.” There’s nothing like that. And
very few religions urge us to enhance our understanding of the
natural world. I think it is striking how poorly religions, by and
large, have accommodated to the astonishing truths that have
emerged in the last few centuries.

Let’s think together for a moment about the prevailing sci-
entific wisdom on where we come from: The idea that nearly
15,000 million years ago the universe, or at least its present
incarnation, was formed in the big bang; that for some 5,000
million years thereafter even the Milky Way Galaxy was not
formed; that for some 5,000 million years after that, the Sun and
the planets and the Earth were not formed; that 5,000 million
years ago, on an Earth not identical by any means to the one we
know today, a large-scale production of complex organic mole-
cules occurred that led to a molecular system capable of self-
replication, and therefore began the long, tortuous, and
exquisitely beautiful evolutionary sequence that led from those
first organisms, barely able to make vague copies of themselves,
to the magnificent diversity and subtlety of life that graces our
small planet today.

And we have grown up on this planet, trapped, in a certain
sense, on it, not kﬁowing of the existence of anything else be-
yond our immediate surroundings, having to figure the world

out for ourselves. What a courageous and difficult enterprise,

building, generation after generation, on what has been learned

in the past; questioning the conventional wisdom; being willing,

sometimes at great personal risk, to challenge the prevailing wis- -
dom and gradually, slowly emerging from this torment, a well--
based, in many senses predictive, quantitative understanding of

the nature of the world around us. Not, by any means, under- -

standing every aspect of that world but gradually, through suc-

cessive approximations, understanding more and more, We face

The Search

a difficult and uncertain future, and it seems to me it requires
all of those talents that have been honed by our evolution and
our history, if we are to survive.

One thing that seems espeeially striking in contemporary
culture is how few benign visions of the immediate future are
offered up. The mass media show all sorts of apocalyptic scenar-
1os, ghastly futures. And there tends to be a kind of self-fulfill-
ing prophecy to these prognostications. How rarely is it that we
see a projection twenty or fifty or a hundred years into the fu-
ture into a world in which we have come to our senses, in which
we have figured things out? We can do that. There’s nothing
that says that we will inevitably fail to meet these challenges.
We have solved more difficult problems, and many times. For
example, there was once a doctrine called the divine right of
kings. It held that God gave kings and queens the right to rule
their people. And at that time it really meant rule. “Rule” was
not so very différent from “own.” And eminent clergymen ar-
gued that this was clearly written in the Bible. It was the will of
God. Eminent secular theologians, Thomas Hobbes, for exam-
ple, argued just the same thing. And yet there was a stirring se-
gquence of worldwide revolutions—the American, the French,
the Russian, and a number of others—that have now produced
a planet in which no one, except an occasional atavistic emperor
of a short-lived, small country, no one believes in the divine
right of kings. It's now a kind of embarrassment. It’s something
that our ancestors believed but we in this more enlighténed
time do not.

Or consider chattel slavery, which Aristotle argued was in-
tended, it was in the natural order of things, the gods required
it, that any movement to free the slaves was against divine in-
tention. And slaveholders throughout history have pointed to
passages in the Bible to justify the holding of slaves. Yet today,
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in-another stirring sequence of events worldwide, legal ch, .'tt_e_l.
“slavery has been ess'entially eliminated. And again it is som
_-thing from our past that we are embarrassed about, tha
surely should still think of as an important insight into a
side of human nature that sh_ould be resisted. Surely the depr
dations visited on peoples who were once enslaved have not b
balanced, but we have made‘remarkable,progress. |

Or looli"'at the status of women, about which finally :
planet is°'coming to its senses'in our own time. Or even thifi
like smallpox and oth.e: disfiguring and fatal diseases, dis_'ea
Aof:.children,"that were onee thought to be an inevitable,
‘given part of life. The olergy argued, and some still do; t

those diseases were sent by God as a scourge for mankind. Noy

there are no more cases of smallpox on the planet. For a few :
of njillions of dollars and the efforts of physicians from a'h
dred countties, coordinated by the World Health Organizati
smallpox has been removed from the planet Earth. -
The vested interests in favor of ‘the divine right of ki
slavery, were very large. Kings had a vested interest in the divin
right of kings. -Slaveholders had a vested interest in the cont;
uation of the institution of slavery. Who has a vested int
in the prospects of nuclear war? It’s:a very different situati
Everyone is vulnerable today. And therefore Ithink it’s 1 ‘p‘,
}b't_‘ant .to.remenlber-that we ‘have dealt with and solved'm
~ more difficult problems than this. ‘
The only problem is that the threat of nuclear war has
dealt with swifily, because the stakes are too high. The clock
ticking, We cannot perm1t a leisurely pace. v
Suppose you are a linguist. You are interested.in the 1
and evolution of language But unfortunately you k.now o1
- one language No matter how clever you are, no matte “h

‘ complete your d1ct10nary of Whatever the language 1s——s
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Nahuatl—you Wlll be fundamentally llm1ted in your ability to -

generate a broad, mterdlsmplmary, predmtlve theory of lan— 1

guage. Hovv could you be expected to do very well if - you knew o

only one language? If Newton Were restrlcted in Workmg '
through the theory of gravitation, to apples and forbldden to

look at the motion of the Moon or the Earth, it is clear he would

‘not have made much g _progress. It is precisely belng able: to look _
at the effects down here, look at the effects up there, companng ' L

the two, which perm1ts encourages, the development of & broad L

and general theory If we are stuck on one planet, if we lmow
only this planet, then we are extremely limited in our under_— '
standing even of this planet. If we know only one kind of life, -
we are extremely limited in our understandmg even of that

kind of life. If we know only one kind of 1ntelllgence we are_ ':

extremely limited in knowing even that kind of 1ntelllgence L

But seekmg out our counterparts elsewhere, broadenmg our.

© perspective, even if we do not find whatwe are lookmg for, glVCS '

us a framework in which to understand. ourselves far better .

I think if we ever reach the point where we thmk- we thor—
oughly understand who we are and where we came from we
will have failed. I think this search does not lead to a compla~
cent satisfaction that we know the answer not an arrogant sense
that the answer is before us and we need do only one ‘more EX—.
periment to fmd it out. It goes W’lth a courageous intent to- greet
the universe as it really i .1s, not to_ foist our emotional predlspos1— ‘

tions on it but to couxageously'acoept what our explorations tell us.



