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    This edition, The Complete Novels of Olaf Stapledon, assembles the author’s long-form fictions in a single sequence, spanning the extraordinarily productive years from 1930 to 1947. It includes Last and First Men, Last Men in London, Odd John, Star Maker, Darkness and the Light, Sirius, Death into Life, and The Flames. Together these works trace Stapledon’s evolving project: to test the capacities of narrative to imagine human destiny, alternative modes of mind, and the moral horizons of civilization. Presented here without the essays, lectures, and shorter pieces that accompanied his career, the collection focuses on the core imaginative achievement by which he is widely remembered.

While the volume is devoted entirely to novels, the range of forms within that category is striking. Stapledon employs speculative history, philosophical romance, fictional memoir, and visionary travelogue, each used to examine questions ordinarily left to philosophy or the sciences. There are no short stories, poems, letters, or diaries here; the collection’s scope is the sustained, book-length exploration characteristic of his major fiction. The result is not genre variety so much as methodological variety: narrative built as a thought-experiment, carried by cool analysis and sudden flights of imagination, and designed to expand the reader’s sense of scale, from intimate character to planetary and cosmic vistas.

Across these works, unifying concerns recur with deliberate persistence. Stapledon interrogates the relation between individual and community, the ethics of power, the evolution of intelligence, and the fragility and promise of civilization. He is notable for temporal ambition—ranging across millennia—and for an impersonal, reflective voice that can shift from the microscopic to the astronomical. His prose often adopts the cadence of an observer compiling a report, yet it opens continually onto wonder and unease. The books ask how minds form and transform, how values travel through institutions and species, and what responsibilities accompany knowledge, technology, and the discovery of other forms of life.

Last and First Men inaugurates this undertaking with a sweeping future history that follows humanity through successive transformations, sketching the rise and fall of civilizations and the recurrent struggle to align intelligence with value. Last Men in London turns inward by comparison, framing the perspective of a remote descendant who studies twentieth-century society through a contemporary host, probing education, social organization, and the psychology of a turbulent era. Together they exemplify Stapledon’s technique: pairing bold speculation about possible human futures with attentive scrutiny of present motives, limits, and hopes, and insisting that historical imagination can clarify the stakes of lived ethical choice.

Odd John and Sirius focus the cosmic inquiry upon singular beings. The former presents a supernormal child who grows to adulthood conscious of his difference and of the obligations and dangers it entails. The latter portrays a dog endowed with human-level intelligence and voice, whose inner life tests assumptions about personhood, kinship, and belonging. In each case the narrative operates as a case study in otherness, considering how society recognizes or refuses minds that do not fit inherited patterns. The tone is at once clinical and compassionate, tracing the dilemmas of capability and conscience without resolving them into easy celebration or condemnation.

Star Maker extends the scale outward to a visionary survey of civilizations across the cosmos, composing a panorama in which varied intelligences attempt art, ethics, and collective order under differing conditions. Darkness and the Light, by contrast, juxtaposes divergent terrestrial futures shaped by human choices, inviting reflection on political will, cultural formation, and the contingencies of historical turning points. Read together, the two books reveal Stapledon’s method at full stretch, from cosmic synthesis to conditional prognosis, and reaffirm his central contention that meaning emerges through imagined comparison—between species, between epochs, and between the values that orient action toward survival, flourishing, or decline.

Death into Life and The Flames draw the inquiry toward consciousness itself. The first imagines an experiential sequence beyond death, treating personal identity as a process that continues through changing modes of awareness. The second records encounters with nonhuman intelligences whose existence challenges human categories of mind and morality. Both hold to Stapledon’s discipline of speculative exactness, presenting extraordinary premises as occasions for careful reasoning. That discipline, sustained across all the novels gathered here, underwrites their ongoing significance. They remain touchstones for readers and writers seeking a rigorous imagination equal to the largest questions: what worlds are possible, and what values can guide them?
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    Olaf Stapledon’s novels emerged from Britain’s wrenching passage through the First World War into the unsettled 1920s. Serving with the Friends’ Ambulance Unit in France and Belgium (1915–1919), he witnessed industrialized slaughter while remaining a noncombatant, an experience that anchored his later pacifism and suspicion of nationalism. After the Armistice and the 1918 influenza pandemic, he returned to Liverpool, earned a PhD in philosophy (1925), and published A Modern Theory of Ethics (1929). This combination of frontline trauma and ethical inquiry shaped the long historical vistas and civic didacticism of Last and First Men (1930) and its London-set sequel (1932).

Rapid transformations in astronomy and physics reframed Stapledon’s sense of time and scale. Einstein’s general relativity gained public credence after Arthur Eddington’s 1919 eclipse expedition from Príncipe, while Edwin Hubble’s 1929 redshift results confirmed an expanding universe filled with galaxies. Parallel revolutions in quantum theory (1925–1927) and stellar physics invited speculation about cosmic evolution over billions of years. British popularizers such as Eddington and James Jeans brought these ideas to lay readers Stapledon addressed. The enlarged, impersonal cosmos underlies the multi-civilizational cycles of Last and First Men and the vertiginous, transhuman vistas of Star Maker (1937), which treats mind as a cosmological phenomenon.

Interwar debates on heredity and social planning formed another crucial backdrop. The British Eugenics Society campaigned through the 1910s–1930s, while biologists J. B. S. Haldane and Julian Huxley popularized evolutionary thinking that blurred lines between science and utopian policy. Simultaneously, anthropology’s fieldwork turn, visible in Bronisław Malinowski’s work from the Trobriand Islands, challenged Victorian racial hierarchies yet kept comparative typologies. These cross-currents inform the speculative superior beings of Odd John (1935) and the staged human descents and ascents in Last and First Men. Contemporary readers recognized both the daring extrapolation and the moral hazards, producing reviews that were admiring yet wary of technocratic overreach.

Political upheavals in Europe sharpened Stapledon’s warnings about collective futures. The failures of the League of Nations after Japan’s 1931 invasion of Manchuria and Italy’s 1935 assault on Ethiopia, together with Hitler’s consolidation of power from 1933 and the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), made authoritarian modernity seem ascendant. Airpower theorists like Giulio Douhet and Stanley Baldwin’s phrase “the bomber will always get through” circulated dread of city-destroying war. Such anxieties press upon Last Men in London and reach programmatic clarity in Darkness and the Light (1942), where rival global orders are traced to moral choices rather than mere technological sequences.

Concurrently, the ascendancy of psychological sciences offered new vocabularies for individuality and mass behavior. Freudian psychoanalysis, Jung’s analytical psychology, and behaviorism from John B. Watson to B. F. Skinner spread through clinics and popular media, while Frederic Bartlett’s 1932 studies of memory suggested reconstructive minds. Propaganda research by Harold Lasswell and the publicity methods of Edward Bernays exposed democracy’s vulnerabilities. Stapledon, who lectured for the Workers’ Educational Association and Liverpool’s extramural program, absorbed these currents. The result is the introspective narrator-stranger in Last Men in London and the ethically fraught intelligence experiments of Sirius (1944), exploring personhood amid institutional power.

Stapledon’s early employment in Port Said, Egypt, before the war acquainted him with imperial circuits that funneled ships, labor, and information through the Suez Canal. The interwar reordering of empire—Irish independence (1922), the Statute of Westminster (1931), rising Indian nationalism—undermined the inevitability of British world leadership. At the same time, mass radio, aviation records, and transoceanic cables shrank perceived distances. These conditions fostered his planetary and post-national imagination, favoring federations over empires. The ethical cosmopolitanism of Star Maker and the comparative civilizational frames of Darkness and the Light thus echo a milieu in which global integration felt both technically imminent and politically precarious.

Britain’s wartime experience reframed scientific ambition as both salvific and catastrophic. The Blitz (1940–1941), V-weapon attacks (1944), and radar’s shadowed triumph redefined modernity’s bargain, while rocketry from Robert Goddard and Wernher von Braun promised the heavens as delivery routes for terror. News of nuclear chain reactions (1942) and, later, Hiroshima and Nagasaki (1945) made ultimate weapons real. Published under paper rationing and displacement, Darkness and the Light (1942) and Sirius (1944) met readers attuned to austere reasoning about responsibility. In this climate, Stapledon’s spare, essayistic tone aligned with BBC-era didacticism and university extension culture, emphasizing civic pedagogy over romantic adventure.

Postwar reconstruction reshaped moral horizons. The Beveridge Report (1942) framed Britain’s welfare state, Labour’s 1945 landslide promised collective security, and the United Nations (1945) embodied tentative global governance. Nuremberg trials (1945–1946) codified crimes against humanity, while existentialism and revived spiritualism addressed mass bereavement. In Death into Life (1946), Stapledon explores post-mortem consciousness amid a culture saturated with loss, whereas The Flames (1947) imagines nonhuman intelligence as a warning about domination and stewardship in the atomic age. Critics such as C. S. Lewis questioned Stapledon’s secular teleology, yet emerging space advocates and educators embraced his ethically freighted, civilizational outlook.
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    The Last Men Cycle (Last and First Men; Last Men in London)
These linked works move from a sweeping chronicle of humanity across deep time to the cool observation of 20th-century life by a mind from the far future, treating history and daily experience as material for philosophical inquiry.
They exemplify Stapledon’s visionary, report-like style, probing collective mind, species ethics, and the fragility of civilization across vast scales.
Star Maker
An unnamed traveler surveys consciousness across galaxies and epochs, seeking patterns in creation and mind beyond any single world.
In austere, hymn-like prose, it fuses cosmology with moral imagination, expanding Stapledon’s speculative anthropology into a cosmic theology.
Darkness and the Light
A future history presents divergent world paths—toward oppression or cooperative flourishing—constructed as a clear, comparative thought experiment.
Analytical and cautionary in tone, it examines how power, technology, and moral choice steer civilization without endorsing simple utopia or doom.
Supernormal Beings (Odd John; Sirius)
A portrait of a superhuman prodigy and a laboratory-bred superintelligent dog explores genius and otherness through intimate, unsettling case studies.
With cool, clinical sympathy, these novels test the ethics of superiority, belonging, and love, bringing Stapledon’s grand themes down to personal fate.
Metaphysical and Nonhuman Encounters (Death into Life; The Flames)
A soldier’s post-mortem journey and an encounter with sentient elemental beings open the frame to spiritual transformation and radically alien mind.
Reflective and exploratory rather than doctrinal, these late works pursue continuity of consciousness, responsibility to the Other, and the porous borders of science, myth, and metaphysics.



The Complete Novels of Olaf Stapledon
Main Table of Contents







Last and First Men

Last Men in London

Odd John

Star Maker

Darkness and the Light

Sirius

Death into Life

The Flames


Last and First Men


Table of Contents


Preface

Introduction By One of the Last Men

THE CHRONICLE

I Balkan Europe


1. THE EUROPEAN WAR AND AFTER

2. THE ANGLO-FRENCH WAR

3. EUROPE AFTER THE ANGLO-FRENCH WAR

4. THE RUSSO-GERMAN WAR

II Europe’s Downfall


1. EUROPE AND AMERICA

2. THE ORIGINS OF A MYSTERY

3. EUROPE MURDERED

III America and China


1. THE RIVALS

2. THE CONFLICT

3. ON AN ISLAND IN THE PACIFIC

IV An Americanized Planet


1. THE FOUNDATION OF THE FIRST WORLD STATE

2. THE DOMINANCE OF SCIENCE

3. MATERIAL ACHIEVEMENT

4. THE CULTURE OF THE FIRST WORLD STATE

5. DOWNFALL

V The Fall of the First Men


1. THE FIRST DARK AGE

2. THE RISE OF PATAGONIA

3. THE CULT OF YOUTH

4. THE CATASTROPHE

VI Transition


1. THE FIRST MEN AT BAY

2. THE SECOND DARK AGE

VII The Rise of the Second Men


1. THE APPEARANCE OF A NEW SPECIES

2. THE INTERCOURSE OF THREE SPECIES

3. THE ZENITH OF THE SECOND MEN

VIII The Martians


1. THE FIRST MARTIAN INVASION

2. LIFE ON MARS

3. THE MARTIAN MIND

4. DELUSIONS OF THE MARTIANS

IX Earth and Mars


1. THE SECOND MEN AT BAY

2. THE RUIN OF TWO WORLDS

3. THE THIRD DARK AGE

X The Third Men in the Wilderness


1. THE THIRD HUMAN SPECIES

2. DIGRESSIONS OF THE THIRD MEN

3. THE VITAL ART

4. CONFLICTING POLICIES

XI Man Remakes Himself


1. THE FIRST OF THE GREAT BRAINS

2. THE TRAGEDY OF THE FOURTH MEN

3. THE FIFTH MEN

4. THE CULTURE OF THE FIFTH MEN

XII The Last Terrestrials


1. THE CULT OF EVANESCENCE

2. EXPLORATION OF TIME

3. VOYAGING IN SPACE

4. PREPARING A NEW WORLD

XIII Humanity on Venus


1. TAKING ROOT AGAIN

2. THE FLYING MEN

3. A MINOR ASTRONOMICAL EVENT

XIV Neptune


1. BIRD’S-EYE VIEW

2. DA CAPO

3. SLOW CONQUEST

XV The Last Men


1. INTRODUCTION TO THE LAST HUMAN SPECIES

2. CHILDHOOD AND MATURITY

3. A RACIAL AWAKENING

4. COSMOLOGY

XVI The Last of Man


1. SENTENCE OF DEATH

2. BEHAVIOUR OF THE CONDEMNED

3. EPILOGUE


Preface


  
	Table of Contents
  


This is a work of fiction. I have tried to invent a story which may seem
a possible, or at least not wholly impossible, account of the future of
man; and I have tried to make that story relevant to the change that is
taking place today in man’s outlook.


To romance of the future may seem to be indulgence in ungoverned
speculation for the sake of the marvellous. Yet controlled imagination
in this sphere can be a very valuable exercise for minds bewildered about
the present and its potentialities. Today we should welcome, and even
study, every serious attempt to envisage the future of our race; not
merely in order to grasp the very diverse and often tragic possibilities
that confront us, but also that we may familiarize ourselves with the
certainty that many of our most cherished ideals would seem puerile to
more developed minds. To romance of the far future, then, is to attempt
to see the human race in its cosmic setting, and to mould our hearts to
entertain new values.


But if such imaginative construction of possible futures is to be at all
potent, our imagination must be strictly disciplined. We must endeavour
not to go beyond the bounds of possibility set by the particular state of
culture within which we live. The merely fantastic has only minor
power. Not that we should seek actually to prophesy what will as a
matter of fact occur; for in our present state such prophecy is certainly
futile, save in the simplest matters. We are not set up as historians
attempting to look ahead instead of backwards. We can only select a
certain thread out of the tangle of many equally valid possibilities. But
we must select with a purpose. The activity that we are undertaking is
not science, but art; and the effect that it should have on the reader is
the effect that art should have.


Yet our aim is not merely to create aesthetically admirable fiction.
We must achieve neither mere history, nor mere fiction, but myth. A
true myth is one which, within the universe of a certain culture (living
or dead), expresses richly, and often perhaps tragically, the highest
admirations possible within that culture. A false myth is one which
either violently transgresses the limits of credibility set by its own
cultural matrix, or expresses admirations less developed than those of
its culture’s best vision. This book can no more claim to be true myth
than true prophecy. But it is an essay in myth creation.


The kind of future which is here imagined, should not, I think, seem
wholly fantastic, or at any rate not so fantastic as to be without significance,
to modern western individuals who are familiar with the outlines
of contemporary thought. Had I chosen matter in which there was
nothing whatever of the fantastic, its very plausibility would have
rendered it implausible. For one thing at least is almost certain about
the future, namely, that very much of it will be such as we should call
incredible. In one important respect, indeed, I may perhaps seem to
have strayed into barren extravagance. I have supposed an inhabitant
of the remote future to be communicating with us of today. I have
pretended that he has the power of partially controlling the operations
of minds now living, and that this book is the product of such influence.
Yet even this fiction is perhaps not wholly excluded by our thought. I
might, of course, easily have omitted it without more than superficial
alteration of the theme. But its introduction was more than a convenience.
Only by some such radical and bewildering device could I
embody the possibility that there may be more in time’s nature than is
revealed to us. Indeed, only by some such trick could I do justice to the
conviction that our whole present mentality is but a confused and halting
first experiment.


If ever this book should happen to be discovered by some future
individual, for instance by a member of the next generation sorting out
the rubbish of his predecessors, it will certainly raise a smile; for very
much is bound to happen of which no hint is yet discoverable. And
indeed even in our generation circumstances may well change so unexpectedly
and so radically that this book may very soon look ridiculous.
But no matter. We of today must conceive our relation to the rest
of the universe as best we can; and even if our images must seem fantastic
to future men, they may none the less serve their purpose today.


Some readers, taking my story to be an attempt at prophecy, may
deem it unwarrantably pessimistic. But it is not prophecy; it is myth, or
an essay in myth. We all desire the future to turn out more happily than
I have figured it. In particular we desire our present civilization to
advance steadily toward some kind of Utopia. The thought that it may
decay and collapse, and that all its spiritual treasure may be lost irrevocably,
is repugnant to us. Yet this must be faced as at least a possibility.
And this kind of tragedy, the tragedy of a race, must, I think, be
admitted in any adequate myth.


And so, while gladly recognizing that in our time there are strong
seeds of hope as well as of despair, I have imagined for aesthetic purposes
that our race will destroy itself. There is today a very earnest
movement for peace and international unity; and surely with good
fortune and intelligent management it may triumph. Most earnestly we
must hope that it will. But I have figured things out in this book in such
a manner that this great movement fails. I suppose it incapable of preventing
a succession of national wars; and I permit it only to achieve
the goal of unity and peace after the mentality of the race has been
undermined. May this not happen! May the League of Nations, or
some more strictly cosmopolitan authority, win through before it is
too late! Yet let us find room in our minds and in our hearts for the
thought that the whole enterprise of our race may be after all but a
minor and unsuccessful episode in a vaster drama, which also perhaps
may be tragic.


American readers, if ever there are any, may feel that their great
nation is given a somewhat unattractive part in the story. I have
imagined the triumph of the cruder sort of Americanism over all that
is best and most promising in American culture. May this not occur in
the real world! Americans themselves, however, admit the possibility
of such an issue, and will, I hope, forgive me for emphasizing it, and
using it as an early turning-point in the long drama of Man.


Any attempt to conceive such a drama must take into account whatever
contemporary science has to say about man’s own nature and his
physical environment. I have tried to supplement my own slight
knowledge of natural science by pestering my scientific friends. In
particular, I have been very greatly helped by conversation with
Professors P. G. H. Boswell, J. Johnstone, and J. Rice, of Liverpool.
But they must not be held responsible for the many deliberate extravagances
which, though they serve a purpose in the design, may jar upon
the scientific ear.


To Dr L. A. Reid I am much indebted for general comments, and to
Mr E. V. Rieu for many very valuable suggestions. To Professor and
Mrs L. C. Martin, who read the whole book in manuscript, I cannot
properly express my gratitude for constant encouragement and criticism.
To my wife’s devastating sanity I owe far more than she supposes.


Before closing this preface I would remind the reader that throughout
the following pages the speaker, the first person singular, is supposed
to be, not the actual writer, but an individual living in the extremely
distant future.


O. S.



West Kirby

July 1930
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This book has two authors, one contemporary with its readers, the
other an inhabitant of an age which they would call the distant future.
The brain that conceives and writes these sentences lives in the time of
Einstein. Yet I, the true inspirer of this book, I who have begotten it
upon that brain, I who influence that primitive being’s conception,
inhabit an age which, for Einstein, lies in the very remote future.


The actual writer thinks he is merely contriving a work of fiction.
Though he seeks to tell a plausible story, he neither believes it himself,
nor expects others to believe it. Yet the story is true. A being whom you
would call a future man has seized the docile but scarcely adequate
brain of your contemporary, and is trying to direct its familiar processes
for an alien purpose. Thus a future epoch makes contact with your age.
Listen patiently; for we who are the Last Men earnestly desire to communicate
with you, who are members of the First Human Species. We
can help you, and we need your help.


You cannot believe it. Your acquaintance with time is very imperfect,
and so your understanding of it is defeated. But no matter. Do not
perplex yourselves about this truth, so difficult to you, so familiar to
us of a later aeon. Do but entertain, merely as a fiction, the idea that
the thought and will of individuals future to you may intrude, rarely
and with difficulty, into the mental processes of some of your contemporaries.
Pretend that you believe this, and that the following
chronicle is an authentic message from the Last Men. Imagine the
consequences of such a belief. Otherwise I cannot give life to the great
history which it is my task to tell.


When your writers romance of the future, they too easily imagine a
progress toward some kind of Utopia, in which beings like themselves
live in unmitigated bliss among circumstances perfectly suited to a fixed
human nature. I shall not describe any such paradise. Instead, I shall
record huge fluctuations of joy and woe, the results of changes not only
in man’s environment but in his fluid nature. And I must tell how, in my
own age, having at last achieved spiritual maturity and the philosophic
mind, man is forced by an unexpected crisis to embark on an enterprise
both repugnant and desperate.


I invite you, then, to travel in imagination through the aeons that lie
between your age and mine. I ask you to watch such a history of
change, grief, hope, and unforeseen catastrophe, as has nowhere else
occurred, within the girdle of the Milky Way. But first, it is well to
contemplate for a few moments the mere magnitudes of cosmical
events. For, compressed as it must necessarily be, the narrative that I
have to tell may seem to present a sequence of adventures and disasters
crowded together, with no intervening peace. But in fact man’s career
has been less like a mountain torrent hurtling from rock to rock, than
a great sluggish river, broken very seldom by rapids. Ages of quiescence,
often of actual stagnation, filled with the monotonous problems and
toils of countless almost identical lives, have been punctuated by rare
moments of racial adventure. Nay, even these few seemingly rapid
events themselves were in fact often long-drawn-out and tedious. They
acquire a mere illusion of speed from the speed of the narrative.


The receding depths of time and space, though they can indeed be
haltingly conceived even by primitive minds, cannot be imaged save by
beings of a more ample nature. A panorama of mountains appears to
naïve vision almost as a flat picture, and the starry void is a roof pricked
with light. Yet in reality, while the immediate terrain could be spanned
in an hour’s walking, the sky-line of peaks holds within it plain beyond
plain. Similarly with time. While the near past and the new future
display within them depth beyond depth, time’s remote immensities are
foreshortened into flatness. It is almost inconceivable to simple minds
that man’s whole history should be but a moment in the life of the stars,
and that remote events should embrace within themselves aeon upon
aeon.


In your day you have learnt to calculate something of the magnitudes
of time and space. But to grasp my theme in its true proportions, it is
necessary to do more than calculate. It is necessary to brood upon these
magnitudes, to draw out the mind toward them, to feel the littleness of
your here and now, and of the moment of civilization which you call
history. You cannot hope to image, as we do, such vast proportions as
one in a thousand million, because your sense-organs, and therefore
your perceptions, are too coarse-grained to discriminate so small a
fraction of their total field. But you may at least, by mere contemplation,
grasp more constantly and firmly the significance of your calculations.


Men of your day, when they look back into the history of their planet,
remark not only the length of time but also the bewildering acceleration
of life’s progress. Almost stationary in the earliest period of the earth’s
career, in your moment it seems headlong. Mind in you, it is said, not
merely stands higher than ever before in respect of percipience, knowledge,
insight, delicacy of admiration, and sanity of will, but also it
moves upward century by century ever more swiftly. What next?
Surely, you think, there will come a time when there will be no further
heights to conquer.


This view is mistaken. You underestimate even the foothills that
stand in front of you, and never suspect that far above them, hidden by
cloud, rise precipices and snow-fields. The mental and spiritual
advances which, in your day, mind in the solar system has still to
attempt, are overwhelmingly more complex, more precarious and
dangerous, than those which have already been achieved. And though
in certain humble respects you have attained full development, the
loftier potencies of the spirit in you have not yet even begun to put
forth buds.


Somehow, then, I must help you to feel not only the vastness of
time and space, but also the vast diversity of mind’s possible modes.
But this I can only hint to you, since so much lies wholly beyond the
range of your imagination.


Historians living in your day need grapple only with one moment of
the flux of time. But I have to present in one book the essence not of
centuries but of aeons. Clearly we cannot walk at leisure through such
a tract, in which a million terrestrial years are but as a year is to your
historians. We must fly. We must travel as you do in your aeroplanes,
observing only the broad features of the continent. But since the flier
sees nothing of the minute inhabitants below him, and since it is they
who make history, we must also punctuate our flight with many
descents, skimming as it were over the house-tops, and even alighting
at critical points to speak face to face with individuals. And as the
plane’s journey must begin with a slow ascent from the intricate
pedestrian view to wider horizons, so we must begin with a somewhat
close inspection of that little period which includes the culmination and
collapse of your own primitive civilization.
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Observe now your own epoch of history as it appears to the
Last Men.


Long before the human spirit awoke to clear cognizance of the
world and itself, it sometimes stirred in its sleep, opened bewildered
eyes, and slept again. One of these moments of precocious
experience embraces the whole struggle of the First Men from
savagery towards civilization. Within that moment, you stand
almost in the very instant when the species attains its zenith.
Scarcely at all beyond your own day is this early culture to be
seen progressing, and already in your time the mentality of the
race shows signs of decline.


The first, and some would say the greatest, achievement of your
own ‘Western’ culture was the conceiving of two ideals of conduct,
both essential to the spirit’s well-being. Socrates, delighting
in the truth for its own sake and not merely for practical ends,
glorified unbiased thinking, honesty of mind and speech. Jesus,
delighting in the actual human persons around him, and in that
flavour of divinity which, for him, pervaded the world, stood for
unselfish love of neighbours and of God. Socrates woke to the
ideal of dispassionate intelligence, Jesus to the ideal of passionate
yet self-oblivious worship. Socrates urged intellectual integrity,
Jesus integrity of will. Each, of course, though starting with a
different emphasis, involved the other.


Unfortunately both these ideals demanded of the human brain
a degree of vitality and coherence of which the nervous system of
the First Men was never really capable. For many centuries these
twin stars enticed the more precociously human of human animals,
in vain. And the failure to put these ideals in practice helped to
engender in the race a cynical lassitude which was one cause of its
decay.


There were other causes. The peoples from whom sprang
Socrates and Jesus were also among the first to conceive admiration
for Fate. In Greek tragic art and Hebrew worship of divine
law, as also in the Indian resignation, man experienced, at first
very obscurely, that vision of an alien and supernal beauty, which
was to exalt and perplex him again and again throughout his
whole career. The conflict between this worship and the intransigent
loyalty to Life, embattled against Death, proved insoluble.
And though few individuals were ever clearly conscious of the
issue, the first human species was again and again unwittingly
hampered in its spiritual development by this supreme perplexity.


While man was being whipped and enticed by these precocious
experiences, the actual social constitution of his world kept changing
so rapidly through increased mastery over physical energy,
that his primitive nature could no longer cope with the complexity
of his environment. Animals that were fashioned for hunting and
fighting in the wild were suddenly called upon to be citizens, and
moreover citizens of a world-community. At the same time they
found themselves possessed of certain very dangerous powers
which their petty minds were not fit to use. Man struggled; but,
as you shall hear, he broke under the strain.


The European War, called at the time the War to End War,
was the first and least destructive of those world conflicts which
display so tragically the incompetence of the First Men to control
their own nature. At the outset a tangle of motives, some honourable
and some disreputable, ignited a conflict for which both
antagonists were all too well prepared, though neither seriously
intended it. A real difference of temperament between Latin-France
and Nordic Germany combined with a superficial rivalry
between Germany and England, and a number of stupidly brutal
gestures on the part of the German Government and military
command, to divide the world into two camps; yet in such a
manner that it is impossible to find any difference of principle
between them. During the struggle each party was convinced that
it alone stood for civilization. But in fact both succumbed now
and again to impulses of sheer brutality, and both achieved acts
not merely of heroism, but of generosity unusual among the First
Men. For conduct which to clearer minds seems merely sane, was
in those days to be performed only by rare vision and self-mastery.


As the months of agony advanced, there was bred in the warring
peoples a genuine and even passionate will for peace and a united
world. Out of the conflict of the tribes arose, at least for a while,
a spirit loftier than tribalism. But this fervour lacked as yet clear
guidance, lacked even the courage of conviction. The peace which
followed the European War is one of the most significant moments
of ancient history; for it epitomizes both the dawning vision and
the incurable blindness, both the impulse toward a higher loyalty
and the compulsive tribalism of a race which was, after all, but
superficially human.


2. THE ANGLO-FRENCH WAR
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One brief but tragic incident, which occurred within a century
after the European War, may be said to have sealed the fate of
the First Men. During this century the will for peace and sanity
was already becoming a serious factor in history. Save for a number
of most untoward accidents, to be recorded in due course, the
party of peace might have dominated Europe during its most
dangerous period; and, through Europe, the world. With either a
little less bad luck or a fraction more of vision and self-control at
this critical time, there might never have occurred that aeon of
darkness, in which the First Men were presently to be submerged.
For had victory been gained before the general level of mentality
had seriously begun to decline, the attainment of the world state
might have been regarded, not as an end, but as the first step
towards true civilization. But this was not to be.


After the European War the defeated nation, formerly no less
militaristic than the others, now became the most pacific, and a
stronghold of enlightenment. Almost everywhere, indeed, there
had occurred a profound change of heart, but chiefly in Germany.
The victors on the other hand, in spite of their real craving to be
human and generous, and to found a new world, were led partly
by their own timidity, partly by their governors’ blind diplomacy,
into all the vices against which they believed themselves to have
been crusading. After a brief period in which they desperately
affected amity for one another they began to indulge once
more in physical conflicts. Of these conflicts, two must be
observed.


The first outbreak, and the less disastrous for Europe, was a
short and grotesque struggle between France and Italy. Since the
fall of ancient Rome, the Italians had excelled more in art and
literature than in martial achievement. But the heroic liberation of
Italy in the nineteenth Christian century had made Italians
peculiarly sensitive to national prestige; and since among Western
peoples national vigour was measured in terms of military glory,
the Italians were fired, by their success against a rickety foreign
domination, to vindicate themselves more thoroughly against the
charge of mediocrity in warfare. After the European War, however,
Italy passed through a phase of social disorder and self-distrust.
Subsequently a flamboyant but sincere national party
gained control of the State, and afforded the Italians a new self-respect,
based on reform of the social services, and on militaristic
policy. Trains became punctual, streets clean, morals puritanical.
Aviation records were won for Italy. The young, dressed up and
taught to play at soldiers with real fire-arms, were persuaded to
regard themselves as saviours of the nation, encouraged to shed
blood, and used to enforce the will of the Government. The whole
movement was engineered chiefly by a man whose genius in action
combined with his rhetoric and crudity of thought to make him a
very successful dictator. Almost miraculously he drilled the Italian
nation into efficiency. At the same time, with great emotional effect
and incredible lack of humour he trumpeted Italy’s self-importance,
and her will to ‘expand’. And since Italians were slow to
learn the necessity of restricting their population, ‘expansion’
was a real need.


Thus it came about that Italy, hungry for French territory in
Africa, jealous of French leadership of the Latin races, indignant
at the protection afforded to Italian ‘traitors’ in France, became
increasingly prone to quarrel with the most assertive of her late
allies. It was a frontier incident, a fancied ‘insult to the Italian
flag’, which at last caused an unauthorized raid upon French
territory by a small party of Italian militia. The raiders were
captured, but French blood was shed. The consequent demand
for apology and reparation was calm, but subtly offensive to
Italian dignity. Italian patriots worked themselves into short-sighted
fury. The Dictator, far from daring to apologize, was
forced to require the release of the captive militia-men, and finally
to declare war. After a single sharp engagement the relentless
armies of France pressed into North Italy. Resistance, at first
heroic, soon became chaotic. In consternation the Italians woke
from their dream of military glory. The populace turned against
the Dictator whom they themselves had forced to declare war. In
a theatrical but gallant attempt to dominate the Roman mob, he
failed, and was killed. The new government made a hasty peace,
ceding to France a frontier territory which she had already annexed
for ‘security’.


Thenceforth Italians were less concerned to outshine the glory
of Garibaldi than to emulate the greater glory of Dante, Giotto,
and Galileo.


France had now complete mastery of the continent of Europe;
but having much to lose, she behaved arrogantly and nervously.
It was not long before peace was once more disturbed.


Scarcely had the last veterans of the European War ceased
from wearying their juniors with reminiscence, when the long
rivalry between France and England culminated in a dispute
between their respective Governments over a case of sexual outrage
said to have been committed by a French African soldier
upon an Englishwoman. In this quarrel, the British Government
happened to be definitely in the wrong, and was probably confused
by its own sexual repressions. The outrage had never been
committed. The facts which gave rise to the rumour were, that
an idle and neurotic Englishwoman in the south of France, craving
the embrace of a ‘cave man’, had seduced a Senegalese corporal
in her own apartments. When, later, he had shown signs of
boredom, she took revenge by declaring that he had attacked her
indecently in the woods above the town. This rumour was such
that the English were all too prone to savour and believe. At the
same time, the magnates of the English Press could not resist this
opportunity of trading upon the public’s sexuality, tribalism, and
self-righteousness. There followed an epidemic of abuse, and
occasional violence, against French subjects in England; and thus
the party of fear and militarism in France was given the opportunity
it had long sought. For the real cause of this war was connected
with air power. France had persuaded the League of
Nations (in one of its less intelligent moments) to restrict the size
of military aeroplanes in such a manner that, while London lay
within easy striking distance of the French coast, Paris could only
with difficulty be touched by England. This state of affairs
obviously could not last long. Britain was agitating more and
more insistently for the removal of the restriction. On the other
hand, there was an increasing demand for complete aerial disarmament
in Europe; and so strong was the party of sanity in
France, that the scheme would almost certainly have been accepted
by the French Government. On both counts, therefore, the
militarists of France were eager to strike while yet there was
opportunity.


In an instant, the whole fruit of this effort for disarmament was
destroyed. That subtle difference of mentality which had ever
made it impossible for these two nations to understand one another,
was suddenly exaggerated by this provocative incident into
an apparently insoluble discord. England reverted to her conviction
that all Frenchmen were sensualists, while to France the
English appeared, as often before, the most offensive of hypocrites.
In vain did the saner minds in each country insist on the
fundamental humanity of both. In vain did the chastened Germans
seek to mediate. In vain did the League, which by now had
very great prestige and authority, threaten both parties with expulsion,
even with chastisement. Rumour got about in Paris that
England, breaking all her international pledges, was now feverishly
building giant planes which would wreck France from Calais to
Marseilles. And indeed the rumour was not wholly a slander, for,
when the struggle began, the British air force was found to have a
range of intensive action far wider than was expected. Yet the
actual outbreak of war took England by surprise. While the London
papers were selling out upon the news that war was declared,
enemy planes appeared over the city. In a couple of hours a third
of London was in ruins, and half her population lay poisoned in
the streets. One bomb, falling beside the British Museum, turned
the whole of Bloomsbury into a crater, wherein fragments of
mummies, statues, and manuscripts were mingled with the contents
of shops, and morsels of salesmen and the intelligentsia. Thus
in a moment was destroyed a large proportion of England’s most
precious relics and most fertile brains.


Then occurred one of those microscopic, yet supremely potent
incidents which sometimes mould the course of events for centuries.
During the bombardment a special meeting of the British
Cabinet was held in a cellar in Downing Street. The party in power
at the time was progressive, mildly pacifist, and timorously cosmopolitan.
It had got itself involved in the French quarrel quite
unintentionally. At this Cabinet meeting an idealistic member
urged upon his colleagues the need for a supreme gesture of heroism
and generosity on the part of Britain. Raising his voice with
difficulty above the bark of English guns and the volcanic crash of
French bombs, he suggested sending by radio the following message.
‘From the people of England to the people of France. Catastrophe
has fallen on us at your hands. In this hour of agony, all
hate and anger have left us. Our eyes are opened. No longer can
we think of ourselves as merely English, and you as merely French;
all of us are, before all else, civilized beings. Do not imagine that
we are defeated, and that this message is a cry for mercy. Our
armament is intact, and our resources still very great. Yet, because
of the revelation which has come to us today, we will not fight. No
plane, no ship, no soldier of Britain shall commit any further act
of hostility. Do what you will. It would be better even that a great
people should be destroyed than that the whole race should be
thrown into turmoil. But you will not strike again. As our own
eyes have been opened by agony, yours now will be opened by our
act of brotherhood. The spirit of France and the spirit of England
differ. They differ deeply; but only as the eye differs from the hand.
Without you, we should be barbarians. And without us, even the
bright spirit of France would be but half expressed. For the spirit
of France lives again in our culture and in our very speech; and
the spirit of England is that which strikes from you your most
distinctive brilliance.’


At no earlier stage of man’s history could such a message have
been considered seriously by any government. Had it been suggested
during the previous war, its author would have been ridiculed,
execrated, perhaps even murdered. But since those days much had
happened. Increased communication, increased cultural intercourse,
and a prolonged vigorous campaign for cosmopolitanism,
had changed the mentality of Europe. Even so, when, after a brief
discussion, the Government ordered this unique message to be
sent, its members were awed by their own act. As one of them
expressed it, they were uncertain whether it was the devil or the
deity that had possessed them, but possessed they certainly were.


That night the people of London (those who were left) experienced
an exaltation of spirit. Disorganization of the city’s life,
overwhelming physical suffering and compassion, the consciousness
of an unprecedented spiritual act in which each individual
felt himself to have somehow participated—these influences combined
to produce, even in the bustle and confusion of a wrecked
metropolis, a certain restrained fervour, and a deep peace of mind,
wholly unfamiliar to Londoners.


Meanwhile the undamaged North knew not whether to regard
the Government’s sudden pacificism as a piece of cowardice or as
a superbly courageous gesture. Very soon, however, they began to
make a virtue of necessity, and incline to the latter view. Paris
itself was divided by the message into a vocal party of triumph
and a silent party of bewilderment. But as the hours advanced,
and the former urged a policy of aggression, the latter found voice
for the cry, ‘Vive l’Angleterre, vive l’humanité’. And so strong by
now was the will for cosmopolitanism that the upshot would
almost certainly have been a triumph of sanity, had there not
occurred in England an accident which tilted the whole precarious
course of events in the opposite direction.


The bombardment had occurred on a Friday night. On Saturday
the repercussions of England’s great message were echoing
throughout the nations. That evening, as a wet and foggy day was
achieving its pallid sunset, a French plane was seen over the
western outskirts of London. It gradually descended, and was
regarded by onlookers as a messenger of peace. Lower and lower
it came. Something was seen to part from it and fall. In a few
seconds an immense explosion occurred in the neighbourhood of
a great school and a royal palace. There was hideous destruction
in the school. The palace escaped. But, chief disaster for the cause
of peace, a beautiful and extravagantly popular young princess was
caught by the explosion. Her body, obscenely mutilated, but still
recognizable to every student of the illustrated papers, was impaled
upon some high park-railings beside the main thoroughfare
towards the city. Immediately after the explosion the enemy plane
crashed, burst into flame, and was destroyed with its occupants.


A moment’s cool thinking would have convinced all onlookers
that this disaster was an accident, that the plane was a belated
straggler in distress, and no messenger of hate. But, confronted
with the mangled bodies of schoolboys, and harrowed by cries of
agony and terror, the populace was in no state for ratiocination.
Moreover there was the princess, an overwhelmingly potent sexual
symbol and emblem of tribalism, slaughtered and exposed before
the eyes of her adorers.


The news was flashed over the country, and distorted of course
in such a manner as to admit no doubt that this act was the
crowning devilry of sexual fiends beyond the Channel. In an hour
the mood of London was changed, and the whole population of
England succumbed to a paroxysm of primitive hate far more
extravagant than any that had occurred even in the war against
Germany. The British air force, all too well equipped and prepared,
was ordered to Paris.


Meanwhile in France the militaristic government had fallen,
and the party of peace was now in control. While the streets were
still thronged by its vociferous supporters, the first bomb fell. By
Monday morning Paris was obliterated. There followed a few days
of strife between the opposing armaments, and of butchery committed
upon the civilian populations. In spite of French gallantry,
the superior organization, mechanical efficiency, and more cautious
courage of the British Air Force soon made it impossible for
a French plane to leave the ground. But if France was broken,
England was too crippled to pursue her advantage. Every city of
the two countries was completely disorganized. Famine, riot,
looting, and above all the rapidly accelerating and quite uncontrollable
spread of disease, disintegrated both States, and brought
war to a standstill.


Indeed, not only did hostilities cease, but also both nations were
too shattered even to continue hating one another. The energies of
each were for a while wholly occupied in trying to prevent complete
annihilation by famine and pestilence. In the work of reconstruction
they had to depend very largely on help from outside.
The management of each country was taken over, for the time, by
the League of Nations.


It is significant to compare the mood of Europe at this time
with that which followed the European War. Formerly, though
there had been a real effort toward unity, hate and suspicion
continued to find expression in national policies. There was much
wrangling about indemnities, reparations, securities; and the
division of the whole continent into two hostile camps persisted,
though by then it was purely artificial and sentimental. But after
the Anglo-French war, a very different mood prevailed. There was
no mention of reparations, no possibility of seeking security by
alliances. Patriotism simply faded out, for the time, under the
influence of extreme disaster. The two enemy peoples cooperated
with the League in the work of reconstructing not only each one
itself, but each one the other. This change of heart was due partly
to the temporary collapse of the whole national organization,
partly to the speedy dominance of each nation by pacifist and anti-nationalist
Labour, partly to the fact that the League was powerful
enough to inquire into and publish the whole story of the
origins of the war, and expose each combatant to itself and to the
world in a sorry light.


We have now observed in some detail the incident which stands
out in man’s history as perhaps the most dramatic example of
petty cause and mighty effect. For consider. Through some miscalculation,
or a mere defect in his instruments, a French airman
went astray, and came to grief in London after the sending of the
peace message. Had this not happened, England and France
would not have been wrecked. And, had the war been nipped at
the outset, as it almost was, the party of sanity throughout the
world would have been very greatly strengthened; the precarious
will to unity would have gained the conviction which it lacked,
would have dominated man not merely during the terrified
revulsion after each spasm of national strife, but as a permanent
policy based on mutual trust. Indeed so delicately balanced were
man’s primitive and developed impulses at this time, that, but
for this trivial accident, the movement which was started by
England’s peace message might have proceeded steadily and
rapidly toward the unification of the race. It might, that is, have
attained its goal, before, instead of after, the period of mental
deterioration, which in fact resulted from a long epidemic of wars.
And so the first Dark Age might never have occurred.


3. EUROPE AFTER THE ANGLO-FRENCH WAR
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A subtle change now began to affect the whole mental climate of
the planet. This is remarkable, since, viewed for instance from
America or China, this war was, after all, but a petty disturbance,
scarcely more than a brawl between quarrelsome statelets, an
episode in the decline of a senile civilization. Expressed in dollars,
the damage was not impressive to the wealthy West and the potentially
wealthy East. The British Empire, indeed, that unique banyan
tree of peoples, was henceforward less effective in world
diplomacy; but since the bond that held it together was by now
wholly a bond of sentiment, the Empire was not disintegrated by
the misfortune of its parent trunk. Indeed, a common fear of
American economic imperialism was already helping the colonies
to remain loyal.


Yet this petty brawl was in fact an irreparable and far-reaching
disaster. For in spite of those differences of temperament which
had forced the English and French into conflict, they had cooperated,
though often unwittingly, in tempering and clarifying the
mentality of Europe. Though their faults played a great part in
wrecking Western civilization, the virtues from which these vices
sprang were needed for the salvation of a world prone to uncritical
romance. In spite of the inveterate blindness and meanness of
France in international policy, and the even more disastrous timidity
of England, their influence on culture had been salutary, and
was at this moment sorely needed. For, poles asunder in tastes
and ideals, these two peoples were yet alike in being on the whole
more sceptical, and in their finest individuals more capable of dispassionate
yet creative intelligence than any other Western people.
This very character produced their distinctive faults, namely, in
the English a caution that amounted often to moral cowardice,
and in the French a certain myopic complacency and cunning,
which masqueraded as realism. Within each nation there was, of
course, great variety. English minds were of many types. But
most were to some extent distinctively English; and hence the
special character of England’s influence in the world. Relatively
detached, sceptical, cautious, practical, more tolerant than others,
because more complacent and less prone to fervour, the typical
Englishman was capable both of generosity and of spite, both of
heroism and of timorous or cynical abandonment of ends proclaimed
as vital to the race. French and English alike might sin
against humanity, but in different manners. The French sinned
blindly, through a strange inability to regard France dispassionately.
The English sinned through faintheartedness, and with open
eyes. Among all nations they excelled in the union of common
sense and vision. But also among all nations they were most ready
to betray their visions in the name of commonsense. Hence their
reputation for perfidy.


Differences of national character and patriotic sentiment were
not the most fundamental distinctions between men at this time.
Although in each nation a common tradition or cultural environment
imposed a certain uniformity on all its members, yet in each
nation every mental type was present, though in different proportions.
The most significant of all cultural differences between
men, namely, the difference between the tribalists and the cosmopolitans,
traversed the national boundaries. For throughout
the world something like a new, cosmopolitan ‘nation’ with a new
all-embracing patriotism was beginning to appear. In every land
there was by now a salting of awakened minds who, whatever their
temperament and politics and formal faith, were at one in respect
of their allegiance to humanity as a race or as an adventuring
spirit. Unfortunately this new loyalty was still entangled with old
prejudices. In some minds the defence of the human spirit was
sincerely identified with the defence of a particular nation, conceived
as the home of all enlightenment. In others, social injustice
kindled a militant proletarian loyalty, which, though at heart
cosmopolitan, infected alike its champions and its enemies with
sectarian passions.


Another sentiment, less definite and conscious than cosmopolitanism,
also played some part in the minds of men, namely loyalty
toward the dispassionate intelligence and perplexed admiration
of the world which was beginning to be revealed, a world august,
immense, subtle, in which, seemingly, man was doomed to play a
part minute but tragic. In many races there had, no doubt, long
existed some fidelity toward the dispassionate intelligence. But it
was England and France that excelled in this respect. On the other
hand, even in these two nations there was much that was opposed
to this allegiance. These, like all peoples of the age, were liable to
bouts of insane emotionalism. Indeed the French mind, in general
so clear-sighted, so realistic, so contemptuous of ambiguity and
mist, so detached in all its final valuations, was yet so obsessed
with the idea ‘France’ as to be wholly incapable of generosity in
international affairs. But it was France, with England, that had
chiefly inspired the intellectual integrity which was the rarest and
brightest thread of Western culture, not only within the territories
of these two nations, but throughout Europe and America. In the
seventeenth and eighteenth Christian centuries, the French and
English had conceived, more clearly than other peoples, an interest
in the objective world for its own sake, had founded physical
science, and had fashioned out of scepticism the most brilliantly
constructive of mental instruments. At a later stage it was largely
the French and English who, by means of this instrument, had
revealed man and the physical universe in something like their
true proportions; and it was chiefly the elect of these two peoples
that had been able to exult in this bracing discovery.


With the eclipse of France and England this great tradition of
dispassionate cognizance began to wane. Europe was now led by
Germany. And the Germans, in spite of their practical genius,
their scholarly contributions to history, their brilliant science and
austere philosophy, were at heart romantic. This inclination was
both their strength and their weakness. Thereby they had been
inspired to their finest art and their most profound metaphysical
speculation. But thereby they were also often rendered un-self-critical
and pompous. More eager than other Western minds to
solve the mystery of existence, less sceptical of the power of human
reason, and therefore more inclined to ignore or argue away recalcitrant
facts, the Germans were courageous systematizes. In this
direction they had achieved great things. Without them, European
thought would have been chaotic. But their passion for order and
for a systematic reality behind the disorderly appearances, rendered
their reasoning all too often biased. Upon shifty foundations
they balanced ingenious ladders to reach the stars. Thus,
without constant ribald criticism from across the Rhine and the
North Sea, the Teutonic soul could not achieve full self-expression.
A vague uneasiness about its own sentimentalism and lack of
detachment did indeed persuade this great people to assert its
virility now and again by ludicrous acts of brutality, and to compensate
for its dream life by ceaseless hard-driven and brilliantly
successful commerce; but what was needed was a far more radical
self-criticism.


Beyond Germany, Russia. Here was a people whose genius
needed, even more than that of the Germans, discipline under the
critical intelligence. Since the Bolshevik revolution, there had
risen in the scattered towns of this immense tract of corn and
forest, and still more in the metropolis, an original mode of art
and thought, in which were blended a passion for iconoclasm, a
vivid sensuousness, and yet also a very remarkable and essentially
mystical or intuitive power of detachment from all private cravings.
America and Western Europe were interested first in the
individual human life, and only secondarily in the social whole.
For these peoples loyalty involved a reluctant self-sacrifice, and the
ideal was ever a person, excelling in prowess of various kinds.
Society was but the necessary matrix of this jewel. But the
Russians, whether by an innate gift, or through the influence of
age-long political tyranny, religious devotion, and a truly social
revolution, were prone to self-contemptuous interest in groups,
prone, indeed, to a spontaneous worship of whatever was conceived
as loftier than the individual man whether society, or God,
or the blind forces of nature. Western Europe could reach by way
of the intellect a precise conception of man’s littleness and irrelevance
when regarded as an alien among the stars; could even
glimpse from this standpoint the cosmic theme in which all human
striving is but one contributory factor. But the Russian mind,
whether orthodox or Tolstoyan or fanatically materialist, could
attain much the same conviction intuitively, by direct perception,
instead of after an arduous intellectual pilgrimage; and, reaching
it, could rejoice in it. But because of this independence of intellect,
the experience was confused, erratic, frequently misinterpreted;
and its effect on conduct was rather explosive than directive. Great
indeed was the need that the West and East of Europe should
strengthen and temper one another.


After the Bolshevik revolution a new element appeared in
Russian culture, and one which had not been known before in
any modern state. The old regime was displaced by a real proletarian
government, which, though an oligarchy, and sometimes
bloody and fanatical, abolished the old tyranny of class, and encouraged
the humblest citizen to be proud of his partnership in
the great community. Still more important, the native Russian
disposition not to take material possessions very seriously cooperated
with the political revolution, and brought about such a
freedom from the snobbery of wealth as was quite foreign to the
West. Attention which elsewhere was absorbed in the amassing or
display of money was in Russia largely devoted either to spontaneous
instinctive enjoyments or to cultural activity.


In fact, it was among the Russian townsfolk, less cramped by
tradition than other city-dwellers, that the spirit of the First Men
was beginning to achieve a fresh and sincere readjustment to the
facts of its changing world. And from the townsfolk something of
the new way of life was spreading even to the peasants; while in
the depths of Asia a hardy and ever-growing population looked
increasingly to Russia, not only for machinery, but for ideas.
There were times when it seemed that Russia might transform the
almost universal autumn of the race into a new spring.


After the Bolshevik revolution the new Russia had been boycotted
by the West, and had therefore passed through a stage of
self-conscious extravagance. Communism and naïve materialism
became the dogmas of a new crusading atheist church. All criticism
was suppressed, even more rigorously than was the opposite
criticism in other countries; and Russians were taught to think of
themselves as saviours of mankind. Later, however, as economic
isolation began to hamper the Bolshevik state, the new culture was
mellowed and broadened. Bit by bit, economic intercourse with
the West was restored, and with it cultural intercourse increased.
The intuitive mystical detachment of Russia began to define itself,
and so consolidate itself, in terms of the intellectual detachment
of the best thought of the West. Iconoclasm was harnessed. The
life of the senses and of impulse was tempered by a new critical
movement. Fanatical materialism, whose fire had been derived
from a misinterpreted, but intense, mystical intuition of dispassionate
Reality, began to assimilate itself to the far more
rational stoicism which was the rare flower of the West. At the
same time, through intercourse with peasant culture and with the
peoples of Asia, the new Russia began to grasp in one unifying
act of apprehension both the grave disillusion of France and
England and the ecstasy of the East.


The harmonizing of these two moods was now the chief spiritual
need of mankind. Failure to integrate them into an all-dominant
sentiment could not but lead to racial insanity. And so in due
course it befell. Meanwhile this task of integration was coming
to seem more and more urgent to the best minds of Russia, and
might have been finally accomplished had they been longer
illumined by the cold light of the West.


But this was not to be. The intellectual confidence of France
and England, already shaken through progressive economic
eclipse at the hands of America and Germany, was now undermined.
For many decades England had watched these newcomers
capture her markets. The loss had smothered her with a swarm of
domestic problems, such as could never be solved save by drastic
surgery; and this was a course which demanded more courage
and energy than was possible to a people without hope. Then
came the war with France, and harrowing disintegration. No
delirium seized her, such as occurred in France; yet her whole
mentality was changed, and her sobering influence in Europe was
lessened.


As for France, her cultural life was now grievously reduced.
It might, indeed, have recovered from the final blow, had it not
already been slowly poisoned by gluttonous nationalism. For love
of France was the undoing of the French. They prized the truly
admirable spirit of France so extravagantly that they regarded all
other nations as barbarians.


Thus it befell that in Russia the doctrines of communism and
materialism, products of German systematists, survived uncriticized.
On the other hand, the practice of communism was gradually
undermined. For the Russian state came increasingly under the
influence of Western, and especially American, finance. The
materialism of the official creed also became a farce, for it was
foreign to the Russian mind. Thus between practice and theory
there was, in both respects, a profound inconsistency. What was
once a vital and promising culture became insincere.


4. THE RUSSO-GERMAN WAR


  
	Table of Contents
  



The discrepancy between communist theory and individualist
practice in Russia was one cause of the next disaster which befell
Europe. Between Russia and Germany there should have been
close partnership, based on interchange of machinery and corn.
But the theory of communism stood in the way, and in a strange
manner. Russian industrial organization had proved impossible
without American capital; and little by little this influence had
transformed the communistic system. From the Baltic to the
Himalayas and the Bering Straits, pasture, timberlands, machine-tilled
corn-lands, oil-fields, and a spreading rash of industrial
towns, were increasingly dependent on American finance and
organization. Yet not America but the far less individualistic
Germany had become in the Russian mind the symbol of capitalism.
Self-righteous hate of Germany compensated Russia for her
own betrayal of the communistic ideal. This perverse antagonism
was encouraged by the Americans; who, strong in their own individualism
and prosperity, and by now contemptuously tolerant
of Russian doctrines, were concerned only to keep Russian finance
to themselves. In truth, of course, it was America that had helped
Russia’s self-betrayal; and it was the spirit of America that was
most alien to the Russian spirit. But American wealth was by now
indispensable to Russia; so the hate due to America had to be
borne vicariously by Germany.


The Germans, for their part, were aggrieved that the Americans
had ousted them from a most profitable field of enterprise, and in
particular from the exploitation of Russian Asiatic oil. The
economic life of the human race had for some time been based on
coal, but latterly oil had been found a far more convenient source
of power, and as the oil store of the planet was much smaller than
its coal store, and the expenditure of oil had of course been wholly
uncontrolled and wasteful, a shortage was already being felt.
Thus the national ownership of the remaining oil-fields had become
a main factor in politics and a fertile source of wars.
America, having used up most of her own supplies, was now
anxious to compete with the still prolific sources under Chinese
control, by forestalling Germany in Russia. No wonder the
Germans were aggrieved. But the fault was their own. In the days
when Russian communism had been seeking to convert the world,
Germany had taken over England’s leadership of individualistic
Europe. While greedy for trade with Russia, she had been at the
same time frightened of contamination by Russian social doctrine,
the more so because communism had at first made some
headway among the German workers. Later, even when sane
industrial reorganization in Germany had deprived communism
of its appeal to the workers, and thus had rendered it impotent,
the habit of anti-communist vituperation persisted.


Thus the peace of Europe was in constant danger from the
bickerings of two peoples who differed rather in ideals than in
practice. For the one, in theory communistic, had been forced to
delegate many of the community’s rights to enterprising individuals;
while the other, in theory organized on a basis of private
business, was becoming ever more socialized.


Neither party desired war. Neither was interested in military
glory, for militarism as an end was no longer reputable. Neither
was professedly nationalistic, for nationalism, though still potent,
was no longer vaunted. Each claimed to stand for internationalism
and peace, but accused the other of narrow patriotism. Thus
Europe, though more pacific than ever before, was doomed to
war.


Like most wars, the Anglo-French War had increased the desire
for peace, yet made peace less secure. Distrust, not merely the old
distrust of nation for nation, but a devastating distrust of human
nature, gripped men like the dread of insanity. Individuals who
thought of themselves as wholehearted Europeans, feared that at
any moment they might succumb to some ridiculous epidemic of
patriotism, and participate in the further crippling of Europe.


This dread was one cause of the formation of a European Confederacy,
in which all the nations of Europe, save Russia, surrendered
their sovereignty to a common authority and actually pooled
their armaments. Ostensibly the motive of this act was peace; but
America interpreted it as directed against herself, and withdrew
from the League of Nations. China, the ‘natural enemy’ of
America, remained within the League, hoping to use it against
her rival.


From without, indeed, the Confederacy at first appeared as a
close-knit whole: but from within it was known to be insecure,
and in every serious crisis it broke. There is no need to follow the
many minor wars of this period, though their cumulative effect
was serious, both economically and psychologically. Europe did
at last, however, become something like a single nation in sentiment,
though this unity was brought about less by a common
loyalty than by a common fear of America.


Final consolidation was the fruit of the Russo-German War,
the cause of which was partly economic and partly sentimental.
All the peoples of Europe had long watched with horror the financial
conquest of Russia by the United States, and they dreaded
that they also must presently succumb to the same tyrant. To
attack Russia, it was thought, would be to wound America in her
only vulnerable spot. But the actual occasion of the war was
sentimental. Half a century after the Anglo-French War, a second-rate
German author published a typically German book of the
baser sort. For as each nation had its characteristic virtues, so
also each was prone to characteristic follies. This book was one
of those brilliant but extravagant works in which the whole diversity
of existence is interpreted under a single formula, with extreme
detail and plausibility, yet with amazing naïvéte. Highly astute
within its own artificial universe, it was none the less in wider
regard quite uncritical. In two large volumes the author claimed
that the cosmos was a dualism in which a heroic and obviously
Nordic spirit ruled by divine right over an un-self-disciplined, yet
servile and obviously Slavonic spirit. The whole of history, and of
evolution, was interpreted on this principle; and of the contemporary
world it was said that the Slavonic element was poisoning
Europe. One phrase in particular caused fury in Moscow, ‘the
anthropoid face of the Russian subman’.


Moscow demanded apology and suppression of the book.
Berlin regretted the insult but with its tongue in its cheek; and
insisted on the freedom of the press. Followed a crescendo of
radio hate, and war.


The details of this war do not matter to one intent upon the
history of mind in the Solar System, but its result was important.
Moscow, Leningrad and Berlin were shattered from the air. The
whole West of Russia was flooded with the latest and deadliest
poison gas, so that not only was all animal and vegetable life
destroyed, but also the soil between the Black Sea and the Baltic
was rendered infertile and uninhabitable for many years. Within a
week the war was over, for the reason that the combatants were
separated by an immense territory in which life could not exist.
But the effects of the war were lasting. The Germans had set going
a process which they could not stop. Whiffs of the poison continued
to be blown by fickle winds into every country of Europe
and Western Asia. It was spring-time; but save in the Atlantic
coast-lands the spring flowers shrivelled in the bud, and every
young leaf had a withered rim. Humanity also suffered; though,
save in the regions near the seat of war, it was in general only the
children and the old people who suffered greatly. The poison
spread across the Continent in huge blown tresses, broad as
principalities, swinging with each change of wind. And wherever
it strayed, young eyes, throats, and lungs were blighted like the
leaves.


America, after much debate, had at last decided to defend her
interests in Russia by a punitive expedition against Europe. China
began to mobilize her forces. But long before America was ready
to strike, news of the widespread poisoning changed her policy.
Instead of punishment, help was given. This was a fine gesture of
good will. But also, as was observed in Europe, instead of being
costly, it was profitable; for inevitably it brought more of Europe
under American financial control.


The upshot of the Russo-German war, then, was that Europe
was unified in sentiment by hatred of America, and that European
mentality definitely deteriorated. This was due in part to the
emotional influence of the war itself, partly to the socially damaging
effects of the poison. A proportion of the rising generation had
been rendered sickly for life. During the thirty years which intervened
before the Euro-American war, Europe was burdened with
an exceptional weight of invalids. First-class intelligence was on
the whole rarer than before, and was more strictly concentrated
on the practical work of reconstruction.


Even more disastrous for the human race was the fact that the
recent Russian cultural enterprise of harmonizing Western intellectualism
and Eastern mysticism was now wrecked.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
OLAF STAPLEDON -

., TE
NOVELS OF OLAF
STAPLEDON






OEBPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





