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One of the few predictable things about evolution is its unpredictability.
Which dinosaur* could have guessed that descendants of the small creatures
playing at its feet would soon replace it? And how could it have been predicted
only 30,000 years ago that one moderately common primate would be among the
most abundant of mammals while its genetically almost indistinguishable
relative was near extinction?

The opportunistic nature of evolution — its ability to cope with the
unexpected — means that, just as in politics, it is almost impossible to
guess what is going to happen next.

There have, of course, been many attempts to do so. Many predictions by
authors of greater or less literary merit about the future of humanity involve
a Lamarckian* view of evolution. Heavily used organs get larger; those no
longer needed disappear.

Less pretentious Utopias have our descendants with X-ray vision or computers
as brains. However, if we can be sure about anything it is that (1)humanity
will not become superhuman. We will, as always, build on our present weaknesses
rather than making a new evolutionary start. The mechanisms of change that
shape the future will certainly be those that led to modern humans.

Biologists who try to predict the future always run the dreadful risk of
being taken seriously, either by themselves or — even worse — by politicians
who cannot believe the depth of our biological ignorance. The early days of
human genetics* were marred by statements of great (and quite unjustified)
confidence about the fate awaiting us unless genetically defective individuals
were prevented from reproducing.

Ideas derived from the eugenics* movement led to the horrors of the Nazix
experiment; and, although this is less widely known, to the American
immigration laws that prevented Eastern Europeans from escaping it. Since then
most geneticists have been more careful about discussing the social
implications of their subject and less confident about their ability to do so.
There have, nonetheless, been changes in the genetics of human populations
that are certain to affect our evolutionary future. We can at least speculate
about what that might be.

(2)Evolution involves variation, a struggle for existence, and natural
selection. Random events also play an important part, particularly in small
populations. What will happen to these processes over the next 1,000 years?

The amount of variation may well go up: migration, the melting pot, means
that the genes* of the peoples of the world will mix together into a rich
genetic soup and there will be no shortage of the raw material of evolution.
In the West at least (an important proviso), most babies born now survive until
they themselves have babies, so that existence is less of a struggle than it
was. Natural selection involves inherited differences in the chance of
surviving that struggle, and as most of us do survive nowadays until we have
passed on our genes, the strength of selection has decreased.

Evolution takes place quickly in small and isolated populations, as there
is then a chance for random accidents to change the fate of a gene very
quickly. Such populations are now very rare and most people no longer marry
the girl or boy next door — the evolution of the bicycle made a big difference
to our future.

Optimists have often claimed that medical advances and improvements in our
environment will greatly increase our length of life; men may become immortal.
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Without genetic variation, there can be no evolutionary progress.

Depressingly enough, (3)it seems that we may already have reached the end
of the road of increasing human longevity%, in Western societies at least. The
great killer of past centuries was infectious disease. However, improvements
in public health have had a dramatic effect on life expectancy*. In the United
States, mean life expectancy at birth has risen during the present century from
47 to 75 years.

Infectious disease has been largely controlled, and cancer and heart disease
are now among the main causes of mortality. These are, of course, influenced
by external agents such as smoking or diet.

However, recent attempts to control these have had little effect on length
of life; and adult life expectancy has scarcely increased in the last decade.
For example, women of 65 had a life expectancy of 18.6 years in 1989 — exactly
the same as in 1979.

It seems that far more of us now reach the age limit set by genetically
programmed and intrinsic¥ decay of our body processes; and as selection works
much less effectively on those who have already reproduced or who are unable
to contribute to the upkeep of their relatives, it is unlikely that our life
expectancy can continue to increase.

It may even be that we are near the end of our evolutionary road, that we
have got as close to Utopia as we ever will. (4)But remember the dinosaurs.
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Forgetfulness, as Plutarch says, “transforms every occurrence into a
non-occurrence. ~ His view is based on the common assumption that memory is an
organ of perception into the past, much as the eyes and other senses are organs
of perception into the present. As such, it counts as a source of knowledge,
connecting us with previous events by the traces they have left in our minds.
For *proponents of this view, the *causal links between originating
experiences and present memories form a bridge to past time. The promise of
this view seems great, because there are no other comparable roads into the
past; all the documents and *remains used as evidence by historians are things
that exist in the present, and their meaning is often vague.

Unfortunately, to regard memory as a source of knowledge is risky. Memories
occur in the present, just like the historians’ documents, and genuine
memories are often indistinguishable from mistaken ones or from mere
imaginings. There is no contradiction in regarding a given mental experience
as a memory, without having a reliable connection between it and a past event.
It is impossible to confirm a memory fully, because it is impossible to set
the memory side by side with the event that may have caused it, thus testing
its accuracy.

(1)Even genuine memories can be unreliable; no good court of law accepts the
funcorroborated recollections of a witness as conclusive. Support from the
memory of someone else might help, but only to a limited degree; for memory
is subjective, and as the police know to their frustration, two witnesses to
the same event can give very different accounts of it. Memories can change,
adding and losing details, distorting out of shape under the pressure of time.

Although memory is an unreliable source of knowledge about the past, its role
both in intelligence and self-identity is unquestionable. Intelligence
*crucially involves memory; inability to make use of acquired information and
past experience is a severe limitation on performance of mental and practical
tasks alike. Similarly, memory is crucial to self-identity; when a person
suffers memory loss, one of the most distressing results is loss of (2)the
sense of self. On some views, what makes a person the same person through life
is the accumulating set of memories he carries with him. When these are lost,
he ceases to be that person and becomes someone else, new and as yet unformed.

And yet it seems that (3)too much memory is equally bad. In his story “Funes
the Memorious” Jorge Luis Borges describes the agony of an individual who can
forget nothing, and who is tortured by the burden of complete recall. In a
fprescient remark made just before the *Holocaust, Sholem Asch wrote, “Not the
power to remember, but its very opposite, the power to forget, is necessary
to our existence,” a truth later acknowledged by many survivors as an important
part of the healing required before the proper work of remembering could begin.

Aeschylus called memory “the mother of the *Muses,” giving it thereby the
role of foundation of all the arts. The Greeks sometimes called the Muses “
Mneiai,” which means “the Remembrances.” In this sense memory is not
individual recollection but collective tradition, and Aeschylus’s point is
that without tradition in this sense there would be no literature or music,
no history or science, for all these pursuits are *cumulative, depending for
their progress on lessons learned and mistakes corrected beforehand. That is
one reason why history, as the attempt to achieve an agreed collective memory
— a tradition — 1is so important; (4)without an understanding of the past,
we are always in danger of reinventing the wheel, sometimes in any shape but
round.
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Tradition differs from individual memory in one very important respect: the
latter can be true or false, but the former is neither — it just is what it
is.
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My first appearance on network television came in 1977, when [ had just
started as a radio correspondent in South Africa. I was extremely nervous about
this first experience of mine. | prepared for it endlessly, learned my words
to perfection, sat on a high stool and stared sincerely into the camera. That
camera lens, until you come to like it and it comes to like you, can be a very
off-putting object indeed. I was duly put off; but the report had to be
delivered live, and there was no autocue: just me, my memory, and the camera
lens.

| got through it. I'm not sure how good it was — not very good at all, I
imagine, though I tried not to display any of the obvious signs of nervousness:
no drying-up, no flickering of the eyes, no shaking in the voice. Afterwards
| rang the editor and asked him, with the kind of quaver | had managed to keep
out of the broadcast, if it had been all right. (1)

‘Fine,” he answered. One minute, twenty-seven.’

‘No, | really meant the content.’

There was a slight pause.

‘Yes — one minute, twenty-seven,” he said.

In a way, | suppose, it was a compliment. He assumed that the content would
be fine anyway; only the length was in question, and since | had been asked
to provide a minute and a half, there was nothing much else to talk about.

The fact that so many news items come in at the last minute is the clearest
indication imaginable that there is no heavy editorial hand at work in the BBC.
In Soviet television in the distant past a correspondent would have satellited
the report a good two hours early, so the news editor of the day could watch
it and order any cuts that might be necessary. The correspondent would also
have telexed or faxed the script well in advance, so that it could be examined
for any heresies or inaccuracies which would get everyone into trouble. Only
after an editorial committee had examined the script from all angles would the
word go out to the correspondent to proceed.

Which is, depressingly, precisely what happens today with American
television network news. One or two favoured and much-trusted correspondents
are allowed to write their scripts as they choose, and send over their edited
report to New York without all the preliminaries. The rest have to email their
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scripts well beforehand. That, in a fast-moving business like television news,
can be a real problem. You always hear stories about how the editorial
committee has sat on a script for hours, then announced it wants major changes
when there is almost no time left to make them. (2)

Worse (a), it means that a team of people who are sitting in New York, and
know nothing of conditions in Baghdad or Belgrade or Kabul apart from what they
read in the newspapers and see on television, presume to dictate to the person
on the ground how he or she should describe events there. It is the precise
opposite of reporting; it means that everyone involved is drawn into that
dreary, mindless round by which the same few facts and impressions are cycled
and recycled around the system, regurgitated in homogenized form and specially
pre-digested so as not to challenge the audience’ s expectations or
understanding in any way.

An American producer | know was once working on a report from London about
marriage. She had written the script for her correspondent and included the
word ‘matrimony’ in it. She emailed it to New York at about five in the
afternoon, London time. At nine o clock she had a phone call from the foreign
desk in New York, insisting that the word ‘matrimony’ be dropped from the
script in favour of ‘marriage’.

‘Nobody uses words like that,” said the foreign editor reprovingly. ‘You' ve
got to use words that people can understand.’

And not just words, but concepts they can understand. Nothing difficult.
Nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing which makes them pause to think. The
United States, thanks to the effect of appealing to the lowest common
denominator (b), is turning into a nation unaware of its own or anyone else’s
past, ignorant of its own or anyone else’s present. It is an ugly and shameful
betrayal by the very people who should compete the most in bringing the world
to the American viewer: the managers who control the television networks.
Instead, they have persuaded the American viewer that the world is of no
account.

The big network news programmes in the early evenings often nowadays contain
large numbers of prearranged features, most of them about aspects of life in
the United States. The events that are happening in the world around them often
seem of less significance than the carefully packaged items about health and
insurance and old-age homes: each the result of research among focus groupsk
and target areas of the population. The fundamental business of explaining to
people what has gone on in their world today, the task that Ed Murrow and
Walter Cronkite* recognized as being fundamental to their function in life,
has long been set aside. Instead, ‘reality TV has taken over.

The desire to know what is happening, which is present in all of us, has been
transferred from the complicated world of real life to the stripped-down,
easy-to-understand issues of a fireman’ s or a policeman’s or a fighter pilot’s
or a nurse’ s life. We watch them facing real fires, real criminals, real
targets, real emergencies, and we feel we have seen the real world. The
complexity of real life is varnished over and smoothed down yet again. It
ceases to be real life at all; it’s reality as entertainment, easily digested,
lacking in roughage. You know the outcome before you switch the programme on.

It’s infotainment: empty, silly, meaningless perhaps, but it’s what focus
groups say they like. What else can they say, when they don’t have anything
better to watch?

The word (c) may sound antiquated, Reithian*, imperialist, arrogant in our
ears, and it is rarely used nowadays; but the broadcasters in any society have
a duty to fulfil. They have access to all the information in the world, and
it is their duty to pass it on faithfully to their audiences. But television
executives have grown up in an environment where it is acceptable to mould




reality. (3

And so, in a world where people always seem to feel the news is likely to
be bad, there is a temptation to create a little good news, touching up the
facts and encouraging positive, happy, cuddly events to take place. Once you
begin this process, there is no end to it. [f the eighteenth-century playwright
Nahum Tate could rewrite King Lear to give it a positive ending*, why should
we not rewrite the news as people tell us in the focus groups that they would
like it to be: Prince Charles happily married to Princess Diana, Osama bin
Laden marched in chains through the streets of New York?

The enemy of proper information and good reporting is not stupidity but
insipidity. The men and women who work on the US networks are intelligent,
able, competitive people; but the context within which they are obliged to work
is a Nahum Tate one, where the viewer must not be stretched or challenged. The
system makes these things very hard indeed to change; and the system which
obtains in American television news — the domestic variety, certainly —
discourages difference and hard thinking, and encourages homogeneity and
conventionality of thought.

Broadcasters have constantly to defend themselves against the dumbing-down
charge, and that is good for them. It means that the central issue in news
broadcasting is always the quality of what is broadcast. Like the geese on the
Capitol, a lot of the complaints are just imitative hissing and cackling; yet
when the time comes and the barbarians are finally getting ready to storm the
city s heights, there is a respectable chance that the hissing and cackling
will awaken the citizens*. That’s the hope, anyway.

‘Dumbing down’ is usually taken to mean the process by which television

becomes ever more stupid.
Maybe this is true for entertainment programmes, but it isn’t the main problem
in news. There, the real enemy isn’t so much stupidity as slickness of
presentation, which irons out the detailed and interesting in favour of the
bland and unexceptionable. Form takes over from content, and all that counts
is presentation. Of course presentation is important: if it’s clumsy and
amateurish, the quality of the reporting becomes obscured. But appearance
isn’ t everything. There has to be some substance somewhere. This substance
must be united with the art of television presentation; without the art, the
substance isn’ t much use. More than one famous expert has been brought into
television from the real world, has stared into the camera and barked gruffly
at it a few times, then disappeared forever. ‘The face for radio and the voice
for newspapers’ isn’t just a broadcasting joke, it’s a warning. You don’ t have
to be beautiful to appear on television, God knows: if that were true, few of
us would ever have made it. But you have to have a certain liking for the
camera, and a certain appreciation of why it is there and what it wants. And
the camera has to reciprocate.

*Focus groups are small groups of people used for market research.

*Edward R. Murrow (1908-65) and Walter Cronkite (1916-) are two of the most

famous names in the history of US broadcast journalism; they both worked for

CBS.

%¥Sir John Reith (1889-1971), the first director-general of the BBC, believed

that the mission of television broadcasting was to educate and improve the

audience.

*Nahum Tate (1652-1715) was an Anglo-Irish poet and playwright who rewrote

several of Shakespeare’s plays; his version of King Lear (1681) was

preferred to Shakespeare’ s original play for a century or more.

%A reference to the story of how geese alerted Roman soldiers to an attack

by barbarians on the Capitol of Rome, here used to suggest complaints

directed at the media by US politicians on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C.
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We humans have evolved into quite strange beings. Whatever happens in the
future is unlikely to be more odd than what has already happened in the past.
We differ from other animals in that we cook our food and wear clothes. Other
unusual traits are unnecessary aggressiveness, and a mild preference for
making love face to face. But perhaps the most important distinguishing
feature is human language. This extraordinary system allows us to communicate
about anything whatsoever, whether it is present, absent, or even
non-existent.

Humans are the exception. We are a zoological curiosity, as bizarre in our
own way as (1) the hoatzin, a South American bird with a bright blue face, big
red eyes and orange crest, which inhabits the Amazon rain forest. Alone among
birds, the hoatzin has developed a digestive system similar to that of a cow.
We humans are equally strange, because language with its fast and precise
sounds has more in common with birdsong than with the vocal signals of our ape
relatives.

All primates, the animal “order” to which humans belong, have some overlap
in their sound-producing and hearing abilities. But the vocal production of
our primate relatives is less informative than was once hoped. A straight
comparison between chimp and human vocalizations is limited in what it can
reveal. More informative, perhaps, is a comparison with the animal
communication system which has most in common with human language: birdsong.

Birds talk, but they do not have “language” as humans understand it. Yet,
like humans, they have an ability to make distinctive sounds that is rare in
the animal world, even though the method they use to produce them is rather
different from that used by humans. But this is not the only similarity between
birds and humans. There are several others.

Many birds emit two types of sounds: calls, such as a danger call or a
summons call, which are mostly innate, and songs, which often involve
learning. Humans also have built-in “calls,” the cries uttered by babies, at
least two of which are distinguishable worldwide: a pain cry and a hunger cry.
But language itself requires learning, and it exists alongside this old “call”
system. Birds and humans therefore share a dual system, with one part in place
at birth, and the other acquired later.

In birdsong, each individual note is meaningless, whereas the sequence of
notes is all-important. Similarly, in humans, a single segment of sound such
as b or | does not normally have a meaning. The output makes sense only when
sounds are strung together. This double-layering provides a further parallel.
And in both birds and humans, sound segments are fitted into an overall rhythm
and intonation pattern.

As with human languages, the song of a single species of bird may have
different but related “dialects.” (2) The white-crowned sparrow, a California
resident, has dialects so different, even within the San Francisco area, that
someone with a cultivated ear would be able to tell where he or she was in
California, blindfolded, simply by listening to their songs. And both birdsong
and human language are normally controlled by the left side of the brain, even
though the mechanisms by which this control is exercised are quite different.

Young birds have a period of sub-song, a type of twittering which emerges
before the development of full song. This is like the “babbling” of human
infants who experimentally produce repetitive bababa, mamama type sequences
when they are a few months old. Many birds have to acquire their song during
a short “critical period,” when they are young; otherwise they never learn to
sing normally. Similarly, humans acquire language best during a “sensitive




period” in the first few years of life.

But (3) some very real differences also exist. Mostly, only male birds sing.
Females remain songless, unless they are injected with the male hormone. And
considerable variation is found between the songs of different species of
birds, more than between different languages. In addition, bird communication
is a fairly long-distance affair, compared with the intimacy of human
language. Sometimes, the effect can travel over several kilometers, as with
the New Zealand kakapo, a flightless parrot which makes spectacular booming
sounds, somewhat like the note produced by blowing across the top of a bottle,
in its efforts to obtain a mate. These kakapo booming sounds can go on all
night, and leave the kakapo in a state of sexual excitement.

A link between language origin and mating has sometimes been proposed.
Language was born in the courting days of mankind. The first utterances of
speech, | fancy to myself, were something like the nightly love-lyrics of a
cat upon a roof or the melodious love-songs of the nightingale,” suggested a
Danish linguist. However, this theory has been attacked. “If our human
ancestors used song in sexual advertisement and courtship, more recent
selective forces have made such a habit rarer,” was one response to his ideas.
Or as still another noted, “As for courtship, if we are to judge from the
habits of the bulk of mankind, it has usually been a silent activity.” At the
most, perhaps, language was an additional aid. Courtship was not its primary
role.

In short, humans use language for many more purposes than birds use song.
Birds do not, for example, sing of the beauties of nature or discuss a problem
in order to solve it. They do not make puns or jokes, either. Human language
can cope with any topic, including imaginary ones. It is unique.

Puzzles abound concerning human language. The similarities between birdsong
and human language have led to an important discovery: parallel systems can
emerge independently in quite different species. Certain features have
apparently proved useful for sophisticated sound systems. Yet [as; as; it;
many; observation; problem; raise; solve; this]. The origin of our
extraordinary communication system is still a mystery.
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We cannot tell what is passing in the mind of another by looking directly
into that mind, nor can others know what is in our own minds, except by means
of some symbol, whether a picture, a statue, a gesture or a sign, or, as in
the case of spoken language, by means of certain sounds, which are the outward
symbols of what is inward, and of the mind. A symbol stands for something else,
and those who are familiar with the symbol and the particular way of using it
recognize and understand it. Some symbols, such as pictures or statues, have
a meaning for everybody: there is no need to make a special study of them
before we can understand them. Thus, a picture of a horse or a tree will at
once convey to anyone who has ever seen these objects the idea of ‘horse’ or
‘tree.” But those symbols which are the sounds made by the organs of speech
do not possess the same general significance. Therefore, until we have learnt
a language, and have found out the meanings which the speakers attach to each
particular sound, or collection of sounds — that is, word — we do not
understand it; it conveys no meaning to us. For there is no absolute reason
why the group of sounds which go to make up such a word as “horse = should
necessarily convey the idea of a particular species of four-footed animal.
Every Englishman at the present day, however, attaches practically the same
meaning to the word; whenever he hears it he takes it for granted that the
speaker refers to the same thing as that with which the sounds are associated
in his own mind, and he knows that when he uses the word it will call up in
the minds of his hearers the same picture which exists in his own.

To learn a language, therefore, means to learn a particular set of sounds,
and groups of sounds, and to learn also what are the ideas, thoughts, and
feelings for which they stand, of which they are the symbols, in the minds of
the native speakers of the language.

It is of the highest importance, if we wish to understand the real nature
of language, to realize fully that words consist of sounds, which are uttered
and heard, and not of letters, which are looked at.

Owing to the large part which books play in education, people have come to
hold strange views concerning language, and some actually think that the
letters, which make up the written word on paper, are the real language, and
that the sounds, which we can hear, are only of minor importance. It is
probable that we should find it easier to grasp the real external facts of
language, which are its sounds, if we knew nothing about writing and spelling
at all, and could only think of language as being uttered sounds. A little
consideration of the question shows us that the letters are very unimportant
compared with the sounds, and that when we study a language, it is the sounds
and their meanings which must mainly concern us.

Let us think for a moment of the relation of the written word to actual
speech.

Language, of course, existed and was handed on for ages before writing was
invented, and there are plenty of races at the present day who have fully
developed languages in which they can express everything that is in their mind,
but who have no system of writing. Even in England and other highly civilized
countries there are still old people who never learned in their youth either
to read or to write. For such people as these it is clear that language only
exists as something which is spoken. We see, then, that the life of language
may be quite independent of writing and spelling.

What is writing? It is simply a clever and convenient device by which certain
symbols, which we call letters, are used to represent the sounds of speech.
Words are built up of a collection of several sounds, and so when we write we



are supposed to use a letter for each sound of which the word is composed.
Letters in themselves are not language, but merely symbols which are used for
the sounds of which language is composed. There is no life or meaning in
written symbols by themselves; but they must be translated, as it were, into
the sounds for which they stand before they become language or have any
meaning. We become so accustomed to the look of letters, in groups to represent
words, that we learn to read them off quite rapidly into the sounds for which
they stand. Even when we read silently, without pronouncing the words aloud,
we carry out the process mentally, and often unconsciously, of turning the
letters into the sounds which each represents, and in this way we get at the
meaning of what is written.

We have already said that the sounds of speech themselves are only the
symbols of thoughts, not the thoughts themselves. Written words, however, are
still further away from the thoughts and ideas than spoken ones, for they are
only the symbols of these — that is to say, (a)they are symbols of symbols.

Spoken language, then, comes first, and is the reality of speech; written
words are a late invention, and have no life beyond that which the reader puts
into them, when he pronounces the sounds for which they were written.

You sometimes hear it said that we ought to pronounce in such and such a way,
because the word is so written. But (b)this is putting the cart before the
horse. It would be more correct to say that when words were first written, they
were written in such and such a way, in the attempt to put down as accurately
as possible, by means of the written symbols, the sounds which occurred in
living pronunciation.
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