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The discussion on the capacity of Man for progress or degeneracy 
has been continued before the British Association, Sir John Lub­
bock leading the way with a reply to the Duke of Argyll. The
papers as reported-and the reports seem very indifferent-add 
little to the previous arguments, and there is one point of great 
importance upon which no one offers an explanation. It is maintained 
by most of those who oppose the development theory that no race has 
ever advanced without contact with another race, that isolation 
is degradation. Mr. A. R. Wallace, for instance, a most compe­
tent observer, says, " Suppose that a European colony were entirely 
isolated from their race, then, he thought, there was almost a 
moral certainty that in the course of centuries they would suffer a 
considerable amount of degradation, and hardly be recognized as 
the descendants of a civilized people." The audience cheered, but 
did they know what they were cheering, an assertion that man is 
not a race, that there is no human family? If there is such a race 
as Man, then that race, living on an island called Earth, in absolute 
isolation from all other similar islands and races, has advanced, 
instead of degenerating. If the whole family can advance, why 
not a bit of it? Indeed, one bit does advance, namely, the white 
man, who is intellectually as isolated from all other races as if he 
lived in a separate island. He advances even morally, having with­
in the last one hundred years without a fresh revelation developed a 
new moral faculty,-the sympathy which impels us to relieve a 
suffering we neither see nor fear for ourselves. That sympathy was 
wholly wanting even to Christians as a body two hundred years ago. 
That degeneracy is possible seems to us clear, but so also is pro-



August 28, 1869. THE SPECTATOR. 
gress. Who taught the Hellenes sculpture? or what isolation 
can be so perfect as that of, say, the mathematician who has got 
just beyond the remainder of mankind? Yet he goes on. 

Mr. Wallace, in the same discussion, stated a fact of great 
value to those who believe, as we do, that conscience is inherent, 
but he drew from it a deduction it will scarcely bear. He has
had an immense experience of savages, and says he has repeatedly 
found among them" a most delicate sense of right and wrong," and
deduces from that a theory that they are degenerate persons, who 
have retained amidst their degeneracy a primeval idea of morals. 
Why? Why should not their sense of right and wrong be as 
inherent as their sense of sight or hearing, and due, like it, either 
to the Creator, as we should say, or, as our opponents would 
phrase it, to Nature? Mr. Wallace seems from his books to have 
on some points an unusually delicate sense of right and wrong. Is
that a proof that he has degenerated from the Pict, who was pro­
bably his ancestor? Mr. Wallace wishes, we imagine, to prove that 
such a sense must have come from revelation, that is, from God. 
That we aIso believe, but why limit God to one operation? Why 
should not conscience, like sight, be given to each new baby as 
one of his faculties for the conduct of life? If it be all from Adam, 
how does the dog come by it? Did he catch it, like a disease, 
from man? 
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