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Social Biology and Birth-Control. 

T HE bearing of the laws of life on the structure 
and development of human society is a subject 

which awakened only a faint academic interest in the 
golden days before the War. Then the production of 
food, both directly, and indirectly by means of the 
expansion of our output of manufactures which enabled 
us to import it, was increasing more rapidly than our 
population ; a large proportion of our people were 
fairly comfortable and happy, and our surplus popula
tion was streaming out in large numbers to North 
America. Consequently, if the biologist was already 
noting the beginning of certain tendencies which seemed 
to him of sinister import, he was listened to with as 
little interest as was the astronomer when he predicted 
that the sun would ultimately grow cold and that our 
descendants would freeze to death. 

Now all has changed; our population has very con
siderably increased, and it is still increasing at about 
the rate of 1000 per day, but there has been no corre
sponding increase in output of manufactures. The out
lets through which our emigration flowed are gradually 
being closed. The immigrants from the British 
Isles into the United States are to be reduced to 
6o,ooo a year; nominally the Dominions are open to 
our emigrants, but in practice these countries exercise 
a rigorous selection amongst emigrants and admit only 
the best, and from their own point of view they are 
perfectly right. In the most favourable circumstances, 
therefore, the Dominions would only skim off the 
cream of our population, consisting of the young, 
vigorous, and enterprising, whilst the less worthy would 
be left to accumulate in the mother country. Moreover, 
the habit of expecting to be supported by the State, 
which was fostered by universal conscription and the 
enormous number of temporary civil posts created 
during the War, has so grown upon masses of the 
population that they are unwilling to take the risks 
involved in changing their abode, and desire to throw 
responsibility for their maintenance on the Government. 

It is easy to see the direction in which tendencies like 
these are leading us : what would any biologist say 
of the probable fate of a species of animals rigidly 
confined within a limited area by barriers they are 
unable to cross, which are increasing at a more rapid 
rate than their food supply ? He would say that the 
amount available for each individual must steadily 
grow less, until the strength of each was so undermined 
that the whole species would be swept by some de
vastating pestilence, which would reduce the numbers 
to an economic level. It has been stated that this is 
the fate which actually befalls the "jack-rabbit " 
population in the Mackenzie basin of North America 
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every few years, and something very like it happened to 
Ireland in 1846. 

The noblest human emotion is probably social 
sympathy, developed, as McDougall has shown, out of 
the instinct of protective care towards her young 
which the mammalian mother possesses, and though on 
paper it would be easy to demonstrate that the physical 
welfare of our race would be benefited by the wholesale 
elimination of the sick, the feeble, and the incompetent, 
yet the injury and affront which any such policy would 
inflict on our tender emotions would cause us such 
damage as would far outbalance any physical gain that 
would result from the operation of unbridled natural 
selection. For sympathy is, in the last resort, the 
cement which holds society together : no one would 
feel any enthusiasm for a nation in which neighbours 
did nothing to help each other. Yet like all emotions, 
like hunger, thirst, and sexual desire, it must be regu
lated by reason if it is not to become devastating in its 
results. 

The increase in our population, which in the absence 
of emigration is daily rendering our social problems 
more difficult, is mainly due to the reproduction of the 
poorest and least competent strata of society. So 
recently as r8so, when our birth-rate was about 35 per 
thousand, all classes in society reproduced at about the 
same rate. Large families were fashionable, and the 
clergy were pre-eminent in this respect. At present 
the average clerical family is rather less than two, and 
this is also true of medical men and other groups which 
make up a large part of the intellectual section of the 
nation. The tendency towards limitation of family has 
spread until it has reached the skilled artisan 
class. Several of our trades unions in negotiating for 
wages base their demands on the requirements of a man 
and his wife and three most reasonable basis 
-since a family of this size is just sufficient to keep their 
numbers constant. But when we descend to the ranks 
of the unskilled labourers, then we find far larger 
numbers of children in the average family. In the 
middle of the nineteenth century this did not matter, 
as there was a very high death-rate which prevented 
the numbers of these people from increasing unduly, 
but now the emotional, irrational sympathy has reached 
such dimensions that proposals to grant free higher 
education, free food, and "motherhood pensions " are 
seriously put forward, proposals which, if carried into 
effect, would involve an enormous increase in our 
national expenditure. This expenditure would be 
borne largely by the professional and trading classes 
in the community, by those classes amongst which 
initiative and perseverance are necessary pre-requisites 
for success in life, and the members of which have been 
taught to rely on their own efforts. The result of this 
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increase of burdens would be to restrict still further the 
reproductive increase of these classes, so that the State 
would come to consist more and more of those elements 
which are accustomed to rely on their neighbours 
rather than on themselves for support. 

The fall in the rate of increase of the professional 
classes has been due to two factors, namely, later and 
more provident marriage and birth-control, that is, 
the prevention of conception. Even amongst unskilled 
labourers there is little desire for large families. 
Moreover, the poor class of mother is worn out by 
rapidly recurring pregnancies, and, as Dr. M. Jansen 
has shown in his " Feebleness of Growth," the youngest 
children are generally imperfectly developed, feeble 
in growth, and often deformed in structure. It is, we 
suppose, futile to advise that later and more provident 
marriage should be urged on all sections of the com
munity, though it is very difficult to see the justice 
of the demand that one man should deny himself and 
abstain from marriage until he is able to maintain a 
family, whilst another is at liberty to marry improvi
dently and produce as large a family as he likes, and 
then call on the State, that is, his neighbours, to support 
his children. There can, however, be no argument of any 
weight adduced against teaching to the manual workers 
the methods of birth-control already used by the pro
fessional classes; in our judgment, the most potent 
cause of misery and poverty is reckless reproduction. 

It is sometimes maintained that the children of the 
working classes are in every way as good intrinsically as 
those of the commercial and professional classes, and 
that therefore, so far as the State is concerned, it does 
not matter from what stratum the bulk of the next 
generation is drawn. This assertion is, however, the 
result of an "emotional complex." All the available 
evidence is completely against it. Since the grading of 
mental ability by means of the Simon and Binet tests 
has been introduced, it has been discovered that a 
large proportion of the slum populations consists of 
what the American authors term " morons "-that is, 
of mental defectives of comparatively high grade. 
These people are lacking not only in intelligence but 
also in self-control, which is the basis of morality, and 
they reproduce recklessly. They have just enough wit 
to be able to sustain themselves in the ranks of unskilled 
labour, that is, labour which consists in the routine 
repetition of muscular actions not requiring skill. 
Those of lower mental grade are confined in asylums and 
prevented from procreation. 

No one would deny that people of superior ability 
are occasionally carried down into the lower strata by 
circumstances over which they have no control; but 
such individuals in the vast majority of cases rise in 
the social scale. Indeed, as Dean Inge has pointed out. 
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there were more " emergences " of this kind before the 
institution of free education than since it has come into 
force. It has been computed that sixty per cent. of the 
mill managers in Lancashire began life as mill hands. 

It may be said, and with a great deal of justice, that 
in all ranks of society the prudent would alone practise 
birth-control and limit the numbers of their descendants, 
whilst the imprudent and reckless would continue to 
produce large families. In the old days this would not 
have mattered, as the death-rate in such families would 
have been large and their numbers would not have 
increased relatively to those belonging to the wiser 
members of the community. But the situation has been 
radically altered, as we have already stated, by the 
increase in the emotion of sympathy uncontrolled by 
reason. All babies of whatever parentage are to be fed, 
cared for, educated at the expense of the community, 
and then set free to propagate without restraint. We 
have not quite surrendered to such demands as yet ; and 
it is to be hoped that we shall fight vigorously against 
doing so, for if we give in the outlook biologically will 
be disastrous indeed. 

Birth-control therefore alone would not bring about 
rational selection amongst our population ; it is only an 
indirect step towards that end. If it became generally 
spread amongst the wiser members of all classes of 
society, then a public opinion would be created, which 
would support proposals to sterilise all those who 
produced families which they were unable to maintain. 
If it should be said that this would involve an 
unwarrantable interference with the rights of the 
individual, then we can reply that sterilisation by 
modern methods entails not a decrease but an increase 
in the vigour and intensity of life, in fact, it brings 
about a certain measure of rejuvenation, and that no 
right can be conceded to any individual to produce 
children to be supported by somebody else. 

When the historian reviews the history of civilisation, 
he is struck by the fact that one great State after 
another has been overthrown by the assaults of wander
ing and " uncivilised " people from the outside. 
Biologically, this is an extremely interesting, and at 
the same time disturbing, fact . One cannot avoid the 
suspicion that even ancient civilisations with their 
high death-rates fostered the survival of the unfit, and 
that wandering tribes in which natural selection had 
free play consisted to a far greater extent of vigorous 
individuals than did the States which they overran. 
At any rate, it must seem to the biologist a futile 
hypothesis to suppose that natural selection, so neces
sary to all other species of animals, can be dispensed 
with in the case of man ; the best that can be hoped for 
is that it should be gradually replaced by rational and 
painless selection. E. W. M. 
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The Embryology of Vertebrates. 
Vertebrate Embryology. By Prof. Robert S. McEwen. 

Pp. xi+ 544· (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 
1923.) n.p. 

I T is now close on forty years since the publication 
of Francis Maitland Balfour's great work on 

" Comparative Embryology," which was the first 
attempt to establish our knowledge of animal develop
ment upon a sound scientific basis. Since that time, 
and largely as a result of Balfour's work, many 
investigations have been made on the process and 
mechanism of segmentation, on the formation and 
growth of the germinal layers and their derivatives, and 
on the development of the various organs, in different 
classes and orders of animals, as well as a vast amount 
of cytological research dealing with the origin of the 
germ cells and the phenomena of maturation and 
fertilisation. A number of text-books partly embody
ing this material have been issued from time to time, 
but in most if not all of these the object has been 
limited to the needs of particular classes of readers. 
Thus the well-known works of Milnes Marshall, Charles 
Sedgwick Minot, Sir Arthur Keith, and Prof. T. H. 
Bryce are directed to the requirements of the medical 
student, while in those which take a broader outlook, 
although they deal with a considerable number of 
species, attention is confined mainly to the earlier 
stages of development, or else the account given is 
limited to one or two species. A notable exception, 
however, is the "Text-book of Embryology," in 
three volumes, by Profs . MacBride and Graham Kerr 
and the late Richard Assheton, but of these the last 
volume dealing with the Mammalia is still in pre
paration. 

In Prof. McEwen's work upon vertebrate embryology, 
now under review, a fairly complete account is given of 
the development of two species, namely, the frog and 
the chick, in which the ontogenetic processes have been 
worked out in detail, but the accounts given are sup
plemented for purposes of comparison by chapters 
dealing with the early development of Amphioxus, the 
segmentation and gastrulation in the Teleostei and 
the Gymnophiona, and the early development of the 
mammal and its embryonic appendages. In this way 
the author has sought to produce a book adapted to the 
needs of general students ofzoology as well as to those 
whose interest is mainly medical. Moreover, the 
strictly embryological part of the book is preceded by 
a chapter on " The Cell and its Function in Reproduc
tion," in which various important cytological pheno
mena are described, and the significance of the matura
tion processes is discussed in the light of recent investiga
tions on heredity in relation to the chromosomes. The 
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