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MAN THE MODERN 
.\litid yo i r ,  I don't menti to say  that n 7 ~ n  ant1 irv~meti in t h e  world 
trroirntl 71s U T P  zuallnwiil!j in moTtu1  s i n  : they h i w e n  ' t  got t h e  c o i l -  

stitirfion for i f  .--Mr Frank Shred, addressing the Rosoo Conference. 
Edinburgh, 191'7. 

R SHEELI (Man f l i p  I?ov!lotten) : u i d  M r  Alexi., ( ' :irr~l ( . \ / t i t i  

thr  Un7rnow11) both chose to write n hook : h u t  1T:in. Thtb M Catholic wrote didacticall? emphasising the known truth\ 
: h i i t  man and his dirine origin and destiny. The scientist camr' 

rry nwr in inany ways to the (';itholic position. Both e n t e r d  i\ 

proteqt against the materialistic trends thclt would m o w  man froni 
his cnitrwl :4nd unique place in tht1 uni1 erse and regard him simply 
as another species ixnd \iiI)ordiiiate his i i id i~ idua l i t~~  to  the laws 
that govern masses. These tn  o authors, however, differed, :is f a r  
:\q my present subject is concerned. in  that  the ('atholio tended to 
look backwards while the scientiqt h o k  cognisance of something 
that the other decided to ignore, the possihility that man is still 
undergoing evolutionary change. 

Fundamentally, it goes without saying, mini does not, clinngtl. 
I f  the concept man differs from the man whom the psalmist sang ot 
and Christ provided for and St Thomas considered in his cosmic 
and eternal setting then not only philosophy but also theology are 
challenged. Terms, above all the major term in all our syllogisms 
ahout man, have changed their meaning and we are wandering in 
the jungles of incertitude again. 

Man does not change. The cry of David for God rings true today. 
Nothing ha< been added to or taken away from the mystery that 
surrounds him and pervades him, down to the smallest cell of his 
body. @ir is  iiifelligit del ic tn? Ovid and St Paul have expressed for 
:tll time the mystery of flesh and spirit and their apparent antagop- 
ism. For all practical purposes the sacraments, and not an ethical 
or psychological code. still less a n  evolutionary speculation, give‘ 
the answer. 

And pet, in smaller matters, in the accidents that  qualify his 
nature, man has suffered a change. Long ago a writer in T I I P  
Atlantic ilfonthly submitted in A very objective essay the thesk 
that our minor virtues are changing. The old picture of the deadly 
sins remains true enough as a diagram but when coloured up IS 
altogether too lurid to depict the life of a Cockney clerk of 1950. 
Wars and the aftermath of wars bring to the surface of society 
some of the old turbulence of passions, but the majority of quite 
irreligious readerq of newspapers think of them, if they think at  all. 
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MAN THB MODERN 111 
as strange survivals from a barbaric past. The key-note of the 
lives of most of 11s is a kind of half-willing decency. 

Francis Thompson, in an essay from which the title of this sym- 
posium is borrowed, Health and Holiizess, was one of the first to 
express this idea in Catholic terms. The skiagraphic and prophetic 
eye of the poet saw what is now, I must suppose, a commonplace 
in the experience of every priest who hears confessions. 

Put into my worse prose, his thesis is that  man of the great 
ages of the Faith was more robust and vigorous in mind and body. 
less reflecting and less sensitive to pain in himself and others than 
are his descendants today. ‘Hamlet’, he says, ‘has increased and 
multiplied and his seed fills the land.’ Our constitutions (as Rlr 
S h e d  would put it) have become enfeebled. T t  is a difficult task 
for some ‘even to front existence’. 

From this he goes on very guardedly and with an apology that 
1 have made my own at  the end of this article, to suggest that  in 
the sacrament of penance and in asceticism the practice of those 
times was adapted to more lusty men, that  these should be modi- 
fied, as he says they are hy wise confessors, to suit the effets3 
generations of our time. H e  takes us back to St Paul: ‘Unhappy 
man that 1 am, who shall deliver me from the body of this death?’ 
(Incidentally, St Paul was no weakling in the physical sense; his 
wanderings, adventurings and beatings-up show us that,  as Kipling 
said, he could outmarch a camel.) This is a cry from the spirit, but 
‘Its intimacy was removed and deadened by the circumvallations 
of theological truisms’. Rather optimistically (as I think) Francis 
Thompson suggests that compared with a ruder and hardier rac3 
we are become more spiritual, but he records with borrowed humour 
the warning of a bishop not to  put  off the old man merely in order 
that we might put on the old woman. Startlingly, he quotes Luther: 
pecca fortiter, but with reservations. 

Then follows a constructive passage that is of value to modern 
physicians whether of body, mind or soul. ‘The modern body 
hinders perfection after the way of the weakling: it scandalises 
by its feebleness and sloth [one recalls Mr Evelyn Waugh in a 
recent review taking soberly to himself, as most of us might, the 
warning of a priest-writer against this insidious deadly sin]; it 
exceeds by luxury and the softer forms of vice, not by hot insur- 
gence; it abounds in vanity, and frivolity and all the petty sins 
of the weakling which vitiate the spirit; it pushes to  pessimism, 
which is the wail of the weakling turning back from the press, 
to agnosticism which is sometimes a form of mental sloth, &c.’ 

This cliuical picture of modern man reminds one by contrast 
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of what Saiutsbury snid nl)out medieval ma11 : that lie had all t l i t l  

virtues except moderation and all the vices except triviality. Saints- 
bury, by the way, has an interestiiig note somewhere on accidiu. 
h deadly sin in those days, and still so by definition, it must baffl:? 
many a confessor today to draw the line between that and what we 
doctors are half-content to call ‘nervous debility’. 

Of coiirse all this is to write RS an amateur moral theologian. :\ 

superfluous piece of naughtiness even ill Francis Thomson, if l i ( .  

had not exciised himself so charmingly. Tlet me stick to the medic4 
4de, and aid and abet him a little more. 

One must agree with t h o  poet about the superior robustnesq 
(and robustiousness) of our ancestors. ‘He was a being of anotheia 
careation. H e  ate and feared not [our dyspeptic millionaires] ; hv 
drank, and in all Shakespearr there is no allusion to  deliriuni 
frrmens [the symptoms of the modern toper are mostly due to 
deprivation, notably of Vitamin I311 ; his schoolmaster flogged him 
large-heartedly and he was alniost more tickled by the joke than 
by the cane [consider here the modern siibstitution of the solemn 
lecture for a spanking; probably most healthy boys still prefer the 
latter]; he wore a rapier by his side and stabbed or was stabbed 
by hi9 fellow-man in pure good frllowship nnd sociable high spiril : 
[to 11s in these Other Islands the horse-play at an Irish fair seems 
to belong to a lower, a more primitive culture]. For him the wholc 
apparatus of virtue was constructed. a robust system fitted to ; I  

robust time.’ 
‘The medieval man fought amidst the torrid lands of the h s t  

jerkined and breeched with iron which i t  makes us ache to look 
upon; our men in khaki fall out by hundreds during peace man- 
oeuvres on an English down.’ This was written before the days ol 
systematic health surveys: a little later the recruiting boards or 
1915 found a C3 population. ‘They (of the Middle Ages) went about 
in the most frightful forms of hair-shirt which grew stiffened with 
their blood [and no word of streptococci] and yet were unrestingly 
energetic, For us it would mean valetudinarian impotence [good 
word!] which, without heroic macerations, is but too apt to over- 
take us. . . . These were the days of vertu-when the ideal of men 
was vital force, to do everything with their whole strength.’ 

The parentheses are, of course, mine. 
On sensitiveness, I have quoted him already. I knew an old man, 

born in 1850, who as a young farm servant walked from Braemar 
to  Aberdeen, sixty miles, to see one of the last of the public hang- 
ings. H e  snatched a few hours’ sleep before joining the crowd. 
When the felon was led to the scaffold he pulled his cap down 
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over his eyes, fought his may out of sight aiid sound, and walked 
back to Braernar. He was a modem without knowing it. Our crirni- 
nal code, tha t  barel) deters the egregious variants from ordinars 
decency-white slavers and razor-slashers-is now too strong meat 
for a modern mixed jury to stomach. A distinguished lawyer tell.; 
me the present changes have been forced on our legislature b? the 
increasing difficulty of getting a jury to convict where the death 
penalty is involved. 

l n  matters de sexto e t  none let me quote our poet again. ‘ltealise 
the riotous anirnality of primitive man. Witness the amazing pro- 
genitive catalogue of Jewish king after Jewish king, the leiigtheiiiii;: 
Lccle-roll of their wives : then reflect that these men still thirsted 

. . after illicit wwters. . . . Rrrriember, from ti hundred evideiiues, 
tli:it all the pasdions of thest: rnen were on a like turbuleiit sotile; 
a i d  estimate tlie distaiico to the British paterfamilias, :L 1:iw. 
:tbidiiig creature i i i  every way who (according to the Shah’s epigritiri) 
prefers tifty ;7 ears with oiic wifc to a hundred yews with fifty i z  ives. 

.\s Caryll Houselalider says : 
They u aiit tlie Suiidah micll- 
Beef in :t dead street- 
Six days to be bored 
A\nd one to over-eat. 

It may bu objected that both poets are writing of Little lhglaixl 
iiiid thtrt 1110i’e virile ritues ;ibroatl can tell a different tale. I’rirnitives. 
> c’s, a i d  a few ‘biickwad’ peoples like the ‘healthy Huiizas’ aid 
tlie Catholic Su iss frorii the Valley of Loetsuheiital. But  civilisatioii 
ibs we rnust accept it at  prewiit, iiievitably means dilution of vigour. 
1 once sat a t  the saiiie table with one of the preseiit Sovereigiis 
of ail Eastern State, then heir-apparelit. l i e  was a Aloslirri : ~ i i d  

liad oiie wifc. ‘Is iiot oiie eiiough for most men, doctor?’ hc.  :tskell 
with it laugh. On the whoIe we are rnoving towards il kiiitl ( ~ 1  
inoiiogamy. That this is likely to take, outside Catholicism, thc 
form of successive polygamy is due to weakness of principle a i d  uf 
the will, not to say pristine turbulence of sex instinct. It is a fail. 
hiirnniiiig-up of  our generation that we are not, as some superticial 
o b s c ~ i ~ v ~ i ~  ~votild judge, orw-sexed hut rather uirdei*-sexed. The 
iiiodvrii dairce iL tlcux would be impossiblo for pi-iruitive peoples, 
.\fricans for inst:ince, without immediate consequences. IVhat IZ e 
are suffering from, ns U. H. Lawrence poiiited out, is ‘sex in tha. 
l l l d ’ .  

I tliiiik i t  \I :i\ :uiotliw of RIr lfiddletoii l I u i ~ , ~ ’ s  brilliaiit coii. 
ti4iutoi.s to ’ / ’ / I ( )  A t lc lphi  of iiearl? thirty J ears :&go who actiiall> 
suggested that evolution wibs producing a iiew ‘mutaiit’ in sex, :t 
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kind of iiideterriiiiiate creature. Myself, I think the evidence points 
rather to retrogression and degeneracy. B u t  it is undoubtedly true 
that voluntary celibacy of a sort ,  the sorts that  Mr Graham Greene 
has something to say about, is very common now. I n  medical 
experience matrimonial troubles are caused by failure to fulfil th  3 

natural law as often as by refusal to accept the limitations of civil 
and divine law. Some moderns would have the criminal law altered 
to compromise with the ‘mutant’ or, as most of us would call him 
the pervert. Short of this, even Catholic psychologists regard man) 
of these cases as suffering rather than sinning. Minor forms of 
aberration from the normal (incidentally much more common iii 
non-Catholic schools than in ours) are in my experience very merci- 
fully dealt with by the jounger confessors though not always by 
the older. Scrupulousnesq is ,  among practising Catholics in this 
couiitry, perhaps as comrnon as any deliberate excess. I need riot 
s a j  that  the former is a more potent wile of the devil than thv 
latter, since it aims to render the sacrament of penance null and 
void. 

* * * * 
These changes in the phlsical axid rriurital make-up of meii and 

ivomen should, I submit, be taken as proved on the evidencd 
available That they are part of a n j  evolutionary or transmorphic 
change is a h j  pothesis that  lacks scientific backing. Civilisatioris 
rise and fall; tides of vitality ebb and flow iii accordance with bio- 
logical cycles we do not ~ e t  understand. The history of mankind 
includes the glacial and interglacial epochs and allows time for 
many global and local variations. The changes we are considering 
are comparatively recent and short-term, but remain as a fact. 

On more familiar ground it is tempting to look a t  some of the 
definite causes which operate in the making of twentieth-century 
man. This is territory already well-surveyed. Starting at  the top, 
there is the decline of divine worship and with it of the higher 
moral sanctions. The pseudo-humanism of the Welfare State has 
been substituted for true religion. As Bergson noted, there has been 
the expalision by scientific achievement of man’s senses (the tele- 
scope, the microscope, the telephone, wireless, television, rapid loco- 
motion, the conquest of the air, and a greater range of foods and 
playthings even for simple people) : there has been no corresponding 
expansion of man’s mind to apprehend properly these new sensory 
data. Intellectual benefits promised by printing, photography, the 
cine-camera, broadcasting, have not justified themselves. As :t 

character in a modern play defined progress: ‘A hundred years ago 
only a few people could read: now everybody reads the Sunday 
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papers’. If it be true, as ha5 bee11 stated, that  90 per ceiit of tomil 
children go to the pictuies once a meek and 50 per cent go more 
than twice a week, the changc 111 many everjday psjchological 
ieautioiis must be iiiiineii\c For oiie thing, to be entertained by 
sensational matter that  does iiot require any effort of the mind iii 
return, encourages escape into phantasy, and there are signs thar; 
this is becoming a common aberration. Another conclusion I draw 
15 that  a priest (or layrnaii) who gives a long sermon or instructioii 
to film-addicted jouiig people is as oiie who beats the air. 

hat is being written about the moderii 
State and its encroachment on forensic, parental and personal 
responsibilitj-. Of Health Services, one result of these has beeii 
the disappearaiice of all domestic medicine in industrialised areaa, 
and the growth of ;L \aletudinariuii attitude to health. This rriodeiii 
curse even threatened to iiiiect the cleigy and the religious houses 

to mortify the flesh: the new rule makes it almost 
i i  sacwtl dut j  to kecp well. Lorig ago Brother .\ss was ofteii 
irialtreakd b~ liis iitler. now he shows signs of ttrkirig charge of 
him. T o  the Ina i i j  morries of niaiij LI. priest a i d  nun uiider obedieriau 
is ;&led the wori,~ of being I)oiiiitl to report to tlie superior an? 
i i i d  all illnesbes A\ i i ( ~ w  field for scrupulo\ity, inodern ueapoii 01 
the devil, i b  tliuh presented, I t  I\  part ol tEic stroiig iiature to go 
‘all out‘ : minoL \ aiatioits hoiii iioi.m:rl health, like temporitr) 
exliwustions and the pi e-liolitLi) feeling, are better taken iii our 
stride But  tlie cult of the expeit (another modern danger) is with 
us: ‘the doctor nil1 knon , ask hnn’. It is all verj difficult for < L  

geiiemtion for whom tlie cast wiilitl (pro\ erbially unhealthful, as 
Francis Thoiripsoii noted) ‘dips tlie soul iii the gloorri of earthquake 
and eclipse’. I speak as ;I sufferer. 

Oue 1e:tboii for 11ia1ij oi our troubles is that exceshi\ c uiGa~iisatioii 
Iias iemoved I Y I ~  too far from the natural springs of 1’113 sicd aiitl 
rneiital u ell-being. To\viis eat up the couiitr>. Their populations die 
out in the Biblical thud or fourth geiieratioii, to be renewed from 
rural districts. Mail) suffeiers from vague, intractable arid recurrent 
illnesses discover this for themselves mid takr to ;t country life. 
Health-cuic m d  niitiii opatli lionies are nearly a l ~  a j  s sited in thc 

At the basis of r n : q  aliaiiges is the detei+ior:ltion ili our riatioiial 
nutrition. There. ;ire set cral reasons for this Parmers are beginning 
to aiiswer the Go\ eriiment drives for more production by complaiii- 
iilg that  their land is exhausted. Mining the soil without ensuriiix 
the return of fertility that  mixed farming automatically makes, 
leads to  erosion, dust-bowls and soil exhaustion. h i  exhausted soil 

I have nothing to add to 

aountry. 
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means a devitalised people: imports of food o d y  put off the evil 
day. Much might be done by making better use of the land we have, 
and by more rational preparation for food of the crops we produce, 
notably wheat. It almost seems as if the old curse had come upon 
u s :  ‘And I shall break the staff of their bread, and they shall eal  
and not be satisfied’. Malnutrition in its sub-clinical forms is 
undoubtedly a factor to be reckoned up in assessing the capabilities 
for good or evil of Man the Modern. There was great wisdom behind 
the old rule of the Orders thah they should raise their own food 
and be self-supporting and as far as possible independent of outside 
labour. The health, and to some extent the holiness of many a large 
presbytery today are dependant on the baker. B u t  some of tihe 
monastic orders are among our best cultivators. Many bake their 
own bread. Some grind their own flour. I know a small Carmel 
where they do both. However inapplicable these measures are to  
iiidustrialised populations, the religious derive great benefit for them- 
selves and show a good example by thus side-stepping mass- 
production of food with its attendant evils. Hawkesyard b r e d  11. ith 
bi~t ter  is half-way to a balanced diet, and a Stonyhurst AIajestic 
potato, organically grown, is with milk a meal in itself. 

The subject leads naturall) to a discussioii of asceticism, which 
I hope I am too wise to attempt. Readers who have not already 
done so should read Francis Thompson’s essay for theniselvtas. But  
ii doctor may say a word on fasting. Two boiled eggs, ti heiip of 
lettuce, two good slices of bread and butter, and perhaps it swec.1 
biscuit to follow do not exceed the eighti ounces that tire allohrrtl 
;it the collation on fast-days, yet this is 110 more than mail) pcople‘s 
main meal today, if indeed they can get the eggs. Except that wc 
c’itt more often, we are all doing a medieval fast most of the tinics. 
Further, man\ of us are living on the verge or specid rnitliiritritioii, 
especially in the matter of Vitamin B, the happiness Vitamin as it 
has been called, on which item, according to Drummond and Wil- 
braham, gaol prisoners in the nineteenth centur- fared better thau 
modern man. Under these circumstances each successive meal, poor 
though it may be, does nevertheless add its small quota of essentitil 
iiourishrneiit. Not emptiness but a form of starvatioii thrc.ittens 11s 

\ \hen \I e miss ti meal. Lassitude, nwi i t~ l  fatigue, failure to cc)ii- 
criitaate, are among the early symptoms of most dietetic deficieii- 
cies. To fast, then, is often to feel unfit and to be unfit for the next 
task, be it prayer or manual work. 

Post-war shortages, then, have intensified the pyocess of devitd- 
isittioii from Francis Thompson’s day: ‘Thc pride oE life is no mow. 
To live is itself a11 ascetic exercise. IVe require spurs to  being, not 
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a snnfflc to r(Jin back the ardoiir of being’. How much more is this 
t r w  of modern 2,900-calorie man ! I  

c c c c 
Tf in this patchwork way I have fairly depictled moden men and 

women, what of the young? What we of the middle ages of man’s 
span see as recent developments, they accept as permanencies. 
Abnormal and often hateful to us, modern conditions are to them 
the norm. As Mr Donald Nicholl said to me, the very idea of home 
has lost meaning for a great many. Stability and security, pace  all 
the Beveridges, mean nothing to them. I hope-1 am sure-the 
younger priests understand them: it is almost impossible for the 
older clergy, except. in the most objective way. 

Perhaps M. Maritain is right and the world will never again see 
Christendom like a walled city ( I  quote from memory): what we 
must hope for is a sprinkling of saints, here and there. There is 
plenty of material for saint-making among the young and in the 
circumstances of tzheir lives. I know of many virile lives being 
wasted ( I  speak as one less wise, perhaps) because they cannot get 
married because they cannot get a house. ‘We find our austerities 
ready made.’ 

Tn conclusion, if T may indicate the: line T think Catholic Action 
should take for Man the Modern, and especially for the young 
people, it  would be to  emphasise technique. We are a technical 
generation. We understand processes, and courses, and technical 
progressions. The technique of sanctity has had many demonstra- 
tors: perhaps it is not sufficiently brought before young people. 
T know of a new devotion, a parish pilgrimage that has become a11 
nnniial event. Its clerical founder said that the outward secret of 
its catching-on so well was the walk bare-footed. 

‘ I t  is dangerous treading here; yet with reverence I adventure; 
since the mistake of personal speculation is after all merely a mis- 
h k e ,  and no one will impute to it authority.’ 

. I .  c*. BADENOCH. 

1 In  this survey of modern man it is fair to credit to him the pasqing of excessive 
cigarette smoking and spirit drinking, but this has ben partly offset by the fact 
that these indulgences are shared by the female sex more than they iised to be. 
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