
S C I E N C E  A N D  T H E  E T H I C  O F  
R E P R O D U C T I O N  

FROM the unicellular animalcule reproducing its kind by 
xsion in the muddy pool to the inanimal suckling its little 
iiies in the snow, the deserts and the prime\.al forests, there 
ij found an incredible 1-arietv of means and ingenious in- 
\.entiom of li\.ing nature foi; the sure attainment of her 
miversa1 end-namely, the propagation, pi-o,vision, and 
:~iultiplication of offspring. From the simple processes of 
conjugation in the microscopic filaments of a mould to the 
complex mechanisms for pollination by insects in the flow- 
tring plants one is struck by the fantastic twistings and 
::iodifications of the great mother of living beings, organic 
::ature, to safeguard the continuance of these means. 

But it is only- \\-here all relevant facts have been collected 
that theories can be built up  and principles abstracted from 
;\-hat has been empirically gi1.en. Here, perhaps more than 
in any field, li pt-iori theories and principles are likely to 
collapse in the exhausti\-e evaluation of the individual 
realities of nature. 

A man may be coiirkiced of a principle on philosophical 
qounds. But if he hopes for an oracular ' confirmation ' 
from some aspect of tn-entieth century science he is usually 
disillusioned. Few things are inore treacherous than the 
surface of physical nature for hiin rvho goes unwarily upoil 
it. Principles either emerge from it inore or less imme- 
Odiately (e.g. in our considering Quantity as such), or they 
do not emerge definitely at all. It is usually fruitless and 
dways foolhardy for the student to 1-enture further than 
the data of research literally allow. A weapon of apolo- 
getics welded from a thin collection of facts tends to snap 
in a gene]-ation, perhaps a decade, and frequently as soon 
is it is used. T h e  misplaced enthusiasm calling it into 
txistence is false and calls down the derision if not of its 
own age, then most surely of ages that are to come. 

Further, the best way of preserving a tone of genuine 
enquiry is to give free expression to the untouched data. 
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T h e  student must renounce himself all along. .As a private 
individual he can retain his principles. Not as a scientific 
investigator. His business is with the limited material 
under his hands, whether it be the crystals in the test-tube 
or the living form on the stage of his microscope or the 
culture-pattern of a tribe. 

He  may be 
permitted to indicate the salient facts tending to support 
a theory. Indeed, the open a\-owal of these will clear the 
air, purify the intellectual conscience, and do much to 
eliminate unconscious forcings and suppressions of e1.i- 
dence. Let him state i t  on every page where i t  occurs, and 
in italics if necessay for his moral health. But let him 
avoid all pontifical conclusions, T\-hilst a single fact, 
whether actual1:- known or h>-pothetically conceived, chal- 
lenges his intellectual honest!- and candour. 

This is not a denial of transcendental principles or of 
non-physical certitudes. It is not even a denial of those 
transcendental certitudes of physical things (Ens qztnntitm, 
object of Cosmology) held to be independent of any special 
field of modern physics. 

I n  fact these are by definition so independent that it is 
usually irrational to seek their confirmation. Those, for ex- 
ample, who expect inspired crucial experiments vindicat- 
ing Aristotelian hylomorphism from the marvels of atomic 
physcs often give tliemsel\.es away, not having grasped the 
rudiments of that doctrine. 

Because we cannot conclude to the 1-alidity of certain 
principles from the data of science, it does not necessarily 
mean that they are false, but that they are inapplicable 
to the ratio or le\,el of the ~ o r l d  lvhich science touches. 

T h e  work of this student is to describe. 

T h e  student will not necessarily, therefore, hope to prove 
apodictically from the phenomena of life and living pro- 
cesses, as expounded b>- biologists, that the mechanisms of 
procreation ha\-e an immutable puwpose and that i t  is sinful 
to attempt a diversion. 
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T h e  philosopher or the theologian may be sure on other 
grounds. He ma)- be sure especially of the natural ends 
2nd their mutual subordination in the power of human 
?rocreation. But his reasons are usually antipathetic to 
h e  scientific ivorkers u-ho do iiiuch to sway public opinion 
in these matters; antipathetic because of an intellectual 
background congenitally a\-erse to metaphysics. They are 
far more impressed b: suggestions and indications from 
fact as to what might be a fwudent course for the human 
:-ace, than by ' criteriological ' claims of certainty which 
appear monstrous and offensi1.e to scientific ears. 

That is why it seems reasonable to hope that a candid 
investigation of the ai.ailable facts and results of research 
riould do an incalculable amount of good in suggesting 
and riot proving or pretending to prove) the real cosmic 

md transcendent forces expressing their meaning through 
the niicrocosniic acti\.it)- of reproduction and sex. 

Further, e l m  an acquaintance with these facts of field 
ind laboratory considered integrally in their native splen- 
dour is alwa)-s an inspiration, and where sensibility has 
gown ired and jaded its restoration can be expected to 
bring u-ith it fresh stirrings of spiritual life (the Gifts of 
h e  Holy Ghost are not unrelated to such appreciations), 
xith a reju\.enation of the essentially human life-current 
that circles ounvards to the changing world of space and 
time and back again to the gioli-ing subjecti\..e core. T h e  
last may be said to groiv in personal subsistence as the ever 
:iew gifts of objective truth are reco.gnised, reverenced and 
h i l t  up into the individual whole. 

I t  is also likely that an enquiry setting out devoid of 
active preconceptions coilld do much to reco\'er for our 
epoch and its unique ways of thinking that very nietaphy- 
sical approach to the ethics of sex u-hich characterised the 
mediei.al attitude and which is the background to the doc- 
Lrine of the Catholic Church to-day. And it is fairly clear 
that the recover); would not arise from a direct study of 
[hat abstract doctrine taken by itself (except in so far as 
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its statement and aiialj,sis spontaneously found a place in 
the general mowment of our enquiry: e.g., as an historic 
theory, a fact). It xi-ould come rather froin the rediscoi-ery 
of a visio~z. A vision n-hich the xvorld had when i t  ii-as 
young and unsophisticated. heathen and not indifferent, 
Christian and not mere1:- prudent. This \.ision of which 
we are thinking I\-ould see more than childish superstition 
in the wgetation cereiiioiiies of pagan ci-ibes, xi-odd rise dis- 
dainfully aboi-e the iconoclastic prudence of the Russian 
Orthodox theologians in their attitude to the medieid cult 
of the Madonna, and n-odd in short ignore all iiieaii re- 
actions and seize the sense of the deification of the polvers 
of procreation 5!- the peoples of the earth. These things 
share in the rh!-thni of the unil-erse: and the \-ision that 
created them u-as something alien, somethiis that u-e ha\ e 
surely lost. They reflect an idea sanctified by the u-orld- 
religions and the inexhaustible Ti-isdom of an ancient Tree. 
T o  utter it  reveals resonance and harmony. It has deep 
tones, It-ithout a note either of the silly coarseness Jvhich 
seeks to ' shock ' or the contemptible effeminacy t\-hich 
seeks to ' edify.' This realist apprehension of elemental 
things enshrines ivhat \\-as considered \\-orthj- of exaltation 
into a supernatural entit). by Him T\-ho instituted the Sac- 
rament of Marriage. 

T h e  vital unit, the cell, is itself a centre of exchange for 
cosmic forces, xi-hose origins are hidden, along the line of 
duration in primeval obscurity, and along the line of 
thought in the m;.ster>; of the .Absolute. Its subsistence 
from one moment to another depends upon the complex 
harmony of interplay between such forces; osmotic and 
electrolytic properties of ionised solutions: acid and base, 
oxydiser and reducing agent. All are bound up with the life 
and action of the cell. The)- are elements in its physico- 
chemical equilibrium, Tvhose disturbailce easily tends 
towards decay and dissolution. If they be disturbed the 
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I\-hole being readily begins to slide down the steep incline 
of corruption, consumed and burnt out of existence by the 
elemental powers which created it. Nor are organisms to 
be conceil-ed as static mech;.nistns resulting from the inter- 
action of static forces. An animalcule, a vegetable cell, is 
ritlier the constant form percei\.ed in  a collection of inter- 
related movements, and it has the permanence of move- 
::lent, like a jet of water or the shape of a wave or the 
cliangeless perfection of a symphony. As in these analo- 
gies so in life there is found a ceaseless flow of the matter 
u-hich holds the form. Chemical and physical constituents 
are constantly floxving au-ay to be replaced by equiyalent 
e!ements assimilated froni the en\.ironment. 

Nevertheless, a li.i.ing unity is not a merely silent and 
enduring 1-ortex in the cosmic maelstrom and the clash of 
subordinate worlds, chemical, electrolpic, dynamic and 
psychic. This unstable microcosmic monad in the uni- 
7, erse of crushing force and flus contains in itself the power 
ind mechanism for expansion and growth both as a unit 
2nd as a member of a n s t  e\-olutionary genus which is 
potentiall!- infinite. Defiant of opposition from the inor- 
qmic medium itself, life has knorvn how to transform for 
its use some of the most untractable inorganic substances. 
Indeed, the geological formation of the crust of the earth 
would be ~er:. different had life never left its impressbn. 
One may cite such giant forinations as the chalk cliffs and 
coal seains which are the products of the action of micro- 
scopic organisms upon calcium salts in the sea on the one 
hand and upon the debris of primeval forests on the other. 
.4nd the adaptations of the forms of life to changing con- 
ditions are so various and ingenious that the relative inde- 
structibility of this mysterious phenomenon is almost in- 
credible when n-e coinpare it with the instability and 
ephemeral duration of its minute constituent members. 

Contingentl!. occurring within the minute film wrapped 
around this atom of stardust which is our globe, life 
swarms under a i-ariety of forms so great that their mere 
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description is the subject of several sciences. Its origins 
are buried in prehistoric mists. We are told that it is at 
least as old as the visible earth, and that wher.ever its traces 
are found it multiplies. ' T h e  most important fact that we 
know about living matter is its inordinate power of repro- 
ducing itself ' (Hunt llorgan). ' If all the fifteen million 
eggs laid by the conger eel \\-ere to grow up, and in turn 
reproduce, in  tn-o years the sea would be a wriggling mass 
of fish . . . Hydatina produces about thirty eggs. At the 
end of a year (sist!--fi\.e generations) if all the offspring 
survived they would forn? a sphere whose limits u-ould ex- 
tend beyond the confines of the knon-n universe , . . .' 

This terrestrial life hangs suspended between tic0 re- 
gions of death. T h e  stratosphere shields it from the ultra- 
violet radiations from the sun. T h e  crust of the earth 
protects i t  against the infra-red rrai.es of mother earth her- 
self. 

Instability and endurance, universal reproduction and 
inevitable death . . . . T h e  wondering mind begins to 
question. This paradoxical conjuring-trick of divine wit, 
whence did it come and whither is i t  going? A million 
questions crowd upon us in our finite abasement and 
adoration . . . . 

But first must come collection of sheer facts, where every 
new one may challenge the interpretation of all the old. 

Indeed, more radically still, philosophical reasons sug- 
gest that a balanced judgment will depend on a general 
vision whose basis is morphology. Form is prior to func- 
tion. Quantitative disposition of measurable entities is 
the first condition of abstract thinking and mental corre- 
lation. A good deal of the vitality of the treatises De Ani- 
malibus and De Vegetabilibzis et Plantis of Albert the 
Great springs from his method of panorama. T h e  medie- 
val Weltanschauung is very human. Beginning from what 
is spatial i t  discovers principles. From material facts 
material life is drawn. It  is from this that one rises surely 
towards the life which is spiritual. Nor is this approach 
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static. Examination of form by an alive mind involves 
awareness of function as its immediate consequence. A 
thoroughgoing morphology becomes a movement in the a a  
of its achievement. Complete description of development 
in a bird's egg in terms of all the senses tells us more of 
the current of living processes and the meaning of vege- 
table and animal ' forms ' than a blackboard exposition in 
terms of mechanics. Even a philosophical analysis becomes 
lifeless unless it arises within the freshvision of the concrete 
thing, and is ever returning to it for confirmation and the 
assimilation of new and richer formalities, to postpone the 
senile decay of its own cerebrations. Since the cosmogonic 
trend and momentum of the reproductive life-force seems 
able to be grasped only accumulatively, it  must be seen 
upon a background of multi-coloured life in its vivid sen- 
sible objectivity, in its struggle for existence and re-exist- 
ence through the millennia. 

One may argue about the directions of eddies in a pool. 
About the movement and meaning of a swollen river there 
can be no dispute. The  thundering walls of Niagara do 
not go backwards. 

Such a modernised restoration of an ancient world-view 
could do far more to bring the modern thinking world to 
a new realisation of the responsibility of mankind in its 
relations with the deep mystery of shared creative life, 
than the approach of a rational ethic alone. I t  will be only 
after something has been done to revive a reverence for life 
that an abstract statement of principle can hope for a 
hearing. For men do not live by principles, but by ideals, 
and an ideal is a luminous incarnational fact which en- 
globes and transcends all our sorry apprehension of prin- 
ciples. Justice, chastity, virginity, and heroic Christian 
sanctity were never the effects of mere stoical adhesion to 
principle, but of the glowing love of divine things. 
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