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If man can, with almost complete assurance, predict phenomena when he
knows their laws ... why, then, should it be regarded as a fantastic undertaking
to sketch, with some pretense to truth, the future destiny of man on the basis
of his history? The sole foundation for belief in the natural sciences is this
idea, that the general laws directing the phenomena of the universe, known or
unknown, are necessary and constant. Why should this principle be any less
true for the development of the intellectual and moral facilities of man than
for the other operations of nature? ...

Our hopes for the future condition of the human race can be subsumed
under three important heads: the abolition of inequality between nations, the
progress of equality within each nation, and the true perfection of mankind ... .

Is there on the face of the earth a nation whose inhabitants have been
debarred by nature herself from the enjoyment of freedom and the exercise of
reason?

Are those differences which have hitherto been seen in every civilized
country, in respect of the enlightenment, the resources, and the wealth enjoyed
by the different classes into which it is divided ... [an inevitable] part of
civilization itself, or are they due to the present imperfections of the social art?
... In other words, will men approach a condition in which everyone will have
the knowledge necessary to conduct himself in the ordinary affairs of life,
according to the light of his own reason, to preserve his mind free from
prejudice, to understand his rights and to exercise them in accordance with his
conscience and his creed ... ?

In answering these ... questions we shall find in the experience of the past, in
the observation of the progress that the sciences and civilization have already
made, in the analysis of the progress of the human mind and of the
development of its faculties, the strongest reasons for believing that nature has
set no limit to the realization of our hopes ... .

The time will therefore come when the sun will shine only on free men who
know no other master but their reason; when tyrants and slaves, priests and
their stupid or hypocritical instruments will exist only in works of history and
on the stage; and when we shall think of them only ... to learn how to
recognize and so to destroy, by force of reason, the first seeds of tyranny and
superstition, should they ever dare to reappear amongst us ... .

New instruments, machines and looms can add to man's strength and can
improve at once the quality and the accuracy of his productions, and can
diminish the time and labor that has to be expended on them. The obstacles
still in the way of this progress will disappear, accidents will be foreseen and
prevented, the insanitary conditions ... will be eliminated. ...



So not only will the same amount of ground support more people, but
everyone will have less work to do, will produce more, and satisfy his wants
more fully. ...

Organic perfectibility or deterioration amongst the various strains in the
vegetable and animal kingdom can be regarded as one of the general laws of
nature. This law also applies to the human race. No-one can doubt that, as
preventative medicine improves and food and housing become healthier ... the
average length of human life will be increased . ... It is reasonable to hope that
all other diseases may likewise disappear as their distant causes are discovered.
Would it be absurd then to suppose that this perfection of the human species
might be capable of indefinite progress; that the day will come when death will
be due only to extraordinary accidents[;] ... and that ultimately the average span
between birth and decay will have no assignable valuer ...

Finally may we not extend such hopes to the intellectual and moral facilities?

How consoling for the philosopher who laments the errors, the crimes, the
injustices which still pollute the earth and of which he is often the victim is this
view of the human race, emancipated from its shackles, released from the
empire of fate and from that of the engines of its progress, advancing with a
firm and sure step along the path of truth, virtue and happiness!
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