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EVOLUTION



EVOLUTION

AMONd the great and fertile scientific conceptions
' * which have either originated or become firmly es-
tllblushed during the nineteenth century, the theory of
tvolution, if not the greatest of them all, will certainly
( ' I i • i I s place in the front rank. As a partial explana-
tion (for no complete explanation is possible to finite in-
to 1 licence) of the phenomena of nature, it illuminates

i v department of science, from the study of the most
I.e cosmic phenomena accessible to us to that of the

minutest organisms revealed by the most powerful mi-
< I'o.scopes ; while upon the great problem of the mode of
• Mii-iii of the various forms of life—long considered in-
• •! 111 tic—it throws so clear a light that to many biologists

11 < cms to afford as complete a solution, in principle, as
can expect to reach.

THE NATURE AND LIMITS OF EVOLUTION

So many of the objections which are still made to the
lli.oiy of evolution, and especially to that branch of it
u I n< 11 deals with living organisms, rest upon a miscon-
• • |.11«HI of what it professes to explain, and even of what
m,V theory can possibly explain, that a few words on
11 nature and limits seem to be necessary.

Ev< "I iilion, as a general principle, implies that all things
in the universe, as we see them, have arisen from other
things which preceded them by a process of modification,
i MM In I he action of those all-pervading but mysterious

3



THE PROGRESS TM 10 CENTURY
agencies known i<> US as " natural forces/' or, more gen-
eral ly/ ' i l ic laws of nature " More particularly the term
evolution implies thai the process is an "unrolling," or
"unfolding," derived probably from the way in which
leaves a n d (lowers .-ire usual ly lolled up or crumpled u p
i n t h e b u d a n d grow into H u n perfei I form by u n r o l l i n g
or unfolding. Insects in the pupa and vertebrates in the
embryo exhibit a sonicwli.il similai condition ol folding,
and the word is therefore very applicubli Lo fin extensive
r a n g e o f p h e n o m e n a ; l>nl il m u s l no i l>< t a k e n . 1 : ; u n i -
v e r s a l l y a p p l i c a b l e , s i n c e m t h e i n . i i . n . d w o r l d t h e r e a r e
o t h e r m o d e s of o rde r ly c h a n g e undei natural laws to
w h i c h t h e t e r m s developmeni <>i evolution n<- equal ly
app l i cab l e . T h e " c o n t i n u i t y " «>l physical phenomena,
as illustrated by the late Sir William GroVI 111 1 M.< 1, has
the same general meaning, bui evolution iinplios more
than mere continuity <>i succession noniothin^ like
growth or definite change from form !«• form under the
action of unchangeable laws

The point to be especially noted here 1 . Lhai evolu-
tion, even if it is essentially 0 true mid f)lote I heory
of the universe, can only explain Lhi - 1 lin^ condi-
tions of nature by showing thai II ii' I"'" derived from,
some pre-existing condition through thoiiclion "I known
forces and laws. II may also shov H" high probability
of a similai" derivation from a istill otirl lition; but
the further bach we go the tuori uncortnin MIUHI be our
conclusions, while we can no\ >i • miy real approach
to the absolute beginnings ol Lhiritfi Herbert Spencer,
and many othei thinkers befon 1 ,have ihown that
if we try lo realize the absoluti nature (>i the simplest
phenomena, we are inevitably landed eithei in a contra-
dic t ion or in some m i l h i n i . i M i proposition T h u s , s u p -
pose we ask, Is niaiin infinitely divisible, oi is it not?
If we say it is, we cannoi think H out, since all infinity,
however it may l>e staled in words, 1 really unthinkable.
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