Excerpts from Darwin (1859) “0n the Origins of Species by the Means of Natural Selection”
obtained from http://darwin-online.org.uk

..., we have many dlight differences which may be called individual differences, such as are
known frequently to appear in the offspring from the same parents, or which may be presumed to
have thus arisen, from being frequently observed in the individuals of the same species
inhabiting the same confined locality. No one supposes that all the individuals of the same
species are cast in the very same mould. These individual differences are highly important for us,
asthey afford materials for natural selection to accumulate, in the same manner as man can
accumulate in any given direction individual differencesin his domesticated productions. These
individual differences generally affect what naturalists consider unimportant parts; but I could
show by along catalogue of facts, that parts which must be called important, whether viewed
under aphysiological or classificatory point of view, sometimes vary in the individuals of the
same species. | am convinced that the most experienced naturalist would be surprised at the
number of the cases of variability, even in important parts of structure, which he could collect on
good authority, as| have collected, during a course of years.

Hence | look at individua differences, though of small interest to the systematist, as of high
importance for us, as being the first step towards such slight varieties as are barely thought worth
recording in works on natural history. And | look at varieties which are in any degree more
distinct and permanent, as steps leading to more strongly marked and more permanent varieties;
and at these latter, as |eading to sub-species, and to species. The passage from one stage of
difference to another and higher stage may be, in some cases, due merely to the long-continued
action of different physical conditionsin two different regions; but | have not much faith in this
view; and | attribute the passage of avariety, from a state in which it differs very dightly from its
parent to one in which it differs more, to the action of natural selection in accumulating (as will
hereafter be more fully explained) differences of structure in certain definite directions. Hence |
believe awell-marked variety may be justly called an incipient species; but whether this belief be
justifiable must be judged of by the general weight of the several facts and views given
throughout this work.

BEFORE entering on the subject of this chapter, | must make afew preliminary remarks, to
show how the struggle for existence bears on Natural Selection. It has been seen in the last
chapter that amongst organic beings in a state of nature there is some individual variability;
indeed | am not aware that this has ever been disputed.

How have all those exquisite adaptations of one part of the organisation to another part, and to
the conditions of life, and of one distinct organic being to another being, been perfected? We see
these beautiful co-adaptations most plainly in the woodpecker and missletoe; and only alittle
less plainly in the humblest parasite which clings to the hairs of a quadruped or feathers of abird,;
in the structure of the beetle which dives through the water; in the plumed seed which is wafted
by the gentlest breeze; in short, we see beautiful adaptations everywhere and in every part of the
organic world.



Again, it may be asked, how isit that varieties, which | have called incipient species, become
ultimately converted into good and distinct species, which in most cases obviously differ from
each other far more than do the varieties of the same species? How do those groups of species,
which constitute what are called distinct genera, and which differ from each other more than do
the species of the same genus, arise? All these results, as we shall more fully see in the next
chapter, follow inevitably from the struggle for life. Owing to this struggle for life, any variation,
however slight and from whatever cause proceeding, if it be in any degree profitable to an
individual of any species, in itsinfinitely complex relations to other organic beings and to
external nature, will tend to the preservation of that individual, and will generally be inherited by
its offspring. The offspring, also, will thus have a better chance of surviving, for, of the many
individuals of any species which are periodically born, but a small number can survive. | have
called this principle, by which each slight variation, if useful, is preserved, by the term of Natural
Selection, in order to mark its relation to man's power of selection.

It may be said that natural selection isdaily and hourly scrutinising, throughout the world, every
variation, even the slightest; rejecting that which is bad, preserving and adding up all that is
good; silently and insensibly working, whenever and wherever opportunity offers, at the
improvement of each organic being in relation to its organic and inorganic conditions of life. We
see nothing of these slow changes in progress, until the hand of time has marked the long lapse
of ages, and then so imperfect is our view into long past geological ages, that we only see that
the forms of life are now different from what they formerly were.

And thisleads me to say afew words on what | call Sexual Selection. This depends, not on a
struggle for existence, but on a struggle between the males for possession of the females; the
result is not death to the unsuccessful competitor, but few or no offspring. Sexual selectioniis,
therefore, less rigorous than natural selection. Generally, the most vigorous males, those which
are best fitted for their placesin nature, will leave most progeny.

He who believes that each equine species was independently created, will, | presume, assert that
each species has been created with atendency to vary, both under nature and under
domestication, in this particular manner, so as often to become striped like other species of the
genus; and that each has been created with a strong tendency, when crossed with species
inhabiting distant quarters of the world, to produce hybrids resembling in their stripes, not their
own parents, but other species of the genus. To admit thisview is, asit seemsto me, to reject a
real for an unreal, or at least for an unknown, cause. It makes the works of God a mere mockery
and deception; | would almost as soon believe with the old and ignorant cosmogonists, that fossil
shells had never lived, but had been created in stone so as to mock the shells now living on the
Sea-shore.

No one ought to feel surprise at much remaining as yet unexplained in regard to the origin of
species and varieties, if he makes due allowance for our profound ignorance in regard to the
mutual relations of all the beings which live around us. Who can explain why one species ranges
widely and is very numerous, and why another allied species has a narrow range and israre? Y et
these relations are of the highest importance, for they determine the present welfare, and, as|
believe, the future success and modification of every inhabitant of thisworld. Still less do we
know of the mutual relations of the innumerable inhabitants of the world during the many past



geological epochsin its history. Although much remains obscure, and will long remain obscure, |
can entertain no doubt, after the most deliberate study and dispassionate judgment of which | am
capable, that the view which most naturalists entertain, and which | formerly entertained—
namely, that each species has been independently created—is erroneous. | am fully convinced
that species are not immutable; but that those belonging to what are called the same genera are
lineal descendants of some other and generally extinct species, in the same manner as the
acknowledged varieties of any one species are the descendants of that species. Furthermore, | am
convinced that Natural Selection has been the main but not exclusive means of modification.

Whatever the cause may be of each dight difference in the offspring from their parents-and a
cause for each must exist-it is the steady accumulation, through natural selection, of such
differences, when beneficial to the individual, that givesrise to al the more important
modifications of structure, by which the innumerable beings on the face of this earth are enabled
to struggle with each other, and the best adapted to survive.

... the chief cause of our natural unwillingness to admit that one species has given birth to other
and distinct species, isthat we are always slow in admitting any great change of which we do not
see the intermediate steps. The difficulty is the same as that felt by so many geologists, when
Lyell first insisted that long lines of inland cliffs had been formed, and great valleys excavated,
by the slow action of the coast-waves. The mind cannot possibly grasp the full meaning of the
term of a hundred million years; it cannot add up and perceive the full effects of many dlight
variations, accumulated during an almost infinite number of generations.

In the distant future | see open fields for far more important researches. Psychology will be based
on anew foundation, that of the necessary acquirement of each mental power and capacity by
gradation. Light will be thrown on the origin of man and his history.



