Key Points (see also Summary on p. ___) 





Evolution, in simple terms, means the change of a population in time over the generations—as opposed to the static view of the world that had prevailed in western culture up to Darwin’s time. A more sophisticated definition, preferred by evolutionary biologists, is the change over time of allele frequencies in a population (an allele is a version of a particular gene). A key principle of evolution is that all species have descended from simpler species, and ultimately from a common ancestor (which arose about 3.5 billion years ago).   


Charles (1809–82) Darwin was the founder of modern evolutionary theory. An avid naturalist, he volunteered for the voyage of the H.M.S. Beagle (1831–36) around the world. Darwin collected and interpreted a vast amount of observational data while on the coasts of South America and  the Galapagos archipelago (chain of volcanic islands; near Ecuador). He paid particular attention to the varieties of finches and tortoises on the Galapagos islands. 


Among the precursors for Darwin’s theory of evolution, were the ideas of a) the ancient Greeks, including Aristotle; b) geologists who promoted the concepts of uniformitarianism (gradual change over long 
