Excerpts “On the Origin of Species”

By Charles Darwin

Chapter lll: Struggle For Existence

Struggle For Life

I. Nothing is easier than to admit in words the truth of the universal struggle for life, or more
difficult at least | have found it so than constantly to bear this conclusion in mind. Yet unless it
be thoroughly engrained in the mind, I am convinced that the whole economy of nature, with
every fact on distribution, rarity, abundance, extinction, and variation, will be dimly seen or quite
misunderstood. We behold the face of nature bright with gladness, we often see superabundance
of food; we do not see, or we forget, that the birds which are idly singing round us mostly live on
insects or seeds, and are thus constantly destroying life; or we forget how largely these songsters,
or their eggs, or their nestlings are destroyed by birds and beasts of prey; we do not always bear
in mind, that though food may be now superabundant, it is not so at all seasons of each recurring
year.

I1. As species of the same genus have usually, though by no means invariably, some similarity in
habits and constitution, and always in structure, the struggle will generally be more severe
between species of the same genus, when they come into competition with each other, than
between species of distinct genera. We see this in the recent extension over parts of the United
States of one species of swallow having caused the decrease of another species. The recent
increase of the missel-thrush in parts of Scotland has caused the decrease of the song-thrush.
How frequently we hear of one species of rat taking the place of another species under the most
different climates! In Russia the small Asiatic cockroach has everywhere driven before it its
great congener. One species of charlock will supplant another, and so in other cases. We can
dimly see why the competition should be most severe between allied forms, which fill nearly the
same place in the economy of nature; but probably in no one case could we precisely say why
one species has been victorious over another in the great battle of life.

Chapter 1V: Natural Selection; Or the Survival of the Fittest

Natural Selection

. If, under changing conditions of life, organic beings present individual differences in almost
every part of their structure, and this cannot be disputed,; if there be, owing to their geometrical
rate of increase, a severe struggle for life at some age, season, or year, and this certainly cannot
be disputed; then, considering the infinite complexity of the relations of all organic beings to
each other and to their conditions of life, causing an infinite diversity in structure, constitution,
and habits, to be advantageous to them, it would be a most extraordinary fact if no variations had
ever occurred useful to each being's own welfare, in the same manner as so many variations have
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occurred useful to man. But if variations useful to any organic being ever do occur, assuredly
individuals thus characterized will have the best chance of being preserved in the struggle for
life; and from the strong principle of inheritance, these will tend to produce offspring similarly
characterized. This principle of preservation, or the survival of the fittest, | have called Natural
Selection. It leads to the improvement of each creature in relation to its organic and inorganic
conditions of life; and consequently, in most cases, to what must be regarded as an advance in
organization. Nevertheless, low and simple forms will long endure if well fitted for their simple
conditions of life. Natural Selection, on the principle of qualities being inherited at
corresponding ages, can modify the egg, seed, or young, as easily as the adult. Amongst many
animals, sexual selection will have given its aid to ordinary selection, by assuring to the most
vigorous and best adapted males the greatest number of offspring. Sexual selection will also give
characters useful to the males alone, in their struggles or rivalry with other males; and these
characters will be transmitted to one sex or to both sexes, according to the form of inheritance
which prevails.

I1. Whether natural selection has really thus acted in adapting the various forms of life to their
several conditions and stations, must be judged by the general tenor and balance of evidence
given in the following chapters. But we have already seen how it entails extinction; and ,geology
plainly declares how largely extinction has acted in the world's history. Natural selection also
leads to divergence of character; for the more organic beings diverge in structure, habits, and
constitution, by so much the more can a large number be supported on the area, of which we see
proof by looking to the inhabitants of any small spot, and to the productions naturalized in
foreign lands. Therefore, during the modification of the descendants of any one species, and
during the incessant struggle of all species to increase in numbers, the more diversified the
descendants become, the better will be their chance of success in the battle for life. Thus the
small differences distinguishing varieties of the same species, steadily tend to increase, till they
equal the greater differences between species of the same genus, or even of distinct genera.



