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“In the generation before me the French bio-
logist Lamarck did suggest how evolution could
happen. Organisms try to adapt to their envi-
ronment, he said. Giraffes, for example, stretch
their necks to reach the taller branches of trees
to feed on their leaves. As a result, so he said,
their necks might lengthen a trifle, and the
slight elongation would be transmitted to the
necks of their offspring. This idea was a step in
the right direction but it failed to convince many
people, because there are too many structures
which cannot be explained in this way.

We now know that there is an even more
serious objection to Lamarck’s idea. He took it
for granted, as did almost everyone else at the
time, that a trait acquired by one of the pa-
rents during its lifetime would be inherited by
its offspring. If a father with a white skin spent
much time in the sun and was well tanned, his
children would tend to have a slightly darker
skin, so it was thought. Of course there were
some well-known facts which did not fit into
this idea, but curiously no one seemed to pay
any attention to them. The Jews, for example,
have been practicing circumcision for thousands
of years but this has had no effect on the offspr-
ing: the operation has to be repeated anew each
generation. Mr. Tompkins Inside Himself p. 153.
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