PREFACE

In writing the carlier editions of Plant Variation and Evolution, with my great friend Max
Walters {1920-2005], our approach to this complex subject was clearly set out in the preface to
the Third Edition. “When it was first proposed to establish laboratories at Cambridge, Todhunter,
the mathematician, objected that it was unnecessary for students to see experiments performed,
since the results could be vouched for by their teachers, all of them of the highest character, and
many of them clergymen of the Church of England’ (Bertrand Russell, 1931). While Russell's
mischievously anti-clerical comments do not entirely reflect the views of Todhunter [Todhunter,
1873; Maclarlance, 1918), they do provoke us to take a critical look at the way scientific
advances are made, in every historical period, through questioning the opinions of various
‘authorities’. In many texts on evolution a judicious mixture of concepts, mathemartical ideas
and the results of laboratory and field experiments are combined in an elaborate pastiche o
provide a more or less complete edifice. Perhaps one or two areas of uncertainty may be
indicated, but the general impression is of a house well built, but awaiting the placing of the last
few rool-tiles. Conversations with research biologists, however, quickly reveal a different
picture. While the broad outlines of evolution are supported by an increasing body of evidence,
almost nothing is completely settled: current views represent a provisional framework, and even
some paris of the subject, long held to be clarified, are suddenly overturned by new discoveries,
Teaching experience reinforces our view that students of science should be shown the way in
which, slowly and painstakingly, our present partial pictures have been built up, how and to
what extent they are testable by experiment and observation, and in what way they remain
vague or defective. A healthy scepticism in the face of the complexities of organic evolution is
the best guarantee of real progress in understanding its patterns and processes,

The aim of this new edition is to provide, as before, an authoritative introductory university
text, while at the same time satisfying the general reader with a real interest in the subject,
showing how the study of variation and evolution of flowering plants has developed over the
last 400 years. This development has been increasingly scientific, leading to the realisation of
the crucial importance of hypothesis and experiment.

Throughout the book, [ have tried to provide a critical but concise overview of current
excitements and advances, while at the same time paying attention to difficulties and uncer-
tainties. Furthermore, | have intentionally introduced and shown the connection between
many complex subjects, and have therefore provided references to important research papers
and books, in order that the reader may build on the framework provided.

As in previous editions, | emphasise the logical and historical framework of early ohserva-
tion and experiment, which is almost wholly neglected in some university courses, Sapp (2003)
stresses this important point when he writes, ‘many teachers of science have noted, [that]
scientific problems are usually much better understood from studying their history rather than
their logic alone’. Accordingly this book shows how, building on historical foundations,
modern investigative methods are providing new insights into past and present patterns of
variation in nature and the processes that give rise to them.




