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Preface to the 
In the Light of Evolution 

Series

Biodiversity—the genetic variety of life—is an exuberant product of 
the evolutionary past, a vast human-supportive resource (aesthetic, 
intellectual, and material) of the present, and a rich legacy to cher-

ish and preserve for the future. Two urgent challenges, and opportunities, 
for 21st-century science are to gain deeper insights into the evolutionary 
processes that foster biotic diversity, and to translate that understanding 
into workable solutions for the regional and global crises that biodiver-
sity currently faces. A grasp of evolutionary principles and processes is 
important in other societal arenas as well, such as education, medicine, 
sociology, and other applied fields including agriculture, pharmacology, 
and biotechnology. The ramifications of evolutionary thought also extend 
into learned realms traditionally reserved for philosophy and religion. 

in 1973, Theodosius Dobzhansky penned a short commentary entitled 
“nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.” Most 
scientists agree that evolution provides the unifying framework for inter-
preting biological phenomena that otherwise can often seem unrelated 
and perhaps unintelligible. Given the central position of evolutionary 
thought in biology, it is sadly ironic that evolutionary perspectives outside 
the sciences have often been neglected, misunderstood, or purposefully 
misrepresented. 

The central goal of the In the Light of Evolution (ILE) series is to pro-
mote the evolutionary sciences through state-of-the-art colloquia—in the 
series of Arthur M. sackler colloquia sponsored by the national Academy 
of sciences—and their published proceedings. each installment explores 
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evolutionary perspectives on a particular biological topic that is scientifi-
cally intriguing but also has special relevance to contemporary societal 
issues or challenges. individually and collectively, the ILE series aims 
to interpret phenomena in various areas of biology through the lens of 
evolution, address some of the most intellectually engaging as well as 
pragmatically important societal issues of our times, and foster a greater 
appreciation of evolutionary biology as a consolidating foundation for 
the life sciences. 

The organizers and founding editors of this effort (Avise and Ayala) 
are the academic grandson and son, respectively, of Theodosius Dobzhan-
sky, to whose fond memory this ILE series is dedicated. May Dobzhan-
sky’s words and insights continue to inspire rational scientific inquiry into 
nature’s marvelous operations.

John C. Avise and Francisco J. Ayala
Department of ecology and evolutionary Biology, 
University of California, irvine (January 2007)
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