because we may follow a thousand pathways through the maze of twigs, and we cannot find
a criterion for preferring one route over another. Who ever heard of the evolutionary trend
of rodents or of bats or of antelopes? Yet these are the greatest success stories in the history
of mammals. Our proudest cases do not become our classic illustrations because we can
draw no ladder of progress through a vigorous bush with hundreds of surviving twigs.
But consider the poor horses. Theirs was once a luxuriant bush, yet they barely survive
today. Only one twig (the genus Equus, with horses, zebras, and asses) now carries all the
heritage of a group that once dominated the history of hoofed mammals - and with
fragility at that, for Equus died in the land of its birth and had to be salvaged from a stock
that had migrated elsewhere. (In a larger sense, horses form one of three dwindling lines
- tapirs and rhinos are the others - that now represent all the diversity of the formerly
dominant order Perissodactyla, or odd-toed ungulates, among hoofed mammals. This
mighty group once included the giant titanotheres, the clawed chalicotheres, and
Baluchitherium, the largest land mammal that ever lived. It now hangs on as a remnant in
a world increasingly dominated by the Artiodactyla, or even-toed ungulates - cows, deer,
antelope, camels, hippos, giraffes, pigs, and their relatives.)
This is life's little joke. By imposing the model of the ladder upon the reality of bushes,
we have guaranteed that our classic examples of evolutionary progress can only apply to
unsuccessful lineages on the very brink of extermination - for we can linearize a bush only
.if it maintains but one surviving twig that we can falsely place at the summit of a ladder.
I need hardly remind everybody that at least one other mammalian lineage, preeminent
among all in our attention and concern, shares with horses the sorry state of reduction
from a formerly luxuriant bush to a single surviving twig - the very property of extreme
tenuousness that permits us to build a ladder reaching only to the heart of our own folly
and hubris.
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