
70 PREJUDICES WHICH HAVE RETARDED [CE. V.

The first and. greatest difficulty, then, consists in an habitual

unconsciousness that our position as observers is essentially un

favourable, when we endeavour to estimate the magnitude of the

changes now in progress. In.consequence of our inattention to this

subject, we are liable to serious mistakes in contrasting the present

with former states of the globe. As dwellers on the land, we inhabit

about a fourth part of the surface; and that portion is almost

exclusively a theatre of decay, and not of reproduction. We know,

indeed, that new deposits are annually formed in seas and lakes, and

that every year some new igneous rocks are produced in the bowels

of the earth, but we cannot watch the progress of their formation;

and as they are only present to our minds by the aid of reflection, it

requires an effort both of the reason and the imagination to ap

preciate duly their importance. It is, therefore, not surprising that

we estimate very imperfectly the result of operations thus invisible

to us; and that, when analogous results of former epochs are pre
sented to our inspection, we cannot immediately recognise the

analogy. He who has observed the quarrying of stone from a rock,

and has seen it shipped for some distant port, and then endeavours to

conceive what kind of edifice will be raised by the materials, is in the

same predicament as a geologist, who, while, he is confined to the

land, sees the decomposition of rocks, and the transportation of

matter by rivers to the sea, and then endeavours to picture to himself

the new strata which Nature is building beneath the waters.

Prejudices arising from our not seeing subterranean changes.-

Nor is his position less unfavourable when, beholding a volcanic

eruption, he tries to conceive what changes the column of lava has

produced, in its passage upwards, on the intersected strata ; or what
form the melted matter may assume at great depths on cooling; or
what may be the extent of the subterranean rivers and reservoirs of

liquid matter far beneath the surface. It should, therefore, be re
membered, that the task imposed on those who study the earth's

history requires no ordinary share of discretion ; for we are precluded
fi-orn collating the corresponding parts of the system of things as it
exists now, and as it existed at former periods. If we were inha
bitants of another element-if the great ocean were our domain,
instead of the narrow limits of the land, our difficulties would be

considerably lessened ; while, on the other hand, there can be little
doubt, although the reader may, perhaps, smile at the bare suggestion
of such an idea, that an amphibious being, who should possesS Our
faculties, would still more easily arrive at sound theoretical opinions
in geology, since he might behold, on the one hand, the decom
position of rocks in the atmosphere, or the transportation of matter
by running water; and, on the other, examine the deposition of
sediment in the sea, and the imbedding of animal and vegetableremains in new strata. He might ascertain, by direct observation,
the action of a mountain torrent, as well as of a marine current;
might compare the products of volcanos poured out upon the land
with those ejected beneath the waters; and might mark, on the one
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