
The Ehrlichs Strike Again

Author: Hall, Charles A. S.

Source: BioScience, 59(6) : 522-524

Published By: American Institute of Biological Sciences

URL: https://doi.org/10.1525/bio.2009.59.6.11

BioOne Complete (complete.BioOne.org) is a full-text database of 200 subscribed and open-access titles
in the biological, ecological, and environmental sciences published by nonprofit societies, associations,
museums, institutions, and presses.

Your use of this PDF, the BioOne Complete website, and all posted and associated content indicates your
acceptance of BioOne’s Terms of Use, available at www.bioone.org/terms-of-use.

Usage of BioOne Complete content is strictly limited to personal, educational, and non - commercial use.
Commercial inquiries or rights and permissions requests should be directed to the individual publisher as
copyright holder.

BioOne sees sustainable scholarly publishing as an inherently collaborative enterprise connecting authors, nonprofit
publishers, academic institutions, research libraries, and research funders in the common goal of maximizing access to
critical research.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/BioScience on 24 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



The Dominant Animal: Human Evo-
lution and the Environment. Paul R.
Ehrlich and Anne H. Ehrlich. Island
Press, 2008. 440 pp., illus. $35.00
(ISBN 9781597260961 cloth).

In 1968 Paul R. Ehrlich published The
Population Bomb and laid out his

vision of a future: “In the 1970s and
1980s...hundreds of millions of people
are going to starve to death in spite of
any crash programs embarked upon
now.” This gloom-and-doom view—
that Earth had pretty much reached its
carrying capacity and people were im-
periling the rest of nature—became an
important academic concern. Paul
Ehrlich became a celebrity of sorts (at
least as much of one as we get in biol-
ogy), where his erudition and wit made
him a favorite on the Johnny Carson
show. He was both greatly admired and
greatly reviled for these efforts.

His book and talks certainly made a
deep impression on me when I was a
graduate student, and I have been fol-
lowing the debate about the relation of
human population growth to the re-
sources needed to support it fairly closely
since then. But many of the particulars
of The Population Bomb have not tran-
spired, or did so only partly. Many tech-
nological optimists, such as Julian
Simon, argued that in fact, human well-
being and even the environment were
improving. Then Ehrlich and his col-
leagues lost a very public bet to Simon
about future prices of five metals. 

For these and other reasons, the
human-resource issue, once central to
much or even most environmental and
even biological research and discussion,
disappeared in large part from public
view and university debates. Few in
power paid much attention to Ehrlich’s
message, having turned over Earth
and our future essentially to growth-
oriented economists and their objec-
tives and methods of analyses, while

conservative US politicians took the
population issue out of public discourse
and programs. The good economic
times of the last couple of decades—at
least for the affluent—seemed to support
the optimists.

Undeterred, Paul Ehrlich and Anne
Ehrlich, his wife, as well as a number of
others continued the crusade to con-
vince others of the very negative conse-
quences of the world’s burgeoning
population and the general expansion
of human impact. The Ehrlichs have
hammered on the same general themes
through most of their 30 or so sub -
sequent books, whose analyses appeal
to many other natural scientists but
to only a few economists or other social
scientists.

The Dominant Animal: Human Evo-
lution and the Environment is the
Ehrlichs’ latest attempt to lay out the
basic facts, but this book has a different
flavor, predicated on this central theme:
“How [has] one species, Homo sapiens,
become so powerful as to significantly
undermine the ability of the Earth’s en-
vironment to support much of life—
including our own”? To answer this
question, the Ehrlichs review an enor-
mous amount of the basic biological,
psychological, and cultural processes
that have led to the development of our
species as it is now. They do this in a fact-
filled, straightforward, and very read-
able way.

The first third of the book reviews
the basics of biologists’ (and some
anthropologists’) daily fare: Darwin,
Mendel, sympatric and allopatric
speciation, coevolution, and so on, all
leading to the suitability of our genome
for cultural evolution. This review leads
to the middle third of the book, which
focuses on a more social perspective:
population growth, history as cultural
evolution, and humans in relation to
their ecosystems. Linking the two parts
is a discussion of how the biotic and
social particulars of humans, a result 
of adaptations to environments very

different from the ones of today, caused
humans to be superbly adapted for pop-
ulation growth and resource exploita-
tion. All organisms exploit resources to
survive and reproduce, but because of a
curious alignment of selective pressures
and resulting genomes, humans are 
superbly adapted to enormously step up
their rate of resource exploitation. Such
mechanisms explain how humans have
been so successful in dominating so
much of nature—at least for now.

The final third or so of the book is
about how the very properties that led
to human success in the past appear to
be backfiring and leading to the de-
struction of the same resources that have
nurtured our development for so long.
The authors’ basic approach is to use
the IPAT equation, first published in
Science by Paul Ehrlich and John Hol-
dren, which states that environmental
impact (I) is the product of human pop-
ulation (P), affluence (A), and some
technological factor (T), whose impact
can be either positive or negative. Since
our political environment has shut out
much of the discussion of population
control, let alone affluence control, tech-
nology would appear to be our only
hope for mitigating environmental 
impact.

The Ehrlichs’ chapter-by-chapter ex-
amination of different environmental
assaults, including impacts on the at-
mosphere and climate, biodiversity, eco-
system services, fisheries, and others leave
little doubt that T alone is insufficient to
bail us out. There is little here that is
new for the practicing biologist, but The
Dominant Animal is nicely written, the
examples are many and pertinent, and
the focus on the relation of basic biology
to the human condition should make
the book appealing to beginning or even
intermediate biologists. It would be a
relatively painless way to review broadly
but not deeply for comprehensive exams
in traditional biology. Those who would
benefit most from this book are intelli-
gent readers who are skeptical about
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our environmental concerns or crises.
The well-argued points and the com-
prehensive referencing should convince
many of those readers that we are indeed
facing myriad extremely difficult and
important issues.

Since I teach my freshman course on
the global environment and the evolu-
tion of human culture using many of the
perspectives and materials the Ehrlichs’
espouse, I am very much in agreement
with most of what they write. I still pre-
fer Robert Kaufmann and Cutler Cleve-
land’s wonderful Environmental Science
(McGraw-Hill, 2007) as a textbook, but
certainly one could use The Dominant
Animal effectively for a basic environ-
mental course or seminar. The main
disagreement I have with the Ehrlichs’
assessment concerns their statement that
we are in no danger of running out of
fossil fuel (p. 293). Although technically
I agree with that statement, I do believe
we are in great danger of running out of
the highest quality fossil fuels (oil and
gas that can be exploited with a high
net energy gain), and I also believe that
the development of alternatives (which
have a much lower net energy gain) will
be enormously challenging.

Because for many the Ehrlichs appear
to have lost the population- resource 
argument—or perhaps independent 
of anything academics have to say—
humans continue on the same path of
overpopulation and overconsumption,
with governments and most economists
fanning the flames. Although it is true
that there are large efforts under way to
conserve biodiversity and mitigate cli-
mate change, the fundamental popula-
tion-resource issue has been at best on
the back burner.

An important question for me has
always been, Why have the Ehrlichs and
others who understand the biophysical
limits to growth not had more impact on
national and international policies, or
even on the discussion of policies in
academia? Although Paul Ehrlich’s ear-
lier gloom-and-doom predictions have
not come true, at least on the schedule
he laid out in The Population Bomb, any
casual perusal of major newspapers 
today shows that the issues he raised
long ago have not gone away: the world

today faces increasing hunger, disease,
and unemployment fueled by shortages;
increasingly unstable commodity prices;
overcrowding; and burgeoning num-
bers of different ethnic groups trying
to occupy mutual ancestral grounds that
once had room enough for all. Even the
much maligned limits-to-growth model
is, as of this year, essentially right on
track, as John W. Day Jr. and I discussed
recently in “Revisiting the Limits to
Growth after Peak Oil” (American Sci-
entist 97: 230–237), and as shown in -
dependently by Graham Turner of
Australia. As we watch the world econ-
omy tumble around us, as we learn of
more and more environmental horrors,
and as we understand increasingly that
the basic neoclassical economic model
does not transcend resource limits, it
becomes ever more clear that we should
have been paying far more attention to
what the Ehrlichs had to say.

So is it a question of being wrong
entirely or wrong just on the timing?
I believe that cheap oil and petroleum-
derived fertilizer allowed the world to
avoid very serious population and re-
source issues for a few decades, but with
peak oil, the price of oil is likely to con-
tinue to increase, and the chickens are
coming home to the Ehrlichs’ roost.
Given that the issues raised in The Dom-
inant Animal: Human Evolution and the
Environment are among the most im-
portant ones confronting humanity, I
find it interesting that most environ-
mental science programs and papers 
focus on humans’ impact on nature, not
on humans themselves. Shouldn’t more
National Science Foundation programs,
university departments, and other in-
terested parties be devoted to these ques-
tions? In any event, now that we have

apparently reached the global peak in oil
production, many parts of the world
are suffering from food shortages, and
much of the world’s industrial econ-
omy is crashing, it may be a good time
for all of us to catch up with what the
Ehrlichs are thinking. This book is cer-
tainly the place to start.

CHARLES A. S. HALL
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Biology Under the Influence: Dialec-
tical Essays on Ecology, Agriculture,
and Health. Richard Lewontin and
Richard Levins. Monthly Review Press,
2007. 400 pp., illus. $22.95 (ISBN
9781583671573 paper).

Biology Under the Influence is a lightly
edited collection of 31 essays by

Richard Lewontin and Richard Levins.
Many of the essays originally appeared
in essentially the same form in columns
Lewontin and Levins wrote for the jour-
nal Capitalism, Nature, Socialism in the
late 1990s, though the essays span two
decades since the publication of their
book The Dialectical Biologist. Lewontin
is Alexander Agassiz Research Profes-
sor at the Museum of Comparative
Zoology at Harvard University; Levins,
also at Harvard, is John Rock Professor
of Population Sciences, Department of
Population and International Health.
Together, they write these essays not
only as accomplished biologists but also
as social and political activists deeply
committed to action, knowledge, and
theory.

Especially compelling are the essays
“Organism and Environment,” “False
Dichotomies,” and “The Return of Old
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