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Books

flows, another stumbles out of the gate
and never hits its stride. Sentences are
often longer and more convoluted than
necessary. Researchers are often scrupu-
lously identified by name, institution,
city, and nation. In short, The Lives of
Ants can be a clunky read. This must
reflect, to some degree, the book’s onto-
geny from the mind of Keller, as inter-
preted by Gordon, and, finally, translated
from the French by James Grieve. But
that is little comfort to a reader who, in
the midst of what should be a gripping
research story, finds himself grasping
for the editorial pen. At one point while
reading, I grabbed Bert Hölldobler and
E. O. Wilson’s The Superorganism (2008,
W. W. Norton) to compare their take
on the origins of eusociality. It was a
palpable relief to read one well-crafted
sentence after another.

Both The Superorganism and The Lives
of Ants came out within months of the
other. Both are written by myrmecolog-
ical heavyweights. Both are pitched
to scientifically literate readers. Each has
somewhat different foci, however. The
Superorganism is a bigger commitment,
and, at the same time, narrower: It’s a
thorough review and synthesis on the
evolution and diversification of euso-
ciality in the social insects. It is also
lavishly illustrated, a positive boon to a
readership which couldn’t tell a gaster
from a hole in the ground. In contrast,
The Lives of Ants can slip into a briefcase
or reside tidily on the nightstand for
a short, self-contained account on a
variety of ant-related topics.
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