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had rejected a paper Fisher had sub-
mitted to Evolution. Editors have a
thankless task, but Mayr took on that job
and many other administrative duties
with good humor.

In an obituary for a second major fig-
ure of 20th-century evolutionary biol-
ogy, W. D. Hamilton, Marlene Zuk wrote
that it was not so much the number of
correct ideas, but rather the sheer num-
ber of ideas, that made Hamilton ex-
ceptional. Reading Haffer’s book, I was
struck by how much this applies to Mayr,
too. Mayr has often been wrong, which
should encourage us all: He began his
career as a Lamarckian, adhering to the
discredited idea that traits acquired dur-
ing one’s lifetime can be passed on
through the germline; and, although it
is unclear that he rejected the theory of
continental drift when it was first pro-
posed, he does say in his 1982 book,
The Growth of Biological Thought, that
biogeographers were right to resist it,
given the evidence of the time. He
clearly—and notoriously—did not lack
confidence. Even today, Mayr is cred-
ited with a model of founder-effect spe-
ciation described in a paper in 1954,
one that he considered at the end of his
career to be “one of the most impor-
tant papers I have written.” The model
is accepted uncritically by some, but it
has little theoretical justification and no
empirical support.

In my view, Mayr’s lasting major con-
tribution was his precise formulation
of the biological species concept, and I
had always wondered why he did not
spend more time investigating repro-
ductive isolating mechanisms (the fac-
tors that prevent an individual of one
species from mating with an individual
from another, or if they do mate, those
factors that cause the hybrids to be un-
viable or sterile). We learn here that he
did try, first with caged birds, and again
in a series of papers written with
Dobzhansky on Drosophila. But he never
connected his documentation of the
often large geographical variation in
plumage with the development of re-
productive isolation. Why, when he was
staring at those skins of similar swiftlets,
did he not ask how it can be that
“acquisition of reproductive isolation

and morphological divergence are not

closely correlated” (quoted from Mayr

and Gilliard, “Altitudinal Hybridization

in New Guinea Honeyeaters,” The Con-

dor 54: 325–337)? It seems to me this is

one of many unanswered questions that

emerge from Mayr’s work that has great

ramifications for our still rudimentary

understanding of the process of specia-

tion. Ornithology, Evolution, and Philo-

sophy makes it clear that much remains

to be learned about Mayr’s thinking,

which, once understood, may enlighten

many problems in evolutionary biol-

ogy. Mayr’s legacy will continue to shape

the field for the foreseeable future.
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