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The failed promise of human ecology

EUGENE CITTADINO

Responding to an inquiry in 1938 concerning where one could obtain
university courses in human ecology, the irrepressible Charles C. Adams 
pioneer ecologist, director of the New York State Museum, and champion of
the popularization of ecological knowledge - answered that he knew of no
such courses. I This was a curious response considering that the Department
of Sociology at the University of Chicago, Adams's alma mater, had been
offering courses in human ecology since 1925 and had acquired a reputation
for its ecological perspective. Adams was not unaware of the efforts of the
Chicago sociologists; he had cited some of their works in an earlier article
relating general and human ecology.2 Yet he did not advise his inquirer to go
to Chicago for courses in human ecology. 1938 was also the year in which
sociologist MilIa Alihan published her thorough critique of human ecology,
focusing, in fact, on the Chicago program. Alihan characterized 'the ecologi
cal school' as 'one of the most definite and influential schools in American
sociology', and later added: 'Today human ecology is a recognized disci
pline, its influence permeating many universities in the United States and
Canada.'3 We can only assume from these two assessments that 'human
ecology' meant something very different for Adams and for Alihan. A clue
to this difference can be found in a paper published in 1967 by ecologist Paul
Shepard, who asked, 'Whatever happened to human ecology?' His answer in
essence was that human ecology had lost its biology and had become 'that
branch of sociology dealing largely with urban geography'.4 Shepard's
judgement may have been a bit harsh, but most of the work that went under
the label 'human ecology' had been done by sociologists whose greatest
interest was in urban spatial relations. Most of Alihan's 1938 attack was
directed at the environmental determinism of this urban school of sociology
as well as at what she considered its hopeless confounding of biological and

This paper is based upon work supported by the National Science Foundation under grants
no. DIR-891I783 and DIR-9II2735.

I C. C. Adams, 'A note for social-minded ecologists and geographers', Ecology, ([ 93 8) 19,

p. 5°1.
2 Adams, 'The relation of general ecology to human ecology', Ecology, (1935) 16, p. 330.
) M. A. Alihan, Social ecology: A critical analysis, New York, 1938, pp. xi & 2.

4 P. Shepard, 'Whatever happened to human ecology?' BioScience, (1967) 17, p. 891.

[251 ]



Eugene Cittadino

sociological terms and concepts, a problem which Shepard found equally
disturbing.

Shepard was quite sympathetic toward human ecology. Perhaps more
typical of the attitudes of practising ecologists is that expressed by Robert
McIntosh in his comprehensive overview of the history of ecological science.
McIntosh regarded the recent flurry of activity in human ecology with
considerable caution and offered this unflattering summary of the work that
had been done thus far: 'The several uses of the word [ecology] were largely
window dressing, with little reference to ecologists and their ideas. Geogra
phy, sociology, and other disciplines concerned with humans, their cultures,
and their relation to the environment sometimes adopted the name but
rarely the substance of ecology.'5 He was referring, of course, to the 'sub
stance' developed by botanists, zoologists, limnologists, and population bi
ologists since the late nineteenth century. If human ecology has ignored
much of that substance in the past, in more recent years, owing largely to the
awakening of environmental awareness during the last two or three decades,
it has come to represent a confusing variety of approaches, methods, and
points of view, including within its loosely defined boundaries elements of
anthropology, landscape architecture, urban planning, home economics,
epidemiology, and public health, not to mention philosophy, political sci
ence, and the arts. The only common thread running through all this work
is a preoccupation with human groups and their environments; the nature of
the human unit and the nature of the environment vary considerably.

Despite the present confusion, which has made the term 'human ecology'
practically meaningless, earlier in this century a number of scientists, social
scientists, and social planners held out expectations for a robust, full-bodied
human ecology that would represent the effective integration of the biologi
cal and social sciences. This was certainly Adams's expectation when he
lamented the lack of courses in the field. He challenged universities to de
velop such an integrated program, and he pointed to Lewis Mumford's
recent book, The culture of cities, as an example of a work of social signifi
cance which was sensitive to the biological foundations of human society.6
In that book, and in an earlier study of American art and architecture in the
late nineteenth century, Mumford acknowledged positive signs in some of
the work being done in human geography, urban sociology, and regional
planning that indicated the emergence of the kind of human ecology that
Adams had in mind) In his 1934 autobiography H. G. Wells expressed his
belief that a proper education rested on the tripartite foundation of biology,
history, and human ecology; and he mentioned that he had intended to title

5 R. P. McImosh, The background of ecology: Concept and theory, Cambridge, 1985, p. 308.
6 Adams, op. cit. (I), pp. 500-502.
7 Mumford, The culture of cities, New York, 1938, pp. 3°1-3; idem., The brown decades,

New York, 1931, pp. 77-8.
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a work on economics and politics 'Outline of human ecology' but had
decided against it because the word 'ecology' was not well known.8 In
another work, The science of life (a collaborative effort with his son and
Julian Huxley), Wells had given considerable attention to ecology and had
pointed to its intimate connection with economics, characterizing ecology as
economics extended to the whole of life and economics, reciprocally, as the
ecology of the human species or 'Human ecology'. He concluded that the
dismal science 'might have been a better and brighter science if it had begun
biologically' .9

Wells's interest in human ecology was not a reflection of a vigorous
British movement. IQ There was some isolated work along similar lines, such
as that of Mumford's mentor, Scottish botanist and regional planner Patrick
Geddes, but human ecology was largely an American enterprise during the
first half of the twentieth century. This paper will focus on early efforts in
the United States to develop human ecology as a distinct field of study and
on the relationship between this new field and the general science of ecology,
which was itselfin the process ofestablishing its intellectual and institutional
identity. The following discussion should provide a fuller answer to
Shepard's question: Whatever happened to human ecology? However, my
more modest aim is to identify major problems and themes and to raise
questions, in preparation for a more complete study of human ecology. 1 I

This is a first attempt at addressing this somewhat confusing set of issues, a
kind of preliminary sketch of the territory that will nevertheless draw upon
occasional unpublished sources. The emphasis will be on the period from the
second decade of the twentieth century to the early 1950S, that is, before
human ecology became hopelessly intertwined with the new environmental
Ism.

The title of this paper is a bit misleading, deliberately so. Human ecology
certainly did not fail as a cultural phenomenon. Indeed, it is very much with
us. It did, however, fail to materialize as a consistent and coherent field of
inquiry. The existence of university chairs, departments, journals, and an
imposing body of literature has not placed human ecology any closer to
fulfilling the expectations held out for it earlier in the century. This situation
is not necessarily to be lamented. Despite the hopes and plans of some early

8 Wells, Experiment in autobiography, Boston, 1934, pp. 617-18. Instead of 'Outline of
human ecology' he called the 1931 study The work, wealth and happiness of mankind.

9 H. G. Wells, J. S. Huxley, and G. P. Wells, The science of life, 2 vols., Garden City, New
York, 1931, Vo!. 11, pp. 961-2.

10 Wells was apparently 'immensely disconcerted' several years later that his Work, wealth
and happiness of mankind was still 'the only attempt to bring human ecology into one corre
lated survey'. ~oted in G. Young (ed.), Origins of human ecology, Benchmark papers in
ecology, vol. 12, Stroudsberg, PA, 1983, pp. 3-4.

11 I plan to include an expanded version of this paper as a chapter in a book I am preparing
on ecological science between the world wars.
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ecologists, human ecology first took hold within sociology and became
associated with a particular line of research whose applicability outside the
institution and region in which it developed was rather limited. A compara
ble human ecology movement did not take place within the life sciences,
geography, or anthropology. From the 1930S through the 1950S professional
ecologists viewed human ecology with increasing scepticism and resisted
efforts to find a place for it within the boundaries of their science, whose
theoretical and methodological framework was itself not very well devel
oped. In the 1960s and 1970s, when active interest in human ecology seemed
to emerge on all fronts at once, a bewildering array of social concerns and
ideological agendas was placed right alongside the now more complex, but
not necessarily more coherent, theoretical structure of ecological science.
The result was not so much the emergence of a new synthetic discipline as,
at best, the recognition of the enormous scope and complexity of the enter
prise and, at worst, a good deal ofconceptual confusion. Although the issues
were equally complex earlier in the century, the relatively small number of
players and the absence of an active environmental social movement at least
make this earlier period more amenable to historical analysis.

A quiet beginning: Huntington, the Ecological Society,
and the ideal climate

Despite its early appropriation by sociologists, the term 'human ecology'
was first introduced in close association with the initial formal organization
of ecological science in Great Britain and the United States. Sociologists
usually date the origin of the term to 1921, when it appeared in the influen
tial textbook of Chicago sociologists Robert Park and Ernest Burgess. 12

However, Mclntosh contends that the term came up in discussions during
the first summer meeting of the British Ecological Society in 1914, wherein
the society affirmed its commitment to ecology in the broadest sense 'in
cluding human ecology'. I} Despite this remark, and despite Arthur
Tansley's statement in the first issue of the society's Journal of ecology
regarding the breadth of fields to be considered (although he did not men
tion human ecology by name), one can search in vain through the early
volumes of the journal for articles, notes, or reviews relating to human
ecology.14 This lack of attention may have been the result simply of an
editorial policy in favour of the detailed studies ofvegetation that dominated

12 R. E. Park and E. W. Burgess, Introduction to the science of sociology, Chicago, 1921, p.
558. This reference is given in virtually every account of the origins of human ecology written
by sociologists or historians of sociology. I) ~oted in McImosh, op. cit. (5), p. 302.

14 My examination of the first forty volumes of the Joumal of ecology, 1913-1952, revealed
no articles specifically devoted to human ecology, just an occasional article or review concern
ing applications of ecological principles to crop plants.
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the journal. Nevertheless, human ecology does not seem to have been pur
sued or acknowledged very widely within the British ecological community
during the 1920-:-195° period. 15 The situation was somewhat different in the
United States. There human ecology was at least a topic of open discussion
among ecologists from time to time. As in Britain, the matter of human
ecology came up early in the organization of the Ecological Society of
America. At the first meeting, in New York, 1916, geographer Ellsworth
Huntington, bothered somewhat by the narrow perspective represented by
plant and animal ecologists, encouraged other geographers to join the Eco
logical Society so that human ecology would be well represented. '6

Huntington was elected the society's second president in 1917, and he con
tinued to promote human ecology into the early 1920S. As president, he
implored the society's secretary-treasurer Forrest Shreve to consider the
publication of a journal and suggested the modification of Shreve's own
journal, Plant world, for this purpose.' 7 Shreve eventually agreed, and the
journal first appeared in its new form as Ecology in 1920.

Although in the United States, as in Britain, the work of botanists domi
nated the formal science of ecology in the first decades of the twentieth
century, the first article to appear in the new journal was a study by
Huntington on the effects ofclimate on pneumonia and influenza. ,s Consid
ering Huntington's role in establishing the journal, it was only fitting that he
should be the author of the premiere article. This study, coming as it did in
the wake of the devastating influenza 'epidemic of 1918-19, represented a
prime example of Huntington's approach to human ecology - it was rooted
in a broad conception of environment and human habitation, it focused on
a particular set of conditions in a particular region (large cities in the north
eastern United States), and its results were intended to have immediate ap
plication. Huntington's conclusion after studying public health records and

15 The official history of the Ecological Society, J. Sheail, Seventy-five years in ecology: The
British Ecological Society, Oxford, 1987, makes no mention of human ecology. Considering the
influence that Patrick Geddes had on both British plant ecology and the development of an
ecological approach to urban and regional planning, one might have expected more attention to
human ecology in Britain. The sociological review, which included Geddes and his collaborator
Victor Branford on its editorial board from its inception in 1908, occasionally published mate
rial which might be construed as human ecology, but the ecological perspective was treated only
lightly in this journal and there is certainly no strong sense ofan effort to pursue human ecology
as a field in itself. The sense that I get from my general reading of more recent literature in the
field, as well as from a brief conversation with Dorothy Porter, is that a school of human
ecology centred on epidemiology and public health emerged in British medicine around mid
century. Personal communication, Dorothy Porter, spring, 1991.

16 G. F. Martin, Ellsworth Huntington: His life and thought, Hamden, CT, 1973, p. 143.
17 Huntington-Shreve correspondence, January-March, 1917, Ellsworth Huntington Pa

pers, Yale University Archives.
18 Huntington, 'The control of pneumonia and influenza by the weather', Ecology, (1920) 1,

pp. 6-2 3.
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climatological data for New York and Boston during the recent epidemic
was that the ideal atmospheric conditions for mitigating the effects of pneu
monia and influenza were moderate, but variable, temperature and reason
ably high humidity.19 He had reached a similar conclusion in his general
study, Civilization and climate, for which he gained wide recognition in the
years just before America entered the World War. In that work he claimed
that the ideal climatic conditions for civilization to flourish were a mean
temperature range between 380 and 60 OF (3-16 °C) and considerable tem
perature variation over the course of the year and within seasons. 20 Not
surprisingly, the climate of western and northern Europe (as well as much of
north-eastern North America) matched Huntington's ideal conditions. The
book included an appendix ranking 185 different countries or regions ac
cording to 'relative civilization'. The countries of western Europe topped the
list, those of the Amazon region ranked at the bottom. 21

Huntington did not shy away from bold generalizations. While working
for military intelligence during the war, he wrote a very speculative compan
ion piece to Civilization and climate in which he attributed the major steps
in evolutionary progress to the stimulating effects of variable climate at the
appropriate moments. Following this line of reasoning up through the evo
lution of human societies, he found a valuable lesson to be learned regarding
the recent political situation. While Germany was not the most populous
country, its people enjoyed the stimulation of one of the best climates in the
world. This favourable climate had made Germany into such a powerful
nation, despite its size, that the recognition of this natural cause of German
superiority forced other nations into an inevitable policing role:

Because the Germans are so strong and live in such a wonderfully
favorable environment, the Allies should strive the more mightily to help
Germany to set her house in order. For the moment this is the chief
lesson to be learned from a study of climate and health. 22

Huntington coupled his environmental determinism with an equally strident
biological determinism (he later became a strong proponent of eugenics). In
his correspondence with Shreve regarding the nature of a journal for the
Ecological Society, he favoured the title 'Environment', intended deliber
ately to complement the Journal of heredity published by advocates of eu
genics. He suggested further that the ideal situation would be for subscribers
to one journal to receive the other, the two together representing both sides

'9 Ibid., p. 18. 20 Huntington, Civilization and climate, New Haven, 1915, p. 278.

21 Ibid., pp. 299-3 10 .

22 Huntington, World-power and evolution, New Haven, 1919, p. 239. Although he submit
ted this manuscript to the press after the hostilities had ended, Huntington was compelled by
his military superiors to modify some of the statements that cast the Germans in such a
favourable light. Martin, op. cit. (16), pp. 154-5.
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of a complete picture of the scientific study of organisms, including humans.
However, neither the journal title nor the alliance with eugenicists was
adopted by the Ecological Society.23

Huntington's work during the war led to an ambitious plan to promote
human ecology. In his desire to join the war effort, he had approached the
National Research Council, the agency created to oversee war-related re
search, with a proposal for a thorough study of the relationship between
climate and mental and physical health, to be undertaken at various military
training camps. Although some NRC members were impressed by the idea,
the council decided in the end that Huntington's services would best be put
to use in the Military Intelligence Division of the US Army, writing geo
graphical monographs for regions in which military operations might take
place. 24 This he accomplished in such an exemplary fashion that he was able
to continue his relationship with the NRC long after the war. In 1921

Huntington persuaded the council to allow him to organize a Committee on
Human Ecology. Since the council had already established a Nutrition
Committee, which addressed some problems relating humans to their envi
ronments, Huntington's committee had to restrict its work to studies of the
effects of atmosphere. 25 Even within this limited framework, Huntington
soon discovered that the task was too large; a single committee could not
possibly do justice to all the issues. The committee was to serve only an
advisory capacity at this stage, with an aim toward parcelling out different
pieces of the work to smaller committees.26 Nevertheless, Huntington in
formed Barrington Moore, the editor of Ecology, that the object of the
committee was 'to frame plans for the study of all phases of human ecol
ogy'.27 Since Moore had inquired about the nature and composition of the
committee, Huntington explained that his choice of committee members
reflected his conviction that some of the most valuable material for human
ecology is to be found in the records of life insurance companies, hospitals,
and health organizations. Consequently, the committee included demogra
phers, statisticians, three insurance company executives, a public health
officer, a climatologist, an officer in the Carnegie Corporation, a physiologi
cal plant ecologist, and a psychologist.

The physiological plant ecologist, Burton Livingston of ]ohns Hopkins
University, represented the only formal link on the committee to what
might be called traditional ecological science. Livingston had been trained at
the University of Chicago at the turn of the century under the formidable

2) Huntington to Shreve, 5 February 1917; Shreve to Huntington, 13 February 1917,
Ellswonh Huntington Papers. 24 Manin, op. Cil. (16), ch. 9.

25 Huntington, 'Preliminary draft of repon of Committee on Human Ecology', typescript,
Ellswonh Huntington Papers.

26 Huntington to B. Moore, 27 June 192 I, Ellswonh Huntington Papers.
27 Huntington to Moore, 15 August 192 I, Ellswonh Huntington Papers.
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duo of Charles R. Barnes and Henry C. Cowles in plant physiology and
plant ecology, respectively. Before securing a position at Johns Hopkins, he
worked as a researcher at the Carnegie Institution's Desert Botanical Labo
ratory at Tucson, Arizona, where he met Forrest Shreve and, most likely,
Huntington as wel1. 28 When Huntington was assembling his Committee on
Human Ecology, Livingston and Shreve had just completed a massive study
of the relationship of plant distribution to climate in the US.29 Through a
combination of field and laboratory work Livingston had become an expert
on the physiological effects of moisture and evaporation on plants, and he
had invented instruments for recording minute changes in soil moisture and
in rates of evaporation. It was likely this familiarity with the minutiae of
atmospheric phenomena that led Huntington to invite him to serve on his
committee. Perhaps he also thought that the name of a professional ecologist
like Livingston might lend scientific respectability to a committee that used
the word 'ecology' in its title. However, neither Livingston nor the name
'human ecology' remained with the committee for long.

Huntington's preliminary draft of the committee report conveyed the
impression that studies of the effects of atmosphere represented the whole of
human ecology. He summarized this view as follows:

In a word, the great outstanding problem of human ecology is to dis
cover how far the climatic and atmospheric conditions of man's environ
ment influence his health, efficiency, rate of production, and degree of
progress; how far they select certain types for preservation; how far
they help in giving rise to new types; and how much of man's physical,
mental, and social condition at any given time is due to his physical
environment as distinguished from the other great factors of inheritance
and training.3°

As he presented it in this report, the theoretical side of human ecology thus
represented a reflection of Huntington's personal research program. The
report went on to propose, as a practical application of human ecology, the
future adoption of large-scale climate-control measures in factories, offices,
and homes, in order to provide invigorating indoor atmospheres at all times
of the year and to mitigate the deleterious effects on the body and mind of
a non-optimum climate. Huntington admitted, however, that human ecol
ogy was still at the stage of empirical observation. The next stage toward
developing this field into a science would be to compile and analyse statistics
regarding mortality, health, and birth rates and to correlate these with cli-

28 C. A. Shull, 'Burton Edward Livingston, t875-1948', Science, (1948) 107, pp. 558-60;
Livingston, 'Some conversational autobiographical notes on intellectual experiences and devel
opment: An auto-obituary', Ecology, (1948) 29, pp. 227-41.

29 B. E. Livingston and F. Shreve, The distribution of vegetation in the United States, as
related to climatic conditions, Washington, 1921. )0 Huntington, op. cit. (25), p. 3.
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matic statistics. After making suggestions for carrying on this sort of project
in cities and factories throughout the United States, the committee settled on
the analysis of mortality statistics for New York City as the most manage
able problem it could address in the immediate futureY Thus, having begun
with the intention of addressing the whole field of human ecology,
Huntington's committee first restricted itself to studying only the effects of
climate and then restricted itself even further to examining climate and
mortality in a single city. The committee remained in existence for nearly ten
years but quickly changed its name to Committee on the Atmosphere and
Man. In the final report, published in 1930, Huntington made no mention of
human ecologyY

Although he had been one of the first to use the term, H untington hardly
referred to 'human ecology' at all after the early I 920S. At Moore's invitation
he served on the editorial board of Ecology from 1920 to 1928, but he seems
to have become disenchanted with the increasing narrowness and profes
sionalism of ecology as a discipline and the continued dominance of the field
by botanists. In 1937 he voiced this concern to then editor of Ecology Alfred
Emerson, who had asked him to examine a report regarding the early work
of the Ecological Society:

Another point which I think should be emphasized in any report like
this is that originally the Ecological Society was intended to include all
phases of ecology, not only botany but zoology and human ecology. In
thinking about the future of the Society the comparative neglect of ani
mals and especially of man ought to be taken into account.3 3

Huntington's assessment was not off the mark. Although more attention
was being given lately to animal ecology in the journal - Emerson was
himself an animal ecologist, and a significant school of animal ecology was
developing around his colleagues at the University of Chicago, especially
W. C. Allee - human ecology remained a minor theme at most in the agenda
of the society and in the pages of the journal. Even with its propensity to

create committees on all sorts of topics, the Ecological Society of America
did not form a committee on human ecology until 1955, and that initial
attempt met with little success.34

Huntington had not been alone in his desire to promote human ecology
in the early years of the society. Barrington Moore, editor of Ecology for the
first twelve years of its existence (1920-1931), inaugurated the journal with
a plea for a broad view of ecology, including human ecology. He considered

JI Ibid., pp. 9-10.
J' Huntington, 'Weather and health: A study of daily mortality in New York City', Bulletin

of the National Research Council, No. 75, Washington, 1930.
JJ Huntington to Emerson, 15 November 1937, Ellsworth Huntington Papers.
J4 McIntosh, op. cit. (5), pp. 307-8.
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ecology a point of view superimposed on the other sciences rather than a
branch of anyone science, and he argued that a number of fields having to
do with aspects of human culture - agriculture, forestry, geography, public
health, and even history - were essentially ecological in character. 35 Moore
was a forester who had distinguished himself in the world war by leading a
large unit of men charged with supplying the Allied troops with lumber
from French forests. After resigning his commission, he returned to serve for
two consecutive years (1919-1920) as president of the Ecological Society and
to assume the editorship of the society's journa])6 His successor as society
president was the polymathic Illinois naturalist-ecologist Stephen A. Forbes.
Forbes titled his 192 I presidential address 'The humanizing of ecology', and
he made a strong case for ecology as the science which relates the other
biological sciences to humankind. As H. G. Wells would do later, Forbes
emphasized the close connection between ecology and economics: 'Ecology
is, in short, of all the biological sciences, the humanistic science par excel
lence, and if we deprive it of its economic factor we take the economics out
of all biology.'37 Here Forbes, like Moore, was not so much arguing for the
establishment of a separate human ecology as he was making the case that
the applied (economic) aspects of ecology have a central, not a peripheral,
place in the discipline: 'I would humanize ecology, therefore, first by taking
the actions and relations of civilized man as fully into account in its defini
tions, divisions, and coordinations as those ofany other kind of organism.'38

Despite a fair amount of research undertaken in applied aspects of ecology
(especially agriculture, forestry, and range management), professional ecolo
gists generally did not respond to the early pleas of Huntington, Moore, and
Forbes to consider humans and their interactions as essential features of a
fully integrated ecological science. Ecologists tended to view the activities
and institutions of humans as lying outside the realm of 'natural' interrela
tionships. Human culture was something that interfered with nature. In the
US, as elsewhere, there was considerable interest among ecologists in pre
serving large tracts of pristine nature for scientific study before they became
unrecognizably altered by human interference. One of the first committees
established by the Ecological Society of America was the Committee on the
Preservation of Natural Conditions for Ecological Study under the vigilant
leadership of the society's first president Victor Shelford.39 The view that we

J5 B. Moore, 'The scope of ecology', Ecology, (1920) 1, pp. 3-5. This was Moore's presiden-
tial address to the Ecological Society, December 1919.

36 National eyclopaedia of American biography, 1922, Vol. xviii, pp. 17-18.
37 S. A. Forbes, 'The humanizing of ecology', Ecology, (1922) 3, p. 90. 3S Ibid., p. 90.
39 See the various reports of the committee in Bulletin of the Ecological Society of America,

(1917) I, nos. 4, 5, & 9· Perhaps nowhere was this movement stronger and more organized than
in the Soviet Union, where huge nature reserves were created in the 1920S for the purpose of
ecological study. See D. Weiner, Models of nature: Ecology, conservation, and cultural revolu
tion in Soviet Russia, Bloomington, Indiana, 1988, especially ch. 6.
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can only know 'nature' by studying it in its undisturbed state has come
under criticism in recent years, but in the r920S and r930s it was fairly well
entrenched among American ecologists.40

Another reason for the neglect of the human side of ecology among plant
and animal ecologists was that human ecology was emerging as a special
branch of the social sciences in the r920S and r930S. Considering
Huntington's early embracing of the concept, geography might have seemed
the likely field to produce a school of human ecology. The tradition of
environmental human geography, or anthropo-geography, to which
Huntington belonged could trace its roots to the nineteenth century, with
the work of, among others, George Perkins Marsh, Elisee Reclus, and
Friedrich Ratzel, continuing into the twentieth century with Jean Brunhes
and Vidal de la BlacheY In the early 1920S, Americans, such as Huntington
and the University of Chicago geographer Harlan Barrows, sought con
sciously to incorporate the new ecological science into this tradition. Moore
had identified much of geography with human ecology in his 1919 presiden
tial address to the Ecological Society,42 and in 1922, as president of the
Association of American Geographers, Barrows claimed that geography, as
treated in many American universities, had become the subject that dealt
exclusively with interactions between man and his environment. 'Thus
defined', Barrows stated, 'geography is the science of human ecology.'43
Barrows invited his colleagues to relinquish their association with such
traditional subjects as physiography and climatology and to concentrate all
their attention on human ecology, but his words may have had quite the
opposite effect. In his exhaustive overview of human ecology Gerald Young
argues that the often-cited Barrows address led geographers away from
human ecology, for fear of being labelled as environmental determinists.
This fear, according to Young, persisted into the 1970S and prevented geo
graphers at first from taking advantage of the renewed interest in environ
mentalism.44 Whether or not such widespread fear existed, at the University
of Chicago, where Barrows was packing classrooms with immensely pop
ular courses on 'The influence of geography on American history' and
'Conservation of natural resources', he certainly had a reputation for empha
sizing environmental factors above all others in the understanding of human

4° For a popular summary of the revisionist view, see D. B. Botkin, Discordant harmonies:
A new ecology for the twenty-first century, New York, 1990.

4' G. P. Marsh, Man and nature, New York, J 864; E. Reclus, La terre, 2 vols., Paris, 1868
69; F. Ratzel, Anthropo-Geographie, Stuttgart, 1882; J. Brunhes, La geographie humaine, Paris,
1912; P. Vidal de la Blache, Principes de geographie humaine (ed. E. de Martonne), Paris, 1921.

4
2 Moore, op. cit. (35), p. 4·

43 H. Barrows, 'Geography as human ecology', Annals of the Association ofAmerican Geog
raphers, (19 2 3) 13, p. 3.

44 G. Young, 'Human ecology as an interdisciplinary concept: A critical inquiry', Advances
in Ecological Research, (1974) 8, p. 33·
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culture.45 It is not clear that Barrows's 1922 address deserves all the credit,
but human ecology did not become a major feature of academic geography
in the United States during the middle third of this century.46 It was within
sociology, not geography, that human ecology first emerged as a significant
conceptual framework and research program. That this occurred at Bar
rows's own institution probably owed little to Barrows or his department,
since there was apparently only occasional contact between Chicago soci
ologists and geographers during this period.47

Human ecology as urban sociology

The reference to human ecology in the Park and Burgess sociology textbook
occurred in a lengthy chapter on competition, in which the authors explored
a number of analogies between human society and the non-human organic
world.48 There is considerably more biology in this chapter, and in this
textbook, than one will find in most sociological literature. The Park and
Burgess book was clearly the result of a conscious effort to ground a soci
ology on sound scientific principles without resorting to older evolutionary
models or making use of simplistic organic analogies. Park's 1915 article,
'The city', is often cited as a forerunner of the ecological school of urban
sociology that emerged at Chicago in the 1920S, but the article made no use
of concepts from biological science and simply encouraged students to in
vestigate urban phenomena in their entirety.49 Park's very specific sugges
tions in this article no doubt inspired countless doctoral dissertations at
Chicago and elsewhere, but his use of the concepts and terms of ecological
science begins with the 1921 textbook. The earlier article was written not
long after Park had come to Chicago, at the invitation of Albion Small, to
lecture in the Sociology Department as a kind of white expert on black
culture, since he had been working for several years as Director of Public
Relations for Booker T. Washington's Tuskegee Institute.5° Park, the phi
losopher turned newspaper reporter turned publicist, found himself at home

45 C. D. Harris, 'Geography at Chicago in the 1930S and 1940S', Annals of the ASSOCIation of
American Geographers, (1979) 69, pp. 23-7; Harris mentions Barrows's popularity, bUI my
assessment is also based on my review of enrolments for courses in 'Examiners' and instructOrs'
reports', 1915-1930, University of Chicago Archives.

4
6 A rare exception is the work of Carl Sauer at the University of California, but Sauer was

a product of Barrow's department at Chicago. See Sauer, Land and life (ed. J. Leighly), Berkeley
and Los Angeles, 1967.

47 H. M. Mayer, 'Urban geography and Chicago in retrospect', Annals of the Association of
American Geographers, (1979) 69, p. 115. 48 Park and Burgess, op. cit. (12), ch. 8.

49 R. Park, 'The city; Suggestions for the investigation of human behavior in the city envi
ronment', American journal of sociology, (1915) 20, pp. 577-612.

SO Park, unpublished autobiographical sketch, 1929, Robert Ezra Park Papers, University of
Chicago Archives.
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in the new setting and began exploring possibilities for research with his
students. The 1915 paper was a product of that initial encounter. Having
come full circle from the cloistered world of academic philosophy (he stud
ied at Harvard and obtained his PhD at Heidelberg) to the considerably
more down-to-earth world of the reporter and the publicity agent and then
back again to the academy, he began searching for fitting subjects for re
search in the vibrant and volatile city that surrounded the university. This
was nothing new for Chicago sociologists, but earlier studies of urban phe
nomena were strongly motivated by the spirit of social reform that swept
much of sociology in America before the First World War. Park, not un
moved by the social problems that beset the city, was looking for a more
dispassionate, scientific approach to the study of human society. Compelled
to share an office with Ernest Burgess, who returned to Chicago in 1916 (he
had received his PhD there a few years before), Park spent long hours
discussing with Burgess the needs of contemporary sociology. A very posi
tive collaboration developed, one result of which was the 1921 textbookY

It is not clear whether the references to ecology in the text came from Park
or from Burgess. One of Park's biographers claims that shortly after Park
arrived in Chicago he began talking to students about Ernst Haeckel, the
German zoologist who had coined the word 'ecology' in 1866Y Park may
have been familiar with Haeckel's work from his student days in Germany,
but Haeckel contributed very little to the theoretical structure of the science
whose name he coined. That structure began to emerge with the work of
botanists in the late nineteenth century, and spread to zoologists in the early
twentieth century.5 3 At the University of Chicago, one of the early centres
of the new science, there was an active plant ecology program under the
direction of H. C. Cowles, and a burgeoning program in animal ecology.
Victor Shelford and Charles Adams were products of Chicago's Zoology
Department, as was W. C. Allee, who eventually returned to Chicago to
establish an influential program in animal ecology.5 4 Curiously, neither
Park, nor Burgess, nor anyone else in sociology at Chicago seemed to
have had much direct contact with the ecologists in their institution; their

jI R. Faris, Chicago sociology, 1920-1932, San Francisco, 1967, pp. 39-40. There is an exlen
sive literature on Chicago sociology during Ihis period. See Ihe excellent recem discussion in D.
Ross, The origins of American social science, Cambridge and New York, 1991, chs. 9-10,
especially pp. 357-67 and 432-4°. Ross focuses on Park and ciles all Ihe significam sources.

P W. Raushenbush, Robert E. Park: Biography of a sociologist, Durham, North Carolina,
1979, p. 163.

53 See E. Cittadino, 'Ecology and the professionalization of botany in the Uniled Slates,
1890-1905', Studies in history of biology, (1980) 4, pp. 175-98.

54 The best source for the origins of ecology at Chicago is G. A. Mitman, The state ofnature:
Ecology, community, and American social thought, 1900-1950, Chicago, 1992. Mitman's work
focuses on animal ecology; I am preparing a paper on the plant ecology program under H. C.
Cowles.
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association with scientific work in ecology seems to have come entirely
through reading the available literature.5 5 The Park-Burgess text cited the
work of Adams and William Morton Wheeler in animal ecology and
Eugenius Warming and Frederic Clements in plant ecology. For the authors
the chief insight which this work gave to sociologists had to do with the
relationship between competition and co-operation in the formation of or
ganic communities. Ecological science provided a kind of reinforcement for
a view of society as the product of adjustment by competing elements. 'The
ecological conception of society', they stated, 'is that of a society created by
competitive co-operation.'56 Ecologists had identified natural communities
of plants and animals associated with particular environments as products of
struggle and adjustment over time; human communities could be accounted
for in similar fashion.

Park and Burgess did very little with this conception until Park began a
correspondence with one of his former students, Roderick McKenzie, in the
spring of 1924. McKenzie, who had been a colleague of Burgess on the
faculty at Ohio State University, was now teaching at the University of
Washington. He sent Park a paper on 'The ecological approach to the study
of the human community', and asked for his reactionY In three weeks Park
sent McKenzie an enthusiastic reply, referring to the paper as 'first rate' and
asking McKenzie's permission to publish it in the American journal of soci
ology. Park had only one criticism; he objected to McKenzie's use of the
word 'adaptive'. His full comment reveals his attitude regarding the science
of ecology and its application to sociology:

The vine accommodates itself to the tree. Of course, the vine is also a
product of adaptation, but what is inherited is the ability to accommo
date itself. That is the point about the plant community; it is a product
of accommodation and not adaptation, and is therefore not biological in
the strict sense of the word; it is sociological. That is the justification for
calling it a community.5 8

Insofar as it deals with communities of plants, then, and insofar as these
communities can be viewed as products of accommodation, plant ecology is
a social science. For Park, the term 'adaptive' implied that characteristics
were transmitted by inheritance. He and Burgess had devoted a chapter in
their textbook to explaining the distinction between adaptation and accom
modation, pointing out that social organization arises by the adjustment of

jj This is a judgement based upon my examination of the correspondence of Chicago soci
ologists and plant ecologists and on Gregg Mitman's examination of that of the zoologists.
Mitman, op. cit. (54), p. 92; also personal communication.

j6 Park and Burgess, op. cit. (12), p. 55 8.
P McKenzie to Park, 24 May 1924, Robert Park Papers.
58 Park to McKenzie, t4 June 1924, Robert Park Papers.
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conflicting interests in an essentially competitive environment. This process
of accommodation is most easily identified in the spatial structure and ar
rangement ofcommunities, hence the value of comparisons with the work of
plant ecologists.59

This emphasis on spatial relations became an essential element of human
ecology as developed by sociologists. Having made the necessary changes in
terminology, McKenzie offered the following definition in the published
version of his paper, which appeared in the November issue of the journal:

In the absence of any precedent let us tentatively define human ecology
as a study of the spatial and temporal relations of human beings as
affected by the selective, distributive, and accommodative forces of the
environment. Human ecology is fundamentally interested in the effect of
position, in both time and space, upon human institutions and human
behavior.60

This was no small matter; spatial relations are as fundamental in the human
community as in the plant community. 'As these spatial relationships
change', McKenzie stated, 'the physical basis of social relations is altered,
thereby producing social and political problems.'61 Although he would later
move away from this position, in this early paper McKenzie exploited the
analogy with plant ecology for all it was worth:

The plant ecologist is aware of the effect of struggle for space, food, and
light upon the nature of a plant formation, but the sociologist has failed
to recognize that the same processes ofcompetition and accommodation
are at work determining the size and ecological organization of the
human community.62

Most of McKenzie's examples concerned changes in the structure and com
position of human communities as the result of migration and technological
innovation. He saw a clear analogy between these changes in human society
and successional change in the natural world, as described so well by plant
ecologists, notably Frederic elements ;63

The structural growth of community takes place in successional se
quence not unlike the successional stages in the development of the plant

59 Park and Burgess, op. cit. (12), ch. 10. The authors made very little direct use of plant
ecology in this text. Their discussion of accommodation relied heavily on the work of James
Mark Baldwin, Mental development of the child and the race, New York, 1895, pp. 476-88; and
Georg Simmel, Soziologie, Leipzig, 1908, pp. 330-36. Another source of the spatial dimension
of social interactions was Simmel's concept of social distance, which Park and Burgess discuss
in ch. 5. See Ross, op. cit. (51), pp. 432-3.

60 R. D. McKenzie, 'The ecological approach to the study of the human community', Ameri-
can journal of sociology, (1924) 30, p. 288. 6r Ibid., p. 288. 62 Ibid., p. 288.

6) McKenzie and virtually all of the sociological human ecologists made references to F. E.
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formation. Certain specialized forms of utilities and uses do not appear
in the human community until a certain stage of development has been
attained, just as the beech or pine forest is preceded by successional
dominance of other plant species. And just as in plant communities
successions are the products ofinvasion so also in the human community
the formations, segregations, and associations that appear, constitute the
outcome of a series of invasions.64

These 'invasions' involved the movement of people of one economic class,
ethnic, or racial type from one area into another, and could be brought about
by all sorts of factors, from 'changes in forms and routes of transportation'
to 'the introduction of new types of industry' to 'real estate promotion'.65

Just as in the plant world, the end result of this succession of invasions is the
establishment of a stable (climax) community in an area. This might take the
form of a similarity in residential structures and in the economic make-up of
the residents in a given region of a city. Generalized over the entire city, or
a large portion of the city, this process would result in the establishment of
a mosaic consisting of many such 'natural areas', just as one finds in the plant
world.66

Earlier in 1924 Burgess had published an article on 'The growth of the
city', making a similar point but with only scant reference to the science of
ecology. Using Chicago as his model, Burgess argued that as modern cities
expand in area and population, they become differentiated into specific re
gions roughly equivalent to zones of concentric rings, from the central
business and manufacturing districts to the higher class residential districts
far removed from the zone of congestion and deterioration surrounding the
core. Often there is segregation within a particular zone according to ethnic
group. The poorest newcomers 'invade' the city at its core, take the lowest
paying jobs, and live in the worst housing. As each new group betters its
conditions, it moves away from the centre, 'invading' neighbourhoods in the
outer zones and forcing the residents of those zones still further out. The
worst social problems in the city - crime, juvenile delinquency, wife deser
tion, youth gangs - are associated with the zones of greatest mobility.67

Burgess's somewhat crude treatment of urban zonation was nevertheless a
way of making sense of the bewildering array of problems that plagued the
nation's cities as America went through the transition from a rural to an
urban society. This article, coupled with McKenzie's, formed the theoretical
core of the school of human ecology that for a time in the 1920S and 1930S

elements, Plant succession, Washington, 1916, which included numerous examples of the or
derly replacement of plant communities over time and an elaborate description of the process.

64 McKenzie, op. cit. (60), p. 297. 6j Ibid., p. 29 8. 66 Ibid., p. 300.
67 E. W. Burgess, 'The growth of Ihe city: An introducrion to a research projecr', Publica

tions of the American Sociological Society, (1924) 18, pp. 85-97.
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became one of the dominant features of Chicago sociology, and influenced
several other institutions mainly through hiring of Chicago graduates.

By the summer of 1924, Park and McKenzie were already discussing plans
to co-author a book on human ecology.68 McKenzie taught a course on the
subject that summer at the University of Washington, probably the first
such course in the United States.69 In November Park asked McKenzie to
come to Chicago and offer the same course the following summer.7° Mean
while, Park included the McKenzie and Burgess papers, along with several of
his own, in a book on the city which became a sort of unofficial bible of the
Chicago schoolJI Park also set up a 'Division on human ecology' for the
December 1925 meeting of the American Sociological Society, with
McKenzie in charge. The first session (there were several more such sessions
on human ecology at the annual meetings between the mid 1920S and the
mid 1930s) included a paper on 'The natural areas of the city' by Harvey
Zorbaugh and one by McKenzie on 'The scope of human ecology'P
McKenzie's paper repeated some of the themes of his earlier paper on human
ecology, but he took pains to demarcate the territory of the new research
field, especially to set it off from economics and geography. The human
ecologist studies some of the same problems as the economist, he stated, but
he does so 'in relation to the processes of human distribution', whereas the
economist studies these problems from the point of view of the needs and
practices of business. Regarding the relationship between human ecology
and geography, McKenzie cited Barrows's address on the identity of the two
fields and then proceeded to make a distinction: 'Location as a geographical
concept, signifies position on the earth's surface; location as an ecological
concept signifies position in a spatial grouping of interacting human beings
or of interrelated human institutions.'73 Although he did not go so far as to
state this explicitly, he strongly implied that human ecology is a field to be
cultivated properly only by sociologists.

The career of human ecology was launched, or so it seemed. McKenzie
taught the first course on human ecology at the University of Chicago, as
planned, in the summer of 1925. Park taught the course the following year
and twice thereafter before he retired in 1932.74 Burgess taught human ecol
ogy as well and incorporated ecological themes into his courses on urban
sociology.75 He retired in 1951. McKenzie left the University ofWashington

68 McKenzie to Park, 19 July 1924; Park to McKenzie, 1 August 1924, Robert Park Papers.
69 Raushenbush, op. cit. (55), p. 159.
70 Park to McKenzie. 21 November 1924, Robert Park Papers.
7I R. E. Park, E. W. Burgess, and R. D. McKenzie, The city, Chicago, 1925.
72 Zorbaugh, 'The natural areas of the city', Publications of the American Sociological Society,

(1926) 20, pp. 188-97; McKenzie, 'The scope of human ecology', Ibid., pp. 141-54.
73 McKenzie, op. cit. (75), p. 142. 74 Raushenbush, op. cit. (55), p. 160.
75 My examination of Burgess's course notes for 'Urban sociology' and 'The growth of the

city' indicates that Burgess borrowed most of his material on human ecology wholesale from
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in 1930 to head the new Department of Sociology at the University of
Michigan. Through the courses offered at Chicago, Washington, and Michi
gan, scores of students were exposed to the concepts and methods of human
ecology. Many of these students went on to take positions in sociology at
institutions throughout the country. Others, such as James ~inn of the
University ofCincinnati and A. B. Hollingshead ofIndiana University, were
influenced indirectly by the Chicago sociologists.76 No real leaders emerged
from this second generation, with the possible exception of Amos Hawley,
one ofMcKenzie's students at the University of Michigan. McKenzie's new
position left him little time to pursue his research, including the book on
human ecology that he and Park had planned to write. The two met twice in
the 1930S to work on the manuscript, but conflicting interests, problems
with the publisher, and McKenzie's advancing illness prevented them from
making much headway.77 When McKenzie died in 1940, the task of writing
the book was left to Hawley, who completed his work a decade later.
Hawley's book offered a fairly comprehensive summary of sociological
work in human ecology over the previous three decades and included an
admirable, if somewhat unsophisticated, attempt to review the fundamental
background material in general ecology.78

By mid century there was an impressive quantity of published work in
human ecology. An examination of the references in Hawley's book, along
with a bibliography compiled by ~inn a decade earlier, reveals hundreds of
papers in the field.79 The quantity of the work, however, did not reflect an
equally impressive quality. Much of it was essentially descriptive in nature,
a large quantity of it was simply urban sociology that owed very little to the
science of ecology. Most of the studies focused on what McKenzie called
'ecological organization', that is, the division of a region into 'natural areas'
representing distinct cultural units, or on ecological succession. Burgess's
notion of zonation into concentric rings was treated as an established doc
trine and repeated in countless examples. There was some attention also to
the concept of dominance, the integration and control of a region by a

McKenzie's published works. Unpublished course notes, Ernest W. Burgess Papers, University
of Chicago Archives.

7
6 ~inn was trained by E. E. Eubank, who took his doctorate at Chicago in 1915.

Hollingshead, who began a correspondence with Park while still a student in Alabama, was
invited by Park to write the chapter on 'Human ecology' for his 1939 sociology text. J. A.
~inn, Human ecology, New York, 1950, dedication to Eubank, McKenzie, and Park;
Raushenbush, op. cit. (52), p. 162; Hollingshead, 'Human Ecology', in Outline of the principles
of sociology (ed. R. Park), New York, 1939, pp. 63-168.

77 Raushenbush, op. cit. (52), pp. 161-2.
78 A. H. Hawley, Human ecology: A theory of community structure, New York, 1950.
79 J. A. ~inn, 'Topical summary of current literature on human ecology', American journal

of sociology, (1940) 46, pp. 191-226. ~inn cited 347 separate titles.
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dominant centre. McKenzie borrowed this idea not from the plant ecolo
gists, his usual source, but from the work of Chicago physiologist Charles
Manning Child. Child had argued that human groups exhibit spatial patterns
of organization characterized by regions of dominance and subordination
similar to the spatial differentiation and integration of individual cells and
organisms.8o McKenzie first used the concept in a very speculative paper in
which he suggested that the old Western method of control of frontier
regions by a few imperial centres was being replaced by a multiplicity of
regional centres as the Western views penetrated the non-Western world. 81

Thereafter the concept was tossed around a lot by sociologists but seldom
employed with fruitful results. Succession received considerable attention by
sociologists, but here again, after some ingenious work by McKenzie, the
concept was not explored in depth in its application to human society.82
Urban and regional sociologists simply attached the word 'succession' to
any pattern of community change over time.

The first two decades or so of sociological work in human ecology left the
field pretty much where it had begun in the mid 1920S. This was the judge
ment of Hawley, who tried to sort out some of the theoretical issues in a
pithy, incisive paper published in 1944. For Hawley, the 'ingenuousness,
simplicity, and utility of the early definitive statement' of the field (i.e., in the
work of McKenzie and Park) nevertheless did not keep followers from
accepting these early studies as dogma rather than suggestions for further
investigation. The result was a large outpouring of substandard work:

Subsequent work in the field, with very few exceptions, was not aimed
at exploring the full implication of ecology as applied to man. Instead
there was a wholesale application ofa little understood point ofview and
in consequence the theoretical development of the discipline received
scarcely any attention. In fact, most so-called ecological studies have
been occupied with incidentals and by-products of the approach, and
not a few are totally irrelevant to the caption under which they appear in
print. 83

Hawley was particularly bothered by the tendency to attach the label 'hu
man ecology' to any loose treatment of competition in human society or any
mapping of human communities. He thought that critics such as Alihan,
who focused most of their attention on the misapplication of biological

80 C. M. Child, Physiological foundations of behavior, New York, 1924, ch. 16.
8, McKenzie, 'The concept of dominance and world organization', American journal of

sociology, (1927) 33, pp. 28-42.
82 See McKenzie, 'Ecological succession in the Puget Sound region', Publications of the

American Sociological Society, (1929) 23, pp. 60-80. Although McKenzie revealed here an
impressive complexity of temporal changes, his paper made little use of ecological theory.

8) Hawley, 'Ecology and human ecology', Social forces, (1944) 22, p. 399·
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concepts to human society, were missing the point. The problem was that
many sociologists were making use only of those aspects of ecology which
they believed were distinctly biological in order to give their work scientific
respectability. Had they understood from the beginning that ecology is
basically a social science, Hawley insisted, they would have exploited the full
range of concepts and methods within ecological science.84 Hawley did not
believe that these concepts and methods could be employed without modi
fication in investigations of human social phenomena. Since human culture
adds a new dimension that is not found in communities of plants and ani
mals, there is a necessity for a distinctly human ecology apart from general
ecology. McKenzie and Park had certainly recognized this point. After ini
tially pushing the analogies between general ecology and human ecology as
far as he could, McKenzie stated in 1931 that human ecology 'has but little
in common with plant and animal ecology', since humans, as cultural ani
mals, are able to modify their environments to some extent. 85 Neither
McKenzie nor Hawley wished to carry this idea too far, however, and to
disavow any connection with general ecology. As Park stated the matter,
'The cultural superstructure imposes itself as an instrument of direction and
control upon the biotic substructure.'86 Moving away from McKenzie's
narrow focus on spatial relations, Hawley defined human ecology more
broadly (if vaguely) as 'the study of the development and the form of com
munal structure as it occurs in varying environmental contexts'. 87 Since
human ecology, thus defined, overlaps with most fields within the social
sciences, Hawley added, 'human ecology might well be regarded as the basic
social science'.88

Basic or not, one might well ask how it is that human ecologists could find
a meaningful and productive path through this slippery conceptual turf. This
was Alihan's central point in her somewhat overwrought book-length cri
tique of the entire enterprise. She argued that most sociologists who wrote
on human ecology were unsure as to whether they were doing biological or
social science, and she was troubled by the confusing and inconsistent man
ner in which they employed concepts like 'community', 'dominance', 'com
petition', and 'natural area', transferring them back and forth irresponsibly
from biology to sociology.89 Her book seems to have initiated a wave of
criticisms and re-evaluations of human ecology from within the sociological
community.90 Some critics simply attacked specific aspects of human eco-

84 Ibid., pp. 399-400.

85 McKenzie, 'Ecology, human', Encyclopaedia of the social sciences (ed. E. Seligman), New
York, 1931, Vol. VII, p. 314-

86 R. Park, 'Human ecology', American journal of sociology, (1936) 42, p. 15.
87 Hawley, op. cit. (83), p. 404. 88 Ibid., p. 405. 89 Alihan, op. cit. (3).
9° Young, op. cit. (10), pp. 94-5, claims that the Alihan book may have turned an entire

generation of sociologists away from human ecology and back to the Comtian view of socio
logy sitting atop the epistemological hierarchy.
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logy, such as Burgess's model of urban growth or the concept of natural
areas.9! Others, like Hawley in his 1944 paper, attempted to re-examine the
conceptual framework of the entire field. There was little agreement.
Hollingshead, for example, called for human ecologists to emphasize more
strongly the socio-cultural framework of all human activities. ~inn, on the
other hand, wanted to limit human ecology to a study of the sub-social
elements of human existence.92 W. E. Gettys of the University of Texas
complained about the inconsistent use of terminology and made an observa
tion with which no one would have disagreed: 'So far the human ecologists
have provided no integrated, coherent, consistent, and verifiable synthesis.'93

Hawley would have been the first to admit that his 1950 text did not
provide such a synthesis, although he began the preface by stating, 'This
volume attempts to develop a full and coherent theory of human ecology.'
In the next paragraph Hawley acknowledged that the book does not achieve
this goal, and he referred to human ecology as 'still a fledgling discipline, if
indeed it may be called a discipline'.94 In 1986, with the benefit of the
conceptual structure of ecosystem ecology, Hawley attempted another syn
thesis, but again he admitted that despite having 'speculated on the feasibility
of a unified theory of human ecology' for a number of years, his present
effort fell far short of that goa1.95 The 1950 text at least represented a synthe
sis of the McKenzie-Park-Burgess school of human ecology, with all its
shortcomings, and Hawley made a very conscientious effort to relate this
sociological school to its roots in ecological science.

Human ecology and the ecologists, 1935-55

Hawley's was not the first attempt at a synthesis of human ecology. In 1935
J. W. Bews, a British plant ecologist who had spent most of his career in
South Africa, published a very sweeping overview of the entire field. In a
single volume he touched on mental testing, eugenics, the ecology of ancient
man, epidemiology, Gestalt psychology, the domestication of plants and
animals, regional sociology, an ecological explanation for class structure, and
much more.96 Bews was very much influenced by the holistic thinking of
General J. c. Smuts, who wrote an introduction for the book, and by
Frederic elements's holistic approach to plant ecology. Ecology for Bews

9' See, for example, P. Hatt, 'The concept of natural area', American sociological review,

(1946) 11, pp. 423-7.
92 A. B. HoJlingshead, 'A re-examinarion of ecological theory', Sociology and social research,

(1947) 31, pp. 194-204; J. A. ~inn, 'The nature of human ecology - A reexamination and
redefinition', Social forces, (1939) 18, pp. 161-8.

93 W. E. Gettys, 'Human ecology and social theory', Social forces, (1940) 18, pp. 472-3.
94 Hawley, op. cit. (78), p. v.
95 Hawley, Human ecology,' A theoretical essay, Chicago and London, 1986, p. vii.
96 J. W. Bews, Human ecology, London, 1935·
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offered more than a method with which to investigate aspects of human
society; it offered a synthetic vision and, as such, a basis for normative
judgement:

As a view-point, human ecology obviously has an important bearing on
human conduct, on the kind of question that is vitally interesting to
everyone of us, how to make the most of our lives and how to live
happily. It supplies a working philosophy of life and conduct.97

Bews counted among his predecessors in human ecology nineteenth-century
French regional sociologist Frederic Le Play and his Scottish disciple Patrick
Geddes. He also acknowledged more recent British demographic and survey
work. The only mention in his book of the work of American sociologists
came in a few bibliographic references in the final chapter. Throughout the
text, however, Bews cited studies by American plant and animal ecologists
along with much of the work of Ellsworth Huntington. The book received
very little attention. There was an occasional reference to it in American
human ecology studies, but for the most part it was ignored by sociologists.
Although he had been a frequent contributor to the Journal of ecology, the
journal chose not to review his book. Across the Atlantic, it was reviewed in
Ecology by Edward Haskell, who found it 'an encyclopedic compilation of
the more elementary systematized knowledge of man-environment interac
tions interspersed with merely stated problems and unanswered questions .
. .'98 Although he recognized the need for an ecological approach to the
study of human problems, Haskell concluded that 'the enormous scope of
this medium sized book inevitably precludes the realization of any of its
objectives'.99

What had become of the nascent interest in human ecology among Ameri
can plant and animal ecologists? Very little, but the severe economic condi
tions of the 1930S helped revive discussions. When asked to contribute to the
1935 Festschrift honouring Henry Cowles, Charles Adams responded with
a paper on 'The Relation of General Ecology to Human Ecology'. Adams
quoted H. G. Wells at length regarding the close relationship between eco
nomics and ecology and also the importance of human ecology in education,
but what he had to say about the application of ecological science to the
human situation was not very illuminating. He offered a cursory listing of
examples of social surveys, mentioned briefly the sociological work of
McKenzie, Park, and Burgess, and then admitted a basic problem with the
entire enterprise: 'Advance in general ecology is now a limiting factor re
tarding the advance of human ecology.'Ioo He called for greater emphasis on
the dynamic or process point ofview and stated that the central contribution

97 Ibid., p. 278.

98 E. F. Haskell, 'Ecology in the study of men', Ecology, (1937) 18, p. 442.
99 Ibid., p. 443- 100 Adams, op. cit. (2), p. 33 I.
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of ecology to human affairs at the present time is the recognition that the
stresses and pressures of human relations are the result of the limitations and
unequal distribution of the earth's resources. Human history, then, becomes
a record of the responses of human communities to environmentally-in
duced stresses, paralleling somewhat the responses of communities of plants
and animals to environmental changes in the process of ecological succes
sion. Studies of such 'social successions', as he called them, could benefit
from a knowledge of ecological succession, as soon as the ecologists refine
their own theories. Then the 'neglected borderland between general ecology
and human ecology' could be cultivated. lol

Three years later, when Adams published his brief note in Ecology regard
ing this still neglected borderland, he again stressed the need for the full
integration of plant and animal ecology with human ecology.lo, As an exam
ple of the sort of study that he had in mind, he referred to a recent publica
tion by Australian geographer Griffith Taylor concerning an environmental
theory of racial differentiation and diffusion. Taylor had earlier impressed
Ellsworth Huntington, who singled him out as the sort of human ecologist
whom the Ecological Society of America ought to invite for membership. 103

In the work referred to by Adams, Taylor had applied to human races a
model originally introduced for mammalian evolution in which the more
primitive types are driven by the more advanced to the periphery of their
zones of distribution. Since the zone of distribution for a given species shifts
with environmental changes, these patterns of differentiation and diffusion
must be understood against the background of changing environmental con
ditions, climate being the most important. 104 Adams thought that this model
could be applied to examples of succession and diffusion in human ecology
and need not be limited to racial differentiation. Griffith Taylor's paper was
also mentioned by WaIter Taylor in his 1935 presidential address to the
Ecological Society of America. The latter Taylor made a strong plea for the
utility of ecological science, emphasizing its application to conservation is
sues, but he thought that the social sciences would also benefit greatly from
an ecological perspective. He asked, 'What, after all, is more reasonable than
the ecological approach to anthropology, economics, sociology, and eth
ics ?'IOj

Taylor offered few particulars as to how ecology might be incorporated
into the social sciences. His central concern was with the application of
ecology to such matters as land-use planning, range management, soil erosion

101 Ibid., pp. 33 1- 2 . 102 Adams, op. cit. (I), p. j02.

10) Huntington to F. Shreve, 19 January 1917, Ellswonh Huntington Papers.
104 G. Taylor, 'The ecological basis of anthropology', Ecology, (1934), pp. 223-42. The

theory also considered the parallel between vertical stratification, representing the historical
sequence of occupations in a region, and spatial distribution.

105 W. Taylor, 'What is ecology and what good is it ?', Ecology, (193 6), p. 343·
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studies, resettlement projects, reforestation, and wildlife management. As a
member of the US Biological Survey in the Southwest, these were the issues
that Taylor saw as most significant. He was not alone of course. In 1935 Paul
Sears, a plant ecologist at the University of Oklahoma, published Deserts on
the march, a general indictment of wasteful and ignorant land-use practices
and an urgent appeal for the broad dissemination and use of scientific
knowledge regarding conservation. l06 A major concern of Sears, Taylor, and
many ecologists in the interior was the prevention of future dust storms of
the kind that had wreaked such havoc during the drought years of the mid
1930S. Frederic Clements, who had devoted most of his career to creating a
theoretical structure for plant ecology, used the opportunity of the Cowles
Festschrift to make a modest contribution to the human side of ecology by
offering concrete suggestions regarding the solution of soil erosion prob
lems. 1

0 7 There was some question as to whether the broad application of
ecological principles to such problems could have prevented the disastrous
storms, but there was no serious doubt among ecologists that this was an
issue to which their science needed to respond. l08

Ecologists continued to be of two minds regarding how they would 'hu
manize' their discipline. At times they talked only of practical applications
of ecological knowledge to problems regarding the management of land and
resources. At other times they seemed to promote a general ecological per
spective as fundamental to social planning of all types. In the closing pages
of Deserts on the march Sears made the bold suggestion that all sizeable
municipalities hire a professional ecologist who could advise local officials in
matters of planning and also contribute toward setting policy at the state and
national levels. 1°9 It is not clear how one person would deal with the diver
sity of problems that even a small city might encounter, but Sears likely
thought that one ecological expert is better than none. His suggestion
seemed to take both senses of the application of ecology to human affairs
into account. In 1939 Sears again addressed the matter of the social function
of ecology in a brief popular treatise titled Life and environment, written
when he took leave of his Oklahoma position to spend two years as a
research associate at Teachers College, Columbia University. After listing a
number of direct applications of ecology to assessing the water economy of
a given region, Sears added another, more general, social function: '... to
point out the laws of community development and behavior in such way
that they may be applied not only within the human community but to the

106 P. Sears, Deserts on the march, Norman, Oklahoma, 1935.
'°7 F. E. Clements, 'Experimental ecology in the public service', Ecology, (1935) 16, pp.

342- 63.
IOS See D. Worster, Nature's economy: A history ofecological ideas, Cambridge, 1985, ch. 12;

and R. Tobey, Saving the prairies: The life cycle of the founding school of American plant
ecology, 1895-1955, Berkeley, 1981, ch. 7. '0' Sears, op. cit. (106), pp. 228-30.
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wider community of living things with which man is integrated, and whose
control he has assumed'. liD

Sociologists who were experiencing the difficulties of applying even the
simplest of ecological concepts to the human community must have been
disappointed that Sears did not go on to explain these universal laws of
development. Sears, at least, was making an effort toward including human
social organization within the domain of ecology, even if this effort
amounted to nothing more than vague suggestions. In the same year in
which that book appeared Adams passed on to Sears a letter he had received
from an economist in the Works Progress Administration expressing disap
pointment that ecologists took such little interest in the human dimension of
their field. He asked Adams whether he and Sears were not 'two boys crying
in the wilderness of Ecology'. III Adams replied that advances are slow in
science; one should not expect too much too soon. 'If all the ecologists had
turned human ecologists', he said, 'we would not have a general foundation
for the whole field today. The human must be built upon the broader
foundation.'Il2 Even as he wrote this reply, however, Adams was making
plans to promote greater discussion of human ecology among his colleagues.
The Ecological Society, responding to the growing interest in the application
of ecology to human affairs and also to a suggestion from the American
Association for the Advancement of Science, had begun arranging joint
symposia with the AAAS on topics that brought social scientists and ecolo
gists together in a common forum. Under the leadership of Sears the sym
posium committee chose as its first three topics wildlife management,
land-use planning, and the biological and social effects of fire. The fourth
symposium in the series, held in December, 1939, was titled 'On the relation
ofecology to human welfare - The human situation', with Adams presiding.

Sears and Adams invited Burgess and McKenzie to participate, but Burgess
had conflicting commitments and McKenzie declined the invitation due to
illness. 113 The final panel included plant ecologist H. L. Shantz, climatologist
C. W. Thornthwaite, Benton Mackaye of the Forest Service, sociologist A.
B. Hollingshead, and Eduard Lindeman of the New York School of Social
Work. All of the papers were published in an issue of Ecological monographs
the following year. 114 The range of the discussion indicates the lack of

(1O P. Sears, Life and environment: The interrelations of living things, New York, 1939,

p. 147·
(I I B. L. Melvin to C. Adams, 25 January 1939, included with Adams's letter to Sears,

!4 February 1939, in Paul Bige10w Sears Papers, Manuscripts and Archives, Yale University
Library.

(I, Adams to Melvin, 31 January 1939, in Paul Sears Papers.
"l Adams to Sears, 28 March 1939; R. D. McKenzie to Sears, 14 April 1939, Paul Sears

Papers.
J 14 'Symposium on relation of ecology to human welfare - The human situation', Ecological

monographs (1940) 10, pp. 307-72.
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consensus regarding the nature and scope ofhuman ecology. Shantz thought
that the main value of plant ecology to human ecology would be to indicate
the general characteristics of the plant communities on whose productivity
human communities must depend. Beyond that he suggested some very
simple analogies between plant and human community structure. 1 1 5

Thornthwaite's brief paper stressed the synthetic and derivative nature of
both plant and human ecology. 'Plant ecology is not a subdivision of botany',
he argued, 'but is a synthetic science consisting of parts of botany, climatol
ogy, pedology [soil science], physiography, agronomy, and doubtless other
fields of study.' Similarly, 'Human ecology can no more be a subdivision of
sociology and anthropology than plant ecology can be a subdivision of
botany.' Against Barrows's claim that human ecology is the subject matter
of geography, Thornthwaite objected that human ecology is a more fully
integrated field, 'since it embraces other social sciences, the subject matter of
which has never been claimed by even the most aggressive and ambitious of
the geographers'y6 He failed to mention that the field was integrated only
in theory. Mackaye, the most pragmatic of the panellists, steered away from
discussions of disciplinary boundaries and simply focused on the nuts and
bolts ofregional planning, defining the task ofhuman ecology as that offitting
human communities optimally into their natural environments. For Mackaye,
the human ecologist was a kind of social engineer. 1 17 Hollingshead, here as
in his other writings, pointed out the difficulties involved with applying
general ecological concepts to the human situation and emphasized the pre
dominance of social values over the purely biological. The central difficulty
with any ecological approach to understanding human society, he argued, is
that the human social order so often encourages practices that unwittingly
subvert the ecological order. 118 Lindeman simply offered the suggestion that
ecology is the mediating influence between particular scientific specialities
and social planning, and he made an appeal for including philosophers to help
determine the ends for which the planners furnish the means. 1 19 Regardless
of the problems with the use of the term and its application, all of the panel
members seemed to accept the general potential of human ecology as both a
useful planning perspective and a synthesis of the natural and human sciences.
Only Hollingshead seemed fully to appreciate the complexity involved with
that synthesis.

Adams continued to promote discussion of human ecology within the

"5 H. L. Shantz, 'The relation of plant ecology to human welfare', ibid., pp. 311-42.
116 C. W. Thornthwaite, 'The relation of geography to human ecology', in 'Symposium', op.

cit. (114), p. 347·
117 B. MacKaye, 'Regional planning and ecology', in 'Symposium', op. cit. (114), pp. 349-53.
lIS A. B. Hollingshead, 'Human ecology and human society', in 'Symposium', op. cit. (114),

p. 362 .
119 E. C. Lindeman, 'Ecology: An instrument for the integration of science and philosophy',

in 'Symposium', op. cit. (114), pp. 367-72.
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Ecological Society and to encourage co-operation between the society and
Section K, Social and economic sciences, of the American Association for the
Advancement of Science. In 1940 he wrote the Secretary of Section K, E. P.
Hutchinson, regarding these issues: 'We are endeavoring to get enough
members together who are interested in human ecology, to have a strong
nucleus in the Ecological Society, and who will keep programs going in that
field.'120 This campaign met with only limited success, to some extent be
cause it was interrupted by the war but also because professional ecologists
remained somewhat sceptical of the value of human ecology and its relation
to their work. Adams soon retired from his position at the New York State
Museum but kept up his correspondence from his home in Albany, on
stationery which listed his areas of interest as 'General ecology, human
ecology, conservation, and land use', in that order. Perhaps indicative of the
attitude of ecologists toward human ecology was the response of botanist
Norman Taylor, a former member of the editorial board of Ecology. On
receiving a letter from Adams on the new stationery, Taylor chided his
friend for including human ecology among his interests. He reiterated his
low opinion of 'that science' (apparently the two had discussed this matter
before), and he told Adams he was glad to see that some public health people
had taken it up, thus placing the field 'where it properly belongs, not among
a lot of biologists and zoologists'.121

Taylor's reference to public health is unclear, but he was not alone in
desiring to place human ecology outside the boundaries of ecology proper.
In 1948, in response to complaints regarding 'the hypercritical editorial
policy' of Ecology toward articles on human ecology, the editors conducted
a poll of the twelve-member editorial board and the officers of the Ecologi
cal Society. The consensus was that 'superior' articles on human ecology
should be published, particularly if they concern natural rather than social
interrelationships. As one (unnamed) member of the editorial board stated it.
'I should like to see articles in Ecology on the effects of Man on the natural
community or the effect of the natural community on Man as an animal (not
Man as a member of a social organization).'122 The policy adopted by the
editors ran along similar lines:

Papers dealing mainly with the economic relationships between Man and
Man, do not, at present at least, seem to belong in our journal; they
should find a more congenial audience in journals of sociology, anthro
pology, economics, or geography than in our own. As a result of this

110 Adams to Hutchinson, I February 1940, included with Adams's letter to Sears, I Febru
ary 1940, Paul Sears Papers.

III N. Taylor to C. Adams, 13 June 1949, Norman Taylor Papers, Library of the New York
Botanical Garden, Archives, The Bronx, N ew York.

112 ~oted by D. B. Lawrence and T. Park, in 'Report of the editors of Ecology', Bulletin of
the Ecological Society of America, (1949) 30, p. 10.
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advice, the following point of view has been adopted by the editors
regarding manuscripts in human ecology: (a) They must make an intel
lectual contribution to ecology, (b) They must pass all the usual editorial
hurdles that confront any manuscript, (c) They must not be
propagandistic. I 23

There was no disguising the implication that much ofwhat passed for human
ecology was unscientific, non-rigorous, and biased. 'The editorial policy, as
it was stated, seemed to underwrite the notion that the social dimension of
human existence had no place in ecological science, perhaps no place in
science, It is not clear to what extent the general membership of the Ecologi
cal Society shared this view, but it would be safe to say that many profes
sional ecologists shared with other natural scientists the general scepticism
regarding the social sciences that led to their exclusion from the National
Science Foundation around this same time. 124

When sociologists ~inn and Hawley published their respective books on
human ecology in 1950, they were reviewed in Ecology by Yale population
ecologist Edward Deevey. The ~inn book was intended as an introductory
text, and Deevey quickly dismissed it as narrow in its viewpoint and super
ficial regarding ecological concepts and principles. He had better things to
say for Hawley's book. He praised Hawley for the amount of attention he
gave to plant and animal ecology in the early chapters, for his appreciation
of the value of demographic studies, and for the general seriousness of his
endeavour. Deevey made his views regarding sociology known, when he
characterized Hawley's chapter on population balance as 'refreshingly free
from the parochialism of u.s. sociology'.12 5 However, he found Hawley's
treatment of ecological organization in the human community confusing and
he thought that his handling of many themes lacked sufficient rigour, par
ticularly, where applicable, mathematical rigour: 'Training for rigorous
mathematical thinking is largely being left out of the education of sociolo
gists, if we may judge by Hawley's and ~inn's texts.'126 In any event, the
Hawley text seems to have had little impact on ecologists. In an assessment
of the state of human ecology in 1954, Sears, now directing a new conserva
tion program at Yale, thought that most ecologists would dismiss Hawley's
book as 'an intricate study of modern institutions.. .' 127 Despite Hawley's
desire for completeness and balance, the book was still a sociological treatise

IlJ Ibid., p. 10.

t24 See D. Kevles, The physicists: The history of a scientific community in modern America,
New York, 1979, chs. 21-22. Kevles focuses on Vannevar Bush, but a general sympathy among
natural scientists with Bush's disdain for the social sciences certainly helped to promote his
position.

t2! E. S. Deevey, Jr, 'Recent textbooks of human ecology', Ecology, (1951) 32, P'348.
126 Ibid., p. 349.

t27 P. Sears, 'Human ecology: A problem in synthesis', Science, (1954) 120, p. 961.
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written mainly for sociologists. Sears wanted human ecology to be more
than that, but he had given up attempting to define the field. 'Human ecol
ogy is not so much a specialty', he stated, 'as a scientific activity which must
draw upon a wide range of the specialties. What is important is the work to
be done rather than the label.'I28 Judging by the remainder of Sears's article
'the work to be done' for human ecology included solving most of the
significant social and economic problems of the civilized world. For Sears a
fuller incorporation of the ecological perspective into science teaching and
into education in general would have far-reaching consequences for contem
porary society. Whether it be water pollution, soil erosion, overpopulation,
resource limitations, or juvenile delinquency (largely a problem of ' the avail
ability and distribution of space'), ecology can provide the kinds of insights
that lead to solutions. 129

The facile suggestion that the solution to the problem of juvenile delin
quency could be found in an increase in the per-capita recreational space in
large cities may strike the reader as somewhat nai've, but there was a strong
faith, now very familiar to us, behind Sears's remarks. If only ecology re
ceived the recognition that it deserved, Sears seemed to be saying, human
ecology would surely emerge as the synthetic field that will save us from
ourselves. Sears carried this faith with him to the meetings of the Ecological
Society's first Committee on Human Ecology, established in 1955. The
committee organized a symposium for the following summer, and judging
by the abstracts reprinted in the society's Bulletin, at least one of the partici
pants shared Sears's faith. Yale geographer Albert Burke summarized his
perspective on human ecology as follows: 'Many problems characteristic of
present day American culture ranging from a rising incidence of mental
illness to failures of policies and programs in international relations are in
large part the result of ignorance of the ecological process in human
affairs.' I 30 The abstract goes on to indict the Judaeo-Christian tradition and
the development of modern science as 'a weapon for conquer and control' as
the two causes most responsible for our nearly wholesale neglect of ecologi
cal knowledge. This sounds very much like the message of the well-known
Lynn White article published over a decade later. I31 Such dramatic state
ments apparently were not sufficient to make human ecology a central con
cern of the Ecological Society. No further symposia were held. The
committee struggled through another year or so and was 'moribund' by the
late 1950S, as Robert McIntosh stated it. An attempt to revive it in the mid
1960s was equally short-lived. IF

128 Ibid.) p. 961.
129 Ibid.) p. 962.

IjQ 'Report of the Committee on Human Ecology', Bulletin of the Ecological Society of
America, (1957) 38, p. 28.

I) I L. White, Jr, 'The historical roots of our ecologic crisis', Science, (1967) 155, pp. 1203-7.
1)2 McIntosh, op. cit. (5), pp. 307-8.



[280 ] Eugene Cittadino

Whither human ecology?

In 1955, the year in which the Ecological Society formed its human ecology
committee, the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research
sponsored a symposium at Princeton on 'Man's role in changing the face of
the earth'. The symposium was organized by geographer Carl Sauer, social
critic and social planner Lewis Mumford, and zoologist-naturalist Marston
Bates. Paul Sears was in attendance, as was Burke, along with over seventy
others representing some twenty different fields. Geographers comprised the
largest group of participants, with botanists and anthropologists next. In
addition to Sears, there were several other practising ecologists, including F.
Fraser Darling, John T. Curtis, and Frank Egler. Only one sociologist and
two economists represented the social sciences (other than anthropology).
The symposium was held in honour of George Perkins Marsh, as a kind of
mid-twentieth-century reaffirmation of the ideas contained in Marsh's 1864
classic Man and nature. Topics ranged from 'The ecology of peasant life in
western Europe' to 'Artificially induced precipitation and its potentialities'
to 'Sanitation practices and disease control in extending and improving areas
for human habitation'. An ecological perspective pervaded the presentations
and a few of the participants referred to human ecology by name, but there
was little sense of human ecology as a single, unified discipline. The sense
conveyed by the published collection of papers and discussions was that of
mutual recognition of an interrelational point of view that needed much
more attention. 133 Many of the participants shared with Sears the same vague
faith in the potential ofecology. Many of the issues raised - overpopulation,
pollution, soil erosion, effects of radiation, resource depletion - would be
raised again in a few years, but attended then by a good deal more emotion
and by a sense of extreme urgency not evident at the 1955 symposium.

In 1967, when Paul Shepard inquired as to the fate of human ecology,
ecology in general was beginning to receive some public attention. Shepard's
rhetoric reflected the changing mood. On the one hand, he was comfortable,
as Sears had been, with the eclectic nature of human ecology: 'It would be
impertinent to attempt to define it now so as to exclude its historical forms
or its descendent and peripheral disciplines.'I34 Yet for Shepard, as for Sears,
its questionable disciplinary status did not undermine the importance of
human ecology; it was larger than the sum of its parts:

The ecology of man has no sacred core to guard against the Philistines.
It will be healthiest perhaps when running out in all directions. Its prac
tical significance may be the preservation of the earth and all its inhab
itants. 13 5

I)) W. L. Thomas, Jr (ed.), Man's role in changing the face of the earth, Chicago, 1956.
'H Shepard, op. cit. (4), p. 894. J)j Ibid., p. 894.
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Such eminent practicality should have been sufficient in itself, but the wide
spread popular recognition of ecology beginning in the late 1960s served to
restore hope for the emergence of a coherent, unified human ecology. In
1969 oceanographer Roger Revelle, then serving as Director of Harvard
University's Center for Population Studies, characterized human ecology as
'still rudimentary', but he speculated that with the mutual co-operation of
social scientists, natural scientists, and humanists, and with the aid of com
puters, there was hope for a full-blown, comprehensive theoretical structure
to emerge. 136 Ecologist Pierre Dansereau expressed equal optimism in 1970:

A science of human ecology is in the making. It has not found its bear
ings yet, for it remains dependent upon sociology and human geography
and has not nearly informed itself on the theoretical content of ecology.
A new discipline focused on the human habitat will hopefully emerge
from a conversation between scientists and humanists trained in a variety
of fields and well-grounded in one or more of them, but also, open to the
revelations their knowledge may bring to environmental processes. 137

In 1974 Gerald Young of Washington State University admitted in his
lengthy analysis of human ecology that it was 'a fragmented field, far from
interdisciplinary', but he expected greater unity and integration in the future,
and he offered thirty pages ofsuggestions for possible unifying concepts and
themes from general systems theory, sociology, psychology, and recent eco
system studies. 138 In 1986, as mentioned earlier, Amos Hawley, armed with
some of the new ecological terminology, was still searching for the basis for
a grand synthesis. 139

The search goes on, but rarely under the name of human ecology.
Hawley's recent efforts aside, attempts at synthesis are now made somewhat
outside the boundaries of the natural and social sciences in the name of
'green politics', 'deep ecology', or 'social ecology', the last term preferred by
Murray Bookchin, perhaps the most ambitious and analytical of the newer
visionaries. 14° Bookchin's writings, although somewhat discursive, point out
what is entailed and what is at stake - epistemologically, morally, politically
- in the adoption of the kind of total ecological vision that has become
fashionable among many contemporary social critics. This is no casual
endeavour. Human ecology, on the other hand, persists as a vague general
term attached to any treatment of interactions between humans and their

1)6 R. Revelle, 'Human ecology and ethics are inseparable', New York Times, 12 January
1969, reprinted in Man and environment (ed. A. Hawley), New York, 1975, p. 234.
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New York, 1970, p. ix.

1)8 Young, op. cit. (44), pp. 58, 551-87. 1)9 Hawley, op. cit. (95).
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environments, large and small. A source-book of human ecology published
in 1983 included roughly a thousand separate entries covering everything
from the ecological relations of primitive societies to air and water quality,
resource management, birth control, and occupational medicine. 141 The
journal Human ecology, which has been in existence since the early 1970s,
has not provided so much a forum for synthesis as a vehicle for the publica
tion ofcase studies. 142 Despite the occasional general article and the interdis
ciplinary aspirations of the editors, the journal's central focus is cultural
anthropology, essentially the perspective which anthropologist Julian Stew
ard formalized in the 1950S as 'cultural ecology'.143 Steward had intended
the ecological perspective to serve merely a heuristic function in helping to
explain particular instances of cultural adaptation. Cultural ecology was to
represent more of a methodology applied to individual case studies than a
doctrine or a body of knowledge generalizable to all cultures, and Steward
fully expected the term 'cultural ecology' to supersede 'human ecology',
since he believed that the latter term had outlived its usefulness. 144 Although
its meaning has not been clarified, the term has, of course, persisted, even in
the title of the journal which promotes Steward's point of view.

For a time from the 1920S into the 19 50S human ecology seemed to hold
greater promise as a unifying conceptual framework, and it served additional
functions within the disciplinary boundaries of the groups that promoted it.
The human ecology movement generated by Chicago sociologists in the
1920S served the dual purpose of consolidating some of the loose theoretical
strands of an essentially field-based research program and, according to
Robert Faris, providing an alternative to the more extreme eugenic explana
tions for social ills. 145 For the biological ecologists, on the other hand,
human ecology represented a vague hope for the realization of the full
potential ofa young science whose usefulness was often assumed but seldom
demonstrated. Sometimes the rhetoric used by both groups gave the impres
sion that human ecology would provide the theoretical substructure for a
new science-based social order. However, a science of human ecology never
materialized, although an ecological perspective has certainly made its way
into academic and political discourse.

'4' F. Sargent, Human ecology: A guide to information sources, Detroit, 1983.
'4' There was an earlier Journal of human ecology begun by a group interested in the effects

of weather and climate on humal: behaviour, but it did not survive through three complete
volumes (1951-1954). R. W. Dexter, 'The Journal of human ecology - Pioneer in the field',
Environmental history newsletter, (1978) 4, pp. 1-2. I am grateful to R. P. McIntosh for that
reference.

'4) J H. Steward, Theory of culture change: The methodology of multilinear evolution,
Urbana, Illinois, 1955, especially pp. 30-42.

'44 Ibid., p. 36. See also Steward's discussion of 'Cultural ecology' in The international
encyclopedia of the social sciences (ed. D. 1. Shils), New York, 1968, Vol. IV, pp. 337-44.

'4l Faris, op. cit. (51), ch. 4.
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The problem lies as much with the nature of ecology itself as with the
efforts of the human ecologists. On the one hand, a separate science of
human ecology makes little sense conceptually; ecology, as the science
which treats the interrelationships of organisms and their environments,
should naturally include human organisms. On the other hand, ecology in
practice is not one science but many. It is an elusive, complex, pluralistic,
multi-dimensional collection of specialities and points of view held together
loosely within a theoretical framework that includes few universal laws and
many generalizations of limited applicability. Historically, there have been
as many ecologies as there are types of organisms and levels of organization
to study - plant and animal ecology, microbial ecology, marine ecology and
limnology, etc., and then physiological ecology, population ecology, com
munity ecology, and ecosystem ecology, working up through ever broader
levels of organization. Studies of humans and their interactions would not
have fit easily into the general theoretical structure of ecology for the simple
reason that no such single, agreed-upon structure existed. At the same time,
human ecology makes little sense as one among many subspecialties of
ecology. Since human culture adds layers of conceptual complexity to or
ganism-environment interactions, human ecology, fully explored, becomes
the whole of the social sciences and humanities. Ecologists and social scien
tists seem to have recognized aspects of these problems from the very begin
ning, although many held out the hope that with sufficient effort and
co-operation a larger synthesis might be achieved. What has been achieved
is the gradual (and still very uneven) integration of ecological ideas and
environmental concerns into the framework of social, political, and eco
nomic theory and practice. Human ecology persists, but simply as a broad
category rather than a synthesis or even a point of view.
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