
The Theory of Island Biogeography establishes the
conditions for the attainment and maintenance of
equilibrium species numbers on islands and frag-
mented habitats. It employs mathematical models to
estimate rates of colonization and turnover, as well
as differences in species diversity among islands. (The
SCI~’indicates that this book has been cited in over
1,830 publications.)
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In 1960 Robert H. MacArthur and I began
a series of meetings in a self-conscious attempt
to make an important contribution to bioge-
o~raphy.The youthful discipline of population
biology was in ferment, and opportunities for
theoretical advance seemed to be everywhere.
In particular, mathematical models posed an
entrée into complex topics of ecology and be-
havior previously treated in a primarily de-
scriptive manner. We saw that models of dem-
ography and evolution by natural selection
were newly available to link processes at the
individual and population levels to processes
at the levels of species communities and soci-
eties. We were convinced that this approach
could have an important impact on ecology,
as well as on other disciplines now loosely
grouped under evolutionary biology.

Despite his youth—30 at the time—
MacArthur was the clear leader in the quan-
titative ecology movement. His run was to be
brief, ending when he died of cancer at the
age of 42 in 1972. I was attracted to
MacArthur not only by his brilliance and imag-
ination, conveyed through a warm and gen-
erous personality, but also by his love of nat-
ural history. For my part, Ibrought to the col-
laboration a passion for speciation and bioge-
ography and considerable practical experience
in those subjects, obtained in the field and in
museums. I had already produced the idea of
the taxon cycle, in which species groups
(clades) pass through episodes of dispersal as
they specialize on ecologically marginal hab-

itats and then move to episodes of speciation
accompanied by the penetration of central,
species-rich habitats.

I persuaded MacArthur that biogeo~raphy
was ripe for the more analytic, deductive ap-
proach. I pointed out to him the first area-
species curves, one of which I had worked out
with ants in the Pacific Islands. Very roughly,
a 10-fold increase in area going from one
island to the next results in a doubling of the
number of species, at least within a single
group of organisms such as birds, reptiles, or
ants. From my taxon cycle work at the species
level and from earlier studies by P.J.
Darlington and G.G. Simpson at the family
level in vertebrates, it appeared that faunas are
in balance—”saturated” was the word we used
most commonly atfirst. MacArthur responded
by producing a simple but powerful model in
which equilibrium is attained when the extinc-
tion curve (number of species going extinct per
unit time as a function of number of species
already present on the island) rises enough to
cross the falling immigration curve (number
of new species arriving per unit time). Once
this conception was in place, it was possible
to relate thecolonization process to more pre-
cise statements about the dispersal of organ-
isms, as well as to the growth and extinction
of populations.

The formulation was first presented in an
article in 1963.1 Later, when we had time to
explore more of its ramifications, we presented
it in a much fuller monograph, The Theory of
Island Biogeography, which incidentally was
the first of the Princeton Monographs in Pop-
ulation Biology.

The approach was successful for two rea-
sons. First, it suggested experiments and field
studies that could test the idea of equilibrium,
measure turnover rates, and in general place
colonization and extinction into a new and
more interesting context. Second, human ac-
tivity is fragmenting natural habitats every.
where into island-like systems. The results from
island biogeographic theory are therefore ba-
sic to ~

Among the recent summaries äf island bin-
geography and its ramifications in ecology and
conservation may be cited books by O.H.
Frankel and M.E. Soule,2 M. Williamson,3 and
me.4
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