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Mating patterns in plant and animal populations
have manifold ecological, genetic and evolutionary
consequences and, from a practical standpoint,
knowledge of the effects of inbreeding on the fitness
of managed populations of rare and endangered
species is of considerable importance to conserva-
tion biology. Hence an edited volume devoted to
the natural history of inbreeding and outbreeding
islikely to be of considerable interest to biologists of
all backgrounds, particularly when it encompasses
both empirical and theoretical approaches and cov-
ers a broad range of taxonomic groups (e.g., flow-
ering plants, marine invertebrates, fishes, amphib-
ians, reptiles, spiders, birds, and various mammals).
The appearance of the Thornhill volume after a
long gestation period is therefore sure to generate
discussion and, I suspect, controversy among the
large number of researchers interested in mating
systems. As a result, the work is tailor-made for
graduate seminars and journal clubs where debate
is the order of the day.

This book grew out of a symposium co-organized
with William Shields, which was held over four years
ago. It contains 18 chapters contributed by 25 ex-
perts, largely from the fields of evolution, behav-
ioral ecology, and genetics. The authors address
several key questions, including how frequently
and to what extent organisms inbreed, what the
fitness consequences of inbreeding and outbreed-
ing are for particular groups, and how various pat-
terns of mating influence dispersal, social behav-
ior, and speciation processes. As with many edited
volumes, the quality and style of individual chap-
ters vary considerably, ranging from the presenta-
tion of original theory and empirical data, to litera-
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ture reviews and, in several cases, to polemical
accounts that seem largely designed to further par-
ticular research agendas. While this latter form of
advocacy can work, in the present case I had the
impression that a balanced and ultimately more
useful volume would have resulted if it had in-
cluded authors unsympathetic to several of the main
views advocated (e.g., on optimal levels of inbreed-
ing, the importance of overdominance to hetero-
sis). In this way readers could weigh the evidence
both for and against many of the positions taken
by authors.

The lack of any detailed theoretical analysis on
the optimal inbreeding and outbreeding hypothe-
sis advocated by Shields, Waser, and several other
authors in this volume struck me as rather odd,
given its potential links to Wright’s ideas on popu-
lation structure and shifting balance. Unlike the
burgeoning theoretical literature on the deleteri-
ous effects of inbreeding, which has helped guide
a decade of empirical research on mating-system
evolution, workers interested in optimal outbreed-
ing effects have virtually no theoretical framework
in which to operate, aside from the trivial predic-
tion that at some spatial scale outbreeding depres-
sion will occur. Unfortunately, despite its title and
apparent agenda, this book does little to fill this
void; one is left wondering whether most theoreti-
cians are just not interested in the idea that in-
breeding may be good for you, or as seems more
likely, they just don’t believe it.

SpeNceEr C. H. Barrerrt, Botany, University of

Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada
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This book contains 13 papers presented during
an international symposium held in Japan, and
two-thirds are by Japanese authors. They treat
recent contributions of DNA analysis, especially
the evolution of individual molecules. Although
useful to university teachers and researchers, the



