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Tales from the Ant World
Edward O. Wilson
2020; 240 pages
Liveright, New York, NY
ISBN: 9781631495564; $26.95 
(hardcover)

E.O. Wilson begins his newest 
book about ants with a word of 
caution: “There is nothing I can 
even imagine in the lives of ants 

that we can or should emulate for our own 
moral betterment.” Wilson points out that 
ants “eat their own dead” and rank among 
the most warlike of all animals, with clashes 
that “dwarf Gettysburg and Waterloo.” 
Even in the context of debates over gender 
equality and the #MeToo movement, 
Wilson notes that gender liberalism in 
ant societies has run amok—females have 
essentially total control, and male ants lead 
pitiful lives by comparison. Despite this 
word of caution, Wilson has done again in 
Tales from the Ant World what he has done 
many times before—he has taken a story 
ostensibly about insects and turned it into 
a human story. The book traces Wilson’s 
journey from boyhood to Harvard profes-
sor by telling how interactions with ants 
shaped his life along the way. This includes 
Wilson’s early adventures collecting ants as 
a boy in Washington, DC, to his discovery 
of the first fire ant colony in North America 
in an empty lot next to his childhood home 
in Alabama.

Many of the stories Wilson shares will 
be familiar to longtime readers of his work, 
including the chapters “How We Broke 
the Pheromone Code” and “The Walking 
Dead,” which cover his early research on 
ant communication and the discovery of 
compounds ants use to identify their dead. 
But subsequent chapters cover new discov-
eries made by ant researchers (myrmecol-
ogists) who have followed in his footsteps. 
These chapters include new research on 
parasitic fungi that turn ants into zombies, 
as well as research on ancient “hell ants” 
that roamed alongside dinosaurs and had 
mandibles reminiscent of wooly mam-
moth tusks.

Wilson also devotes several chapters to 

one of my favorite armchair topics in ento-
mology—species that hold world records. 
Wilson sizes up various contenders for the 
titles of “world’s fastest” and “world’s slow-
est” ant. And perhaps my favorite chapter 
is his debate over which species should be 
considered the “world’s fiercest” ant. After 
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Biological Collections: 
Ensuring Critical Research 
and Education for the 21st 
Century
National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine
2020; 244 pages
The National Academies Press, 
Washington, DC
ISBN: 9780309498531; $65 (softcover), 
$54.99 (e-book), free (PDF or read 
online)

The Complete Field Guide to 
Dragonflies of Australia
Günther Theischinger, John Hawking, 
and Albert Orr
2021; 424 pages
CSIRO Publishing, Clayton, Victoria, 
Australia
ISBN: 9781486313747; AU $49.99 
(softcover)

Entomology and Pest 
Management, Seventh 
Edition
Larry P. Pedigo, Marlin E. Rice, and 
Rayda K. Krell
2021; 584 pages
Waveland Press, Inc., Long Grove, IL
ISBN: 9781478639923; $99.95 
(hardcover)

Pollinators, Predators, and 
Parasites: The Ecological 
Roles of Insects in Southern 
Africa
Clarke Scholtz, Jenny Scholtz & Hennie 
de Klerk
2021; 448 pages
Penguin Random House South Africa, 
Cape Town, South Africa
ISBN: 9781775845553; $34 (softcover), 
$17.99 (e-book)
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considering a range of usual suspects, such 
as Australian bulldog ants or army ants, 
Wilson picks a species that will likely come 
as a surprise to many readers. (I won’t spoil 
it here!)

For someone who has written some-
where approaching 40 books about sci-
ence—many of which already focus on 
ants—where does Tales from the Ant World 
fit in? I, myself, have kept a copy of Wilson 
and Hölldobler’s encylopedic tome The 
Ants on my desk since graduate school, and 
I also have a well-worn copy of its shorter 
companion, Journey to the Ants, which I 
often loan out to students as an introduc-
tion to ant biology. In comparison to these 
other two books, Tales from the Ant World 
is much shorter and is written in a style 
that Wilson describes as “an adventure 
story.” The short chapters and narrative 
tone make this book a quick read, which 
will appeal to readers who are not yet ready 
to tackle Wilson’s longer books on ants. 
The stories told throughout the book also 
do a good job of capturing Wilson’s excite-
ment as he makes new discoveries about 
ants—something that is usually missing 
from technical books and journal articles. 
The only shortcoming of Tales from the Ant 
World compared to his previous books is 
its lack of color plates and detailed images, 
although there are numerous black-and-
white images that accompany the text.

Overall, Tales from the Ant World is an 
enjoyable read, and it is appropriate for ant 
enthusiasts of almost any age. Now, when 
a student comes to my o#ce and tells me 
they want to learn more about ants, this is 
the book I will hand them.

Clint Penick
Department of Ecology, Evolution, & 
Organismal Biology
Kennesaw State University
Kennesaw, GA 30144
cpenick1@kennesaw.edu

DOI: 10.1093/ae/tmab021

AMERICAN ENTOMOLOGIST  |  SUMMER 2021   63

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ae/article/67/2/62/6294608 by Kennesaw

 State U
niversity user on 20 August 2021


