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SUBJECT: The Biology of Human Po~ulations 

To interpret human population problems in biological terms . 

_ ethod 

The first step should be a survey of the extent and kind of 
research that is noli being carried out in the United ~tates on population 
problems in both the social a•d biological fields . This should involve 
an apprais~l both of the institut:ons and of the individuals : of their 
resources, orientation; of their goals , and so::te estimate of their methods 
and proeress in attaining those goals . 

Such a survey 1:ill, in some respects , be easier in the field of 
the social sciences than in the biolo~ical field , since the peopl e and 
institutions i!orl<ing directly on human population problems form a fairly 
clearly defined group u~o , in p~rt at least , think of themselves as 
11populationists11 ; ~vhile students of the corresponding biolo.:;ical problems 
are Hia.ely scattered and hardly aware of their cow unity of interest . 
The sheer bulk of the Tork under social or democraphic ausp:.ces and the 
complexity of notives for such .ork, ho.rever , will tend to make any 
evaluation or summary difficult . 

In the biological sciences it rould hardly be possible in 
advance to define the areas of .. ork that should be explored, and one of 
the prime results of th: SU!~~Y itself should be a clearer indication of 
the fields of rork that are liable to contribute facts or ideas useful in 
the study of purely h~ preble s . The applicability of Jauch ecological 
.orlc is obvious : r.ork on t-he types of factors servin"' to control the 
status of n~tural popula~ions , and on the results of interference With 
such factors ; work on the various relations that exist a@on: populations 
u.nd connnunities of or6anisms and environr ental factors . The applicability 
of general studies of fertility and ortality is also obvious , and such 
studies have been tmdertaken from rridely diverGent points of view·, 
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sometimes under 3colo,;ical auspices , but perhaps more often under fields 
of physiology and medicine. Some exploration of the ~ields of anthropology 
and ethnology w·ould also seem to be indicated, in the hope of findinG the 
possible sorts of infor'llation that might be available on the behavior of 
human populations under "natural" conditions . 

The study of any population problem must involve both the 
organism and the environment in rrhich it lives . In the case of man, the 
description and analysis of the environment is me.dc peculiarly difficult 
because of the extent to iihich man himself exe:rts a modifying inflttence 
on his surroundings. The interpretation of human organism-environment 
relationships in biological terms , hm,·ever , would necessarily be a basic 
part of a f>rojec L like t!:-.at sug.:;ested bere, and r,orlc on purely environmental 
problems such as 11 natural resources'' would have to form an ir.1portant part 
of the survey . 

.:;uch a survaJ· ,·rould cover, then, institutions, individuals and 
literature . It could not be exham;tive and still be practical. Perhaps 
reconnaisance .rould be a better 110rd than survey, and the object IoulJ be 
to provide a s!.cetcl-1 t hat mir;ht serve for the orienta·tion of more clcta.i.led 
studies . 

Possible value and results 

'l'here ts a constant need, in the progress of science , for 
synthesis . The natural tendency in investigative work seem.s to be toward 
divergence, specialization, toward greater mastery of narrower fields. To 
cou.r"!ter this , to relat.e the eli vel:gin,__ fields , seelJ1S to require a more or 
les;:; conscious ~ffort on the i-'art of institutions and individuals . The 
most inunediate and forseeable value of a study of the t.ype proposed here 
might be the st:iJnulat.ion of a tendency toward synthesis in the area surveyed. 
~cologists working on populat.ion balance might 'ue encouraged to summadze 
their results in a form available to soc.ial scientists; and the investleator 
conducting the survey n· ight gradually come to _r;erform a useful function in 
cross- fertilization by telling t-he demographer about ecological ·\'fork or vice 
versa . 

Such a survey shouldJ in the second place , indicate particular 
lines of investigation that, appear to warrant greater emphas.; s or support 
than they are at present receiving . 

'!'he ulti1nat.e objective , of course, should he to provide an 
intelligent basis for action Hhich might t.,end to modify hunan population 
trends in v.rays rosuJ. tin~ :Ln ma.'Cimtun .;~dvantage for the spec;ics . ..iince we 
have in man.1 .;ays deliberately interfered ·,,oith the cnvh·onment , creating a 
ne;·r situation •lith a speed that seems not to allm-. for compensating trends 
in evol utionary processes, some deliberc. t.e compensatin~ action r'lay be 
necessary. But any sucJ-1 action Nould require the marshalling of all of the 
information that :~ilht be "ll.ade available tilrougb the scientific method, and 
would involve, certainly, an overhaul of the biolot:;ical sciences from this 
point of vievT. 

}Jib 
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