
superfluous to the needs of the system.
Levin concludes that each model is, to

some extent, correct. Thus, whereas ecosys-
tem processes may reflect the activities of a
few dominant species, more diverse assem-
blages may contain the most productive
species. However, Levin emphasizes that sys-
tem resilience is evolutionarily reinforced in
complex food webs through multiple inter-
actions and feedback loops. The importance
of dominant species for system functioning
may therefore critically depend on inter-
actions with their apparently less influential
neighbours. Indeed, a quarter of a century
ago ecologist Daniel Janzen said that the 
ultimate extinction is the extinction of eco-
logical interactions. There is a subtle lesson
here for ecologists.

Throughout the book, Levin translates
complex ecological jargon into more access-
ible language by invoking the use of collo-
quial models and analogies. There are some
memorable gems in these pages: the assem-
bly of ecological systems is played out in his
game of“Ecological Scrabble”; cheese mould
is used as a metaphor for the spread of
invasive species;Levin’s desk is actually a self-
organized ecological system, complete with
dominant species (ballpoint pens) and less
important organisms (paperweights). How-
ever, Levin does not shy away from some of
the recent advances in current ecological
theory. Working from an area close to his
heart, he uses innovative models to describe
various ecosystem properties. Two of the
best examples are Per Bak’s sandpiles to elu-
cidate systems in self-organized criticality;
and interactive particulate systems models
to define assembly rules, which have also
been used elsewhere to illustrate a range of
diverse phenomena.

There are many take-home messages in
Fragile Dominion. Clearly, since we know so
little about the function of the ecological sys-
tems underpinning our own existence, it
should be patently obvious that tinkering
with them poses substantial risks. We know
enough about natural systems to realize that
our continued assault brings them closer to
the edge. Levin argues that we must view the
biosphere as an integrated complex system,
with the working components being the
species that comprise it. Only in this way can
we truly appreciate how the system works
and ensure that it does not fail. I recommend
this book highly; it contains many fascinat-
ing insights into the workings of nature’s
machinery that will enlighten the non-
expert while providing a perspective for sci-
entists across a range of disciplines. Always
thought-provoking, sometimes disturbing,
yet never pessimistic, Fragile Dominion
deserves to be widely read. n

Jeffrey A. Harvey is in the Department of
Multitrophic Interactions, Centre for Terrestrial
Ecology, Netherlands Institute of Ecology, Postbus
40, 6666 ZG Heteren, The Netherlands.
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Science of Climate
by William K. Stevens
Delacorte: 2000. 432 pp. $24.95

Mojib Latif

The serious weather extremes observed
throughout the world in recent years have
generated a lively debate about anthropo-
genic (human-induced) climate change.The
problem has reached high priority on the
agenda of international politics: in 1997,
84 countries signed an agreement known as
the Kyoto Protocol, aiming to reduce emis-
sions of heat-trapping trace gases into the
atmosphere. Yet one school of thought
claims that there’s nothing to worry about.
Who is most likely to be right,and why?

In this timely book, William K. Stevens
reviews not only the findings that led to the
Kyoto Protocol, but also the entire science 
of climate research, from its infancy when
Lewis Fry Richardson developed the 
methods on which modern weather and 
climate models are based, to the present-day
state of the art. Numerous interviews with
climate scientists and others involved in the
debate add to the clearly explained scientific
findings to bring the book to life — one can
almost feel the temperature rising as one
reads.

Stevens doesn’t hide his belief in the 
mainstream view — that anthropogenic 
climate change is a major issue and that its
effects can already be detected with relatively

high probability. However, he devotes 
some time to reviewing the views of the 
“contrarians”who claim that climate-change
models are seriously flawed and therefore
that the projections are no cause for concern.

Stevens is rather optimistic about the
degree to which one can detect the impacts of
global warming on weather extremes, some-
times seeming unable to distinguish between
research results and scientific speculation.
Another weakness is that his introduction
takes in the history of the Earth, the develop-
ment of its climate and the evolution of the
human race — an interesting outline,but too
long in this context and distracting from the
climate-change debate.

The rest of this very well-written and
accurate book, however, addresses the prob-
lem comprehensively, including its social
and economic aspects. Stevens has an excel-
lent understanding of the processes within
the climate system and succeeds in commu-
nicating this knowledge in an understand-
able, easy-to-read style. He explains clearly
the concepts and physical principles on
which climate research is based, while high-
lighting the uncertainties in model projec-
tions of the future.

Overall, The Change in the Weather is a
useful contribution to the climate-change
debate, ideal for students wishing to find out
more about the field of climate research in
general and anthropogenic climate change
in particular. A well-balanced assessment of
the debate, this book provides a solid basis
for discussion and can be recommended to
readers outside the field, with or without a
scientific background. n

Mojib Latif is at the Journal of Climate,
Max Planck Institute for Meteorology,
Bundesstrasse 55, D-20146 Hamburg, Germany.
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Going Inside
by John McCrone
Faber & Faber, £9.99
“John McCrone’s Going Inside is far superior to
the vast majority of recent tomes on cognitive
neuroscience for the general reader. He rounds
up the usual suspects, but at least he does so with
some care.”John C. Marshall, Nature 400, 132
(1999)  

Gout: The Patrician Malady
by Roy Porter & G. S. Rousseau
Yale University Press, £13.95, $16.95 
“Although Roy Porter and G. S. Rousseau note
the current expansion of gout to countries 
where it was once little known, as a ‘disease of
civilization’, they are less concerned with its
modern position than its cultural heritage …
Underneath its fashionable phraseology, which
the reader will appreciate according to taste, this
entertaining book succeeds very well as an 

old-fashioned treatise on medical hubris.”
Anne Crowther, Nature 396, 37–38 (1998)

A History of Molecular Biology
by Michel Morange (transl. Matthew Cobb)
Harvard University Press, $18.95, £11.95
“Morange’s account of the history of genetic
engineering and of the developments that
followed shows how molecular biology went
from a highly intellectualized subject to one 
that became technologized and began to 
interact with the world outside. The heroes of
the past are replaced by the manager and
bureaucrats of today.”Sydney Brenner, Nature
395, 762 (1998)

The Biological Universe: The
Twentieth-Century Life Debate 
and the Limits of Science
by Steven J. Dick
Cambridge University Press, £13.95, $22.95
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