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WNSPS:  THEY'RE NOT JUST FON SOCIOEIOLOGISTS ANYVTORE

Ecologists often study ants and bees. Wasps are not so

lucky.  Menacing appearance,  somet imes pointedly re in-

forced, constrains their initial appeal. I believe, however, that

their role in ecological studies is restricted even more because
"wasps" is  a name that  lumps ecological ly  and taxonomical ly

diverse forms such as velvet ants, tarantula hawks' mud daub-

ers, and paper wasps, along with many others that are less

well known. In fact, ants and bees are wasps, too' albeit very

dist inct ive ones.  To dist inguish a focal  taxon for  study enables
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the accumulation of both data and aficionados that then enable

further study. One group of wasps that has attracted a dedi-

cated, if small, fraternity of devotees is the family Vespidae.

It is a taxon that merits much greater attention from ecolo-

gists. Two recent books have the potential to bring knowledge

of the Vespidae to a wider audience and to move study of

these fascinating insects closer to the mainstream. Each fo-

cuses on one subfamily (of six) in the only insect family in

which extant forms in a known phylogeny span the range

from solitary to highlY social.

The pollen wasps, by Sarah K. Gess, is the largest and finest

single source of information ever assembled for the subfamily

Masarinae. Masarines are one of two wasp taxa (bees are the

other) to have adopted pollen as provision for their larvae.

This means that masarines, l ike bees, have morphological

specia l izat ions (some have tongues as long as,  or  longer than,

many bees), flower preferenda (most are oligolectic), and phe-

nologies (most are seasonal in temperate arid lands) that re-

flect close ecological relationships with the plants that they

vis i t .  This means that  masar ines represent an evolut ion of

specia l ized f lower v is i tors (and probable pol l inators)  that  is

independent of, yet strongly convergent with, the better-

known bees. Masarines thus offer an open invitation to pol-

l inat ion ecologists who would l ike to sort  ecological  f rom

phylogenetic factors that affect the evolution and maintenance

of pol l inat ion systems.

Gess has organized her book into e ight  substant ive chapters

plus a short, effective summary. Each of the chapters focuses

on a selected aspect of masarine biology, and most have a

similar structure. For example, the chapter on taxonomy be-

gins wi th a detai lec l  and histor ical  review that  may be a bi t

of  a s log for  the unin i t iated,  but  i t  g ives detai ls  a specia l is t

would want whi le g iv ing a general  reader an appreciat ion of

the breadth and quality of previous research; the chapter ends

with James M. Carpenter 's  c ladogram of  genera in the sub-

fami ly.  which is  the state of  current  knowledge and the plat-

form for future research. Chapters on biogeography' flower

associat ions,  and nest ing have s imi lar ly  detai led foreparts that

undergird comfortably-resolved syntheses at  the end.  Of

greatest interest to ecologists will be the chapters on flower

associat ions and on pol len wasps as potent ia l  pol l inators.  A

large appendix catalogs al l  known masar ine-f lower associa-

t ions of  the wor ld;  another catalogs al l  taxa known to v is i t

f lowers also v is i ted by masar ines in South Afr ica.  Behavior-

is ts wi l l  be drawn to the chapter on nest ing (which is  fasci -

nat ing);  evolut ionists wi l l  turn to the chapter on l i fe h istory

to g lean detai ls  re levant  to the evolut ion of  socia l i ty  in other

subfamilies of Vespidae. A chapter on pollen wasps and land

use is  the only chapter that  restr ic ts i ts  focus to Gess'  nat ive

South Afr ica,  but  i t  is  a salutory example of  br inging topics

on the conservation of one's focal taxon into the same forum

as research results. It is lamentable that masarines are not

backyard insects,  but  Gess'  book makes i t  c lear that  their

study will richly reward the effort required.

Natural history- and evolution of paper-wasps, edited by

Stefano Twlllazzi and Mary Jane West-Eberhard, places its

spot l ight  on the subfami ly Pol is t inae.  Pol is t ines are those

fascinating social wasps that span the range from the prim-

itively social, independent-founding, cosmopolitan Polistes

to highly social, swarm-founding genera found only in the

tropics. This book restricts its purview to the primitively so-

cial, independent-founding forms most commonly called pa-

per wasps; greatest emphasis is placed on Polistes' The book

is based on a workshop held in October 1993, although the

references include literature as recent as 1995. Not all par-

ticipants in the workshop contributed chapters to the volume,

but those who did have given us a valuable compendium of

information and perspectives on selected topics in the biology

of paper wasps.

The book opens with a posthumously published essay by

the eminent Italian entomologist Leo Pardi. Pardi' one of the

pioneers of Polistes, gives an historical overview of the field,

inc luding personages,  perspect ives,  and his own work on

physio logy.  Next ,  James M. Carpenter g ives a detai led c la-

distic analysis of subgenera and biogeography of Polistes that

specia l is ts wi l l  welcome for  br inging order out  of  chaos and

that ecologists will appreciate for the contextual simplicity it

provides for future studies. The remaining chapters of the

book, save the last, can be mined for ecological information

and research ideas.  The most expl ic i t  focus on ecology is  by

S6ichi Yamane, who catalogs life cycle variations in Polistes

and some of the ecological factors that may affect them. I

was disappointed in Yamane's chapter for  i ts  lack of  synthesis

between natural  h istory and the perspect ives of  l i fe h istory

evolut ion,  but  John W. Wenzel ,  in an inte l l igent ly-wr i t ten

chapter on nest ing behavior ,  points out  that  pol is to logists '

preoccupation with relatedness has diverted attention from

potent ia l ly  f ru i t fu l  avenues of  ecological  and l i fe h istory re-

search,  and he cogent ly advocates such endeavors.  Michael

H. Hansel l 's  chapter  on nests exempl i f ies the potent ia l  value

of  ecological  informat ion for  i l luminat ing both constra ints

and opportuni t ies in evolut ion.  Robert  L.  Jeanne's chapter on

exocr ine glands shows how conceptual  reorganizat ion of  in-

formation, breaking with traditional entomological approach-

es,  can c lar i fy  exist ing knowledge and point  the way for  need-

ed future study.  In iqui l in ism (socia l  parasi t ism) is  a topic that

uni tes a number of  excel lent  chapters,  and behavioral  ecol-

ogists will f ind much of interest here.

An intr iguing subtext  that  runs through several  chapters is

a taci t  movement away f rom W. D. Hami l ton 's haplodip lo idy

hypothesis.  Chapters on k in recogni t ion and on the ro le of

cu t i cu la r  hyd rocarbons  show tha t  nes tmate  recogn i t i on  in  pa -

per wasps (which is  abundant ly documented) is  based on a

mechanism that  cannot serve for  int ra-colonia l  k in d iscr im-

inat ion in colonies of  mixed materni ty and/or  paterni ty  (which

are commonplace);  the mechanism therefore nul l i f ies the pos-

s ib i l i ty  of  k in-di rected intra-colonia l  a l t ru ist ic  a id.  Joan E.

Strassmann compi les resul ts of  empir ical  s tudies that  support

the impl ied consequence of  the nestmate recogni t ion mech-

anism. David C. Quel ler  and Raghavendra Gadagkar,  prom-

inent  theor ists on socia l  evolut ion,  each present models in

which al t ru ism in rear ing nestmates of  even very low relat-

edness can y ie ld inc lusive f i tness benef i ts  that  exceed those

that  can be gained v ia haplodip lo idy.  Quel ler  opens his chap-

ter with an assertion, probably widely held to be true by

sociobio logists,  that  workers "g ive up their  own reproduct ion

in order to help rear the offspring of relatives." Two authors

quest ion the postulate,  impl ic i t  in  Quel ler 's  assert ion,  that

worker paper wasps are altruistic by choice. Pardi raises the

question as a thoughtful skeptic; West-Eberhard' in her long
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and insight fu l  chapter ,  ra ises the quest ion as a centra l  thesis.

She updates and expands her perspect ives on intra-speci f ic

phenotype var iabi l i ty  and i ts  ro le in socia l  evolut ion.  Al-

though her chapter does not  incorporate the recent  explosion

of  knowledge on regulatory genes in development,  i t  is  c lear

that West-Eberhard sees worker behavior as a consequence

of development shaped by ecological  factors and mediated

by physio logy.  not  as an expression of  indiv idual  choice.  Her

chapter is  an open invi tat ion to ecological  physio logists to

br ing their  sk i l ls  and insights to bear on the problem of  caste

in socia l  insects.
The c losing chapter,  by phi losopher of  sc ience Richard M.

Bur ian,  is  bracing;  I  commend i t  to everyone. Tur i l lazzi 's

chapter on Belonogaster and Stenogastrinae provides context

for  the discussions of  Pol is tes,  I  only wished that  he could

have wr i t ten more.  Broader context  on paper wasps can be

found in The soc'ial biologl- of wttsps (Ross. K. G., and R. W.

Mat thews  (eds . ) .  1991 .  Corne l l  Un ive rs i t y  P ress ,  l t haca ,  New

York),  and detai led informat ion on yel lowjackets and hornets

is given in Biology of the vespine wasps (Matsuura, M., and

S. Yamane. 1990. Spr inger-Ver lag,  Ber l in) .  Taken col lect ively

wi th the two books reviewed here,  a readi ly  accessib le,  h igh

qual i ty ,  up-to-date l i terature on the Vespidae is  becoming

avai lable.  Book- length t reatment of  Eumeninae and Steno-

gastr inae would f i l l  major  lacunae in our knowledge, and the

chal lenges posed by those subfami l ies are open to current  and

future researchers.  Soon, I  hope, Vespidae wi l l  s tand as peers

of  ants and bees in knowledge and value to science,  inc luding

ecology,  and they wi l l  be as widely known and widely loved

(ust i f iably so,  in my v iew).  The two books reviewed here,

both of  which are excel lent  and of  last ing value,  mark a

signi f icant  advance toward that  goal .
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