ANALITICAL AND SYNTHETIC AMERICA’S BIOGEOGRAPHY
(“PANBIOGECGRAPHY")

L. Croizat-Chaley, 1976. Biblioteca de la Academia de Ciencias Fisi-
cas, Matemdticas y Naturales, vols. 15-16, Caracas, Pp. 1-454, 455-890
193 figs. (available from Academia de Ciencias Fisicas, Matemdticas y
Naturales, Apdo. 1421, Palacio de las Academias, Caracas 101, Vene-
zuela). § 24,00.

Nineteen hundred seventy-six may go down as the year of confessior
for the elder statesmen of biogeography. Croizat’s is in the form of a lengthy
digest intended for the Spanish readers of Latin America, with extended com-
mentaries on recent work by Hershkovitz, Haffer, Miiller, Briggs, Cook, Sa-
vage, Reig, Hennig, and others, with all of whom Croizat disagrees at one
or another fundamental level. Like his other books, this is something of a
personal memoir (in it there is a lot of the author’s substance, invigorated
by the belief that vicariance biogeography fits interestingly with plate tec-
tonics). And, like his other books, it is apt to provoke a spectrum of response
that embraces many extremes. Probably it will prove to be his last major
effort, coming as it does from a man of 82 years. By enthusiasts of vica-
riance biogeography, it will doubtlessly be warmly received. For the world
of Latin America, it will doubtlessly prove a useful introduction to a fasci-
nating subject, as viewed by a mind of considerable energy, originality, schol-
arship, and humanity. For the average reader of English, it will probably
not replace Croizat’s basic summary: “Space, Time, Form: The Biological
Synthesis” (1964). Nevertheless, it would be of general interest if translated
into English, and I hope someone will undertake the task.

Most of the authors whom Croizat drubs have dabbled in South Ame-
rican biogeography by elaborating dispersalist interpretations of whatever
distributional phenomena caught their attention. For twenty-five years now,
Croizat has countered such interpretations, as they have been offered to
explain distributional phenomena in many of the nooks and crannies of
earthly geography (Nelson, 1973). His works have not received much notice,
except from a few persons that seem to me especially thoughtful souls. In
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‘he present volumes, he adds a new weapon to his arsenal. He speaks as one
_atin American to his fellows, and in his pages some, al least, of his targets
ake on the aura of imperialismo yanqui—not in the economic sense, but
-ather in the quasi-scientific sense of their collective pontification: too often,
00 loud, too long, and too overbearing, with little native appreciation of
the nature of plant and animal life south of the border. Croizat tends to
identify his adversaries as members of one camp, with roots going back to
Darwin and Wallece, but with a more recent succession of commanders
(Matthew, Simpson, Darlington, Mayr, and MacArthur) and a host of junior
grade officers hankering to distinguish themselves in the field. In Croizat’s
view, the whole is imbued with what might be termed the Mattew Doctrine,
paralleling that of Monroe in its vices if not its virtues and payoffs, and
including in its purview concepts such as northern origins, chance dispersal
over water gaps,and rapid evolution during the Pleitocene. Croizat’s overall
interpretation is different, involving iz sits development governed by tec-
tonic change since the mid-Mesozoic. But his argument here, as in his nume-
rous other publications, is not on behalf merely of one interpretation rather
than another; rather it is a discourse on method. On both counts I imagine
that Croizat is destined to achieve some measure of heroic ppularity in Latin
America, not all of it, perhops, for the best reasons—much in contrast to
the sorry history to date of the reception of his published works by the
scientific establishment in North America, a reception that is best described
as stony silence.

It may be a little late to rhapsodize, Aas Croizat sometimes does, about
biotic relationships between the tropical biotas of South America and Africa,
for we all know now, don’t we, that continental drift and vicariance have
been at work in the Atlantic sector? Hence I have come to expect that a
decisive test of his method would involve the Pacific, and I refer the reader
to remarks I have already published on that subject (Nelson, 1976:499-501).
I would, however, call the reader’s attention to the following, somewhat
speculative, remarks that indicate to me at least that our view of the Pacific
world may be changing in a direction long since predicted by Croizat:

“By analogy with present day configurations of continental colli-
sion, we advance the hypothesis that all wide mountain belts in-
volve massive continental collisions. This leads to the speculation
that a large continental mass existed once in what is todays Paci-
fic Ocean. This mass—which we, call the Pacifica continent—
could well have been part of the Pangea Super Continent. The
breakup of this continent into fragments and their drift resulted
in continental collision in South America, North America, Alaska,
Kamchatka, Japan and East Asia. Furthermore, the submerged
platforms in the Pacific Ocean such as the Ontong Java area, the
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Shatsky rise, and the Minihiki plateau may also be explained a:
remnants of Pacifica. The thick crusts of these pleateaus, up tc
40 kilometers and more, ate thus predicted to be continental crusts
We suggest that Pacifica disaggregated in a manner similar to the
breakup of Africa, producing continental slivers which may appear
in the collision zone as ‘island ares’” (Nur and Avraham, 1977)

Nur and Avraham are conservative intheir “speculation,” for there are
other indications of continental disruption in the Pacific (Shields, 1976).

Croizat devotes many pages to a critique, decidedly negative, of Hen-
nig’s writings on systematics and biogeography. Many of Croizat’s criticisms
of Hennig initially seemed to me somewhat wrong-headed, although never
without a thread of reason. Now I am not so sure. I incline to the view
that an adequate concept of space, that is, spatial differentiation in its tem-
poral context, has been the most elusive factor in the history of systematics,
one rivalling if not exceeding Darwin’s “mystery of mysteries”—the origin
of species. And, I am sure that history is to record that Croizat decisively
dealt with that factor better than anyone before him, and perhaps as well
as anyone after ever will—at least in its generalities. So I tend to regard
Croizat’s viewpoint as one from a pinnacle, and Croizat himself as cursed
by insight too incisive to be easily and comfortably grasped in his own time,
at least by the elder of his contemporaries. In any case Croizat is an impa-
tient man, and I appreciate his impatience with a world that sesmingly
requires Hennig’s Phylogenetic Systematics in order to achieve the ultimate
insight that Croizat achieved on his own.

Viewed as a confession,! Croizat’s contrasts starkly with that of Simp-
son (1976), a short piece described as “autobiographical” and “philosoph-
ical.” Simpson begins his section on biogeography thus:

“I now proceed to my final topic, the one probably of greatest in-
terest to most readers of this volume: the plate tectonics revolu-
tion in geology and its effect on the study of biogeography. . .

(p. 8).
Simpson continues with an apologia for the dispersalist position, as
if no alternative was or is possible for a reasonable person. He writes:

“Some explanation is needed for the fact that the Wegener, Du
Toit, etc., views of continental drift were long questioned or
rejected outright by most geologists, including almost all paleon-
tologists (and including me), but now are accepted by almost all
geologists, including paleontogists (and me). Hallam, especially,
has repeatedly belabored this point (1973 a, b, 1975). He main-
tains that the evidence against the sinking of transoceanic conti-
nents was already conclusive when Wegener wrote and that slow-
ness to accept continental drift was due primarily to conservative
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prejudice, ‘stabilist’ dogma, and the fact that Wegener did not
belong to the geological establishment, and secondarily to the ina-
dequacy of data and to what Wegener himself acknowledged as
lack of a really plausible mechanism for drift.

Undoubtedly there was an element of conservatism, as there always
is in reluctance to accept ideas at a time when they are unortho-
dox ..... However, I do not believe that Hallam’s is a fair jud-
gement in this case, especially in reference to paleontologists and
paleobiogeographers. I take space here to state theree main refu-
tations of that point of view.

First, during the years of dispute most of us (including me) had
already abandoned the untenable hypothesis of transoceanic con-
tinents and accepted only a small number of land bridges, the rea-
lity of which is not disproved or dispute by anything in drift or
plate theoty.

Second, much or indeed most of the claimed biological, so-called
(often incorrectly) paleontological, or biogeographic evidence for
drift advanced by Wegener, Du Toit, and other early defenders
of the theory was flatly wrong, demonstrably so even at that time.
A paleontologist could hardly take Wegener seriously when he
made such statements in his final (1929) revision as that in the
Oligocene 31% of the mammals were ‘identical’ in Europe and
North America; that is among the less egregious paleobiogeogra-
phical misstatements of the drift school around the 1920s to 1940s.
Third, all crucial evidence for plate tectonics was acquired after
the wordk of Wegener, Du Toit, and other early proponents of
continental drift. Tt was this, not the hvpotheses and arguments
of the pioneers, that made continental drift plausible and finally
incontrovertible.”

It is curious, and no doubt an indication of his personal commitments,
that Simpson chooses to minimize Wegener’s accomplishments while elsew-
sere extolling, for example, those of Darwin, who in relation to evolutionary
theory probably stands in much the same relation as Wegener does to plate
tectonics. More remarkable, perhaps, is that Simpson’s three “refutations,”
whatever their merit, fail completely to respond to the challenge of vica-
riance biogeography.,?

A third confession may be viewed in the commentary contained in the
“selected essays” (some revised) of Ernst Mayr (1976):

“The acceptance of the theory of plate tectonics in the 1960s caus-
ed such a revolution in out concepts of the earth’s history that one
might expect it to have made all previously published papers in
historical biogeography obsolete. This is, however, not always
the case ..... Omissions and insertions were made during the
editing of this essay (History of the North American Bird Fauna)
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to allow for the new findings of geological science. Fortunately
by far the greater part of the analysis is as valid now as it war
in 1946, despite the advances of plate tectonics” (Mayr, 1976:
565-566).

Few persons would argue with Mayr’s statemente that his 1946 and
1976 analyses have equal validity. But the validity of both is tied to a dis-
persalist interpretation of the facts of distribution—an interpretation eatly
questioned by Wolfson (1955), in an extended critique of Mayr’s views on
birds, and later, in a more general way, by vicariance biogeography. Mayr
mentions neither. 2,3

So what are the lessons to be learned from the year of confessions? It
is clear that the elder statesmen are still a house divided. Perhaps 1978 is
the year for a new round of elections.—Garezh Nelson,. Department of Ichi-
thyology, The American Museum of Natural History, New York, New York
10024.
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NOTES

1 Confsssion: “declaration of belief in or adhesion to; acknowledgement, profession,
avowal when asked” (Oxford English Dictionary, 1971).

2. Simpson’s firts refutation neglects that landbridges were woefully abused by dis-
persalist biogeographers (including him), most flagrantly, perhaps, by Darlington
(1957: fig. 18) in explaining the origin of the South American ichthyofauna (which
supposedly arrived in South America from Asia by way of the Bering and Central
American landbridges). His second refutation seems desperately weak inasmuch as
Wegener’s data were explicitly taken from Arldt (1919:89), refer to families and
subfamilies of mammals, and are merely misrepresentend by Simpson, who implies,
erroneously, that “identical” refers to the species level of mammalian taxonomy.
His third refutation includes the notion that plate-tectonic theory is incontrover-
tible. Perhaps Simpson would have us believe that in science certainty attainable.
Or that the wise scientist abandons his pet theory only when an alternative is fina-
lly demonstrated by other workers to be certainly correct. I don’t doubt that Simp-
son, in enunciating these “refutations,” accurately captures the feckless mood of
his generation of biogeographers, especially those persons whom he personally influen-
ecd through his studies of fossil mammals. It will be interesting to observe if the
present generation of biogeographers will be led down the same garden path. The
piper still beckons there and still plays his pipes: “My former belief that continental
drift, if it occurred at all, had no effect on the geography of Cenozoic mammals has
been changed in only a few ways by my present belief that continernal drift did
indeed occur” (Simpson, 1976:10). Croizat’s reaction, in his characterictic candor,
may be recorded here: “Since Simpson, Mayr, [and] Datlington are now known to
stand on the wrong side of the fence,... particulary on account of the findings of
geophysics,... it is clear that, for instance, their ‘anti-transatlantic taboo’ was
wrong . .. from 1915 [the date of Matthew’s Climate and Evolution] to these very
last vears. They.are tryng... to get away from under, raising a lot of fus about in-
consequential details, making charges, etc., in sum, throwing up a cloud of ink as
do cuttlefisches when fleeing. This is inevitable, just what always has happened
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throughout the history of scientific thinking. It will perhaps last a few years, bu
let’s face it with patience: it is the clear sigh of the agony of an outworn doctrine”™
(Croizat, 1974, in litt.).

Because Simpson has never publicly commented on Croizat, and to judge from hic
recent writings never will, his (1973, in litt.) evaluation may be recorded here:
“Study of Croizat’s voluminous work has convinced me that he is a membet of ihe
lunatic fringe.” Croizat contributes some information about the basis of Simpson’s
judgement: “Simpson tuvo en sus manos mi Pawbiogeography tan pronto comc
estuvo a la venta (1958), ya que me escribié personzlmente sus comentarios al res-
pecto ” (p. 106). Because Mayr has never publicly commented on Croizat, hic
(1974, in litt.) evaluation may also be rccorded here: “Neither Simpson nor anyone
else has affected my treatment of Croizat, but only his totally unscientific style anc
methodology. Time is too short to argue with such authors and one cannot simply
rcfer to Croizat without a detailed analysis. T am prepared to be criticized for this
but any scientist has to make the decision where to draw the line.” With respect tc
the reception of his own work, Croizat from time to time has mentioned a “conspi-
racy of silence,” exemplified by the American Museum-Harvard University school o
dispersalists {Simpson, Darlington, Mayr, and their many students). In this matter 1
think Croizat appropriately tesurrects Thomas Tuxley’s arresting pharse, used by
him to describe the reception given Darwin by the academic establishment of thai
time. And I think Croizat’s comments bring intofccus the same lassitude in our owr
institutions, or ar least in two of them and theih acolytic offspring.



