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Invasion biology, as a discipline, has grown along a trajectory that is commonly ob-
served in biological invasions themselves – an early establishment initiates a lag phase 
followed much later by exponential growth. As measured by the number of peer-re-
viewed journal articles, the log-phase of invasion biology begins around 1990 but the 
lag phase stretches back centuries to observations by Charles Darwin and Alexander 
von Humbolt (Chew 2011). Along this trajectory there is likely no single contribution 
that has been more influential to the modern field of invasion biology than Charles 
Elton’s book “The Ecology of Invasions by Animals and Plants” (Elton 1958).

Reprinted in 2000 with a foreword by Daniel Simberloff (Elton 2000), I remem-
ber reading The Ecology of Invasions and how much it impacted my early studies as 
an undergraduate research assistant. More recently, the edited volume “Fifty Years of 
Invasion Ecology: The Legacy of Charles Elton” (Richardson 2008) updated the state-
of-the art in invasion biology, with contributions from leading researchers in invasion 
biology and related fields.

As a key figure in the much broader fields of animal ecology and conservation 
biology, it perhaps isn’t surprising that many influential ideas in invasion biology were 
introduced by Elton in 1958 and remain highly relevant to the field today. Despite 
its status as a foundational scientific text, The Ecology of Invasions reads less like a 
textbook and more like a David Attenborough narrative on the natural history of inva-
sions. Peppered with fascinating observations of the natural world that demonstrate 
foundational concepts, the original text remains a ‘must read’ for students and trainees.

Given its prominence to the field and my personal experience, I was keen to receive 
a copy of the 2020 “Second Edition” of The Ecology of Invasions. In contrast to the 
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reprint (Elton 2000) and the edited volume (Richardson 2008), the Second Edition 
includes the nine original chapters and Preface to which have been added New Intro-
duction and Conclusion chapters, along with nine new Foreword chapters. Written by 
Anthony Ricciardi and Daniel Simberloff, the new content draw from Elton’s extensive 
notes while updating the last sixty years of peer-reviewed research in invasion biology.

For students and trainees, the new chapters provide important context and useful 
updates from modern studies and observations. As a more seasoned reader with almost 
two decades of research in biological invasions, I enjoyed learning more about the his-
torical context and insights into the cognition of an influential scientist gleaned from 
a thorough investigation of Elton’s notes and marginalia.

If I have a criticism to share it is not with the book itself so much as with our col-
lective tendency to elevate and idolize our scientific pioneers – the giants on whose 
shoulders we stand. While it is fair to marvel at Elton’s prescient contributions to con-
servation biology, ecology and animal behavior it is perhaps worth recognizing the role 
that status and privilege play in determining who has opportunities to make such con-
tributions. As ecologists and conservation biologists we should teach students about 
the history of ideas. As researchers who understand the value of diversity, perhaps 
we should increase efforts to reverse historical trends of under-representation. Just as 
stale scientific observations are updated with modern data by Ricciardi and Simberloff, 
maybe we should equally update pictures of men in suits, both figurative and literal, 
with contributions from modern researchers and practitioners who represent the diver-
sity of ideas that define modern science.

Of course, it is unfair to place the blame on the authors of this book, which remains 
perhaps the best introduction to the field of biological invasions. With Charles Elton’s 
death in 1991, this important contribution by Ricciardi and Simberloff is likely as close as 
we can get to a second edition of the most influential book in the field of invasion biology.
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