BOOK REVIEWS

L. A. GAVRILOV AND N. S. GAVRILOVA (EDITED BY V. P. SKULACHEV)

The Biology of Life Span: A Quantitative Approach
Chur, Switzerland: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1991. vii + 385 p. $120.00.

Gerontologists often define lifespan as the verified age of the longest-lived member
of a species. What is the lifespan of the human species? Scientists from a variety of
disciplines have been asking this question for a long time, with answers ranging
anywhere from 60 to 200 years or more. It was therefore surprising to find Gavrilov
and Gavrilova scolding scientists who have been studying this question for being too
specialized and reductionistic, and for not having resolved the issue some 30 years
ago by analyzing readily available life tables. In this 1991 English translation of the
1986 Russian original, the authors weigh evidence from a number of disciplines to
support the conclusion that the average species-specific lifespan for humans can
easily be identified as 95 + 2 years (94 = 3 years for men and 96 = 4 years for women).
The central focus of this book is on the evidence supporting their conclusion.

The first chapter reviews the history of research on the biology of lifespan and
describes how each discipline has contributed to this scientific endeavor. Of particular
value are sections on the history of lifespan research dating back to the early sev-
enteenth century, the state of the discipline today, and an exhaustive reference list
here and in Appendix 1. This is a thorough review of the literature and an impressive
reference collection—especially considering the often difficult conditions under which
science was (and is) conducted in the former Soviet Union. Perhaps the reason for
this thoroughness—aside from the expert knowledge of Gavrilov and Gavrilova—is
the rather startling news that the authors have been engaged in a multidisciplinary
research program entitled “The Extension of Life.”” This program is designed to
“experimentally develop new approaches to life extension, and to test the ones which
are possible on human beings” (quoted on p. 7). Regrettably this is the only mention
of the research program in the entire book, for it would be fascinating to learn more
about how Russian scientists plan to conduct (or have already conducted) experi-
mental studies on life extension using human subjects.

The driving force behind the life extension program may be Karl Marx himself—
who is quoted several times as the “‘theoretician” supporting the value of human
life and who, in Das Kapital, is acknowledged to have scorned the utility of reduc-
tionistic theory now used in lifespan research to compare the aging of living organisms
with the time-dependent loss of functioning of mechanical devices. It is mildly
surprising to see reference to Marx in a book on the biology of lifespan. This is either
a reflection of scientific etiquette in the former Soviet Union or a hint that scientists
who study aging should actually read Marx.

Chapters 2 and 3 dismantle two assumptions that have been common in historical
rescarch on the biology of lifespan. The first is the belief in an absolute biological
(i.e., genetically determined) limit to life defined by a threshold age beyond which
humans are incapable of living. The second is the assumption that there must be a
normal distribution of individual lifespans. Most of the evidence used to support the
authors” arguments here and elsewhere are published in Russian, and as such are
currently unavailable to this reviewer for evaluation or verification. In spite of this,
the authors provide evidence across many species for an apparent “law of mortality”’
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