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In the back office of a Washington D.C. museum, a full-grown female Homo 

sapiens plods along, dutifully preserving specimens.  After a long winter of 

mindless work, her intellectual hunger is reaching its peak.  This morning she 

senses that with the blossoming cherry trees, an equally delightful opportunity is 

about to bloom.  Sure enough a book for review is handed to her and she hastily 

grabs at it, desperate eyes roaming the cover and its folds.  She would have 

taken any book but this one looks to be a feast.  A week later her mind is beyond 

sated.  Her senses have changed.  The city around her is no longer crawling 

with tourists but with survivors of a century long battle for pest management 

and social equality.  With this newfound insight, the human being begins to 

spread the word. 
 

Dawn Day Biehler’s “Pests in the City: Flies, Bedbugs, Cockroaches, and 

Rats” published by Weyehaeuser Environmental Books charts the relationship 

between humans and pests in U.S. cities from the end of the 19
th

 century to the 

present day.  The relationship is a tumultuous one that not only pits humans 

against nature but humans against humans and humans against themselves.  

Each chapter in part one begins from the point of view of a pest.  These 

introductions are the most entomologically focused part of the book, leading the 

reader on the wings of a female fly as she travels from a horse manure pile to a 

baby’s bottle or taking us for a ride on the back of a hungry rat as it rummages 

in fallen garbage bins for scraps. Once we can understand the geography of an 

urban environment from the perspective of these beings, Biehler is quick to 

establish their place within human history, their introductions to the U.S., and 

their impact on human health.  Where Biehler really spends her time, however, 

is on the role of pests as indicators of social inequality and as catalysts for 

improved desegregation, housing reform, and environmental justice.  This is no 

tale of the horrors of the bubonic plague, swarms of locusts devastating crops, 

and rabies-ridden rodents.  This is the tale of humans forced to live in squalor 

and faced with an onslaught of social stigmas.  This is the story of the pest 
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control industry withholding services in cities with government financed pest 

management, however poor the funding and reach, therefore making a pest-free 

existence a luxury only the affluent, often whites, could enjoy.  This is an 

odyssey of the disenfranchised, struggling to maintain sovereignty over their 

homes and finding power in numbers, as communities banded together.  Pests 

are the vectors of physical disease just as they are the vectors of social disease, 

Biehler asserts.  But while medical advances have brought us temporary relief 

from the physical ailments that flies, bedbugs, cockroaches, and rats bring, we 

have yet to make the social advances necessary to eliminate the conditions in 

which these beings continue to thrive, constant reminders of the emotional, 

financial, and physical distress that burdens the lower classes, a majority of 

whom are minorities.   

Biehler’s thoroughness is unabashed.  Even before part two, the reader is 

well acquainted with three principle dichotomies present in the fight for a pest 

free existence.  These are: 1) On the one hand, those living with pests were seen 

and portrayed as incubators of disease.  These populations, however, were 

comprised primarily of poor immigrants and blacks who, once they made it into 

cities, were forced to inhabit neighborhoods that were abandoned by Anglos, 

houses already falling into disrepair, infrastructures already crumbling, landlords 

unwilling to schedule consistent trash collection or outhouse maintenance.  All 

of those conditions are conducive to the harboring of pests. 2) There is a 

wavering line between public and private responsibility of pest management.  In 

the private domain, women bear the burden of fortifying their homes. Pests, 

however, do not abide by the borders between houses or apartments or even 

neighborhoods.  Making pests a community concern and therefore worthy of 

public funding is fundamental, though residents are wary of admitting they have 

infestations because of the associated social stigma and likelihood of being 

denied housing.   And 3) The modernization of pest-control methods brought 

forth both hope and unforeseen consequences.  Pesticides once seemed like 

cure-alls even though they masked the unjust social conditions under which 

pests thrived.  But chemical methods also put humans at risk of poisoning, 

wreaked havoc with ecosystems as they bled into other facets of the food webs, 

and actually changed the genetic makeup of cockroach and rat populations as 

they adapted to pesticides, requiring even harsher concoctions.   

Though the city-focused case studies are extensive and the dimensions from 

which Dawn Day Biehler approaches this subject are countless, she does fall 

short is in any offerings of hope for the future.  In fact, throughout the entire 

chronology of pest control, any optimism for true change is tempered by the 

reminder that even when the president of the United States of America 

emphatically declared the rat problem a race problem and allocated funds for a 

huge housing overhaul, a war in another country took precedent and hopeful 

inner-city residents were once again subjected to a bait-and-switch of fortunes. 

As readers, we are left adrift in a sea of approaches to integrated pest 
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management that have not quite hit the mark and for all we know, never may.  

Biehler also glosses over the ways in which her cities of focus are dramatically 

changing in the 21
st
 century.  Washington D.C. is in the midst of massive 

gentrification in which many of the multi-generational black families are being 

priced out of their neighborhoods and into the suburbs.  Young, upper-middle 

class whites are descending on blocks previously ravaged by poverty and now 

gleaming with brand-new condos.  What does this change in demographics and 

geography mean for pest populations?  Will the needs of minorities be met as 

they cross into bordering states and become “someone else’s problem”?  

Perhaps an even more startling omission is the populations of immigrants.  

While first generation Italians and Chinese are mentioned with respect to the 

crowding of blocks during the early 20
th

 century, no mind is paid to the recent 

waves of Salvadorans, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans and Vietnamese 

who have to deal with language and immigration status barriers when it comes 

to broaching the subject of infestations within their tight living quarters.  

“Pests in the City,” uses city specific vermin to highlight the more 

destructive problems of racism and environmental degradation in the 20
th
 

century.  These pests are unavoidable evidence of human ignorance and, more 

powerfully, symbols of our own resilience in the face of adversity.  Perhaps in 

embracing the latter rather than emphasizing the former, we can finally progress.       

 

 

  


