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CHAPTER 1
The Concept of an Ecosystem
"Ecosystem" is an intuitively appealing concept to most ecologists. Perhaps because of this appeal,
the ecosystem concept has become increasingly important since its introduction by A. G. Tansley in
1935. Despite its widespread use, the concept remains diffuse and ambiguous. To many,
"ecosystem" has heuristic value but is difficult to define or to associate with any coherent theory or
set of principles. The first part of this book will analyze the current ambiguity before proposing our
own viewpoint in later chapters.
The approach in Part I may seem overly negative at first sight.
Although our critique of past and present concepts about ecosystems will reveal many of their
limitations and inadequacies, we do not intend to derogate these concepts or to underrate the
tremendous contributions of past and present workers. However, if we are to build new theory, then
we must assume that our current ideas are not perfect. In pointing out their weakest points, we may
be led to new insights.
Chapter 1 will call into question prevalent concepts of the ecosystem. We will argue that current
ideas are fundamentally limited, inadequate as a basis for the development of theory. In particular,
the ecosystem concept has often been biased by emphasizing one set of observations over another.
We will also contrast the population community and process functional schools of thought.
Chapter 2 is a historical review of how ecologists have looked at environmental systems. The
review will show that current concepts are rooted in problem areas that have interested ecologists
and natural historians in the past. In many respects, current ambiguities are due to limited concepts
of time and space that were adopted because they were useful for earlier problems. Once we have
identified the cause of the ambiguity we will be in a position to develop a new and more consistent
theory.

30

