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INTRODUCTION
 

It has been said that ecology is as diversified in its scope and m ean
ing as are the diverse Homo sapiens that call thems elves ecologists. 
Whil e this belies the situation, it does intimate the great disparity 
in orientation and approach to the field . One of the beneficial re
sults of this dive rsity has been the accum ulation of a wealth of 
data and inte rpretation prov iding fertile ground for the deve lop
m ent of theory. Among the less salutary consequences of this pro
tean posture has been the judgment that ecology is but a point of 
view rather than a scientifi c disciplin e. A n anthology provides an 
opportunity for different ecologists to react indir ectly to that 
criticism and in so doing to indicate the particular province of 
nature which they hav e carved out as their special area of inquiry . 

Underlying the varied formulations describing ecology is the 
them e that it deals with the interactions of organisms and environ
men t. Although Haeckel is usually credited with the eve nt, R eiter 
appears to have been the first to combine the Greek words oikos 
(= house) and logos (= study of) to form the term ecology; thi s 
was in 1 8 65 . It was Hae ck el, however, wh o in 1 8 66 first gave 
definitio n to the term as "th e body of kn owledge concerning the 
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economy of natur e-the inv estigation of the total relations of the 
animal 10 its inorganic and organic environment." 

A few years earlier, in 1859, Geoffroy St . Hila ire had constructed 
the term ethology to desc ribe " the relations of the organism with 
the famil y and socie ty in the aggregate and in the comm uni ty." 
During this same general period , Mivart prop osed the term hexi
cology and ultimately defined it as being "devo ted to a study of 
the relations which exist betw een organisms and their environ
ment." Wh y Haeckel's (Reiter's) term sup erseded the others may be 
at least part ially exp lained by the stature which Haeck e! enjoyed. 
Neither Mi vart nor St . Hilair e had the prestige of position or 
privilege of such influ ential colleagues as did Haeckel . In any eve nt, 
Mi vart's term has been com pletely eclipsed, but St . Hilaire's has 
subseq uently becom e synonomous with the study o f anim al be
ha vior. 

A lthough the maj ority o f formal definitions of ecology approxi
mat e that of Haeckel, eme nded to include plants as well, some 
seem to represent m ore than just a m odulation . For exam ple, 
Charles Elton defined ecology as "scientific natural history" con
cerned with the "sociology and economics of animals." Vi ctor 
Sheljord de fined ecology as the "science of the comm unity" and 
E ugene Odum has stated it is "the study of the structure and func
tion of nature," 

Wh ether anyone of these definitions is without ambiguity or 
adequately delineates ecology 's area of inquiry and its paramount 
objectives is debata ble. Eco logy is a field of broad base and 'its 
fringes becom e progressively less capable of precise demarcatio n. 
T his is at once one of the frustratin g obstacles and heuristic dimen
sions that confronts the ecologist. The reality of this circumstance 
will become apparent in the following pages. 
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