The vast majority of scientific endeavor is,
of course, quite ordinary. Thus the research
projects in which we engage ourselves are
relatively pedestrian, constituting little more
than building blocks for major advances. Of
course, such “‘normal”’ science is absolutely
essential in that it provides the raw empirical
material for progress in understanding. Pe-
riodically an extraordinary event occurs that
enables a novel breakthrough. Occasionally,
this may be just a serendipitous discovery by
a more-or-less ‘‘ordinary’’ scientist (provided,
of course, that someone has the wisdom to
appreciate the true significance of the discov-
ery and the creativity to develop it). But, more
often than not, major new directions are
charted by rare individuals with incredible in-
tellectual prowess. Population biology has
attracted a few of these extraordinary people
in the past, and ecology today stands poised,
awaiting another such genius. But time’s a
wasting—the very systems we study are
rapidly being destroyed by the press of hu-
manity. In the words of Holmes-Rolston
(BioScience 1985), ‘‘Destroying species is like
tearing pages out of an unread book, written
in a language that humans hardly know how
to read.” Just as ecologists are finally begin-
ning to learn to read the “‘unread’ (and rap-
idly disappearing) book, they are encounter-
ing governmental and public hostility and
having difficulties attracting support. This
backlash in response to rabid environmental-
ism is most unwise and must be changed.

In the meantime, we simply cannot afford
to wait patiently for our next genius to pop
up. The rest of us could benefit immeasur-
ably from attempting to simulate inductive
genius by means of think tanks. At a recent
NSF workshop in Santiago, Chile, | was im-
pressed with the very considerable insights
that can emerge from interactions between
even a relatively small number of ecologists
with similar interests. Such ‘‘brainstorming’
efforts effectively enhance our intellectual
prowess. But we are too scattered around
the country, too isolated from one another,
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to take fullest advantage of the possibilities.
The duration of most meetings is far too short
for interchanges to solidify into really lasting
contributions. What is needed are more sub-
stantial blocks of time, say repeated meet-
ings or meetings lasting from several months
to a year, to continue bouncing ideas back
and forth until the best ones pop out. This
process would not only prove exhilarating for
the participants concerned, but it would also
greatly benefit the rest of the scientific com-
munity and ultimately everyone in the world.

For me, the most challenging and tantaliz-
ing subdiscipline in ecology is the study of
communities. It is not only very abstract, but
remains in its infancy. Community ecology is
also very promising: major new insights lie
just around the corner. But community ecol-
ogy is not for the faint of heart: it is very
probably the most difficult of all sciences. As
the human population continues to burgeon,
we are increasingly finding that we need all
the ecological understanding we can possibly
marshal, particularly concerning the organi-
zation and function of ecosystems. However,
as explained above, there is a great urgency
to basic ecological research, particularly at
the community level. We desperately need to
improve our understanding of how ecological
systems behave. We might even find that we
are not collecting the right kinds of data.

In particular, the properties of complex
networks must be evaluated. This will be a
most challenging task, and one that will re-
quire considerable expertise in both the em-
pirical and the theoretical dimensions, as well
as a solid coupling between them. No one
person is likely to be capable of doing it alone.
Topology and graph theory, while intriguing,
require the simplifying assumptions that all
interactions are plus—-minus and can be rep-
resented as either “‘on’’ or ““off.” Loop anal-
ysis allows minus—minus and plus—plus inter-
actions, but still bypasses interaction
intensity. Analogous, but more complex, ap-
proaches that incorporate mutualisms as well
as variable intensity in interactions need to
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be developed. Horizontal patterns of con-
nectance within trophic levels also need to be
included and distinguished from the vertical
ones that operate between trophic levels.
We need to convince governments and the
public that they cannot afford not to support
ecological research. In particular, a program
should be organized to support think tanks

in ecology, and we should begin using our
capabilities to the fullest extent possible.

Eric R. Pianka
Department of Zoology
University of Texas
Austin, TX 78712



	Article Contents
	p. 12
	p. 13

	Issue Table of Contents
	Bulletin of the Ecological Society of America, Vol. 68, No. 1 (Mar., 1987)
	Front Matter
	Letters to the Editor [pp. 2-4]
	Commentary
	Implementing the Transition to a Sustainable Agriculture: An Opportunity for Ecology [pp. 5-8]
	A Worksheet for Authorship of Scientific Articles [pp. 8-10]
	EDEX: Ecological Data Exchange: A Proposed Resource [pp. 10-11]
	Waiting for the Apple to Fall, or Pooling Our Brainpower [pp. 12-13]
	Professional Ecologists and the Education of Small Children [pp. 13-15]
	ESA Participation in Issues Related to Genetically Engineered Organisms [pp. 15-16]
	Response to the Office of Science and Technology Policy Notice "Coordinated Framework for Regulation of Biotechnology" [pp. 16-23]
	On Ecology [p. 23-23]

	From the Washington Office
	The Power of the Pen [pp. 24-26]
	Navigating the Federal Job Maze: Part I [pp. 26-29]

	Awards
	Eminent Ecologist, E. C. Pielou [pp. 30-31]
	Mercer Award: Douglas W. Schemske [p. 31-31]
	William S. Cooper Award: Edward A. Johnson [p. 32-32]
	Buell Award: Kate Lajtha [pp. 32-33]
	Distinguished Service Citation: Frank W. Preston [pp. 33-34]
	Honorary Members, Jaroslav Hrbáček [pp. 35-36]
	Honorary Members, Makoto Numata [p. 37-37]

	Of Interest to Ecologists [pp. 39-44]
	Meetings [pp. 45-49]
	Technological Tools [p. 50-50]
	Meeting Reviews [pp. 51-60]
	Society Business [pp. 61-64]
	The Constitution and Bylaws of the Ecological Society of America, (As Amended August 1986) [pp. 65-74]
	1987 Annual Meeting, Ecological Society of America with the American Institute of Biological Sciences, 38th Annual AIBS Meeting, the Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio, 9-13 August 1987 [pp. 75-89]
	Back Matter


	Untitled

