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Preface to the Chinese Edition of
Ecology, the Ascendent Perspective

My professional life has been devoted to creating a realistic description of ecological dy-
namics. | realized back in the late 1970’ s that conventional attempts to represent ecological
system behavior purely in terms of mechanical relationships were less than satisfactory. Follow-
ing my instincts as an engineer, | attempted instead a phenomenological description of ecosys-
tem dynamics. That is, I sought to quantify regularities in system behavior without paying any
attention to their eliciting causes. I discovered that flow networks could serve as convenient
metaphors to represent ecosystem community dynamics, and that the status of such networks
could be quantified using measures borrowed from information theory. The image of a network
conveniently can represent both the constraint and the indeterminacy that are inextricably en-
twined in systems phenomena. Furthermore, the proportions of these two opposing attributes
can be assessed by decomposing the system flow diversity into two separate and complementary
information measures. Thus, it became possible to quantify not only the effect of mechanisms
and constraints that impart efficiency to the system, but also to assess the heretofore ignored
system flexibilities, freedoms and redundancies, without which even the most efficient system
would be doomed to failure.

I presented my phenomenological descriptions in my first book, Growth and Development ;
Ecosystems Phenomenology, which was published initially in 1986 by Springer — Verlag and
subsequently re —issued in 2000 by iUniverse. com. The text was ably translated for the Chi-
nese reader in 2010 by Dr. Zhongmin Xu of Lanzhou City. That text was heavy with algebraic
equations, and Dr. Xu and associates were most helpful in correcting mathematical errors that
had appeared in the English editions.

Unfortunately , most Western biologists disdain phenomenology. I had to convince fellow e-
cologists that the conventional view of ecosystem dynamics did not include the full suite of cau-
salities behind ecological events. That is, it was necessary to broaden the scope of causality to
include more than simply the mechanical and material. This had to be accomplished, however,
entirely within the realm of the natural. 1 published the resulting narrative in 1997 with Colum-
bia University Press under the title, Ecology, the Ascendent Perspective (EAP) , the transla-
tion of which appears on the pages that follow.

The word “ascendent” in the title was intended to have a double meaning. In the strict
scientific sense it quantifies how efficiently a flow system is processing a given medium. But the
word also carries a more conventional connotation, meaning the degree to which one system

dominates over another. (I was hinting that the information perspective is superior to the con-
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ventional mechanical picture. )

I am most grateful that Dr. Xu has also generously agreed to translate EAP for the Chinese
reader. This book focuses upon the phenomena of autocatalysis and contingency and treats as
well as the natural dialectic between these agonistic features. Although these concepts are likely
familiar to the Chinese readership, Dr. Xu and I soon discovered thatmost Chinese investigators
are probably not as familiar with the history and metaphysics of conventional Western systems
science. Such unfamiliarity made it difficult to appreciate the significance of the alternative
metaphysical directions being presented. A lengthy exchange of questions and comments thus
ensued between Dr. Xu and me, and he has elected to add some background material that was
not present in the English text,but which is helpful in fully understanding the new perspective.

Unfortunately, most Western ecologists avoid mathematical arguments. My first book con-
tained many equations, and Anglophone readers shunned it for a long while. Hence, in my
second book I attempted to eliminate equations. Chinese readers, however, are more comforta-
ble with mathematics, so that Dr. Xu has elected to add some of the supporting mathematics
back into this Chinese Edition.

I wish to reiterate to the Chinese readers, and especially to the students among them, that
the worldview espoused in EAP is definitely unconventional by Western norms. It rests upon a
set of assumptions very different from those that implicitly support “normal Enlightenment sci-
ence”. The metaphysical foundations of my approach became the subject of a third book, A
Third Window: Natural Life beyond Newton and Darwin, published in 2009 by Templeton
Foundation Press and which later will be translated into Chinese by Dr. Xu’s group. Students
who enroll in Western institutions are cautioned that some examiners there mayreact unfavor-
ably, and at times vehemently, against any mention of the views expressedin this book. It is my
hope, however, that they will prevail in becoming full academics sothey can then enthusiasti-
cally add tileir voices to this burgeoning worldview.

I believe that the “ascendent perspective” provides the reader with a more realistic appre-
ciation of ecological, social and economic phenorﬁena. Furthermore, because it straddles the
breach between Eastern and Western modes of thought, it is my hope that ultimately it will be-
come an element in a bridge that people of peace hope to construct between our cultures. As
before, I remain deeply indebted to Prof. Xu for his considerable labors in undertaking this
challenging translation and for his contributions toward greater scientific and cultural under-
standing in general.

Robert E. Ulanowicz

Gainesville, Florida, USA

February, 2013
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