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AN OVERVIEW
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Annette HLADIK, Héléne PAGEZY and Alison SEMPLE

INTRODUCTION

The evolution of scientific ideas is currently marked by dynamic interac-
tions among fields of knowledge that were considered largely independant
until now. Cooperative ventures by researchers working in multidisciplinary
projects are now very much in vogue. Perhaps the most spectacular of the
disciplinary encounters is that of planetary sciences and particle physics.
An all-encompassing vision of the history and structure of our universe,
from the formation of quarks, atoms and molecules, to the most complex
organisms some 15 billions years later, has emerged from this meeting of
minds. The idea that all physical and biotic parts of the universe have a
common origin has fired the lay imagination through such best sellers as
those of Hawkins (1988) and Allégre (1992). They have provided the
basis for a more philosophical and humanized vision of all the living
organisms and abiotic components of our environment.

It might seem over-ambitious to begin from such a global vision when
our concern is with tropical forests, their food resources and the strategies
developed by forest-dwellers. But there is a similar need here to lift
current conceptual barriers in order to seek a deeper appreciation of
complex phenomena. Indeed, the nature of the links between ecosystems
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