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Glossary of Scientific Terms 

Anti-entropic: Also known as negentropic. Any open system that takes in more energy 

than it releases and stores that energy in growth and increasing complexity. 

Beltian bodies: Small globules on the leaf tips of the Bull's-horn acacia that are 

harvested by acacia ants for protein. 

Bifurcation: A rapid, large-scale change in a complex system's behavior due to iterative, 

positive feedback within the system. 

Biodiversity: Biological diversity at any scale, but if the scale is not defined it is inferred 

to be at the species level, which is the number of species within an ecosystem. In this 

regard biodiversity is the same thing as species richness. 

Biomass: The total amount of both living and nonliving organic matter in an organism or 

ecosystem. 

Biosphere: The largest scale of biological organization, which includes all of the 

ecosystems that cloak the planet. 

Butterfly effect: The idea that a small-scale change in a complex system through 

feedback can eventually result in large-scale consequences. 

Carrying capacity: The maximal population size that an ecosystem can support without 

being degraded. 

Cellular respiration: The breaking down of carbohydrate molecules within a cell to 

access the stored energy within the molecules. 

Chaos theory: The original name given to the study of nonlinear systems. It is now called 

complex systems science. 

Closed system: A system into which energy and materials cannot enter. 

Coevolution: The process by which species adapt to each other so that they can more 

successfully coexist. 

Competitive exclusion: The process by which a very competitive species excludes other 

species from an ecosystem. 
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