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Describing Vegetation Patterns

“It has been, and still is, the duty of the plant 
ecologist to furnish clear and accurate 
descriptions of these plant communities, 
so that by them the nature of the world’s 
vegetation may be understood” (Gleason 
1926).

Vegetation Classification

• Successional theory and vegetation 
classification are intimately linked.

• Historical review of these two topics 
provides a basis for modern vegetation 
classification systems.

Clements: Monoclimax or 
Climatic Climax

• Succession converges to a single community 

• Climax community composition determined by 
regional climate Climatic climax

• Succession is deterministic & predictable

• Communities behave as “superorganisms”

Gleason: Individualistic
• Associations (communities) are abstract

• Succession rarely converges

• Stochastic dispersal and environmental 
selection regulate vegetation
patterns

• Rejected the “superorganism”
argument.

Tansley: Polyclimax Theory

• Relaxed convergence assumption and agrued
for multiple climaxes

• Began to bridge monoclimax and individualistic 
theories, although…

• He clearly landed on Clements’ side of the 
“superorganism” debate

Whittaker: Climax Pattern 
Hypothesis

• Replaced mono and polyclimax with prevailing 
climax: vegetation mixture covering the widest 
area 

• Introduced the Climax Pattern Hypothesis: 
climax vegetation varies continuously in 
response to environmental gradients

• Combined climax and individualistic theory
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Whittaker: Climax Pattern 
Hypothesis Curtis: Continuum Hypothesis

• Used ordination to quantify compositional 
(floristic) similarity between many stands

• Related ordination axes to environmental 
gradients

• Strong supporter of individualistic theory

Daubenmire: Habitat Types
• Argued for the presence of stable vegetation 

(communities) separated by discontinuities 
(ecotones) arranged along a climatic gradient

• Coined “habitat type”

• Rejected the continuum hypothesis (i.e. 
Gleason, Whittaker, Curtis, et al.)

• Tried (somewhat) to distance himself from 
Clements.

• Did not care for the math!

The Silver Fir Wars
Franklin (1966) Supported Daubenmire’s

model of discrete communities

Thornburgh (1969) Argued for the 
continuum model of Curtis

Franklin & Dyrness
• Vegetation Zones

– Many criteria: climate, existing veg., potential 
(climax) veg.

• Based largely on the concepts & theory of 
Daubenmire

• Implicitly acknowledges the continuum 
theory

Forest Associations
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