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Abstract 

 The transmission of infection among humans or other animals, the way 

ecosystems respond to disturbance, and some current approaches to understanding the 

evolution of cooperation (the most important unsolved problem in evolutionary 

biology, from Darwin’s day to ours) are among many examples of nonlinear 

dynamical systems whose behaviour depends upon the nature of the network of 

connections among nodes (that is individuals or groups of humans or other animals).  

In particular, progress in understanding the rising epidemic of allergies in developed 

countries is likely to depend on better understanding of how the immune system (a 

complex network) assembles itself somatically in the first few years of life.  Recent 

and current concern about HIV/AIDS, SARS, and foot and mouth disease among 

livestock have prompted advances in our understanding of the interplay between 

network patterns of various kinds and effective control measures.  Separate, but 

ultimately related, work focuses on the relation between “diversity and stability” in 

food web networks.  And, increasingly, exploration of games like Prisoner’s Dilemma 

as metaphors for the evolution of cooperation are turning to the dynamics of the 

networks connecting the players.  My talk aims to be a brief but opinionated overview 

of all this.  
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