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Biodiversity: What’s at Stake 
 “Critical Biodiversity” by Nature (video) 

 UN Decade of Biodiversity (video) 

 

Arctic fox New Guinea 
quoll 

American 
crocodile 

Giant panda Red wolf Orynx 
dammah 

Caribbean 
monk seal 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I7G2rQARCC8&feature=youtu.be
http://www.cbd.int/2011-2020/


Biodiversity: What’s at Stake 

International Union for Conservation of Nature and 
Natural Resources: Classifications 

http://www.iucnredlist.org/
http://www.iucnredlist.org/


Biodiversity: What’s at Stake 

Threatened Mammal Richness (number of species) 



Biodiversity: What’s at Stake 

Threatened Bird Richness (number of species) 



Biodiversity: What’s at Stake 

1996-2012:  
Changes in numbers of species that are critically endangered or endangered 

http://www.iucnredlist.org/documents/summarystatistics/2012_1_RL_Stats_Table_2.pdf


Biodiversity: What’s at Stake 

Proportion of threatened species 

•LC: least 
concern 

 
•DD: data 
deficient 

 
•NT: near 
threatened 

 
•VU: vulnerable 

 
•EN: endangered 

 
•CR: critically 
endangered 

 
•EW: extinct in 

the wild 
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Species or Individuals? 

 Test ethical dilemma: putting endangered 
species in zoos 
 Removed from ecosystem 

 Might not be a preferable life for the individuals 

 Issue of zoos’ limited resources 

 

New York Times: “Zoos’ Bitter Choice” (video) 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/05/28/science/zoos-bitter-choice-to-save-some-species-letting-others-die.html?_r=2&hp


The Rights Approach 
 Regan: “the reason we ought to save the members of 

endangered species is not because the species is 
endangered buy because the individual animals have 
valid claims and thus right” (106) 

 

 Not everything with intrinsic value has rights? 
 E.g., collections or systems (see Regan, pg. 107) 

 

 If we respect individual members, species and 
communities will ultimately be preserved. 



Philosophical Difficulties for Species Protection 

 Rights view? 
 “let it be” as inadequate response 

 Ecocentrism? 
 Not all species have ecological function; even if they do, we do 

not always want to save them. 

 Intrinsic value? 
 Why, and how much? 

 “any genetic variation within a species that results in 
distinctive characteristics would need separate 
protection” (Russow 142) 

 Virtue of diversity? 
 So required to create species? 



Philosophical Difficulties for Species Protection 

What counts as a respect-worthy species, 
subspecies, diversity? 
 Not all genetic mutations? 

 Blended species? 

 Same species, but without certain traits? 

 What about created (artificial?) species? 

 Taxonomic “fads” 



Aesthetic Argument 
 Russow: aesthetic appreciation for individuals—        

not species per se 
 

 Can be ranked and overridden 
 

 “the fact that there are very few members of a 
species—the fact that we rarely encounter                  
one—itself increases the value of those encounters” 
(143) 
 

 “because I value possible future encounters, I         
will also want to do what is needed to ensure           
the possibility of such encounters” (143) 



Objections, problems? 
 Does Schmidtz fairly characterize Singer’s position re: 

speciesism? 
 

 Are you convinced by Schmidtz’s arguments for why we 
should respect nature, even if we only value it 
instrumentally? 
 

 Do you think a rights approach gives us sufficient reasons 
to protect endangered species? Can a rights theorist 
respond to Russow’s criticism? 
 

 If disease-carrying mosquitoes became endangered, do 
they deserve protection at all? Is it contradictory to a 
nonanthropocentric ethic to deny them protection? 
 

 What are some problems with aesthetic arguments? 
 




