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Iterior logic of conservation

Biodiversity protection should be based on anthropocentric
utilitarianism, writes Debal Deb

pounded long ago by Buddh-
ism and Jainism, and the lat-

vast corpus of litera-

ture, ranging from

scientific treatise to
: news features and
media campaigns, concerted-
ly warns us everyday about
the shrinking diversity of life
forms, the world over. A large
number of people have been
involved, for the past some
time, with various move-
ments for conserving natu-
te’s horde of plants and ani-

‘mals. Biodiversity conserva-

tion, it is argued, is an essenti-

al. .prerequisite for our
existence.

All items of our food,
industrial materials and

medicines are obtained from
a .spectrum of biodiversity.

Vegetables, fruits, spices,
be\_'erages_, cotton, wool,
rayon, silk, flax, rubber,

paper, timber, gum, shellac
and thousands of drugs come

- from the immense biodiversi-

ty around. In fact, of all the
material we consume and use
everyday, only. a miniscule
fraction is derived from non-

-Jiving sources.

» + Therefore, disappearance
of several animals and plants
will deprive us of many indis-
pensable resources. Notwith-
standing their value, these
resources are either being
exhausted by indiscreet com-
imercial extraction or destroy-
ed through use and abuse of
technology. Conservation of
nature is the only logical solu-
-gion to save our own souls —

ifat least until we are able to
manufacture eve single
subsistence material artificia-
lly, to make good for the lost
Jbio-resources. :

But this economistic reaso-
hing is only one line of argu-
ment for conserving species
of plants and animals. Ano-
ther line construes what may
be «called an “ethical
argument,” and says all liv-
ing beings have the right to
exist. In fact, ‘this was pro-

ter preached an extreme
formn of non-violence towards
all creatures. The Jains exer-
cise speclal care so as not to
trample any worm or breathe
in any tiny insect
inadvertently.

Indeed, the world views of
Buddhism and Jainism consti-
tute the oldest conservation-
ism, albeit to achieve
Nirvana. Its modern ethical
expression, however, does
not invoke religion to preach
conservation: “We must con-
serve the tiger and the lion
and the rhino, because they
have biological rights to
live,” they argue, “and we

have no right to push ‘them.

towards extinction.” :

There are various nuances
of this school of conservation-
ism, including vegetaria-
nism, neo-Buddhism and
animal-rights activism. Often
they refer to evolutionary
logic: “Man should not upset
the fruits of evolution. Wildli-
fe has evolved with humans.
Therefore, man must not
exterminate the wild biota.”

How far is this reverence
for the intrinsic value of
wildlife tenable? One won-
ders if any of these wildlife
lovers are prepared to die,
without any medical treat-
ment, of pneumonia, malaria,
cholera, small pox, or
leprosy, which are caused by
the respective “wild”
micro-organisms.

. The viruses, bacteria, pro-
tozoa and all parasites have a
long evolutionary history,
and many of them have co-
evolved with humans. If that
is enoughreason for their con-
servation, should not the ethi-
calists raise their voices
against the use of medicines
to eradicate the wicrobes? If
nobody has yet denounced
medicine for the sake of
(micro)-biodiversity conser-
vation, it clearl, betrays a fal-

lacy of the ethical argument
for conservation.

QOur ethics regarding the
way we ought to treat other
beings are essentinlly built

_on the anthropocentrle prin-

ciples of utility. Examples
are galore: If someone
destroys an electronic calcu-
lator, we are bound to think

that he has committed an .

error, not because the calcula-
tor is hurt, but because he has
deprived someone else of the

of the machine’s use. Simi- ,

larly, if someone tortures a

goat for sadistic pleasure, the

act is definitely condemna-
ble but if the goat is killed for
meat thete is nothing wrong
with it. Even'killing your pet
dogisnot wrong, if it has beco-
me rabid. >

We also translate ecologi-
cal prindiples into anthropo-
centric terms. Even the see-
mingly value-free ecological
functions of the forest are
implicitly assessed vis-a-vis
long term human needs: pro-
duction 'of oxygen, reducing
the levels of greenhouse
gases, providing the base of
“food webs, preventing soil
erosion. All these are import-
ant because they ensure our
own existence as well as bet-
ter living conditions.

Some conservationists also
put forward an “aesthetic
argument,” that wild creatu-
res are beautiful, and therefo-
re, ought to be preserved.
This is often the covert rea-
son behind creating most
nature parks to house such
beautiful animals as the leo-
pard, the tiger, the spotted
deer, the peacock, and so on.
Underlying this aesthetic
argument, again is a benign
anthropocentrism. Anything
that bears an aesthetic value
has a utility, which may justi-
fy its protection.

The same anthropocentric
and utilitarian
tions dictate whether certain
plants or animals or eco-

considera- :

systems ought to be conser-
ved. When the value of a spec-
ies is not immediately clear
to us, we often extrapolate
fromexperiencetoits potenti.
al uses. For example, the
extinction of the gastric bree-
ding frog (so named because
the females brooded their

_eggs in the stomach) of Aus-

tralia is now considered as a
tremendous loss to medicine.
The mother frog secreied a
chemical in her stomach that
stopped gastric acid secre-
tion as soon as she swallowed
the eggs. If the chemical
could have been extracted, it
would have been a great
remedy for gastric ulcers. Itis
also likely that the herb we
made extinct yesterday was a
potential remedy for cancer.:

"Thus we see that the ultima-
te reason for conservation of
any species or ecosystem is
the long-term well-being of
hiumans — not of any particu-
lar individuals, but our entire
species. As long as the aware-
ness of ‘this “self-interest” is
absent, humans will not find
it worthwhile to conserve
anything.

This is not to say that we
ought to protect those spec-

~ ies that have some actual or

potential utility to ourselves;
objectively, an endangered

species might serve only to,

stabilise a remote ecosystem,
in conceptual, mathematical
terms.

Yet, the very recognition of
the ecological role played by
the species in question feeds
back to anthropocentric cal-
culations in indirect ways, for
example, by satiating our thir-
st for knowledge, which is a
human prerogative. Thus, in
the finas)analysis, all conser-
vationist agenda is predicted
on one or the other anthropo-
centric calculation. Ignoring
this while talking of conserva-
tion is tantamount to suppres-
sing the fact.
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