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To kill a particular plant is to
stop a life of a few years; to kill
a particular species is to shut down
a story of many millennia.

Bioexuberance

(continued from page 4)

modified. As this process is extended
over time, certain species are unable to
adapr, there are natural extinctions,
with re-speciation and a normal turn-
over—and the generative process con-
tinues unabated.

But with human-caused extinctions,
this process stops. Such extinction
shuts down the generative processes
and is a kind of superkilling. It kills
forms beyond individuals. It kills
“essences” beyond “existences,” the
“soul™ as well as the “body.” It kills
collectively, not just distributively. To
kill a particular.plant s to stop a life of
a few years, while other lives of such
kind continue unabated and the pos-
sibilities for the future are unaffected.
To kill a particular species is to shut
down a story of many millennia, and
to leave no future possibilities.

A consideration of species strains
any ethic focused on individuals,
much less on sentience or persons. But,
though it revises what was formerly
thought logically permissible or eth-
ically binding, the result can be a bio-
logically sounder ethic. The species
line is fundamental. It is more impor-
tant to protect this integrity than to
protect individuals. The appropriate
survival unit is the appropriate level of
moral concern.

“QOught species x to exist?” is a sin-
gle element in the collective question,
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“Qught life on Earth to exist?” The
answer to the question about one spe-
cies is not always the same as the
answer to the bigger question, but
since life on Earth is an aggregate of
many species, the two are sufficiently
related that the burden of proof lies
with those who wish deliberately to
extinguish a species and simul-
taneously to care for life on Earth.

Humans ought not to play the role
of murderers. The duty to species can
be overridden, for example with pests
or disease organisms. But a prima facie
duty stands nevertheless.

The argument for evolving ecosystems
On evolutionary time scales, species,
like individuals, are ephemeral. But
the speciating process is not. Persisting
through vicissitudes for two-and-a-
half billion years, species evolution is
about as long-continuing as anything
on Earth can be.

Ecosystems are biotic communities,
kept in dynamic evolution over time
by selection pressures toward an
optimally satisfactory fit for each spe-
cies. Each species defends only its own
kind, but the ecosystem coordinates
kinds, through a spontaneously evolv-
ing order that arises when many such
species interact. That order exceeds in
richness, beauty and dynamic stability
the order of any of the component
parts. Species reproduce their own
kind; evolutionary ecosystems pro-

duce new kinds. Bioexuberance, both
diversity and complexity, is conserved
while it is increased.

Ecosystems are the context of spe-
ciation. Neither individual nor species
stands alone; both are embedded in an
ecosystem, and in that sense it is even
more important to save evolutionary
ecosystems than to save species. Spe-
cies are what they are where they are.
The comprehensive ecosystem too is a
vital survival unit.

It might seem that for humans to
terminate plant species now and again
is quite natural—after all, plants
become extinct all the time. But when
human culture supplants nature,
extinction is radically different. Natu-
ral extinction is the key to the future
because in nature, a species dies when
it has become unfit in its habitats, and
other species appear in its place.
Artificial extinction closes off the
future because it shuts down
speciation,

One can say that nature doesn’t care
about species, and in a way thatis true.
But it does not follow that there is
nothing in nature promoting, conserv-
ing, elaborating species, or that we
should not care about this. “Caring” is
perhaps not the appropriate language
to describe the natural processes by
which Earth conserves life, overleap-
ing species, starting from zero to elab-
orate a biota of several million species.
But nature does seem to generate spe-
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There is something morally naive
about living in a reference frame
where one species takes itself as

absolute and values everything else

relative to its utility.

cies with remarkable fertility and
extravagance in Earth’s several billion
years of creative struggle.

We hardly yet have a complete the-
oretical account of this richness of life,
but bioscience gives us this certainty:
The evolutionary odyssey is prolific,
that is, pro-life. We ought to admire
the process as much as the product.

Valuing the rare

Rarity per se is not a valuable prop-
erty. Rarity simply means few indi-
viduals of this kind exist. We do not,
or should not, value plants or plant
encounters just because they are rare.

That a plant is naturally rare may
seem to suggest its insignificance in an
ecosystem. But naturally rare species,
as much as common species, signify
exuberance in nature: Each is a unique
expression of the potential that drives
evolution. Some rare plants may be en
route to natural extinction, but it does
not follow that most rare plants have
less biological competence than com-
mon species. On the contrary,
endemics or specialized species—like
the grape fern Botrychium pumicola,
which grows only on pumice at high
elevations in the Cascade Moun-
tains—may competently occupy
restricted niches.

A rare flower is a botanical achieve-
ment, a bit of brilliance, a problem
resolved, a threshold crossed. An
endemic species, perhaps one spe-
cialized for an unusual habitat, repre-
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sents a rare discovery in nature (in
addition to the adventure that humans
experience in finding it). Rare species
ornament the display of life. Together,
the myriad species make Earth a
garden.

Some rare plants live on the cutting
edge of adaptability; some are relics of
the past. Either way they offer promise
and memory of an inventive natural
history. Even more poignantly than
the common, they provide both a lib-
eral and a conservative sign, evidence
of life persisting in struggling beauty,
flourishing, pushing on at the edge of
perishing. The rare flowers—if one is
open to a wider, more philosophical
perspective—offer a moment of peren-
nial truth.

Rare species have proved their right
to life through being tested by natural
selection. These examples of biolog-
ical right-to-life, of adaptive fitness in
an ecosystem, generate at least a pre-
sumption in the humans who encoun-
ter them that these are good kinds,
good right where they are, and there-
fore that it is right for humans to let
them be, to let them evolve. That
leaves plants, species and process all in
place.

When humans make once-common
plants artificially rare, biological
vitality is lost. When humans
extinguish species, they stop the story.
That makes humans misfits in the sys-
tem, because they bring death without
survivors into Earth’s prolific exuber-

ance. Life is a many-splendored thing;
extinction of the rare dims its luster.

Several billion years worth of cre-
ative toil, several million species of
teeming life, have been handed over to
the care of this late-coming species in
which mind has flowered and morals
have emerged. Ought not those of this
sole moral species do something less
self-interested than count all the pro-
duce of an evolutionary ecosystem as
resources? Such an attitude hardly
seems ethically adequate.

There is something overspecialized
about an ethic that regards the welfare
of only one of several million species
as an object of duty. It is an ethic no
longer functioning in, or suited to, the
changing environment. There is some-
thing morally naive about living in a
reference frame where one species
takes itself as absolute and values
everything else relative to its utility.

The old signs, “leave the flowers for
others to enjoy,” reflected a human-
istic ethic. The new, naturalistic signs
invite a change of reference frame.
Love the flora too. Let it be. Let life
flower! []
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