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Whether humans have duties to endangered
species is a significant theoretical and urgent
practical question. Few persons doubt that we
have some obligations concerning endangered
species, because persons are helped or hurt by
the condition of their environment, which
includes a wealth of wild species, currently
under alarming threat of extinction. The U.S.
Congress, deploring the lack of "adequate
concern [for] and conservation [of]" species,
has sought to protect species through the
Endangered Species Act. Congress has also
entered into a Convention on International
Trade in Endangered Species. The United
Nations has negotiated a Biodiversity
Convention, signed by over 100 nations.
Taking or jeopardizing endangered species (at
least the listed ones) is illegal and, many think,
immoral.

But these might be all obligations to persons
who are benefited or harmed by species as
resources. Is there a human duty directly to
species, in addition to obligations that humans
have to other humans, fellow members of their
own species? This would be part of an
interspecific environmental ethics, and
involves a challenging mix of science and
conscience. An answer is vital to the more

comprehensive question of the conservation of
biodiversity, how humans can achieve a
sustainable relationship to the natural world..

I. ETHICAL DUTIES AND
BIOLOGICAL SPECIES

A rationale for saving species that centers on
their worth to humans is anthropocentric, in
which species have instrumental values; a
rationale that includes their intrinsic and
ecosystemic values, those values they may have
in themselves or in their functions in
ecosystems, in addition to or independently of
persons, is naturalistic. Some say there are no
duties to endangered species, only duties to
persons. The preservation of species, by the
usual utilitarian account, is commended only

insofar as human beings have or might have
interests at stake. This includes duties to future
human beings, duties derived from our
stewardship role as keepers of the planet for
later people. Any duties concerning species
will then be a matter of finding out whatever
human values are at stake with the loss of
species and of applying classical duties to
persons to protect these values. [See MASS



