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The rise of the idea of Biodiversity 

� Defining biodiversity – science 
for a political moment 

� Crises 
� Expertise 
� Limits of Crises and Expertise 
� Responses: new experts for the 

future and new directions for 
ecology 



Defining biodiversity for Crisis: 
 
Society for Conservation Biology 1985 
 
Thomas Lovejoy, Michael Soulé and Edward Wilson 
National Forum for Biodiversity 1986 
 
Conservation International 1987 



Global 2000  Lovejoy 
(1980) 

 � Predicting  
extinctions 

�  Causes of 
extinction: forestry, 
fisheries, 
population, GNP.  

� KEY QUESTION: if 
projections are 
correct, how many 
extinctions can be 
anticipated by 
2000? 



Conservation Biology 
Ac#ng	  without	  knowing	  everything	  (like	  surgery,	  war-‐
#me	  decision	  making)	  
Tolera#ng	  uncertainty	  	  
Managing	  emergency	  (triage)	  
Problems	  :	  	  
-‐ (1)	  ecological and health consequences of chemical 
pollution  
- (2) the introduction of exotic species  
- (3) the sites and sizes of national parks,  
- (4) management practices for nature refuges 
- (5) effects of development on ecological systems.  

 
Michael E. Soulé, 1985. What is conservation biology? 

Bioscience 35(11): 727–34	  



Biodiversity 

� much more than a “new name for 
nature”  

� a way to measure change in nature, 
and success in management 

� Biologists quantify species, measure 
genetic variation, and consider the 
pressures on the health of whole 
ecosystems. 

� Biodiversity is political as well as 
scientific practice. 

� Both a scientific and a social tool to 
imagine global nature, and predict 
its future 



The rise and rise of biodiversity  
not just descriptive, but urgent 

Farnham bibliometric study (US, science only):  

7 refs to biological diversity in 1982, 4,000+ refs in 2004 

 
Farnham, T. 2007. Saving Nature’s Legacy: The Origins of the Idea of Biodiversity, Yale UP 



Saving the Little Desert (1969) with 
biological diversity 



IUCN: founded in 1948, world’s first 
‘global environmental organization’: 
biodiversity as a metric for management 
 
 

� Species richness (the 
number of species in a 
given area) represents a 
single but important metric 
that is valuable as the 
common currency of the 
diversity of life 

� Ecosystem diversity 
� Genetic diversity 



Crisis of Desertification,  
Crisis of Civilization 

�  Paul Sears Deserts on the March 1949 

�  Elyne Mitchell Soil and Civilization 1946 



Saving 
Nature for 
national 
identity 

3 September 1964 Wilderness Act (USA) 
America’s Best Idea  

Theories of Island Biogeography – Macarthur and 
Wilson (1967) 

Gap analysis: aim to preserve representative 
ecosystems (Australian Academy of Science, 1965) 

 
Not all experts ecologists: Cf John Dower 



Silent Spring 1962 

� Biomagnification 
� Environment 

inside bodies 
�  ‘Neanderthal 

science’ and a 
‘Fable for 
tomorrow’  



Stilled lives 

Installation at Museum Victoria  

Janet Laurence photo: Rodney Start  
 



After Silent Spring 

� Retreat from politics by some and increasing 
mathematization  by all 

� IT revolution and Big Ecology – ecology on a  
global scale, done military style  

� IBP International Biological Program 
(1970s) 

� NSF (US-funded) network LTERs long-term 
ecological research projects (1990s). 

� End of equilibrium – complex systems – not 
‘in balance’ but ‘dynamic’  



New experts for new futures? 
Managing nature or people?  



Scientific 
expertise at its 
limits? 

•  ‘We do not manage the environment, only the human 
behaviours that affect its structure and processes’  

R.A. Kenchington, 1994.  

•  Biodiversity is a whitefella word  

1997 bumper sticker 

•  ‘Conservation is our Government now’  

Paige West (2006), Duke UP 

•  Conservation International joins the black-list of 
‘culture-wrecking institutions’ like Shell and Texaco 

  Mark Dowie, ‘‘Conservation Refugees” 2005 



Crisis fatigue? 
� The roots of the ‘ecologic crisis’ (Lynn 

White Jr, 1967) in deeply-held cultural 
beliefs and culture of science itself.  

� Accelerating threats to the diversity of life 
on earth since the industrial revolution. 

� Putting ‘ecological services’ on the 
market: Gretchen Daily Nature’s Services 
(1997) 

� The Greenhouse summer (1988) – IPCC 
looks for different experts… The 
biodiversity moment was overtaken 



The Sixth Mass Extinction 
 
 
 
 
 

The biggest crisis for biodiversity is ‘unnatural’ 



Treating the human as part of the 
landscape – not unnatural 

� Moving from islands of nature in 
fragmented landscapes to considering the 
continuum 

� Human-modified landscapes important for 
animals and plants – the ‘matrix’, the 
‘countryside’ 

� Expertise for living in the Anthropocene 
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