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Preserving Endangered Species: 
Why Should We Care? 

To make its research readily available to a broad audience, the 
Center for Philosophy and Public Policy publishes a quarterly 
newsletter: QQ~Repo/'t fl'OlII ti,e Center for Philosophy and Public 
Policy. Named after the abbreviation for "questions;' QQ summar­
izes and supplements Center books and work ing papers and 
fea tures other selected "'mrk on public policy questions. Articles 
in QQ are intended to advance philosophically informed debate 
on current policy choices; the views presented are not necessarily 
those of the Center or its sponsors. 

In this issue: 

The Endangered Species Act codifies our national 
commitment to preserve species from extinction. 
But why should we care? What value do other 
species have- in themselves and for us-that 
gives us reasons to preserve them? . . . . .. p. 1 

What the government should do-and should not 
do-to meet the mounting AIDS crisis ... p. 6 

Equitable economic growth and expanding wealth 
are what underdeveloped countries should aim 
at in catching up to their industrialized neighbors, 
right? Wrong . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. p. 9 

How will new developments in biotechnology af­
fect the way we think about the living world and 
our relationship to it? ................. p. 12 

A new book on the preservation of species is 
announced . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. p. 15 

When construction of the Tellico darn was temporar­
ily halted because the project posed a threat to the en­
dangered Tennessee snail darter, environmentalists 
were triumphant, economists relieved (the dam was an 
economic disaster in its own right). The general pub­
lic seemed cheered by the triumph of such an improb­
able underdog, but uncertain that a lowly three-inch 
minnow was really worth the trouble of saving. 

Surveys taken by Stephen Kellert of Yale University 
reflect this ambivalence in public attitudes toward spe­
cies preservation. In a questionnaire modeled on the 
Tellico darn controversy, pitting an obscure fish species 
against various development projects, the fish species 
won out handily over recreational projects, tied with 
projects to divert water for industrial development, but 
was soundly defeated by projects to produce hydro­
electric, agricultural, or drinking water improvements. 
As codified in the law of the land, the will of the peo­
ple is expressed more strongly in favor of species 
preservation. The Endangered Species Act mandates 
stringent standards for protecting any plant or animal 
species that has been listed as threatened or endan­
gered. However, the list of protected species is a short 
on~, so the effect of the Act is considerably weakened. 

How much should we care about endangered species? 
Why, indeed, should we care at all? A first answer is 
that extinction is forever. It is irrevocable, the flung 
stone that cannot be called back. Still, we do irrevoca­
ble things all the time, sometimes half a dozen before 
breakfast. But our knowledge of the considerable 


