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Biodiversity, the richness of the living diversity, is severely threatened because of a worldview that perceives the value of all species only in terms of human exploitation. Because we are ignorant of the role that most species play in maintaining the intricate web of life, and because most species are "useless" from the perspective of the dominant economy, such a worldview leads to extinction of a growing number of species. 


The main threat to biodiversity comes from the habit of thinking in terms of monocultures, from what I have called "monocultures of the mind." The resulting disappearance of diversity is also a disappearance of alternatives and gives rise to the TINA (there is no alternative) syndrome. Alternatives do exist, but are often excluded. Their inclusion requires an emphasis on preserving all kinds of diversity, biological and cultural, to allow the possibility of multiple choices. 


This mindset underlies industrial forestry, in which tree species are useful only if they can provide raw material for construction and to make pulp and paper. Diverse natural forests are thus clear–cut and converted to monoculture plantations. 


This worldview also permeates industrial agriculture. Thousands of crop varieties have disappeared because they are declared "uneconomic" and "unproductive," even though they enrich ecosystems and are nutritionally productive. Millets and legumes that require very low resource inputs and produce high nutrient value are declared "inferior" and "marginal" and pushed to extinction. In their place are introduced large-scale monocultures of globally traded crops such as wheat, rice, soybeans, and maize. 


In our drive to dominate nature for our purposes, tree crop and animal varieties are engineered as if they were machines, not living organisms. Reducing living organisms to machines removes their ecological resilience. Thus, crop varieties engineered to be dwarfs in order to take up high doses of chemical fertilizers to produce high yields are especially vulnerable to pests and disease. Animals engineered to be either "milk machines" or "meat factories" are also highly vulnerable to disease and need heavy doses of antibiotics to survive in factory farming environments. 


It is in this context of the production of uniformity that conservation of biodiversity must to be understood. Conservation of biodiversity is, above all, the preservation of alternatives, of keeping alive alternative forms of production for the biotechnology industry, and more important for future biological evolution on the earth. 


The rapidly growing threat to biodiversity emerges from the myths that monocultures are essential for solving problems of scarcity and that there is no option but to destroy biodiversity to increase productivity. It is not true that without monoculture tree plantations there will be shortages of fuel wood, and without monocultures in agriculture there will be famines of food. Monocultures are in fact a source of scarcity and poverty, both because they destroy diversity and alternatives and because they destroy decentralized control of production and consumption systems.


Humans’ escalating war against and control of other species for maximization of profits and production also influence concepts of ownership and control. People have always owned their farm animals and pets. However, the new trend toward "patenting of life forms" has changed the notion of ownership. A patent is a property right derived from an innovation; it is also called an "intellectual property right." However, when applied to the domain of life forms, this concept has far–reaching implications. A patent term is usually 20 years. If a company has genetically modified a sheep or pig or cow and gotten a patent for it, by implication the patent holder has "ownership" of future generations of the modified animal. The machine view of a living organisms thus leads to the ethically outrageous and biologically absurd idea that future generations of genetically engineered plants and animals are solely the products of human innovation and are somehow divorced from the billions of years of evolution that produced all of their genes. 


If diverse species on this planet are to survive, we must shift our worldview from a monoculture paradigm that views life as a machine to one based on biodiversity and on allowing the earth’s life forms to play their roles in evolution under ever–changing conditions. 


It is up to citizens and activists around the world, who see reverence for life as an essential part of the ecology movement, to ensure that technology and law serve the objective of conserving the rich biodiversity of our planet, and not merely serve the objective of protecting profits through unrestrained manipulation and monopoly control of life. 

Critical Thinking

1.
Do you believe that monocultures of crops and trees are essential for our survival? Explain.

2.
Do you believe that a company or individual should be awarded a patent for a form of life that has been genetically engineered from existing forms of life? Explain.
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