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ABSTRACT 

Conservation movements can focus on narrow concerns, but can also envisage radical changes 

to the world and its interpretation. The idea of conservation can be viewed as ephemeral and 

culturally specific, while the prospects of achieving objective measures for the kind of ultimate 

concerns that movements represent can appear limited. One source of critique is the apparent 

dichotomy between the concerns represented in the social sciences, which tend to view 

conservation as a political and cultural idea, and those in the natural sciences which seek an 

objective scale of technical values for conservation. This paper does not seek to resolve these 

issues, but speculates over the possible role of attempts to unite the human and natural 

sciences. The attempts to place biology as the unifying force, propounded through Wilson‟s 

(1998) view of consilience, are considered, along with their implications for conservation. 

These are contrasted with Harvey‟s (2000) view of geography as a unifying force. A counter-

proposal is outlined, that sees a discipline of environmental management, enlarged beyond its 

partial and technical scope, as a candidate for unified understanding and action. The possible 

position of conservation movements within this sketched framework is considered. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

This speculative paper considers issues around the2e nature of conservation, conservation 

movements, and the role of scientific and technical knowledge. It focuses upon Edward O 

Wilson‟s (1998, 2002) view of the unity of knowledge, considering its implications without 

endorsing his propositions and conclusions. It considers conservation movements and 

knowledge, discusses some possibilities for a unity of knowledge, and the implications for the 

possible future and role of conservation movements in the long term.   

 

1.1.  Conservation and conservation movements 

Conservation may be defined broadly as the keeping of something for a purpose over an 

indefinite period. Its meaning is multi-faceted, ranging from the keeping of an individual 

object of historic or aesthetic interest to the saving of global ecosystems, whole landscapes, 

entire cultures or global resources. Organisations and individuals that aim to achieve 

conservation also vary greatly in scope. Some aim at a single point of concern, such as the 

continuing stable presence of a particular species in a specific location, with no reference to 

the wider implications for global ecosystems. Norton (1991) has termed this “isolationism”, 

and such campaigns do not form part of a wider conservation movement. Some organisations 
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do move to consider wider implications, such as changing agricultural practices, or social 

attitudes towards particular species, or join with those opposing damaging infrastructure 

projects or development proposals. In turn, these can seek to change general policies or whole 

governments, or to challenge those in power, or to seek a very different kind of “conserver” 

society (Trainer, 1995). Individuals, interest groups or official agencies may see themselves as 

part of social movements that will seek to develop a series of goals and change hearts and 

minds. In turn this may link to wider social movements such as environmentalism or variants 

of the green movement. Whilst a wide range of conservation movements has developed 

historically, it is difficult to generalise about their development, or to determine whether their 

diverse paths follow common laws of motion, or are randomly affected by personalities, 

events, structures and responses. 

Methods and approaches also vary. At one end are those that press for support for existing 

policies and institutions, or for a more vociferous defence of what is seen as “traditional”. 

This characterised much of the pre-1960s “green” or environmental movement in Britain, 

while the Countryside Alliance could be seen as a modern counterpart (Woods, 2003). Others 

seek very different approaches to the development of society and the control of human impact 

on the environment, sometimes incorporating radical critiques of current power relationships, 

neoliberalism and ruling ideologies. Methods can be consensual, confrontational, seeking to 

secure power, to protest or to sabotage – the latter perhaps exemplified by parts of the animal 

liberation movement (Singer, 2006). They can aim at changing policy, or can attempt to find 

supporters for, and nurture, cultural change (e.g. Cherry 2006). Ultimately, movements for 

conservation may aim to secure the conditions under which conservation of various forms will 

be assured. This might involve major social change, or the preservation or reinforcement of 

current social arrangements in part or whole. Finally, movements may well develop their own 

specialised knowledge, which may or may not reflect more “official” knowledge. The kind of 

knowledge generated and used may vary between organisations and individuals in parts of a 

movement, as may their views of established science (Forsyth, 2003).  

Variations in approach may reflect the power held by particular groups. Some NGOs, like the 

World Wildlife Fund for Nature, have the support of wealthy individuals and corporations, 

and thus considerable political influence and financial clout. Other organisations, such as 

disorganised individuals engaged in protest, may have little influence bar their ability to block 

development temporarily by direct action (Doherty et al, 2003). There is, however, no 

automatic correspondence between tactics and strategies and the position of power. 

 

1.2.  Conservation practices and divergences 

It must be unclear how long specific conservation practices – as practices in society – might 

last. An optimistic view of history would consider the growth of movements for conservation, 

in most societies, as inexorable, developing steadily towards some satisfactory state of 

enlightenment in which their goals are achieved. This would not mean that the conservation of 

something which had already been secured – say, a designated nature reserve - would not need 

to continue, but the need for further nature reserves or wider nature conservation measures 

would no longer arise. Other perspectives, especially the conservation of the “wild” promoted 

by imperial powers, would see this as an expression of relationships of power that – so far as 

direct state domination is concerned – have now changed (Adams, 2004). A further alternative 

view would see conservation practices as the consequence of struggles, against special 

interests, and for general policy; once won, movements might fade away or turn to other 

campaigns. At a smaller scale, local amenity movements, pressure from interest or enthusiast 

groups like birdwatchers, or campaigns for scenic landscapes, could be viewed as ephemeral, 

espousing concerns that could be superseded in societies with different, higher, priorities. 

In other ways, the conservation of historic structures, or even cultures which embody 

damaging practices, could be seen to conflict with wider aims of global conservation; these 

aim to assure a tolerable environment whose attainment is greatly threatened by climate 
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change and other challenges to the global environment. It can be argued that conservation 

movements are the consequence of a form of affluence, which might be itself predicated on 

the unsustainable use of natural resources – the excessive footprint of the richer minority on 

the planet (Weston, 1986). To apply this kind of affluence to the whole globe (should this be 

feasible and sustainable) might be to conflict with some goals of Western conservation 

movements, policies and practices. To achieve affluence in a sustainable fashion, it might be 

necessary to reduce or abandon such practices as the conservation of historic environments or 

landscapes. These might also be under threat from the consequences of more radical 

conservation measures. 

 

1.3.  Scientific and popular conservation practice in Britain 

Beyond such contradictions, there is an observable divergence in existing conservation 

practice in Britain, one part of which is founded in technical and scientific knowledge, and 

views policies and solutions as rooted in appropriate technical developments. This may be 

epitomised in parts of the work of The Environment Agency of England and Wales, or 

Natural England and its equivalent the Countryside Council for Wales, excluding roles like 

countryside planning or navigation. These agencies are official policy advisers to government, 

and promote technical solutions to environmental protection and (among others) nature 

conservation, backed by the implementation of legal powers and duties. Their policies tend to 

utilise scientific knowledge of various specialisms, viewing solutions such as improvements 

to water quality as largely technical. Policies are not usually viewed as a matter of social 

choice (except where the consideration of scientific/technical considerations exposes clear 

preference-based alternatives), but are seen as emerging from, rather than related to, technical 

considerations. This is not to devalue the need to evaluate technical aspects of alternative 

policies, but to query the downplaying of social choice by government agencies. At EU level, 

limited public involvement, reflecting the consensual policy practices of some continental 

European states (Hukkinen, 1999) serves to make the social preferences behind alternatives 

more manifest. Thus the processes involved in the implementation of the EU Water 

Framework Directive featured the participation of interest groups and their expertise in the 

formulation of policy (Kaika, 2003). This could be viewed as incorporation into state and 

industrial views of science and environmental issues, or as an opportunity for non-state 

interests to contribute to policy and thus attain limited influence. 

Inevitably, if specialised scientific and technical knowledge can be attained only by small 

numbers of individuals (an outcome often encouraged by vested interests), technical 

considerations can sometimes override the more subjective and emotional concerns of less 

technically-informed exponents and supporters of conservation (Forsyth, 2003). Alternatively, 

more emotional concerns can be rooted in “bad science” and promote policies whose technical 

base is inadequate and misleading. 

Conservation supporters can defer to established scientific/technical knowledge, or can 

dismiss or oppose it; often they endorse and develop their own knowledge. Under the cloak of 

objective expertise, special interests may be promoted, favouring the particular disciplines of 

experts, or their professional or organisational position, or class interests. Perhaps a key 

historical example was the advocacy, on “objective” scientific grounds, of the civil use of 

nuclear energy, much of which was later discredited as programmes of development were 

closed down. The “modern” Green movement (since the 1960s) developed through social 

movements that drew upon the support of maverick scientists, although scientific concerns 

about the environment are now mainstream. The latter have fostered attempts to measure 

conservation practices and their impact, such as improvements in water quality, identifying 

the means of further improvement. Much of this has employed the language, if not the 

practices, of neoliberal business management (Heynen et al, 2007). 

An opposite, if not opposing, tendency within conservation movements has been to counter or 

circumvent the dominance of scientific expertise, and to focus on what people prefer or 
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demand, or what organisations can assert that people want or need. This poses an alternative 

expertise, which comes from specialised interest rather than specialist objective knowledge. In 

this sense, conservation movements are cultural movements, identifying and developing ideas 

and practices that, it may be hoped, will pervade the wider culture. However, this does not 

always mean alternative, democratised forms of knowledge: as Forsyth (2003, 161) has 

stressed that social movements “may not be as autonomous agents of environmental reform as 

often discussed. Moreover, social movements may even replicate existing environmental 

discourses, or reshape these according to the objectives of the more powerful voices in 

alliances.” Movements may thus develop knowledge to transform some aspect of the wider 

society (say, in attitudes to animals) or to protect the position of a limited special interest. 

 

1.4.  Divergent knowledge 

Knowledge in conservation may be developed in a vernacular context, perhaps corresponding 

to what Hayek (1945) termed dispersed “tacit knowledge”. Many parts of the green movement 

began, at least, by denying the technological optimism of proponents of modernisation, and 

the apparent disenfranchisement from participation, and the dangers to the wider environment, 

that this involved. Ironically, this appealed more to emotional estrangement and fears about a 

future environment than to many proponents of formal scientific knowledge, whose faith in 

science then made them tend to dismiss threats to the environment. While many of the latter 

have now moved position, the boundaries between tacit and expert knowledge remain. There 

are also boundaries between the various natural sciences, and especially between the natural 

and social sciences. In an era of apparent faith in social democratic scientific planning in the 

1960s (Barnes, 2006), the promise was that these expertises could be brought together in 

positivist fashion, but this foundered over incompatible knowledge and languages, different 

assumptions about the world and the promotion of opposing and divergent interests. 

When environmental concerns reached public agendas in the UK at the end of the 1960s, these 

were often viewed as an additional factor that could be mitigated by some token like tree-

planting, rather than representing  a central force in human goals. Alternative approaches were 

apocalyptic, for instance, warning of major famines in the 1980s, or that all oil supplies would 

have run out by 2000 (Ehrlich et al, 1977). There has been some convergence between these 

perspectives, much of it represented by policies that correspond to “weak” sustainable 

development (Richardson, 1997). This acknowledges the need for adjustments to policy and 

practices but not the fundamental changes to institutions and power that some would advocate 

(Dobson, 2007). 

 

2.  CONSILIENCE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 

One possibility that has been mooted in varied forms is a unity of knowledge, which could 

underlie the achievement of some sort of satisfactory, harmonised, human/environment 

relationship. This would acknowledge that humans are part of their environment, and that 

while much is shaped by their environment; at the same time elements of the environment are 

shaped by human involvement, through culture. Thus what it is to be human is partly the 

legacy of the intervention in, or adaptation of the environment by, other humans (often over 

multiple generations), and partly a response to that human adaptation. Clearly, as the history 

of island societies has demonstrated, it is possible for that human/environment relation to be 

terminally destructive (Olwig, 2008). It might be possible to discover, and reach, a 

human/environment relation that was mutually satisfactory and self-reinforcing, so that 

humans would adapt their environments to ones which could accommodate them in ways that 

did not undermine those environments. This would not necessarily mean a static environment, 

but one that could evolve in accordance with human needs and aspirations, as those needs and 

aspirations changed. This could correspond to one notion of sustainability, although this 

concept has been appropriated and diluted by diverse interests (Richardson, 1997). 
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True sustainability could not be delivered merely by adjustments to more appropriate 

professional knowledge; indeed, much of the human condition can be said to be about 

interactions with environments. As many have stressed (Guha, 2000), the environments that 

most experience are not the global environment, but the localised environments of space and 

place, the cultural environments of cultural production, interpersonal relationships, and 

consumption, and the internal environments (however this might be characterised) of the 

mind. To reconcile all these, towards some satisfactory future, presents a worthy goal – 

indeed, if it could be demonstrated that this was attainable, it would be difficult to argue 

against it. Questions arising are whether it is possible to develop forms of knowledge that 

could help achieve this satisfactory future, and whether it is deficiencies in organised 

knowledge that presents a barrier to its attainment. 

 

2.1.  Consilience, Wilson and Harvey 

Edward O Wilson‟s Consilience (1998) offers the prospect of a unity of knowledge, very 

much from the viewpoint of the natural sciences, primarily physics and biology, incorporating 

the social sciences, and indeed the humanities. Varied readings are possible – one of which is 

disciplinary imperialism, building on his earlier advocacy of “sociobiology”, which had been 

denounced as appearing to provide scientific justification for eugenics, despite no apparent 

intention (Segerstrale, 2000). Denunciations of Consilience have followed, in various veins, 

accusing this entomologist of trespassing well beyond his field, and of producing ideological 

justifications for his own view of the world under the cloak of science. Rosenthal (1999) 

produced the most ferocious attack, accusing him of fascist sympathies, but many others have, 

from varied standpoints, undermined Wilson‟s thesis. Gillispie‟s (1998) main concern is apt: 

Wilson‟s work lacks any specific politics, presumably assuming that a greatly enlarged 

comprehensive science could deliver, not just insights, but objective solutions. The response 

of the geographer David Harvey, whose political perspectives might well lead him to dismiss 

Wilson, was to grasp the implications of a unity of knowledge in his Spaces of Hope (2000). 

Wilson‟s view is that the advance of natural sciences in explaining the natural and human 

world has not been matched by the social sciences, humanities and arts, which continue to be 

nonreductionist. It is predicated on the possibility that there is a unity of knowledge that can 

be uncovered by the development of a formal unity of knowledge that will achieve perfect 

understanding. His central assertion, much-quoted, is that “all tangible phenomena, from the 

birth of stars to the workings of social institutions, are based on material processes that are 

ultimately reducible, however long and tortuous the sequences, to the laws of physics” (1998, 

266). This project of an extreme reductionism is rejected by many practising scientists as well 

as by social scientists. Consilience proposes a joining-together of varied disciplines so that 

any phenomenon can be examined on any scale, without mutual contradictions between the 

language and philosophies of those disciplines. Founding his approach in biology, he develops 

views of ethics, religion and the arts that leant heavily on the assumed constants of 

evolutionary psychology. The latter has been subject to much criticism, especially on the 

grounds that selected observations are adapted to fit its propositions (Rose and Rose, 2001). 

His leading example from the social sciences is economics, whose limited success in 

forecasting is stressed. Attacking the idea of the neoclassical rational individual, he suggested 

that new models would emerge from the application of biology and psychology. His critique, 

demolishing the simplified psychology involved in the portrayal of the economic rational 

individual, is valuable. However, he does not successfully consider how this could apply at a 

larger scale, to determine the structural workings of economies, or indeed how this might be 

linked closely to ecological concerns. 

Commenting on “the extraordinary diversity of discourses about the environment” (2000, 

229), Harvey considers the virtues of Consilience in seeking unified discourses that could 

underlie a unified practice. While taking Wilson‟s challenge seriously, he submits that his 

principle is “just one possible (and inherently limited) mode of unification that can operate 
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successfully only under limited conditions and within a limited domain…” (2000, 228). He 

supports a looser unity of knowledges based on complex interlocking ecologies of processes 

of thinking. Using the Wittgensteinian term “families of meanings”, it would be possible to 

internally relate “complex interlocking ecologies” to one another. Dialectical enquiry 

developed around dialectical utopianism could enable the evolution of ideas and knowledges 

that could cross disciplinary boundaries, and eventually eliminate or reformulate them. 

 

2.2.  Consilience and environmental concerns 

On its own, Consilience could stand as an idiosyncratic call for a shift in knowledge 

development and production, with no special or urgent purpose. Wilson‟s later writings, 

however, address directly threats to the environment, especially those of biodiversity loss, 

which he considers the greatest danger. In the opening issue of a new journal Consilience, 

(subtitled “The Journal of Sustainable Development”), he asserted that  

“We find ourselves in the early steep climb of exponential change: per capita consumption of 

materials and energy; the demand for shrinking natural resources, most critical of which is 

fresh water; climate change with an impact on virtually every aspect of human welfare; the 

cost of war; and the destruction of ecosystems and species, which have hitherto sustained us 

scot-free. These trends are interlocked and mutually reinforcing. We must study and address 

them as a unity. Success would ensure a future for humanitarian civilization. Failure is 

unthinkable.” (2008, 4) 

The journal more modestly proposes that it should “allow different disciplines to converse 

with each other in the high hopes that this cross-pollination of methodologies will spark ideas 

that ultimately lead to a higher quality of life for all people.” (2008, 157) 

Wilson‟s later position has been to advocate a version of Aldo Leopold‟s unified land ethic, 

which posits a harmonised relationship between humans and the environment (Guha, 2000; 

Wilson, 2003). This would apply on a global basis, not merely to areas reserved as wilderness. 

One critical assumption is that an improved quality of life, or the securing of sustainable 

development, would be furthered by the unification of knowledge, or at least better inter-

disciplinary approaches. It is again implied that the separation of disciplines can be counter-

productive, and can limit possible developments, perhaps disastrously, so that greater unity 

could be an essential precondition of sustainability. To demonstrate this, it is necessary to 

demonstrate instances in which disunity has resulted in unwelcome outcomes. 

 

2.3.  Automobilisation and disciplinary knowledge: a sketch 

A simplified sketch of a single example may suffice. During the twentieth century, the 

development of private motor vehicles in Western Europe and North America enabled and 

reflected new spatial settlement patterns, suburbanization and later commuting between rural 

areas and cities. This process necessitated the use of extensive amounts of energy and created 

major problems of direct pollution, with indirect impacts from extraction, manufacturing and 

waste (Rome, 2001). The form of this production – there were alternatives - appears to have 

maximized the profitability of the automobile building industry. The postwar boom in the 

United States and elsewhere has been attributed to the expansion of this industry and the 

accompanying (sub)urbanisation processes (Aglietta, 2000; Baran and Sweezy, 1966;  

Sweezy, 1972). The environmental consequences include the inherent high resource use 

involved in the servicing of dispersed settlements. 

Other economies, notably those of China and India, are in an early stage of developing around 

the private motor vehicle, and possibilities for alternative paths of development are still 

available (Dennis and Urry, 2009). How might various disciplines shed light upon this 

question, if there was a polity in which alternative forms of development could be evaluated 

and pursued? 
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The automobile society would tend to be endorsed by an approach rooted in neoclassical 

economics, reflecting its bias towards laissez faire. The sub-discipline of ecological 

economics might suggest more modest expansion once accounting for direct pollution costs 

and less tangible social and environmental costs were factored in. Studies of culture and 

psychology would report divergent views: the potential loss of community with privatized 

commuting, against the expansion of expansion of experiences and individual horizons 

brought about by the enhanced ability to travel (Heitmann, 2009). The impact of the 

automobile on perceptions of the environment, with the annihilation of distance, the apparent 

freedom of the open road, and power involved in successful motoring, would pervade not just 

culture, but the psychology of individuals (Kay, 1998). A study of environmental history 

would consider the influence of automobilisation and suburbanization over the development 

of environmentalism in the US (Rome, 2001). Urban geography could analyse the mutual 

impact of spatial and social segregation, urban decay and fiscal problems, and patterns of land 

use change and planning. The disciplines of economics, psychology, sociology and cultural 

studies, geography and history could each view automobile development differently, and 

consider its impact in varied ways. If the insights of each discipline were utilized to evaluate 

whether automobilisation was generally desirable, very varied approaches would be indicated, 

and it would prove hard to reconcile these, given the present state of disciplinary knowledge. 

If the understanding of environments at a macro-level is inhibited by disciplinary boundaries, 

this is also the case at the meso-level. Hukkinen‟s (1999) investigation of the work of diverse 

environmental agencies suggested that a range of operational knowledges were in conflict 

with other disciplines and that the institutions involved had similarly divided imperatives.  

The overall evaluation of major technological developments may be inhibited by individual 

disciplinary boundaries, bar some limited condensate of factors like environmental assessment 

or cost-benefit analysis. Yet it is not the individual disciplines that brought about the problems 

of the automobile, spatial settlement patterns and their environmental consequences. This has 

tended to reflect the power of the international auto industry and compliant governments, and 

the promoters of automobile use and suburbanisation. The lack of a unified discipline might 

not be as significant a barrier as the lack of political and cultural institutions which would 

enable decisions like the development of a major industry, with its environmental 

consequences, to be made with full knowledge of the implications. Nevertheless, the 

incapacity of separate disciplines may contribute to these problems, in disabling the 

development of forms of knowledge that would facilitate solutions. Harvey‟s Figure of the 

architect is suggestive here. His architect is not the professional Figure, but represents the 

capacity of collectives to bring together a range of diverse knowledge and ideas to produce a 

satisfactory intervention to shape future environments (Harvey, 2000, Ch.10). As unity may 

be derived from the practical application of knowledge, this points towards environmental 

management. 

 

2.4.  Disciplinary evolution and environmental management 

Despite the flaws in Wilson‟s formulation, it does open up the ground to set the foundations 

for alternative possibilities. Disciplines that evolved to consider problems in environments – 

natural and social – that have changed, should perhaps now be allowed to decline. They would 

be succeeded by new disciplines, emerging in parallel, and then in their place. The founding 

purpose of new disciplines would be to explain the various forces in natural and human 

environments, and to determine and evaluate the means by which the optimum sustainable 

environment, consistent with human needs and aspirations, could be attained. This may well 

appear utopian, but it only reflects the utopian prospect of attaining the optimum sustainable 

environment, whose study and evolution would be the subject of new disciplines. Harvey‟s  

historical-geographical materialism could form the centre of a new family of meanings, but  

the more modest discipline of environmental management can be submitted. 
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Environmental management involves a field of expanding scope, with longstanding multiple 

roots in concerns about nature, landscape and social and economic change. In Britain, this 

began with concerns about rural change and the pollution and health dangers of cities (Sheail, 

1998). This was accelerated by the perceived environmental crises since the 1960s, and the 

need for state and private organizations to develop technical language and knowledge to deal 

with environmental issues. Existing disciplines in the natural sciences and engineering have 

contributed, but less frequently those in the social sciences. Its evolution has been uncertain 

and, as Barrow (2005) has pointed out, often fostered by those to whom the role of 

“environmental manager” has been assigned. New principles of environmental management 

could be applied to developing countries, which have been neglected while environmental 

management tends to be seen as developed in, and applicable to, relatively affluent societies.  

One conclusion is that the scope of environmental management should be broadened to 

include “non-state actors – farmers, herders and indigenous people” (p.230).  

This broadening is welcome, but what would be essential is to extend its scope beyond the 

concerns of organizations for the natural environment, and to incorporate the human 

environment, towards the study of the environment as a whole, at multiple scales. This would 

not involve so much a bringing together and re-codification of existing knowledge as a 

development of new categories of knowledge. The seeds of parts of this are available, if not 

planted, and indeed hard to plant and nurture. This need not be on a strictly elite, professional, 

basis. Conservation movements have historically articulated many public concerns and 

developed their own knowledge; if these expand to take more power, these could articulate 

new disciplines and connections between disciplines. 

 

3.  CONCLUSION: CONSERVATION AND CONSILIENCE  

This speculative sketch can only produce limited conclusions, but the full implications of 

many environmental threats and apparent solutions can also rely only upon speculation. What 

might this mean for conservation practices, and conservation movements? A long view may 

indicate some possibilities. 

 

3.1.  Conservation, variations and potential 

What might be conserved over a very long future timescale, say the next 200 years? Much 

will reflect what is conserved and bequeathed from the present era. This must depend partly 

on how specific aspects of conservation are valued now, and how that valuation – formal or 

implicit - might evolve. Evolution will depend partly on the kind of knowledge that develops, 

and this in turn must reflect the choices made as to what should be encouraged and what 

should be rejected, along with whom – elite or democratic – makes decisions. The precise 

needs, preferences and values of people not yet born cannot be determined. However, it is 

possible to conserve values, knowledge and other resources that may appear to be of use and 

value to future generations. It may be possible to specify what in our present environment can 

be retained (or restored) and sustained for a long period, and what values should be 

consciously developed. It might then prove possible to reproduce conservation practices and 

knowledge to provide a legacy that can meet and supplement the needs and values of future 

generations. These generations will, of course, develop their own ideas of conservation value, 

but with some influence and direct guidance from past discourses and practice. 

Two kinds of conservation can be considered for this purpose: those driven by necessity, and 

those by cultural preferences. To deal with the latter first, the conservation of the historic, in 

terms of the built environment, structures and artefacts, whether for interest, aesthetics, 

historical research (e.g. archaeology), display, cultural reproduction or possible reuse, would 

depend on the predicted material and cultural durability of conserved elements. It would also 

depend on the environmental and economic costs (and benefits) of retention, and projected 
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threats from climate change, pollution, and resource shortages. Similar comments would 

apply to the conservation of landscapes, and the underlying processes which enable the 

conservation of such landscapes. Agricultural and other land use change, along with climate 

change, might make this difficult to sustain without major environmental cost. Much depends 

on the value placed on such conservation, and on the potential losses involved. It is 

conceivable that habitable environments could be sustained with almost total loss of currently 

treasured historic environments and landscapes, but the future cultural impoverishment would 

need to be understood, projected and evaluated. Norton (1993) has pointed out the potential 

conflicts here within movements.  

The conservation of nature, Wilson‟s major concern, lies further into the realm of necessity.  

Species and habitats do underlie essential elements in many valued landscapes, and their 

careful management is essential if those landscapes are to reflect and maintain an underlying 

ecology. While there are aesthetic and sentimental considerations underlying “existence 

value” which drive many in current nature conservation movements to seek biodiversity 

conservation, there are harder necessities which take this away from the realm of preference 

and value. The consequences of major losses of biodiversity are, literally, beyond measure. 

Wilson has warned of some dangers, in possible damage to the twenty main species which 

provide most of the world food supply, and in the loss of potential future medicines. He has, 

along with ecological economists, tried to place money values upon the environmental 

“services” that are carried out by essential habitats like rainforests and wetlands. It is 

concluded that the cost of soft engineering solutions would be much greater than the cost of 

retaining these “services”. This could be extended further, in that the consequences of mass 

extinctions on the world‟s ecology are unknown and perhaps unknowable. Whatever species 

and habitats would survive for the next 200 years, and what future generation would choose 

to, or need to conserve, must be very uncertain. In this case, a considerable advance in 

scientific and technical knowledge, especially in ecology, would have to take place. This 

might explain the number of species (currently very unclear), the conditions of their existence, 

the means of their conservation, or the management of the consequences of their extinction. 

Wilson has expressed optimism about the progress of this study, but not about its applications. 

 

3.3.  Conservation movements and knowledge 

Conservation movements can be seen as having several significant roles to play over the long 

term. One is to develop the expression of values and clarification of what is sought, and to 

exert pressure of various kinds upon those with power over the environment to implement 

suitable policies. In all cases, the powerful can include elements of conservation movements, 

as with the various establishment NGOs that have acquired areas of high biodiversity value. 

To move towards a democratization of power and influence, even if this might not have 

beneficial environmental consequences in the short term, would be to spread acceptance of 

conservation beyond elites and against countervailing forces. Forsyth has stressed that “Not 

seeing how political activism coproduces environmental scientific discourses may potentially 

result in the replication of oppressive environmental discourses rather than the successful 

democratization of discourses. It may therefore be more important to increase public 

participation in scientific inquiry than to attempt to prove the authority of science by keeping 

it apart from public involvement” (2003, 267) 

A further role is to interpret the knowledge based on conventional science, and to press for a 

re-orientation of scientific development.. Such science could indeed contribute towards the 

unity of knowledge sought by Wilson, but this could be oriented around a greatly expanded 

discipline of environmental management. This would be founded in a universal human 

interest in a compatible environment, and would attempt to incorporate the explanation of 

environmental possibilities within human universals. The latter may be very much the subject 

of contention, and if so little is fully known about the overall natural environment, it is 

probable that a refocused knowledge could yield new and greater understanding. This 
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understanding could be more commensurate with human values, than the current series of 

disciplines evolved for different purposes in a very different historical world. It might be the 

mission of conservation movements both to press for a new knowledge and to help secure a 

new human/environment relationship that would itself yield new knowledge. 
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