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Conservation paleobiology is a rapidly developing, socially relevant field that uses information
from geohistorical records to address current problems in the conservation and restoration of
biodiversity and ecosystem services (Dietl et al., 2015). Over the past decade, the field has achieved
critical mass—filling an empty niche in the conservation landscape—with the beginnings of a
core literature, regular symposia and workshops at professional meetings, and the training of
the first generation of students who identify themselves as conservation paleobiologists. However,
this period of rapid growth has occurred without explicit acknowledgment and expression of the
assumptions that define the young field and unite its practitioners. Here, I open a discussion about
the central role of values in conservation paleobiology.

A logical place to start is by asking how values fit into the field of conservation biology.
Conservation biology emerged in the 1980’s as a field defined by its goal: biodiversity preservation.
Thus, conservation biology is inherently based on a normative standard—that is, it makes the
claim (or value judgment) that biodiversity is something good and thus worth being preserved.
It is this value-laden nature of conservation biology that makes it conceptually distinct as a field
(Soule, 1985; Barry and Oelschlaeger, 1996). By asserting the identity of conservation biology as a
“value-laden, mission-driven science,” conservation biologists committed to having to justify why
biodiversity should or ought to be conserved (Van Dyke, 2008).

Two broad ethical positions have long motivated conservation action (Soule, 1985; Kareiva
and Marvier, 2012; Hunter et al., 2014). Some conservation biologists embrace the claim that
biodiversity has intrinsic value. Accepting the intrinsic value of biodiversity means that species
have value independent of human interests. Thus, people have an ethical and moral responsibility
to protect biodiversity, regardless of whether such action benefits humans. Conservation is also
motivated by a range of more anthropocentric concerns, particularly the instrumental value
(usefulness) of biodiversity in providing goods or services to people (e.g., food security or clean
water).

These different views invite debate—as recent polemic about the “new conservation” illustrates
(Tallis and Lubchenco, 2014)—because the acceptance of either value framework influences
what counts as conservation and the way conservation policy is conceptualized and formulated.
Nevertheless, conservation biologists understand that values are the engine of conservation action
(Van Dyke, 2008). If conservation biologists didn’t ground their work in a clear value system,
they would be left with no argument for why we should preserve biodiversity and support for
conservation would be difficult to secure.

Conservation paleobiology should be no different. If we look closely at the definition of
conservation paleobiology that opened this essay, we see that it too is defined by its goal:
the conservation and restoration of biodiversity and ecosystem services. Thus, conservation
paleobiology inescapably has a normative component in addition to a descriptive one.
Conservation paleobiology is built on the value assumption that biodiversity and ecosystem services
are good and ought to be conserved (or restored). Put another way, at its core, the idea of
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FIGURE 1 | The expanding domain of conservation science. The left diagram illustrates the contribution of conservation paleobiology to Soule’s (1985) synthetic,

cross-disciplinary conservation biology. The diagram on the right depicts how Soule’s conservation biology fits into Kareiva and Marvier’s (2012) broader view of

conservation science. Adapted from Peter Kareiva and Michelle Marvier, What Is Conservation Science? BioScience (2012) 62(11):962–969, by permission of the

American Institute of Biological Sciences.

conservation paleobiology is to mobilize the collective expertise
in the paleontological sciences around a common purpose
(the conservation and restoration of biodiversity and ecosystem
services).

The definition of conservation paleobiology also shares
values with both conservation biologists who support protecting
biodiversity for its instrumental value to our own lives and those
who argue that biodiversity should be protected for its own sake
(or intrinsic value). This intentional appeal to value pluralism
recognizes that the goal of preserving the diversity of life can
be accomplished without commitment to a single value system.
In other words, different conservation contexts often demand
different strategies and different ethical justifications (Robinson,
2010).

This inherently normative aspect (present at the birth of
the field) makes conservation paleobiology distinctly different
from traditional paleobiology, and forces a critical choice to be
made, one that will determine—to a large extent—the overall
success of the approach. I envision two possible futures for
conservation paleobiology: the field can take a familiar path
and remain a closed discussion among paleontologists insulated
from the normative concerns of conservation biology; or, it can
choose a less familiar path, one that aligns with conservation
biology (Figure 1) and explicitly acknowledges its normative
structure.

I think taking the familiar path is the wrong direction.
Without openly acknowledging its normative basis, conservation
paleobiology risks turning inwards, becoming an undirected and
insular academic discourse about paleontologically interesting

problems. In the long run, this orientation will weaken not
strengthen the field. A normative vacuum impoverishes the field
by rendering it functionally sterile, ultimately providing little
tangible influence in the “real world” of conservation policy and
management.

To avoid marginalization, conservation paleobiologists
must take an active interest in and reflection on the normative
underpinnings of their science. Every conservation paleobiologist
must have an awareness of the explicit values upon which
conservation stands. Bringing values into conservation
paleobiology does not mean, however, that scientific credibility
is sacrificed. A value-driven conservation paleobiology retains
its scientific legitimacy as long as we remain committed to the
ethical norms of science, the most basic of which are honesty and
integrity (Lovejoy, 1989).

As we begin to navigate this brave new world of conservation
paleobiology, we should take some inspiration in knowing that
we are not alone. The depth of conservation biology’s internal
disagreement about which value system(s) should motivate
conservation action runs deep (Van Dyke, 2008), but this
tension also gives the field its “creativity and vitality” (Meine,
2010). Moving forward, an equally introspective and inclusive
discussion on the normative dimensions of conservation
paleobiology should be a high priority.
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