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Outline

Diversity in human-nature relations from an anthropological perspective

1. Introduction to diversity in human-nature relations

2. How/why study diversity?

3. Reflecting on the the concept of nature

4. Case-study: Protecting nature in Indonesia

5. Acknowledging diversity: implications for doing conservation and research
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(…) coral reefs are the most biodiverse marine ecosystems in 
the world. They are also among the most threatened” 
(Coral reef alliance)

Pauwelussen 2012
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“Coral reefs are dwelling places for spirits, fish and people, so we 
have to keep good relationships with them.”
(Sea-nomad spiritual leader, 2012)

Pauwelussen 2012



• Taking coral reefs as example of nature (natural environment/ecosystem/wildlife)

• Currently an object of global concern and interventions to protect it.

• What if this object is differently understood (valued, known, perceived)?
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How do we relate to nature? An anthropological 

perspective:

We relate to nature in diverse ways: 

Variety in how people perceive, experience, 
value, know or interact with their natural 
environment.

Variety in how societies are influenced by 
the environment and how they manage
natural resources and hazards.

8



Why study diversity?

A: New insights to understand/tackle complex 
problems

B: Effective collaboration across difference

C: Engaging with difference for self-reflection
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A: Diversity for new insights

Bring together and compare different practices, experiences and knowledge 
systems to better understand and find solutions to contemporary 
(environmental) problems.

• Environmental problems (deforestation/illegal fishing/pollution/poaching).

• Understand these problems as complex social phenomena.

• Comparison and learning.

• Interventions and inequality.
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B: Collaboration across difference

Acknowledge diversity to collaborate effectively across difference to tackle 
environmental challenges.
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C: Diversity for reflection

New perspectives: 

 Engaging with difference to reflect on what you take for granted. 

 Engaging with difference to imagine other possible ways of thinking 
and organizing reality.
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Diversity in how people relate to nature

1. Diversity in 
perceiving/knowing/interacting with 
nature

2. Diversity in understanding the concept 
of ‘nature’ 
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Nature
= nature?



Diversities?

Diversity can be explored in 
anthropology as different ways of 
relating to nature, in which the 
concept and reality of ‘nature’ is 
agreed upon.

 The concept of ‘nature’ as a 
domain apart from ‘culture’/ 
‘human’ is left undisturbed 

Diversity can also be explored as 
radically different ways in which 
people understand and organize 
reality.

 The concept of nature itself may 
be challenged or undone
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Modernity and its divides
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Modernity and its divides: ‘The noble savage/roving 

bandit’
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Shipwreck of the Stirling Castle, John Curtis, 1838



But:

We have never been modern
(Latour 1991)
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So, it’s a matter of metaphysics?

Metaphysics:

A division of philosophy that is concerned with 
the fundamental nature of reality and being.

‘Other’ metaphysics: 

Blurring between human & object/non-human

 What if we take seriously these 
Other metaphysics in our research 
practice?

 What are the consequences for 
doing interventions to protect 
nature?
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Blast fishing and The Wrath of the Coral Spirit
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Section 3: case study 



The setting
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East-
Kalimantan 
(Indonesia)



Bajau sea people
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Bajau sea people (2)

• Semi-nomadic societies in maritime Southeast Asia (‘Bajo’/’Sama-Bajau’)

• ‘Sea people’ living in intertidal spaces (boats, islands, stilt houses on reefs)

• Barter, fishing and trade across the sea

• Blending of animism and Islam/Katholicism

• Marginalized people vs ‘art of not being governed’
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The problem of blast fishing
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The intervention: Marine Protected Areas
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Translating conservation plans to local contexts

The logic of community-based conservation outreach:
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“If we jump in to enforce conservation, and start with 
throwing in money and facilities, then the organization 
won’t last long. Instead, they should start it. Our job is 

to plant the seeds of conservation. And then we come in 
as trainers. We facilitate the process. We give them 
information, which allows them to think in terms of 

conservation.” 
(TNC staff Berau, 30 January 2012)



Resistance

• Continuation of destructive fishing

• Resilience of informal fishing and 
trade networks

• Protest against ‘intruding agencies’

• Sabotage 

• “There is no Marine Protected Area”
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Anthropological research
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Human-coral relations in a Bajau world
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To blast or not to blast?

“The practice of blast fishing is out of balance. Too much is taken by force. As a 
consequence, the spirits are affecting the Bajau more, making them sick, 
possessed. This cannot be settled with a ritual.” 

(Umar, 20 February 2013)

“Blast fishing is not a problem as long as we ask for permission from the 
penjaga. Yes, we have to acknowledge them. The important thing is that 
[fishers] go fishing in agreement. They have to conduct their fishing in line with 
the community. [One should] behave well: announce oneself, say a prayer, 
work together, and proceed with respect for those being(s) there.” 

(Zamhudi, 20 February 2012)
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To blast or not to blast? (continued)

NO! YES!

Behave with modesty in the house of 
the spirit.

Greed will backlash: spirit takes back. 

-> misfortune

High yield is given, in return for 
offering.

Not taking what is given is offensive.

-> misfortune
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Bajau metaphysics

• No closure on how coral-dwelling spirits should be respected

• Fact: there are coral spirits who need to be respected. 

• Bajau discussion on blast fishing in relational world. 

• No human primacy to manage/protect coral
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Different logics in coral conservation outreach

TNC:

We need to establish no take 
zones. 

Blast fishing is dangerous!

Bajau:

We need to sustain relations 
with coral spirits.

No-take zones are dangerous!
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Translating conservation across difference?
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• Blast fisher recruited to translate conservation logics to the Bajau.

• A man moving in/between two worlds/logics.

• Translation across difference.

• Can he translate in two directions?



What can we learn from this case?

Back to ‘why do we study diversity?’:

A: Comparing and sharing ideas, 
values, knowledge, practices. 

- Bajau as indigenous coral experts?

B: Insights in different interests and 
understandings pertaining to coral and 
its exploitation/conservation as basis 
for dialogue. 

C: Reflecting on western/modern bias 
in conservation interventions 

- Can we imagine other possible ways 
of caring for coral?
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A: New insights to 
understand/tackle complex 
problems

B: Effective collaboration 
across difference

C: Engaging with difference 
for self-reflection



Implications for research

 How to make room for diversity in human-nature relations? 

 How to make sense of (radical) difference without reducing it to your own logic?

▫ Reflection on what is taken for granted.

▫ Restrain the urge to explain the Other in your own terms/logic.

▫ Develop sensitivity to other terms (ways of thinking, doing, feeling).

▫ Allow for incoherence:

The ‘ethnographic moment’:

A dazzling experience that takes the researcher off guard, disorients, yet also invites 
him/her to follow new and unexpected analytical currents.
(Strathern 1999, Property, Substance and Effect) 
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Implications for conservation and development

The argument of effectiveness The argument of justice

-> decolonization of thought?
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Food for thought

“The purpose of anthropology is 
to make the world safe for 
human differences”
(Ruth Benedict 1887-1948)

 Can/should we make the world safe 
for different versions of what is real 
and just in how humans relate to their 
non-human environment?

When? Where? How?
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