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panorama. Facing current environmental crises and 
the insurgence of ontological, epistemological and 
ethical alternatives to the current hegemonic vision, 
this is an innovative book. It presents interdisciplinary 
and intriguing proposals along the chapters. Produced 
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Introduction
Paride Bollettin

This book results from a collaborative exercise realized during two 
courses of  lectures offered at the Master program in Anthropology 
of  the Riga Stradins University on 2019. Such courses focused 
respectively an anthropological approach to the “nature” and the 
emergence of  multispecies ethnography. In this way, the dialogues 
aimed at discussing some possibilities of  thinking about the “nature”, 
extrapolating a univocal and objectivising perspective, having as a core 
point an anthropological approach. The main theme of  encounters, the 
ontological, epistemological and axiological possibilities of  being in 
relation with the “nature”, has been declined in alternative facets. This 
enabled a semiotic contextualization of  the concept. Such a dialogical 
proposal emerged as urgent facing current global ecological crises, 
which demand a renewed attention to the different forms in which 
“humans” relate themselves with the environment. The polysemy 
of  such a demand stimulated the junction of  diverse disciplinary 
traditions, producing a dialogue rich of  proposals and attempts of  
interdisciplinary synthesis, as well as of  ethnographic and conceptual 
expansions. Chapters composing this volume are a selection of  texts 
produced in this context and the last one is a conference offered at 
the Latvian Association of  Anthropology. The diversified disciplinary 
discussions and the extensive panorama covered by the chapters reflect 
the rich dialogues in which the book has its origins. Such richness, 
anyhow, shares an ethnographic interest as a form of  experience that 
is concomitantly intellectual and political.
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Ethnography, being an experience creation device, is at the core of  
the proposal of  offering alternatives in face of  current environmental 
crises, which are threatening the planet as well as humans and other-
than-human survival. To define what ethnography could be is not 
an easy task, being this grounded on the assumption of  ontological-
epistemological-moral paradigms suspension toward an hybridization 
with the ones participating in dialogues “in the field”. The field, in 
the case of  the chapters of  this book, is the “nature” as experience, 
concept, praxis and politics. This produces a multiplication of  
epistemic possibilities offered by an ethnographic approach. The 
ethnographic approach enables the subject to be moved by its own 
“object” of  investigation, toward a proliferation of  descriptive 
proposal about what “nature(s)” is(are). In this perspective, the works 
collected here multiply the experiences toward alternative directions. 
They assume the topic in a plethora of  alternatives. Some of  them are 
more ordinary, other more unusual, some more expected, other more 
unexpected. Their descriptive deepness, proper of  the ethnography 
as the practice of  experience, reflects these concepts hybridization 
dynamics as mediated by the specific “nature” observed.

The topic of  how people have experience of  “nature” is not a 
novelty in anthropology. Since the growing of  the discipline, such a 
relation has been at the core of  the observation of  how diversified 
social collectives produce their existence. For a long time, in the 
Western hegemonic tradition, the “nature” has been lived and thought 
as an objective and neutral context in which the “human” exercised his 
action as empirical or semiotic one. The development of  anthropology, 
with the development of  ethnographic practice as a specific modality 
of  producing experiences and, with these, knowledge, since early 
started to discuss such a pretended objectivity of  “nature”, toward a 
perspective able to share light on its polysemy. The Nuer of  Evan-
Pritchar and the Argonauts of  Malinowski already appointed toward 
the necessity of  describing people relations with their surroundings 
from the experienced specific contexts. This particularism made 
animated debates about the role of  “nature” in human experience 
possible. The adaptations to an environment, a “nature”, and its use, 
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or also its influences on the possibilities of  appearance of  diversified 
socio-economic-political processes are some examples of  these 
debates. Meanwhile, the “nature” also emerged as an alternative part 
of  the experience: the “nature” as an element of  cognitive abilities 
and meanings production. In these perspectives, being it “good to 
eat” or “good to think”, the “nature” is assumed as something existent 
independently from local and historical specificities. It would be real, 
knowable, usable, separated from human agency and cognition.

In more recent years, however, this approach becomes more and 
more complex with the emergence of  co-evolutive processes and 
paradigms revisions proposed by de-colonial and eco-feminist critics, 
among others. These promoted a rearrangement of  the nature of  
“nature”. The analyses of  power structures and associated discourses 
contextualize and untangle how to live and to think the “nature” 
are not neutral acts, but processes producing and defining, as well 
as produced and defined by the social. From this, a special attention 
has been dedicated to the supposed dichotomy between “nature” and 
“culture”, from which uncountable other proposals emerged, offering 
methodological and theoretical revisions. Some examples of  these 
are the multi-species ethnography, the ontological turn, the political 
ecology, science and technology studies, among others. A common 
features of  these is an attempt to put together the biophysical 
materiality of  processes producing the “nature” with power relations, 
politics, aesthetics, moralities, ideologies, discourses, etc., that insert 
the human in these processes. 

This attention toward ecosystemic processes and their relations 
with the human received an impulse also from the current ecological 
crisis at a global scale: global warming, climate changes, artic de-
frozen, microplastics submerging oceans, desertification, etc. The 
emergence of  these problems and associated environmental conflicts 
share lights on the contradictory and diversified production, by the 
“nature” and the “culture”, of  situated experiences. The extension of  
global ecological crisis, and its differentiated impacts on diverse socio-
environmental collectives, highlights the urgency of  multiplication 
of  the concepts of  “nature”. Such a proliferation, and its valorisation, 

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   9 01/12/2020   08:01:18



paride bollettin10

seems nowadays a possibility to face the crises. To situate the “nature” 
in its social and historical specificities, extending the view to the 
inclusion of  other-than-human agencies, can offer clues to be trod in 
face of  the collapse of  the current eco-capitalist system and of  its 
unique and objectivized “nature”.

This proliferation of  diverse conceptualization and experiences 
of  “nature” is an element that emerges when following the pages 
of  this book. The participation of  diversified perspectives, of  
interdisciplinary dialogues, of  multiple core focuses, let the “nature” 
to emerge as a multi-specific co-production of  experiences and 
discourses. The papers collected here enable to enter this plurality in 
a rich and plural form, rethinking the singleness of  the human and 
of  its constructions, redefining the frontiers between “nature” and 
“culture”, untangling socio-eco-political mats that cross lives and 
promoting a comprehensive panorama of  ethnographic experiences 
of  “nature”. Is a task for the reader to map the thematic axes that run 
through the texts, that connect lives and words, and that echo human 
and other-than-human subjects in shared worlds. The aim of  this 
book, to pluralize experiences and discourses about the “nature” can 
be achieved through the uncountable ways ethnographies offer to us.
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“We were the first ones here1
  Agita Pusvilka1

Mangaļsala is one of  58 neighbourhoods of  the capital of  Latvia, 
Riga. Located on a suburban peninsula, it is the home of  approximate-
ly 1200 people and over the last two decades, the place has experienced 
significant economic and social changes affecting peoples’ lifestyle and 
environmental quality. The decline of  Baltic fisheries and the indus-
trialization of  the Riga Free Port (thereafter Port) have substantially 
transformed2 what once was fishing suburb, rural enclave within a city. 
The inhabitants of  Mangaļsala do not perceive change as a burden, 
they assume that it should happen, but, aware of  the inevitability of  
change, they talk about the ignorance and insecurity caused by the 
presence of  the Port. This essay attempts to interpret how residents 
deal with the presence of  the Port and what is the life next to the Port; 
how their narratives demonstrate the sense and belonging to a place, 
how they reflect their environmental consciousness and the impor-
tance of  being close to nature, particularly to water. 

1 This study has been funded by the Latvian Council of  Science in the Project ‘Living 
Next to the Port: Eco-narratives, Local Histories, and Environmental Activism in the 
Daugava Delta’ (lzp-2018/1-0446), implemented at the Institute of  Literature, Folk-
lore, and Art, University of  Latvia.
2 Two major spheres of  transformation contributed to this scene: the decline of  the 
fishing industry and the expansion of  the Riga port. The first comprised economic, 
ecological, and political factors: the liquidation of  the fishing cooperative “Auda” in 
2002, the collapse of  the fish stock in the Baltic because of  pollution, oxygen depletion, 
overfishing, international quotas and regulations (especially the EU ban on driftnets 
in 2008), and the increase of  seal populations (Bula, 2016: 217-218).
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I rely on the data gathered in ethnographic fieldwork consisting 
of  group and individual interviews with representatives of  local 
non-governmental organization “The Society of  Inhabitants of  Man-
gaļsala” (thereafter NGO). To get a closer impression about the place 
and the NGO’s activities, I have participated in the picket against the 
gradual conversion of  both banks of  the Daugava River into the in-
dustrial territory of  the Port’s companies and the construction of  
terminals on the Mangaļsala mole organized by local NGO. Walking 
and cycling around the peninsula together with local activists and 
alone helped me to experience the significance of  personal embodi-
ment of  the place. 

I consider my informants a “community of  practice” using the con-
cept of  Jane Lave emphasizing that creation of  knowledge has “social 
nature, it is impossible outside of  social context” (Lave, 1991: 67) and “the 
relational interdependency of  agent and world, activity, meaning, cognition, 
learning, and knowing” (Ibid.) results in a situated social practice (and, 
where appropriate, situated learning) it is also linked to “broader his-
torical, cultural and political relations and larger scopes of  time and place” 
(Lave and Gomes, 2019: 141). In the first part of  the essay, I focus on 
the locals’ perception of  water. I am aware that “the relationship between 
sensory experience, cognitive interpretation and the creation of  meaning” 
(Strang, 2004: 245) of  water is a broad research topic. So, in this essay, 
I try to deepen this topic in order to highlight the space where people 
live, following the insights from the article of  Dace Bula (2016). In the 
second part, I reflect on the experience and stories of  my interlocutors 
on living condition next to the Port and on firmly dealing with power 
structures and the control of  resources. The third part highlights the 
residents’ environmental activism. 

Water – sensor, experience and meaning

This [Mangaļsala] is my harbour of  peace. When I turn off  the sound 
of  the Port… Sometimes I can hear a fisherman’s boat drifting squeaking 
[...]the smell of  smoked fish and the smell of  sludge. Some people find it 
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stinky. [...] birds tweet, gulls scream... An overcast sky before the storm. 
This surreal feeling in the foggy summer day, when the ships are honking. 

I am joking that some of  my ancestors live in me.
Baiba, 6th generation inhabitant of  Mangaļsala

Baiba’s description of  the place and its linkage to nature and 
mainly the water is a widely heard narrative among the residents of  
Mangaļsala. Although the meaning of  nature shifts throughout his-
tory, according to cultural, socioeconomic, and political factors and it 
is “simultaneously real, collective, and discursive”  (Escobar, 1999: 1), for 
inhabitants of  Mangaļsala “because of  its literal essentiality, its formal 
qualities and its ubiquitous presence, the core meanings and values encoded 
in water are extraordinarily powerful“ (Strang, 2004: 245). Located on 
the seashore and closely touched by the rivers Daugava, Vecdaugava 
and Audupe, until the early twentieth-century Mangaļsala was rare-
ly approached by strangers. As a partly-isolated peninsula, it did not 
have traffic links with the outside world, except for the boats and the 
characteristic of  the place as the remote “countryside in the city” is 
well-grounded. The self-description of  inhabitants still includes in-
sularity, characterized by “lifestyle the fishermen’s village was said to have 
‘cooked in its own juices’  with ‘no outsiders’, ‘no fences’, ‘no locked doors’, 
‘everyone knowing everybody’, ’marrying one’s cousins’” (Bula, 2016: 216), 
and for locals the symbolic and physical borderline where “the home 
begins” is the dam over the Vecdaugava river. Ramona, a 9th generation 
resident of  Mangaļsala and one of  the activists of  local NGO not only 
pictures the returning home with her children and crossing the river 
with emotions like “ah, how beautiful it is here! You breath out all the pres-
sure and start feeling good”, she also recalls her own childhood living in 
a cluster of  family houses with relatives looking after the kin children 
and life connected with the sea and fishery. Stories of  locals about 
practices and habits learnt and overtaken from previous generations 
is an “education of  attention”  (Gibson, 1979: 254 rephrased in Ingold, 
2000: 22) or knowledge, “transmitted across generations by means of  its 
encoding in material symbols” (Ingold, 2000: 22) and for Ramona it is also 
the time spent with her father learning the so-called “men’s duties” like 

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   13 01/12/2020   08:01:18



agita pusvilka14

plumbing or carpentry while growing up and placed in specific situa-
tions in the family with female siblings and cousins, “we were allowed to 
act,” explains Ramona.

Figure 1 – Location of  Mangaļsala (Source: Google maps).

 

 

 

Life near waters for many generations has created both economic 
and recreational practices – some people still go fishing, locals have 
practised sailing, and activities like swimming in the sea and walking 
in the forest, as well as cycling, are widely practised. It presents “iden-
tity of  nature,” which Escobar highlights as “social position which is dif-
ferently produced by different groups across different time periods” (1991: 1). 
Besides the meaning of  water in narratives of  local inhabitants, there 
is also an aesthetic dimension. Andris, a grandson of  the fisherman 
Ādolfs, confesses of  not having any nostalgic feelings towards fishing, 
but he recalls the memories of  his grandfather when a window over-

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   14 01/12/2020   08:01:18



“we were the first ones here” 15

looked a riverbank with white beach sand. “This scenery I imagine time 
to time, even if  I have never experienced it myself,” he confesses. Today this 
window discloses another property and the fence of  the Port behind it. 
Rarely anyone in Mangaļsala can access Daugava river as the territory 
of  the Port covers two-third of  the coastal area in Riga Municipality. 

The fences and barriers built to mark the boundary of  the port and its 
enterprises transform the meaning of  the place: what was once an island 
has become something akin to a ghetto where the boundaries of  available 
space are determined by economic power (Bula, 2016: 221).

By economic power is determined Baibas’ life just next to the Port 
or behind the “red line” (part “The red line” of  this essay). Direct-
ly sharing the property with it she pictures her “feeling of  water”. A 
coastal tuft left in front of  the house reminds of  the coastal presence 
in the garden. “It is my feeling of  the sea. I do not let to cut it,” she ex-
plains. Ingold’s answer to the question on how human beings perceive 
the world around them underlines the meaning of  the environment in 
relation to person: 

in that sense it came into existence and undergoes development with me 
and around me; the environment is never complete; forged through the 
activities of  living beings, as long as life goes on, they are continually 
under construction (Ingold, 2000: 20).

This brings in the essay the story about wild boards. 
During the fieldwork, I have heard several times the story about 

wild animals in the populated area. It happened a few years ago when 
the bunch of  wild boars settled down in Mangaļsala. For some time, 
around 28 animals kept moving from one property to another looking 
for food and digging a sward in the yards. They were not scared of  
people and their night walks were the first news shared by locals in the 
morning. Where had they been last night? What had they been doing, 
what harm is done, and which direction they went afterwards? People 
were scared of  them on the one hand, but, on the other hand, they 
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were also compassionate – they explained the behaviour of  boars say-
ing that they have lost their way, cut off  the world and could not get 
out of  the peninsula. It was noticed that they loved fishes and they had 
no interest in vegetables or apples. “Just like a native”, I have heard the 
comparison. This similarity and the adjustment of  the characteristics 
of  local people link to Derrida’s “mediation” on the possible autobiog-
raphies of  animal and consciousness given to the animal. 

Although non-human animals cannot use complex language like humans 
and they, is believed, lack language and in this sense, traditionally they are 
believed to be “silent”, they certainly speak to us, and we to them (Derrida, 
2008: 163).

Admitting lack of  knowledge to understand the behaviour and si-
lence of  wild boards, I would like pay attention in this story to the 
interpretative look at wild boards highlights also the perception of  
the “identity” of  the animal – “eating fish” and “stuck in the peninsula” 
are narratives of  older generation and their self-perception when “the 
language use and, thus, meaning are situated in interested, intersubjectively 
negotiated social interaction” (Lave, 1991: 66-67). The relationships and 
even kind of  respect between locals and wild boars break what Derri-
da calls “the Cartesian tradition of  the animal-machine without language 
and without response” (2008: 119), though finally, some pigs got killed 
because they became too dangerous, most of  them just left the living 
area. The story of  the wild boards raises some more questions. What 
happens to all wild animals when their homes have been destroyed as 
a result of  deforestations, for instance? Can we experience the reverse 
domestication as it happened in a way with wild boars? Descola refers 
to the naturalism of  westerners “with the dream of  positing a relation of  
reciprocity between humankind and nature, conceived as partners or entities 
of  equal status” (1996: 96). Have pigs domesticated the residents of  
Mangaļsala at least for some time? What did the pigs see when look-
ing at people? We can only imagine the non-human experience from 
an ethical point of  view and sympathetically engage with it only by 
comparing it with our own. And then comes another rhetorical ques-
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tion – can we suppose that Port domesticates people living within the 
territory of  the Port? Although they face the consequences dealing 
with sound, noise, air and light pollution and vibration, in their narra-
tives they mix the wish to leave the place with an eagerness to stay and 
to continue “fighting”. Some of  them even confesses that the sounds 
of  the Port are somniferous. So, what means to live next to the Port?

The red line 

“A map is not a territory” (semantic Alfred Korzybski) it is an ab-
straction or reaction to something and maps should not be confused 
with territories, e.g. models of  reality with the reality (Bateson, 1972: 
458). Pollution, changes in the cultural and historical landscape and 
residential area, adaptation of  infrastructure to the needs of  the Port 
– this is the reality of  locals when looking at the map of  the Port from 
their perspective. Behind the so-called “red line” or within the terri-
tory of  the Port are ten properties of  Mangaļsala residents located. 
The expression “red line” comes from the territorial map where the 
border of  the Port is marked in red. Most of  the properties belong to 
the descendants of  the peninsula’s indigenous peoples who, following 
the restoration of  state independence, denationalized the property in 
the 1990s. 

Until 2019 life behind the red line meant various building restric-
tions, with little reconstruction and renovation allowed. Life next 
to the port also means permanent living with sound, light and dust 
pollution. But life in the industrial territory marks a peculiar spatial 
paradox – the overlap between the private and the commercial (and 
closed for also closed) space. What is this place and how it affects its 
residents? Augé (1995) develops the concept of  place and non-place, 
where the anthropological place is historically man-made and it has 
an identity and a relationship formed therein. The place gives each 
individual a system of  opportunities, spatial and social indications and 
restrictions, while the non-place for Augé is impersonal and it com-
municates with us in anonymous texts without individual involvement 
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and “moral units” or institutions, such as airports, airplanes, minis-
tries, commercial companies, municipalities (Ibid.: 52-53). Sometimes 
their presence is clearly indicated, sometimes it is only implicit in the 
form of  implicit messages and they become an integral part of  the 
modern landscape (Ibid.: 96). Baiba describes the life behind the line as 
“being stuck” and “a hostage of  the situation”, and “eternal search for com-
promise”. In her reality the red line is a reinforced concrete wall raised 
with a sieve for protection against dust. I have witnessed that even the 

Figure 2 – Territory boundary scheme of  Riga Freeport (source: Environ-
mental Report of  the Riga Freeport 2015).
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narrowest space next to the fence of  the Port has a strictly subjective 
meaning. It builds relationships between the two – human being and 
the Port3, building a crossroad of  relationships between human and 
non-human, “stabilizing and destabilizing the practices of  ‘human”  and 
“non-human’” (Barad, 2003: 808), socially embedded recognitions of  
environmental risks (Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982) and the embodied 
perception of  it. 

The hidden risks of  the ecological situation and so-called “horror 
stories” might be rarely scientifically proved because the gathering of  
pieces of  evidence anticipates the involvement of  managing authori-
ties and extensive environmental assessment. How do we realize and 
manage risks, and where the edge of  “horror stories” and the real im-
pact of  hazard are? Does it matter in the insecurity described by locals? 
Douglas and Wildavsky remind that decisions about risk and man-
agement of  risk are “socially embedded, shaped by culturally-based notions 
about the state of  the world, what the world consists of  and how it works” 
(Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982: 72-73). Residents have gained knowl-
edge regarding the environmental violation done by the entrepreneurs 
in the Port. For instance, the ones living alongside the Port fence know 
the specific legislation regarding the offences, they practice calling to 
the institution responsible for the detection and punishment of  viola-
tions. The day I visited residents living behind the red line, I witnessed 
the inseparability of  the human bodies and their environment when 
facing a danger, referring to Ingold, “from the lowest level of  atoms and 
molecules, the world is structured through the intermediate levels of  senso-
ry perception, to the highest levels of  intellectual functioning” (2000: 17). 
The wind was strong and peat dust was blown to the direction of  the 
house, the human body became the part of  the environment respond-
ing to external irritation – sound, smell, dust, vibration. It identified 
the violation and helped to prevent it. Making the world existing from 

3 In the rethorics of  locals the Port has a general meaning, although for more in-depth 
research the analyse should include separation – the Board of  Riga Freeport and the 
companies working in the Port as each of  them in the communication with locals have 
different relationships.
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the one point – the bodily position –, the body becomes an interface 
to various subjectivities and objects, and “perception of  the surrounding 
occurs directly at this point” (Tilley and Cameron-Daum, 2017: 7-8). For 
Bateson “the mental world – the mind – the world of  information processing 
– is not limited by the skin” (1972: 461). I wonder whether inhabitants’ 
bodies become cyborgs, “a creature of  lived social reality, lived social re-
lations, our most important political construction, a world-changing fiction” 
(Harraway, 2009: 6-7)? The body highlights the dominant source of  
socialization and everyday practices and “that cognition and communica-
tion, in and with the social world, are situated in the historical development 
of  ongoing activity” (Lave, 1991: 67). 

The on-going activity is also part of  “The Strategy of  the Sustain-
able Development of  Riga 2030” which intends changes in the green 
area of  Mangaļsala. Although the representatives of  the Port call it 
just a visionary document and promise to involve residents in the pub-
lic discussion regarding the planning, locals are suspicious and see the 
signs of  land grabbing, mentioning other neighbourhoods next to the 
Port. 

Descola draws the perspective of  nature as:

nothing but ideologies […] objective material forces – be they arbitrarily 
selected limiting factors of  the ecosystem or poorly defined “levels of  
productive forces” – that purportedly shaped the structure and evolution 
of  societies (1988: 83).

In Descolas’ evolution the “building capitalist landscaped nature 
becomes embedded in the economy, nature becomes a commodity, 
“governmentalized,”  rationalized and taken as a resource, “capitalist na-
ture became a hegemonic regime” (Escobar, 1999: 6-7). In this regard, 
stakeholders involved in the development of  the Port very often use 
the narrative of  Port as a substantial economic player contributing to 
the economy of  Latvia. Kottak’s formulation of  environmental racism 
as “the systematic use of  institutionally-based power by whites to formulate 
policy decisions that will lead to the disproportionate burden of  environmen-
tal hazards in minority communities” (Kottak, 1999: 30) resonates with 
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the situation described by locals: “municipality just do not care about us”. 
Nothing or very little is done to improve infrastructure which has 
been intensely used by Port, for instance, the main street. It is a widely 
discussed topic and since years locals are negotiating improvements 
with the municipality. The street is used by freight transport, making 
vibration and noise, and damaging houses of  residents. Gunta, one of  
the residents living on the main street, shows kitchen and bathroom 
walls with fallen tiles. She bitterly admits that it is not worth gluing 
them back, she will not be there for a long time. The clock on the wall 
has not worked for a long time; its batteries have always moved out 
of  place. The walls of  the house are cracked, and the hostess strongly 
forbids her son to even think about repair of  the house. “There will be 
no life anyway,” she concludes. 

Dealing with the system – local activism

In the beginning of  2000s the locals of  Mangaļsala were actively 
participating in the public discussion of  spatial planning of  Riga city 
2006-2018 organized by the municipality, nevertheless legally the lo-
cal NGO was established in 2015 to “build more constructive dialogue 
and to fill the gap between the neighbourhood”, the Port and Riga Mu-
nicipality. The representatives of  the NGO have admitted that it was 
a strategic step based on the professional experience on how to “deal 
with the system” and to prevent an environmental hazard, confirming 
the idea that “NGOs are generally viewed as more responsive to local wishes 
and more effective in encouraging community participation” (Kottak, 1999: 
29). Efforts to reduce pollution, insecurity and threats had been made 
before by collecting inhabitants’ signatures against the Port violations. 
Pessimistic phrases like “one can’t sleep at night”, “we are pushed out of  
the territory by different methods”, “the Port doesn’t have a better place” are 
harmonized by hope expressed through searches for compromise and 
believing that “it’s possible if  that both parties want to find one”. Lave 
notes that “creating of  knowledge in the community changing individu-
als, practices it is possible to record how individuals and practices change, 
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reproduce themselves, and modify each other” (1991: 67-68), it is also nec-
essary to “pay attention to processes by which communities of  practice are 
produced and produce themselves” (Lave and Gomes, 2019: 141) and the 
case of  Mangaļasala highlights a systemic phenomenon – an organi-
zation with a small number of  members has more power than a more 
significant number of  people speaking individually. The legal foun-
dation appeared to be the most effective. The activists of  Mangaļsala 
are using their professional skills (all leading activists work for state 
institutions) and education (e.g. jurisprudence) to fight the system, 
and learning within the community creates both a particular skill and 
an identity. Lave mentions that “knowing the big picture” becomes quite 
quick in this way of  learning – each task is viewed in context (Idem.). 
This reflects the reason of  Mangalsala’s activists’ engagement in the 
city alliance of  neighbourhoods’’ NGOs to improve the dialogue with 
the Port representatives. 

Timothy Choy describes environmentalism as a way of  “forming 
and situating oneself  in the world” (2011: 112) rather than the simplified 
amount of  knowledge about a particular topic. The relation to nature, 
to the planet, to science, to other human beings, and to other living 
and non-living forms are crucial (Ibid.). The narratives of  the locals 
are both emotional and rational, describing the current relationships 
with authorities. Baiba describes anger when on a sunny spring day 
her family has to stay inside a house because of  the peat dust, or about 
tiredness after a sleepless night spent in the vibration or in the sound 
of  the Port. Kay Milton (2002) examines how thoughts and feelings, 
goals, values and emotions of  activists emerge from personal engage-
ment with the world. Emotion, she argues, is the primary reason some 
people care about nature (Ibid.). Emotional confessions are expressed 
describing the motivation and impulses to work for the NGO as well. 
Although people of  the neighbourhood are very supportive “in words” 
when it comes to the real doing “we are left alone”, meaning the reduced 
number of  people who dedicate their free time to a volunteer job. Some 
of  activists have a kinship ties, “it is a group of  relatives and friends who 
are happy to get involved and do something. That is my community”  reflect-
ing on the motivation by saying “who else if  not us?”, “we are fighters”, 
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and “if  you suggest something, you have to act accordingly”. In this regard 
emotional is also an historical awareness of  the place: “we were the first 
ones here” [not the Port], which serves as a powerful driving motive 
for the actions of  the socially active inhabitants and frames “the mental 
structures that allow human beings to understand reality – and sometimes 
to create what we take to be reality” (Stibbe, 2015: 46). It also represents 
“self-understanding and self-narration” (Austin, 2020: 5) and within the 
community the “use of  language is a social activity rather than a matter 
of  individual transmission of  information” (Lave, 1991: 66). Most ac-
tivists are descendants of  the island’s indigenous people, who inherit 
properties on the island, who feel responsible about and emotionally 
attached to the place, and who want to create a favourable environment 
for the future generations. Gatewood points out that there is a differ-
ence between people’s knowledge and the representation of  collective 
knowledge, and there is also an interpretation of  a collective inter-
pretation. Namely, when people share collective ideas, this does not 
necessarily mean that personal knowledge is expressed; if  collective 
representation constructs public discourse, then personal knowledge 
is the basis of  human action (Gatewood, 2011: 110). I think that within 
a community of  practice, the knowledge is both – structurally decoded 
and reviled in a feedback loop.

Newcomers become oldtimers through a social process of  increasingly 
centripetal participation, which depends on legitimate access to ongoing 
community practice. Newcomers develop a changing understanding of  
practice over time from improvised opportunities to participate peripher-
ally in ongoing activities of  the community (Lave, 1991: 68).

At the end of  the essay, I would like to bring up the gender aspect 
of  environmental activism. The activists fighting for the rights of  in-
habitants are the representatives of  local NGO at the same time, and 
all of  them are female. During the fieldwork and interviews, I have 
got some of  the answers to many “why?”. “Men have weak personalities” 
– the joke made by one of  the female activists has its roots, although 
it was more relevant in the past when the locals lived on the area sep-
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arated from the offshore and marriage between local inhabitants was 
widely spread. Fishing had to be practised in all weather conditions as 
it was a source of  primary livelihood between 1920 and 1990. Wind 
and rain at sea were prevailing. To get warm, fishermen consumed 
alcohol and, according to Ramona, “it is passed from one generation to 
the next”, causing men to drink a lot and to die at a relatively early age. 
Statistically, previously, the male birth rate was higher, but in today’s 
generation, the gender dynamics changed – more female is born. As a 
result, how Ramona tells:

we girls learned a variety of  practices - in the hunt, we pulled the skin of  a 
newly hunted beast; my dad and I spend time in the garage, plumber, elec-
trician, carpenter – everything I need. It now creates a sense of  security 
that I am not dependent on anyone.

The answer to the question why all leading activists are women, 
and some of  them still have kinship links, would call for more in-depth 
research and analyses within the community, where “cognition and com-
munication, in and with the social world, are situated in the historical devel-
opment of  ongoing activity” (Lave, 1991: 67). Socially determined gen-
der roles (fisherman and his wife) do not appear today after the con-
siderable changes of  their economic life and of  living environment, as 
most of  the inhabitants earn a livelihood outside Mangaļsala and apart 
from the sea or the river. However, in environmental discourses of  
representatives of  local NGO, the health of  children and their future 
living here are mentioned from time to time with fear and uncertainty. 
It raises questions related to the criticized concept of  the ecofeminism, 
and the more discussions, the more interesting the concept becomes in 
the context of  a particular experience.

Conclusion

Within the framework of  the essay, I tried to demonstrate the 
knowledge of  the community of  practice as socially shared when it 
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comes to the perception of  the water, a reflection of  knowledge on 
environmental issues and facing the condition of  life next to the Port. 
The construction of  narratives and collective knowledge helps to op-
erate in decision making within the community of  practice. However, 
it also raises a question – does the feedback loop of  knowledge of  
locals somehow superpose the feedback loop of  representatives of  the 
Port for the further coexistence? Though interconnections of  feed-
back loop “not only solve particular problems but also form habits which we 
apply to the solution of  classes of  problems”  (Bateson, 1972: 279), and 
they guide to more questions about whether such interconnections are 
possible at all. Cognition is an active process of  processing informa-
tion that can only be explored in a diverse study of  circumstances 
that did not occur within this essay. However, practice-based learning 
in the situation of  the activists of  Mangaļasa demonstrates that the 
process of  skilled participation in an organized interconnection with-
in the local community is complicated. On the one hand, a few active 
members are representing the neighbourhood and sharing the knowl-
edge, on the other hand, these bits of  knowledge and skills stay in the 
closed circle of  activists and do not produce an interaction between 
newcomers and old comers, because there are no newcomers within 
the NGO. However in the decision making process the cognitive pro-
cess is the most visible, and the daily activities mark the ability to 
apply the knowledge tactically, and the more precise and organized the 
knowledge, the more useful it is. 
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Frontier between humans and non-humans 
as a curtain
It can be pushed to either side
Beāte Rapa

2

This paper is aimed at describing the human-nature bond, or rather 
forms of  bonds with which environmental anthropology is concerned. 
The only obviously certain thing about it is that the relationship is 
strong, however vaguely definable. The frontier dividing “humans” 
and “nature” is yet to be found, because neither one of  them (nor hu-
mans, not what is the rest) is definable on their own. Jacques Derrida 
(2008) enriched the field of  philosophy with a strong idea about one’s 
presence, which also augmented the field of  anthropology – only in 
a presence of  another being, one can realize ones’ existence. So the 
human/non-human relationship is a question of  interest not only for 
anthropologists of  nature and environment, but also concerns studies 
of  religion, kinship, history, etc. 

Even outside the discipline of  anthropology, people are often con-
fronted with the necessity to define their relations with nature. Even 
the most naive and innocent decision involves relations with the so-
called non-humans. People having pets, people grooming their house-
plants or growing vegetables, people enjoying sightseeing… also de-
cisions such as dietary choices involve some level of  human/non-hu-
man interaction, because there are many options: carnivore, omnivore, 
vegetarian, vegan, dairy-free, meet- free, pesceterian… Some diets are 
adopted as a protest or as a claim to do not harm the environment 
and they are accompanied with environmental activities (protests/
campaigns against animal cruelty, zero-waste initiatives etc.). In other 
cases, they serve for health purposes. Whatever choices are made, all 
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of  these create an influence on the environment. Westerns societies are 
used to think about themselves as individuals, and all the relations they 
realise are with outwards directed vector, therefore the relationship 
with nature is perceived as a binary relationship – there is a “self ” and 
there is a “nature” as separate units. But is it actually true? Supposedly it 
is not. The perception might be binary. However, the web of  influence, 
relations and perception of  human and non-human are multidimen-
sional and ambiguous. With this article I want to argue that there is no 
human-nature frontier and that the relationship is much more tangled 
that we might assume. Since this relation is so interesting, this article 
will look into the interaction between human and non-human and into 
the collision between the two, meaning where the nature transform 
into the culture, in the closest surroundings of  the author.

This paper will be divided into two segments. The first part will 
show how other scholars have looked at various questions of  interest 
of  environmental anthropology. I will do a brief  recap of  the main 
ideas of  some papers that seemed the most influential to me and of-
fer my interpretation of  how authors discuss the subject. Animism 
is one of  the most ancient concept through which the human-nature 
relations can be realized and explored. Nevertheless, it is present still 
nowadays, but it is realized in different ways now; therefore my liter-
ature research will mostly concentrate around the modernization of  
animism (trying to identify cases of  animism in modern society). The 
second part will look at human/non-human intertwining point. I will 
analyse the level of  interest and understanding about wildlife people 
show, as well as what is considered to be wildlife in media. To do so, 
I will discuss newspaper articles about wild life in Latvian local me-
dia, and more precisely the local newspapers in small-towns located in 
Gaujas National Park.

Literature review

Many scholars have thought about nature, environment and hu-
mans’ place into the World’s order. As much as academics fancy the op-
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portunity to define every named concept out there, a main concern is 
to discuss critically the ways we are used to think about things around 
us and about our feeling of  the order of  the world.

An important work was produced by Gregory Bateson (1979). He 
focused his research on human-nature relations, more precisely on how 
human mind perceive the nature. In his book Mind and Nature Bateson 
discussed the ways people think about and live in the nature, which 
constructs in our minds are human made, and which values/beliefs 
could be re-examined or decomposed in our minds for new discoveries 
and ideas to arise. It was a fascinating way of  interpretation how he 
said: “Those who lack all idea that it is possible to be wrong can learn noth-
ing but a know-how” (Idem.: 26). This, indeed, is a loaded quotation, 
but to me, in this narrative, it solves the problem of  species arrogance 
surrounding humans, meaning the notion of  the “us” and the “envi-
ronment” as dichotomous variables.

The author uses the word presuppositions continuously, which he 
adds to the idea that we often operate with given toolbox and we do 
not question our beliefs about basic things and relations surrounding 
us. Bateson’s work evoked my contemplations on what I named “the 
problem of  symbols”. We are trained to understand things associa-
tively and to interpret information received by using symbols probably 
loosely understood. This is the problem of  language: the word is not 
the actual thing that is named with it. While the word is only a sym-
bol, the actual thing is multidimensional, thicker in meaning, and it 
involves more then just the pure phonetics of  the word describing it. 

Bateson states that if  one wishes to expand his/her horizon, one 
must question the most basic assumptions presupposed by society he/
she is a part of. This text allowed me to truly understand the idea that 
the human nature frontier is imaginary and to dive in the environmen-
tal anthropology with as clean mind as a modern education victim can 
deliberately get. In biology classes in school (which for the majority 
of  western people is the last and only time they consider the notion of  
nature) we are thought to think about the human nature relationships 
as dichotomous. Bateson’s chapter “Every Schoolboy knows” is very 
complex, at the same time it is an explanatory text full of  revelations, 
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because it simultaneously praises science (its explanatory power and 
achievements), and in the meanwhile it also states that science is based 
on presuppositions that might as well be questioned. The author hints 
that science (of  all kinds) is only as strong as the willingness of  those 
who practice it not to rock its foundation stones (question the pre-
suppositions). As it is with human-nature relations and the frontier 
dividing the two, the presupposed binary concept exists only in minds 
constructs.

Arturo Escobar (1999) builds his work on similar ideological basis: 
the idea of  nature being a social and biological construct and not a real 
entity. His approach, however, challenges the notion of  nature from 
essentialists’ views. 

I found it particularly interesting how Escobar writes about na-
tures appearance: he says that poststructuralist way of  rethinking 
categories (such as gender, race and others) involves also rethinking 
natures’ concept and to examine the constitutive relations which are 
often accepted without a shadow a doubt. He says:

as in the case of  the other categories mentioned, the analysis would have 
a double goal: that account for “nature” – biological, social, cultural – and 
to open the way for revealing ethnographically or imagining discourses 
of  ecological/cultural difference that do not reduce the multiplicity of  the 
social and biological worlds to a single overarching principle of  determi-
nation (Idem.: 3).

With this, he means that nature, as a concept, has various roles. 
Therefore, the discussions involving nature might be simultaneously 
diametrically different, depending on the ideological frame in which 
the notion is used and focal point of  the discussion itself. He designs 
his research assessing the core question from various stand points: he 
considers the concept of  nature from philosophical, cultural, econom-
ical and political stands, concluding that each of  them are insufficient 
on their own. In this sense, Escobar creates a very complex concept of  
nature, even unreal and hypothetical, as if  nature would have a mean-
ing just in context with other categories and vice versa. This is, in my 

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   32 01/12/2020   08:01:19



frontier between humans and non-humans as a curtain 33

opinion, the essence of  his antiessentialist thesis1. Such framework is 
ambitious to work with, because it requires a simultaneous construct 
of  multidimensional view. In my opinion, the author constructed very 
intensive and complex text, which can reveal various new ideas with 
every time it would be read again. Escobar successfully  (re-)opens the 
issue about natures concept being inconsistent and non-monolith, but 
he never gave his own conclusion and opinion at the end of  the text.

As opposed to Escobars and provocatively analysing former an-
thropologists, Turner builds on the knowledge of  the “classics” and 
he transforms their findings to be more relatable nowadays. Turners’ 
paper The Crisis of  Late Structuralism. Perspectivism and Animism: Re-
thinking Culture, Nature, Spirit and Bodiliness (2009) started off  from 
mentioning Levi-Strauss’s work and outlining the flaws of  his applied 
analytical frameworks which led to major criticism to structuralism 
as such. While admitting that even those who do not agree with Le-
vi-Strauss can gain from the discussions evoked and build stronger 
opponent stands, Turner thinks that 

from anthropological perspective, namely its [structuralism] tendency to 
reify general conceptual categories such as “nature” and culture” and to 
treat them on the same footing as ethnographic evidence for indigenous 
ideas about what can be defined as these categories as “natural” or “cultur-
al” phenomena (Idem.: 7).

This would be the main problem with structuralism. Turner ar-
gues that, although structuralism ideas might bear explanatory power 
in more indigenous cases/field works, they are difficult to generalize. 
I see the points Turner raised as valid critique. However, one cannot 
deny that structuralism opened many pathways and inspired new the-
ories. 

For example, although Sir Edward Tylor developed animism as a 
theoretical category back in 19th century, it gained new popularity and 

1 Term/theory mostly aplied in philosophy: the notion that any particular thing can-
not be defined in one category or informational lane, that the there is actually no one 
essence of  any given thing.
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wider interpretation by Levi-Strauss’ perceived synergy between na-
ture and culture. Philippe Descola, who was a student of  Levi-Strauss, 
in his text Constructing Nature (1996), took interest in animism and, in-
spired by his teacher’s structuralist views, he added a new layer of  un-
derstanding to this theoretical concept. He emphasized that assump-
tions and conclusions emerging from academic researches with strong 
nature-culture dichotomy might be flawed. He developed an idea that 
animism is a mode of  relation that recognise a shared humanity be-
tween humans and not humans, based on shared spirits. One (or a so-
ciety) holds the empathetic view of  animals, plants and objects as also 
having a spirit. This interpretation of  animism was ground-breaking 
for general understanding of  animism. Structuralists talked about di-
chotomous relations between humans and nature when analysing ani-
mism (humans “assigning” spirits to non-humans), whereas actually it 
should be considered as intertwined reality (non-humans have spirits 
regardless of  human interpretation and interaction with them).

Descola (Idem.) talks about modes of  identification (e.g. animism, 
totemism, analogisms and naturalism), as forms of  organizing the re-
lation between humans and non-humans. He shows how this dichot-
omy creates our binary tendencies in studies of  nature. Meaning that 
the imaginary frontier between human and non-human is exactly that 
– imagined. Its unrealness creates grounds on which to question func-
tionalist criticism on structuralism. If  the structuralism framework is 
criticized for being too indigenous, then such criticism create frontier 
between indigenous people and other societies. However, this frontier 
is basically an intellectual barrier for understanding or of  acceptance.

The philosopher Derrida presents less theoretical and more holistic 
approach to animism and human/non-human relationship in his book 
The Animal that therefore I am (2008). The author created a profound in-
tegrative theory, explaining how human interactions with fauna create 
our humanness. He conceptually integrates the term of  nudity in bodily 
meaning as both intellectual and emotional. 

His work shows how humans and other species are formed by their 
inter-relations with other beings: only in relation with not-self  one 
can get aware of  one-self. Derrida offer a famous example when he 

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   34 01/12/2020   08:01:19



frontier between humans and non-humans as a curtain 35

had been “caught” naked by his cat and how he (and I believe it is not 
an experience unique to him) felt embarrassed since he was observed 
by another being that is not being considered as a human by regular 
(commonly accepted) criteria. His idea is that such interactions create 
the personhood. He also draws attention to suffering as something 
that creates and assigns personhood to a being. The acknowledgement 
and compassion for such suffering is a recognition of  others person-
hood. He adds philosophical standpoint to the discussion about animal 
rights, suffering and consciousness, offering an idea of  suffering as the 
main identification for assigned humanity to a being. This means that 
suffering creates relation and cultural responsibility between human 
persons and non-human persons and it loosens the thick frontier be-
tween these seemingly binary concepts.

Similar to Derida, Lestel also considers human perception of  and 
the interaction with the concept of  the nature. She said that: “cognitive 
anthropology obliges us to rethink the relations between biological and cultur-
al, in the sense that cognition is at the interface between the two” (1998: 14). 
We try to find and define the very space of  cognitive mutual interaction 
between beings, between beings and objects, between beings and el-
ements etc. She discussed this in the context of  human-chimpanzee 
communication and she emphases that domestication is a mutual act. 
While the most common way of  thinking about such relations is from 
the standpoint of  human, at the same time the domesticated animal 
also benefits form our cognitive abilities and our behavioural adjust-
ment to their needs. This is interesting in the context which I’ll dis-
cuss later. While we observe and create discussion about wild life, is it 
just one-sided observation or it creates mutual relationship so that the 
object becomes also the subject in human/wildlife relations? 

The concept of  domestication was discussed also by Ingold (2000) 
in a pet/garden/home narrative. He points out that: 

the work of  a farmer or the herdsman does not make a crops or live-
stock, but rather serves to set up certain conditions of  development with-
in which plants and animals take on their particular forms and behavioral 
dispositions (Idem.: 76).
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There is no doubt that the anthropology of  nature and environ-
ment spirals a lot around Levi-Strausses’ theories. Even with the harsh 
critique of  his works and theories, he has shaped the field of  anthro-
pology and the way we practice it now. Levi-Strauss’s vision of  the 
constructed world is that the relation between the components is not 
only the glue, but also the very substance of  the components. Turn-
er mentioned Levi-Strauss’ book The Savage mind (1966), where the 
author says: “It is not the elements themselves but only the relations between 
them which are constant” (Idem.: 53). Turner (2009) offers his interpre-
tation of  Levi-Strauss’s words: 

the human mind, in its natural state, is constituted by the relation between the 
sensuous forms of  the natural world (the pansy), and the natural mental faculties 
of  perception and association (the wolverine) (Idem.: 10).

This relation will be the focal point of  this essay. 

Case study of  Gauja National Park (Latvia)

I must note that this paper and the following section are not sole-
ly about animism. I do not claim that it is possible to fairly compare 
animistic values with Latvian local interest in wild life. Some societies 
live animism in everyday life as an holistic approach of  being, while in 
Latvian case it is supposed to represent western people fractionated 
interests, rudiments of  ancestors religions and to represent how bi-
nary relations between nature and humans are expressed. However, 
comparing animism as a holistic reality and animism as distant inter-
action with non-human reality, I believe, is a valid way of  examining 
whether animism is indigenous phenomena/religion or it is a form of  
communication between all natural beings.

To discuss the different natures of  animism, this second part of  
this essay is devoted to explore the relations between human and wild 
life in Latvia. I will try to analyze whether or not reflections about 
wild life in Latvian local media and the more general interest in nature 
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resemble animism. My applied methodology was to identify towns/
regions surrounding Gaujas National Park (from now GNP), then to 
identify if  there are any local newspapers in these regions. GNP is a 
local treasure in terms of  sightseeing spots and incredible nature. It 
is ravine/canyon environment made by river Gauja and it has unique 
views, rock outcrop and rare plants in the territory. GNP was estab-
lished in 1973 as a 90 hectares protected area surrounding Gauja riv-
er. The protected status is assigned due to many caves, sandstones, 
outcrops and cliffs in the area, which are considered to be rare in this 
region.

I singled out five places with both characteristics – located in GNP 
and has at least one local newspaper – Cēsis, Sigulda, Līgatne and 
Valmiera. 

In sequence, I used a public database news.lv to search for the pub-
lication history of  local newspapers. I narrowed down and searched 
by key-words:
•	 “savvaļa” (wildlife);
•	 “mežs” (forest);
•	 “zvēri” (animals, but Latvian translation associative to wild ani-

mals);
•	 “vide” (environment);
•	 “daba” (nature).

During the process, I identified and added one more heavily used 
key word: Gauja – the river floating through GNP. Then, I looked 
over publications available over the whole period they have been made 
available in digital format, which is not a lot (10-15 years), search-
ing articles involving the previously stated key words. In conclusion, 
I tried to reflect whether local media correspondence creates bilateral 
communication between humans and wild life and if  the Latvian case 
can be compared to animism.

One of  the widest definitions of  animism, offering, in my opinion, 
the most explanatory power is offered by Grahams: 

Animism encompasses the beliefs that all material phenomena 
have agency, that there exists no hard and fast distinction between the 
spiritual and physical (or material) world, and that soul or spirit or 
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sentience exists not only in humans, but also in other animals, plants, 
rocks, geographic features such as mountains or rivers, or other enti-
ties of  the natural environment, including thunder, wind, and shadows 
(2006: 9).

According to this definition, I will seek for if  and how the agency 
is assigned to non-humans, if  the non-humans are personalized, and 
what kind of  events are chosen to be newsworthy.

Vide (environment) and daba (nature)

I observed if  these key words were mostly used as synonyms and 
if  they appeared in the same articles. Common similarities among all 
considered newspapers showed that the most popular among the key 
words was nature, as it is part of  GNP title and also because it incor-
porates the widest meaning and associative value of  all other words 
used in this research.

These words mostly appear in publications bearing a political agen-
da: local politicians solving issues related to the environment or talk-
ing about EU projects implemented by local municipalities to improve 
infrastructure and/or tourist trails. 

Cēsu news wrote:

In the project “Nature infrastructure renovation in Gaujas National Park 
In Cēsis and Pārgaujas municipality”, which was implemented in collabo-
ration with Pārgaujas county municipality, new interactive health trail has 
been made in Cīrulīši2

This example shows the political narrative through the context 
and the secondary interest in the actual object (health trail in nature) 
built in the GNP territory.

2 Cēsu Vēstis, 2018. Spēkam un vingrumam, viewed June 7, 2019 <http://news.lv/
Cesu-Vestis/2018/10/03/spekam-un-vingrumam>. Translation from Latvian made 
by the author of  this essay.
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Savvaļa (Wild life)

In the research, this word appeared comparably rarely and its use 
was mostly tied to food (wild berries), domesticated plants (wild or-
chids in an exhibition). The newspaper Sigulda news has a publication 
inviting people to seek the remedies for light health problems in nature 
collecting wild plants. 

When the word savvaļa was used in less ordinary context than sug-
gesting new recipes or inviting to local marketplace, it mostly indicat-
ed endangerment, such as either that the new wild pine plantations are 
endangered by wild boars or the poultry flue might be transferred by 
wild birds: “Poultry flue is an acute, contagious bird infectious disease. Most 
common virus carriers and distributors are wild birds, especially waterfowl.”3 

More animistic indications was spotted in another newspaper: 
Līgatne news, where the director of  Līgatne nature trails talked about 
wild animals:

Wild animals will never be home pets. We must obey special regu-
lations and welfare norms. […] visitors especially want to see wolfs, 
but we do not have appropriate abode, where to keep them.4

The aspect of  visitor wishes shows how people attend to these 
open-air wildlife parks – as a zoo. Humans wish to see the wolfs as a 
3D picture, while avoiding the 4D experience, of  having the animal 
there disregarding its natural habitat and needs. The underlying at-
tempt is to have unilateral relations. This is not to say that people are 
mean and inconsiderate beings; however such expression lets us to get 
closer to the research question: if  the relations are bilateral and if  can 
we compare modern society’s relations to nature to deeply compas-
sionate (not always tender) animism.

3 Līga Bieziņa, 2017. Valmiera domā un rada. Viewed June 7, 2019 <http://news.lv/
Valmiera-doma-un-rada/2017/03/21/noteikti-ierobezojumi-majputnu-turesana>
4 Inese Okonova, 2019. Līgatves Novada ziņas. Viewed June 5,2019 <http://news.lv/
Ligatnes-Novada-Zinas/2019/04/17/saruna-ar-ligatnes-dabas-taku-vaditaju-intu-
langi>.
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Mežs (forest)

This word mostly appeared in economic or political contexts. Pub-
lications mentioned newly planted pines, investments done by compa-
nies, qualitative timber production etc.  In this sense, forest is objecti-
fied as an economical tool: “Forestry is one of  the cornerstones in economy 
of  Vidzeme. It ensures significant volumes of  export trade and also create 
jobs in rural area.5

Simultaneously, there are also publications describing forest as a 
living being and assigning human characteristics to it. Such publica-
tions tend to be poetic and they present rather a literate than news-
worthy feature. Nevertheless, they are published in media alongside 
current news. For example, articles suggesting to readers that the for-
est is a good place for walks or picnics. Invitations that are also usually 
supplemented with phrases like: “forest gives you strength”, “forest renews 
the lost energy”, “forest hides a lot of  interesting wild life”, etc. Assigning 
active voice verbs to a non-human being, media could indicate animis-
tic beliefs held by the corresponding society.

Zvēri (wild animals) and dzīvnieki (animals)

When I was running the word zvēri (wild animals) through search 
my intuitively anticipated idea was proven. The found content was in 
context with local small-scale farms (family held) and with how wild 
animals create threat to them. The publications showed old dates 
(most publications ended around 2000), because past decade has shown 
a rapid decrease of  households with livestock up to five units. Never-
theless, these were the most interesting publications with integrat-
ed relations between humans and nature. Some publications outlined 
the complaints about the damage done by wild animals: eating crops, 
hay, damaging cultivated fields or killing their livestock (foxes eating 
chickens for example).

5 Valmiera domā un rada, 2018. Viewed on June 7, 2019 <http://news.lv/Valmiera-
doma-un-rada/2018/12/18/uznemejdarbiba-nozaru-raksturojums-valmiera>.
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The fact that such publications were at place, but later (around 
Y2000) lost their topicality, indicate increasing alienation between hu-
mans and wild life as the time passes and industrialization takes over.

Newer publications focus on informative value, for example stating 
that in cases of  noticing stray wild animal in a populated area, mu-
nicipal police should be called. The political aspect is present even in 
such publications as it is noted that the owners of  stray domesticated 
animals will be punished according to legislation. 

Newspaper Siguldas’  breath in various articles mentioned the local 
beaver, addressing to it as Mr. Beaver. This indicates a personalization 
of  a non-human element in the human society and it create binary 
relations, since the society has assigned a human status to a beaver 
(Mr.) and now it is held responsible for the humane treatment of  the 
wild animal.

This last example reminds me of  Lastel (1998) idea of  mutu-
al domestication. Even being “wild”, the beaver, by entering human 
territory and being accepted there, is in some way domesticated. Do-
mesticated animals impose political and ethical responsibility on their 
domesticators (either one owner or the society as a group), while stray 
wild animals are dealt with in a similar way, but the responsible party 
is not sought.

Gauja

This key word proved to be used in romanticized contexts. 
Newspaper Valmiera news wrote about Gauja festival, an annual fes-

tival that takes place in several towns river Gauja is flowing through: 
its happenings, whereabouts, participants etc. The festival mostly 
contains cultural events rather than nature related activities, but the 
central inspiration and theme is still river Gauja, meaning that many 
events incorporate the name itself  or some legend about it.

The articles in media did not emphasize the relation between the 
festival and the river as a nature object; however the title “Gaujas svēt-
ki” indicate that Gauja is an important part in cities everyday life as it 
might as well be called “Valmieras svētki”. Similarly to Cēsis, there are 
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many cases in which the coast of  Gauja is mentioned as a location for 
amusement or entertainment news – for example, the police arrested a 
person by Gauja, or a dog has joked local people resting near Gauja. In 
both cases the location is secondary but still mentioned to put a con-
text and associative value in the message. Also publications in Sigulda 
news hint that Gauja bears a cultural value, because many concerts, lit-
erature pieces, and cultural gatherings incorporate the name of  Gauja 
– even the architecture of  the new concert hall in Sigulda portray the 
worship of  the river:

The building named after the period, which in Gauja sandstone layers 
forever has left magical code from the times, when Sigulda region was 
under the water. In the design of  Sigulda Devon facade decorative panels 
are used (..) where fish and flora fossils are portrayed.6

Conclusion

Before collecting the data I had a vague and probably utopian idea 
about human/non-human relations in Latvia, even more so in rural re-
gions. I expected to see modernized animistic examples and to witness 
strong human/nature bond. Such anticipations might be the result of  
an “informational bubble”7, and my current tendency to see human-na-
ture interaction in every aspect of  the life. 

The research indicated fairly different situation hinting that “na-
ture” is not consciously considered in everyday life, rather the agenda 
of  nature arises through political agenda. I concluded that local news-
papers are utilized as platform for municipalities to announce their 
successes in everyday duties and talk about new projects.

6 Siguldas novada ziņas, 2018. Viewed on June 8, 2019. <http://news.lv/Siguldas-
novada-zinas/2018/09/25/atklats-kulturas-centrs-siguldas-devons>
7 Originally, the term was used to indicate information limitations someone can ac-
cess virtually, but it also is a good denotation for the informational/data boundaries 
a person has with its surroundings: e.g. social status, peers, education, nationality, 
geographic positioning etc. 
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Cēsu Vēstis is a local newspaper in Cēsis. Running the key words for 
this media showed significant political influence, because most articles 
reflected on how the local municipalities solved or have not solved yet 
problems related to wild life. Media put emphases on:
−	 infrastructural improvements in GNP pedestrian trails;
−	 events happening in GNP;
−	 decisions made in town hall meetings about infrastructure im-

provements in GNP territory, for example:
Līgatnes news provided fairly small database for research, because it 

is also the smallest of  all four cities considered here. Its agenda resem-
bled Cēsis political stands of  the newspaper. 

Valmiera has two local newspapers Valmieras ziņas (Valmiera news) 
and Valmiera domā un rada (Valmiera thinks and creates). To run the 
search in data history for these media showed similar situation as Cē-
sis. What is interesting, when compared to Sigulda, where there are 
also two local newspapers (Suguldas’  breath and Siguldas news), is that 
the content in Vlamiera was more diversified: alongside announce-
ments from the municipality, there were also interviews and reviews. 
Such contents might be held as a closer proxy to what the society is 
interested in, because the content is set by the laws rivalry for readers 
attention. 

My conclusion about contents portrayed in local media of  cities 
surrounding GNP is that they mostly serves as an accountability and 
communication tool between municipalities and inhabitants. Wildlife 
is mentioned just to the extent of  how it is dealt with to ensure the 
public order. The cases of  referring to non-humans mostly set very 
unilateral relations between humans and non-humans (mentioning the 
non-humans only as a frame of  reference). 

The keywords found in the publication history mostly were tied to 
a location with an explanatory value (e.g. Gaujas bridge, nature trails, 
wild berries etc.). This allows me to further suppose that integration 
of  nature and non-humans in every day life of  humans is not con-
scious. Rather, the words are classified as symbols for natural phenom-
ena. They are an unconscious component of  everyday life, but in a way 
their sovereign meaning is lost. The words move away from the initial 

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   43 01/12/2020   08:01:19



beāte rapa44

object, becoming a symbol for another phenomena in human minds 
than the original origin, like when a feather becomes a pen, it loses 
its wildness or a stone worked in silver becomes jewellery rather then 
rock, an organic part of  nature.

I believe that the flaw with my research might be too ambitious re-
search question for such limited methodological approach. The fund-
ing of  the media must be considered, as well as the size of  the media/
publishing house, as impacting the objectivity of  the content. For such 
small media houses the risk is that the publications reflect mostly the 
editors interests. As local municipalities finance these newspapers, the 
local political agenda is pushed through most articles, therefore I be-
lieve it cannot be true and complete proxy of  what the relations be-
tween local society and wildlife is. If  the research would be expanded, I 
believe that a fieldwork would be the best, most effective tool to collect 
the data and to evaluate to what extent “animism” is present in area 
of  Gaujas National Park. However, I understand that this locality also 
provides closer and deeper look on the area, since mentioned contents 
are provided by and for the local audience. The national press would 
offer helicopter view and rougher explanations, lacking the details.

While the communication through local media portrays exactly the 
very alienated relations between nature and humans, I also highlight 
also how many publicly important objects (streets, bridges, squares, 
etc.) were named after a wild animal, a river, a plant or an object in 
nature. This might reflect a form of  modern animism, too. This even 
might open a topic for a new research, which could go deeper and in-
vestigate how the modern environment and surroundings has adopted 
and changed the animism Descola was talking about. This indicates 
that the communication with, and admiration towards, non-humans is 
present, but it is less visible, less obvious in everyday life. Results indi-
cated that the modern humans meet the nature through symbols and 
they developed an alternative kind of  relationship rather than direct 
towards non-humans.
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The Power of  Conscious Choices
Zero waste philosophy and its movement in Latvia
Ilze Mileiko

3

Introduction

Waste can be perceived as a natural outcome of  being alive; it is 
seemingly impossible to build tools or to produce food without it. 
However, nowadays waste comes not only from the process of  produc-
ing things, but is also from their consume. Tools, household cleaning 
products and all kinds of  food that can be purchased in supermarkets 
come in colourful packaging. The first step of  consuming a product is 
unpacking it or, in some cases, the packaging is thrown in the garbage 
after the product is finished. It seems that with the amount of  waste 
growing bigger, it has also started to occupy people’s minds. Where 
does the waste go after the product has been unpacked or finished? 
What impact does the production and disposing of  this extensive 
amount of  waste leave on the planet? Is it possible to change the way 
of  living in order to produce less waste? And, all in all, why should 
someone care? 

Currently there is an international movement that is concerned not 
only with providing answers to the questions mentioned above, but it 
also promotes a real change in the lifestyle of  its practitioners. People, 
often gradually, change their consumption habits in order to produce 
as little waste as possible and, thus, to live in a more sustainable way. 
There are several popular sources that describe this process and offer 
guidance on the way to change the everyday habits, such as books by 
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Amy Korst (2012) and Bea Johnson (2013). According to the definition 
of  the Zero Waste International Alliance, “zero waste” refers to:

the conservation of  all resources by means of  responsible production, 
consumption, reuse, and recovery of  all products, packaging, and mate-
rials, without burning them, and without discharges to land, water, or air 
that threaten the environment or human health (Zero Waste International 
Alliance, 2018).

The aim of  this paper is to explore the current Latvian context of  
the zero waste movement. In order to better understand the situation 
in Latvia, a brief  outline of  zero waste philosophy and its core ideas 
will be provided in the beginning. I argue that the zero waste move-
ment is unique in a sense that it tends to reduce the frontier between 
nature and humans and to re-establish a more empathetical relation-
ship between humans and the environment through the awareness of  
the impact of  waste on our planet.

In this paper I will follow some steps in the journey of  becoming 
zero waste and living zero waste. Further, it will show how the zero 
waste movement can be seen as an example of  overcoming human 
exceptionalism and how it matches the overall ideas of  sustainable 
lifestyle. Finally, a look into the future of  the zero waste lifestyle in 
Latvia will be offered through a lens of  present activities. To offer an 
insight into zero waste philosophy, I will introduce stories of  some 
Latvian zero waste activists and informations from the media and the 
Facebook group “Zero waste Latvija diskusijas”.

To reach my conclusions, I interviewed two zero waste activists1 
from Latvia as well as followed a Facebook group “Zero Waste Latvija 
diskusijas”. I had been following the group before out of  personal in-
terest and I had gained an overall picture of  it beforehand. However, 
when I started writing the paper, I started focusing more on the ideas 
expressed in the posts published in the group. 

1 Both interlocutors have agreed with the disclosure of  their real names. 
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Becoming Zero Waste

Ulla’s Story

“We are the first generation that sees the effect of  plastic on the planet. And 
the last one that can do something about it” says Ulla. She, together with 
her husband, has recently opened the first zero-waste café in Riga. Ulla 
holds a PhD in neuroscience, she has lived for twelve years in France 
and Singapore, and she has now returned to Latvia with a wish “to sur-
vive and to live”. Ulla’s story of  changing her lifestyle to more sustain-
able one starts already in the 90-ies when she encouraged her family to 
sort the household waste for recycling. However, the most important 
push to zero waste lifestyle came two years ago. Ulla says that exactly 
at that time many people of  her generation surrounding her suddenly 
experienced a turn in their way of  thinking. 

Life in Singapore has had a big impact on Ulla’s life and current 
lifestyle. While living there, she saw the large amounts of  plastic that 
are used to package food. Moreover, if  one wants to eat organic food, 
it is considerably more expensive than the regular products found in 
supermarkets. Another big issue she appoints is the smog that covers 
the city during the days when the surrounding forests are being burnt, 
so that palm plantations can be planted for the palm oil production. 
Regarding the social life, she felt a big detachment between people and 
a lack of  communication. With the birth of  a child Ulla realized that it 
was becoming hardly possible to provide for her child the much-need-
ed healthy food or fresh air. All these factors contributed to her and her 
husband’s decision to leave their life in Singapore and move to Latvia. 

According to the data of  World Health Organization (WHO, 2018), 
air pollution kills approximately 7 million people a year and it poses 
serious health threats. The WHO created a map that shows how the 
threat in Asia is particularly high. Ulla has experienced on her skin the 
connection of  human activity (one of  which is burning the forests to 
plant the palms for palm oil production) to the polluted air and health 
threats. She says that now, after she has experienced the effect of  the 
production of  the palm oil on the environment, she simply cannot buy 
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any product that contains palm oil anymore. Like other people would 
look at how many calories are in the product, she looks for the infor-
mation on its ingredients. 

Artis’  Story

In his everyday life Artis works as a graphic designer, he is actively 
involved in the activities of  the zero waste community. He was also 
involved in the project of  opening one of  the three zero waste shops 
in Riga. Artis’ story of  practicing more sustainable lifestyle started 
eight to ten years ago. He describes that period of  his life as one when 
he had more free time and he could spend more time in nature. He de-
scribes walks outside the city, in the woods. Artis says that during this 
time he started thinking more extensively about the disequilibrium 
between how much Earth is giving to us and what we are returning to 
it. Even though it can be perceived as a metaphor, the actions and the 
consequences are real, he says. 

Artis agrees that one of  the most challenging steps in starting the 
zero waste road is the change of  habits. He will further explain that 
“zero waste” is indeed more like a constant road, aiming to the life 
without waste, while people who have started taking this road can be 
found in different stages on it. Artis admits that the change to zero 
waste (or less waste) is not easy and, to be motivated enough to do it, 
there might be need for an impulse that goes beyond rational, a feeling 
that it is important, an emotional drive. Nevertheless, Artis has also 
gained a lot of  practical knowledge about the possibilities and chal-
lenges of  living sustainably in Latvia. He knows about the recycling 
facilities, the kinds of  plastic that can be recycled in Latvia, and local 
and European policies. “The best way how to promote the zero waste life-
style is with one’s own example”, he says. 

These two stories reveal that, even though there might be differ-
ent reasons why somebody starts practicing the zero waste principles, 
there are also some things in common: a sense of  responsibility and 
empathy towards the environment. Even though the practical ap-
proach to zero waste lifestyle also does not have to be always identical, 

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   50 01/12/2020   08:01:19



the power of conscious choices 51

there is a common goal and in the next few paragraphs I will try to 
briefly describe its main principles.

Living Zero Waste 

Some people might get scared of  the term “zero waste” since it 
sounds rather radical. However, neither Ulla, nor Artis, nor many 
members of  “Zero Waste Latvija” Facebook group (according to the 
comments and posts in the group) are calling themselves complete 
zero waste practitioners. It means that, even though they all try to 
eliminate the waste to the extent each of  them feels possible and 
achievable in their lives, there can be small things or exceptions. As 
Artis explains, it should be perceived more as the “utopian aim”, and 
what is important is that a road is taken towards it. A common idea is 
that it is better if  more people start living more sustainably according 
to their possibilities (e.g. use a reusable water bottle, a bamboo tooth-
brush, or get a tote bag instead of  many plastic ones), than if  a small 
group of  people do it perfectly. 

Therefore, also in the rest of  this essay I will use the term “zero 
waste” to describe the conscious approach of  reducing the waste as 
much as possible. I will not try to divide people into complete zero 
waste practitioners and not, since my aim is to explore what is com-
mon among people interested in the zero waste philosophy, not what 
sets them apart. 

The Ideas Behind Going Zero Waste

Overcoming Human Exceptionalism

Even though zero waste movement is deeply rooted in everyday 
practice of  reducing waste, it is also regarded as a philosophy. By fol-
lowing the use of  the term in various books and blogs, it can be con-
cluded that the term “philosophy” is being used as meaning “a theory 

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   51 01/12/2020   08:01:19



ilze mileiko52

or attitude that acts as a guiding principle for behaviour” (definition by 
Oxford Online Dictionary). Johnson puts it precisely that “Zero Waste 
is a philosophy based on a set of  practices aimed at avoiding as much waste 
as possible” (2013: 14) 

It has to be admitted that, with all the options available in Latvia, 
starting to produce less household waste may not be extremely hard. 
However, it still demands considerable effort. It is especially true in 
the beginning, when a change of  some habits and even saying “no” 
to some of  one’s favourite goods is required. For example, a member 
of  the zero waste group had stopped eating a type of  cottage cheese 
that she particularly enjoyed only because it was sold only in plas-
tic packaging that could not be recycled. What ideas could encourage 
people to be ready to accomplish such changes in their lifestyle and 
what thinking about waste can offer to the general thought about the 
environment? 

It is common to see humans as exceptional beings with a higher 
aim than other beings living on Earth. Tsing writes about human ex-
ceptionalism: 

Human exceptionalism blinds us. Science has inherited stories about hu-
man mastery from the great monotheistic religions. These stories fuel 
assumptions about human autonomy, and they direct questions to the hu-
man control of  nature, on the one hand, or human impact on nature, on 
the other, rather than to species interdependence. (Tsing, 2012: 144) 

Stanescu (2013) also touches the idea of  human exceptionalism and 
he puts it at the very core of  biopolitics. It fuels the struggle over who 
is human and who is not, seemingly giving a permission to decide who 
should be protected and treated in a humane way and who does not 
have to, and it puts a separation between beings. 

I agree that current environmental issues shift the point of  view 
not only regarding other species, but also regarding humans them-
selves. More and more people are questioning the status of  humans 
as exceptional creatures. Or, are the current events showing that we 
are so exceptional, that we have to consciously take action to pre-
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vent a disaster that this exceptionalism might lead to? As Le Guin, 
writing about the necessary internal and external change, puts it, 
“changing our minds is going to be a big change. To use the world well, to 
be able to stop wasting it and our time in it, we need to relearn our being in 
it” (2017:15).

After learning more about the movement, I think that zero waste 
philosophy is connected with the idea of  overcoming human excep-
tionalism. Ulla, whom I interviewed, says that she feels connected with 
other people and the world, that she can see herself  as an element in 
a bigger mechanism. Laura in the interview with skaties.lv says that 
she was influenced by “Before the Flood” (2016), a documentary about 
the climate change, produced by Fisher Stevens. In the documentary, 
the famous film actor Leonardo Di Caprio visits various regions of  the 
world that have been affected by the global warming. It hints at the 
relation between the realization of  the effects of  human activity on the 
planet and the choice of  going zero waste. Johnson also writes about 
the importance of  acknowledging the impact of  everyday choices on 
the environment: 

We started to understand for the first time not only how profoundly en-
dangered our planet is but also how our careless everyday decisions were 
making matters worse for our world and the world we’d leave behind for 
our kids (2013:5).

It seems that there is a connection between zero waste lifestyle and 
the recognition of  the interdependence of  the beings on the planet. A 
conscious choice of  giving up the privilege to consume carelessly is 
made not only for one’s own good, but also for the common good of  
the planet and its future. 

Taking the Sustainability Road 

As I mentioned before, contrary to how the term might sound, zero 
waste philosophy should be perceived more as a road than a certain 
outcome. Everyone can make some conscious choices towards less 
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waste. In this sense, zero waste provides us with traffic signs on the 
road towards a more sustainably living.

“There is little dispute that our present path is unsustainable” says Allan 
Fricker (2006: 193). Fricker admits that the most challenging aspect 
of  sustainability is neither technical, nor rational, but rather it con-
cerns the needed change in attitude and he continues by stressing that: 
“sustainability must therefore include the social discourse where the funda-
mental issues are explored collaboratively within the groups or community 
concerned” (2006: 193).

Zero Waste Latvia discussion group on Facebook manages to reach 
this aim. Posts and discussion topics are introduced directly by mem-
bers of  the community, and solutions to issues that concern the par-
ticular group are being looked for. It is stated in the description of  the 
Facebook group that:

Zero Waste Latvia movement has been created with a goal to gather 
people in Latvia who want to considerably decrease the amount of  their 
everyday waste. Zero does not mean complete refusal of  creating waste, 
but it means a thoughtful, creative and experimental approach to striving 
to live without waste.2

Fricker (2006: 194) in his article quotes Viederman’s (1995) defini-
tion of  sustainability: “sustainability is a vision of  the future that provides 
us with a road map and helps us focus our attention on a set of  values and 
ethical and moral principles by which to guide our actions.” Fricker con-
tinues by pointing out that people are not willing to enter an abstract 
discourse on sustainability, especially if  “they suspect they will have to get 
by with less or that their standard of  living will decline” (Idem.). After 
studying the zero waste guidelines on Internet and looking through 
the discussions in the Zero Waste Latvia group, I think that one of  the 
reasons why the zero waste philosophy has been a success is its ability 
to provide a real (rather than abstract) road map and principles, both 

2 The description originally published in Latvian, translation provided by the author 
of  the paper.
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ethical and practical, to live more sustainably. It is also important that 
people are mostly invited to replace their everyday product choices 
with packaging-free ones. Therefore, the promise is that a person who 
tries to live zero waste will not lose much of  the previous standard of  
living, apart from the unnecessary packaging. 

Against Consumerism

Anthropologists have been quick to notice that new movements that 
are against consumerism have been born and they are being adapted 
by people all around the world. Emilio Moran looks at the interactions 
between humans and nature and stresses the current need to act. He 
names some of  the active movements today: 

The burden on the planet today is coming from urban–industrial societies 
and this “we” has to step forward now and take responsibility for solving 
the problem it has created. We must lead by example and we can see ex-
amples all over the world of  actions contrarian to the choices that got us 
into this crisis. While still only incipient, there is strong evidence of  local 
but globally connected feedback: a growing movement to eat not fast food 
but slow food (local food grown organically with care for agro.ecosystem 
integrity); a growing recycling movement; rapidly developing solar power 
installation (in homes and corporations) growing fast enough to worry 
the utility companies; and a host of  other sustainability efforts that are 
beginning to make a difference at local scale and perhaps in due time at 
global scale (2017: 2).

Zero waste is another movement that encourages taking action 
against the “choices that got us into crisis”. To do so, there are five 
practical principles, so called 5 Rs that are encouraged by the zero 
waste movement: Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, Rot, Recycle. The same prin-
ciples are, as much as possible, promoted and encouraged by the lo-
cal zero waste community in Latvia. Again, it shows how zero waste 
seems to build a bridge between the philosophical idea of  “overcoming 
human exceptionalism” and practical steps of  reducing the waste. 
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The Role of  Empathy

Even after considering global ideas that might fuel the zero waste 
movement, what remains unanswered is why some people are quick 
to adapt such changes in their lifestyle, while others are not. I spend 
some more time looking through different posts in the Zero Waste 
Latvia discussion group on Facebook. The posts cover a wide varie-
ty of  topics: from what can or cannot be put for recycling in the lo-
cal recycling bins to the ocean pollution. However, they still have to 
correspond to the general rules of  the discussion group, for example, 
posting and sharing only contents that are connected with the topic of  
reducing waste. The posts should not go against commonly accepted 
scientific arguments and they should be respectful.

Latvia is commonly considered a green country, and Latvians are 
often taking pride in its unpolluted nature, lush meadows, and green 
forests. On latvia.eu, an informative website about Latvia and tourism 
in Latvia, managed by the Latvian Institue, it is reported that: “the sheer 
volume of  wild nature makes Latvia one of  the greenest countries in the 
world.” The website also affirms that: “if  you like nature, you will love Lat-
via.” How can it be explained, then, that people are worried about a can-
dy wrapper that was found in the deepest part of  the ocean3, or health 
threats caused by smog or pollution from fast fashion industry in Asia?

The overall impression I got, after reading the posts on the Zero 
Waste Latvija Facebook group and after learning more from the zero 
waste supporters I met, was that what is experienced by the people 
trying to live more sustainably is a special kind of  unitedness and em-
pathy which is directed not only towards the surrounding people, but 
also other living beings and the Planet Earth in general. For example, 
among all posts on the group I noticed a hedgehog strangled in a plas-
tic net and rescued by the firefighters who had found it by accident. 
The comments on this post from the group members signalled a clear 
understanding of  the harmful impact of  the plastic on the planet.

3 https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/05/trash-found-littering-ocean-
floor-in-deepest-ever-sub-dive/
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According to Jamil Zaki (2019) empathy has evolved as a skill that 
is vital for the survival of  our species. Empathy has made people to be 
able to collaborate among each other and to survive. However, now-
adays, with more people living in the cities than in countryside and 
the lives being aided by new technologies, there are less chances to 
experience situations where empathy could be “practiced”. Zaki com-
pares empathy with global warming: “Each year we discover more about 
how valuable it is, just as it recedes all around us” (Idem.). While Zaki 
and other psychologists are looking at the effects of  empathy on the 
communication among humans, it is also worth to pay attention to the 
links between empathy and the ways how we treat other living beings 
and nature in general. 

According to Derrida (2008), to feel the empathy towards some 
being other than human, the first question is about its ability to suffer. 
He gives no doubt to the fact that animals can suffer. However, there 
are further questions that are encouraged by his text. What do we do 
with this knowledge of  other beings suffering and are we ready to 
push the frontier dividing humans, animals, and possibly other living 
world, after realizing their suffering? 

Zero waste discussions, for example, often deal not only with is-
sues regarding plastic in the oceans. Also the conditions that polar 
bears need to face or species extinction are common in the community, 
showing concern for the impact of  people’s actions on other species. 
Elisa Aaltola in her work Varieties of  Empathy. Moral Psychology and 
Animal Ethics (2018) describes different varieties of  empathy, from 
which here I find embodied empathy as the most relevant. According 
to Aaltola, embodied empathy allows humans to notice how they are 
being perceived by the non-human world, and the effect of  it would 
be the ability to become more virtuous, morally connected with nature 
(Idem.: 124). Aaltola also stresses the essential role of  empathy in the 
way we perceive and treat the world around us: 

Being restricted to one’s well-being, or the well-being of  those closest 
to one, limits our grasp of  reality and suffocates it into one tiny dot (..). 
Opening that dot and letting empathy flow towards novel orientations 
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allows for new spaces to materialize and illuminates reality of  fellow crea-
tures inhabiting it afresh. This enriches and deepens our own flourishing, 
but most of  all, it assists the flourishing of  all those our actions concern. 
(Idem.: 222)

Interestingly enough, at the end, the environmentally conscious ac-
tions that are being taken in order to reduce waste can sometimes help 
in restoring the essential relationships with the surrounding people 
too. Laura, a zero waste practitioner and author of  the blog “Seek the 
Simple”4, admits in an interview to media that shopping in the market 
and other smaller places allows her to create relationships with the 
people who work there. She naturally develops conversations with the 
sellers, talks to them about the reasons of  buying products in her own 
packaging. 

Certainly, the zero waste philosophy is neither exclusively of  peo-
ple who are extremely empathetic, nor it has an absolute goal to re-
build empathy in people. Nevertheless, it can be observed how it en-
courages more empathetic relationships by creating small connections 
both among the members of  the community and between people and 
the living world around them. Thus, I am looking at empathy not as 
something that people not going zero waste would lack. To the con-
trary, it can be seen metaphorically like a switch that everyone has, but 
for some it has been switched on in the way that leads to the changes 
in consuming habits.

Look into Future of  Zero Waste 

The effects of  human activity on the environment are evident in a 
variety of  ways that are being experienced by people in different parts 
of  the planet. Nevertheless, each year shows a new record numbers of  
goods consumed and oil used5. Tsing et.al. in the introduction of  Arts 

4 http://www.seekthesimple.com/
5 https://www.statista.com/statistics/271823/daily-global-crude-oil-demand-since-2006/
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of  Living on a Damaged Planet (2017) offer a rather bleak view of  the 
future, if  people keep refusing to pay proper attention to the current 
environmental situation: 

our era of  human destruction has trained our eyes only on the immediate 
promises of  power and profits. This refusal of  the past, and even the pres-
ent, will condemn us to continue fouling our own nests. (Idem.: 2).

Is it pure consumer nature, or lack of  empathy, or something else 
that does not let us slow down the speed with which we are using 
natural resources? I think that a issue that lies before us is the fear to 
encounter the possible emptiness, lack of  aims as they are now being 
defined in the society, and, in general, fear of  losing the current idea 
of  what a man is. As Giorgio Agamben writes in the conclusion of  
The Open: 

in our culture man has always been the result of  a simultaneous division 
and articulation of  the animal and the human, in which one of  the two 
terms of  the operation was also what was at stake in it. To render inoper-
ative the machine that governs our conception of  man will therefore mean 
no longer to seek new – more effective or more authentic – articulations, 
but rather to show the central emptiness, the hiatus that – within man – 
separates man and animal, and to risk ourselves in this emptiness (2004: 
92)

Nevertheless, it is worth noticing the positive changes, like the cur-
rent growth of  zero waste and similar movements. As I have realized 
through this study, zero waste lifestyle has a role to play in changing 
the relationship between humans and other living beings. Sacrificing  
one’s own comfort by practicing, such activities like taking one’s own 
boxes and bags and going to a zero waste shop which is often much 
further from one’s home than the regular supermarket just to buy gro-
ceries that come without packaging, is a rather practical way how to 
show the empathy towards nature. It can be argued that living sustain-
ably and trying to reduce waste does not necessarily destroy the whole 
division between a man and an animal that Agamben talks about, and 
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it is true, since the focus of  the zero waste movement is also different. 
Nevertheless, zero waste presents a new turn in the way how the role 
of  humans among other living beings is constructed in the modern 
world, and, as the examples of  the practitioners of  the zero waste 
lifestyle show, there is nothing that fearsome or dangerous to one’s 
identity about it as it first might appear. 

“You don’t have to sit in four walls and drink from jars. It is possible to 
find environment-friendly alternatives in any area without losing the aesthet-
ics and quality” says Ulla in one of  the many interviews to the media 
(2019). Also other practitioners of  the zero waste lifestyle point out 
the same. Following the examples from other people living zero waste, 
they have been able to keep living their lives without changing too 
much in their lifestyle, apart from choosing the products to buy. If  any 
changes are being mentioned, they are positive, connected with the 
satisfaction of  helping the planet, wasting less, and also saving money. 

There is also an opinion that, considering the current amounts of  
consumption, soon zero waste may turn from a choice into a necessity. 
No matter how urgent the reasons to starting produce less waste may 
seem to one or another person, people who actively participate in the 
Zero Waste Latvia discussion group and supporters that appear in the 
Latvian media see this lifestyle as a real, logical and permanent choice 
with a future. With three shops, one café and a Facebook group con-
sisting of  around 9.300 members (May 2019), it cannot be called an 
underground movement in Latvia, it is rather a growing, open source 
of  ideas and support on how to live more sustainably. 

Still, there are many challenges that may for now restrict zero 
waste movement from becoming mainstream in Latvia. While there 
is the ethical side, there are also practical aspects to be considered. 
Some people may already have a lifestyle that is easily adaptable to 
such changes, while others may live in a way that takes more effort 
to change. Family size, place of  living, and the level of  income may 
also play an important role. A middle-aged man who has many con-
cerns about the environment issues, but who lives in the countryside 
in Latgale region and whose income is below average, pointed out to 
me that the cheapest products in all categories that can be bought in 
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a grocery store will be usually richly packaged in plastic. Therefore, 
he believes that for many people with lower incomes buying products 
with or without packaging is not a matter of  choice. Latvia is also 
quite slow in introducing a common recycling, and the introduction of  
the container-deposit system is a current challenge. 

It can be concluded that, even though the look in the future is not 
entirely clear, people pay attention to small changes of  what they can 
reach on a personal level with the hope to change the way we treat 
planet and its resources together. 

Some Conclusions

In this paper, I have tried to give an overview of  the zero waste 
movement in Latvia and popular thoughts about it, showing connec-
tions with the global zero waste philosophy and with ideas on the com-
plex relationships between humans and nature presented by anthro-
pologists. I have argued that the zero waste philosophy has become 
a successful story, since it offers clear, practical steps towards a more 
sustainable lifestyle with a promise of  the same or even higher quality 
of  life. Living completely zero waste has to be perceived as the highest 
goal to be achieved, but people are encouraged also to reduce waste 
as much as they feel they are able to, even if  it in the moment it does 
not mean saying “no” to all packaging. My interlocutors also stressed 
that there has been a deeper feeling, an emotional moment in their 
lives that has been a turning point for changing to a lifestyle with less 
waste. I connect it to the role of  empathy and the ability to overcome 
human exceptionalism by letting people feel more connected with oth-
er beings. 

This study also reasserted that nowadays, if  we want to look at the 
way people connect with the environment in one country or group, it 
still means that the study will involve looking broader and considering 
global trends. Conrad Philip Kottak has described this change in the 
anthropological approach in his article The New Ecological Anthropolo-
gy (1999). Kottak states that:
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the changes in ecological anthropology mirror more general changes in 
anthropology: the shift from research focusing on a single community or 
“culture,” perceived as more or less isolated and unique, to recognizing 
pervasive linkages and concomitant flows of  people, technology, images, 
and information, and to acknowledging the impact of  differential power 
and status in the postmodern world on local entities. (Idem.: 25) 

Even though I tried to focus more on the current situation and im-
pact of  the zero-waste philosophy in Latvia, it was impossible to elim-
inate the study of  the global movement as well, since news and ideas 
are being shared globally among people who try to produce less waste. 

Meanwhile, on the day when I finish this essay, there is an opening 
of  a new zero waste shop in Riga, in a neighbourhood where there 
previously were not any, and a lot of  excitement about the new shop 
is expressed among the local zero waste community. As more peo-
ple come to a realization of  each individual’s responsibility of  their 
everyday choices, the support for products without unnecessary pack-
aging is growing. In the eyes of  the zero waste philosophy, the frontier 
between humans and nature is one consisting of  supermarkets, fast 
fashion, and plastic packaging. Will we be able to sacrifice our habits 
to reduce this frontier and to restore the equilibrium on our planet? 
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Ethnography in a bank from the environment 
and species perspective in anthropology
Marta Timrota

4

Subject

The bank where I currently do my ethnography is also my perma-
nent work place, but the opportunity to combine professional interests 
with academic ones was not the only reason for my choice. I was en-
couraged by the notion reflected by Karen O’Reilly (2005: 85) that the 
access to the field of  research not always has to be searched separately, 
the researcher can take advantage of  an existing belonging to the field 
of  research, ensuring more invisible presence.

In February 2019 a new regulation was launched under which fi-
nancial institutions must change existing authentication tool – code 
card – to a digital solution for all customers. Practically it means that 
customers, who do not yet use code calculator or Smart-ID application 
to connect to internet bank, have to come to the branch to get either 
one of  them. People who do not have smart phones or do not trust 
them choose code calculators, which is quite complicated solution for 
those who do not see well or do not manage to press buttons properly. 
Bank ensures specific calculators for some people with special needs, 
but more often people, who are not coping with the new regulations, 
solve the situation by trusting their internet bank transactions to their 
relatives, neighbors or friends, if  they have any.

Since code calculators and qualified Smart ID installation are avail-
able only in a branch, for me it means a unique possibility to observe 
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how the digital safety regulation of  European Commission works in 
reality. Branch is not my workplace on regular bases, so I have ob-
served or worked as a member of  mobile team (volunteers from head 
office to help their branch colleagues in process of  code card change) 
at least one working day in twenty-one different branches of  the bank 
during the period from February to August 2019.

In this article, I analyze my ethnographic work from the environ-
ment and species perspective in anthropology: animals as a form of  
representation; challenging dichotomies, which are rooted in nature; 
wildlife as a source of  income; new anthropological space ensured by 
technologies; and natures place between technological and natural. My 
main question here is: how do we understand and communicate safety 
and trusting issues in a banking world, since they are of  particular 
importance today.

Animals in representation

Animals, as we envision them, are largely constructs that service an 
array of  cultural and imaginative needs. They become instrumental-
ized in representation. One of  the largest Scandinavian banks in Lat-
via used humanized animal images for their communication for quite 
a long time. The image of  wild animals animated as a cute and lovely 
creatures, dressed up in human clothes ironically might be perceived as 
a symbol of  “dressed up” danger. 

Another example is a lending company, which has an advertising 
campaign in which introduces itself  through a large posters with a 
tiger, made from competitor’s brochures and containing the same mes-
sage one can here in audio version of  these ads: 

In the financial jungle you are entirely alone. Here you are an easy victim 
of  quick loans and bank rejections. You are alone among various offers 
and between incomprehensible percentages and conditions. How to not 
disappear in the financial jungle? Enter West Kredit.lv – Individual finan-
cial solutions for 25 years (WestKredit, 2019).
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Inconsistency, in this case, comes not only from message, which 
invites us to trust and at the same time shows an image of  a wild and 
dangerous animal, but also from the message they communicate: that 
the business they are doing already for 25 years is unsecure. 

The authors of  the book Representing the Modern Animal in Culture 
express compassion for animals in such cases since animals themselves 
“do not have the final word in these representations – they can neither read or 
paint” pointing out that “in representation, animals become a mirror of  us; 
they are what we want them to be, a projection of  human desire” (Dubino, 
Rashidian, Smith, 2014: 8). At the same time by making animals stand 
in for us, we distance them from us erasing the real and invoking other 
potentials in our reaction toward them (Idem.).

If  natural danger is humanized, what is the real danger then? Gior-
gio Agamben (2002) considers that for a humanity that has become 
animal again, 

there is nothing left but the depoliticization of  human societies by means 
of  the unconditioned unfolding of  the oikonomia, or the taking on of  
biological life itself  as the supreme political (or rather impolitical) task” 
(Idem.: 76).

He points out that even pure and simple relinquishment of  all 
historical tasks in the name of  economical triumph often “takes on an 
emphasis in which natural life itself  and its well being seem to appear as 
humanity’s last historical task – if  indeed it makes sense here to speak of  a 
task” (Idem.).

According to Agamben, humanity, which manages its own animali-
ty, no longer has any essence or identity, which is lost in inessentiality 
and inactivity, where: 

genome, global economy, and humanitarian ideology are the three united 
faces of  this process in which posthistorical humanity seems to take on its 
own physiology as its last, impolitical mandate. The total humanization 
of  the animal coincides with a total animalization of  man (Idem.: 77).
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There were no animal campaigns in my fieldwork until previous 
examples opened up a question: if  we easily accept the idea of  “dressed 
up” danger, what about “dressed up” security?

Challenging dichotomies

According to Thomas Hyland Eriksen a part of  anthropological 
theories are based on contrasting pairs or dichotomies taken from con-
trasts in nature and used analytically to distinguish between ideal types 
of  societies and cultures. The reason for this kind of  dichotomy is an 
inadequate view of  modern industrial society as unique and standing 
out in relation to all other societies, which, by comparison, are depicted 
as “more or less the same”. He argues that societies are too different 
and the very dichotomous distinction between “types of  societies” is 
untenable: “In most, if  not all societies of  the world, one would be able to 
identify “modern”  as well as “traditional”  aspects – not least in the age of  
globalization” (Eriksen, 2015: 38). Anthropologists study a world taht 
is not characterized by clear “digital” or binary boundaries, but rather 
by grey zones and differences in degree – analogic differences. It is an 
unbounded system of  multiple interrelationships, although it seems 
difficult for anthropologists to do without them (Idem.).

Dichotomy in my fieldwork in a bank reveals several contrasts: dig-
ital/analogical authentication; men/women willingness or capability 
to learn new things; secure/unsecure behavior. These structural op-
positions are complemented by the security system of  the bank itself  
and by regulatory European Commission institutions. It results to the 
most important dichotomy in my work: the opposite effect of  security 
or insecurity for those people who are not able or willing to accept new 
digital security solutions, since they give all confidential information 
to someone they trust or have to trust to be sure their regular pay-
ments are made. During my fieldwork I noticed several situations in 
which customers were really vulnerable, for example when they asked 
to anyone around an help in their internet bank or when all their ma-
terials were visible and hearable around. In one case an old lady found 
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out that her grandson is not only helping her to deal with internet 
bank, but also transferring regular amount of  money to his own ac-
count. For these people, security is actually replaced with the necessity 
to trust on someone else. Those who are helping out are challenged 
with their ability to act honestly.

Selective insecurity 

In his book Coming of  age in second life. An Anthropologist Explores 
the Virtually Human. Tom Boellstorff  discusses history, among other 
topics, quoting the ideas of  the beginning of  twentieth century phi-
losopher Henri Bergson. This claimed that in our species definition we 
kept strictly to what the historic and the prehistoric periods show us to 
be the constant characteristic of  man and of  intelligence, considered 
in what seems to be its original feature. This is recognized in the facul-
ty of  manufacturing artificial tools, especially tools to make tools, and 
of  indefinitely varying the manufacture (Boellstorff, 2008: 239). The 
growth of  the postal system in 19th century could also been seen as 
a form of  virtual world still relevant today. These print technologies 
shaped new forms of  human sociality: 

all media have always offered entrances to imagined spaces or “virtual 
realities”, opening up symbolic worlds for transgressive experiences. […] 
A phone conversation, for instance, is a unique event taking place “within” 
telephone technology. [...] Not inside your actual phone, the plastic device 
on your desk. Not inside the other person’s phone, in some other city. The 
place between the phones (Idem.: 36).

The objective of  anthropology and ethnography has historically 
been to explore other cultures using new forms of  knowledge accord-
ing to which “anthropological spaces” created through new technolo-
gies can be considered as a “knowledge space” (Idem.: 240). In this, the 
information is transmitted as a quantitative universally translatable 
element, the greatest threat of  which is the disruption of  commu-
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nication, which, as the fall of  any system, becomes a stressor and is 
pronounced in the military world by the command “C3I, command-con-
trol-communication-intelligence” (Harraway, 1991: 40). 

My observations show that this need arises in cases where people 
do not cope with the use of  new means of  authentication. It can be 
seen as a disruption of  the European regulation and communication 
between the individual and information transmitted by the new tech-
nology, or even before the transmission stage, as I experienced it in 
my fieldwork:

For some seniors who gather at self-service stand in a branch, it 
seems to have become a special socializing place to cheer up and to ask 
each other how he or she managed to pay the bills this time. One of  
them asks me where to indicate the water meter measurements. The 
man spreads his invoices on the table, the code calculator instructions 
and the leaflets with the PIN codes he has written down, and loudly 
repeats the internet bank user code. He tries to connect to the inter-
net bank by pushing the number combinations in the code calculator 
and on the internet banking screen. Occasionally, a number is pressed 
twice or incorrectly and it takes even longer time.

By repeating confidential informations loudly and having them vis-
ible for other bank customers, the man does not seem to think about 
the possible consequences. Just like the number of  pensioners who 
loudly tell bank employees what, to whom, and when they have made 
payments, as well as to whom they give full access to internet bank, 
their relatives, neighbors or colleagues. At the same time, they see the 
threat to their security in other aspects in cooperation between the 
bank, for example in the process of  receiving payment card by mail: 

Colleague asks, if  a man who has arrived to sign up for a new card, is un-
willing to receive the card by post due to a possibly of  a long waiting time 
in the branch and receives the following answer: “Do not send it by post. I 
would rather come to you – I have a lot of  time as a pensioner.

It appears that insecurity is selective: when the situation is more or 
less controllable, people notice security risks even where they do not 
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exist, while in unclear situations or when control of  an activity is lost, 
importance of  security decreases. Even more, my observations show 
that in worrying situations that do not really defy our control, or that 
we ourselves choose not to be able to control, not only security, but 
also expenses, seems to be not so important anymore. People want to 
solve their problems, whatever it takes.

Nature – between technological and natural

Mike Michael (1999) suggests that humans are fabricated in lan-
guage through discursive formations, in their various liaisons with 
technological and natural actors, seen in the form of  flows, move-
ments, arrangements and relations. It is through such dynamics that 
the human and the non-human emerge. Human is tied to as both tech-
nological and natural. The social and the technological cannot be so 
easily disentangled or distinguished, but in the midst of  these entan-
glements is “nature”. Particularly, technology emerges out of  the “re-
lations between social, natural and technological actors. So too does a social 
entity, and likewise a given nature” (Idem.: 18).

Pierre Bourdieu (1990) in his theory of  practice observes habitus, a 
term that is based on cognitive and motivating structures with already 
known outcomes, processes to follow, choices to adopt. In fact, habitus 
is a historical product that produces individual and collective practices 
consistent with historical schemes that provide an active presence of  
historical experiences in every organism in the form of  perception 
schemes. A realistic relationship with it is possible and based, as well 
as limited by, the power of  the parties (Idem.: 54). 

Digital literacy is something new in our society, so mastering it has 
not gained practical shape, especially in the lives of  older people. It is 
not just an imitation of  other people’s actions, because the Smart ID 
application or the code calculator generates a unique code every single 
time, so each time a person uses the digital authentication feature is in 
some way unique. Habitus here appears rather as a refusal/inability to 
accept the new cash management arrangements, as well as its entrust-
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ing to family members or other third parties which could be explained 
by a historically rooted reluctance to face difficulties. Avoidance of  
responsibility “by letting others to solve it”, who often feel insecure 
themselves, highlights their habitus, for example their perceptions of  
the role of  the “good son” or the inability to refuse from the their own 
material interests. It requires appropriate action to acquire new skills 
to help the mother or regularly transfer small amount of  money from 
grandma’s account to one’s own account. 

Habitus is a symbolic power that works through the bodies and 
through the faith provided by a collectively recognizable capacity to 
operate in several ways in deep-rooted linguistic and behavioral pat-
terns by neutralizing or activating them: 

Women remain silent, when I ask, how can I help her. Her granddaugh-
ter (about eleven years old) interrupts the silence saying that she came 
to help grandmother install a Smart ID. I realize that the old lady does 
not remember or can not pronounce the foreign name of  application. On 
the other hand, usually wives or sisters are the ones ready to take care of  
family finances. Husbands typically sit in silence and stare at the invisible 
point in the floor or wall (Bourdieu, 1990: 55).

In his work Over the Human. Post-humanism and the Concept of  Ani-
mal Epiphany Roberto Machesini (2017) is reflecting with the German 
philosopher and sociologist Helmuth Plessner, according to whom the 
human being is inserted into his own bodily limits, but, at the same 
time, (s)he is projected outside of  them, opening up to the world and 
therefore acquiring an “ex-centred” position. This being-a-body and 
being-in-a-body inevitably changes the human condition when com-
pared to the animal one. In the psychic dimension the projected outside 
(but it’s unclear where) man is inevitably decentered from his body, so 
that he considers it one of  the many things in the world. Human con-
science is therefore interpreted as non-coincidence with the body, a 
laceration of  the body, a fracture with respect to the bodily dimension 
(Idem.: 35).
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Bodily expressions in my ethnography appear to convey faith or 
affiliation to certain models, which “should also be working this time”, 
indicating the relevance of  practical action with a cultural and histor-
ical impact.

Conclusions

It is possible to link connections between nature, environment and 
human in a banking process: from animals and human desires repre-
sented in a single picture to noticing dichotomies just like we do it in 
a nature, considering new anthropological space ensured by technol-
ogies and trying to find nature’s place between the technological and 
the natural. At the same time the line between humans and animals 
stays unclear or rather is often misunderstood by those who are re-
sponsible about the way financial institutions are making decisions and 
communicating them to broader audience. 
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Beings in Kurzeme
Stories and experience
Sabīne Baumane

5

In legends, stories, and fairytailes we often face with supernatural 
beings. Sometimes supernatural beings (in further text I will call them 
“beings”) are very realistic and it becomes interesting to find out more 
about them and their appearance and their relations in our world. My 
interest about this theme raised from book Kurzemes vilkaču nostāsti by 
Ralfs Kokins (2017; the book cover picture nr.1). The meaning of  title 
is – Kurzeme – one region in Latvia, vilkači – werewolves , and nostāsti 
– stories – “Stories of  werewolves in Kurzeme”.

Figure 1 – Kurzemes vilkaču nostāsti book cover.
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What is so interesting in this book and its stories? First of  all, I 
would like to higlight who is the author of  the book: Ralfs Kokins, 
who is a priest and also the dean of  the Faculty of  Theology at the 
University of  Latvia. Stories are based on supernatural beings and 
unexpected meetings with them and the fact that author comes from 
the religious sphere lets to see the book from a different view. At least 
for me, that fact gives me more faith that all stories can be true and 
based on real experience.

In this book, the author includes 12 stories and, as he says, these 
are almost like ghost stories, in some moments realy scary. Stories 
come from both the author self  experience in his childhood and from 
local people in this region, Kurzeme, which is located in west part of  
Latvia. There are many stories on this topic and in this book the au-
thor includes, by his own words, the sweetest of  them (which are not 
so scary). 

This book is not just a book of  stories. It is also a book about world 
around us. I would like to quote Juris Rubenis, the author of  the book 
preface, colleagues of  Ralfs Kokins and also a priest, on what the book 
is about:

What says gallery of  images what scaring us around the world? Who 
are they? Where they really live? Inside us or outside us? What they say 
about us and about world where we live? What is mythical and what is 
real occurrence? (Rubenis in Kokins, 2007:6)1.

Through these stories the author takes us in a journey, with his 
own view on all that is happening: mystical feelings when beings are 
close around and also meetings with beings. Interestingly, that author 
looks to that all with the eyes of  a child, he is free of  assumtions and 
opinions from adult world. Again in the words of  Juris Rubenis:

1 Translations from Latvian were made by the author.
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It means to be like someone who haven`t learned in world school, who for 
all self-evident things and irreplaceable wisdom of  life can dare unaware, 
don`t know, not to respect and in this way see world, own life, self  and 
others in completely different light (Idem.:5).

This book can be viewed from an environmental anthropology 
point of  view – what is the world around us, what kinf  of  roll it takes, 
and also from a multispecies ethnography point of  view – as a true 
contact between beings, people, and nature. My argument is that hu-
mans and beings (supernatural beings like werewolves or spirits) have 
relationship and connection and these bring benefit for people, an un-
derstanding of  nature and life. I would say some basic rules of  life to 
have a kindly life in this world. In this case, stories seems to be unreal 
and it is hard to prove the exitence of  these beings, as well as their 
relationships and connections, but I would like to find the structure 
of  stories, the main characters, and, in this way, possible relationships 
and connections.

Environment

I use here the term “environment” as meaning a geographical area, 
the surroundings, or the conditions where people and beings live or 
operate. Environment in these stories has an important role, it is the 
place that allows events/meetings to happen. The environment which 
is described in the stories is basically the forest, dark places in the 
forest, where people don’t live, not even close. North of  Kurzeme has 
large uninhabited territory. Still now is the place of  the Slīteres Na-
cional Park which is 26.490 hectars big. The most part of  stories come 
from these forests. 

Trees have an important role in stories. In some stories they are 
friendly, with a desire to protect. In some stories, trees are threatening:

although trees are very strong and their souls could any human wipe out 
from the forest, they are very genial. When somebody is hurting trees, 
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they are crying quietly, but they could do the perpetrator to never go out 
from forest and to let to peak slowly, and God see it very well (Kokins, 
2007: 63).

The author is telling about a strange scary feeling, which he ex-
perienced in his childhood. He often used terms about sudden feeling 
in the stories, when fears grab and he has an unpleasant feeling that 
somebody is watching him.

Environment is the place where human can meet these beings. It 
is a shared territory of  humans and beings, but not all time place and 
time create the conditions for a meeting. It would be interesting to find 
out in which conditions to meet or to avoid beings is possible. Unfor-
tunately, through the stories I didn’t find an answer to this question.

Beings

Beings in the stories make connection with human. Beings let hu-
mans to see the world wider. In stories, mostly mentioned beings are:
– wolfs and werewolves.
– foribus umbris (from Latin), something like ghosts, big shadows, 

something between wolf, dragon and a dead man. About foribus um-
bris the book author Kokins talks as very little he knowns and that 
his researched just beings. 

– spirits of  dead relatives.
In the stories beings appear in forests in different times. At night 

as foribus umbris for a woman who went searching for a help from her 
neighbor after an accident. In late afternoon as werewolf  for a forester. 
At night as werewolf  for a young people company. In the daytime as 
werewolves for soldiers at war time. At night as the grandfather for a 
children. 

These beings come from some people experience, which, as argue 
Bateson, is not objective:
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All experience is subjective…It is significant that all perception – all con-
scious perception - has image characteristics. A pain is localized some-
where. It has a beginning and an end and location and stands out against 
a background… Our civilization is deeply based on this illusion (Bateson, 
1979: 31).

Here rise question: can we trust that occurences of  beings and ex-
periences of  meetings with them are true and not made up? Is there 
something “objective”? Are these beings real? I can agree that our 
experience is subjective because each of  us have her/his own view, 
knowledge, history of  experience, body etc. But this doesn’t mean that 
experience does not worth anything. If  we can find similarities in our 
experience, we can find pattern, structure, and this makes our subjec-
tive experience more objective. I can say that all the stories in the book 
are quite different, but meanings are the same and patterns of  feelings 
are the same.

Bateson has very good example/experiment: people see different 
things when they are asked to describe something. In his example, 
he showed how students see one figure, an hexago-rectangle. What 
students see there were outlines of  things: this figure resembles some-
thing. This makes Bateson to argue that: 

Note that all these methods of  description contribute nothing to an expla-
nation of  the oject-the hexago-rectangle. Explanation must always grow 
out of  description, but the decsription from which it grows will always 
necessarily contain arbitrary characteristics such as those explified here 
(Idem.: 40).

In these stories I noticed that nobody could really explain what the 
beings are. I mean we don’t have such a word in our language. The 
only way is to describe them in more than one sentence. When people 
saw these beings, they were also scary and full of  fear, so that it was 
hard to look at them, as in the following quote of  one’s eyewitness:

On the back, on path was standing some frightening, very dark being. Its 
height was at least 3 or 4 meters. Being resemble human and in bottom he 
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was very wide, but above he was thin. One moment it even resembles over 
coal human. His head looks like wolf  head, but without ears, with dark, 
deep eyes and unnatural long, thin, occasionally teeth. All his body was 
covered with black, as if  spattered hair (Kokins, 2007: 25).

In all the stories, there is no explanation on what these beings are. 
There are assumptions about what they could be: werewolves, ghosts, 
spirits etc., but, as it is hard to prove beings like that, then there is still 
some left uncertainty. When you read the book you can imagine the 
beings by yourself. But I definitely can’t say that this assumption about 
beings makes the book less interesting or that is a disadvantage of  the 
book. I think that how these beings look like is not so important, more 
interesting is their message for people. The message of  all these be-
ings is the same and it comes from the stories even if  they look scary. 
They are not evil and do not want to harm. To harm is not their goal 
and their look is deceptive, they live their life and in some moments 
and conditions they meet people. These meetings are unexpected for 
the both sides.

I would like to continue with a look to the identification of  these 
beings according to Philippe Descola idea of  “modes of  identification”: 
“Modes of  identification define the boundaries between self  and otherness as 
expressed in the treatment of  humans and nonhumans, thus giving shape to 
specific cosmologies and social topographiesi”  (1996: 87).

Naturalistic, totemic or animistic modes of  identification? 

In totemic systems non-humans are treated as signs, in animic systems 
they are treated as the term of  a relation… Animic systems are thus a 
symmetrical inversion of  totemic: they do not exploit the differential re-
lations between natural species to confer a conceptual order on society, but 
rather use the elementary categories structuring social life to organise, in 
conceptual terms, the relations between human beings and natural species 
(Idem.: 87-88).
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Despite the fact that beings appear as something also related to nat-
uralism, which means to share same body with different mind, I would 
say that the identification of  these beings is more close to the animistic 
mode, which means different body and the same mind. This idea fits 
here because communication between humans and beings takes place, 
conversations or messaging happen at a mental level. The humans un-
derstand message of  beings and their perception of  nature. The lan-
guage is not the same, it is hard even to call it language, but at a mental 
level they understand each other: 

The werewolf  started to give out low, strange sounds, it was clear that 
he talks. It was indescribable scary and amazing in same time. His voice 
sounded like huge oven roaring, like cracking of  mill mechanism, like 
moaning from the kingdom of  the dead. It was totally different from peo-
ple language, although there was something similar to Finnish, Estonian 
or northern language. The werewolf  talk hollow, in unusually low tone, 
as northern shaman, as old oracle; he spoke very long texts. In some mo-
ments it seemed, that it was old saga with rhymes, in some moments – as 
canto (Kokins, 2007: 26).

After this meeting, the human clearly knows that the werewolf  
talked in some universal language, which can be understood by every-
body: people, animals, reptiles and birds. Werewolf  talks in the deepest 
fundamental language of  animals, dragons and of  all living beings in 
nature: “But the most important quote was, that right here is for us unknown, 
inexplicable wonder and it is possible to talk direct and without words with 
all nature, no matter what it is.”  (Idem.: 28).

In this meeting moment, beings gave specific message to humans. 
They understood each other. Right conditions (environment) made re-
lationship possible, and connections between human and beings are 
developed.

In one more story I recognize animistic mode of  relationship. The 
story was about a company of  young people, which were returning 
home after a party. They went across the forest, at night. At a moment 
they just heard hard steps and one of  them disappeared. After long 
searching for the young man, local people find the dead body without 
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head and no one could imagine which animal could have done that. 
Suspects were directed to the werewolf. This because the young man 
who was killed by the werewolf  was not kind-hearted, he was cruel to 
fellow people, and he had harmed smaller ones and animals. 

Here, one of  attributed feature of  werewolves appears: they take 
only bad people. It seems that they purify the world and nature from 
evil and, in my understanding, this is opinion that we can notice in 
Christian religion, in believers of  karma, etc. Evil in this case is a bad 
person, but evil is all what do harm the world, the nature and animals. 
Local people in Kurzeme believe that if  you are a good person, you do 
not need to be afraid since werewolves will not touch you. Moreover, 
you should not be afraid of  them also because fear attracts werewolves. 

Stories that tell about incidents during World War 2 time prove 
that these beings can help in some moments. They helped soldiers to 
escape from their enemy (Russian or German) who were hunting them 
in forest: 

Several times presence of  werewolfs paradoxically confounds Soviet au-
thority organized searching action in woods. Sometimes, in clearer or 
darker way werewolf  appears, which definitely saw also Red Army per-
secutors, although official it was never declared. In swamps twisted ab-
sconders in those times was not where to step back. But from harassers 
side comes sound of  shot, and after that followed fast bunking. In that way 
this unexplained, mysterious phenomena not only once saved absconders 
life from guaranteed death (Kokins, 2007: 52).

It seems that in these moments full of  fear, when absconders run 
away from the Red Army, the minds of  human and of  werewolf  were 
connected and so thess being helped the weakest, those running away 
and trying to hide. As the author mentioned: “…somehow, for us unclear 
way, werewolves are needed, they have their target and meaning” (Idem.).

Descola (1996) splits animistic general type of  mode of  relations 
in predation, reciprocity and protection. From this point of  view we 
could try to analyse which type of  animistic relations is that between 
people and beings. In my opinion, the animistic mode of  relation in 
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these stories expresses relationship in which human and beings are 
equal, in reciprocity. No one is dominant. I would say that people are 
afraid of  non-human beings, they respect them, they want to keep 
good relationship, they want to understand them, and not to provoke 
their harmful reaction. Some similar reaction can be found on the be-
ings side: they live their life and they do not want contacts with the 
human without some reason. Beings can protect, beings can be pred-
ators, but in the relationship beings and human are on the same level. 

I see in human and beings relationship similarities with what Celia 
Deane-Drummond and Agustín Fuentes describe in Human Being and 
Becoming (2014) about human and large predators relationship: “The 
relationship between humans and predators has been, and is, complex, but it is 
not always conflictual and at times might even be mutualistic” (Idem.: 256).

They explane this with Marcus Baynes-Rock (2012) research of  
intertwined relationship between humans and hyenas in the Ethiopian 
city of  Harar: 

for generations humans have tolerated the nocturnal presence of  hyenas 
in the city itself  and have integrated hyenas into their mythos and so-
cio-economic realities. Simultaneously, the hyenas structure their activity 
patterns, behavior, and social lives around the pace and patterns of  the Ha-
rari. In this case, rather than in competition or ubiquitous conflict, hyena 
and human coexist in an entangled, multispecies ecology (Deane-Drum-
mond, Fuentes, 2014: 261).

The relationship from Ralfs Kokins book stories reached a level in 
which both sides, if  not really structure their lifes around each oth-
er, at least they respect each other. Humans already include beings in 
their myths and those who believe in werewolves take their character 
in to account. 

Continuing on modes of  identification, I would like to note an-
other story in which I recognize clear example of  a totemic mode of  
relations: a same body and a same mind. Author tells about trees and 
connection between them. Trees talk with each other. Their talks are 
of  the purest true and wisdom. For example:
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– Life is and it going on no matter what happens;
– Life is beautiful in any place and species, no matter of  mobility, 

chances and even suffering;
– Balance in everything is very fragile and many conditions and par-

ametrs should coincide to achieve that;
– Life is meant much simpler, more sincere and kind, as we think. 

Author expresses opinion about trees, – trees are strong and their 
soul could blast any human. Trees serve selflessly and truly. This is 
how author sees trees and this is author himself  experience:

In childhood I knew, that trees are not just trees, as we think. I saw the 
character of  trees; many of  them had face, arms and legs. I always thought 
trees can not only talk, but also walk and act… I tried to see face of  each 
somewhat remarkable tree. For some trees it really was not. But most part 
had, moreover quite unserious, happy or even funny (Kokins, 2007: 62).

Stories, myths or truth?

After all this grouping of  stories and searching of  relation classi-
fication, I found evidences of  relationship and connection between hu-
mans and beings. Evidences are information from stories: description, 
memories of  author and other stories tellers. Message from beings are 
clear, as I mentioned before, and about nature, about what people do 
to nature, about life order, about elementary laws of  life, about not to 
harm others, to be a good person, to be kind. Somehow, there are no 
stories in which beings do something to children.

But here a question that I also mentioned before rise again. Can we 
trust these stories? Can we trust that all decribed occurrences realy 
happened? And the emotions at these moments realy shows some mes-
sage from beings or people just perceive everything by their point of  
view and experience?

I would like to equate stories to myths:
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Myth is a pervasive and fascinating aspect of  religion. Like other genres 
of  religious language, they are things we do with or in words. Humans 
can do many things with language—state facts, ask questions, issue com-
mands, articulate emotions, etc. One use to which we put language is to 
tell stories, to present happenings in a “narrative” format such that they 
are connected in a processual (i.e., occurring or unfolding in time) and 
meaningful way. Events, in a narrative form, do not occur randomly but 
have coherence and significance, that is, they signify something; there is a 
“theme” or “moral” to the story, even (or especially) if  it is a life story (a 
biography) (Eller, 2007: 83).

Myths are attempts to explain the world. From myths people are 
trying to conclude something, for example, about ritual. From myths 
also pattern of  conduct can be taken. Importantly, it is worth of  find-
ing out what myths can give for us today. Levi-Strauss (1967) sug-
gested that myths help us to find out some things about society, for 
example about kinship, relationship, traditions etc. I think we can look 
also these stories in the same way: they give us information.

My next observation is about beings: are they real? This is quite 
similar question to believing in such stories. I think that if  there are 
so many witnesses (stories tellers, also who met author Ralfs Kokins) 
who saw beings, we need to consider that this can be reality. From a 
cryptozoology point of  view we can consider that:

So when cryptids today are described as half  wolf-half  human or as a 
creature with the head of  the goat and the body of  a horse, maybe it’s be-
cause that’s how we’ve always explored things. Using language we know 
to describe what we see. And with time we have a name for those creatures. 
But we’re influenced by the things we’ve seen and the stories we’ve heard. 
When you see a large figure in the woods that can’t be immediately iden-
tified… what do you see? How could you describe it? (Kownslar, 2018).

Beings in stories are in the same category: we do not have scien-
tists’ approval of  beings existence, but we also ca not say that they do 
not exist. Highly human emotions affect the images of  beings. When 
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meeting with beings people are afraid. It can means that humans per-
ception is exaggerated, that these moments are unforgettable for all 
heroes in the stories and that these moments are making relationship 
and contact. 

If  stories tell about connection, then this can prove also the exist-
ence of  beings. The book author Kokins (2007) metioned one physi-
cal proof  that people in Konigsberg in 20th century believed in were-
wolves. In the 20th century silver bullets were still produced. In wide 
imaginary, silver bullets were intended for werewolves and witches 
shooting. Can these two examples about connection and bullets help 
us to perceive stories realistic? Anyhow, as for myth, the question of  
truth is not the proper question, since they make sense in any case.

Religion in stories

Before I conclude with my argument, I would like to note another 
important feature of  all these stories. As I mentioned in the start, the 
author is a priest. Maybe this explains the presence of  religious mean-
ing along the stories. For example: 
– If  a hunter shoots a werewolf, then a werewolf  can appear in dream 

and persecute hunter all his rest life: “…get rid of  that can help only 
priest exorcist, and also having Eucharist.” (Kokins, 2007: 39).

– protection from ghosts: “Need to be baptized, initiate and pray for God 
at home. Then there is no place for ghosts.” (Idem.: 45).

– Protection from ghosts: “But is one very effective, universal and safe 
instrument against such phenomena – pray for God. ” (Idem.: 44).

– Asking for help: “That is why in hideout, they very heartily prayed to 
God protect and luck to escape, and this happened, sometimes in that way 
[meaning werewolf  help]” (Idem.: 52).

– Scary moment from author childhood: “I remeber that night was one 
of  the first time, when i prayed for God very serious and heartly, because 
I didn’t undertand something anymore” (Idem.: 65).
Is the religion present in the stories because the author is a priest 

or because religion have a serious roll in human life, especially in criti-
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cal moments? If  someone else would collect these stories then religion 
and God would be so highlighted? What about werewolves message? 
I see many relevance with religion in these stories. For example they 
reflect on how to live, what human should be, how to act, explanation 
about nature. Stories have a moral, for example:
– The most disruptive power in life is fear and the inferiority com-

plex;
– What we really need in our lifes someone just bestow us;
– Happines is not that for what you strive;
– When we live by our heart – then we get answers to questions. 
– If  you did not do anything bad, you do not have to be afraid.
– Humility and ministering are important in the life. 

My question is about the author objectivity when he explains mes-
sages of  beings. I think the author looks to beings message from the 
point of  Christian religion and in that way he perceives and explanes 
them.

Conclusion

The way how I look and analyzed the beings from Ralfs Kokins book 
of  stories gave me deeper view and understanding about relationship 
and connection between humans and other beings. The exercise gave 
me answers, but at the same time there are still open questions too.

Humans and beings have relationship and connection that brings 
benefit: for example in understanding nature and life. I think the anal-
ysis helped to show relationship and connection structure from few 
sides. Differences between humans and beings are on what make re-
lationship and movement. I agree with Descola that the way how we 
can look to these relationship is similar to the one we use to observe 
kinship:

Kinship systems thus organise modes of  relation, modes of  classification, 
and modes of  identification in a variety of  combinations which are far 
from having been exhaustively described and understood, but which many 
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anthropologists are willing to treat as a finite group of  transformation. It 
seems to me that the social objectivation of  nonhumans is equally struc-
tured by a combination of  modes of  relations, modes of  identification 
and modes of  classification and I believe it may be amenable to a similar 
treatment (Descola, 1996:87).

My observations that religion rols in all the stories caused more 
questions, for which I can not answer unequivocally. At least religion 
presence in stories did not disturb me. I like this deep message or mor-
al that comes from stories, it is a close view for me. I did not read these 
stories just like entertainment literature, I had a feeling that I learned 
or get approval about basic rules of  life to have a kindly living in this 
world, and approval about connection between human and nature, I 
get knowledge through other people experience. 
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Who live in the wetlands?
Multispecies collectives and controversies 
in conservation

6

 Paride Bollettin1

Introduction

In recent year a growing attention is being voted to the ecological 
crisis and consequent habitat loss at a global level. Despite the im-
plementation of  global agreements, such as the Kyoto Protocol, all 
the targets for the limitation of  anthropogenic impacts on the Earth’s 
ecosystems have been failed. Consequences are evident, and in the last 
decades several changes happened in the relations between people and 
“nature”. Some scholars discuss evidences that these impacts in the 
terms of  the emergence of  an anthropogenic geological era, the so-
called Anthropocene (Crutzen e Stoermer, 2000). Despite this position 
is not unanimous among specialists, the controversy lets the question 
of  the relation between people and environment to emerge in his ur-
gency. One of  the main causes of  this environmental crisis, which in-
clude global warming, desertification, glacial defrost, among others, 
is the increase of  human population. Obviously, this is not reflected 
only in the environmental conditions, but also in a related escalation 
of  social tensions (Eriksen, 2018). An unsuspected anthropologist, in 
the 1955, already appointed on the effects of  the growing human pop-
ulation on the planet:

1 This paper has been presented in May 2029 at the Latvian Association of  Anthro-
pology.
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[n]ow that the Polynesian islands have been smothered in concrete and 
turned into aircraft carriers solidly anchored in the southern seas, when 
the whole of  Asia is beginning to look like a dingy suburb, when shanty 
towns are spreading across Africa, when civil and military aircraft blight 
the primeval innocence of  the American or Melanesian forests even be-
fore destroying their virginity, what else can the so-called escapism of  
travelling do than confront us with the more unfortunate aspects of  our 
history? (Lévi-Strauss, 1974: 38).

One of  the main effects of  the global environmental crisis is the 
increase of  animal and vegetal species facing a possible extinction. 
This can be related with the association with the niche specialization 
of  species and climate change affecting such species-specific niches 
(Sax, Dove and Bellemare, 2014). These changes are associated with 
both the global pressure of  human population, with consequent glob-
al warming and other unhappy effects, but also with the inescapable 
co-presence of  human and other species in the same territories. In this 
direction, in 2008 the International Union for Conservation of  Nature 
defined protected areas as:

a clearly defined geographical space, recognised, dedicated and managed, 
through legal or other effective means, to achieve the long term conser-
vation of  nature with associated ecosystem services and cultural values2. 

Protected areas, despite the large differences between countries’ 
policies as well as specific local situations, are tools for the environ-
mental management aimed at preserving both other-than-human 
lives and human practices historically associated with specific en-
vironments. The implementation of  protected areas focuses on the 
concept of  “biodiversity”, which is defined by the European Union 
as: “the scientific term for the variety of  life on Earth. It refers not just to 
species but also to ecosystems”3. Such a definition denotes both “wild” 

2 https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about Last access on: 26/03/2020.
3 https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/intro/index_en.htm Last access 
on: 26/03/2020.
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and “domesticates” areas, which are supposed to describe a pristine 
environment untouched by humans and an anthropogenic ecosystem. 
The ambiguity of  the terms “wild” and “domesticated”, as well as the 
utopian character of  their definitions, is associated with the neces-
sity to observe a process of  co-domestication between the multiple 
species engaged in the production of  the environment (Cassidy and 
Mullin, 2007).

Focusing on this co-domestication as a process producing the en-
vironment, the creation of  protected areas, as Latour (2011) observes, 
resembles a comsopolitic composition of  humans and other-than-hu-
mans. This implies to interrogate on the consequences of  the co-pro-
duction of  shared lives (Haraway, 2008; Marchesini, 2017; Tsing, 
2017). In recent debates, much attention has been voted to the interfac-
es between ecological and social factors contributing to the definition 
of  protected areas. To map these interfaces multispecies ethnography 
suggests tracing and mapping the pathways diverse species follow be-
fore, during and after the declaration of  a protected area. From this 
starting point, in this paper I will introduce three cases of  environ-
mental protection: the Colfiorito Regional Park in Italy, the Pape Na-
ture Park in Latvia, and the Itapucuru River estuary mangroves area 
in Brazil. These are cases with diverse stage of  “protection” and di-
verse ecological, social and political contexts that show how multiple 
actors engaged in conservation processes produce alternative and un-
predictable consequences on multispecies collective. 

These cases assume a great relevance since they are all wetlands, 
areas recognized as exceptionally rich in biodiversity (Bobbink et al., 
2006), at least since the Ramsar Conference in 1971. Biodiversity rich-
ness is also associated with the management of  water cycle, carbon 
storage, river buffering, as well as with services for society, such as 
timber and non-timber products, fishing, and so on. Consequently, 
countries elaborated directives for the protection of  these areas all 
over the World, however these are at different stages. An example is 
the Framework Directive of  the European Union, which obliges mem-
ber countries to develop actions in this direction. Meanwhile, in Brazil, 
the biggest problem, due to the territorial extension and the high envi-
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ronmental diversity, is the lack of  a unanimous definition of  wetlands, 
making the protection of  these areas difficult (Wittmann et al., 2015). 

Colfiorito Regional Park

Colfiorito Regional Park is located in a plateau in the central Apen-
nines. The region was already occupied before the 3rd Millennium BC. 
The Castelliere of  Monte Orve, which is located in one of  the moun-
tains surrounding the protected area, is one of  the more ancient pro-
to-urban settlements of  the central Italy, dated of  the 10th Century 
BC. Along the centuries the place have been highly transformed by 
human activity, so that nowadays only one of  the original complex of  
seven lakes is still present. Others have been dried since the times of  
the Roman Empire, when the city of  Plestia was funded in the place, 
and during the Middle Age for agricultural purposes. Nowadays the 
region is inhabited by approximately five thousand people, of  which 
five hundreds live in the Colfiorito village. In more recent times the 
region has been recognized as an area of  special environmental inter-
est for biodiversity, due to the presence of  numerous bird species such 
as the Eurasian bittern (Bottuarus stellaris), Grey heron (Ardea cinerea), 
Western osprey (Pandion haliaetus), Corn cracke (Crex crex), among 
others. Other species in the region include wolfs (Canis lupus), wild 
boar (Sus scrofa), Crested porcupine (Hystrix cristata), as well as several 
botanical species of  both wet and mountain ecosystems.

The Italian Government signed the Ramsar Convention in 1976, 
and in 1977 the Colfiorito plateau has been declared as a wetland of  
international value for the presence of  a peat bog. Finally, in 1983 the 
Umbria Region included the area among the ones of  naturalistic inter-
est, and in 1995 the Regional Park has been constituted. It covers an 
area of  338 hectares, of  which the lagoon covers almost a third. Since 
2006, the Park infrastructure includes also a local Naturalistic Mu-
seum, which is located in a building of  the once local military camp. 
The Naturalistic Museum works for the promotion of  the Park and 
for educational activities with schools and tourists, sometimes in col-
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laboration with the Italian League for the Protection of  Birds. Tour-
ism is nowadays the main economic activity of  the area. Agriculture 
is another one, and all around the lagoon agricultural fields produce 
mostly the red potato, introduced in the region in the XVII Century 
and actually recognized at “typical product” of  the area.

Before the implementation of  the Park and environmental protec-
tion policies, local inhabitants intensively used the area of  the lagoon. 
In present days, the lagoon is visited mostly by tourists spending a 
one-day trip to the place, and rarely more than a weekend. These visi-
tors are the preeminent income source for the local commercial activi-
ties. In Colfiorito village there are five hotel and eight restaurants that 
work with this tourism. Local people, however, do not visit regularly 
the lagoon: sporadically they walk around the lagoon with the dogs 
or to fish in the sector where it is allowed. Local inhabitants see the 
lagoon explicitly as a touristic attraction and not as a part of  their 
own daily experience. Anyhow, this is a recent transformation of  peo-
ple-environment relation. Older people describe their youth as closely 
related with water. The lagoon was used by women of  the village for 
washing the cloths, a place where women were used to meet each other 
and to chat about the happening of  the village, about the family life, 
and so on. Men describe how they were used to play in the lagoon 
swimming or sailing with small rowing boats. But the lagoon was also 
important for local economic life: cows were used to drink there dur-
ing the summer, contributing with the control of  the Common reed 
(Phragmites australis) coverage. Canes were also used to produce hand-
crafts and for the houses’ fires. Hunting and fishing were common ac-
tivities in the area, contributing to the emergence of  the place as a 
touristic attraction for rich people during the first half  of  Twentieth 
Century. Ruins of  a mill, used in the past to grind corn, are still visible 
in a corner of  the lagoon.

The transformation produced by the protection of  the area affected 
sensibly both the human and the other-than-human life in and around 
the lagoon. On one side, the prohibition of  human activities on the 
lagoon, which were responsible for the control of  the cane thicket cov-
erage, reduced the open water surface to a relatively small percentage, 
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forcing the Park administration at periodically “cleanings” in order to 
maintain open water areas. This increase in the cane thicket coverage 
also affected birds’ populations. Some of  them, who prefer hidden plac-
es among the canes, such as the Bearded reedling (Panurus biarmicus) 
and the Grey heron (Ardea cinerea) greatly increase their populations. 
Others, such as the Western swamphen (Porphyrio porphyria) disap-
peared, as well as other species of  migratory birds do not stop in the 
area anymore. Also botanical species have been affected, such as the 
Bulbous rush (Juncus bulbosus), which is not present anymore in the 
lagoon. These transformations are well perceived by local inhabitants 
and they clearly describe the disappearance of  several bird species 
they were used to see until some years ago. Moreover, the agricultural 
destination of  the surrounding areas, both inside and outside of  the 
protected area, mostly for the production of  agricultural items to be 
sell to tourists, such as the Colfiorito red potato (Solanum tuberosum) 
and the lentil (Lens culinaris), increased the water usage for irrigation. 
This produced a reduction of  the water levels especially during the 
dry season in summer. In the last years, almost every summer this 
water reduction caused the drying of  large portions of  the lagoon 
surface, with consequent high fish mortality.

It is evident, from this brief  description, how the implementation 
of  a protected area in this specific region affected sensibly both the 
humans and the other-than-humans. The equilibrium resulting from 
centuries of  coexistence between the different species, humans, birds, 
plants, fishes, was mostly regulated by a reciprocal influences. Each 
season people and fauna were interrelated by different multispecies 
webs. Cows drinking water and stepping on the lakebed were able to 
maintain the lagoon surface as adequate for birds’ populations, both 
resident and migratory, as well as for human one. The avoidance of  
usage of  lagoon and its destination for “wildlife” protection reflect the 
complexity of  the categorization of  this term. Assuming the possibil-
ity of  existence of  pristine wild populations of  avifauna as separated 
from human activities reified them in a supposed “natural” condition. 
This approach reflects clearly an anthropocentric approach in which 
other-than-humans are seen simply as resources (economic or symbol-
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ic) provided of  instrumental value. The core idea of  “environmental 
protection” in this case resided on the elimination of  human pressure 
as a condition for the automatic and mechanic life of  “wild” species to 
follow on undisturbed. 

Pape Nature Park

The Pape region is located in the southwest part of  the Republic 
of  Latvia, Liepāja District, and it comprises the homonymous coastal 
lagoon lake, with a medium depth of  half  a meter. Human occupation 
of  the area includes three villages, located on the seaside: Pape Ķoņu 
Village, Pape, and Pape Priediengals, the first reference to whom is 
dated from the Middle Age. Fishermen dedicated to fishing in the Bal-
tic Sea lived in these villages. From the Crimean War, in middle Nine-
teen Century the place was used also for military purposes, includ-
ing the construction of  a lighthouse in 1889. In the first half  of  the 
Twentieth Century a harbour was built to protect fishing boats during 
storms. After the Second World War people moved away from the vil-
lages because of  the prohibition of  fishing in the sea, substituted by 
a massive military presence due to the fact that the area was at the 
border of  the Soviet Union. Military forces used a part of  the area as 
a bombing training site. During the Soviet times also the countryside 
was transformed by the implementation of  agricultural kolkhozes. As 
we saw in the previous case, also this brief  description let to emerge 
as the human presence affected sensibly the local ecosystem along the 
time. Anyhow, the site has been declared Ramsar site in 2004.

The Park has an extension of  10.853 hectares and it includes di-
verse ecosystems, such as the coastline with sand dunes, the lagoon 
and the Nida bog. It is the habitat of  278 bird species4, as well as of  
other species such as lynx, (Lynx lynx), Eurasian beaver (Castor fib-
er), Wild boar (Sus scrofa). Pape attracted the interest of  the Latvian 
section of  the World Wild Fund for Nature since it was a relatively 

4 http://www.pdf-pape.lv/files/putnu_saraksts_2007.pdf  Last access on 26 March 2020.
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depopulated area, with only few farms in the area, while having a great 
biodiversity. In 1999, 19 Konik horses (Equus ferus cabalus) were in-
troduced in the area, and few years later other animals arrived too: in 
2004 five European bison (Bison bonasus) and twenty-four auroxen (Bos 
taurus primigenius), and in 2006 twelve more European bison. 

This program, implemented by the Latvian section of  the World 
Wild Fund for Nature, was part of  a phenomenon occurring in Europe 
and elsewhere called “rewilding” (Pereira and Navarro, 2015). The 
core idea of  “rewilding” is to restore disbanded or degraded environ-
ments through the reintroduction of  wildlife. Despite each program 
shows its own specific characteristics, it is possible to identify three 
main strategies. Rewilding as the passive management of  ecological 
succession with the goal of  restoring natural ecosystem processes and 
reducing human control of  landscapes (Gilson et al., 2011). Rewilding 
as “a process of  (re)introducing or restoring wild organisms and/or eco-
logical processes to ecosystems where such organisms and processes are either 
missing or are ‘dysfunctional’” (Prior and Brady, 2017: 34). Rewilding as: 

the reorganization of  biota and ecosystem processes to set an identified 
social-ecological system on a preferred trajectory, leading to the self-sus-
taining provision of  ecosystem services with minimal ongoing manage-
ment (Pettorelli et al., 2018: 1117). 

The common feature of  these definitions, as well as of  others, 
is the idea that it would be possible to return the environment back 
to a “wild” state by reintroducing animals and plants living there in 
the past. Let’s see how the reintroduction of  European bison in Pape 
raised up new dynamic multispecies collectives.

Zariņa, Dārta e Vinogradovs (unpublished) described in detail the 
trajectory of  European bison at Pape. At their arrival, animals fund 
a welcome committee of  almost one hundred people, demonstrating 
that their release in the area was experienced as a relevant event. Lo-
cal people expectation was about the possibility to develop a touristic 
industry and consequently increase their potential income. For this 
reason, the most part of  the local population was supporting the re-
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introduction program. However, this attitude changed quickly as soon 
as bison started to invade private properties surrounding the Park. 
In 2009, finally, bison left the enclosure without returning back and 
the media proclaimed the failure of  the project. In order to explain 
the reason why bison left the place, the authors suggest a double level 
of  explanation. The first is related with the bison escaping from the 
flooded grounds and with the unsuitable ecological characteristic of  
the place for this species.

The second level of  explanation, more interesting, relates the bi-
son saga with Deluzian proposal of  “becoming” as the continual pro-
duction of  difference intrinsic in the constitution of  events. In this 
direction they describe three kinds of  animals. The first one are “in-
dividuated animals”: the ones selected and moved to Pape, approached 
by people, occupying the enclosures, welcome by the local people and 
the media. They gradually adapted to the human presence, and hu-
mans gradually adapted to their presence. The second animal is the 
one described by biological classification: they served for science and 
restoration, or “rewilding”, policies. They emerged as a tool for dis-
cussing environmental development policies, as public animals. More-
over, since European bison are classified as a “vulnerable” species in 
the IUCN Redlist (Olech, 2008), they also assumed an iconic place 
for environmental protection. But, in this condition, they have begun 
to freely foraging in farms around the area. The third animal is the 
demoniac one, the one of  the unexpected and dangerous encounters 
on the fields, on the streets, etc. Once they started to move around 
bison also started to create minor disorders and incidents, with people 
running away, with fear of  these gigantic animals. But in this third 
condition, bison assume also the role of  animals that can be hunted, 
remembering Latvian stories of  the Nineteenth and of  the beginning 
of  Twentieth Century. If  hunting is not happening now, anyhow, the 
authors conclude, it is possible to shot on them if  they are a danger 
for humans.

This second example of  protection of  a specific area describes a 
situation in which other-than-human actors assume an active role in 
the production of  mutable multispecies collectives. Despite the possi-
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ble “rewilding” effectiveness for the restoration of  marginal environ-
ments, which is not something to be discussed here, it is interesting to 
observe how the introduction of  European bison at Pape produced a 
multiple dislocation. According with the “becoming animal” described 
above, bison acted in a redefinition of  the frontiers between the humans 
and the environment at Pape. They contributed to the production of  a 
protected area, together with introduced horses and other “wild” an-
imals of  the place. But they also produced a continuative and endless 
redefinition of  the frontier between humans and other-than-humans, 
starting to invade local farms and producing a revolt among local hu-
man inhabitants.

Itapicuru River estuary

In the Northeast coast of  the Brazilian State of  Bahia, one of  the 
best-conserved remnants of  mangroves is situated on the estuary of  
the Itapicuru River, in the municipality of  Conde. In this mangroves 
area, two communities of  fishermen and fisherwomen live in the vil-
lages of  Siribinha and Poças, for a total of  almost one thousand in-
habitants. The north region of  Bahia State has been transformed in 
the last decades by a massive touristic development. Resorts, hotels 
and condominiums have occupied a great part of  the coastline, affect-
ing the social and environmental panorama, with dislocation of  local 
populations and the degradation of  large patches of  Mata Atlantica 
forest. The communities of  Siribinha and Poças are situated in a re-
gion still not affected by the development of  tourism. Consequently, 
the region maintains the ecosystem composed by mangroves, Mata 
Atlantica, coconut plantations and sand dunes. The most part of  the 
population dedicates to fishery on the estuary of  the river or on the 
sea. Women usually “fish” crabs in the mangroves. Small pousadas, fa-
miliar hotels, host the few tourists that visit the area. 

The variety and preservation of  the environment make the region 
an important hotspot for the presence of  multiple species living there. 
The environmental importance of  the place has been recognized by 
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the implementation of  a Unidade de Conservação Integral Munici-
pal (Municipal Integral Conservation Unit) in 2018, which covers a 
part of  the Itapicuru River estuary. The high biodiversity of  the re-
gion, associated with the changing social conditions produced by the 
progressive integration of  the communities in the regional economy, 
stimulated the implementation of  an interdisciplinary research and ac-
tion project realised by a group of  researchers of  the Federal Univer-
sity of  Bahia. This interdisciplinary group includes scholars of  biol-
ogy, ecology, education, anthropology, and other disciplines. One goal 
of  this project is to build up a dialogue between local environmental 
knowledge and scientific knowledge in order to stimulate the inclusion 
of  both in local schools. Another objective of  the project is the im-
plementation of  efficient conservation policies for the preservation of  
the local ecosystem through the involvement of  local population. The 
latter objective is thought to be achieved through the implementation 
of  a mosaic of  protected areas with diversified legal status, from total 
conservation areas to limited resources uses. This strategy has been 
thought in order to permit the maintenance of  the local economic uses 
of  the environment while preserving local knowledge-practices and 
regional biodiversity (El-Hani and Almeida, 2019).

The place host a population of  yellow-breasted capuchin monkey 
(Sapajus xanthosternos) which are classified as a “critically endangered” 
species by the International Union for Conservation of  Nature (Ki-
erulff, Mandes and Rylands, 2015). This specie has been little studied 
in the “wild”, due to its high mobility in the canopy and to its distrust 
of  humans. An attempt to study these monkeys in the mangroves has 
been tried in 2019 by a student from a prestigious German institution; 
the failure of  the attempt confirms the elusiveness of  these primates. 
Interestingly, the yellow-breasted capuchin monkey population that 
lives in the region adapted to mangroves and the coconuts plantations, 
while other populations of  the same specie have been reported in Mata 
Atlantica forests. The presence of  this species, as well as the recent 
meeting with a species of  parrot that was not previously known to 
live in the region (Sampaio and El-Hani, unpublished), was one of  the 
main factors inspiring the project of  environmental conservation de-

BOLLETTIN_2.indd   99 01/12/2020   08:01:20



paride bollettin100

veloped by the researcher in association with the local population and 
government.

Despite the scarcity of  bibliographical sources available on the yel-
low-breasted capuchin monkeys indicates toward a little knowledge 
about the socio-ecology of  this specie, local inhabitants report con-
tinuative encounters with this other-than-human population. Women 
relate repeatedly of  meetings with these primates during their “crab 
fishing” (local definition). During these meetings the yellow-breasted 
capuchin monkeys approach humans without fear, sometime also try-
ing to still from them the crabs they stocked in the baskets. In other 
situations, they enter the houses’ gardens, eating the fruits from the 
trees. Moreover, they are used to frequent the local coconut planta-
tions, where they developed a technique to open the coconuts in order 
to drink the juice inside. According to the local human inhabitants, this 
is the only source of  drinkable water available to the other-than-hu-
man population, since the water of  the river near the estuary is brack-
ish due the tide.

What emerges from the portrait of  the human and other-than-hu-
man primates collective in Siribinha and Poças is the presence of  a 
relational web in which the involved subjects manipulate their rela-
tions with their “others” in dynamic patterns. Yellow-breasted capu-
chin monkeys ranging in the Itapicuru estuary are easily identified as 
living in the “wild”, or alternatively in “nature”. However, it is not pos-
sible to ignore that they are used to have relations with humans, being 
these competitive or not. In this direction, they actively manage these 
relations defining specific strategies sensible to the contexts. These 
primates produce with local inhabitants diverse relations than with 
the scientific trained observer. This one, bay the way, should be “do-
mesticated” along the research process, since (s)he adapts his human 
behaviour according to the requirements of  the other-than-human 
partner of  the relation in order to be able to follow them, to map their 
range area and to collect other data (Setchell and Curtis, 2012). These 
data are useful to include this species in the conservation management 
plan for the implementation of  a protected area. Meanwhile, the fail-
ure in this process inevitably conducted, in this case, to the failure of  
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the mentioned research project. In a complementary direction, it is 
also possible to observe how the presence of  yellow-breasted capuchin 
monkey, together with other species, produced a project for the trans-
formation of  the area. Despite the project is being formulated in order 
to include the requirements of  all the stakeholders – local human pop-
ulations, local other-than-human populations, and local government 
(all populations) –, the fact that the conservation project focuses on the 
preservation of  these other-than-human primates and other species 
classified as at risk of  extinction indicates toward the indirect agen-
cy of  these other-than-human actors in defining the context of  the 
emerging multispecies collective.

Final notes

The three examples briefly described in this essay are just some 
possible cases of  the wetlands protection policies activated in the 
definition of  reserves, parks or other forms of  environmental man-
agement. Their effects, in the past, in the present, and in the future, 
on multispecies collectives are different from one another. In the first 
case, the implementation of  the Regional Park of  Colfiorito produced 
the disappearance of  the bird species targeted as the focus of  the pro-
tection policies. Excluding local human practices on the environment 
produced the effect of  transforming the environment toward a new 
one that was not appropriate for migratory birds anymore. In the sec-
ond case, the reintroduction of  a population of  bison at Pape Nature 
Park produced a redefinition of  who these animals are, and concomi-
tantly of  who humans are too. Animals arrived as an iconic species for 
the conservation of  wildlife, but progressively they assumed a new po-
sition of  “true wild” animal, which can be hunted. This transformation 
reflected the change of  local inhabitants from “protectors” to “users” 
of  local wildlife. In the third case, the inclusion of  a new subject, the 
academic team, in the multispecies collective produced by local inhab-
itants and yellow-breasted capuchin monkeys on the Itapicuru River 
estuary redefined the status of  both the already present groups. Lo-
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cal inhabitants become the knowers and “naturally” defenders of  the 
local environments, while the monkeys are transformed from subject 
able to actively interact with humans (as described by local people) 
to subjects requiring a protection through the implementation of  a 
protected area.

In all these cases, it is possible to identify a requirement for the in-
clusion of  other than humans agentivities in the co-production of  the 
conservation plans, since their exclusion clearly produces undesired 
consequences. In this sense, the implementation of  protected areas ap-
pears to be a place of  “encounter”. Following Deleuze (1994) in his 
claim for the transformative power of  the encounter with “otherness,” 
it is clear that human and other-than-human experiences of  the defi-
nition of  a protected area implies a redefinition of  both the parties in-
volved. These, the human and the other-than-human, are transformed 
during the implementation of  the process, depending on an “openness 
to the otherness”. But this opening is not neutral, since, as Deleuze ap-
points, the encounter produces a change. The protection of  a specific 
area, in these cases of  wetlands in Italy, Latvia and Brazil, indicates 
that the possibility of  the experience resides in the encounter with 
other alternative forms of  life. However, seeing the protected area as 
the experience of  an “encounter” opens a new direction of  reflection. 

What emerges is that there is not a pristine, wild, natural, un-
touched environment to be “protected”, but there is a web of  relations 
engaging several actors in a multispecies collective. From one side 
there is an anthropocentric approach, from another there is an ecocen-
tric approach that emphasise how several species interrelated in a com-
mon web of  influences. At Colfiorito birds, cows, and other subjects 
were not included in the elaboration of  the conservation management 
plan, consequently the migratory birds now do not stop in the lagoon 
anymore. The misunderstanding of  the web connecting cows and 
migratory birds is not simply a lack of  information, but reflects the 
assumption of  the first approach as the guideline: humans are respon-
sible for protecting the local environment. At Pape, the specific agency 
of  European bison, and their reactions to a progressive incorporation 
of  human presence in their daily, life was not considered in the man-
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agement plan. Consequently, these begun to forage in the surround-
ing areas becoming “wild”, from the human point of  view. The lack 
of  “communication” produced a misunderstanding in the collective. 
Once again, this misunderstanding between the subjects produced the 
redefinition of  the collective, this time in the direction of  competitive 
relations. In the Itapicuru River estuary it is not possible to know in 
advance how the multispecies collective formed by humans (residents, 
academic and administrators) and other-than-humans (primates, birds, 
fishes, etc.) will evolve. Anyhow, the aim moving the project, to take 
seriously local inhabitant experiences, promises to expand the actors 
engaged in the implementation of  the protected area.

The idea of  a “dialogue” is far from metaphoric. The encounter 
produces the collective, redefine it, and it situates continuatively the 
actors involved. This encounter, namely the implementation of  con-
servation policies, works through a communicative action. Anyhow, to 
observe this event as producing relations and meanings, it is necessary 
to think in 

a less hegemonic scenario for judgments of  moral worth, both continuity 
and difference from self  would be in play, and criteria independent of  both 
considerations would be regularly invoked (Pluwood, 2002: 168). 

The encounter with other species in a common collective requires 
an embodiment of  the communication between othernesses following 
them on the multiple rizomatic movements in which subjects live and 
act. The rizomatic “being and doing” (Schrader, 2010) of  multiple spe-
cies here resounds the molecular movements claimed by Gramsci “mo-
lecular changes which…progressively modify the pre-existing composition of  
forces, and hence the matrix of  new changes” (Gramsci, 1971: 109). If  con-
servation policies can be observed in through the lens of  a biopolitical 
control of  otherness, to assume the agency of  other-than-humans as 
effective, and giving voice to them, will enables to rethink the forces 
activated by the definition of  a protected area. If  wetlands are defin-
itively one of  the most important biodiversity hotspots, and if  their 
conservation is of  increasing importance in front of  the massive envi-
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ronmental degradation on the Earth, opening such dialogues between 
humans and other-than-humans appears so much necessary. An effec-
tive dialogue, which lets other-than-human interrelations to emerge, 
will provide the map (which is not the territory, since this is always 
changing, as Bateson [2000] remind us) of  the “molecular changes” 
activated by each multispecies interaction. Mapping such molecular 
changes will let to let the collective to emerge with its movements, 
forces, changes and voices, and, maybe, an effective peaceful conserva-
tion program.
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