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                                                                                                     The moral basis for 
conservation – refl ections 
on Dickman  et al .          
         Dickman  et al . (2015;  Front Ecol 
Environ   13[6] : 325–31) suggested 
that “moral relativism” and “mis-
guided respect” for cultural practices 
impede biological conservation. 
They favor a world in which 
 conservation scientists armed with 
universal norms will more readily 
implement their solutions without 
the consent of local stakeholders. 
While we acknowledge their con-
cerns, their vision, however tenta-
tive, appears misguided. Here we 
highlight some objections. 

 The authors suggest their inter-
ventions are justified by universal 
values and scientific rationality. 
But society also protects cultural 

diversity and human rights on the 
basis of philosophy and universal 
values (Maffi  2005 ; Elliott  2014 ). 
Sen, whose non- relativist views 
were mentioned, actually proposed 
universal human capacities and 
freedoms that he wanted to see 
protected, not undermined, though 
he acknowledged these principles 
do not readily yield a practical 
means to make choices by calcula-
tion (Sen  1988 ). Human rights 
related to conservation actions 
enjoy widespread, often legal, rec-
ognition (Elliott  2014 ) and have 
motivated various international 
agreements (eg  www.unccd.int , 
 http://undesadspd.org ,  www.cbd.
int , and  www.ilo.org ). “Free, prior, 
and informed consent” is a princi-
ple emphasized in these agree-
ments and others (Hanna and 
Vanclay  2013 ). 

 Dickman  et al . fail to recognize that 
conservation serves a plurality of peo-
ple and principles. Furthermore, con-
servation represents one set of soci-
etal goals among many; choices are 
necessary to allocate resources and 
manage trade- offs. The challenge is 
how to reconcile competing values 
and human rights.

We propose that the route to legiti-
macy lies in respecting democratic 
and legal principles. Such principles 
acknowledge different views and per-
spectives. Scientists should draw on 
their knowledge to inform choices, 
but scientific utility is no excuse for 
tyranny by scientists (Sheil and 
Meijaard  2010 ). The ends and means 
of science represent one subset of the 
ends and means of society as a whole. 

 Relativism takes many forms. In 
conservation, “relativism” emphasizes 
inclusive and respectful approaches. 
This is a guiding principle, not a fun-
damental doctrine. Such relativism 
reflects the diversity of perspectives 
that occur even within science. 

 Scientific views are seldom mono-
lithic. Applied science is often con-
troversial, even among scientists, 
and normative assessments differ 
(Vedeld  1994 ). Perceptions, fram-
ing, and preferred outcomes vary 
among stakeholders, including sci-
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entists (Newell  et al .  2014 ). Dubious 
claims of objectivity and unanimity 
undermine conservation scientists’ 
credibility and effectiveness (Sheil 
and Meijaard  2010 ). Many of us 
already face accusations of double 
standards, given our apparent inabil-
ity to maintain objectivity when 
observing the threats to biodiversity 
due to our own cultures (Meijaard 
and Sheil  2011 ). 

 The authors note that “the objec-
tive of conservationists is not the 
imposition of Western values, but 
the development of a policy that is 
consistent with the relevant conser-
vation goals”. But preferences for 
pandas and penguins over bats and 
bivalves are not based on science. 

 Dickman  et al . suggest illustra-
tions of relativism impeding con-
servation but offer no evidence. 
The benefits of maintaining good 
 relations with local people and 
accessing local knowledge to imple-
ment any solution seem adequate 
reason to avoid a rush to confronta-
tion. The cases underline how 
 engagement and the collaborative 
 re- workings of cultural norms – 
 substituting fake fur capes for ani-
mal hides – can benefit outcomes.  

 At least one- half of the land 
placed under official protection dur-

ing the past century was previously 
used by people (Dowie  2011 ). Such 
 interventions, typically performed 
without local consent, complicate 
conservation initiatives by causing 
alienation, distrust, and conflict 
(Dowie  2011 ; Sheil  et al .  2015 ). We 
should condemn such practices, not 
endorse them. 

 The authors decry the “moral 
opportunism” of working with cul-
tural beliefs to achieve conserva-
tion because this somehow con-
taminates their discipline ’ s 
scientific foundations. These 
views are perplexing. Around 85% 
of the world ’ s population embrace 
a religious faith. Their beliefs and 
associated practices influence 
their lives and often affect conser-
vation goals (Hitzhusen and 
Tucker  2013 ). Dickman  et al . 
neglect to discuss how environ-
mental groups and faith- based 
organizations are finding common 
purpose worldwide, though this 
appears among the most construc-
tive developments in contempo-
rary times (eg  www.arcworld.org/
arc_and_the_faiths.asp ) (Figure 
 1 ). Science remains uncompro-
mised when scientists acknowl-
edge the role of values and 
 non- scientific considerations in 

their work and remain honest and 
humble about their science and its 
uncertainties. 

 The authors’ appeals are reminis-
cent of the “enlightened absolutism” 
guiding tropical conservation in the 
colonial era. Such approaches are 
obsolete. Inclusive conservation 
practices are increasingly grounded 
in scientific assessments of effective-
ness (Porter- Bolland  et al .  2012 ; 
Stevens  et al .  2014 ). Scientists alone 
cannot maintain a healthy planet – 
we need help, not conflict. Certainly, 
we should work to modify unsustain-
able practices, but respect is a 
 precondition for cooperation. As 
Dickman  et al . concede, other 
 cultures are often sympathetic 
to conservation goals. This high-
lights potential common ground. 
Sustainability favors both cultures 
and conservation. 

 We applaud principles that invite 
us to “respect and incorporate dif-
ferent worldviews and knowledge 
systems into conservation plan-
ning” (Gavin  et al .  2015 ). 
Achieving sustainable outcomes 
requires balancing and negotiating 
– as opposed to dominating – world-
views. Such engagement rewards 
patience and humility. For all of the 
aforementioned reasons, concerns 
over relativism and “misguided 
respect” themselves appear mis-
guided. 

 Figure 1 .              Community-based mangrove restoration initiated by faith-based NGOs and 
implemented by local church members in Warironi village, Yapen Island, Papua, 
Indonesia. 
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                                                                                                         The authors’ reply       
                 While conservation science is an 
evidence- based endeavor, ethical 
considerations are important for for-
mulating conservation policy. We 
believe that the influence of cul-
tural relativism on ethics has been 
somewhat neglected by conserva-
tionists. That was the motivation 
for our piece (2015;  Front Ecol 
Environ   13[6] : 325–31). We are 
delighted to see the interest it has 
sparked in the letter by Sheil  et al . 
However, Sheil  et al . have misun-
derstood us in places, which we seek 
to clarify here. 

 We cannot see how our piece 
can be interpreted as advocating 
 conservation action “without 
the  consent of local stakeholders”. 
We emphasized that heavy- handed 
approaches to conservation have 
often failed, at least partly because 
they were perceived as echoing 
Western imperialism. In our paper ’ s 
second WebPanel, we gave exam-
ples of poor conservation outcomes 
following the forced removal of peo-
ple and cattle from parks. Even 
where conservation goals are 
achieved, we do not support “tyr-
anny” by scientists. We entirely 
agree with Sheil  et al . that “We 
should condemn such practices, not 
endorse them”. Sheil  et al . note that 
the “enlightened absolutism” driv-
ing conservation in the colonial era 
is “obsolete”. It is a mystery to us 

how our paper could be interpreted 
as supporting that indubitably obso-
lete view. Indeed, we held up the 
example of the Kenyan “Lion 
Guardians” program as a model of 
good practice. A cultural practice 
was recognized as a conservation 
issue, and transformation was 
achieved by persuasion and cooper-
ation, not coercion. This was also 
true of the Panthera campaign to 
substitute fake fur for leopard skins 
in Shembe ceremonies. We gave 
these as examples of exactly the 
benefits of “collaborative re- 
workings of social norms” to which 
Sheil  et al . refer. A “rush to confron-
tation” is, we agree, likely to exacer-
bate human–wildlife conflict. 

 Our central argument was that 
 elements  of different cultural prac-
tices that negatively affect conserva-
tion may be respected for no other 
reason than that they constitute part 
of a culture, and that perception may 
inhibit action. Our case histories 
show where that idea may be influ-
ential. In an earlier correspondence 
with Sheil, we were alerted to a 
study concerning the conservation 
of hornbills ( Buceros  spp) in Borneo, 
as an example of sensitive engage-
ment of conservationists with local 
culture (Bennett  et al .  1997 ). The 
recommendations emerging from 
that study summarize our case even 
better than our original examples. 
The hornbills were hunted unsus-
tainably for both meat and orna-
mentation for ceremonial costumes. 
The first two concluding recommen-
dations of the paper are: (1) hunting 
for meat alone should be stopped 
and (2) hunting for feathers should 
be reduced to levels that are sustain-
able. Why the difference? Pragmatic 
considerations may be responsible. It 
is true that we cannot  prove  that rel-
ativism is at work in any of our case 
histories – the mindsets of the con-
servation agents are not accessible to 
us. But we suspect it is, and it is 
overstating the case to say we “offer 
no evidence”. 

 Sheil  et al . appear to have con-
fused our message concerning the 
influence of relativism in inhibit-
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