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Challenging approaches
and crossovers in anthropology
and conservation in Guinea-Bissau

Amélia Frazão-Moreira

This communication presents research conducted according to the theoretical view-
point held passionately by Cláudia Sousa: the need for an interdisciplinary perspec-
tive between anthropology, primatology and conservation. Only then can a holistic 
understanding of human and chimpanzee interactions be achieved that includes 
local knowledge, and involves local populations in biodiversity conservation.

KEYWORDS: environmental anthropology, conservation, local ecological knowl-
edge, human and nonhuman primate interaction, interdisciplinary research.

Desafiando abordagens e cruzamentos na antropologia e na conservação na 

Guiné-Bissau  Esta comunicação apresenta estudos realizados de acordo com 
o posicionamento teórico defendido de forma empenhada por Cláudia Sousa: a 
necessidade de uma perspetiva interdisciplinar entre a antropologia, a primatologia 
e a conservação. Só assim uma compreensão holística da interação entre humanos 
e chimpanzés que inclua o conhecimento local e o envolvimento das populações 
locais na conservação da biodiversidade poderá ser alcançada.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: antropologia ambiental, conservação, conhecimento ecológico 
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plinar.
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DOES COMBINING ANTHROPOLOGY AND CONSERVATION ENTAIL AN  
anthropology which is solely concerned with the wildlife or should it contem-
plate an approach in which people matter, and local reality and human expec-
tations are taken into account?

An anthropological approach allows for a critical deconstruction of the pro-
cesses in conservation (e. g., Büscher et al. 2012), and even for the concept 
of biodiversity itself (Escobar 1998). However, “whether the problem of bio-
diversity loss was cast in a straight and narrow economic mode or in a more 
encompassing biocentric mode” (Nazarea 2006: 319), the result was the com-
mitment of the scientific community and policy makers. In this domain, as 
in all others for that matter, anthropology cannot distance itself from debates 
and discussions, and certainly not from the field of intervention.
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Thus, two assumptions emerge:

	 applied environmental anthropology allows us to capture humans’ prac-
tical engagement with the world;

	 interdisciplinary frameworks allow for a more holistic view of inter-spe-
cies (humans and nonhumans) relationships.

Cross-disciplinary research requires a set of approximations and intercon-
nections of languages, perspectives, and methodologies and, rather more diffi-
cultly, the overcoming of perspectives rooted in paradigms that in their origin 
are distanced, or even contradictory.

The research conducted by Cláudia and I, as part of larger teams, intercon-
nected often disparate fields, combining themes in social anthropology with 
primatology applied to the conservation of chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes verus) 
in Guinea-Bissau.

A more contemporary perspective towards conservation assumes the inte-
gration of, and respect towards, local peoples’ ecological knowledge, through 
incorporating local processes of use and management of natural resources 
into conservation strategies. For this to be achieved, it is necessary to under-
stand relationships between the local population and wildlife, in this case the 
chimpanzee, as well as their relationship with the forest. In this sense, the 
first “crossover” was to understand what local people think about chimpan-
zees. The results of two case studies undertaken in Cufada Natural Park and 
 Cantanhez National Park 1 point towards a local anthropomorphic perception 
of the chimpanzees, expressed in the sentence “dari i pekador” (the chimpanzee 
is human), associated to a narrative of a mythological nature that explains 
similarities in the physical appearance and in the behaviour of humans and 
chimpanzees (Sousa and Frazão-Moreira 2010; Sousa et al. 2014). The chim-
panzee is a food taboo in all ethnic groups (Costa et al. 2013; Sousa and 
Frazão-Moreira 2010) and has also become a “flagship species” (Noss 1990; 
Walpole and Leader-Williams 2002). This local “positive perception” seems to 
coincide with the image that conservationists cultivate, very clearly expressed 
in state organisations and NGOs’ documents. The chimpanzee is nowadays a 
“brand”, performing a strategic economic role (ecotourism), in a process of 
“commoditization of nature”.

This takes us to a first challenge: to understand the complexity of the rela-
tionship between humans and the other species, as this relationship goes beyond 
the narrative. The positive image of the chimpanzees in the local narratives 
and projected by conservationists can be contradictory with the survival needs 

1 Project “Chimpanzee (Pan troglodytes verus) distribution and relation with local human communi-
ties in coastal area of Guinea-Bissau” (FCT / POCI / ANT / 57434 / 2004), coordination: Cláudia Sousa.
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and scarcity of resources which lead to changes in human engagement with the 
forest and the chimpanzees. The urgent need for preservation is not always 
shared by the local populations, and research demonstrates a local belief that 
the forest and fauna are infinite (Pais 2005; Sousa 2009). On the other hand, 
the acceptance of conservation directives and discourses is performed differ-
ently by social actors, and can be performed differently by the same social 
actor in different situations according to survival strategies. The engagement 
of some stakeholders in the conservation process leads to reconfigurations of 
social and economic organization.

The second crossover concerns local ecological knowledge and its relation-
ship with scientific knowledge. In order to gather information on the social 
variability in local knowledge and perceptions of nonhuman animals, we car-
ried out structured interviews to 136 subjects (diversified in terms of ethnic 
group, age, gender, levels attained at official and Islamic school, and migration 
experience) and a free pile sorting task. The results show that local knowledge 
is detailed and does not vary significantly from scientific knowledge (for exam-
ple in what concerns a chimpanzee’s diet, mating behaviour, and habitat prefer-
ence). Results also demonstrate that it is important to consider the specificities 
of different human populations (in this case Cufada NP versus  Cantanhez NP) 
and also to consider the heterogeneity of local populations as gender and age 
variability influenced perceptions of chimpanzees. This is another challenge: 
combining local and the scientific knowledge, whilst respecting social variabil-
ity in ways of thinking and engagement with other species.

The third crossover between anthropology and conservation concerns local 
natural resource and territory use and management.

In the two studies in Cantanhez National Park 2 we mapped the ecozones 
and overlaid the chimpanzees’ habitat. The features of the landscape essen-
tially resemble forest fragments dotted with more human-modified areas. As 
local people employ a slash-and-burn system, these openings are changeable, 
whereby the landscape is reconfigured from year to year. This variability is the 
most noticeable feature in the territory’s social configuration, and determines 
its occupation by chimpanzees.

Tsing notes that “The forest is a terrain of personal biography and commu-
nity history. […] Yet almost all scholarship and policy continues to portray 
forests as wild, natural spaces outside society. If forests were recognized as 

2 The first study and data gathering was done within the previously mentioned project and the 
 cartography in the project “ ‘Social geography’: oral history, land use and knowledge about non-hu-
man species in Guinea-Bissau” (CRIA), coordination: Amélia Frazão-Moreira and Cláudia Sousa; the 
second study was done within the project “Where humans and chimpanzees meet: assessing sympatry 
throughout Africa using a multi-tiered approach” (FCT / PTDC / CS-ANT / 121124 / 2010), coordination: 
Kimberley J. Hockings.
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social, the predominant forms of both resource exploitation and conservation 
that have been imposed would seem very odd indeed” (2005: 7).

Hence, the final challenge centres in how to connect the social and resilient 
reconfiguration of humanized ecological systems to conservation models and 
expectations?

The challenge can only be answered by those who share the view expressed 
by Ingold:

“Our hostility, however, is to scientism. Science and scientism are quite 
different. The former is a rich patchwork of knowledge which comes in an 
astonishing variety of different forms. The latter is a doctrine, or a system 
of beliefs, founded on the assertion that scientific knowledge takes only one 
form, and that this form has an unrivalled and universal claim to truth. […] 
Thus within the discipline of anthropology itself the debate is not between 
biological anthropologists committed to science and social anthropologists 
who reject it; it is rather between the cult of scientism and those who are 
prepared to adopt a more open-ended and less complacent approach to 
scientific inquiry” (2013: 14).

The legacy of Cláudia bears witness to how much she shared this idea.
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