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Introduction
As someone with undergraduate training in marine science, but whose core 
intellectual interests in the relationship between environmental knowledge 
and marine resource management have pulled me towards anthropology 
over three or so decades now, I have become frustrated by anthropology’s 
marginalisation in interdisciplinary research on environmental 
problems. My collaborations with Martha Macintyre, commencing 
with my PhD research in the mid-1990s, convinced me of the power 
of ethnographic insights to illuminate fundamental social, cultural and 
political dimensions of environmental challenges. Simultaneously, our 
collaboration fired an interest in political ecology that has since expanded 
considerably. My work with World Wildlife Fund in the Solomon Islands 
(1999–2001) sharpened my focus on the extent to which environmental 
science (particularly the sub-discipline of conservation biology) is not 
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only concerningly steeped in and shaped by ideology, but also routinely 
and wantonly oblivious to unequal power/knowledge relations (Clifton 
& Foale, 2017; Foale & Macintyre, 2005; Foale, Dyer & Kinch, 2016). 
Subsequent academic positions with anthropologists (The Australian 
National University), then biologists (James Cook University [JCU]) and 
anthropologists again (JCU post-2012) have only increased my alarm at 
the undeserved hegemony of natural scientists within cross-disciplinary 
projects. Too often, natural scientists reinvent an ‘anti-politics machine’ 
(Ferguson, 1990) of reductionist, managerial and deeply neo-colonial 
‘social science’ that studiously ignores much of what anthropology has 
contributed, and can continue to contribute, to increasingly pressing 
environmental problems in the Pacific and beyond. This chapter explores 
the simultaneous appropriation and dumbing-down of social research by 
contemporary natural scientists, primarily through politically disengaged 
and often transparently scientistic approaches, which are greatly aided 
and abetted by the ‘metric fixation’ (Muller, 2018) of modern universities. 
I conclude that the only way to combat these politics is through greater 
collaboration within anthropology and a more strategic approach to 
publishing, research funding applications and communicating our 
knowledge to audiences outside the academy.

In this chapter, I critique the system of managerialist politics that sustains 
the cultural and financial hegemony of a distinct set of Western scientific 
(i.e. Linnaean/Darwinian/Victorian) values of nature. These values 
comprise a combination of species-centric intrinsic value and industrial 
Western aesthetic value (see Foale & Macintyre, 2005; Foale  et  al., 
2016), which ultimately perpetuates the dominance of reductionist 
approaches, and the disciplines that favour them, in environmental 
research and advocacy. Environmental anthropologists have long argued 
that the values underpinning and legitimising much global conservation 
work—including neo-colonial interventions in the lives of economically 
marginalised peoples in the name of biodiversity preservation—are 
fundamentally socially and politically constructed. Further, these values 
and politics are increasingly imbricated with the same forms of neoliberal 
ideology that simultaneously privilege the natural and medical sciences, 
and marginalise the social sciences and humanities, within the academy.
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I substantiate this argument with case studies of debates and campaigns 
about nature conservation, particularly the conservation of tropical 
marine ecosystems (including coral reefs) and fishery management. 
The  first case concerns environmental functionalism and assumptions 
about a traditional Pacific fisheries conservation ethic; the second 
concerns coral reef resilience and the exaggeration of the importance 
of reef-associated fisheries for food security. These cases underscore the 
failure by transnational biodiversity conservationists to critically reflect 
on the extent to which their own brand of ‘conservation science’ is 
socially constructed and the apparent inability of many, if not most, of 
the transnational conservation community to engage seriously with global 
economic inequality.

Not only are the reductionist-managerialist approaches taken by 
transnational environmentalists misleading in terms of their erasure of 
culture, history and politics, but some are now being viewed as downright 
wrong, in terms of the ‘natural science’ that they draw on. Some salient 
examples of this include the exaggeration of the food security importance 
of coral reefs, which are in fact fundamentally unproductive systems, 
and a tendency to overemphasise the role of overfishing of herbivorous 
fish as a key threat to coral reefs and their ecosystem services. More 
problematically, reductionist-managerialist approaches have for a long 
time failed to engage with drivers of environmental destruction and 
poverty on a global scale, particularly (but not exclusively) corporate 
profit-shifting and capital flight. This occurs despite the fact that poverty 
alleviation has been a mandate for environmentalists via the Integrated 
Conservation and Development model since the 1990s.

I argue that the kinds of reductionism favoured and funded by the 
contemporary academy (and lauded by much of the media) routinely 
waste time and money and frequently lag far behind the thinking of 
anthropologists. Anthropologists do not habitually work with large 
quantitative datasets, nor seek to frame their work as ‘hard science’. 
For  this reason, in addition to their penchant for focusing on power 
relations, including within their own institutions and governments, 
they have been less successful in influencing governments, the media 
and research funders. Unfortunately, this has rendered anthropologists 
more vulnerable to the systematic attacks on the humanities and social 
sciences that have been observed for several decades across the English-
speaking world.
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On Method and Mismeasurement
While most anthropologists do not opt for large quantitative surveys, 
some do, which usually produces very interesting results (see e.g. Burton, 
2007; Henrich et al., 2005; Zimmer-Tamakoshi, 2012). However, the 
majority of ethnographic work involves observation and interviewing of 
participants, with an emphasis on describing aspects of culture, politics 
and history that are pertinent to particular questions or fields of inquiry. 
Since the ascendancy of neoliberal and managerialist ideologies in English-
speaking universities, this approach has been steadily devalued; instead, 
more reductionist and ostentatiously quantitative approaches have found 
favour and funding, including within the social sciences. The sad reality 
is that when research results are represented numerically, they tend to 
be perceived as intrinsically more factual and legitimately ‘data’-like. 
Crucially, ‘while we are bound to live in an age of measurement, we live in 
an age of mismeasurement, over-measurement, misleading measurement 
and counter-productive measurement’ (Muller, 2018, p. 3). Qualitative 
researchers commonly point out that ‘not everything that counts can 
be counted, and not everything that can be counted counts’ (popularly 
but apparently erroneously attributed to Einstein); however, this trend 
remains unchanged at the time of writing.

Alan Chalmers’ brilliant primer on the history and philosophy of science, 
What is this thing called science (1999), includes an excellent introductory 
chapter on inductive reasoning and its limitations. Chalmers described 
just how complex the process of structuring an inquiry based on inductive 
logic (which underpins a great deal of quantitative, survey-based research) 
actually is:

So it would seem that it is a mistake to presume that we must first 
observe the facts about apples before deriving knowledge about 
them from those facts, because the appropriate facts, formulated 
as statements, presuppose quite a lot of knowledge about apples. 
(Chalmers, 1999, p.11)

This philosophical insight goes right to the heart of what I see as highly 
problematic in the way that reductionist ‘social science’ is practised by 
conservation biologists and like-minded ‘social scientists’ (see e.g. Cinner 
et al., 2012, Cinner et al., 2016). It is in the framing of the questions 
to be tested by the production of quantitative data that things seem to, so 
often, go wrong.
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The most common framing problem in environmental science in the 
Pacific concerns economic personhood—many studies are based on 
the assumption that everyone behaves like a ‘possessive individual’ 
(Macpherson, 1962; Martin, 2007; Sykes, 2007). Rural coastal economies 
across the biodiversity-rich parts of the Asia Pacific region are based on the 
use of natural resources; therefore, economic data is routinely sought in 
studies focusing on sustainable resource management. Such studies assume 
that engagements with the environment can be hypothesised by assuming 
that both individuals and collectives are motivated primarily by a desire to 
accumulate wealth. Melanesian economic personhood is, in stark contrast 
to this assumption, strongly oriented around redistribution (Curry et al., 
2015; Gregory, 2015)—agricultural surpluses are traditionally shared in 
a competitive arena (usually at traditional feasts), and those who give the 
most away tend to achieve increased social status and political power. 
If all Melanesians were rationally acting, economically self-maximising 
possessive individuals, there would be no need for Melanesian trade 
store owners to post notices declaring ‘No Credit’ (see also Curry, 2005, 
1999). We would also observe no sabotaging of fish-aggregating devices 
(Albert et al., 2014), water supplies, mobile phone towers or airstrips—
all economically irrational behaviours that are the product of highly 
competitive and complex political relationships among mostly kin-based 
social groups, whose economic worldviews depart fundamentally from 
that of the possessive individual (Bainton & Macintyre, 2013).

Anthropologists know that economic personhood and behaviour vary 
dramatically among different cultures, and within cultural groups, and are 
also constantly changing (Gregory, 1997, 1999, 2015; Sykes, 2007). This 
knowledge, generated mostly through detailed, long-term ethnographic 
work, has profound implications for the appropriate design and framing 
of questions around income expenditure (e.g. how it is consumed, 
accumulated or redistributed), labour investment (Curry et  al., 2015) 
and discounting behaviour in relation to the impact of current harvesting 
pressure on the future productivity of a resource (Cohen & Foale, 
2013; Foale et al., 2011). Economic investigations must account for 
the intersection of market economies with subsistence and ceremonial 
activities (Bainton & Macintyre, 2016) and the cultural and political 
context of complex and often dynamic negotiations over tenure, in 
addition to individual and collective benefits from both subsistence and 
commoditised resources (Macintyre & Foale, 2004, 2007). This canon of 
deeply socially informed environmental and economic research appears 
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to be either unknown or deemed irrelevant by many conservationist 
researchers who perform large quantitative social surveys investigating 
environmental conservation and resource management questions with 
little or no attention to this sort of detail.

In addition to making ungrounded assumptions about human behaviour, 
transnational conservation biologists and their allies often perceive 
humans as simply an obstacle to the ultimate goal of saving ‘globally 
important’ biodiversity. Biodiversity conservation goals are frequently 
framed on a scale that encompasses a number of very different cultural 
groups of people (e.g. the Coral Triangle); therefore, we observe 
a  common inclination to disregard inconvenient cultural complexity 
when constructing research studies, particularly for projects that are 
funded by donors whose worldview is shaped primarily by Western 
environmental ideals.

Researchers with a predilection for quantification and ignorance of 
(or even contempt for) relevant social theory will count what is easy to 
count and simply ignore what is not. They will opt for an impressive-
looking sample size that may or may not have any useful statistical 
meaning in relation to parameters that actually matter. Ultimately, such 
choices are more concerned with the display of ‘doing big science’ than 
producing reliable, relevant and useful ‘truths’. The current academic 
system makes this approach, despite extensive published critiques of it 
(Cannizzo & Osbaldiston, 2019; Ginsberg, 2011; Muller, 2018), easy 
to get away with and even easier to sell. Austerity within the academy 
has also applied significant pressure on researchers to spend less time 
in the field; this applies pressure to generate data in ways other than 
participant observation, which requires long periods of getting to know 
host communities, learning their language and achieving a level of rapport 
that allows many insights into culture, politics and history that would 
never be possible with briefer periods of contact.

Managerialism within the academy fosters environmental managerialism. 
Interdisciplinary journals that concern the environment are 
predominantly  edited by natural scientists, who are typically ignorant 
of large swathes of social literature relevant to human ecology and 
cultural institutions pertaining to environmental use and management. 
An  increasingly disturbing problem in this rapidly expanding 
interdisciplinary arena is that natural science journals tend to have a much 
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higher impact factor than purely anthropological or sociological journals.1 
Most natural scientists, particularly the younger cohorts, are highly 
likely to judge the worth of a given journal, and the work it showcases, 
based on its impact factor alone. These same scholars also rarely consult 
books, including edited books, which continue to communicate a large 
proportion of anthropological research.

Global-scale crisis narratives, panaceas and ‘silver bullets’ for 
environmental  management are more likely to find favour with the 
editors of high-impact journals such as Nature and Science than nuanced, 
rigorously theorised and painstakingly crafted case studies made in 
one or a small number of locations. They can also be made more 
authoritatively with quantitative survey data that not only routinely erases 
cultural difference and historical or political complexity, but also forces 
homogenising assumptions about economic behaviour such as possessive 
individualism or homo economicus. Winning the big prize of a publication 
in Nature or Science more or less immediately confers rewards such as 
large research grants and promotion. Therefore, regardless of whether 
a researcher believes a global-scale approach is one that will be more likely 
to produce social data that is reliable and closely represents the truth about 
questions that are the product of theoretically solid research, the incentive 
to take this approach is significant.

The conservation biology worldview is one in which scientific expertise 
about a given component of the natural world (be it particular species, such 
as turtles or tigers, or entire ecosystems, such as coral reefs or rainforests) 
confers not only a mandate but a right to intervene in the lives of humans 
anywhere on the planet if they are seen as presenting a proximate threat 
to the species or ecosystems in question (Dowie, 2011; Fairhead & Leach, 
2000; Fairhead, Leach & Scoones, 2012). Therefore, publications on 
human–environment topics with global scope (as represented by work 
that provides analyses of peoples who are identified primarily in terms of 
their dependence on or association with a global conservation target such 
as coral reefs or rainforests) will be more likely to attract the attention of 
editors of high-impact (and high-prestige) scientific journals. However, 
the global scope of the work necessarily applies pressure to erase difference 
and complexity, which means that universalising forms of social science, 

1  At the time of writing, Conservation Biology and Ecology and Society have impact factors of 5.89 
and 4.55, respectively, and Current Anthropology and American Anthropologist have impact factors of 
2.32 and 2.709, respectively.
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such as behavioural economics or psychology, are more likely to be adopted 
than anthropology, with its inconvenient focus on diversity. The one 
standout exception that comes to mind is Joseph Henrich and colleagues’ 
cross-cultural examination of game theory, in which a series of coordinated 
experiments were run by a large collaborating group of anthropologists 
across 15 small-scale societies, specifically to demonstrate cross-cultural 
differences in economic behaviour via the results of playing games such 
as Ultimatum. The study ultimately convincingly debunked the popular 
homogenising trope of homo economicus (Henrich et al., 2005).

Case 1: Social‑Ecological‑Systems 
Theory as Zombie Neofunctionalism
Social-Ecological-Systems (SES) ‘theory’ (Folke et al., 2005; Folke et al., 
2002; Walker & Salt, 2006; Walker et al., 2004) is little more than 
a reinvention (and rebadging) of the environmental functionalism, also 
known as neofunctionalism, that dominated environmental anthropology 
in the 1960s (Lee, 1969; Rappaport, 1968; Vayda, 1961) and had been 
widely abandoned by most environmental anthropologists by the late 1970s 
and 1980s (Orlove, 1980). Neofunctionalism was an offshoot of structural 
functionalism and hypothesised that pre-industrial societies evolved 
many cultural institutions, including religious beliefs, as adaptations to 
environmental limits. Common examples of such institutions include 
taboos on harvesting supposedly limited resources (Rappaport, 1968) or 
various measures for constraining human population growth, including 
ritual adult suicide and warfare (Firth, 1983).

However, the founders and contemporary adherents of SES thinking have 
almost never bothered to engage with the large and very impressive body 
of environmental anthropology literature of the 1950s and 1960s, which 
explored and tested neofunctionalist theories, much less the extensive 
critiques and debates (among anthropologists) about neofunctionalism 
following this period (e.g. Orlove, 1980; Rappaport, 1984; Vayda, 1989). 
Even Roy Rappaport, in his 1984 reply to critics of the functionalist 
aspects of his famous book Pigs for the ancestors (1968), argued that his 
original analysis was ‘guided by criticisms of functionalism, rather than 
functional doctrine per se’ (Rappaport, 1984, p. 345).
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Nevertheless, SES thinking and theorising, almost all of which has been 
conducted by ecologists and economists, has been immensely rewarding 
for those involved. It powerfully underpinned much of the direction of 
the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (many SES heavyweights were 
part of this lavishly funded project) and remains the core belief system and 
methodological approach of the Stockholm Resilience Institute—a large, 
well-funded and prestigious enterprise that researches a wide range of 
environmental problems on multiple scales.

SES thinking routinely asserts that ‘indigenous peoples’ pre-historically 
‘evolved’ cultural institutions that allowed them to adapt to the limits 
of their environment (in the case of my field, customary marine tenure 
and fishing taboos) and that, where people cannot be observed exhibiting 
a  traditional conservation ethic, this must be due to the corrosive 
influences of Westernisation (Berkes, 1999; Berkes, Colding & Folke, 
2000; Cinner et al., 2006; Johannes, 1978). While this may well be true 
for some groups in some parts of the world, it certainly has not been the 
case anywhere I have worked in the Pacific—several of my publications 
critique the critical tenets of SES (Foale, 1998a, 2006a; Foale, Wini & 
Fernandes, 2017; Foale et al., 2011). Many other (mostly anthropological) 
studies have produced analogous criticisms of neofunctionalist and/or 
SES thinking (Bulmer, 1982; Carrier, 1987; Firth, 1965; Lieber, 1994).

Most notably, I possess unpublished data collected in Tikopia in 2010 
that supports observations made by Raymond Firth in the 1920s 
(Firth, 1965). Firth’s research showed that, despite Tikopia being one of 
the most densely populated high islands in the Pacific, and despite having 
a very tightly managed and highly intensified farming system, Tikopians 
exercised no proprietary forms of exclusion (marine tenure) or taboos 
(fishing bans) over their coastal reefs. If we follow SES neofunctionalist 
logic, if any group of Pacific Islanders should be using extensive and 
highly elaborated forms of marine tenure and taboos, it would have to 
be the Tikopians. However, they are not, nor do Tikopians have other 
traditional regulations that could credibly be counted as having a fisheries 
management function, such as restrictions on species or fishing gear types 
(cf. Carrier, 1981).

Neofunctionalist reasoning permits a form of global environmentalist 
managerialism that shifts the responsibility for environmental 
management neatly onto economically marginalised people, by appealing 
to the desirability of preserving ancient cultural heritage as a means of 
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justifying the imposition of that load. This is a clever sleight of hand 
that excuses scientific imperialism in the name of both cultural and 
biodiversity preservation. The annoying question of whether any of those 
owners of said cultural heritage might also aspire to a modern lifestyle, 
which might come at the expense of the sustainability of their natural 
resources, is quietly sidelined. Neofunctionalist tropes remain wildly 
popular with wealthy globetrotting conservationists, natural scientists and 
documentary makers to this day (e.g. Conservation International, 2019). 
There will always be a market for these ideas, because jaded, conservation-
minded residents of the urban industrialised global North are clearly 
comforted by the idea that, somewhere in the world, ‘indigenous peoples’ 
are living in harmony with nature.

Case 2: Environmentalism, Values 
and ‘Conservation Science’
Conservation scientists self-identify as objective thinkers, perceiving 
themselves to be ‘better’ at objectivity than anthropologists, who many 
of them believe inhabit a lower position in the disciplinary pecking 
order (Rose, 1997). However, there has long existed a small number 
of dissenters. Senior conservation biologist John Lawton is on record 
arguing that ‘conservation is not a scientific activity’ (1997, p. 4). There 
now exists a large canon of critical political ecology writing, mostly by 
anthropologists, that documents high-handed, unscientific and socially 
obtuse environmentalism (Dowie, 2011; Fairhead & Leach, 1996; Filer, 
2004a; Foale & Macintyre, 2005; West, 2006; West, Igoe & Brockington, 
2006). Despite the volume and power of this work, it appears to have made 
little impact on policy or practice within the contemporary international 
conservation arena. The stark reality is that the academic publishing system 
has made it possible for conservation biologists to ignore completely any 
and all critique from the social sciences and from within their own ranks 
(Lawton, 1997; Redford, 1991; Soule, 1985).

Moreover, few conservation biologists reflect very carefully on why or how 
they value nature, a topic about which anthropologists, in addition to 
sociologists, historians and geographers, have written a great deal (Cronon, 
1996, 1995; Foale & Macintyre, 2005; Foale et al., 2016; Ingold, 1993, 
2000; Milton, 2002, 1993). This is unfortunate; however, it is again 
possible to see how a lack of curiosity about ontology and epistemology 
makes it easier to retain one’s conviction about a conservation issue—
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contemporary academic and research funding structures do nothing to 
challenge this lack of curiosity. For example, why are certain species, 
or groups of species, deemed more deserving of scientific attention and 
conservation funding than others? Why are coral reefs and rainforests 
more popular research topics among natural scientists than estuaries or 
heathlands? The ways in which species and ecosystems are valued have 
as much to do with their aesthetic qualities (Foale & Macintyre, 2005), 
in  addition to the ‘cumulative intrinsic value’ of large species counts 
(the so-called ‘hotspot’ logic; for a critique of this, see Foale et al., 2016), 
as any ostensibly ‘scientific’ logic. When working in another country with 
rural people who speak a different language, few conservation scientists 
even bother to learn the local language names for the fish, plants and other 
species they seek to protect (Cohen et al., 2014; Foale, 1998b; Hviding, 
2005). If they did, they would immediately realise that local ways of 
valuing nature are almost certainly very different from their own. In this 
intellectual and managerial context, it is easy to raise research grants for 
the conservation of ‘iconic’ species such as turtles, cetaceans and large 
mammals (particularly if they have big eyes), with little attention given to 
the construction of those species’ value in the minds of both scientists and 
the public, who often provide the political leverage to ensure continued 
flows of funding (Foale & Macintyre, 2005; Foale et al., 2016).

On Epistemological Entitlement—Some 
Sciences are More Equal than Others
Given the inequalities within the academic publication and funding 
systems outlined above, it is impossible to be surprised by the obvious 
sense of entitlement displayed by academics in some disciplines. 
The prefixes ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ are still code for ‘legitimate’ and ‘flaky’, 
respectively. Apparently, James Watson once said that ‘there is only one 
science, physics; everything else is social work’ (Rose, 1997, p.  83). 
My own long-term interactions with marine scientists at various research 
institutions2 have provided a wealth of participant-observation data 
that attest to the depth of conviction among natural scientists of their 
intellectual and epistemological superiority over all brands of social 

2  These include JCU, Australian Institute for Marine Science, Commonwealth Scientific and 
Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) and the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. 
An anthropologist colleague based at JCU once observed that Townsville probably has the highest 
density of marine scientists per square kilometre in the world.
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scientists, but most notably those who do not produce large quantitative 
datasets that can be subject to elaborate and arcane (the more arcane, 
the more impressive) analyses of variance (for a scathing critique of this 
behaviour, see Turner, 2019).

However, a far more pernicious problem than disciplinary snobbery 
and dismissing or completely ignoring academic contributions is the 
appropriation of ideas that are initially spurned, without due credit. 
The process is described perfectly by J. B. S. Haldane’s (1963) ‘four stages 
of acceptance’:

1. This is worthless nonsense.
2. This is an interesting, but perverse, point of view.
3. This is true, but quite unimportant.
4. I always said so.

Below, I consider ideas about the broader political and economic drivers 
of environmental degradation that have long been a focus of study in 
anthropology and related disciplines and have now belatedly been 
appropriated by natural scientists. The first idea is that capital flight via 
profit-shifting is the most important contemporary driver of inequality 
and underdevelopment globally; the second is that coral bleaching, not 
local overfishing, is the pre-eminent threat to coral reefs.

Capital Flight as Primary Contemporary Driver 
of Inequality and Underdevelopment
Anthropologists have been writing about inequality for a long time 
(Beteille, 1969; Dumont, 1970; Fabinyi, Foale, & Macintyre, 2013; 
Lawrence, 1964; Macintyre, 1998; Mead, 1956). But it has not been until 
the relatively recent publication of survey-based approaches (Wilkinson, 
2005; Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009) that inequality as a driver of social ills 
has attracted widespread treatment in the media (Wike, 2013).3 However, 

3  Another (perhaps more significant) reason for the upswing in media attention to inequality’s role 
as a driver of social damage is the sheer magnitude of the increase in economic inequality in English-
speaking countries since the 1970s, in addition to the Global Financial Crisis and numerous recent 
exposés of financial fraud and corruption.
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many natural scientists appear to remain indifferent to the importance of 
inequality as a fundamental social problem (Büscher et al., 2017)—this 
is also the case within university management spheres.4

Publications such as Nicholas Shaxson’s Treasure islands (2011), the 
impressive string of exposés produced by the International Consortium 
of Investigative Journalists (e.g. LuxLeaks and the Panama Papers) and 
groups such as the Tax Justice Network and Global Financial Integrity 
have done much to draw attention to the importance of capital flight as 
a driver of poverty, underdevelopment and environmental degradation 
around the world, particularly in low-income countries where resource 
extraction by multinational corporations remains the primary source of 
revenue. A crucial fact emerging from this investigative work has been 
that capital flight resulting from trade mis-invoicing and other financial 
fraud by transnational resource extractors (mostly logging, mining and 
fishing companies) significantly eclipses inflows of development aid 
(Global Financial Integrity, 2015, 2017).

Anthropologists, political scientists and political ecologists (and also 
investigative journalists) have been at the cutting edge of analysis 
and commentary about the significance of capital flight as a driver of 
poverty and corruption (Mousseau & Lau, 2015; Rawlings, 2006, 2011; 
Sharman, 2008, 2017; Van Fossen, 2012), in addition to pointing out 
the problems it poses for the SES paradigm that is so central to the 
worldview of the Resilience Alliance and many conservation biologists 
(Clifton & Foale, 2017; Fabinyi, Evans & Foale, 2014; Foale et al., 
2013; Foale et al., 2016). The idea that biodiversity conservation and the 
associated preservation of ecosystem goods and services can somehow be 
achieved primarily with local-scale interventions that help ‘communities’ 
of homo economicus to comply with a global managerialist template, such 
as Ostrom’s Eight ‘Design Principles’5 (Ostrom, 1990), seems even more 

4  A bleakly Orwellian twist on Haldane’s abovementioned axiom is the recent announcement 
by JCU, using a set of global metrics, that it has been judged ‘best university in the world in its 
commitment to the United Nations goal for reducing inequality’ (James Cook University, 2019). 
The fact that JCU’s Vice Chancellor earned AUD 982,500 in 2017 (Times Higher Education, 2018), 
and the disparity in pay between senior management and ordinary employees is already very wide and 
continuing to widen, clearly has not been factored into these metrics.
5  Ostrom’s Eight ‘Design Principles’ for successful collective management of ‘common pool 
resources’ (CPRs) are: 1) Clearly defined boundaries; 2) Congruence between appropriation and 
provision rules and local conditions; 3) Collective-choice arrangement; 4) Monitoring; 5) Graduated 
sanctions; 6) Conflict-resolution mechanisms; 7) Minimal recognition (by governments) of rights to 
organise; and 8) (for CPRs that are part of larger systems) Nested enterprises.



UNEqUAL LIVES

90

ludicrous in the context of the immense financial haemorrhaging that has 
been accelerating over the past half-century or so. However, in keeping 
with Haldane’s observation, the Resilience Alliance have finally seen fit to 
claim expertise on the issue (Galaz et al., 2018) and it will be interesting to 
see how this work affects (or not) the transparently functionalist thinking 
that has dominated the group’s outputs since their inception.

Coral Bleaching
The magnitude of the moral problem posed by coral bleaching (Hoegh-
Guldberg, 1999) has long concerned myself and some of my colleagues 
(Foale, 2006b; Foale & Macintyre, 2005; Foale & Manele, 2004). Despite 
the immense injustice evident in the fact that coral bleaching is a form of 
environmental damage that is experienced disproportionately by people 
in poor tropical countries6 but driven primarily by the excessive energy 
consumption (and associated carbon dioxide emissions) of people in rich 
countries (and, increasingly, also in Brazil, Russia, India and China), 
opinion leaders in coral reef science have framed the problem differently. 
For a long time, they have diluted the importance of bleaching by casting 
it as just one of ‘multiple drivers’ of coral reef destruction, along with 
fishing of herbivorous fish and sediment and nutrient runoff (Hughes & 
Connell, 1999; Hughes et al., 2010; Hughes et al., 2003; Hughes et al., 
2006; Hughes, Barnes et al., 2017).

Attention to the non-carbon-related drivers of reef damage, particularly 
fishing and, even more particularly, fishing of herbivorous species such as 
parrotfishes (family Scaridae) and surgeonfishes (family Acanthuridae), 
has driven a vast global program of austerity measures (Clifton & Foale, 
2017; Foale et al., 2013), in the form of no-take marine protected areas 
(MPAs). Environmentalists and marine scientists correctly argue that 
MPAs, which prohibit fishing within a defined area of sea territory, allow 
the recovery of fish populations, including the grazing species that some 
argue prevent overgrowth of corals by macro-algae (more detail on this is 
given below). Fish population recovery helps to maintain the ecological 
integrity and functioning of the coral reef ecosystem (Hughes et al., 2006) 
and eventually also delivers a fishery ‘dividend’, via the adult fish and fish 
eggs and larvae that are ‘exported’ beyond the boundaries of the MPA to 
areas open to fishing (Russ et al., 2004). The trouble is that most MPA 

6  The one clear exception being the Great Barrier Reef in Australia.
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programs have not been accompanied by any effective schemes to offset 
either the immediate economic costs of exclusion from no-take areas 
suffered by mostly very poor (and often landless) fishers in low-income 
countries (Clifton & Foale, 2017; Fabinyi, 2018) or the global drivers 
of poverty and inequality (Hickel, 2017; Li, 2010). Despite a long series 
of critiques by anthropologists and political ecologists of conservation 
programs that impose local costs for problems that are often primarily 
driven by global-scale processes (including but not limited to climate 
change), the natural science literature has continued to focus on local 
‘solutions’.

The key crisis narrative underpinning the campaign to use MPAs to ‘save 
coral reef biodiversity’, by preventing fishing of grazing reef fish species, 
stems from the paradigm of the coral-algal ‘phase shift’, an idea that has 
its origins in work done in the Caribbean (Hughes, 1994; Knowlton, 
1992). Here, the irreversible transformation of coral reefs to stands 
of Sargassum spp. (brown macro-algae) was observed as a consequence of 
over-harvesting of parrotfishes and other grazing fish species, combined 
with elevated runoff of nutrients and sediments. It is still possible to find 
examples of phase-shifted reefs; however, there remain problems with the 
model, including critiques published by high-profile marine scientists 
(Bruno, Cote & Toth, 2019; Bruno et al., 2009; Russ et al., 2015). The 
coral-Sargassum phase-shift paradigm has also become a central component 
in the development of ‘resilience theory’ (Walker & Salt, 2006), as 
introduced above. For a long time, the work of the Resilience Alliance has 
studiously ignored the role of colonialism and global capitalism in driving 
poverty and environmental destruction in the global economic periphery.

In the wake of the back-to-back bleaching episodes on the Great Barrier 
Reef in 2015 and 2016, the ‘multiple drivers’ model now appears to have 
been discarded (or at least temporarily sidelined) and carbon dioxide has 
now been pronounced to represent the predominant existential threat 
to coral reefs (Hughes, Kerry et al., 2017). This necessarily amounts to 
a paradigmatic shift in the burden of ‘blame’ for coral reef ecosystem 
degradation from the local to the global, but it remains to be seen 
whether this will translate to a slowing or cessation in the imposition 
of austerity programs on economically marginalised coastal fishers. It  is 
unlikely that we will see much engagement of marine scientists with 
historical and contemporary drivers of poverty and inequality acting on 
scales larger than the local; therefore, this highly problematic aspect of the 
‘multiple drivers’ approach may persist. While this change in perspective 
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on the importance of bleaching in reef degradation does not amount to 
a complete appropriation of the longstanding critiques by anthropologists 
outlined at the start of this section (in line with Haldane’s four stages), 
it does represent a shift in that direction.

The Ascendancy and Dominance 
of Conservation Biology within the 
Natural Sciences
Within marine science, some sub-disciplines have taken a back seat 
for many years, largely as a consequence of the market dominance of 
conservation-related paradigms, most notably the branch of ecology 
linking biodiversity to ecological resilience (Hooper et al., 2005; Mora 
et  al., 2011; Worm et al., 2006) and a related branch of ecological 
economics relating ecosystem resilience to the delivery of ecological goods 
and services (Costanza et al., 1997). Research on food webs and nutrient 
cycling on coral reefs (Johannes et al., 1972) flourished in the 1970s 
and 1980s and established one of the key (and enduring) paradigms of 
coral reef ecology, which is that reef corals are remarkably adapted to 
low-nutrient (read: unproductive) environments. The corollary of this is 
that coral reefs are lousy producers of that most celebrated of ecosystem 
services—fish (Birkeland, 1997, 2017). Indeed, the numerous studies that 
show, from various perspectives and with different types of data, that reef 
fisheries, while species-rich, can be overharvested very quickly and then 
take a long time to recover (Russ & Alcala, 2010) run strongly counter 
to the many pronouncements about the pivotal importance of coral reefs 
for the food security of millions of people in the tropics (for a detailed 
discussion, see Foale et al., 2016).

A comparatively small number of species underpin protein security for 
the most heavily populated parts of South-East Asia today: these are 
uncharismatic schooling sardines, scads, mackerels and tunas and a small 
number of aquacultured species. Coral reef fish account for, at most, 
approximately one-fifth of the fish produced in the Philippines, based 
on government fishery data (Clifton & Foale, 2017) and rural surveys 
(Dey et al., 2005; Fabinyi, Dressler & Pido, 2017). These (mostly small) 
pelagic fish occur in vast numbers in nutrient-rich offshore and coastal 
waters, largely independent of corals and the biodiversity associated with 
coral reefs that are so valued by conservationists. Importantly, because 
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they are short-lived and fast-growing, they are far more resilient to heavy 
fishing pressure and, thus, increasingly important for food security, 
particularly as coastal populations grow. Small (and large) pelagics are also 
increasingly important for coastal Papua New Guineans and Solomon 
Islanders (Albert et al., 2014; Foale & Sullivan, 2013; Roeger, Foale 
& Sheaves, 2016). Despite these stark facts about the relatively minor 
importance of corals and coral reefs for food security, Web of Science 
searches show that the great majority of published scientific research 
on fish and fisheries in the Coral Triangle countries focuses on coral-
associated species (Clifton & Foale, 2017).

Clearly, the production of high-status science on coral reefs and their 
associated fisheries is largely rooted in affluent Western cultural values and 
ideologies. The exaggeration by conservation biologists of the numbers of 
people who allegedly depend on reef fisheries for food security is no doubt 
to help sell the importance of reef conservation programs (principally the 
implementation of MPAs) to donors. It is a political ploy used because 
the ‘real’ reason coral reefs are valued by Western scientists is for their 
intrinsic (i.e. high species richness) and aesthetic value. The greater focus 
of scientific publications on fish and fisheries associated with reefs, rather 
than the small number of uncharismatic but highly productive species 
(e.g. scads and sardines) that are so important to the lives of poor people 
in the Asia Pacific region, is simply because conservation scientists are 
more interested in biodiversity than they are in food security. Technocratic 
but politically disengaged (or simply disingenuous) research on coral reefs 
enjoys a larger market and continues to reward researchers with more 
lucrative grants than the critical approaches taken by most anthropologists 
and political ecologists.

Conservation without Development is, 
still, Imperialism
If we take the ideas of Freire (1973) about the pivotal role of education 
for critical consciousness seriously, as well as the ideas of Sen (1999) and 
Nussbaum (2011) about capabilities, then the mandate for adequately 
funded education and health systems in Papua New Guinea (PNG) 
and other low-income countries should sit front and centre for all 
conservationists interested in socially just, locally owned and controlled 
pathways to sustainable resource management and biodiversity 



UNEqUAL LIVES

94

conservation (see especially West & Aini, this volume). How can the 
grassroots a) mobilise against their corrupt, patriarchal and predatory 
elites and b) grasp the importance of the burgeoning threats to their 
natural resources (principally from transnational capitalists, but also 
from population pressure) if the mean number of years PNG women 
spend in school is still less than four (United Nations Development 
Programme, 2019)? Other branches of the aid community attempt to 
assist with the education sector in countries such as PNG. However, my 
point is the ongoing emptiness of the supposed ‘development’ part of 
the ‘conservation-and-development’ paradigm, as prosecuted by the big 
international NGOs and multilateral agencies, despite well over two 
decades of sustained critique (Filer, 1994, 2004a, 2004b, 2011; Foale, 
2001; Van Helden, 2001; West, 2006).

The overwhelming majority of academics critiquing and protesting 
against the corrosive impacts of managerialism and the gerrymandered 
metrics system in the academy are from the humanities and social sciences 
(Cannizzo & Osbaldiston, 2019; Ginsberg, 2011; Muller, 2018; Turner, 
2019). At JCU, several natural scientists have engaged in this debate; 
however, most natural, earth and medical scientists are either mute or 
actively support the system. The main reason for this is that many of 
those who are advantaged by the system prefer to interpret that advantage 
as personal virtue (in a striking parallel with George Lakoff’s model of 
American conservatives’ contempt for the poor as moral failures; see 
Lakoff, 2009). This occurs despite the fact that academic jobs in the 
natural and medical sciences are becoming just as precarious as those in 
the social sciences and humanities.

Unfortunately, the extent to which neoliberal logics now control the 
‘market’ for academic knowledge production means that the kinds of 
inquiry that interrogate and critique neoliberalism will inevitably be 
marginalised in that market. Stephen Turner has observed that:

academic markets are not free markets, in which good ideas 
compete; they are artificial markets, in which the participants 
compete for real prizes but under rules that constrain them in ways 
that transform and deform them. They are, in short, the perfect 
embodiment of neoliberalism: competition to serve a purpose 
set by others, not competition in which the ends themselves are 
subject to competition. (2019, p. 239)
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Conclusion
Anthropology has opened my eyes to insights into the scientific enterprise 
and global conservation work that have been transformative, but clearly 
also burdensome, as epitomised by Arundhati’s Roy’s famous line: 
‘the trouble is that once you’ve seen it, you can’t unsee it. And once you’ve 
seen it, keeping quiet, saying nothing, becomes as political an act as 
speaking out’ (Roy, 2001, p. 7).

I credit (or perhaps I should blame!) Martha Macintyre, in addition to 
others in her network, for this change in perspective, which I do not 
regret, but that has made life and work more complicated for me than 
I anticipated. While I have not lost any interest in the biology, ecology, 
evolution and fate of marine life, I can no longer identify as a professional 
biologist. My adopted discipline of anthropology, however, while 
enlightening and intellectually empowering, is clearly imperilled by the 
same neoliberal culture that appears to be advantaging the natural sciences, 
at least in the institution at which I am currently employed. Having grown 
up in a colony (the British Solomon Islands), I strongly identify with 
the powerful perspective on, and critique of, colonialism (both classical 
and contemporary) that is offered by anthropology and allied disciplines. 
Colonialism today is manifested in transnational, donor-funded, natural 
science–dominated conservation work, despite the large canon of (mostly 
anthropological) work that demonstrates its many problems.

Anthropology, with its persistent focus on the particular, but also an eye 
on the big picture, will always resist the homogenising demands of the 
managerialist environmentalism that routinely seeks to find panaceas 
and ‘silver bullets’ on a global scale. Anthropologists already view the 
scientific community’s global framing of environmental governance for 
what it is—just another form of imperialism. Therefore, the challenge 
for environmental anthropologists is to find ways to convince the 
scientific community to embrace those powerful anthropological tools 
of reflexivity and critical political economy to recognise and understand 
the importance of capitalism and possessive individualism (in addition 
to population growth) in driving environmental degradation. They must 
join us in addressing these, rather than routinely scapegoating (albeit in 
highly politically finessed terms) a homogenised ‘Malthusian peasantry’, 
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whose economic marginality and consequent heavy dependence on 
natural resources allows them to be constructed as the primary threat to 
‘globally important’ biodiversity.

Some natural scientists ‘get’ the arguments I have outlined here, so I do not 
wish this to be a blanket condemnation. But there remains much work to 
be done to reach those who remain blind to these issues. Anthropologists 
must also work more collaboratively and collegially to help their younger 
scholars win grants and break into the system despite the existing handicaps. 
Anthropologists do not work in teams nearly as much as natural scientists 
do and would benefit, both intellectually and financially, from doing so. 
I will continue to reach out to, and collaborate with, my natural science 
colleagues, despite persistent cultural and structural barriers to redressing 
the unequal power relationship between us.
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