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once again erupted like a small volcano. “Wanatumia 
baruti,” whispered one of the young fishers next to 
me: “They are using bombs.”  

My observations of dynamite fishing in the Mnazi 
Bay-Ruvuma Estuary Marine Park in the Mtwara 
region of Tanzania do not constitute a unique 
ethnographic experience. Christine Walley (2004) has 
previously described hearing these thunderous booms 
with unnerving regularity in the marine areas around 
Mafia Island, Tanzania’s first marine park. The 
unmistakable sound of dynamite fishing has histori-
cally been so frequent in coastal Tanzania that it has 
even been referred to as the “wimbo wa taifa” (“the 
song of the nation”) in some public discourses 
(Kalangahe and Slade 2014:3). The question of why 
dynamite fishing persists in southeastern Tanzania, 
inside the boundaries of a multiple-use marine 
protected area (MPA), is deeply complex. It is a 
question that I will loosely address in the pages that 
follow; however, this is not the primary aim of this 
paper. Instead, I use this ethnographic vignette as a 
reflexive exercise for thinking critically about the role 
of participant observation in contemporary environ-
mental anthropology. I consider its utility as a method 

Introduction 
While conducting ethnographic fieldwork in a coastal 
Tanzanian village in 2014 and 2015, I spent many 
mornings walking along the shoreline between Mnazi 
Bay and the Ruvuma River, which marks the southern 
border with Mozambique. People often curiously 
asked me in KiSwahili, “Je, unafanya nini leo 
asubuhi?” (“What are you doing this morning?”), to 
which I would always reply with a smile, “Natembea 
tembea kwa mazoezi” (“I’m just walking around for 
exercise”). During these strolls, I often paused to chat 
with local fishers as they prepared to depart for the 
day in their dug-out canoes. On one particular 
morning, I stopped to speak with a group of young 
men, who were searching for octopus in the shallow 
tide pools that formed during low tides. As we began 
talking, we were interrupted by a loud boom from the 
ocean, and I looked up to see a huge splash adjacent 
to a small boat about 200 feet from the beach. At 
first, I was confused, thinking that a whale had 
breached directly next to the boat. As I continued to 
watch, however, one of the two young men in the 
boat stood upright and casually tossed a stick of 
dynamite into the water next to them. The surface 
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for examining ecologically destructive practices, 
especially in contexts where such activities are illegal, 
or prohibited by conservation regulations.  

I situate my own vision of a Geertzian (1973) 
model of environmental anthropology within the 
broader “umbrella” of ethnobiological scholarship 
(Wolverton 2013:21). While ethnobiology addresses, 
in a general sense, the relationships between people 
and their environments across space and time, 
Wyndham et al. (2011) also envision the field as a 
“creative place,” where diverse scholars can intellectu-
ally congregate to discuss issues of significant social 
and ecological concern (Wyndham et al. 2011:111; see 
also Hunn 2014). In a contemporary setting, Ethnobi-
ology 5 has become a forum for scholarly debate, 
criticism, and creativity (Nabhan et al. 2011). This 
interdisciplinary-turn has been shaped by an aware-
ness of the fact that human-environment relations are 
complex and dynamic and require a “spectrum of 
approaches” to garner well-rounded understandings 
of social and ecological phenomena (Gavin et al. 
2015:140; Saslis-Lagoudakis and Clarke 2013). 
Research in ethnobiology must also continue to 
address wide scholarly audiences to ensure that its 
relevance for addressing global environmental 
concerns is not overlooked (Wolverton 2013).  

In this paper, I direct my commentary towards 
anthropologists, archaeologists, geographers, political 
ecologists, philosophers, and conservation biologists 
alike, a readership united by the cross-disciplinary 
“bridge” of ethnobiology (Nabhan 2009:3). However, 
I focus in particular on the ethnographic endeavour. I 
revisit theoretical critiques, internal to my home 
discipline of anthropology, to consider the place of 
participant observation in contemporary ethnobiolog-
ical scholarship. I discuss the methodological, ethical, 
and analytical challenges of attempting to document 
cases of dynamite fishing and other related phenome-
na of pressing environmental concern. In particular, I 
express apprehension about the potential for ethnog-
raphers to contribute to the formation and mainte-
nance of environmental narratives. I am deeply 
interested in demarcating space for participant 
observation as a concrete method in “conservation 
social science” (Bennett et al. 2017:93)1. However, I 
remain critical of the extent to which ethnographers 
can become implicated in the production of what 
James Clifford (1986) refers to in Writing Culture as 
“partial truths” (Clifford 1986:1, 7). While the 
majority of this paper is reflexive in scope, I ultimately 

contend in my concluding section that there is value 
in taking an ethnographic approach to documenting 
dynamite fishing and other related phenomena. 
Accurately and thoughtfully representing ecologically 
destructive practices is a challenging task, but can be 
beneficial if ethnographers are able to understand the 
webs of meaning in which their subjects are 
“suspended” (Geertz 1973:5).  

Ethnography and Ethnobiology 
Wyndham (2009) discusses the benefits of taking an 
ethnographic approach in the field of ethnobiology, 
highlighting the ways that ethnography can invoke the 
“subtle ecologies of everyday experience,” or the inter
-relational spheres and “lines of interaction” that exist 
between humans, landscapes, and other forms of life 
(Wyndham 2009:272). Certainly, long-term participant 
observation of everyday life offers a unique form of 
scholarly insight. Malinowski’s (1922) famous ap-
proach to moving “off the verandah” and into the 
village is fundamental to the discipline of anthropolo-
gy. As Malinowski (1922) showed, doing fieldwork in 
situ is an essential step in attempting “to grasp the 
native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realize his 
vision of his world” (Malinowski 1922:25). Within the 
field of ethnobiology, participant observation has 
many methodological advantages. It enables research-
ers to directly observe what people do, rather than 
what they say they do. Furthermore, gathered data is 
organic and intertwined with everyday activities and 
not shaped by artificial methodological constructs. Put 
simply, participant observation can be an essential tool 
for any field researcher who seeks to understand 
exactly what is going on in a given setting.  

Unlike subtle ecologies, however, dynamite 
fishing is acute and visibly jarring, and consequently 
demands a different form of ethnographic engage-
ment. Participant observation in the context of 
dynamite fishing can be a risky endeavour both 
physically and politically. Even the boldest of ethnog-
raphers may be forced to forgo Favret-Saada’s 
(2012:437) notion of an embodied form of participa-
tion observation that is “outside” of representation 
and “inside” of experience While off the verandah, 
ethnographers may have to settle for on the beach, 
rather than in the boat with stick of dynamite in hand. 
In such cases, an interpretive approach is essential. 

Entering the Muddy Waters of Interpretation 
As we turn our attentions towards ecologically 
destructive practices, we must remain cognizant of the 
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politics surrounding our contributions to discourses 
of environmental degradation; the further we stray 
into applied environmental arenas, the greater the 
gravity of our attempts to grapple with the “crisis of 
representation” that has troubled ethnographers since 
the interpretive turn (Marcus and Fischer 1986:7). If 
we are to also situate contemporary environmental 
anthropology in relation to the post-structural turn in 
political ecology, we must also attend to the ways in 
which nature is socially and politically produced 
(Escobar 1999; Latour 2004). Narrative representa-
tions of the environment can contribute to the 
reification of new nature/society hybrids, processes 
which can benefit select few, at the expense of many 
(Fairhead and Leach 1995; Raffles 1999). Narratives 
are inherently political, and as such, we can never 
overlook the relationships between representation and 
power. 

In many ways, this paper raises more questions 
than answers. My ethnographic experiences have led 
me to reconsider my own positionality in attempting 
to discuss these topics with some semblance of 
authority. One of my recurrent concerns is how do 
we, as ethnographers, negotiate ambiguity? As Blaikie 
(1989) points out, attempts to elucidate the drivers of 
social and environmental change are often shrouded 
in uncertainty. As ethnographers with refined 
observational skillsets, we are often highly attuned to 
the visible dimensions of social life. But which 
components of our field sites are we truly seeing? 
Where are our blind spots located? Literature in 
political ecology reminds us that the observable social 
dimensions of micro-localities are embedded within 
wider multi-scalar and multi-temporal political and 
economic arenas, which frame individual subjectivities 
and behaviors, and ultimately, the trajectories of social 
and environmental change (see for example Boelens 
et al. 2016).  

Often our interlocutors are unwilling to openly 
discuss their engagements in illegal or prohibited 
activities, out of fear of facing repercussions for their 
transgressions. In such cases, the narrative accounts 
that we can elicit from respondents via interviews and 
focus group discussions are less revealing than our 
own observations of their behaviours. But such forms 
of observation often demand a degree of discreteness 
on behalf of the ethnographer. What are the ethical 
terrains of covert observational tactics? 

Sometimes, we are simply not able to gain access 
to the social worlds of illegal activities. In such cases, 

we must make our interpretations from a safe 
distance, based only on what we can observe. But 
there is danger in venturing into the muddy waters of 
interpretation. Without insights into the true inten-
tionality behind peoples’ social actions, we as ethnog-
raphers run the risk of projecting our own schemata 
and conceptual frameworks onto the social phenome-
na that we observe. If we carefully consider Geertz’s 
(1973) and Ryle’s (1971) notion of “thick description,” 
we realize that ethnography is not simply about 
describing detailed social scenes, but attempting to 
systematically explicate the layers of meaning that 
underlie the intentionality behind social action (see 
Geertz 1973:6-7). Without insights into the ways in 
which people make sense of their surroundings and 
lived environments, we may actively cast shadows 
over constituent parts of the whole picture. After all, 
even the most beautifully crafted ethnographies, 
imbued with seamlessly articulated logical reasoning, 
can quite simply be wrong 2. 

How do we as ethnographers decide which 
narratives are afforded authority, and in such cases of 
mutual exclusivity, which ones are marginalized? 
Narratives often function to make complex problems 
seem more manageable (Fairhead and Leach 1995). 
However, despite our best attempts to create order 
from disorder, variability and unpredictability often 
reign supreme. The reality, of course, is that in most 
cases of social and environmental change, we are 
dealing with complexity that supersedes the compre-
hensiveness of singularized narratives (Blaikie 1989). 
An attempt to unpack the drivers of dynamite fishing 
in coastal Tanzania, for example, demands attention 
to the multiplicity of narratives at play, some of which 
exist in harmonious polyphonies, and others that are 
set in direct conflict with each other (see Katikiro and 
Mahenge 2016). As ethnographers who must operate 
under perpetual conditions of uncertainty and 
ambiguity, we must make conscious decisions about 
which stories we choose to legitimize through our 
scholarly writing. 

Morality and Positionality 
The complex moral conundrums that arise while 
doing ethnography are certainly familiar across 
ethnobiological fields. While ethnobiology is multidis-
ciplinary and diverse, one of its unifying tenets is its 
emphasis on ethics (Gilmore and Eshbaugh 2011; 
Hardison and Bannister 2011). It is a field that 
demands reflexive attention to how various agents are 
involved in acquiring and mobilizing environmental 
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knowledge (Hunn 2014). If there exists an 
“ethnobiological perspective,” it is one that is 
thoughtful and situated (Wolverton et al. 2014:125). 
As scholarship in environmental justice demonstrates, 
moral terrains (webs of value associated with place) 
are layered and inter-relational (see Figueroa and 
Waitt 2008, 2010). These sets of values exist relative 
to the approaches of local communities, scientific 
disciplines, and individual researchers (see Wolverton 
et al. 2016).  

Such considerations bring up significant questions 
about the ways in which ethnographers should 
position themselves in discussions about ecologically 
destructive practices. Certainly, we must retain our 
ethical responsibilities to protect the interests of the 
human subjects with whom we work. This is particu-
larly important in contexts where people are engaging 
in illegal activities that could subject them to direct 
punishments from governing authorities. This is 
further complicated by the fact that the stories that 
subjects share with ethnographers may diverge 
tremendously from the public accounts forwarded by 
conservationists and state officials. In the case of my 
fieldwork, villagers told stories of environmental 
injustice and livelihood insecurity (see also Kamat 
2014). The marine park’s top-down governance 
structure and restrictive conservation regulations 
engendered widespread experiences of socioeconomic 
vulnerability and political marginalization. Given the 
ethical responsibilities that I, as an anthropologist, 
have to my subjects, should this not feature promi-
nently into the narrative account that I produce? As 
Hunn (2014:149) reminds us, long-term participant 
observation with communities often instills an 
“intense emotional engagement” with our subjects, 
and a desire to “deflect those social, economic, and 
political forces that would undermine the foundations 
of their lives and livelihoods”. 

In contexts where local communities face 
significant political marginalization and must bear the 
costs associated with environment change, the 
importance of integrating the moral terrains of 
communities into research is paramount (Gilmore and 
Young 2012). Engagement with these sets of values 
can open “moral gateways” that pave the way for 
social and environmental change that is beneficial for 
local communities (Waitt et al. 2007:261). Even so, 
collaboration is never simple. Such an approach 
demands “rigor and self-reflexivity” given its potential 
to privilege the views of some people, and ignore 

those of others (Gilmore and Young 2012:24). Such 
processes can serve to replicate pre-existing inequali-
ties or even create new divisions within and across 
communities. 

And what about the other subjects who inhabit 
the world? If I am, for a moment, to entertain 
Viveiros de Castro’s (1998) multinaturalist notion that 
the world comprises a diversity of persons, both 
human and non-human, who wield a universal 
capacity for subjective apprehension, do I not have a 
duty to consider the impacts of dynamite fishing on 
affected wildlife? As an increasing number of scholars 
(see for example Bubandt and Tsing 2018; Gan et al. 
2018; Ghosh 2016; Haraway 2016; Kohn 2013; Latour 
2004; Tsing 2015) turn their attentions towards the 
entanglements of life on earth in the current Anthro-
pocene, do we not have a wider moral imperative to 
consider the destructive impacts of these activities on 
other nonhuman beings?  

What about my own personal dispositions, not as 
an anthropologist, but as an individual? I wield my 
own moral compass, my own sets of interests, and of 
course, my own concerns. I am, above all else, partial 
in my stances on most matters. Hunn (2014:149), for 
example, describes how his own inclinations as “an 
avid birder” came to shape his relationships with his 
subjects while living in the field. As a passionate scuba 
diver, I feel a very strong visceral reaction to the sight 
of someone tossing a stick of dynamite into a coral 
reef ecosystem. I cannot help but think about the 
potentially irreparable damage such behaviours can 
have on coral substrates. I imagine what the blast-
damaged reefs look like beneath the surface of the 
ocean. As an individual and as a diver, I consider 
dynamite fishing to be devastating. 

Difficulties in Representing the Drivers of 
Dynamite Fishing 
In some ways, the narrative is simple, and in other 
ways, it is complex. I can clearly situate myself on the 
side of the moral fence that opposes dynamite fishing. 
In relation to this basic ethical stance, I could carve 
out a research regime aimed at unpacking the drivers 
of dynamite fishing, so as to contribute to attempts to 
stop it. But even this is an immensely complicated 
pursuit. Dynamite fishing, after all, is not a homoge-
nous process. It occurs in several different forms 
throughout coastal Tanzania. In northern Tanzania, 
dynamite fishers are often from “influential” and 
politically well-connected families, enabling them to 
avoid significant repercussions if their boats are 
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intercepted by authorities (Wells 2009:22). In the 
Kilwa district, dynamite fishers are often financed by 
powerful elites who provide funding for boats, 
fridges, and dynamite (Guard and Masaiganah 1997). 
This model involves “ice boats,” which are used to 
transport dynamite catches back to Dar es Salaam via 
high speed motorboats, equipped with insulated ice 
coolers (Guard and Masaiganah 1997:759). Walley 
(2004:55) describes a similar trend near Mafia Island. 
In the Mtwara region of southeastern Tanzania, the 
model can be quite different. There, young dynamite 
fishers often operate in pairs, out of dug-out canoes 
(Darwall and Guard 2000)3. In general, these young 
men are not particularly invested in fisheries for 
livelihood and likely view dynamite fishing as a means 
of securing a better life for themselves and their 
families. After all, dynamite can be purchased quite 
cheaply “from known dealers,” who acquire it from 
roadside construction projects or quarries (see Guard 
and Masaiganah 1997:761). Compared to other fishing 
methods, dynamite fishing can result in significantly 
larger catches. Thus, it offers an immediate oppor-
tunity to generate significant profits with little start-up 
capital. These three models of dynamite fishing differ 
in terms of the underlying localities of power that 
drive the practice. The former two are driven by well-
connected elites, the latter, by marginalized people 
living on the political periphery of the state. 

Even these brief descriptions constitute gross 
oversimplifications. In attempting to document acute 
cases of dynamite fishing, important questions arise as 
to the extent to which we should emphasize agency or 
structural constraints in our interpretations and 
explanations of causality. In reflecting on my time 
spent living in a coastal village in rural Mtwara, I recall 
a conversation I had with an individual one evening, 
as we sat beneath a neem tree, sipping our cups of 
chai. Juma4 was born in the commercial capital of Dar 
es Salaam, but had been living in Mtwara for some 
time, given its proximity to the coastal border with 
Mozambique, where he conducted an informal 
trading business. As we sat together, he described to 
me his ambition to set up a mile-long, fine-mesh gill 
net by anchoring two large boats off the shores of the 
beach and stretching the net between them. He 
explained excitedly how he would leave the net in 
place for weeks at a time and that he could only 
imagine the vast numbers of fish that he would be 
able to catch. He clapped his hands together enthusi-
astically as he thought aloud about the considerable 
profits he would make from selling these imagined 

catches in the main market in Mtwara town. Admit-
tedly, I was rather taken aback by his proposition, as I 
considered the vivid juxtaposition between this form 
of destructive fishing and the large-scale marine 
conservation effort that was ongoing inside the 
marine park’s catchment area.  

Curious, I asked him whether the hypothetical 
fear of repercussions would deter him from ever 
acting on his ambitious plan. To this, he replied quite 
simply: “It’s worth the risk! I’ll be rich5!” His response 
to this question highlights a simple consideration that 
cannot be overlooked: that there are significant 
material benefits for people to fish in destructive 
ways. Such potential economic gains can motivate 
people to openly transgress fishing gear regulations, 
despite the potential repercussions of doing so. As he 
alludes to, the possible payoffs associated with the 
activity often justify the risk of being caught and 
punished by park rangers or other governing authori-
ties.  

From an observer’s standpoint, it is easy to simply 
attribute these material motivations to greed. Such an 
interpretation of this individuals’ motivations, 
however, runs the risk of overemphasizing the 
psychological dimensions of his ambition, while 
myopically obscuring the structural factors that have 
influenced his way of thinking. His set of values is 
embedded in a neoliberal socioeconomic and political 
landscape that emphasizes the responsibility of 
individual citizens to take measures to safeguard their 
own security, health and well-being. Destructive 
fishing provides a potentially rapid route for individu-
als to accumulate capital that can be used to secure the 
basic resources that are necessary for subsistence. This 
individual’s life had been directly shaped by poverty. 
As a young boy, he had dropped out of school to 
work on the streets of Dar es Salaam, where he would 
buy and sell DVDs for a miniscule profit; he would 
use these profits to buy milk and bread. Since then, he 
has continued to engage in informal business ventures 
and petty roadside trading in the absence of accessible 
formal employment opportunities. Put simply, the 
economic structures that have shaped the trajectory of 
his life have led him to consider destructive fishing as 
a feasible livelihood option to earn an income and 
escape the grips of poverty.  

This individual’s story elucidates the importance 
of situating cases of ecologically destructive practices 
in relation to the political and economic conditions 
that frame individual decision-making (see Raycraft 
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2018). Disentangling the rational cost-benefit analyses 
of individual actors from the structural constraints on 
agency engendered by conditions of extreme poverty 
is very challenging. Often, the line between those 
individuals motivated by the prospect of excessive 
profits and those who are engaging in short-term 
survival strategies for basic subsistence is difficult to 
demarcate from the perspective of a detached 
observer. Given the relative lack of formal employ-
ment opportunities for uneducated people living in 
rural Tanzania, however, the structural economic 
drivers of destructive fishing cannot be overlooked. 
This is especially true in rural Mtwara, where poverty 
is particularly widespread. 

Furthermore, we cannot disregard the fact that 
landscapes are both material and symbolic (Moore 
1998). When ecologically destructive practices take 
place inside the boundaries of protected areas, we 
must consider the extent to which such acts of 
transgression reflect simple attempts to fulfil basic 
material needs or whether they constitute politically 
charged acts of resistance. To add further ambiguity, 
how do we effectively describe contexts where moral 
economies of subsistence blur the lines between 
livelihood practices and acts intended to facilitate 
political mobility? David Hoffman (2014) and George 
Holmes (2007) have effectively applied James Scott’s 
(1985) work on everyday forms of resistance in their 
analyses of the reasons why people engage in both 
subtle forms of foot-dragging and overt forms of 
protest in response to conservation projects. To what 
extent does the visibility of these actions relate to 
their political undertones? Acts undertaken at night 
avoid direct surveillance, enabling actors to mitigate 
potential repercussions from governing authorities 
(Scott 1985). Those which occur in broad daylight 
could reflect more open forms of protest. When an 
act of dynamite fishing occurs in broad daylight, 
within the catchment area of a marine park, is it 
simply an exploitative act aimed at generating profits? 
Or could we consider it an overt act of protest, given 
its public visibility, and the meanings it holds in 
relation to the conservation regulations intended to 
restrict the practice? As Katikiro and Mahenge 
(2016:10) suggest, some fishers in Tanzania may “use 
illegal and destructive fishing methods to secure 
control over resources”. This to me speaks to the 
importance of Geertzian (1973:9) attempts to 
differentiate the twitch-like acts, driven by basic 
material motivations, from the “winks upon winks 

upon winks” that carry layers of symbolic meaning in 
relation to social and political context. 

Multidimensionality and Multidirectionality  
This consideration serves as an important reminder of 
the fact that human-environment relations are 
inherently multidimensional (Lepofsky et al. 2017). 
Turner and Berkes (2006) note that there are multiple, 
multi-scalar pathways through which people come to 
understand and relate to the environment; people 
acquire environmental knowledge in myriad ways and 
environmental practices emerge over time. Without 
attending to inter-relational processes of learning and 
knowledge acquisition, ethnographic interpretation 
becomes even more murky. 

Attempting to document the “multi-
dimensionality” of human-environment relations in a 
manner that is respectful, accurate and ethically 
grounded is deeply challenging (Lepofsky et al. 
2017:449). As an observer of dynamite fishing, I was 
forced to form a mental narrative with little triangula-
tion from the perspectives of the dynamite fishers and 
other involved agents. In writing about such an 
experience, it became particularly challenging to 
address diverse moral terrains, especially those which 
remained unknown to me.  

This methodological critique is not new. As 
Malinowski (1922:3–4) wrote almost a century ago, 
“in ethnography, the distance is often enormous 
between the brute material of information—as it is 
presented to the student in his own observations, in 
native statement, in the kaleidoscope of tribal life—
and the final authoritative presentation of the results”. 
In my case, the “kaleidoscope” of interwoven moral 
terrains underlying dynamite fishing was very difficult 
to explicate. These were further complicated by limits 
on the duration of my fieldwork, my modest linguistic 
skills, and my background as a scuba diver. 

Anthropology itself is a discipline wrought with 
conflict—at once seeking an object of study, while 
constantly adapting to shifting moral positionalities 
(Rabinow 2007). For ethnographers, such tensions 
can invoke deeply transformative self-reflexive 
critiques, highlighting the multidirectionality of 
ethnobiological scholarship. Attempts to arrive at 
ethnographic truths demand philosophical attention 
to the range of ethical possibilities associated with 
doing fieldwork. Perhaps the most meaningful 
insights gained through ethnography are the internal 
contradictions that arise in the mind of the ethnog-
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rapher, which complicate singular narratives and 
nuance explanations of causality. Contradictions, after 
all, are deeply embedded within our global political 
and economic landscape.  

Upon returning home following my fieldwork, a 
picture that had previously felt quite clear to me 
became riddled with holes in my knowledge. Faced 
with practical questions about how property regimes 
and systems of tenure had changed as a result of 
conservation policies, I at times questioned whether I 
had actually grasped anything consequential at all 
during my fieldwork. I have since, however, come to 
terms with the fact that ethnographies are 
“bricolages,” fashioned from observable vignettes and 
anecdotes and woven together with a scholarly 
precision that perhaps does not capture the empirical 
messiness of social life on the ground (Levi-Strauss 
1962:21). 

Conclusion 
In thinking critically about the role of participant 
observation in contemporary ethnobiological scholar-
ship, I continually return to Geertz’s (1973) classic 
model of interpretive anthropology. Despite its 
shortcomings and representational challenges, 
participant observation provides the bridge across 
which ethnographers can begin to understand the 
internal logics of their subjects’ social worlds. 
Certainly, our own moral codes and dispositions as 
ethnographers should feature into our narrative 
representations of ecologically destructive practices. 
We are, after all, humans ourselves. But while we will 
always be subjective to some degree in our scholarly 
approaches, I believe that we, as social scientists, also 
have an unwavering responsibility to be empirically 
accurate. To do so, we must attempt to understand 
the intentionality behind observable actions and the 
social, structural, and psychological forces that bear 
upon them. To me, the essence of the ethnographic 
endeavour takes orbit around the fundamental need 
to engage in “imaginative acts” of interpretation, as 
we sift through the various layers of significance that 
influence visible behaviours (Geertz 1973:15). 
Perhaps the most meaningful ethnographic analyses 
of dynamite fishing and other related phenomena are 
those that unassumingly attempt to differentiate the 
“winks from twitches,” even when uncertainty 
renders this a seemingly impossible task (Geertz 
1973:16). 

Notes 
1My use of the phrase “conservation social science” 
here is born out of a paper by Nathan Bennett et al. 
(2016) in Biological Conservation, in which the authors 
outline the contributions of various social science 
disciplines to the field of conservation. 

2In an extreme case, Clifford (1986:28-30) discusses 
the controversy over Florinda Donner’s work 
“Shabono,” which was considered by many within the 
field of anthropology to be a fabrication. 

3Dynamite catches in coastal Mtwara are often sold 
directly in the markets of Mtwara town. 

4All subject names in this paper are pseudonyms. 

5Juma spoke some English, acquired through his 
background in informal trading. 
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