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1. Introduction 

This report comprises the condensed results and conclusions of the Master research 
project that Violaine Fourrier has conducted, under the supervision of Anke Tonnaer 
and Riyan van den Born, at the Dutch office of the World Wide Fund for Nature (hence-
forth: the WWF-NL) between January and June 2020. The starting point of the study 
was to explore the diversity of perceptions of human-nature relations among WWF-NL 
staff, through a qualitative methodological approach. This starting point was born from 
two central constituents: one is the theoretical development within the social sciences 
and one is directed from an investigative question posed by the organisation itself. 
This introduction will address both aspects in order to arrive at the central research 
question of this report.

In the current time and age humans and all their activities have become a major en-
vironmental force, as a result of which an increasing group of scholars believe the 
earth has entered a new geological epoch, called the Anthropocene. The term itself is, 
however, not without controversies, as some have pointed to its anthropocentric focus 
(see e.g., Haraway, Ishikawa, Gilbert, et al. 2016). Indeed, anthropocentrism itself is 
the result of a deeply ingrained dichotomy associated with the process of moderniza-
tion, that separates humans from all other non-human lives. Within this dichotomy 
culture is reserved as the exclusive capacity of humans, making nature the domain to 
which humans by definition do not belong (Descola 2013). This so-called nature-cul-
ture dichotomy not only fosters a type of ‘human exceptionalism’, setting humans 
apart as fundamentally different from all other animals and the rest of nature (van 
Dooren 2014). It also produces specific ways of perceiving and relating to nature that 
have come to be hegemonic across the globe, particularly in the way geo-political and 
economic configurations impact upon the management of land, natural resources and 
nature conservation. 

Even so, in spite of its dominancy, the dichotomous perception of nature and culture 
is by no means shared by all societies (Descola 2013, 30). Indeed, as Descola and 
others (e.g., Blaser and de la Cadena 2018) have argued, a separation of nature and 
culture should be understood as the outcome of a particular cultural belief, instead 
of a common-sense, taken for granted view of what the natural world is. Precisely 
this naturalness of nature as removed from the human world is what Blaser and de la 
Cadena (2018, 3) criticize, arguing that many contemporary practices, ranging from 
‘market-friendly environmentalisms to an end of capitalism’, manifest the logic of a 
‘one-world world: a world that has granted itself the right to assimilate all other worlds 
and, by presenting itself as exclusive, cancels possibilities for what lies beyond its lim-
its’ (ibid.). Accordingly, they point to the possibility of recognizing existent heteroge-
neity in practices that make and unmake worlds, a so-called pluriverse. To learn about 
how others perceive and relate to their environment, we need a ‘modality of analysis 
and critique’ that acknowledges ‘its own effects as a worlding practice’ (ibid., 6). Put 
differently, to learn about the diversity of human-nature relations, it matters to be re-
flexive about how things are called. This present research project aimed for opening 
up this type of reflexivity, among people that have grown up in a society that is firmly 



entrenched in nature-culture thinking, yet at the same time are critical and committed 
to alter practices that come forth from this thinking. 

This theoretical focus allied well with the second constituent of this research project, 
which was the organizational introspection of the WWF-NL. This process started with 
‘A Day of reflection’ in November 2019, involving various speakers and inviting debate 
with the audience, so as to initiate a discussion and exploration of ‘new narratives that 
are less ‘rational’ (…) and to see how we can develop and improve our own narrative 
while taking other narratives into account’, as the brochure mentioned. Indeed, as an 
international nature conservation organisation, the WWF works cross-culturally, and is 
confronted with a diversity of views and practices regarding the natural environment. 
In order to generate dialogue and create more inclusive notions of human-nature rela-
tions in the conceptual framework and strategies for nature conservation, the present 
research was developed to start with an internal exploration of unspoken and generally 
assumed understandings of how Dutch WNF-employees regard nature.

The general outlook of the WWF-NL is built upon a conceptual framework, examples of 
which can be found in the mission statement, vision and motto of the WWF-NL. One 
may be too quick to assume, however, that working within the same organisation also 
implicates understanding the conceptual framework in the same way. Yet, since every 
person is different, has a different background and has had a different childhood, it is 
likely that employees at the WWF-NL have different images about humans, nature and 
the relationship between the two. In academic debate, moreover, similar uncertainties 
exist about what is actually meant when one talks about nature or culture. In view of 
this lack of clarity, the aim of this research has been to map the ideas about nature 
and how we as humans are related to it among WWF-NL employees. Additionally, this 
research aimed to develop tangible recommendations to move to more heterogeneous 
practices in talking about and working towards nature conservation worldwide. Follow-
ing from this twofold aim, the central question has been: What images do WWF-NL 
employees have regarding humans, nature, and the relationships between the two?

In chapter 2 the theoretical framework of this study will be briefly discussed. Central 
are the theories of Descola (2013), Zweers (1995) and Holling, Gunderson and Ludwig 
(2002). All these authors work out conceptual frames that help shed light on how a 
diversity of views on the human-nature nexus come to exist and may be understood. 
Chapter 3 describes the methodology. Chapter 4 and 5 discuss the empirical data. 
Chapter 4 addresses images of nature the WWF-NL employees expressed, the interac-
tion between science and personal experience and the possible tension between the 
two. Chapter 5 deals with the understandings of the relationship between humans and 
their natural environment specifically. This report will be concluded with a discussion 
of the findings and a number of recommendations. A central insight, to which we will 
return, is that science – thinking in facts and figures – is consistently seen as the sole 
justification for the development of valid conservation policy, whereas personal images 
and experiences of nature are generally disqualified as a basis for nature conservation 
policy. We recommend that in order for the WWF-NL to broaden its conceptual horizon 
and to become more inclusive of non-Western images of nature, a start could be made 
by acknowledging the realness and, hence, the validity of other than scientific knowl-
edge. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Introduction
First, in order to understand how the employees of the WWF-NL conceive of nature, 
it is important to review the history of the nature-culture dichotomy. In the Western 
scientific paradigm, ‘culture’ and ‘nature’ are generally treated as two separate entities. 
Philipe Descola (2013), a French anthropologist, deconstructs the idea of a universal 
nature by including the relation between humans and non-humans – including ani-
mals, plants, spirits and objects.

Wim Zweers, a Dutch philosopher, also argues that the division between human and 
nature is part of the modern Western world. Zweers (1995) makes a distinction be-
tween six basic attitudes of humans regarding nature: (1) despot, (2) enlightened ruler, 
(3) steward, (4) partner of nature, (5) participant in nature and (6) unio mystica. 

In addition to anthropology and environmental philosophy, ecologists also debate de-
scriptions of nature and culture. Crawford Holling, a Canadian scholar, together with 
Lance Gunderson and Donald Ludwig, developed four models of nature to describe 
‘differences among the worldviews(…) that people hold’ (2002, 10). These four models 
offer conceptions of nature as stable or unstable, which can enrich our understanding 
of the different images humans (e.g., WWF-NL employees) have about nature.

These three theories which are further elaborated upon below, are being used for four 
reasons: (1) to give words to existing images, (2) to reveal what is missing in these im-
ages, (3) to enrich Western images of humans and nature and (4) to understand some-
one’s worldview in general and as a basis for behaviour. 

2.2 Development of the Nature-Culture Divide
Tracing the development of the so-called nature-culture dichotomy in Western thought 
is a valuable exercise, as it may help to situate and contextualize the epistemology 
from which the employees of WWF-NL have grown up to perceive nature. Descola 
(2013) argues that the development of the nature-culture dichotomy in the West start-
ed within Greek philosophy. In this philosophy, the particular nature of beings drew 
upon the classification of animals based on their characteristic that are unique to their 
forms of life (e.g., wings, fins and legs). Descola states that in Greek thinking, however, 
humans still were seen as part of nature.

Subsequently, with the rise of Christianity, humans were increasingly being perceived 
as outside of and superior to nature (Descola 2013). In Christian thought, humans 
had to transcend the physical world in order to exercise control over it and thereby to 
arrange and organise it to suit their needs. Furthermore, theologians of the 16th cen-
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tury claimed that humans were endowed with reason and knowledge and were therefore 
unique and set apart from the rest of God’s creation (i.e., nature) (ibid.). 

From the 17th century onwards, the scientific revolution ‘legitimated the idea of a me-
chanical nature in which the behaviour of every element can be explained by laws’ 
(Descola 2013, 68). Furthermore, a separation between humans and nature gained ac-
ceptance. Descola continues: ‘What now came into existence was a notion of Nature as 
an autonomous ontological domain, a field of inquiry and scientific experimentation, an 
object to be exploited and improved’ (ibid., 69). 

At the beginning of the 19th century, the concept of society began to take shape and 
could be placed in opposition to nature. However, not until the notion of culture – a field 
that expresses everything that ‘in humans and their achievements’ (Descola 2013, 72) is 
distinct from nature – developed was the dualistic conception of the world complete.

2.3 Beyond Nature and Culture
The distinction between culture and nature could be seen as specific for the Western 
world, even though it has, arguably, become hegemonic across the globe (e.g., extraction 
industry). Nonetheless, Descola shows that there are other, non-dualistic perspectives, 
which he terms ‘modes of identification’ (ibid., 112). He identifies four different modes: 
(1) animism and perspectivism, (2) naturalism, (3) totemism and (4) analogism. These 
modes of identification describe human-nature relations and images beyond the na-
ture-culture divide.

The establishment of different modes of identification relies on the contrast between 
‘interiority’ and ‘physicality’ (Descola 2013). Interiority refers to how the internal world of 
beings is the same or different, and it is commonly associated with the soul, conscious-
ness or spirit. Physicality refers to how the physical, material structure of beings differs or 
is the same. In the four ontologies mentioned above, these means are described differ-
ently. 

The first mode of identification is animism. Animism is, in the social sciences, defined as 
‘the belief in the existence of a separable soul-entity, potentially distinct and apart from 
any concrete embodiment in a living individual or material organism’ (Bird-David 1999, 
67). In an animist worldview, beings can have similar interiorities but may be made of 
a different physicality (Descola 2013). As part of the animistic view, perspectivism has a 
slightly different view of human-nature relations. In contrast to animism, perspectivism 
expresses the idea that nonhumans do not see humans as humans, but as nonhumans 
(i.e., predators or prey). In this way, all beings are basically of the same physicality but 
are separated by their interiors (Descola 2013).

The second mode of identification is naturalism, in which beings have the same physical-
ity but different interiors. This belief is frequently held in Western societies. Western peo-
ple set themselves apart from all other entities as uniquely gifted with a special kind of 
interiority, usually described as a rational soul or self-consciousness. The divide between 
physicality and human interiority stands behind the modern concepts of nature and 
culture, human and nonhuman. In this way the nature-culture divide is an expression of 
human exceptionalism (Descola 2013).

The third mode of identification, totemism, stands in complete opposition to a naturalistic 
belief. Totemism involves a relationship between a human collective and a nonhuman to-
tem, often an animal or plant. Totemism is a mode of identification in which both humans 
and nonhumans are characterised by continuity of physicality and continuity of interiority 
(Descola 2013). 

The fourth and last mode of identification is analogism, a common mode of identification 
in parts of South Asia, China and West Africa (Descola 2013). Moreover, Descola argues 
that in the modern Western world complex systems of analogical resemblances among 
things arise from the belief that there is discontinuity of physicality and discontinuity of 
interiority, not only between humans and non-humans but also across and within all enti-
ties in the cosmos (ibid.).

2.4 The Wilderness versus the Domesticated
Descola (2013) describes that in the West, the parts of the environment that are influenced 
by humans can be understood as cultural and those that are not as natural. In this sense, 
‘wilderness’ can be understood as ‘an original and preserved naturalness’ and as an eco-
system that has to be protected against the degradation of human influence (ibid., 35). 
Hulme (2009) describes that within the discourse of the wild, ‘wilderness’ can be under-
stood ‘as a repository of what is natural, something that is pure and pristine and (should 
be) beyond the reach of humans’ (ibid., 25). According to Hulme, nature (i.e., species and 
landscapes) is in this sense perceived as something fragile that needs to be protected.

However, in non-Western thinking, this Western ‘wilderness’ is understood as a human 
artefact because the land has been cultivated by people ‘over tens of thousands of years 
through … ceremonies and ties of kinship, through fire and through hunting’ (Descola 
2013, 35-36). In other words, what in the West is perceived as wilderness is in non-Western 
societies perceived as cultivated land. 

2.5 Participating in Nature
Basic attitudes toward nature express a certain perception of reality or, more specifically, 
an ‘image of nature’. At the same time, these basic attitudes show how someone perceives 
himself or herself in relation to nature and other humans. Zweers (1995) has described the 
five following basic attitudes.

The first basic attitude conceives of a human as an enlightened ruler. The basic attitude of 
the enlightened ruler is based on the principle that humans stand above nature and can 
manipulate nature. Thus, while nature exists to serve humanity, an enlightened ruler un-
derstands that humans are dependent on nature, on the finiteness of natural recourses 
and on the limited carrying capacity of ecosystems (Zweers 1995, 35, 36). 

The second basic attitude views humans as stewards. According to Zweers (1995, 39) ‘a 
steward is someone who manages or controls something on behalf of someone else.’ This 
can be viewed as working on behalf of God or the future. Although the basic attitude of 
stewardship views humans as responsible for taking care of nature, this basic attitude is 
still anthropocentric and based on the instrumental value of nature.
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The third basic attitude Zweers (1995) describes is that of humans as partners. In this 
basic attitude, humans and nature are two different entities but are equals. This rela-
tionship only becomes possible when nature is not seen as instrumental but rather 
when the independent, intrinsic value of nature is recognised. An essential difference 
between the first basic attitude and this third basic attitude is that only social interests 
are addressed in the first, whereas in this third attitude, the ‘needs’ of nature are seen 
as equivalent to those of humans.

The fourth basic attitude is that of participant. A participant is someone who is part of 
nature, and the relationship with nature determines the identity of the participant. In 
other words, humans are part of a bigger whole, namely nature. Within this basic atti-
tude, nature as a whole is not dependent on humans, and humans are not essential for 
the continuation of nature. Central to this model of participation is the intrinsic value 
of nature.

The fifth and last basic attitude is that of unio mystica. This model is based on the unity 
of humanity with nature, ‘a spiritual experience of connectedness whereby the I of the 
subject vanished and there exists a unity without identities’ (Zweers 1995, 57). This ba-
sic attitude focusses on the divinity of the existence. 

All these basic attitudes are in fact part of Descola’s naturalism. In other words, 
Zweers (1995) describes in more detail various types of naturalist attitudes towards 
nature, and as such a further specification. 

2.6 Balance in Nature
The five myths of Holling, Gunderson, and Ludwig (2002) emerged from the interac-
tion between nature and people, and puts central the ‘understanding the source and 
role of change in systems’ (ibid., 5). None of these myths of nature is completely real 
or right, nor completely unrealistic or wrong. That is why Holling, Gunderson, and Lud-
wig (2002) called them myths of nature. They express the different kinds of balance of 
nature and can be linked both to the basic attitudes of Zweers (1995) and the modes 
of identification of Descola (2013) in the sense that different images of balance in the 
natural world (Holling, Gunderson, and Ludwig 2002) create different basic attitudes 
towards that natural world (Zweers 1995), subsequently influencing the general world-
view (Descola 2013). 

The first myth is ‘Nature Flat’ (Figure 1 A). In this model, ‘flat’ represents a system in 
which the stability cannot or can only hardly be affected. The ball – or state of nature – 
is affected by random causes. In this sense, nature is malleable, and humans can make 
use of nature without any risk of causing processes that are undesired and irreversible 
(Holling, Gunderson, and Ludwig 2002).

The second myth is ‘Nature Balanced’, ‘a view of nature existing at or near an equi-
librium condition (Figure 1 B). Thus, if there is some interfering in nature, nature will 
nonetheless return to its balance. This view exemplifies a world that is in balance and 
dominated by negative feedback.
 

‘Nature Anarchic’ is the third myth described by Holling, Gunderson and Ludwig 
(2002). Whereas the second myth can be understood as a ball at the bottom of a can-
yon, this third myth can be seen as its inverse, with the ball at the top of a hill (Figure 1 
C). This view is based on the fundamental instability of nature, because of which there 
should be as little interfering as possible. 

The fourth myth is ‘Nature Resilient’ (Figure 1 D). In a way, this worldview encapsulates 
the previous three views. It is characterised by periods of change, periods of balance 
and usability, periods of collapse and reconstruction and periods of renewal.

The fifth and last myth (not shown in Figure 1) is ‘Nature Evolving’ and is more com-
plex then ‘Nature Resilient’. This myth might be the one closest to views in the West-
ern world because ‘Nature Evolving is a view of abrupt and transforming change’ (ibid., 
14).

These myths can be used to understand someone’s worldview and actions. Behaviour 
depends on how someone perceives nature. For example, when people believe in 
‘Nature Flat’ or ‘Nature Balances’, they are less likely to act on behalf of nature than 
someone who believes in ‘Nature Anarchic’. These myths are described in a simplistic 
way, and in reality, these categorisations are more complex. Nevertheless, they can be 
used to investigate different images of human and nature, in particular the role and 
perceived responsibilities of humans.

2.7 Valuing Nature
Over the years, nature conservation has changed in both purpose and framing (Mace 
2014), reflecting the concurrent changes in valuing nature. The way nature is valued 
affects how people experience nature and behave in the context of nature and nature 
conservation. In the work of Mace (2014) on the history of nature conservation, con-
nected to the four phases the author identifies, three types of values may be discerned: 
instrumental, intrinsic and relational. 

FIGURE 1 
Depictions of four myths of nature: 
(A) Nature Flat 
(B) Nature Balanced 
(C) Nature Anarchic, and 
(D) Nature Resilient 

Each myth has three representations 
of metaphors: as stability landscape 
(left), phase diagram (center) and time-
course chart or trajectory of key systems 
variables over time (right)’ (Holling, 
Gunderson, and Ludwig 2002, 11).
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The first phase is termed ‘nature for itself’, ‘which prioritises wilderness and intact nat-
ural habitats, generally without people, and has [used] scientific underpinnings from 
wildlife ecology, natural history, and theoretical ecology’ (Mace 2014, 1558). The second 
phase is ‘nature despite people’, because of the rapidly increasing impact of human 
activities and increased awareness of the destruction of habitats and overharvesting. 
The third phase is identified as ‘nature for people’ because people realised that goods 
and services provided by nature are irreplaceable (Mace 2014, 1558). And finally the 
fourth phase is called ‘people and nature’, because the focus on the benefits of nature 
to humans and ecosystem services has been influential and reduced the inclination to 
treat people and nature as two separate entities (Mace 2014). 

Within the first two phases – ‘nature for itself’ and ‘nature despite people’ – the focus 
of nature conservation lay on the intrinsic value of nonhuman nature. Intrinsic value 
can be understood as the value of a thing independent of humans’ needs, meanings 
and preferences (Himes and Muraca 2018). In the third phase, the focus lay on the 
instrumental value of nature. Things that have instrumental value are things that are 
a means to an end (Ibid., 2). In the fourth and last phase, the focus lay on relational 
value of nature. Relational values can be understood as values that provide space in 
which non-instrumental, anthropocentric relationships to nature can be expressed 
(Ibid.).

According to Mace (2014), the above described four phases are still present in nature 
conservation. By analysing how nature is valued – instrumental, intrinsic or relational – 
different images of humans and nature also become visible. Furthermore, the value of 
nature can be linked to the basic attitudes of Zweers (1995), because within these dif-
ferent basic attitudes, nature is valued in different ways. In other words, the way some-
one values nature expresses something about his or her basic attitude. For example, 
within the basic attitude of enlightened ruler, nature is valued in an instrumental way, 
whereas in the basic attitude of a participant, the intrinsic value of nature is more im-
portant. In this sense, the three ways of valuing nature – instrumental, intrinsic or rela-
tional – can be used to analyse WWF-NL employees’ images of humans and nature, to 
find out what the most important guiding basic attitudes towards nature are.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Setting
This research took place at the Dutch office of the World Wide Fund for Nature (the 
WWF), the biggest organisation for nature conservation in the world. It has been active 
since 1961 and has many offices around the world. These offices share the mission of 
creating a world in which humans and nature live together in harmony. Since 2006, the 
WWF-NL office has been located in Zeist, the Netherlands. This location has one build-
ing, and it is their only office in the Netherlands.

Currently, 165 people work at the WWF-NL in the following departments: direction (7 
people), conservation (47 people), engagement (73 people), finance and operations 
(30 people) and organisation and talent development (9 people). These numbers 
should be seen as snapshot in time however, as the organisation is continuously fluc-
tuating. The average age of WWF-NL employees is 43 years old, and 80% of the em-
ployees are female. 

3.2 Research Population
To avoid misleading conclusions on the most common images of nature, we strived 
for a diverse sample of employees, achieved through so-called quota sampling. This 
method of sampling refers to selecting people based on their characteristics (Gobo 
and Molle 2017). For this study, we chose to diversify the sample of participants ac-
cording to four aspects: department, gender, duration of employment and age. In total, 
Violaine interviewed 19 employees while accounting for the four aspects.
 
In order to ensure that interviewees felt free to speak their minds and to minimise the 
effect of existing power relations and hierarchy within the organisation, all interviewees 
referred to in this report are anonymised.

3.3 Methods
This research was an ethnographic study. Ethnography is a case-study approach and 
offers an in-depth study of the culture of, in this case, an organisation (Sluka and 
Robben 2012). An ethnographic research requires a holistic perspective to be pursued 
and triangulation to be applied. According to Gobo and Molle (2017), holism is the 
intertwining of spheres of life and is embedded and placed in a specific social context. 
Partly, holism can be understood by triangulation, the methodological entrance to 
holism. Triangulation entails gathering data from different points of view or perspec-
tives (ibid.). The ethnographic field research of this study consisted of a number of 
methods: observing employees at the office, attending meetings, having unstructured 
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conversations, sampling, conducting in-depth interviews, and gathering life stories. By 
applying these methods, Violaine conducted her research from different angles, thus 
applying triangulation.

During the first month and a half, Violaine applied participant observation by engaging 
in the everyday work environment of the WWF-NL. Participant observation considers 
the interaction between the researcher and the social actors as crucial (Gobo and 
Molle 2017). In this regard, the researcher is a subjective insider and an objective ob-
servant at the same time (Sluka and Robben 2012). The aim of this approach was to 
understand the behaviours of the employees of WWF-NL as well as the organisation’s 
structure. 

Another method that was applied was interviewing. Before conducting an interview, Vi-
olaine asked the employees of WWF-NL for informed consent by explaining the aim of 
the research. The interviews were semi-structured and in-depth, based on an interview 
guide. During the interviews, Violaine specifically paid attention to the life-stories of 
employees to investigate their personal connection with nature and images of humans 
and nature. She also showed the interviewees cards depicting the five basic attitudes 
of Zweers (1995) in order to facilitate discussions of the different kinds of images. In 
order to transcribe all interviews and to handle the data with care, permission was re-
quested to record the interviews. All interviewees agreed. 
At the end of Violaine’s fieldwork a focus group discussion was held with four employ-
ees of WWF-NL, one from every department, of whom only one had already been inter-
viewed by Violaine. The goal of this focus group was to discuss the first findings and 
to learn in what ways this study could be of use for the WWF-NL, including gaining an 
insight into how a discussion could be started within the organisation about different 
images of humans and nature and how to create space for such a diversity of views.

While this study may appear to be a normal example of field research, it certainly was 
not. During the first month and a half, Violaine was able to conduct her fieldwork as 
expected – that is, being present at the office of the WWF-NL, undertaking participant 
observation and small talk and interviewing employees. However, midway through 
March, circumstances changed drastically because of the worldwide COVID-19 pan-
demic. Luckily, Violaine was still able to conduct all the interviews that were planned, 
dealing however with the limitations of ‘meeting’ through digital media (Zoom). Partic-
ularly, non-verbal communication is hard to notice and take into account as part of the 
dynamics of a conversation. Although the quality of the conversations may not have 
been optimal, we are confident that Violaine has been able to garner enough data to 
write her MA thesis, on the basis of which this report has been written. 

4. Images of Nature

4.1 Introduction
Central to this chapter is the question ‘What images of nature do WWF-NL employees 
have?’ In order to answer this question, we elaborate on three subjects. First, we analyze 
the answers WWF-NL employees gave to the question how they would define nature. 
From these answers we found that the definition of nature is frequently defined alternat-
ing between wild and cultivated nature. Second, we discuss that the reasoning of WWF-
NL employees towards nature conservation can be described in two ways: personal and 
scientific reasoning. Both ways of reasoning have an independent influence on the im-
ages of nature WWF-NL employees have. To conclude, we elaborate on what language is 
being used by WWF-NL employees when they talk about nature. 

4.2 ‘How Would You Describe Nature?’
In response to the question how they would define nature, interviewees say: ‘Nature is 
everything that is not culture’ (W7), ‘Nature is everything that has a natural beginning and 
a natural end’ (W8), ‘Nature is everything that grows and is alive’ (M9), ‘Nature is life itself ’ 
(M3). All interviewees found it hard to give one clear definition as there are many (some-
times even conflicting) aspects that play a role when defining nature. This struggle to 
articulate a definition of nature is visible when W7 says 

‘Nature… you could say everything that has not been made by humans. Howev-
er, that is nonsense. Because I do see my tree of prunes…well nonsense, I do not 
think that. Nature is, I think, everything that [is not] culture…difficult question!’ 

Even when interviewees gave one definition or description of what nature is, many times 
during the conversation they struggled with their own initial description and sometimes 
changed it. For example, interviewee W8, spoke about ‘nature in its purest form’, nature 
that is ‘unaffected’. She directly corrected herself by saying ‘well, unaffected… I mean 
more in the sense of trees, the sea, landscapes without many buildings.’ Later in the conver-
sation, W8 struggled with the role of humans when describing what nature is, she said:

‘More a place ... where humans have not yet ... or where people are not located 
... or where the footprint of humans isn’t ... isn’t visible. And where ... ecosys-
tems can go their own way. I think ... but I do see us [humans] as part of that’. 
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Here we see that at first, she describes nature as unaffected and without human pres-
ence, while in the end stating that humans are part of nature. This struggle and uncer-
tainty about how humans and nature relate to each other was also visible in other inter-
views. In this section, we further elaborate on the images of nature of the interviewees.
 
Although the descriptions the interviewees give of nature are not exactly the same, they 
all view nature as ‘alive’ or ‘living’ or the other way around, everything that is alive as 
nature. However, defining nature becomes more complex when interviewees tried to ex-
plain the differences between nature and not-nature. While an individual organism such 
as a ‘house plant’ (M9), a ‘tree of prune’ (W7) and an animal is regarded as nature, since 
it is alive, interviewees are not so sure how to classify different natural areas such as 
farmlands, city parks or rainforests. The fact that an area contains individual organisms 
does not per se justify calling that area ‘nature’.

Determining the naturalness of an area is influenced by the level to which the interview-
ees regarded the area as wild or pristine, which in turn was determined by the level of 
human influence in that area. The more humans have interfered in an area, the less it 
is regarded as nature in its purest form or as wild. While some interviewees perceived 
domesticated or developed areas as nature, others did not. The most important criterion 
for the interviewees to perceive an area as wild or created, is whether it is autonomous. 

 Autonomy of nature is described by M18 as the ‘freedom of nature to do its own job’. 
For example, according to W8, the Amazon has this freedom, contrary to a city park in 
Amsterdam which is controlled by humans. In addition, M11 said that ‘nature is an area 
where plants and species can grow wild without suffering from human behaviour’. Based on 
the autonomy of the area, the Amazon is therefore seen by interviewees as nature that is 
more wild or pristine than the city park in Amsterdam.

So, the nature images of the interviewees were strongly determined by this perceived lev-
el of autonomy of nature, and consequently, when a nature area is regarded as highly au-
tonomous it is perceived as more natural. However, there are different opinions whether 
an area that is influenced by humans can be seen as nature. According to M11 there is no 
real nature in the Netherlands because everything has been created. He continues, 

‘For me, nature is really where humans have no influence. As soon as humans 
have real influence on it, it diminishes the natural value because then humans 
determine what happens. So, [humans] determine which animal species there 
are or not and how many. Humans determine which plants or trees are planted. 
And, of course, there may be new ecosystems that are being created. But for me 
that is not nature.’

Others think that even created and controlled areas can still be seen as nature. W17, for 
example, thinks there are ‘different gradations and types of nature’. For her, nature is ev-
erything that is alive, which means that ‘wilderness in Africa or Latin America but also the 
dunes here [in the Netherlands] on the coast’ is nature. Others think that this depends on 
the visibility of human influence. In this line, most interviewees indicate that they can 
still perceive an area that is designed, created and (partially) controlled by humans as 
wild or pristine. Because in some cases, an area can be created and designed but still 

has the freedom to grow on its own and thus possesses autonomy. For example, the Mill-
ingerwaard, which is an area designed and created by humans and yet still looks and feels 
like it is wild and pristine (M3, M8). M3 says ‘When I think of the Millingerwaard when it 
was still a meadow with fences, and the feeling it gave me when the barbed wire was gone.’ At 
first thought an area is regarded as purer and wilder when it is unspoilt and untouched 
by humans. On second thought, an area can be designed and created and still feel as if 
it is wild nature. Moreover, interviewees say that it is possible to have an experience in 
an artificially created nature area that is comparable to one in the wild. All of the ideas of 
the WWF-NL employees regarding nature lay somewhere between these two extremes 
in which autonomy of nature is differently understood; nature is everything that is alive 
and can go its own way (even if it is originally designed by humans) or nature is only real 
nature when it is totally autonomous in the sense that there is no influence of humans in 
that area.

Following from this then, two factors that negatively influence the perceived autonomy 
of nature can be identified. These are visible man-made structures and physical presence 
of humans. Firstly, in areas where human influence is much more visible, for instance by 
paths, signs and fences the less likely the interviewees were to perceive those places as 
wild. Nature is then seen as controlled, suppressed and unfree. To return to the compar-
ison of the Amazon and the Amsterdam city park, the Amazon (and also the Millinger-
waard) can be seen as ‘nature without a path’, while there are constructed paths and a lot 
of signs in a city park. Consequently, the Amazon is seen as wild, while a city park is not. 

The second factor mentioned in the interviews that influences whether an area is per-
ceived as wild or created is the physical presence of humans. As described above, the city 
park in Amsterdam is seen as a created and controlled area. When comparing a city park 
to a forest, for example, one might imagine that even though both areas are created (i.e., 
designed and planted by humans), a forest may be perceived as wilder than a city park 
because there are fewer humans around. M8 explains ‘when I walk in a nature area and 
there are a lot of people around, I have less of a feeling of being in nature’. 

4.3 Reasoning from Science or from Personal 
 Experiences
In our discussions about nature, interviewees refer both to scientific facts as well as to 
personal experiences with nature. Interviewees appear to use scientific reasoning to ex-
plain the contemporary crisis of nature or to justify the importance of nature conserva-
tion, while they mainly use personal experiences to express their affection for nature.
 
4.3.1 Personal Experiences
As other studies have shown (e.g., Knippenberg et al. 2015), childhood experiences with 
nature are very important for the images of and relations with nature later in life. There-
fore, several questions about the interviewees’ childhood experiences with nature were 
asked. Indeed, 17 out of the 19 interviewees said that their childhood experiences in na-
ture had a significant impact on the development of their images of nature. The remain-
ing two explained that their current images of nature developed in a later stage of their 
lives. In addition, most interviewees said that nature was important to them as children; 
then this importance faded for several years before returning again after high school or 
during their studies.
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For most of the interviewees, nature was not directly accessible in their childhood and 
its presence was not evident, which made nature feel ‘far away’ (M11). Nevertheless, 
they still talked about going to a forest, camping during the holidays and other child-
hood experiences in nature. According to them, these experiences had a major impact. 
Although nature was not easily accessible, interviewees still described the ability to 
discover nature and the experience of an adventure: ‘I was on a journey of discovery. … It 
was an adventure’ (M11). 

For some of the interviewees, nature was ‘close by’ (M18), which made being in nature 
self-evident while growing up. These interviewees say they basically lived in nature, al-
ways being outside. For example, M3 reminisced about playing in the woods for hours. 
Although not all interviewees grew up in nature, they also remember always being out-
side, playing in the streets: ‘Nature for me was outside. If you say forest or I don’t know, 
then no … I was someone who always played on the streets. I didn’t experience any of that 
kind of nature [e.g., a forest] really’ (M13).

According to almost all of the interviewees, nature was and, in a way, still is a place to 
play, to be curious, to explore and to discover. Several interviewees talked about getting 
lost and the importance of this experience. According to these interviewees, getting 
lost made them feel one with nature, being part of a larger whole. The experience made 
them feel small and insignificant. These feelings and experiences had a major influence 
on them and their images of nature. They said that without these experiences in nature 
they would not perceive nature as valuable as they do now. In addition, several inter-
viewees disclosed that they appreciate nature as an adult because of their experiences 
with nature in childhood, even when they took nature for granted during childhood.
Although not all interviewees grew up in nature, they all indicate that their images of 
nature are based on personal experiences with nature. 

4.3.2 Science and Professional Expertise
When asked how their images of nature have changed since their childhood, almost all 
interviewees respond that they now see the vulnerability of nature, of which they were 
unaware as a child. Although they all mention this change, it was explicitly noted by the 
interviewees who lived in or close by nature. For example, W4 said that when she was 
a child, she took nature for granted: ‘back then, I did not know any better’. It was when 
she grew older that she ‘started to realise that this [nature] is not necessarily normal’, and 
that, ‘nature can also be vulnerable and can be lost’. 

Interviewees mentioned that once they learned about, for example, biodiversity loss 
and the effects of the destruction of the rainforests, they started to realise the vulner-
ability of nature. Gaining more knowledge about causes and consequences changed 
their images of nature. As M9 explained: 

‘I took for granted that nature was there, and, at that time, I was not very 
aware of the fact that it [nature] had to be protected. But in the eighties, there 
were campaigns about acid rain and things like that that I have very conscious-
ly experienced. Then I got it all at once: “oh it is not so obvious, and we have 
to take good care of it [nature]”.… So, yes slowly but surely you became wiser. 
And since you have been working at an organisation as the WWF, you learn 
this extremely fast.’

4.4 Which Languages are used to Talk about Nature?
In this section, we elaborate on the language used by employees and the WWF-NL in 
general to express themselves when talking about nature. Furthermore, we discuss 
the limitations of language to express the complex relationship between humans and 
nature. As the first two sections have shown, nature is perceived in many different 
ways, and these images of nature are shaped by many different factors. Despite the 
differences in images of nature, the language interviewees use to talk about nature can 
be distinguished in: (1) an abstract and intangible language and (2) an emotional and 
tangible language. 

The language adopted in the Strategy FY20–FY22 (2019) and the Dutch Living Plan-
et Report (2020a) is similar to the language used by interviewees to emphasise the 
decline of nature. When interviewees speak about nature, they frequently discuss 
concepts such as biodiversity, ecosystems, climate change and deforestation. They 
use these concepts to emphasise ‘the decline of nature’ (M11). Since these concepts 
are intangible concepts – it is not possible to directly see climate change, every aspect 
of an ecosystem or the global effect of deforestation and pollution – they are hard to 
grasp. Nevertheless, there is a difference between the rational science-based and the 
experiential and emotional way in which interviewees talk about nature. This becomes 
visible in the example of W2 below. She stated that,

‘We [humans] are often inclined to convey things in a rational way, by means 
of graphs. And so…if I wanted to convey to people why it is important that we 
preserve biodiversity, then I can do that with graphs and tables. For example, 
the Living Planet Report is a typical scientific document that fully addresses ra-
tional thinking. I have nothing against it; I also think it is good to substantiate 
things rationally. Otherwise, there are a lot of stories and who then is ultimate-
ly right? I think it is important that you know what your facts are based on. 
But, at the same time, you often cannot convince people with only a rational 
story’.

The recognition of the difference between speaking in a rational science-based versus 
a personal way was generally shared among all interviewees. A scientific way of speak-
ing is, for example, by numbers, graphs, diagrams and by the use of concepts such as 
biodiversity and ecosystems. For example, M11 mentioned that ‘three soccer fields are 
cut per minute’. Since this scientific way of speaking is based on ‘facts’ (M11), this way 
of speaking is seen as objective. Nevertheless, as W2 explained, this mode of speak-
ing is not enough to convince people. This opinion was similarly expressed by other 
interviewees. W2 further states that in order to get people’s attention they need to be 
addressed on their subjective consciousness: ‘If you tell a personal story, something you 
have experienced in the field, something you have seen, then it affects people more’ (W2). 
These personal experiences with nature are important for connection with nature:

‘Then [on a holiday] I live in nature without internet or things like that, sur-
rounded by trees and birds. Then you really feel the connection with nature. 
Then you feel your dependency on nature. You can explain this dependency by 
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talking about ecosystem services and that nature obtains important elements 
for us [humans], but then again, that is based on rationality. If you really feel, 
because you really feel what nature does to you, then you feel that nature and 
you are one’ (W2).

When trying to express the feelings nature evokes, interviewees frequently use words 
such as ‘calmness, harmony and beauty’ (W7), ‘miraculous’ (M1) and ‘fascinating’ (M5). 
Interviewees also mention emotions with a more negative character. For example, W6 
says that for her, nature means rest and relaxation, but it also evokes misery and con-
cern when she thinks about the future of nature. However, when interviewees talked 
about the deterioration of nature, they almost all fell back on scientific facts. For exam-
ple, climate change was a topic that was addressed by half of the interviewees. When 
discussing climate change, interviewees talk about scientific numbers and the impact 
on biodiversity, ecosystems and nature in general.

5. Human-Nature Relationship

5.1 Introduction
In this chapter, we elaborate on the relation between humans and nature, and discuss 
to what extent WWF-NL employees consider humans as part of nature. To investigate 
the relationship between humans and nature, the five basic attitudes of Zweers (1995) 
as described in the theoretical framework were presented to the interviewees. The 
human-nature relationships were visualised on cards. The questions that were asked 
related to the basic attitude of the interviewees themselves as well as to their ideas 
about the basic attitude of WWF-NL as organization in general. Subsequently, the the-
ory of Holling, Gunderson, and Ludwig (2002) is used to elaborate on ideas regarding 
the balance in nature. We investigated whether the perceived balance in nature relates 
to the perceived relationship between humans and nature. Finally, the dependency be-
tween humans and nature and their views on nature conservation were addressed in 
the interviews. 

5.2 Humans as Part of Nature
In order to communicate the relationship between humans and nature, the WWF-NL 
uses, among other things, a slogan. From 2019 onwards the slogan of the WWF-NL 
has been ‘be one with nature’. In the interviews employees were asked to reflect upon 
this slogan, particularly concerning how the relation between humans and nature is 
configured. In this context, M3 says,

‘We [the WWF-NL] have a beautiful slogan: “be one with nature”. But that 
actually presupposes a kind of choice; it suggests that you could be one with 
nature, but also that you could not be. Otherwise, it [the slogan] would not call 
you to be one with nature. It assumes that at the moment, you are not one 
with nature’. 

An image of the human-nature relationship entails a vision of nature as well as a vi-
sion of humans. Our interviewees used a variety of expressions to describe humans 
in relation to nature. Humans were described as ‘decisive’, ‘respectful beings’, ‘listeners’, 
‘caring’, ‘(not) in harmony’, urged to behave ‘modest’, act as ‘stewards’, ‘in despair’, ‘in-
significant’, being able ‘to change everything’, to ‘know everything’, ‘are a boss’, ‘give value’, 
‘possess knowledge’ and ‘have too much brains, power and greed’. M5 expresses how his 
vision of nature relates to his vision of humans, especially whether humans are part of 
nature:
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‘If I see nature as everything that grows, flourishes and breaths, then human 
beings are a continuous part of that [nature]. However, humans have over 
time, by all technical developments, moved further away from it [nature] and 
have become isolated by living in houses and apartments. I think that humans 
themselves have created some kinds of barriers and in that way [humans] have 
become more distant from nature.’

It is evident from the quotes above that humans can be seen as part of nature while 
at the same time they are not. When interviewees perceived the relationship between 
humans and nature from a biological point of view, all interviewees stated that humans 
are part of nature. According to all interviewees, humans originate from nature and 
thus are, or were, part of nature.

BASIC ATTITUDE (ZWEERS 1995) INTERVIEWEES

Unio mystica M13 and W17

Unio mystica / Participant M3 and W14

Participant M1, W4, M5 and W16

Participant / Partner M9, W12 and W2

Partner W8, M11 and M18

Steward / Participant W7

Steward W6, W15 and W10

Enlightened ruler -

Table 2: Overview of what Basic Attitudes interviewees choose as the ideal relationship be-
tween humans and nature. (This figure shows a total of 18 interviewees instead of 19. This 
is because in one interview, Violaine did not have the opportunity to ask about the basic 
attitudes.)

As table 2 shows, none of the interviewees chose the basic attitude of enlightened ruler 
and only a few (3 out of 19) the basic attitude of steward. The latter attitude considers 
humans and nature as two separate entities whereby humans are managing nature on 
behalf of a greater good (e.g., God or future generations). For example, W7 said that 
the basic attitude of steward fitted her best because she believes that humans ‘have to 
pass on the earth beautifully and if possible, ruin as little as possible and restore what 
is there.’

What table 2 also shows is that almost all interviewees (13 out of 19) lean towards the 
basic attitude of partner or participant. In this sense, the basic attitudes of these in-
terviewees lay on an eco-centric spectrum with some leaning more towards the basic 
attitude of partner and others more towards participant. This eco-centric spectrum can 
be illustrated with what M3 mentioned. This interviewee noted that ‘partnership requires 
equality. It [partnership] also means that humans are different from nature. Whereas partic-
ipant means being part of a whole’. Although there are differences between the stratifica-
tion of these two basic attitudes, both basic attitudes are ecologically centered. 

Only two interviewees adhere to the basic attitude of unio mystica. These interviewees 
also have an eco-centric world view, but this world view is somewhat more spiritually 
colored. Once more, M3 nicely summarizes this attitude: humans and nature ‘flow into 
each other. That means that you can never fully understand the big picture. It’s a kind of, 
there’s kind of mystical… there’s kind of outside… things outside of yourself ’. 

As the table thus shows, the basic attitude of the majority of the interviewees can be 
considered eco-centric, ranging from partnership, participant or unio mystica, and ac-
cordingly imply a form of fundamental equality perceived to exist between humans and 
nature. 

Interviewees who see humans as participants in nature also describe humans as part 
of nature. For example, W2 says that ‘as a person you are part of a larger whole’. Accord-
ing to W8, it is self-evident that humans are part of nature. As she explained:
‘Yes, I do think we are part of nature. I think that we are part of this planet and of na-
ture in general. It is, how do you say this, something that is self-evident. We are all part 
of one earth. Like all life on earth, we are born and we will die. And…so, in that respect, 
we are all alike. It is about life. So, ultimately life on earth. And whether that is a plant, 
an animal or a human, it is all part of one earth. One nature. So…it may not always 
look like this, but in the end, it is like this. And now, with such a [corona] virus, you also 
see its interrelatedness.’

Later, in the same conversation, W8 states that she feels as if she actively has to go to 
and be in nature, for example in a forest, to indeed feel part of nature. Because other-
wise, she feels distant from nature. She explains that this feeling of alienation resulted 
from all kinds of technological developments and living in houses. All interviewees 
mentioned this type of human alienation of nature. 

Considering humans as (biological) part of nature but having difficulty with feeling part 
of nature is the reason for three interviewees (W8, M11 and M18) to consider the idea 
of partnership with nature to be more realistic than the idea of humans as participants 
in nature. Although all interviewees see humans from an ecological or biological per-
spective as part of nature, they also all stated that humans can control or dominate 
nature. As M7 said:

‘Humans are part of nature. However, a bit of a predominant species, with too 
much brains. Therefore, humans are part of nature, but humans have quite 
a lot of knowledge, power and greed and feel like they are a boss. In this way, 
stewardship, you know, the idea of “passing on the earth” comes under pres-
sure. And that is the problem, I think.’

According to M3, 

‘Some humans think they stand on top of the food pyramid’ and ‘that nature 
is actually there for the benefit of humans’. He mentions, for example, the 
idea of ‘services provided by nature’. He continues: ‘From that point of view, 
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humans can attribute a financial value to nature. And the idea exists that if 
nature has value for humans, humans are less likely to destroy it.’ M3 explains 
further that this idea is partly true, but that it is also a strange perception of 
nature because ‘we [humans] are intrinsically part of nature. Nature is not 
there for us, and it could mean that anything that has no direct value to us, 
can be destroyed.’

Looking at what the interviewees consider to be the prevalent dominant attitude that 
humans take in society toward nature, a few of the interviewees described the tensions 
between economic interests and consumer behaviour at one side and the interests 
of nature at the other side. Interviewee M1 says that ‘in everyday life we [humans] want 
more and more: the latest technology, latest gadgets at home, craziest vacations.’ In addi-
tion, W17 describes that, ‘there is a conflict between economic interests on the one hand 
and natural interests, for example biodiversity, on the other.’ Even though none of the 
interviewees adhere to the image of an enlightened ruler over nature, some believe 
that humans should not be part of nature, because of our needs and practices. One 
interviewee said ‘humans should not be part of nature; these are separate worlds. So, we 
live in big cities and we have regions where we produce for people. And we have regions that 
are completely intact and are thus still nature’ (M11). In other words, M11 believes that 
humans and nature are two different entities and that humans should not literally live 
together with nature. Furthermore, by stating that humans have regions that are com-
pletely intact, M11 is placing – perhaps unintentionally – humans above nature. How-
ever, M11 believes that humans should live in harmony with nature and that we should 
not exceed the carrying capacity of the earth. 

5.3 Human-Nature Relationship of WWF-NL
Interviewees were also asked what basic attitude they thought fits best with the WWF-
NL visions. All interviewees found it difficult to attribute a single basic attitude to the 
WWF-NL. For example, M3 said that he would place the WWF-NL vision ‘somewhere 
between the basic attitude of enlightened ruler and partner’ because the ‘WWF-NL fulfils 
a strong nature conservation function’. In this regard, M5 said that he thought that the 
WWF-NL often acts as if they know everything. However, according to M3 and M5, 
the WWF-NL also tries to cultivate a harmonious relationship between humans and 
nature, which fits best with the idea of partnership with nature. W7 sees the WWF-NL 
sometimes as a participant ‘because of the idea of ‘be one with nature’’.

The majority of the interviewees is of the opinion that, generally speaking, WWF-NL 
tends more in the direction of enlightened ruler and steward but prefer WWF-NL to 
move towards a relationship with nature as partner or participant. M3 thinks that ‘most 
people on earth’ are of the opinion that partner or participant is the most appropriate 
image of relationship and ‘if you [the WWF-NL] want to work with people all over the 
world, then you need to have an understanding of how other people view things.’ 

Three interviewees state that they think that the basic attitude of WWF-NL is between 
steward and partner. M9, who chose partner as basic attitude for WWF-NL, hopes that 
‘WWF-NL becomes redundant because we are one with nature, that we find a balance, 
are able to sacrifice ourselves and treat the earth well, that would be totally perfect. 
However, we are not that far, that is why I chose partner for WWF-NL. We [the organ-

isation WWF-NL] realise that we as humans use the earth, whether we want to or not 
and we try to organise that as fair as possible. We hope to give nature to a certain ex-
tent back what we as humans took away.’ 

Another three interviewees see the WWF-NL as a participant. For example, W4 says 
that she sees that WWF-NL puts nature first, but also that the WWF-NL believes that 
humans take part in nature. 

5.4 Balance in Nature
In addition to the discussion about whether WWF-NL employees perceive humans as 
part of nature and how they view the human-nature relationship of themselves and of 
WWF-NL, the interviewees and the interviewer discussed the notion of balance in na-
ture. Aspects mentioned by all interviewees are that nature can be vulnerable, but also 
resilient and powerful. As W17 said

‘We are losing a lot of biodiversity…[and] individual species. You can see it hap-
pen.…and in that way, nature is really vulnerable. But on the other side, nature 
can be resilient. For example, last summer, with that enormous drought, then 
you see everything wither, everything is gone. And one month later, with a little 
bit of rain, everything is green again. Thus, it is incredible how fast nature re-
covers. As long as we do not put this enormous pressure on biodiversity, nature 
can recover.’

At first glance, these aspects seem contradictory: how can nature be both vulnerable 
and powerful? This quandary is strongly influenced by humans. W7 says, ‘in principle, 
nature is not vulnerable’. Yet, the vulnerability of nature was mentioned, although some-
times indirect, in all interviews. For instance, when talking about the loss of biodiver-
sity. All interviewees mentioned the loss of species or landscapes as a result of human 
actions, for example, losing individual species because of ‘overfishing’ (W4), ‘poaching’ 
(M1) or ‘[tree]cutting’ (W6, M11, W14).

Interviewees say that when too many elements are lost, nature can no longer restore to 
its original form. What was meant by ‘its original form’ differed among the interviewees. 
This irreversible change is what interviewees called a ‘tipping point’ (mentioned by ten 
interviewees). Eventually, according to most interviewees, this results in deteriorations 
in natural systems, leading to natural disasters. ‘Then’, W7 says, ‘nature is not balanced 
anymore’. Examples of such degradations and disasters that are mentioned during the 
interviews included ‘climate change’ (mentioned by 11 interviewees), an increase in ‘ni-
trogen emissions’ (mentioned by six interviewees) and, as is currently happening in the 
world (i.e., COVID-19), ‘pandemics’ (mentioned by 14 interviewees). Such natural di-
sasters were frequently described by interviewees as an example of ‘nature strikes back’ 
(W7) or the ‘power of nature’ (M5). Although not always expressed with these specific 
words, 11 interviewees described this idea of power or striking back of nature. 

Nevertheless, according to all interviewees, nature can to a certain extent recover from 
human impact. As M1 said
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‘Nature always goes its own way. I like that […] for example at Fukushima in 
Japan, when the nuclear plants were closed. They [the nuclear plants] have 
been uninhabited for a long time now, for decades – the forest can become 
wild again and animals return. It is buzzing with life again. I think that is 
beautiful, that nature is really resilient.’

Interviewee M1 is stating that without the human pressure on nature, nature can recov-
er. All interviewees talked about conserving nature to restore the balance in nature or 
to prevent nature from getting further out of balance. Furthermore, nature can develop 
new forms, according to the interviewees. For example, M13 said that ‘with the increase 
of nitrogen, completely different plants arise. So, the moorland disappears, and other plants 
return. Nature changes.’ All interviewees thought that eventually nature will ‘outrun’ 
humans. To clarify, M3 said that

‘We [humans] destroy part of life on earth. But never all life on earth because 
the microbes will survive us. So, the earth, the planet, just goes on. In a few 
million years, ants or other species will develop insanely. And then we [humans] 
are simply not there anymore.’

5.5 Dependency between Humans and Nature
The current mission of the WWF International, as well as the WWF-NL, is ‘humans and 
nature together in harmony’. ‘Harmony’ insinuates a certain interdependency between 
humans and nature. When discussing humans and nature in harmony interviewees 
often touched upon values of nature. As described in the theoretical framework, nature 
can be valued in three ways: intrinsic, instrumental and relational (Himes and Muraca 
2018). 

Although not asked for, three interviewees spontaneously mention the intrinsic value 
of nature (W17, W10 and W7). For example, W17 said ‘Nature also has a value in and of 
itself because it exists’. 

According to M13, humans and nature together in harmony means ‘taking nature into 
account by perhaps creating some sort of net balance. So, not only taking, but also giving.’ 
Similarly, W7 said that humans and nature together in harmony means ‘that you don’t 
exploit natural resources. That you can use nature, but not in a way that puts too much 
burden on nature.’ In addition, M1 said that humans and nature together in harmony 
means ‘that humans realise and also act that we are not separated from nature but that 
we are dependent on nature. So, we use nature and nature also benefits from us.’ When in-
terviewees talked about a balance between taking and giving, they mentioned a certain 
equality between humans and nature.

All interviewees agreed that humans depend on nature. According to the interviewees, 
people depend on nature and her resources in both the short and long term. In the 
short term, humans are totally dependent on ‘natural resources because of the air they 
breathe, the food they eat and the drinking water they need’ (W4). In addition, W2 stated 

that ‘the things you [humans] buy in the supermarket have origins that depend on a good 
climate, sufficient water and sufficient forest. That’s just our human dependence that we 
have here on this earth.’ In the long term, humans are dependent on the trees and the 
climate which regulates fresh air and clean water resources. According to all interview-
ees, human influence on nature results in changes in the global climate, which will 
eventually cause problems for human well-being and even human existence. As W4 
explained, 

‘When ecosystems deteriorate, nature loses its value and function. So, in the 
long term it is also important to us [humans], I think. Because the moment 
you exhaust nature, in the end there is nothing more to get.…Where do you get 
your food from then?’

Interviewee M3 recognizes the purely instrumental value of nature in some of the 
WWF-NL’s programmes that emphasize nature’s functions for humans. However, he 
states that ’We are an intrinsic part of nature. Nature is not there to serve us’.

People also depend on nature in a relational way. All employees talked about the feel-
ing nature gives them. Feelings that were mentioned were ‘connectedness’ and ‘rest’ 
(mentioned by 12 interviewees). However, relational values were, contrary to the in-
strumental and intrinsic values of nature, often not explicitly addressed but appeared 
obliquely during the interviews. This is an observation that we analyse more elaborately 
in the discussion further on.

After extensively discussing the dependency of humans on nature, the other way 
around, the dependency of nature on humans was less clear cut. Depending on the 
context, nature was seen by the interviewees as either dependent or independent of hu-
mans. On the one hand, all interviewees saw nature as dependent on humans because 
of humans’ influence on nature. M7 said, for example,

‘If you see that we [humans] have already ensured that a lot of animals have 
become extinct, then, I mean the earth will continue to exist, but if you regard 
nature as a collection of species, then humans are not passers-by, but rather 
trespassers.’ 

In other words, nature’s dependency is in this view a negative alliance, one that nature 
cannot escape. 

Nature also depends on humans because humans can improve situations in nature 
and even restore it. On the other hand, ‘nature does its own thing’ (M9) independently 
of human action:

‘I think that nature is not at all dependent on humans because nature does its 
own thing. And yes, animals will become extinct, but other animals will come 
back in large numbers. So, I think that nature in itself is not dependent on hu-
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mans. But I do think that through people and organisations such as the WWF-
NL, situations can improve, and nature can recover. But I think nature itself is 
not dependent on humans’ (M9).

Eight interviewees agreed with this idea of nature as independent and strong. In this 
respect, as already asked in section 5.3, if nature does not depend on humans, then 
why should it be protected?

When this question was asked during the interviews, all interviewees mentioned nature 
conservation in the context of scientific relevance that underpins the conservation of 
elements in nature. According to interviewees, nature conservation entails ‘avoiding 
disruptions’ (M13), ‘maintaining biodiversity’ (W7), ‘regaining the balance between humans 
and nature’ (W2), ‘together with the people who live in certain places, improving landscapes 
or keeping them as they are’ (W4, W14), ‘protecting life’ (M5, W12), ‘conducting research 
in areas that can be improved’ (W6), ‘making people aware that we should not only be 
concerned with economic growth’ (W8), ‘stopping nature from being exhausted’ (M9), 
‘preserving areas that are still intact’ (M11), ‘giving nature a voice’ (W15), ‘convincing peo-
ple that we must live in harmony with nature’ (W16) and ‘ensuring that the system can 
remain resilient’ (W17). Such comments reveal a paradoxical area of tension with which 
many interviewees seemed to struggle. The supposed strong and independent nature 
is equally negatively affected by anthropogenic actions and practices. To overcome this 
destructive behaviour the majority of interviewees suggest to take on stewardship or 
even an enlightened ruler position, a view on the human-nature relationship they did 
not choose when this was discussed earlier in the interview. 

Discussion 

In this report we have summarized the research findings of the MA research project 
that Violaine Fourrier conducted at the WWF-NL office, under the supervision of Anke 
Tonnaer and Riyan van den Born. The central research question that has been ad-
dressed in this research and subsequent report, was: What images do WWF-NL employ-
ees have regarding humans, nature and the relationship between the two? 

On the basis of the data gathered between January and June 2020, it is clear that there 
is not one single definition of nature within the WWF-NL. Even though this may seem 
unsurprising, starting with recognizing this diversity of understandings of nature im-
plies that we critically examine the assumed working agreement on what nature is and 
what you chose to protect accordingly. Consequently, we need to ask: How do WNF-NL 
employees interpret nature in the key slogan of the WWF-NL, namely the incentive to 
‘be one with nature’? This report arrives at two important insights regarding the gener-
ally unspoken diversity in how nature is being understood.1 

First, what WWF-NL employees perceive as nature and how they define nature is com-
prised of an amalgam of culturally shared imagery and personal experience. Obviously, 
this is not typical for the working environment of the WWF-NL, but reflects the coming 
into being of socially shared ideas within society. Yet the influence of experience is 
something that in the West is rarely acknowledged as equally relevant and informative 
for how we, as humans, perceive the world. Indeed, rational thought, objectivity and 
the neutral position have been the fundamental values for measuring and understand-
ing the world around us since the onset of the Enlightenment. Our study has however 
shown that personal experience is both significant for nurturing the drive to work for 
the WWF-NL, and equally formative for how nature is defined by each individual em-
ployee. For example, when WWF-NL employees were asked about their view of nature, 
they often made a distinction between wild and created nature. A distinction which 
was also present in the Dutch Living Planet Report 2020. Although it appeared that the 
difference between wild and created nature was self-evident, in comparison however, 
some employees referred to a particular area as wild, while others viewed the same 
area as created. Seemingly impartial criteria such as the autonomy of a natural area 
(i.e., the level of its artificiality; the presence of visible human-made structures such as 
fences, and so on) and the presence of other human beings were assessed and valued 
differently. We suggest that such divergent understandings may be explained through 
the experiential dimensions that inform the interviewees’ understanding of nature. 
Nature experiences as personal and affective in childhood, as discussed in chapter four, 
were recognized as seminal for a lifelong commitment to and engagement with nature, 
but being asked in one’s professional position, that is as employee within the WWF-NL 
office, about understandings of nature the personal was often overlooked or disregard-

1 The insights presented in this final discussion are based on the empirical study that Violaine Four-
rier has conducted. For the sake of legibility, we have excluded relevant references. Please note that 
the core literature that grounds this study is addressed in chapter 2, which discusses the theoretical 
framework. For the complete references please refer to the bibliography at the end of this report. 
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ed as not relevant professionally. Consequently, interviewees courageously explored 
their personal and intimate experiences, seeking to define their views on nature, but 
nearly always concluded that for understanding the anthropogenic issues regarding 
climate change, loss of biodiversity and so, these experiential notions were not appro-
priate for inclusion in the analysis and subsequent policymaking by the WWF-NL. In 
that light it might be revealing that some employees, working at the Finance depart-
ment or at the department for Organisation and Talent Development for instance, did 
initially not believe that they could contribute to this study; after all, they were experts 
on accounting, not on nature conservation. 

Second, in speaking about the relationship between humans and nature, and how hu-
mans were positioned towards the more-than-human world, interviewees struggled to 
articulate the relational values embedded in the human-nature nexus. To talk about hu-
man-nature sociality beyond the commonly shared scientific language left interviewees 
looking for words. As has been shown, instrumental and intrinsic values carry a long 
history in nature conservation and were therefore recurring topics. For instance, em-
ployees remarked upon the paradoxical character of the human-nature bond. In many 
ways nature’s thriving refers directly to the well-being of humans. Yet, at the same 
time, interviewees agreed that nature was valuable in and of itself. In other words, na-
ture is not merely there to ‘serve’ human existence. What is more, humans as biolog-
ical organisms are part of the same planet, and thus referring to the intrinsic value of 
nature, implicates humans, as we are nature too. When interviewees discussed depen-
dency, humans and nature were described as two different entities that are connected 
but not part of the same whole. 

Yet, going beyond instrumentality or the inherent value of nature, the conversation 
on the intimate, relational values – the interconnections between humans and nature 
– halted. To be sure, we argue that the absence of language does not reflect actual 
experience. Rather we suggest that this is the outcome of a dominant rationalized dis-
course that has set the standard for discussing all matters related to nature and nature 
conservation, and which has wedged away the embodied and affective aspects of being 
human in relation to other living beings and non-living entities. 

Recommendations

This study allied with the WWF-NL’s aim to generate dialogue and create more inclusive 
notions of human-nature relations both in the conceptual framework and strategies for 
nature conservation. Not only did all interviewees have clear and scientifically grounded 
expert knowledge on the contemporary problematics of the human-nature nexus; they 
were also fluent in expressing this knowledge. Yet in order to open up dialogical space 
worldwide to allow for more pluriverse understandings of the more-than-human world, 
we suggest here that dialogue and inclusivity may start within the Dutch office.

Therefore, we suggest firstly that the WWF-NL could benefit from stimulating the inter-
nal dialogue amongst all employees, across the departments. To begin within the Dutch 
office, and possibly later with other offices on international level. The concluding focus 
group discussion that Violaine Fourrier organised within the final stages of data collec-
tion showed the potential strength of such dialogue. Participants enjoyed the conversa-
tion and appreciated the exchange, listening to each other ideas and values and taking 
inspiration from it. Through discussing one’s views on what nature means and is to 
each, and to return to one’s deeper motives to dedicate oneself to not only the human 
but also the more-than-human world, the organisation at large may attain more mul-
tiformity of ideas that ultimately enrich images, knowledge and practices of WWF-NL. 
Individual understandings of nature may appear personal and idiosyncratic and yet may 
turn out to be also strikingly common when actually articulated. The WWF-NL office 
could thus consider facilitating more of such exchanges to explore internally means to 
diversify. 

Secondly, prioritizing rationalized knowledge on nature does not only reduce the com-
plexity of particular bonds to natural areas, species and so on; it also excludes other 
epistemologies and ways of knowing nature that may not be captured in graphs and 
figures. Rethinking the hierarchy in types of knowledge and practices may start at the 
Dutch office by diversifying expertise and by acknowledging the value of different knowl-
edge epistemes, next to those based on scientifically standardized study. Following 
onto the recommendation to facilitate dialogue ensues then the advice to learn from 
different socio-cultural perspectives on what nature is, how it may be protected, and so 
on. We would like to point to different approaches that work towards more-than-human 
sociality, such as the multispecies approach in qualitative research, and the current rise 
of extending human rights to nature worldwide, which points to how various groups of 
(indigenous) peoples view living (e.g., rivers, trees) and non-living entities (e.g., moun-
tains) as intrinsically akin to human beings. To listen to and appreciate such worldviews 
requires an epistemological openness to diverse ways of knowing and experiencing the 
world. We suggest that this responsiveness may be cultivated through allowing and 
developing forms of dialogue, first within and ultimately beyond the organisation. 

This study has offered an exploration of understandings of nature of WWF-NL em-
ployees. Dialogue and diversification of knowledge are key outcomes of the research. 
The study does not address the linkages between views on nature and policy making 
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on conservation. We suggest as a future avenue for research to critically examine how 
both implicit and explicit assumptions on what nature is inform and determine nature 
conservation policy-making and practice. 
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