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What’s Love Got To Do With It:

Renewing the Foundations of Conservation
Science and Practice

At Saxan, Konnoronhkwa, Love, Mitos¢, Amaret

Abstract: We seek a renewing of the foundations of conservation science
and practice with love as one of the main pillars. We trace how this has
been embodied through histories, practices, knowledge systems, writings,
and key figures throughout conservation science and practice. We see
this work as a call to renew our vows to practise conservation science and
practise with a deep love for the species and places we work with and for.

TAuthor Contribution Statement: Here we interrupt the regular hierarchical nature of journal
authorship and present authorship to the concept of love translated into different languages. The
word for love is listed as our authors in Tlingit, Kanien’keha, English, Polish, and Latin.The contributors
to this paper include, in no particular order, Krystal Isbister (she/her,Yukon settler/western Europe,
northern flora), Katarzyna Nowak (she/her, Polish return migrant/former asylee, hoofed mammals),
Jared Gonet (he/him, Indigenous, Tlingit/Polish/Dene, ecosystems), Paul McCarney (he/him, settler/
western European), and Dan Longboat (he/him, Mohawk Nation of the Rotinonshén:ni (People of
the Longhouse) the Six Nations Confederacy). We see all as equal contributors in various ways that
create a whole greater than the parts.
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“We address the Earth as Ieti'nihstenha, ‘her to all of us has given us life.” The
love, affection, respect, appreciation, and gratitude we have for our own Mother is
the same feelings, emotions, connection, love, respect, honour, and gratitude that
we give to our Mother the Earth” (D. Longboat, personal communication, May
26,2024).

Love is foundational to conservation science and practice. Who among us
entered the field in search of endless data and significant p-values? When we as
researchers and practitioners pursue a mythical form of valueless, objective, neutral
conservation science,’ we hamstring our ability to exist together in respectful,
loving relationships with place.? When we recognize and encourage love in
conservation science, we create space for multiple world views® and mobilize some
of the best parts of humanity in our work.* Here, we see some broad elements of
love as the care for, sharing, and acknowledgement of the agency of places and life
other than human. When we scan the diverse histories of conservation science and
practice, we find many manifestations and expressions of love. As conservationists
we will serve, honour, and uplift biodiversity by recognizing and reconnecting
with understandings of love in conservation.

Science did not start out aiming for valueless, normative outcomes, and the
effort to compartmentalize emotion and logic in conservation science is not a
foregone conclusion. The full history of Western science—and certainly the
history of conservation science—is replete with individuals and traditions that
expressed deep care and love for the natural world, and this was not always seen as
oppositional to good, rigorous, effective science. In fact, throughout the history
of scientific practice in fields related to conservation, the normative values of
objectivity and emotionless inquiry are a fairly recent invention. Love and other
emotions were stripped from our sciences in the Enlightenment® by thinkers
who saw a mechanistic, reductionist world. However, this is not the only world
we live in.

Feminist® and Indigenous’ bodies of thought emphasize the role of love
and other emotions in successful conservation science and practice. For instance,
Bond and Liboiron® “focus on the tension between the pressures on professional
scientists to be detached and objective, and the emotional work of studying
pollution.” Bond notes that as a scientist, “you have to take a step back and almost
detach yourself from the situation. But as a human being, when I cut open a
dead bird and see bottle caps, tetra-pack lids and balloon clips gushing out of the
stomach, it just breaks my heart.”
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If we practice conservation science that respects Indigenous Knowledge
systems'® and pushes towards versions of anti-colonial science,' we must include
the emotional element of those systems. In many Indigenous world views, love
for non-human peoples and places is commonplace.’* Anishinaabe Grandmother
Teachings also speak of love, which John Borrows beautifully applies to
constitutional law; according to Borrows, love should and must be a legal value
that underlies our most basic laws (which ultimately informs all our work)." In
the Canadian North, First Nations people are taught to “feel as much as you
think,”** echoing the Maori saying of “Science with a heart.””® Anishinaabeg
environmental activist Winona LaDuke describes the sense of love at the root of
Indigenous-led conservation, telling us that “our commitment and tenacity spring
from our deep connection to the land”and the relations her culture maintains with
the animals, fish, trees, and rocks.'® In a recent report on Indigenous approaches to
climate action, Reed et al.’” argue that an Indigenous approach to climate action
starts with recognizing key shared principles of Indigenous knowledge systems,
“including hope, love, and respect for diversity.”

Western academic approaches to conservation and popular environmental
literature have also emphasized the value of love in conservation theories and
successes.'® Aldo Leopold set love as a foundation for his concept of a land ethic,
arguing that “when we see land as a community to which we belong, we may
begin to use it with love and respect.”*® The concepts of Topophilia and Biophilia
both explore people’s love of places and forms of life beyond the human.? The
environmentalist and writer Wendell Berry highlights people who “are motivated
by aftection, by such love for a place and its life that they want to preserve it

and remain in it.”*

'The emergence of writing about ecological grief over the past
decade shows the importance of love in conservation, as surely we dont mourn
what we don't love. The term Solastalgia describes the distress felt by those who
have become separated from the place and environment they love.?

Across the world, some of our greatest conservationists have pushed the
bounds of what is possible with their obvious love for places and other species.
Norma Kassi, a Vuntut Gwitchin Elder and Indigenous conservationist in the
Yukon, has inspired generations of people in the North to safeguard boreal
ecosystems and the Porcupine Caribou Herd, with which the Gwich’in People are
inseparable.”® Primatologist Jane Goodall helped push the bounds of interspecies
kinship through divulging the lives of Gombe chimpanzees (thereby achieving
what Charles Darwin could not through a theory of evolution alone). Kenyan
environmentalist Wangari Maathai, founder of the Green Belt Movement, notably
said, “We can love ourselves by loving the earth.”* “Loving onto trees” epitomized
the anti-deforestation movement in India led by Sunderlal Bahuguna.?® Choosing
to work from a place of love expands what is possible.
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When we push for normative, valueless sciences, we detract from other ways
of knowing and understanding. With the state of the world today it is clear we
need to use all world views to make peace with nature.? The tools of conservation
science have a critical role in this shift, but the job most often entails documenting
(and feeling) the continuous loss of places and species.”” Conservation scientists
need to freely embrace love for the places and species we work with, enable
mourning, and face the heartbreak without loss of purpose, conviction, and hope.
Love is medicine for us and our Mother the Earth. A Kanien’keha word for love,
Konnoronhkwa, is the medicine that, “works to restore, to renew, to restrengthen
us. It’s the thing that allows us to carry on with our responsibility, the sacred
responsibility that we’ve been given to care for all life” (D. Longboat, personal
communication, May 26, 2024). Love has been and is a powerful driver and
motivator for conservation, engaging people, and driving true stewardship. We
must rebuild, recognize, and renew a loving foundation of conservation science
and practice. Much as people renew their vows to people they love, we must do so
with the natural world we endeavour to steward.
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