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The Ethnobiology of Absurdities
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We are often overwhelmed by a sense of frustra-
tion when we observe that certain social issues, rather
than progressing, seem to stagnate or even worsen—a
rise in violence against women, racism, misogyny, and
transphobia. These problems, far from disappearing,
raise the question of whether we truly advance toward
a higher state of civility or are trapped in an endless
cycle of setbacks. The feeling that progress is illusory
and fleeting leads us to reflect deeply on the state of
science, particularly ethnobiology.

For instance, in ethnobiology, researchers have con-
tinuously exercised self-criticism over the decades. We
endlessly reiterate ideas and commitments that, in the-
ory, should drive the field forward: improving research
quality, regardless of the theoretical or epistemological
approach adopted; moving beyond merely incremental
research; striving for bold and creative innovations;
intensifying our political engagement; and recogniz-
ing our role as potential mediators between scientific
knowledge and traditional ecological knowledge. How-
ever, despite constant promises and vows for change,
very little has been transformed. We renew these com-
mitments year after year, but the practice lags behind
discourse.

This experience reminds us of the Myth of Sisy-
phus, described by Albert Camus in his existential-
ist work. Sisyphus, condemned by the gods to roll
a stone uphill for eternity, only to watch it roll back
to the starting point, powerfully illustrates the human
condition of facing repetitive and seemingly futile ef-
forts. One optimistic interpretation is that, even in
the face of an unrelenting situation that afflicts us,
there is room for creation, turning sacrifice into an
opportunity to build something worthy of effort, even
if that something is continually undone (P6voa 2023).
Like Sisyphus, in ethnobiology, it seems that we are
pushing a symbolic rock uphill, only to see that it de-
scends repeatedly and with greater force. Every time
we renew our promises to improve the theoretical, epis-
temological, and practical quality of research, we are
met with a new wave of setbacks such as the growth
of approaches contrary to what we deem essential.

However, from a Jean-Paul Sartre perspective, we

recognize that we are all condemned to freedom. No
predetermined fate or essence guides us in ethnobiol-
ogy; only our conscious choices and consequences fol-
low. This means that as ethnobiologists, we bear the
full responsibility for defining the course of our disci-
pline, and our frustration is a reflection of our struggle
to exercise that freedom. If theoretical or epistemo-
logical progress does not occur, collective action fails
to achieve what we aspire to. Therefore, this respon-
sibility falls on us as ethnobiologists of our scientific
destiny.

This is also reflected in our experience as an edi-
tor. This year, we published an editorial in Ethnobiol-
ogy and Conservation that clearly outlined the types
of work we expect to publish and the approaches that
do not align with our editorial proposal (Albuquerque
and Alves 2024). Interestingly, after this editorial, we
received many submissions that directly contradicted
our defined scope. Could these authors, inspired by
the existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre, act in
bad faith and refuse to accept responsibility for their
own intellectual choices?

According to Sartre, bad faith is an attempt to es-
cape freedom and responsibility—an effort to see oneself
as a victim of external circumstances—in other words,
to lie to oneself (see Povoas 2007). Instead of taking
responsibility for their choices and improving their ap-
proaches, these authors blame the editors for denying
their freedom to act and correct their mistakes. This
behavior is particularly harmful in fields such as ethno-
biology, which strives for self-affirmation. This refusal
to face constructive criticism weakens discipline at the
crossroads, seeking to establish itself as a rigorous and
innovative field. This prevents the new generations of
researchers from maturing intellectually.

The submission guidelines are explicit about what
we expect to publish in. However, we frequently
received articles that deviated completely from the
guidelines, submitted by senior and junior researchers.
These articles were often rejected, with a standard re-
sponse from the journal. On several occasions, this
has led to aggressive responses from authors accusing
editors of incompetence. In more severe cases, some
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authors have initiated defamatory campaigns against
the journal and editors. While this is not unique
to ethnobiology, in a discipline still struggling with
self-affirmation, these behaviors are particularly harm-
ful, especially for the scientific education of new re-
searchers.

However, as Sartre suggests, there is no alterna-
tive, but to continue exercising our freedom with re-
sponsibility. Like any other discipline, ethnobiology is
not destined for failure or success; it is subject to the
choices of researchers. As Sisyphus continues to roll his
stone, as ethnobiologists, we must fight for a stronger,
more rigorous, and more engaged field. Would it bring
more comfort and less mental suffering to think that
our effort, like that of Sisyphus, is not in guaranteed
success, but in the act itself—in the continuous exer-
cise of our freedom to shape the field, as we believe it
should be?

We are not particularly aligned with Paul Feyer-
abend’s ideas, but we must concede that our impres-
sions are solace in his work. Feyerabend advocates
methodological anarchism, in which scientific progress
is not necessarily guided by a single methodology or
rationality criteria, such as the idea of a monolithic
science that progresses through a method universally
adopted by scientists (see Couto 1999).

While epistemological plurality and interdisci-
plinarity enrich ethnobiology’s characteristics, the
progress we hope for may still need to materialize.
For instance, can this interdisciplinarity lead to diffi-
culties in establishing a consensus on what constitutes
progress in the field? Feyerabend’s anarchic epistemol-
ogy, which values this diversity, can serve as a reflec-
tion. However, allowing the coexistence of approaches
without creating a clear path for advancing the field
may be problematic. However, would it be possible to
create internal rules that point toward such a path?

If progress exists, it is certainly not linear, as the-
oretical and social setbacks or distortions accompany
the apparent scientific advances. The lingering ques-
tion is: will we ever overcome this existential condition
of repetition without tangible results? Alternatively,
condemned by the gods, are we destined for an end-
less journey without visible progress, yet driven by the
persistence that characterizes our scientific or social
endeavors?
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