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Abstract
The Wadden Sea is a busy environment in which multiple species share a limited space. Humans use the area for recrea-
tion and economic purposes, while it also represents an ecologically valuable space as one of the largest intertidal areas in 
the world. Sharing the Wadden Sea with multiple species is recognized as a challenge by a seal rehabilitation center in the 
Netherlands, who cares for seals and their habitat, the Wadden Sea. To diminish harmful effects of human-seal interactions, 
the seal rehabilitation center educates their visitors to care for the Wadden Sea through at least three different educational 
practices (seal releases, beach cleanups, and through an exhibition at the visitor center). By taking a relational perspective to 
analyze these educational moments, it becomes apparent that different “natures” are brought into being. That is, by creating 
different experiences in multiple circumstances, relations between what is experienced or enacted as being part of the Wad-
den Sea environment changes. An important focus in this article is the diverse positions humans take up in relation to the 
Wadden Sea as they are encouraged to care for it and the seals. Instead of taking a human and nature distinction as a starting 
point, I will show that these educational practices produce fluid and dynamic relations between “humans” and “nature,” 
enabling multiple engagements with the sea and those who inhabit it.
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Contesting “nature” at the Wadden Sea

At the World Natural Heritage designated Wadden Sea, 
“nature” has been a complex and contested concept, especially 
regarding the positions of humans and their influences in this 
environment. Since the settling of humans in the Wadden area 
as far back as 600 BC, humans, the sea, and its sediments have 
interacted with and changed this environment (Bazelmans 
et al. 2012). Since the establishment of the Wadden Sea 
Area as a trilateral natural protection site, human activities 
in the area are acknowledged and included in environmental 
protection policies (Enermark 2005: 1005). For example, the 
international Wadden Sea Forum adheres to the Integrated 
Coastal Management Zone (ICZM) approach (Wadden Sea 
Forum 2013). The ICZM approach stimulates integration by 
focusing on the involvement of many different stakeholders—
ecologic, social, and economic—and of organizations 

functioning on different political scales. The Agenda voor 
het Waddengebied 2050 (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en 
Waterstaat 2020) also clearly states to have both ecological 
and social goals at the Dutch Wadden Sea. It is acknowledged 
that an integrative approach could lead to dialogue and 
potential for responsible human use in the area (Waddenforum 
2013; Egberts 2019: 69). However, oftentimes conflict arises 
because “nature” is still treated as a separate entity from 
“human,” “social,” or “cultural.” This issue is particularly 
present in critiques on heritage management. For example, to 
apply for the UNESCO World Heritage designation, “pure” 
natural qualities were emphasized, ignoring the Wadden 
Sea landscape’s political, social, and cultural dimensions 
(Krauss 2005: 46). After acquiring the official World Heritage 
designation in 2009, this opposition was strengthened because 
it became formally grounded in legislation and administration 
(Walsh 2018; Egberts 2019). Historically, boundaries between 
nature and culture seem to have hardened, because national 
policies have focused predominantly on the ecological 
protection of the seaside, while it conceived cultural heritage 
situated on the land behind the dykes as of ‘minor importance’ 
(Egberts 2019: 67).
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Making a distinction between nature and culture also hap-
pens with more nuance when acknowledging human influ-
ences in the Wadden Sea. Hans-Ulrich Rösner, the director 
of the WWF Wadden Sea division in Germany (2019: 82), 
argues that “[anthropogenic forces] do not have the extent 
or impact to make the Wadden Sea a cultural landscape.” He 
contrasts the concept of a “cultural landscape” with that of 
a “natural landscape,” which he defines as “a landscape that 
is predominantly formed by natural forces, the latter cover-
ing the whole range of geological to biological processes” 
(ibid: 85). In this approach, it seems to depend on the influ-
ence humans have on “nature” equating the idea that more 
human influence (potentially) means less nature. While this 
is a gradual scale, from this perspective nature and culture 
remain opposites, preventing a dialogue that might lead to 
an integrative approach that is so much needed in an ecologi-
cally valuable area with increasing human influence (Kabat 
et al. 2012: 13).

As a call for an integrative approach to “nature” is grow-
ing in the Wadden Sea Area while the opposition between 
nature and culture still seems strong, it is relevant to take a 
close look at how nature conservation is actually practiced. 
The tendency of nature conservation organizations to draw 
on a nature/culture dichotomy is quite entrenched if not con-
stitutive for nature protection (De Koning and Steins 2019; 
Walsh 2020). Nature conservationists focusing on the Wad-
den Sea in the Netherlands, for example, perceive “nature” 
as ideally self-sustaining, non-human, while humans are 
conceived to enhance “nature” in such a way that this behav-
ior contributes to maintain that ideal conception (De Koning 
and Steins 2019: 54–55). The purpose of this article is to 
show that nature/culture boundaries are much messier in 
practice.

By focusing on practices, it becomes possible to “doubt” 
if this nature/culture distinction also holds up during events 
where humans and non-humans enact multiple “natures” in 
a particular situation (Mol 2002: 48). That is, what kind 
of “nature” appears when multiple actors, humans, non-
humans, or objects relate to each other in specific ways? 
What position do “humans” have in those relations as they 
emerge? This approach is not about an exploration of dif-
ferent perspectives, in which the material object possesses a 
stable reality or status (Mol 2002: 12). Rather, the material 
object’s reality depends on the dynamic relations formed 
that enact the object in a certain way: the assemblage of 
relations brings the object into being, and it emerges from 
interaction (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). Hence, “nature” is 
not an essentialized object out there but a relational entity. 
“Nature” during one event is not “nature” in another. They 
are different, though partially related (Strathern 1991).

To account for multiple actors, human, non-human, or 
object and to take seriously their influences on the assemblage, 
this research draws on multispecies or more-than-human 

research (Potter and Hawkins 2009; Kirksey and Helmreich 
2010; Danby et al. 2019). To emphasize the relationality of 
“culture” to “nature,” Donna Haraway (2003) proposes to 
use the neologism “natureculture.” This concept maintains 
such a far-reaching integration of “human” and “nature” 
that it becomes impossible to speak about them as separate 
entities and recognizes humans as always part of “nature.” 
Multispecies research has widened the scope to include not 
only organisms, but also microbes, and “abiotics,” such as 
landscape features or pollution (Helmreich 2009; Van Dooren 
et al. 2016: 4; Evers 2019).

The concept natureculture is analytically useful for the 
purposes of this article as it stimulates a dynamic approach 
and challenges any binary separation. Still, it will exist 
paradoxically next to the word “nature.” “Nature” is the word 
interlocutors used when speaking about the Wadden Sea 
area. By staying close to their wording and combining it with 
natureculture analytically, it becomes possible to see how 
“nature” is dynamic, also in the experience of participants 
at a nature protection organization at the Dutch Wadden Sea, 
who tend to differentiate between “nature” and “culture.” 
Thus, ‘nature’, as approached in this article, is a relational 
assemblage of matter and organisms (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987; Barad 2007). All events discussed in this article pertain 
to and enact the Wadden Sea in different ways. This opens up 
opportunities to discuss how “humans” relate to other matter 
and species relevant for the assemblage of the Wadden Sea 
and whether “humans” (which humans?) are considered as a 
part of that assemblage at all.

The nature conservation organization studied in this 
paper is a seal rehabilitation center at the Dutch Wadden 
Sea coast. The seal rehabilitation center (from now on, seal 
center) takes care of wounded, sick or orphaned seals and 
releases them back into the sea once they have recovered. 
From an ecological perspective, the seal population is cur-
rently doing well, and consequently the protective focus of 
the seal center recently shifted towards care for the seals’ 
habitat. This encounter with and intervention in the lives 
of seals forces members of the seal center to reflect on their 
relationship with “nature.” Through education, the seal 
center aims to inspire people to behave differently, more 
responsibly and caringly, not only in relation to the seals but 
also with regard to the Wadden Sea as an environment. Here, 
different educational practices employed by the seal center 
emerge that constantly reshape the boundaries of “nature.” 
Taking this aspect as a starting point, this paper will elabo-
rate on the dynamic processes in which humans take differ-
ent positions in various assemblages that encourage care for 
seals and their habitat. This leads me to a research question 
that focuses on these dynamics: what natureculture rela-
tions emerge between humans and the Wadden Sea through 
practices of education, with which the seal center intends to 
encourage people to care for the surrounding Wadden Sea?
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This research question requires a detailed approach that 
is based on and allows for spontaneous events: participant 
observation. This method requires the researcher to be inti-
mately involved with events, human and non-human prac-
tices on site. For my data collection, I collected detailed 
fieldnotes about my observations of events, conversations, 
and also of my own behavior and responses to the field. This 
approach required me to establish a practice of reflexivity, in 
which I critically engaged with my observations and experi-
ences in order to use them to better understand the relation-
ships between humans, seals and the Wadden Sea.

Four months of participant observation led me to attend 
three different educational events at various times. During 
these occasions, the seal center aimed to “focus on personal, 
intimate experiences that leave behind a deep and lasting 
impact, not through a virtual medium, but through lived 
experience,” as they write in their annual report (Stichting 
Zeehondencentrum Pieterburen 2018: 15). One of these edu-
cational events was the “boat release.” During this event, 
recovered seals which have stayed in the center are released 
back into “nature” from a sandbank, accompanied by staff 
and visitors. The second event that will be discussed here is 
the exhibition room at the visitor center, where the Wadden 
Sea is enacted through various objects, micro-plastics, and 
seals. The third educational event is a beach cleanup, organ-
ized monthly by the seal center and open for anyone who 
wants to join. Analyzing these three events, we will see that 
“nature” and particularly the boundary between nature and 
culture is fluid. What nature entails and how it is enacted 
depends on the event. While the Wadden Sea is enacted as 
“pristine nature” quite clearly during a boat release, liter-
ally excluding humans from the picture, the beach cleanup 
as a practice makes human participants a central part of 
“nature” indicating that those divisions are dynamic. It is in 
the spontaneous, unpredictable moments that opportunities 
and openings might arise of how we might want to more 
structurally engage with the Wadden Sea as a valuable eco-
logical and social area.

A relational Wadden Sea environment

The nature-culture divide has been problematized more 
widely than at the Wadden Sea. William Cronon (1996) 
described within the context of the settlers of the USA how 
“wilderness” is a socially constructed concept that is based 
on a nature/culture dichotomy. Instead of acknowledging the 
historically continued use of the land, the sense of “wilder-
ness” led to the creation of protected national parks and the 
evacuation of those people who lived on that land. It was an 
erasure of “culture” that historically interacted with the land 
that made it possible to create a “pristine nature” for elites 
to enjoy it leisurely (ibid.: 16). If this is to be extended to 

the Wadden Sea, we could say that the separation between 
nature and culture is only made possible as “culture” is 
socially erased from “nature,” which is exactly what heritage 
specialists argue (Krauss 2005; Egberts 2019). Bruno Latour 
(1993) analyzes how nature/culture separations characterize 
the “Moderns.” The “Moderns” is a philosophical concept 
to signify those who try to purify nature from culture and 
vice versa, to hold up their distinction. At the same time, 
natureculture hybrids are found everywhere, even in such a 
multitude that a rejection of hybrids to favor purification has 
become impossible. Latour argues that we can find relations 
between hybrids and their acts of purification in practices 
and networks, leaving behind the antithesis of a distinction 
between nature and culture that Modernity has constituted 
(ibid.: 48). In a similar vein, Alexis Shotwell (2016) finds 
examples of the rhetoric of purity and impurity—or hybrids 
in Latour’s terms—in everyday life, as well as within organi-
zations, including those focusing on nature protection. For 
Shotwell, rhetoric of purity and impurity often coexist. To 
take up these aspects and figure out how diverse positions 
of humans in relation to “nature” are enacted, I will focus on 
relations established during practices to see how the work 
of purification or hybridization gets constituted during the 
messiness of events.

A practice approach presumes a noncoherent world through 
the tactic of “not knowing” (Law 2004). The researcher does 
not assume to know what ‘nature’ is. Rather, she explores 
what ‘nature’ might be, depending on the relations that enact 
‘nature’ in certain circumstances (Yates-Doerr and Mol 
2012). To take one example of a practice study, Jeannette Pols 
(2006) discusses how citizenship is practiced when washing 
patients at the mental healthcare home. She recognizes four 
repertoires of citizenship, of which three encourage a patient’s 
autonomy, and the fourth stimulates relationality (Pols 2006: 
98). Even though the analytical starting point is relational, the 
outcome might be that something—but not solely—opposite 
is produced. It opens up possibilities to see how multiple 
practices also lead to multiple outcomes with different effects 
or rhetoric. Because of this dynamic aspect, it opens up to 
see how something particular is multiple, depending on how 
something is enacted or practiced.

Who then is implicated in those noncoherent “becomings” 
that emerge from practices, and who constitutes those 
relations? The complexity of such “becomings” is also 
evident in multispecies relations (Haraway 2003; Sundberg 
2013; Van Dooren et al. 2016). Not only are non-humans 
inherently part of human life—as, for example, bacteria are 
an essential part of the human gut tissue (Haraway 2008: 
220)—they are also potentially meaningful actors who both 
enact and are enacted, changing the (political) environment 
(Law and Mol 2008). Such insights have emerged from 
diverse backgrounds, including from indigenous scholars 
and knowledge holders. For example, in Australia, kin 
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relations with non-human inhabitants of outer space deeply 
problematize ongoing activities of space colonization, while 
Matsutake mushrooms create openings to the niches of (anti)
capitalism, farm cows challenge Hindu nationalism, and 
chimps lay bare colonial relations in nature conservation 
in Malaysia (resp. Mitchell et  al. 2020; Tsing 2015; 
Govindrajan 2018; Parreñas 2018). By decentering humans, 
the analysis opens up to include how other-than-humans 
who are part of the relatedness influence the emergence of 
‘nature’ in its varied forms, also during educational practices 
of the seal center.

During the educational practices of the seal center, I 
found it is not only more-than-human critters that influ-
ence the experience of the environment. The sea and the 
sandbanks of the Wadden Sea often evoke emotions and 
leave lasting impressions (Sijtsma et al. 2012). Moreover, 
this is specifically what the seal center wants to evoke in 
their visitors during an educational event. In new materialist 
pedagogical literature, a concept that entails this emotional 
educative experience with the environment is “place-respon-
siveness” (Payne and Wattchow 2009a, b; Bonnett 2013; 
Mannion et al. 2013; Hill and Brown 2014). This means that 
as people learn about a place, they may come to care about it 
as they have multiple embodied experiences with local wild-
life or landscapes (Hill and Brown 2014: 227; Brown 2019). 
By acknowledging the potential of place-responsiveness 
through a relational lens, I take into account the influence 
of spatial surroundings such as the sea and the sandbanks. 
This is especially important as volunteers or employees of 
the seal center did not often explicitly educate their visitors. 
It was left to the objects, landscape and seals to ‘speak for 
themselves’, while to some extent being carefully arranged 
by human actors.

A word that resonates with my approach and case 
study is the word ‘togetherness’, coined by Sebastiaan 
Abrahamsson and Filipo Bertoni (2014). As they study 
vermicomposting with worms, they study what happens 
in the bucket with multiple layers, with worms, waste/
food, earth and humans. Worms, humans and food need to 
somehow work through their differences to create a situation 
that satisfies all. If humans dispose of the wrong kind of 
food in the vermicomposting bin, worms might leave or die 
(ibid.: 134). Building on trial and error, the togetherness 
only works when it profits from a relationship of care. Here, 
I will follow Maria Puig dela Bellacasa (2010) in using Joan 
Tronto’s (1993) definition of care: “Everything that we do 
to maintain, continue and repair ‘our world’. So that we can 
live in it as well as possible. That world includes our bodies, 
ourselves and our environment, all that we seek to interweave 
in a complex, life sustaining web” (Tronto 1993, 103 as cited 
in Puig dela Bellacasa 2010: 164). This definition allows for 
a multiplicity of caring actors, human and non-human, and 
an open-ended multiplicity of practices that involve care. 

The seal center aims to encourage diverse practices of care 
to create a working ‘togetherness’ for humans, seals and 
the Wadden Sea ecology in general, as I will show in more 
detail later. While the vermicomposting bin presupposes a 
togetherness with recurring main characters, the Wadden Sea 
leaves us with many possible relations and actors. Moreover, 
I will extend the relations of togetherness to humans and 
nonhumans that come to matter in less tangible ways, for 
example, those that come to matter through memory. What 
becomes a “togetherness” is dynamic and diverse, depending 
on how more than human participants relate during a certain 
practice. During such a temporary togetherness established 
by natureculture relations, “nature” emerges in multiple 
ways that may or may not encourage a working togetherness 
through care relationships.

Caring for seals at the seal center

From September 2018 to January 2019, the seal center wel-
comed me as a researcher and volunteer to help care for 
the seals and join the educational projects. With a focus on 
human and more-than-human relations, my approach was 
to allow the research site to lead me to what was important, 
writing fieldnotes to keep track of my experiences. Quickly, I 
learned the important role the seal center attributes to educa-
tion. The three main reasons for seals to end up in rehabilita-
tion is because they are found sick with parasites, entangled 
in waste or nets, or lost due to disturbances that cause seal 
pups to lose their mother.1 These disturbances may include 
storms but also occur due to human action. The seal center 
provides educational events to encourage people to care and 
behave responsibly to reduce the need for seal rehabilita-
tion, at least for those seals who are in rehabilitation due to 
human-induced harm.

To get familiar with the way the seal center educates 
people about the Wadden Sea, I spent one day per week in 
the months of October to December in the visitor center. 
Here, visitors are able to watch seals in different stages of 
the rehabilitation process, a process in which a seal normally 
stays two to three months under professional care in the seal 
center (depending on how fast they recover). As a participant 
observer, I joined the guides of the visitor center who either 
talked informally and privately to visitors and at other times 
held presentations in front of groups. I checked my findings 
regularly with those guides. Being here every week, I grew 
familiar with the objects and information on display in the 
visitor center and the (often similar) questions visitors raised 

1 Rehabilitating seals who are ill because of ‘lungworms’ is a spe-
cific Dutch policy, one that is and has been trilaterally and nationally 
under much discussion (see Hörst 2019).
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in response to these objects as well as to the seals in rehabili-
tation. Based on these experiences and conversations, I focus 
my analysis of the visitor center on the displays that encour-
aged most of the interaction between visitors and guides.

On the special occasion of the seal release, visitors get to 
sail to a sandbank in the middle of the eastern Dutch Wad-
den Sea. Seals are brought on board in wooden boxes and are 
released on the sandbank. The boat release was an experi-
ence that was difficult to translate to notes. There was some-
thing special about being there in relation to the landscape 
and seals. Normally, a volunteer gets only one opportunity to 
join a boat release. Near the end of the fieldwork, however, I 
befriended the skipper of the boat and went to several more 
boat releases to complement, check, and refine my first find-
ings. With all occasions, the sense of the experience being 
special was central and featured between the lines in my 
descriptions. I chose an event in November that was most 
exemplary and explicit to analyze natureculture dynamics 
during these encounters.

The beach cleanup did not seem to be a very treasured 
educational initiative of the seal center. It was not organized 
regularly, though the intention was to make it happen once a 
month. When I went there the first week of October, I realized 
the vastness of waste even on a tiny coastal area. An incident 
in January 2019, when a freighter lost 342 containers near the 
Wadden Sea, boosted the importance of beach cleanups as 
educational events. The seal center was one of the main organ-
izers of the January beach cleanups, where I was also present 
on site to assist with the organization. For the scope of this 
article, I will draw on the notes of my first monthly cleanup in 
October 2018 only, but the analysis of how it matters is partly 
informed by the January cleanups that followed later.

During the different events, personal feelings and 
experiences were essential to inform my analysis. To work 
with this analytically, Rebecca Olive (2020) argues that 
shared lived experiences become a “tool to understanding 
the experiences of others” (Olive 2020: 123). She relates 
this to Elspeth Probyn’s (1993) “thinking the social through 
myself.” Reflecting on the researcher’s own position in 
relation to those around her creates insights into social 
processes within context. Critical reflection is key: what 
we know is inherently situated (Haraway 1988). By stating 
explicitly how it is situated, we engage with the strengths 
and limitations of knowledge produced. At the seal center, 
I was a temporary insider as a female volunteer, being 
situated among volunteers and employees of the seal center. 
While I got acquainted with most of the employees and 
volunteers on an individual basis, the visiting public was 
diverse and dispersed and interactions too limited to get an 
intimate knowledge of their experiences. This means that 
my analysis will not focus on the experience of visitors in 
particular but is written from a shared experience between 
seal center staff and volunteers. Moreover, my fieldnotes are 

written from a human perspective, rather than that of a seal. 
Still, the analysis is certainly informed by both visitors and 
seals, as my experiences developed in relation to them. As 
such, research through experience is relational as it is done 
with others (Evers 2006). Even though the notes are written 
by one, they are informed by many. As researchers, we can 
be both the objects and subjects of research, learning and 
theorizing from our own experiences to unsettle current 
understandings (Mann et  al. 2011). Through carefully 
reflecting on my experiences and personal observations that 
are informed by more-than-human actors during educational 
events, I will link this in-depth knowledge to natureculture 
processes.

Additionally, I started blogging for the seal center to 
check if my written experiences resonated with others. 
Those blogs were posted on the seal center’s website and 
Facebook. Blogging gives the possibility to share personal 
reflections with a wide range of people interested (Olive 
2012). While reactions on the posts themselves were scarce, 
during my stay several staff members mentioned my blogs 
and related to them, often in positive ways. This showed me 
how my experiences were shared, at least within the context 
of the seal center.

Pristine nature

The “boat release” is one of the major events the seal center 
organizes. In total forty people can join the boat, including 
participants, skipper, helmsman, volunteers, and employees 
of the seal center. Participants have to pay for a ticket to sub-
scribe to a boat release. The trip is planned for participants 
to experience the outdoor environment in the midst of the 
most characteristic moment of the Wadden Sea: low tide.

Sunday,  19th of November 2018
We meander between the sandbanks, which are start-
ing to show as the ebb flow progresses. It is a cold but 
sunny November afternoon. Inside the heater is on, 
providing everyone with comfortable warmth, but still 
participants go outside to enjoy a wider view of the 
sea. […] The skipper anchors the boat at a sandbank 
where many seals are lying around. Disturbed, they 
hop into the water as we are closing in.
All the participants, including the seals who are to be 
released, get from the boat to the sandbank. Although 
I was here with another group yesterday, our footprints 
have already been erased by the currents and waves 
of the sea, making it look like an empty, desolated 
space. The employee of the seal center calls every-
one to stand in one line from the wooden crates which 
housed the seals during the journey to the waterline 
to start the release. In that way, pictures will not cap-
ture any people but only ‘nature’. When the lids of the 
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crates are lifted, the first seal is out of the box quickly. 
The other seals follow more slowly, until they reach 
the water. Further away the seals who were lying on 
the sandbank before are swimming. Some participants 
stay to watch the seals leaving, which are popping up 
with their heads now and then. Others start wandering 
around on the sandbank, until it is time to leave.

During this trip and release, the Wadden Sea environment 
emerged as two different moments of togetherness in which 
‘nature’ and ‘culture’ distinctions were reproduced. First, 
on the way to the sandbank, the sea and sandbanks during 
the low tide call on people to come outside and enjoy the 
spectacular views during the trip. Almost always there are 
seals on the particular sandbank where the skipper anchors 
the boat because of its strategical steepness. Just before the 
boat anchors, the sand on the sandbank seems untouched. 
The space is seemingly empty of humans: the sea erased 
the footsteps of the day before, there are seals lying around 
and views do not explicitly feature humans. The boat trip 
becomes a practice in which the distinction between nature 
and culture is emphasized. Traveling through the Wadden 
Area by boat during the ebb flow was and is still impres-
sive for me. It makes me feel small, a visitor in a rough, 
dynamic landscape. A feeling that is shared more widely 
(Sijtsma et al. 2012). Humans are witnesses, enjoyers of the 
landscape and have no specific responsibility in forming this 
landscape during this practice.

Second, the togetherness shifts when the boat anchors and 
people get onto the sandbank. The sandbank transforms into 
an in-between space where the whole boat crew invades and 
disturbs the otherwise apparently-devoid-of-human space. 
Seals that were lying on the sandbank before, flee disturbed 
into the water, erasing their former non-human presence. 
Footsteps are more and more imprinted on the sand as par-
ticipants, volunteers, and employees walk around, carrying 
the crates with rehabilitated seals onto the sand. When the 
seals are released, they transit from the human controlled 
rehabilitation environment to the Wadden Sea Area that, 
from the former impression, is otherwise devoid of human 
presence. Reminding of the boundary between nature and 
culture that still rules, an erasure of humans happens when 
pictures are made of the release in which no humans are 
part of the image. On the pictures, a crowd of forty peo-
ple is behind the camera—except for their shadows—and 
the beautiful sandbank, sea, and seals are within the frame 
(Fig. 1). It is the practice of the release that relates humans 
as temporary actors to the seals and the Wadden Sea. For a 
short time, in an in-between space, there is the presence of 
humans that should not be there that should be literally out 
of the frame.

The space of transition comes to an end as the seals grad-
ually get out of direct human influence and visibility. They 
dive under, are invisible for a while, and come up. They 
join the group of other seals that were already part of the 
Wadden Sea, those that were lying on the sandbanks. With 
the transition of the seals, participants slowly retreated to 

Fig. 1  Releasing seals on the 
sandbank Picture by author 
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the boat, enjoying their short time at the in-between space 
that is the sandbank while it lasted. The release is for many 
participants and volunteers a unique experience. Visitors pay 
for the tickets and volunteers are generally allowed to join 
only one time, increasing the feeling that this is a space for 
humans for only a short, limited timeframe.

While the togetherness during the different stages of 
the release is dynamic, the dichotomy between nature and 
culture is reproduced continuously through the event. Even 
when participants become part of the landscape and change 
it by releasing seals to the sea or imprinting their footsteps, 
it is only temporary. Paradoxically, through the multispecies 
interaction between sea, seals, and humans, a nature/culture 
boundary emerges. It is through their position as visitors in 
this togetherness that a purified if not pristine nature can 
be experienced. But, to follow Radhika Govindrajan (2018: 
154): what does it do? How does it matter? The practices 
that lead to a purification of natureculture possibly help 
produce a lack of responsibility. Participants of the event 
come to stand outside of the hard work of care based on 
trial and error that creating a “working togetherness” 
entails (Abrahamsson and Bertoni 2014). As visitors, 
participants come to stand outside of a direct responsibility 
towards the seals, sandbanks, and the sea. Response-
ability, as Haraway (2008: 71) nicely unravels the word’s 
implications, is the ability to respond in (multispecies) 
interaction: “[R]esponsibility is a relationship crafted in 
intra-action through which entities, subjects and objects, 
come into being.” It is this intra-action that disappears with 
the rehabilitated seals into a too broad Wadden Sea area that 
is enacted through the trip and release as a site for human 
spectatorship, rather than human participation. The skipper 
and employees of the center recognize this gap and actively 
confront the participants with stories about climate change 
and pollution. The combination of these practices creates 
openings for spontaneous uncareful behavior, demonstrated 
by a woman who carelessly discarded her cigarette butt onto 
the sandbank. While for some the amazement and stories 
might incite feelings of protection and care, for others a 
“pristine” self-perpetuating nature might weaken feelings 
of responsibility.

Arranged naturecultures

The visitor center exhibition informs visitors about the Wadden 
Sea through a carefully arranged partial presence of what 
resides in it. It aims to incite care, not only for seals but for 
the ecosystem of the Wadden Sea environment as a whole. 
Singling out seals from the population in the Wadden Sea 
plays an important role in this educational strategy. Individual 
seals become “ambassadors” of the Wadden Sea and as fellow 
“members” of their species, as a metonymy, they attract visitors 

with the goal to tell and show people about the ambassador’s 
species and the environment they live in—similar to the 
educational strategy of zoos (Braverman 2012: 8).

Seals at the visitor center bring in the Wadden Sea in par-
ticular ways. Seals are presented as bio-indicators through-
out the visitor center, embodying pollution in the sea and 
marking the way in which it affects seals. Seals are at the 
top of the food chain in the Wadden Sea. They eat fish which 
also carry sea microbes, so microbes and pollutants present 
in the sea concentrate in seal bodies. The seal center exhibits 
petri-dishes filled with the filtered content of seal stomachs 
in order to mediate the polluted environment that seals live 
in. These petri-dishes are filled with blue and orange colored 
plastic threads. Plastic, a human-made product, resides in the 
body of the seal, which signifies that plastic is everywhere 
in the Wadden Sea and part of all the organisms living there. 
The seal center uses visual media to highlight other items 
that seals have brought from their regular habitat into the 
rehabilitation center. Seals entangled in fishing nets, rubber, 
and plastic are displayed on pictures in the exhibition. Visi-
tors can open a drawer below the pictures of entangled seals 
and find the pieces of waste which have been removed from 
the seal’s flippers or necks by seal center veterinarians. Fish-
ing nets hanging from the walls and ceiling of the exhibition 
area serve to remind visitors of this reality. On top of that, 
multiple short movies of veterinarians removing metal such 
as fishing hooks out of a seal’s body confront the visitors 
with vehement close-ups and x-ray images. The seals that 
show up on the pictures or videos have all been rehabilitated 
in the seal center. While the seals have once been entangled 
with waste, the seal center shows to the visitors on screen 
how they consider it their task to disentangle seals from the 
hurtful consequences of societal pollution—an act of puri-
fication in Latourian terms.

The exhibition evades the matter of accountability. There 
is no mentioning of concrete behavior causing plastic to be 
there. As the humans represented become as general as the 
seals and the objects, visitors themselves are confronted with 
a problem without being directly part of it. As an exception, 
the seal center is an active participant in the relations of a 
caring “togetherness.” The seal center removes inorganic 
waste from seals and releases them again. In these rela-
tions, the seal center is an actively caring participant taking 
responsibility, in close relation with anonymous human pol-
luters and seal victims. Meanwhile the exhibition leaves visi-
tors to be on the sideline of the togetherness, unconnected, 
and passive as non-acting spectators of harmful behavior.

In contrast, the visitor center focuses on the behavior 
of seals in rehabilitation to instruct visitors how to behave 
when they would encounter harbor or grey seals at the Wad-
den Sea. During a tour behind the scenes, a seal moved its 
front flipper up and down with a fast pace against the fence, 
after which the following conversation unfolded:
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Visitor: “Look he [the seal] is waving!”
Tourguide: “What does it mean when a seal moves its 
front flipper like that? I hear someone say waving, and 
I hear that a lot, but that is not what it means. […] It is 
a sign of irritation. At this moment, the seal might just 
be irritated by the fence, but they can also do this to 
other seals or humans if they think they get too close. It 
is their way of saying something like: Hey, you are too 
close, can you keep your distance from me please?”

From the interaction between seals, visitors, and tour 
guide an educational moment ensued (Brown 2019). The 
tour guide took this as an opportunity to teach the visitors 
about seal behavior. In this way, visitors will be able to 
respond by reading the seal’s signals. It creates the poten-
tial for a multispecies interaction that is focused on disen-
gagement (Candea 2010). Therefore, visitors will be able to 
pick up on the sign not only in the seal rehabilitation center, 
but also at the Wadden Sea area. The matter of maintaining 
distance was also shared at other instances. For example, a 
guide integrated it into his presentation: “Sometimes peo-
ple see a seal and call us to ask: ‘What should I do if I see 
a seal?’ Well, if you do not have experience with handling 
seals, you should do nothing. You should keep at a distance.”

The matter of keeping distance is an interesting one. In 
the shared space of the Wadden Sea, humans and seals need 
to engage with one another in responsible ways. As humans 
are still conceived to be a disturbing factor for seals, they 
better maintain a distance from each other. By emphasizing 
to visitors that a lack of interaction is a good thing, espe-
cially when the seals go back to sea, the visitor center guides 
teach their public to be aware of and respect the distance that 
seals not only should, but also want to retain from humans 
in the Wadden Sea. Maintaining distance becomes a matter 
of care that respects the preferences of the seals.

The togetherness that emerges during the exhibition is 
dynamic and depends on the level of interaction between 
visitors, seals, and guides. Both forms of togetherness seem 
to enact a hybrid natureculture. The objects and seals at the 
seal center become partially connected to the Wadden Sea 
(Strathern 1991). They relate the visitor to a much-polluted 
Wadden Sea area through connection with seals living in 
that habitat. In this case, the togetherness, in contrast to the 
one Abrahamsson and Bertoni (2014) describe, exceeds 
what is directly present, as it includes what it partially con-
nects to. The waste on display is not just a former part of 
a polluted Wadden Sea; it also evidences human presence 
and influence in the Wadden Sea area via inorganic waste. 
With the arranged objects, relations are forged between plas-
tics that have arrived with seals at the seal center and that 
have been exhibited; “plastic pollution” at the Wadden Sea; 
unspecified “humans” who cause plastic to be there; specific 
seals who have ended up in rehabilitation; “seals” living 

in the Wadden Sea; and the employees of the seal center 
who relieve seals from hurtful circumstances. The presence 
of human influences in the Wadden Sea confronts visitors 
with inherent natureculture relations. However, the exhibi-
tion sidelines visitors as active participants and shows an act 
of purification: removing pollution from the seals is enacted 
by employees of the seal center only. The position of visitors 
at the sideline of the togetherness makes them passive like 
during the boat release, by which the call to create a caring 
attitude towards the local environment, an explicit goal set 
by the seal center, exactly loses considerable ground in the 
visitor center.

During interaction with seals, visitors, and guides at 
the visitor center, the togetherness includes not only those 
directly present but also “seals” at the Wadden Sea more 
generally that are partially connected. During some of the 
tours, visitors are reminded of their own position in the 
togetherness, and the ways they can respond and care in 
multispecies communication. Different from the arranged 
objects in the exhibition, visitors become and are acknowl-
edged as active participants in the multispecies area of the 
Wadden Sea. Both forms of togetherness reproduce nature-
culture relations but at the same time differ by positioning 
visitors differently. Even within the visitor center, a togeth-
erness is instable, dynamic, and depends on the relations 
forged in a certain moment, as relations come and go con-
necting even those that are absent depending on the situ-
ation. As such, the positions different humans take in the 
togetherness become fuzzy, because any boundary in nature-
culture relations is constantly moving, dynamic, and at times 
displaced.

Disturbed natures 

The seal center organizes beach cleanups once a month. 
During one cleanup, I was struck by the large amount of 
plastic that was everywhere on the dyke of the harbor we 
were cleaning:

Sunday,  7th of October 2018
With around thirty people, including subscribed par-
ticipants, volunteers and employees of the seal center, 
we scatter over the dyke, searching for rubbish. Every 
one of us got a bucket to fill with pollutants. Squat-
ting down by the seaweed, I see a small bright orange 
colored thread sticking out. I pull it out and dump it in 
the bucket, happy with this small contribution I made. 
Without moving an inch, I see another thread, and 
another. It leads me to rummage through the seaweed, 
where I continue to be for two hours straight, picking 
and plucking small bright colored threads, chemical 
soap remains, balloons, lids of plastic bottles, Styro-
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foam and other plastic remains of packaging material. 
Meanwhile, an unpleasant scent of warmed up, moist 
seaweed ascents, and tiny flies fly around disturbed 
with the movement. As I slowly move on plucking in 
another meter of seaweed, I notice other people going 
through the seaweed I had already ‘cleaned’. They con-
tinue to take out stuff I had not noticed, even though I 
already got so much out of it. I feel devastated.

I wrote about my experience in a blog for the seal center, 
which was referred to multiple times by one of the guides 
when he would talk about the dire state of the Wadden Sea 
with visitors in the visitor center. My experience was shared, 
at least with him.

My reaction was closely linked to my care work in the 
seal center, where I had come to know seals as individuals. 
There, I was faced with the differences in character between 
seals. For example, when I cared for one seal, he threatened 
to attack me and I had to flee, calling in the help of another 
volunteer. Only a moment later, I was caring for a different 
seal who was playful and minding her own business. Even 
within a few days, the same seal could respond differently to 
me depending on its or my mood. As an experienced care-
taker told me:

Some animals, yeah, some people will have an okay 
time with […], and some people maybe not, your 
atmospheres together are off. I also have experienced 
that. An animal just doesn’t like me, or I just look at 
him and it’s like ‘oh he is pissed with me, great’. I 
think you can say it’s like, how humans are together. 
Not every person has a feeling towards each other. I 
think it is the same with them as well. So, it matches, 
or it doesn’t match.

Starting volunteers like myself also learn to recognize 
the individual differences in character between seals. Each 
seal has its own personality, as diverse as the people who 
work with them.

During the cleanup I became more aware that the seals 
I had come to not only care for, but also about, were faced 
with these large amounts of pollution. It got into their stom-
achs, as it did into those of birds and fish. By cleaning the 
beach, I was able to respond in multispecies interaction 
by taking care that at least those pieces of rubbish would 
not hurt others. Contrary to the centeredness of seals in 
the togetherness of the exhibition, seals are absent during 
the beach cleanup. They are in my thoughts, but not vis-
ibly or bodily near. Reflecting on this experience, I recog-
nize the influence of “slow pedagogy of place,” the idea 
that it takes recurrent experiences and activities, doing, to 
become familiar with place or non-human others (Payne 
and Wattchow 2009a, b). Personification and naming are an 
important part of this too (Hill and Brown 2014: 225). By 

naming landscapes, people connect to the place instead of 
being “mere” unconnected visitors. It may explain why I so 
strongly connected with the landscape and seals during the 
act of the cleanup. I had worked at the seal center when the 
first clean-up took place, with embodied close experiences 
with seals. Those who explicitly shared my experience were 
particularly those working at the seal center as well. While 
the feelings caused by cleaning might not be as strong when 
this is a stand-alone experience, in any case a cleaner is an 
active, caring participant in the context of this togetherness.

To understand the “togetherness” that emerges in the 
practices of a beach cleanup, it is helpful to turn to Mary 
Douglas’ Purity and Danger (1966), as she talks about 
dirt and pollution. Dirt, she says, is “matter out of place,” 
depending on its context (1966: 35). So, while plastic is fine 
within the house, it becomes dirt when found in the sea and 
on the beach. Matter out of place disturbs classifications 
that people live by (ibid.: 36). The classifications disturbed 
by inorganic waste in the sea deeply unsettle any bounda-
ries between “nature” and “culture.” These pollutants are 
generally agreed to be harmful to the sea and its inhabitants 
(Worm et al. 2017). Participants of beach cleanups forcefully 
reject pollutants as part of the Wadden Sea environment. It 
is this strong rejection of inorganic, harmful characteristic 
of plastic pollutants that made us do at that moment what 
we did. Doing away with the anomaly was a way to react on 
its existence. By removing only few of the pollutants, we 
exerted a bit of physical control on the anomaly to keep the 
“nature/culture: boundary intact (Douglas 1966: 39). It is a 
quite literal act of “purifying” nature.

Douglas’ approach theorizes how a system of meaning is 
kept stable, while allowing long-term change. However, the 
process of the beach cleanup is messier. People are work-
ing with the hope of a different “nature,” but the nature that 
is meanwhile enacted through waste, cleaners, and perhaps 
distant seals and fish is one to which cleaners feel connected 
and responsible. A more dynamic, practice approach allows 
for a messier interpretation of natureculture relations that are 
simultaneously enacted and resisted (De Wolff 2017: 24). 
Through the act of cleaning, humans become participants 
essential to the enactment of nature. (Plastic) pollution cre-
ates an unsafe space for seals and other organisms living in 
the sea, and apparently calls on certain people to partici-
pate with a caring attitude towards the local environment. 
Cleaning the sea is a deeply place-responsive act. It can be 
a heavy bodily effort, if it is through smell or stiffening long 
squats at the seaweed. In that way, people become part of 
the togetherness through natureculture relations. From this 
perspective, the ideal of actually cleaning and thus “puri-
fying” the environment is one aspect of the togetherness 
in which nature/culture boundaries are kept in place. With 
monthly cleanups it is obvious that the washing ashore of 
pollution is constant, and the endlessness of pollutants in the 
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environment is experienced when cleaning: it is never actu-
ally “clean” of pollutants. By organizing a monthly beach 
cleanup as an educational event, the seal center engages and 
lives with pollution (Evers 2019) and uses it for educational 
purposes to reveal the local present. The educational mes-
sage can be rightfully criticized for placing the responsibility 
on consumers rather than producers, and problematically 
framing a focus on plastics that can be separated from the 
lived environment rather than problematize microplastics 
that are unremovable and intimately entangled with life 
(resp. Jorgensen et al. 2021: 156; Liboiron 2016). Still, the 
intense and embodied experience that cleaning provides, cre-
ates connections not only with the local landscape, but also 
with inorganic waste, and potentially the organisms living 
in the sea. Participants at the event simultaneously relate to 
“nature” as caretakers while imagining “nature” as some-
thing that might exclude them once purified.

Conclusion: creating a care attitude for “the” 
Wadden Sea

The seal center wants to encourage a caring attitude by 
inspiring people to engage responsibly with the Wadden Sea 
as ecosystem. However, what ‘the Wadden Sea’ becomes 
during educative activities proves to be more complex and 
dynamic than might seem at face value, even within one 
nature conservation organization. As Emily Yates-Doerr and 
Annemarie Mol (2012: 50) show, when looked upon closely, 
‘the west’ enacts multiple ‘natures’. Using the concept of 
‘togetherness’, I have explored this multiplicity with extra 
attention to what positions ‘humans’ take with regard to dif-
ferent kinds of togetherness. A practice approach allowed 
for a dynamic analysis of the relations enacted during an 
educational event. So, when the boat release took place, 
the togetherness included human participants, but only as 
temporary visitors. Participants get distanced from the rest 
of the togetherness that is closer connected: seals, the sea, 
and the sandbank. Visitors get distanced not just because 
‘nature’ becomes enacted as non-human by the format of 
the event, but also because the landscape erases former 
human presence. Additionally, seals come to embody the 
transgression of a boundary between a space controlled by 
the rehabilitation center to a space outside this direct control 
when they are released from rehabilitation and join other 
seals. A nature/culture boundary and the idea of a pristine 
nature is here reproduced through purifying the environment 
from human presence. Still, through the practice approach, 
nuance is maintained, because “humans” are still part of 
natureculture relations in a role of legitimate visitors, even 
if that reproduces boundary making.

In the exhibition space of the seal center, in contrast, the 
natureculture relations are messier. The exhibition shows 
how the Wadden Sea inhabits inorganic waste, seals, and 
seal caretakers to disentangle seals from waste. The pres-
ence of inorganic waste points to a general absent presence 
of human influence on the Wadden Sea that is extremely 
pervasive. These “humans” that are at its source are not 
personified and are displayed strongly connected though 
poorly traceable. They are part of the “arranged nature” at 
the exhibition, highlighting an aspect of natureculture rela-
tions. Some humans, such as the anonymous polluters and 
heroic seal center staff, become part of the “arranged nature” 
at the exhibition, while visitors do not seem to count when 
displaying what or who is part of the Wadden Sea. During 
presentations and tours in contrast, the presence of visitors at 
the Wadden Sea is acknowledged, and they are taught ways 
to behave responsibly in multispecies encounters. Moments 
like these show how spontaneous behavior of seals, visitors 
and guides bring in the potential to emphasize natureculture 
relations, even when visitors are generally sidelined as active 
participants.

When tracing connections, I have made use of the concept 
of “togetherness” and focused on what is most closely con-
nected. That did not mean a physical presence though. By 
centering my method of participant observation, experience 
and feelings guided what counted as present in the together-
ness that ensued from the event. In that way, absent pres-
ences could be included in the relations of a togetherness, 
even when a material or physical connection missed. So, 
in the “arranged nature” of the exhibition anonymous and 
general humans, seals and waste were present in the togeth-
erness. Importantly also, the togetherness that emerged 
during disturbed naturecultures of the beach cleanup could 
include seals I acquainted as a volunteer at the seal center. 
The beach cleanup (but not only the beach cleanup) was 
further much informed by embodied experience. This has 
been proven to be important in making connections with 
wildlife or landscape during outdoor education events (Hill 
and Brown 2014). Moreover, experience, although personal 
and human centered, is informed by others, including non-
human organisms, objects, or landscapes. As such, it was 
possible to see how in some instances participants had a 
very distant relation to the rest of the togetherness, while 
in other instances such as the beach cleanup, cleaners were 
closely connected as careful participants in a polluted reality 
they were not pleased with. At the same time, the dynamic 
potential of the practice approach made it possible to see 
how simultaneously a nature/culture boundary was produced 
as cleaning was itself an act of purifying nature from inor-
ganic pollution.

With this article, I have shown the dynamics of nature-
culture relations at the Wadden Sea, as well as the position 
certain humans take within those relations. This analysis 
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challenges and affirms on some points the current literature 
on the Wadden Sea that focuses on interview data or written 
documents that primarily find a clear nature/culture bound-
ary in this area, particularly in the Netherlands at nature 
conservation organizations (Walsh 2020; De Koning and 
Steins 2019; Egberts 2019). Because the focus was on prac-
tices in which there was room for spontaneity, purification 
rhetoric that seemed to reproduce these boundaries proved 
to be much messier in practice. Depending on the activity, 
“nature” might be enacted as pure or impure, there might be 
a role or no role for unskilled participants, and people might 
be pressed to develop an attitude of care or merely witness, 
or anything in between. Inspiring a care attitude through 
experiences is not that simple. Practice proves to be messier 
than that, but through its mess, it shows that openings for 
human participation in a “natural environment” are actually 
quite abundant.
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