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Abstract
This thesis explores the complex human-nature relations in the case of human-bear cohabitation in the
Rodopi mountains (Bulgaria). It addresses the complexity of factors and relationships that constitute the
“living together” (Hinchliffe, 2009) - cohabitation practices, the role of local ecological knowledge in
these and the newly established ecotourism that enters the network of relations. Cohabitation is explored
in relation to the new conservation debates and the discussions about the need to reconfigure humanwildlife relations in the period of posthumanism, and the role of animals as “co-constitutive actors” in
the shared space (Boonman-Bernson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016). It presents, in this relation, a case of
human-bear cohabitation that reflects long established and differing, in the context of human-nature
dualism, human-nature relations. Being a rather unusual case of successful cohabitation, it shows that
human-carnivore relations are not necessarily accompanied by conflicts. People and bears in the village
of Yagodina, have established particular cohabitation practices in their adaptation to living together,
allowing its characterization as living in a landscape of tolerance. The compatibility of ecotourism with
cohabitation shows how it can be beneficial for conservation in particular conditions - being maintained
in low levels and not based on neoliberal market mechanisms. The research includes also a discussion of
findings into the context of current conservation debates and the ideas of convivial conservation in
particular.
Finally, this thesis aims to provoke more research attention to the region of Southeast Europe and the
context of Postsocialism, and its potential to provide new insights and inspiration in the field of
conservation, as well as to show that diversity of human-nature relations exists even within the space of
United Europe.
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1. Chapter One. Introduction
1.1. Cohabitation within the conservation debate
The various conservationist approaches from the last decades, proposing either strict separation
between the realms of human and nature or more participatory inclusive ones, have proven noneffective in a number of cases. Their inability to preserve species (Wuerthner et al., 2015) and
their various negative social consequences (Lansing et al., 2015), have provoked discussions
concerning the future of conservation and calls for new models of its implementation. Radical
ideas, such as the “Half-earth” proposal (Wilson, 2016, Büscher et al., 2017), that call for
dramatic extension of protected areas, as well as those aiming to create new conservation
economies (the neoliberal conservation) seem to intensify already existing problems, as well as
the division between human and nature. In this context, appeals for re-configuration of humanwildlife relations (Lorimer, 2015) emerge, proposing new conservation models that challenge the
strict division between the human-nature realms and build upon the idea of successful
cohabitation practices (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016). The concept of
cohabitation (coexistence) within this debate is namely meant as an opposition to the humannature divide as the dominant model within the modern societies. It implies the idea that humans
and animals should share a common space in which animals are considered not “other” beings
but rather fellow inhabitants (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016).
The implementation of this idea would face various challenges. First of all, it would require
“mutual adjustment by both humans and wild animals as they learn to live together” (BoonmanBerson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016: 192). In many societies, due to long periods of disruption of
such relations, knowledge regarding them has been lost; thus, the cohabitation model would
require knowledge and ideas about how it could function in beneficial ways for both people and
nature. For this reason, many researchers state the importance of preserved systems of
knowledge on ways to manage natural recourses and human-nature relations as a whole - the
traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) that could contribute to biodiversity conservation and
sustainable recourse use (Berkes, Colding, Folke, 2000). A second problem for the coexistence
model would be the prevention of human-wildlife conflicts (Pooley et al., 2017) especially in the
cases of large predators such as bears and wolves, that remain the main challenge for wildlife
management (Pooley et al., 2017). Analysis of the current approaches about ways to mitigate the
human-wildlife conflicts that prevent successful cohabitation shows their limitations namely due
to a lack of understanding about “cultural (nonscientific) explanations” (Pooley et al., 2017: 513)
of conflicts in a number of cases. In current management practices, the education of local people
in order to deal with the behavior of the damage-causing animals is often not successful due to
differing epistemologies that disagree with the causes of attack (Pooley et al., 2017). Hence,
research into various “cultural ways of thinking about animals” (Pooley et al., 2017: 513) is
necessary to better frame human-wildlife relations.
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Undertaking this task, the thesis focuses on a particular case study - the village of Yagodina,
Rodopi mountains, Bulgaria. It is based on the assumption that in regions where knowledge
(TEK or, the concept of local ecological knowledge applied here) is better preserved and where
human-wildlife relations are based not on a strict division of human and nature realms,
cohabitation occurs via established practices based on “learning” of both people and animals
(Berkes, Colding, Folke, 2000). The particular case study falls within this classification for two
reasons. First, it is an area where people have traditionally lived with bears for hundreds of years
and have preserved traditional cultural patterns (beliefs) due to their isolated location and
religious identity (Muslim minority). Second, in relation to conservation, bears have an
ambiguous position, on the one hand protected by Bulgarian (specifically European) legislation,
whilst living outside protected areas, and sharing same space with people. This long tradition of
living together and the protected status of the brown bears make it an interesting case for
studying how people and bears learn to share a common space and whether local ecological
knowledge (LEK) can be translated into successful cohabitation practices. During recent years,
and following on from the Socialist period (1944-1989), one can observe the rapid development
and expansion of tourism in the region as a major development strategy, and which involves
bears as “lively commodities” (Barua, 2016) in the process. This new element in human-bear
coexistence is likely to have particular consequences on these relations, and could (possibly)
disrupt the long-established traditions in various ways (either by disturbing the bears’ habitat,
bringing the bears closer to the village, introducing “western perceptions” into the local
worldview, etc.). Considering cohabitation a holistic system (or, following Latour, a materialsemiotic network that acts as a whole - Latour, 2005), the project will take all these elements into
account in order to achieve its main objective and namely - to investigate human-wildlife
relations (with the example of human-bear cohabitation in the village of Yagodina) and
provide some insights into the conservation debate and ideas for new models of “living
together” with nature.

1.2. Specifics of the case study and the context of Postsocialism
Bulgaria is a leading country in Europe in terms of biodiversity and protected territories but is
rarely a focus of research in the conservation literature. Occupying only 2.5 % of the EU
territory, it still supports about 70% of the protected bird species and 40% of the protected areas
within the EU (Natura 2000). However, despite the high percentage of protected areas, the
country, faces threats of biodiversity loss due to lack of control, corruption, grey economy,
disregard of legislation (including European legislation). The beginning of the Bulgarian
presidency of the EU in 2017 was marked by large demonstrations against the government’s
radically non-ecological decision to change the management plan of Pirin National Park
(UNESCO World Heritage Site) allowing 46% of it to be opened up for development. Despite
the followed cancellation of the government’s decision, it is not a precedent and again likely to
become an issue.
Bulgaria has undergone a long period of transition after the collapse of the Socialist regime, the
period of Postsocialism (Drondel, 2006, Creed, 1995), and is still struggling to find its way
3

within the common European cultural and economic space. Any research in this area should,
therefore, acknowledge the specifics of the post socialist context which determines the various
spheres of the lifeworlds of the Bulgarians.
Postsocialist transformations are described as “the greatest transformation in modern times”
(Drondel, 2006: 4), affecting people, economy, ecology and environment. Bulgaria, like the
other ex-communist countries, has adopted the neoliberal philosophy in relation to market and
state, in the context of the reforms and the process largely known as “privatization”. The
transformations that accompanied these changes were a kind of “Shock therapy” (Drondel, 2006)
for the population: decollectivization of the land (destruction of the former collective farms),
privatization of state enterprises in the context of global economic forces, resulting in the worst
economic conditions in Eastern Europe. Despite evidence for its partial success, the country
remains bonded to global power forces and international financial institutions - World Bank, EU,
NATO, while the number of privatization deals are still considered by the population as a
symbol of corruption, leaving feelings and attitudes of distrust towards their own state. New
factors (privatization, market liberalization) diminish its authority even more, making it the
“enemy” of the people and leaving, amongst a large part of the population, nostalgia for the
period of Socialism. The global neoliberal philosophy and governance in addition to its
outcomes is evidence for some to compare postsocialism with postcolonialism (Drondel, 2006),
where the two “posts” represent more or less the same story.
Postsocialist political and economic transformations resulted in changes to the agrarian
landscape, the establishment of new social relations, and the penetration of new environmental
values in accordance with neoliberal ideology. The outcomes were often different from those
intended by the state: the fragmentation of the land did not create capitalist farmers, aiming to
conquer the market (Drondel, 2006), but often resulted in pre-collectivization practices, a turn to
rural tourism, and natural rewilding, with people finding their own ways of dealing with
neoliberal government plans. This is also the case with number of EU rural development,
landscape protection, biodiversity and Natura 2000 programmes. They often result in practices in
accordance with the particular programs offered at that time, and the inclusion of lands in
protected areas for more incomes, and, as result in “incorrectly implemented” Europeanisation
(Петров, 2018). Similar effects have been evidenced in the implementation of nongovernmental
projects, creating, usually, short lasting “project societies” (Станчева, 2016).
This context is important for this particular research, focused on the area of Yagodina, a village
situated in the heart of Rodopi mountains, one of the regions with the highest bear population in
the country, and an area with relatively well-preserved traditional and cultural patterns. During
the Socialist period, the village of Yagodina underwent, in synchrony with the policy of the
Communist state, collectivization of the land, state planned agriculture and animal breeding that
led to economic development of the region with the provision of employment opportunities (3
active factories, large levels of animal breeding - around six thousand sheep, production of dairy
products, timber, etc.). After the collapse of the regime and the agricultural reforms, the
population faced severe problems, in the context of that described above: land fragmentation that
resulted in land ownership conflicts, unwillingness and lack of financial recourses for
4

cultivation, social transformations of the family and kin related to urban migration and
emigration, privatization (and in fact abandonment) of the existing enterprises and, as a result,
scarcity of employment opportunities. The long period of transition did not change but even
worsened the situation in the area with the population facing a lack of state or foreign
investments, and left to develop alternative ways of establishing (or re-establishing) livelihood
strategies in the context of the available natural resources. Logically, this was tourism,
considering the high altitude at which the village is situated, and also due to the favorable
ecological conditions: the geological structure of the landscape with two famous gorges
(Buinovsko and Trigrad) and caves (Yagodina and Devil’s Throat), as well as the well-preserved
nature with extremely high biodiversity. The most important factor in tourism, for the present
research, are the brown bears that inhabit the area around the village. Bears have become
important actors in tourism after being granted protected status by the state in response to
European biodiversity legislation after the accession of the country to the European Union.
Despite the fact that their protected status requires bear habitats to be included under the
protection of Natura 2000, many of these remain outside the boundaries of existing protected
areas. Such is the case not only in Yagodina but in the Rodopi mountains as a whole where, due
to various economic interests, no national parks have been established (only small fragmented
areas designated as nature reserves). This makes this area the region with the most intense
human-bear interactions in the country (Дуцов, А. и др. 2012). Regarding the size of the bear
population, its estimation in Bulgaria is quite complex, due to the fact that in the past the data
was not collected in a scientific and controlled way, and hence, the estimates were far too high.
The total Bulgarian population is currently believed to be between 600 and 800, with the
population in the Rodopi between 206 and 334 bears (on the basis of collected genetic samples
from bear hairs and scats, Frosch et al., 2014). This number is lower than the carrying capacity
evidenced by a habitat suitability model developed by Zlatanova according to which the region
could accommodate between 430 to 540 bears (with a possible potential population between
1000 and 2000 for Bulgaria as a whole, Zlatanova, 2010). Suitable habitat in the Rodopi is
considered the largest and most important in the country, a fact, along with the lack of protected
territories and the numerous mountain villages that exist in these mountains, leading to inevitable
cohabitation and various conflicts/interactions, making this particular area a very appropriate
research case.
The brown bear (Ursus arctos) has both ecological and cultural significance. It is often referred
to as ‘keystone species’, attributed with controlling ungulate population density, and thus
preserving vegetation structure and plant diversity (Van Valkenburgh, Wayne, 2010). The
species is also particularly sensitive to human influence (Woodroffe, Ginsberg, 1998) which
increases their vulnerability to anthropogenic change and extinction brought about through
factors such as habitat loss and degradation, depletion of prey, persecution, hunting and
exploitation, etc. (Temple, Terry, 2007; Karanth, Chellam, 2009). Its conservation is, therefore,
“a significant challenge in landscapes which are as densely populated and heavily modified as
those found in much of Europe” (Temple, Terry, 2007). This issue is especially relevant in this
particular region, as many cases of co-existence in shared multi-use landscapes have been shown
to increase the likelihood of conflict and lead to a reduction in the likelihood of local human
5

populations tolerating their presence (Treves, Karanth 2003; Temple, Terry, 2007). The case of
Yagodina is unusual in this relation, representing a case of no conflicts between humans and
bears, making us question the reasons for success and the factors that determine it.

The village of Yagodina.
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2. Chapter Two. Conceptual framework and research methods
The project has its standpoint in environmental anthropology and primarily benefits from
political ecology as its main theoretical framework. The field of political ecology was
established along with the insights that uneven ecological relationships are bound up in powerful
political relations. It connects the attempts to reveal the relations between ecology and the social
sphere by “matching ecological and social chronologies” (Vaccaro et al., 2013: 255) with an
attempt to bring an understanding about their interactions. These processes are deeply bound to
the way we construct nature and the nature-culture dichotomy is a predominant model
characterizing postmodernity. As Escobar claims, the sustainable development discourse can be
summed as reinvention of nature as environment, in order that capital can be sustained (Escobar,
1996) which leads to further capitalization of nature and the propagation of certain views of it in
terms of production and efficiency (Escobar, 1996). Both development (in the particular case
represented by the ecotourism) and environmental discourse are a standpoint for analyzing the
contemporary debates related to nature conservation.

2.1. The conservation debate and the Bulgarian environmental policy
Conservation has taken various forms during the years of its existence, still struggling between
the strived for protection of nature for its own sake and saving it to help humanity (Tallis,
Lubchenco, 2014). Configuration of human-wildlife relations is, therefore, a key component in
its evolution and a premise for its successful implementation and the preservation of global
biodiversity.
Conservation emerges in the context of the late modernity and in particular political power
interactions and economic rationalization, as well as in specific cultural changes/transformation
processes (Appadurai 1996; Polanyi, 1944). Within its evolution, various models have emerged
that still exist simultaneously, all of which received critiques for particular negative
consequences or use of specific mechanisms (Vaccaro et al., 2013). One of the earliest
conservation models, fortress conservation, strictly separates humans and nature, bringing
negative effects on local communities, and often resulting in evictions of local inhabitants,
inequalities and resistance. Aiming to overcome those, later conservation models have aimed at
uniting conservation and development (conservation as development strategy) through
integrated conservation and development projects that would avoid environmental injustice and
violation of indigenous rights to land and resources (Vaccaro et al., 2013). These integrated
projects are analyzed by Fletcher (2012) in two main paradigms. Firstly, this co-managed (or
community based) conservation is designed to decentralize and devolve governance from states
to local community members and to promote alternative livelihoods among local people living
near projected buffer zones. Secondly, it aims to harness resources within protected areas as a
source of revenue (with an accent of the remaining resources), and thus to encourage
7

preservation via direct economic incentives and present conservation as development. These are
the incentives already mentioned above: payments for environmental services and ecotourism as
a tool for conservation that would convince people to protect nature when receiving revenue
from it. In this relation, a specific third model - the so called fictitious conservation (Büscher,
Fletcher 2015) is outlined according to which nature is seen as an ‘environmental services
provider’ (Sullivan 2009) and implies the notion that people removed from a particular resource
can still receive benefits from it (i.e. value is generated remotely and circulates around the globe,
Büscher, 2014).
Despite the good will of the participatory approach to development, including the intentions to
provide higher political and economic recognition that originated from the postcolonial struggles
(Escobar, 1995), community based and integrated conservation (in the form of development
projects) have often been criticized and proven non-effective. In conjunction with the idea of
sustainable development and the paradigm of conservation with the right to develop (Sachs,
1999), questions have been asked regarding the degree to which the assertion of inherent
opportunities between conservation and development goals is in fact warranted by promoting
economic growth (Fletcher, 2012). The global movement to conserve the world's threatened
biodiversity seems to have increasingly adopted market based practices, to exacerbate
development and conservation conflicts they intended to reconcile. Neoliberal conservation
strategies thus further push the inequalities and conflicts they intended to solve.
The problems accompanying contemporary conservation measures have evoked a call for change
and a search for new conservation approaches. Some see this in the rise of the public concern for
nature via broader conservation politics (Karieva 2012), while others outline the still existing
necessity for cooperation between conservation groups on the basis of an understanding of the
dependent relationship between ecology and society, and the encompassing impacts of the
governance mechanisms (Vaccaro, Baltran, Paquete, 2013). Analyzing conservation in broader
political context, authors claim that the “neoliberalism has reached the limits of developmental
possibilities”, marking the “signal crisis” of the neoliberal relations “between humans and the
rest of nature” (Büscher, Fletcher 2015). Fictitious conservation as a “last, desperate hope”
(Büscher, Fletcher 2015) of conservation efforts for nature being able to pay for itself has not
been assessed as particularly successful either. Hence, new conservation models, that overcome
these problems, need to be developed, ones that could more effectively prevent global
biodiversity loss. These should rely, therefore, on cohabitation models as better ways to live with
nature (and move beyond the human-nature divide), more effective democratic governance and
funding mechanisms that move beyond the neoliberal (Büscher, Fletcher, 2018). Research on
these, especially in the case of large predators, that are usually the key stone to human-wildlife
conflicts, is necessary to facilitate such models.
Bulgaria has faced serious challenges applying European environmental regulations, and more
than once, provoked negative reports from the European Commission. According to these, the
country has not fulfilled the definition of the Natura2000 protected territories and not clearly
introduced measures that protect habitats and endangered species (the status of about 50% of the
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protected species according to the last available information is insufficient1. With the lack of
adequate application of the environmental legislation, and also due to lack of adequate plans for
their regulation, building still takes place within Natura 2000 zones. These issues present serious
threats to the biodiversity which, together with non-regulated development (and often the lack of
state participation) are a serious challenge for Bulgarian nature conservation. The present
research will be, in this context, useful for informing policy makers, considering also the scarcity
of research on conservation in the region.

2.2. Cohabitation - human-wildlife relations/conflicts
As seen in the above outlined history of nature conservation, the main struggles within it are
mostly related to the major dilemma of who should benefit to a larger extent, and the inability to
find a balance between the existence of people and nature. This is not surprising, as humannature relations have been complex and culturally dependent throughout human history. As
researchers have observed, the concept of “nature” is “perhaps the most complex word in the
language” (Williams, 1983: 221, in - Fletcher, 2016: 3). Despite the assumptions within the
structuralism of C. Lévi-Strauss (1969) that the worldview of primitive societies relies on the
nature-culture dichotomy (which actually started developing in Ancient Greece), later
anthropological research has shown that for the majority of so-called “traditional societies” such
a division does not exist. Therefore, the divide is considered “characteristic of a Western
worldview in the modern era” (Fletcher, 2016: 3) and characterizes most conservation models as
originating from the Western cultural perspective. The ideas for new conservation models, based
namely not on strict division between humans and nature, call, therefore, for gaining
“inspiration” from existing models that are not based on separation and, furthermore, for
reconfiguration of these relations.
The concept of cohabitation or co-existence has been offered in the context of conservation,
namely as a “critique of and alternative to this dichotomous and anthropocentric approach”
(Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016: 192). It presumes that humans and animals can
peacefully share (Hinchliffe, 2007) a common space and addresses calls for reconfiguration of
the complex human-nature relations. The present case study uses the concept of cohabitation to
namely address different human-nature relations that do not rely on a strict dichotomy in the
context of the cultural and economic situation by exploring a co-existence in a remote mountain
village, found between tradition and modernity, where people coexist with nature by
presumption. It will be examined, in this context, via the various interactions (direct and indirect)
between humans and bears (their perceptions and reactions) and the established cohabitation
practices of the actors “co-shaping” and “co-producing” (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan,
2016) the space inhabited by both.

1

According to the European Commission Report is from 2017:
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eir/pdf/factsheet_bg_bg.pdf (22.03.2018).
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In this context, the research aims to address the current discussions among various disciplines,
that move beyond the human focus of the so called “Anthropocene” (Ruddiman et al., 2015)
acknowledging the unity of life on Earth as one socio-ecological system (Redman et al., 2004)
and acknowledge the animal agency into this. We observe such ideas within ethnography - the
establishment of the so called “multispecies ethnography” (Hurn, 2012, Maurstad et al., 2013);
cultural geography - the “more-than-human geography” (Whatmore, 2006); political economy
(Barau, 2016), etc., all sharing the same purpose to return to the “livingness” and to shift the
attention of the world “out there”, called environment or nature, to the intimate corporeality of
“in here” (Whatmore, 2006). Transferring this problem to global politics, Latour claims that “we
need a completely new cosmopolitics” (Latour, 2011:80) that corresponds to the “new relations
between humans and non-humans” (Latour, 2011:80). The term cohabitation is the one that
corresponds to a highest extent with the entanglement of the human and animal worlds
(Hinchliffe, Whatmore, 2006). To explore this entanglement, acknowledging most fully the
dynamics of relations and the various actors within it, the present research undertakes an
approach inspired by B. Latour (2004). For addressing the network of human and non-human
relations and proceeding above division of the two realms, he establishes a specific theoretical
approach - the actor-network theory which places the various objects of the social and natural
worlds within an equal network of relationship (Simandan, 2017; Latour, 2005). Such a
decentralized approach allows the recognition of the nonhuman entities, while the term “actants”
denotes both human and non-human actors (Latour, 1996), who equally participate in the
system/network with no differences pre-assumed. A similar holistic approach to the world, seen
as “composed” (Latour, 2011) by relational agencies, allows us not only to move beyond the
nature-culture divide and acknowledge the more than human perspective, but also to consider
animals as actors who, together with humans, co-produce the shared environment and influence
cohabitation and thus conservation strategies.
The term cohabitation is also used to replace management as a problematic category that
attributes otherness into the human-wildlife relations and legitimizes human control over these
(Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016). In relation to human-wildlife conflicts, for
instance, two main solutions to conflict management are offered: modification of the behavior of
carnivores (often by radical measures) and prevention of activities that cross in space (by fences,
zoning, relocation of populations, Treves, Karanth, 2003). These measures show how these
discussions are always related to management of animals and not management of people, who
are often a major factor in these conflicts, and that decision making is seen as solely the domain
of the humans. Moreover, they still rely on established/establishing boundaries and further
enhancing the difference between humans and nature. To move beyond these, in the present
period of “post humanism”, we need a new “politics of conviviality” that can “accommodate the
difference”, (Hinchliffe, Whatmore, 2006: 125) and research on practices showing “mutual
adjustment” and learning to live together (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016). The
present research contributes to namely these calls, by exploring a case where people and animals
have adjusted to living together fostered by the situation of limited interference from the state,
which results in bottom-up approaches to cohabitation. Moreover, a major part of research into
conservation is dedicated to human-wildlife conflicts and preventing those, rather on
understanding both mechanisms for cohabitation and the specific need of both actors sharing a
10

common space. The case of large predators (among which the brown bears) is, in particular, seen
as a major challenge to conservation (Treves, Karanth, 2003), in relation to human-carnivore
conflicts due to damage to domestic animals and crops, threats to humans, etc. (Treves, Karanth,
2003). The preservation of these species is one of the main management strategies in
conservation, which normally occurs within protected territories by wildlife agencies that work
to prevent conflicts (Treves, Karanth, 2003) or else by reliance on compensation schemes.
However, research on alternative ways to manage/prevent conflicts in areas where people and
nature co-exist, can be contributive, in this context, helping to go beyond the problematic
categories of management and division, and boost conservation efforts in this direction.

2.3. Local ecological knowledge
Continuing with the undertaken holistic approach to researching cohabitation, the project pays
attention to the importance of knowledge within human-nature relations. Knowledge is related to
the view that objects, ideas, processes, etc. have the same importance in creating social
situations. The project views the role of knowledge about human-bear cohabitation in the context
of the logic that cohabitation practices both create and originate from particular meanings,
exploring in this way the relation between knowledge-humans-environment. In synchrony with
the more-than-human perspective, knowledge will be conceptualized in a way that aims to avoid
dichotomization and the often undertaken structuralist research perspective when studying it. It
will be viewed, in this relation, as socially constructed and hybrid in character (Nygren, 1999)
and not as standing in opposition to scientific (Lévi-Strauss, 1962, Polanyi, 1966) or modern
knowledge (Huber and Pedersen, 1997).
In the context of studying indigenous cultures, researchers talk about traditional ecological
knowledge (TEK), often placing it in opposition to expert or scientific knowledge (Berkes et al.,
2000). For the particular case study, such definition could be problematic as, in the context of
modernization and the rate of development, it can be placed in a state between tradition and
modernity (the village can neither be defined as “modern” in the western view of the term,
neither as indigenous due to the loss of various elements of the traditional culture). As Berkes et
al. (2000) outline in their analysis of the role of TEK for adaptive co-management, in none of the
nonindigenous cultures is knowledge purely traditional, but “incorporates both Western science
and local practice” (Berkes et al., 2000: 1252), thus talking also about local ecological
knowledge within the notion of TEK. For these reasons the research applies namely the notion of
local ecological knowledge (LEK) which also resembles the concept of situated knowledge, or
knowledge which is “simultaneously local and global” (Nygren, 1999: 268). In this context, the
concept of LEK is used to underline the notion that there exists a locally evolved system of
knowledge (system that supports the management of the human-nature relations) that differs
from the Newtonian scientific approach (Nygren, 1999) largely applied within mainstream
conservation.
Furthermore, focusing on the relation between LEK and cohabitation, the approach I undertake
differs from the traditional ways to study knowledge (TEK) and human-wildlife relations. This
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research generally still separates both realms, studying people and animals separately with
differing ontologies, epistemologies and methodologies (Agrawal, Ostrom, 2006), enhancing the
human-nature dichotomy. As the first tends to exclude animals as co-constitutive actors, while
the latter, ecologically oriented research, rarely acknowledges “the roles of culture and values in
human–wildlife coexistence” (Pooley et al., 2017: 514), a new, integrated approach can
contribute to better understanding of this relationship. Therefore, the study of LEK in relation to
cohabitation can be understood namely as an integrated understanding of knowledge and practice
(knowledge as practice), as a dialectic relationship (people-bears) and as a “shared experience
validated by testing in practical circumstances for its effectiveness” (Usher, 2000). The practiceoriented definition of LEK (defined as a “cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief
that pertains to the relationship of living beings”, Anadón et al. (2009)) allows us to relate it to
cohabitation and to acknowledge the role of animals as co-constituting a shared space. The
knowledge is, in this way, not only determining peoples’ attitude to nature, but also an important
element that constitutes the “living together”.
Furthermore, another aspect of knowledge that relates to cohabitation is its application in the
case of the ecotourism centered around the bears in Yagodina. As ecotourism develops with the
notion of educational/conservational impact, the role of knowledge and possible division and
interactions between the LEK and the expert knowledge are also examined (Bultler, Hinch,
2007).

2.4. Ecotourism
Ecotourism has been advocated as a strategy for sustainable development that would at the same
time, be beneficial for the environment, conserving the biodiversity of species (Weaver, Lawton,
2007; Stronza, Pêgas, 2008). It developed with the premise that economic benefits and
participation of local communities would encourage people to protect what they receive value
from (Honey, 2008) and, in this way, preserve the natural resources. Is it noted as particularly
important in cases of rural development as an alternative, conservation friendly livelihood
strategy, as is partly in the case explored here.
As a result of its postulation and worldwide application, a great amount of scholarly attention has
been dedicated to the evaluation of ecotourism as a conservation tool (Agrawal & Gibson, 1999),
addressing various problematic aspects accompanying its implementation. The “stakeholder
theory” (Honey, 2008), in this context, claims that inclusion of local people as partners and
direct organizers of tourist activities is essential for its success (Fletcher, 2009). Yet multiple
cases demonstrate how ecotourism results, on the contrary, in imposing “western” discursive
representations (with “providers and planners” advocating views from a particular ideological
perspective, Fletcher, 2009) or functions as a tool for political control (Honey, 2008).
The proclaimed and expected economic benefits, on the other hand, have been analyzed as
originating in the context of “sustainable development discourse” (Escobar, 1996), that reinvents
nature as environment, in relation to the capital to be sustained (Escobar, 1996; Harvey, 2005).
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This capitalization of nature, propagation of certain views of it in terms of production and
efficiency (Escobar, 1996) and “construction of nature as service provider” (Sullivan, 2009: 23)
are often introduced, via ecotourism, into the lifeworlds of the local populations. The process of
commoditization is, therefore, draining things from their social significance (West, 2006) giving
them universal monetary value within the global economic system of market exchange,
disengaging people and nature even more (West, 2006). Stakeholder theory is, in this context, an
object of critique for not being independent from the “increasing trends towards neoliberalization
within ecotourism” (Fletcher, 2009: 270) and its effects and outcomes are still being questioned
(Stronza, 2007; West, 2006).
Despite these critiques, the recent attention focused on the examination of the sociocultural
context (Fletcher, 2009) within which ecotourism develops, demonstrates how in a number of
cases people transform and resist “novel cultural influence” (Fletcher, 2009: 281, Appadurai,
1996). For this reason the issue of the extent to which ecotourism influences local
behavior/ontology “remains unclear” (Fletcher, 2009: 281) in a global context. The present
research, in this relation, aims to contribute namely to this question, exploring the development
of ecotourism in the particular cultural context (and within postsocialism), whilst also exploring
its relationship with the LEK and the lifeworlds of the local people. Ecotourism in Yagodina
develops between local initiatives and around foreign tour operators (British, Dutch, etc.),
resulting in constellations of various actors and differing ontologies that are in constant
interaction. Ecotourism has, moreover, a direct connection to cohabitation, entering the
established human-bear relations and turning the bears into a kind of nature capital, or what
Barua (2016) refers to as “lively commodities”. The ecological consequences of this, in the
context of the “more than human” approach will also be questioned. As evidenced by research,
such as the case of lions in India (Barua, 2016), inclusion of animals as central actors in tourist
activities is likely to have particular influence on their behavior and possibly changing the
established system of human-nature relations.

2.5. Research objective and research questions
In the context of the proposed conceptual framework, the project aims to answer a few
fundamental questions in relation to its main objective, and namely - to investigate human-bear
cohabitation and provide some insights into the conservation debate and the ideas of new models
of “living together” with nature. The entanglement of human and animal worlds refers to the
general question of human-nature relations which are, consequently, occupying a central place in
the explored topics. The research design follows the general logic of the thesis and is, therefore,
developed around the 3 main topics of research: cohabitation, local ecological knowledge and
ecotourism. The main research questions of the study, in this connection, are as follow:
RQ1 (cohabitation): What cohabitation practices exist in the region of Yagodina? (i.e. how do
people and bears live together?)
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RQ2 (local ecological knowledge): What is the LEK about bears and how does it affect people’s
behavior/attitude?
RQ3 (ecotourism): What is the influence of ecotourism on human-bear cohabitation and the local
perceptions of nature?
More detailed questions were developed within these 3 categories and are described in more
detailed in connection with the specific research methods in the table below (see Table 1 in
Appendix).

2.6. Methodology
The study of both actors (actants) within a “multispecies-network” (Latour, 2004) requires a
combination of methods that exceed the limits of anthropology. The practical execution of such
projects seem to enter still controversial methodological debates. Various critiques evidence the
complexity of the undertaken task complex: the focus of a large volume of research primarily on
humans, disregarding the experiences of animals (Hodgetts, Lorimer, 2015), limited researchers
trained sufficiently to explore both human and nature realms, etc. Methodological limitations are,
therefore, assumed the main reason for the complications we face when attempting to consider
animals as relevant agents in a network of relationships (Hodgetts, Lorimer, 2015). Our
methodology therefore requires creativity, as shown by innovative methods such as multisensory reading and writing (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016), adaptation or
interdisciplinary. Newly established methods that can “challenge existing disciplinary
boundaries” (Lestel et al. 2006: 292) are still awaited.
The present research does not claim such methodological contributions but uses, instead, the
often applied combination of ethnographic (anthropological) and natural science methodology
(Hodgetts, Lorimer, 2015, the hybrid methods used in “posthumanism” - Hamilton, Taylor,
2017), drawing also partly on the approach of multi-sensory reading and writing (BoonmanBerson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016) when analyzing the interpretation of human and bear signs.
For the natural scientific part I draw on the data obtained by an ecologist working in the area for
a long period of time and therefore able to provide detailed information on bear ecology. As
Latour (2004) claims, there is not much difference between politicians speaking for other people
and biologists - for animals.
The ethnographic research (Bernard, 2011) included 2 months of fieldwork in the village of
Yagodina that focused on the local community between June and September 2018. During this
time I managed to perform 30 interviews (semi-structured and semi-directive, Huntington, 1998)
and 16 questionnaires with children in the local school (qualitative data) attempting to include
groups of different stakeholders: hunters, ecotourism guides, employees in tourism, pensioners,
children. Both snowball sampling and expert sampling were applied when finding informants.
Some of the interviews were tape-recorded, while others, following the wishes of the
respondents - written down in a filed diary. The data was complemented, in the case of local
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ecological knowledge, with previously performed questionnaires (15) designed with questions on
morphological, ecological, economic and cultural salience on the brown bears (72 questions in
total). This research was performed in the summer of 2017 and as the results had not been
analyzed so far and complemented the present research, I believe that their inclusion in the
present project is contributive and justified.
In addition, I used participant observation (Schmuck, 1997) in the case of ecotourism and
“casting of a bullet” (see in Chapter 4), accompanying two bear watching trips of British tourists
for two weeks. As tourists were not my object of research, during these trips I was able to
observe how ecotourism is performed and organized, what knowledge is used, how tourists enter
the human-bear cohabitation space and also, to observe the behaviour of the bears at the bearwatching hide. The use of participant observation matched, in this relation, the holistic approach
of the research, developing namely “a holistic understanding of the phenomena under study”
(DeWalt, DeWalt, 2002: 92). It allowed me, moreover, to learn how to recognize signs of bear
activity (prints, flipped around stones, communication trees, etc.) and gain a better understanding
of bear behavior due to the multiple lectures delivered by the guide (that were also taperecorded) during the trip and his analysis of the findings.
In my analysis, I situate the obtained data within my long term observations of the village, where
I have been working as a mountain guide for over 10 years. Therefore I draw some conclusions
based on patterns observed during much longer than the present research period.
The natural science methodology was obtained via multiple interviews with the above-mentioned
ecologist who has been conducting long-term research into the ecology and behavior of bears in
the region. During the course of his research, as well as directly observing the bears both in the
wild and from the bear watching hide, he has utilized a variety of other non-invasive techniques
including natural sign surveys and camera trapping. The former involves recording and
analyzing the natural sign (tracks, scats, tree rubs, digging etc.) “deposited over the course of an
animal’s normal daily activities” (Heinemeyer et al., 2008: 45), to gather general information
about the presence, distribution, and relative abundance of the bears, as well as specific data on
their diet and seasonal foraging behavior. Camera trapping, defined as “the use of remotely
triggered cameras that automatically take images and/or videos of animals or other subjects
passing in front of them” (Rovero, Zimmerman, 2016: 1), provides additional insights,
particularly into animal behavior such as bear activity patterns and breeding behavior. Over time,
such data can therefore can “provide a wealth of information that is often of considerable
conservation value” (Caravaggi et al., 2017), and help to highlight whether/how tourism and
other anthropogenic influences impact and alter bear behavior, as well as to identify the main
zones of human-bear cohabitation in the region, in other words, specific localities where
villagers and bears share a common space and are most likely to come into direct contact, and
potential conflict.
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2.6. Data analysis
The analysis of the collected materials was performed in relation to the three main topics of
research and divided up respectively. They were, however, cross-analyzed when necessary,
especially in the case of those interviews containing ecological data about bears, which were
used in all three parts, as well as when drawing my final conclusions. In this analysis general
patterns and actors were outlined that determined their analysis in thematic sub-sections within
the general chapters.
In relation to cohabitation I analyzed the records and transcripts focusing on human-bear
interactions and “reading and writing” of each other’s signs. Hence, key encounters were
outlined that reveal the response of humans and bears and the meanings of these for both in
relation to establishment of particular practices of cohabitation.
In the case of local ecological knowledge, the responses were summarized and correlated to
scientific facts about bears.
Last, in the case of ecotourism, I paid attention to the role of key actors in the tourist process,
including the bears. These materials were again correlated to ecological data that allowed
analysis of its compatibility with cohabitation and its ecological impact.
This provided a basis for my analysis on cohabitation practices in the region, the importance of
ecological knowledge, the role of tourism and the conservation debate in general. Moreover, I
draw my analysis on discussions in regard to the conservation debate and convivial conservation
in particular, that took place at a few conferences and symposia during 2018. The unfortunate
fact that they remain unpublished until present, poses some limitations on the analysis which I
leave open to further development.
For reasons of anonymity and ethical considerations all responses of the informants are presented
in Italic in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 without any reference.

2.7. Structure of the thesis
The findings of the research are presented thematically in three different chapters - 3, 4 and 5,
following the logic of the research and the division of the three research topics: cohabitation,
LEK and ecotourism. These chapters present the empirical materials, while their summary and
analysis are presented in the last chapter of the thesis (Chapter 6 - Conclusions & discussion).
The explanatory materials, as well as the pictures that are used as illustration of the data in the
text are presented in Appendix.
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3. Chapter Three. Cohabitation: human-wildlife interactions
The present chapter explores the various interactions between humans and bears (direct and
indirect encounters) via narratives about these among the local population. It explores, in this
connection, the meanings that are being created - the response of both people and bears to each
other’s presence and established mechanisms that define the behavior of both. These
cohabitation practices are namely the factor that defines the particular human-bears relations
and produces a landscape of shared experience (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016)
where both actors establish a dynamic network of relationships.

Human-bear interactions
The village of Yagodina is situated above Buinovsko gorge, and the only connection to the
“world” is an asphalt road that winds along the gorge. On the other side of the village exists
only a forestry road that connects it, after six kilometers, with the nearby village of Trigrad.
Being surrounded by forests from all directions it turns into a great habitat for the brown bear
whose numbers have increased significantly in the last years. Another factor that contributes to
the suitable bear habitat is the agricultural decline observed during the last 30 years (beginning
with the transformations of postsocialism) when huge amounts of cultivated areas have been
abandoned. This fact has led to a natural “rewilding” of the region where now one can see
forests where, according to the local people, “we used to grow wheat before”2. This fact, along
with the decline of the population related to urban migration, the removal of the border fence
between Bulgaria and Greece (which is, according to many, “where most bears came from”), as
well as the protected status attributed to the brown bear, contributes to the increase of the bear
population in the area. According to information received from the local hunters, who are most
familiar with the bear population around Yagodina, the number of bears can be estimated at
about 10-13 just in areas around the village. As many people believe that so many bears were
never present around, this fact leads to adaptation of both humans and bears to the new
situation in which both actants (Latour, 1996) need to “learn” to live together. In fact, as some
stories told by the elderly population show, there have always been bears around (people
between 70 and 90 years old remember encounters that occurred during their parents’ lifespan),
even during the Communist times. Still, the assertion by the local inhabitants that their number
is much higher now leads to suggest that their presence was either not so obvious due to the
economic development of the village and the stricter control over human mobility, as well as
the fact that they did not have a protected status and were allowed to be hunted and killed. The
legislation grants the brown bears (Ursus arctos), since 2002, protected status according to the
Biodiversity Law, established in conjunction with European Union legislation. Despite that,
some changes in 2010 introduced a minimal 3% limit to be hunted which was, after
intervention from the European Commission removed again in 2012. Exceptions are
problematic bears that can be shot after the granting of a special permit from the Ministry of
2

For ethical reasons I leave all informants anonymous. Their words are given as quotations in italic.
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Environment and Food, following investigations and proof that they have actually caused
economic or physical damage. Measures against bear poaching are considered so strict, by
some respondents making “it is easier to kill a man and get away with it than to kill a bear”.
Still, the fine for illegal hunting is not so high, even by local standards (up to 5000 lv. or 2500
euro), especially considering the prices for bear products on the black market.
Another factor that contributes to the high bear population in this relatively small area is the
ecology of the forests and the extremely high biodiversity. The great variety of species provides
an abundance of food for the bears such as wild berries (strawberries, raspberries, cornelian
cherries, bilberries, etc.), various roots and grasses, ants, etc., which on the one hand
contributes to the lack of conflict and the successful case of cohabitation and, on the other,
leads to various interactions due to the local livelihoods related to forest activities. Due to this
abundance, the bears rarely approach Yagodina (“they never entered the village”) and have not
caused any damage, while most encounters occur in the forest during forest activities or
hobbies: hunting, gathering of plants (mushrooms, herbs, berries), hiking/walking, fishing,
agriculture (hay collecting, harvesting) or around the nearby caves (Yagodina Cave).
As the bears are recognized as fellow inhabitants of the shared space by the population of
Yagodina, the topic of the bear is an important and often discussed one. Due to the relatively
small size of the village (inhabited by about 500 people) everybody knows each other and the
village square functions as center for exchange of news. “Bear” issues are hence discussed
while drinking coffee in the morning or over a rakia3 in the local bar in the evenings.
Therefore, despite the fact that not everyone has seen a bear themselves, bears are part of the
local lifeworld: there was no case during my fieldwork that a villager had not heard of a story
of human-bear encounter even if he/she had not had a personal one. Most encounters, in the
context of the above described activities, refer to occasional meetings by chance, and occurred
predominantly to hunters (whose number is estimated to around 30 people in the village) or
people involved in forest activities. However, bears have been seen even by people just driving
on the road or visiting the nearby cave.
The most famous and well known direct encounter between a local man and a bear happened a
generation ago (around 40 years ago) and seemed to be known to everyone, being told so many
times that it has already gained some mythological elements. It was narrated to me in different
versions so here I present the one that has the most common elements of all:
“One old man was walking in the forest, Old Sakalche we called him, in the direction of Koru
Dere. There was a big hole there and he wanted to have a look and check what is inside. There
he saw a bear with two small cubs. When he looked, the bear came out, and caught him by the
waist. He had a poyas4 and under it - a tobacco box. The bear grabbed him by that box and
dragged him around. There was a rock wall there and the bear threw him down. He started
shouting. The bear then descended and buried him under some branches. On the other side
there were two people who started shouting: “Hey, leave the man”. The bear took her cubs and
left in direction Greece. He was then saved.”
3
4

Traditional Bulgarian spirit made of grapes or plums.
A belt, long piece of cloth used in the traditional Bulgarian male costume.
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What was interesting in hearing the story was the fact that most people who told it justified the
reaction of the bear, in contrast with the irregular behavior of the man who had entered its core
habitat and as a result disturbed it. The story is told, therefore, as an example that one should
avoid places such as holes and caves as they are potential bear dwellings, showing how people
see themselves as responsible actors that should avoid and not disturb the bears in order to
prevent unwanted consequences.
Hunters are the group, as already mentioned, that have the most frequent encounters with bears,
described by some as 80% of the total amount, due to their practice of encircling the perimeter
of a specific hunting zone. As one hunter says:
“Most likely you meet a bear during hunting, because we surround a large area and there is no
way that the bear doesn’t come out.”
Hunters describe various direct encounters with bears that are then used in addressing the
appropriate behavior during encounter:
“I have seen a bear 2-3 times. First, you react with stress, you think how to hide so that it
doesn’t see you and goes away. Once I encountered it very close, 4-5 meters away, during
hunting. It blocked my way, I came out and roared, it got scared, stood up, jumped over the
tree and ran away.”
Other stories tell:
“I have seen bears many times, during hunting. It is not a problem, you should remain calm. It
is only dangerous if the bear has cubs. Then if they approach you, the mother comes…I
normally stop, it turns around and leaves.”
“I have seen a bear a few times but they were further away. One should remain calm. If the
bear doesn’t undertake any actions against you it will look around and go away.”
“I have seen a bear over 10 times, during hunting. You should remain calm, then the bear is
calm too. Quiet and steps away. They were calm, I had no conflicts, in my cases the bears ran
away, you can’t escape.”
The numerous encounters of the hunters with bears (some of them claim to have seen a bear
over 10 times), their observations of the signs of bear activity, are evidence for the fact that
they hold the deepest knowledge on the bears (see more in Chapter 4). Namely knowledge
grants them (the hunters) the role of local “bear experts” or the unofficial “managers” of
human-bear cohabitation (also the role they play in ecotourism that will be discussed in Chapter
5).
The hunters’ behavior is, for this reason, the result of practical knowledge, gained from
experience, and mostly corresponds to the advice given by specialists on how people should
react when interacting with bears. What is told and advised by the hunters is compatible with
information about appropriate behavior during human-bear encounters that has been written on
noticeboards in the region (erected as part of a project on damage reduction - Златанова и др.
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2013, however not in Yagodina itself): behavior during an encounter should not be aggressive
to ensure that the bear does not feel threatened and therefore attack; one shouldn’t react by
running away, looking the bear in the eyes, or making loud noises, but instead by keeping calm
and slowly retreating.
Still, bears are large carnivores that mainly provoke fear, even in the case of some
inexperienced hunters as the following case demonstrates:
“We were hunting, the callers were shouting, there were two hunters down at the track near the
river…standing at around 100 meters from each other. We were shouting at this peak and the
bear came down, running down, came, crossed the river and went to the track. The hunter
started shouting from above and it approached in direction of the other hunter, Krasi…and he
said: “I looked, it was the bear, running towards me, I lifted the rifle but it had already
approached too close”…the one on the other side was shouting…Krasi turned around and
started running along one rut of the track, the bear was running in the other…the other hunters
stood puzzled “what did we do?”. They started descending because if the bear attacked him,
what do we do…to protect him. We were wondering, should we laugh or cry…run Krasi…Krasi
was in trouble, running in the one rut, the bear into the other. In about hundred meters Krasi
went aside, the bear on the other and vanished into the forest…bears are afraid as we are…but
it didn’t attack him, although he was very close.”
Fear is, however, a normal reaction even in the case of the hunters during close unexpected
encounters. It rarely results in a bear attack, as shown in this particular case, and was only
evidenced in the one old story described above. Fear is much more characteristic among other
groups of the local population, in particular among the women. According to many hunters,
women are most scared of the bears not only because they “are women” but also because this
fear is deliberately enhanced by the hunters themselves: “we deliberately scare them and tell
them that there are bears so that they avoid them”. This strategy is successful as seen in the
following statement of a local lady:
“I have not seen a bear and I hope I won’t.”
Their fear is also seen as resulting from their lack of knowledge on bear behavior and the fact
that they more rarely have encounters (to be discussed in Chapter 4). As older women’s stories
show, their most common reaction during an encounter is running away and turning around
“much later” to check whether the bear is following. Avoidance is also the primary reaction of
the bears, as, according to the ecologist, “bears don’t want to meet people or to have anything
to do with people at all. They regard humans the same way that they see another bear…and try
to avoid conflicts.” If a bear meets a person, it wants to avoid conflict and keep the person who
is a potential threat at a safe distance. The reaction of the bear therefore typically follows these
stages:
1. Most bears would run away;
2. If not, it would give a warning, chomping its teeth and swatting at the air with its paws, thus
showing it has the means with which to protect itself if forced to. The idea of the bear is,
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therefore, to delay confrontation long enough in order to start a communication and negotiate
an agreement to leave one another alone. This is the typical “language” used by bears to
communicate with both another bear or with a person.
3. Occasionally, a bear may follow up and emphasize these warnings with a false charge, the
bear running towards the human, before coming to a sudden stop just a few meters away.
Again, this is only intimidation, and not an attack that it will be carried through. After this false
charge the bear will typically turn and walk away.
According to ecologists, this sequence of bear behavior is simply a form of visual
communication aimed at avoiding direct conflict, and not as most people misinterpret it a sign
of aggression and imminent attack. It is this misunderstanding, and the failure of humans to
understand the “language of bears” that can tragically lead to unnecessary danger and conflict.
Being generally under threat from people, bears then live, as described by some authors, in a
“landscape of fear” (Laundre, Hernandez, Altendorf, 2001), a state that can also be reversed
and attributed to certain members of the local community (the female population), with both
bears and people attempting to avoid each other:
“I saw a bear in 2014…at about 150 meters, it came out of some juniper bushes…it got scared,
so did I…since then I have this fear, bears are dangerous, I have it always in mind that the
bear could appear. ”
However, despite the fear of bears, as there are no cases of bear attacks or conflicts during
encounters, the attitude of the local population towards the bears is predominantly positive. As
fear is a natural human reaction, it does not depict a dangerous image of the bears among the
local population. Bears are considered dangerous for people by the population only in cases
when they are threatened and when human and bear territories cross. This presents a humanwildlife balance, which is in the opinions of the local people connected to what they see as the
current sustainable size of the bear population, although in fact not many are aware of the real
numbers as shown below (Chapter 4). A higher risk is attributed to certain categories of bears:
females with cubs and stuvnitci (aggressive bears which are more carnivorous). Still, the
cohabitation is determined by the attitude of both actors who attempt to avoid each other and do
not enter conflict situations. Respondents describe, in this connection, various methods that
can, possibly, assure lack of encounters: making a noise, avoiding areas known as bear habitats,
as well as some traditional practices such as saying prayers/spells (a practice that is, however,
rarely used nowadays).
Human-bear interactions are, consequently, marked by the attitude of respect of each others’
space. I will next pay attention namely to the question of how common space is used or divided
by the way both actors “read” each others’ signs (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2007)
and how these create particular cohabitation strategies.

Sharing and use of the common space
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The definition of cohabitation used in the present research - in the meaning of sharing a
common space (Hincliffe, 2007) assumes that both actors share a landscape, establishing
possible boundaries or various practices that aim at adaptation to its shared use by both actors
involved. This question includes an examination of the particular human-wildlife relations that
are not only defined by the shared use of the forests around the village but also by the specifics
of the local cultural context.
In the Bulgarian traditional culture the village or the inhabited space is considered the known,
cultivated space unlike the one that resides outside its boundaries - the forests and fields
residing outside its boundaries (Георгиева, 1993). Despite the recent processes of
modernization in the village of Yagodina, its high altitude and relative isolation have
contributed to the preservation of certain traditional specifics. Some of the collected fieldwork
data evidences, in this relation, that the division of space into “our” (here, in the village) and
the one “out there” (the forest, the habitat of the bear) still exists. Namely a similar division of
space can be considered, in dialectic relation, as marking boundaries between the intimate,
individual space (the home) and the space residing outside. This is also valid in the case of the
bears whose “core” habitats can also be considered intimate space which should not be entered
by “others” (humans). This idea is supported by statements of informants claiming that bears
should not be disturbed in their territories and, likewise, they should not enter the space
inhabited by humans (the village).
As already shown above, the majority of human-bear interactions occur in a space which is
outside the intimate one - a space that I will refer to as “cohabitation space” - the nearby
forests, meadows, rivers and agricultural lands where people and bears interact and which is
permanently co-shaped/co-produced by both actors. For these reasons I divide the space into
these two dimensions in order to show which territories can or cannot be crossed and the rules
that define this. In their research, Boonman-Berson, Turnhout and Carolan (2007) claim that
cohabitation involves space-shaping activities of both humans and animals (Boonman-Berson,
Turnhout and Carolan, 2007: 194), using the notion of multi-sensory reading and writing to
identify those. Using this concept I will pay attention to the question of how humans and bears
read each-other’s signs and co-produce the cohabitation landscape.
People in Yagodina are aware of the bears’ presence by “reading” various signs left by them in
the surrounding landscape:
“Once we went with my husband to collect mushrooms and stopped by a fountain for lunch. My
husband said: Look at these stones, the bear has been here!”
Flipped over stones are considered a sign of a bear’s presence as people are aware that bears
feed on the ants found under the stones. Another part of the landscape associated with bears is
the presence of numerous rock holes/caves. Such areas are even precisely described by hunters
as places where bears hibernate in winter. Bear prints, as the most obvious marker of bear
activity, are also often encountered:
“I have seen bear prints just near the village, around 100 meters away.”
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The villagers are aware, therefore, which areas are inhabited by bears by reading the various
signs left by them: prints, scats, rocks, marks and hairs left on trees, holes dug by bears.
Reading these signs raises peoples’ awareness that the bear could be in the area and one should
be prepared for an encounter. Fresh prints, scats, and marks are read as signs of a particularly
close bear presence and normally as a sign of threat:
“If you see fresh prints/signs you react with stress, you look around to check whether the bear
is not nearby. If you are together with someone you call them to check whether they are ok and
warn them that the bear could be around. This is done in order to avoid an encounter.”
Some areas are known as regions where bear presence is highly probable, such the area of Koru
Dere, which is very rich in small caves, which is precisely the region where the described very
well-known old story of a human-bear encounter occurred. The region is normally avoided
since it is considered a bear “intimate” zone. Another area, seen as a high bear “danger” zone is
the bear hide, built specially for bear observations, where “only maniacs go…or very brave
people or such who have never seen a bear”.
According to some respondents bears don’t come close to the village (near the houses) and
relate this fact to the hide and the food left there for the bears:
“No, they don’t come nearby. We feed them and they remain in the forest.”
“No, they don’t come. There are dogs around. Because they feed them they don’t enter…they
go where people don’t go.”
The space is occasionally crossed, since some villagers have observed signs of bear presence at
the outskirts of the village or near their fields and sheep farms.
“Once I was near my house. I turned around and saw the bear.” (this encounter actually
happened before the bear hide was built).
“The bear has come just above our house.”
Prints have also been seen near roads, around the newly built hotel which lies a little outside the
village and near beehives.
As bears in the region are not managed in the sense of the term used in traditional conservation
approaches, people don’t leave or use any signs deliberately aimed at producing a certain kind
of behavior or fear in the bears. The lack of conflicts in the area also results in absence of
particular actions aimed at specifically preventing bears from entering the humans’ intimate
space and the occasional space crossing is not considered a threat.
For the bears the main signs of human presence are namely human activities in the forest
during which people can be seen, heard and sensed by the bears, such as in the case of the bear
hide which is managed by people. According to ecological data bears “know very well, they
can sense that people put this down (the food), that there are people connected with it…they
are used to the occasional people going there, people picking up mushrooms, etc.”

23

Bears cohabit by avoiding the presence of people, in particular using the shared space during
periods when people are not using it. Again, according to the ecologist, bears are
“predominantly nocturnal due to the fact that people are sleeping at night”, while in areas
where there are no people they are more active during the day. This is particularly the case with
male bears that have traditionally been most hunted and as result are “nervous of humans”.
Therefore encounters during day time are more likely with mothers with cubs.
Both people and bears, as it becomes clear, read each other’s signs as proof for the presence of
the other, and react by attempting to avoid encounters. Also, the bear’s perspective on
successful cohabitation is the same as the human’s:
“Successful cohabitation (from the perspective of the bear) is if people just get along, doing
their things in the forest and let bears do their things. If you meet a bear, just ignore it. And this
is what a bear wants, to be ignored…and if you do that it will do the same.”
Regarding the development of tourism (the effects of which are discussed in Chapter 5), the
number of jeeps driving around the village’s forests has increased a lot, this could, at a larger
scale, disturb the bears especially near the bear hide, built also in the “core region” for the
bears.
“So far there is ecological balance. But if the tourism grows the situation will become more
complicated.”
The topic of “core regions” or what I referred to as intimate space shows that non invasion of
this space is major reason for the lack of conflicts in the area. The cohabitation space, on the
other hand, is the shared territory which seems (at least for the moment) peacefully inhabited
by humans and bears. This is visible in the positive attitude of those interviewed when
discussing whether humans and bears are able to share the same space or whether bears should
instead be separated in protected areas. The majority of people claim that co-existence is indeed
possible, providing various reasons for its justification:
“Bears should be free, in protected territories they would feel like in a prison.”
“Of course they better live in a natural habitat. If they are put in a reserved area they become
angry.”
“I am against these reserved areas, here is better (for the bears). If we all care, not disturb
them in their natural habitat they would live better.”
“We can live together, there are no conflicts.”
The majority of people claim that humans and bears could live together as they are part of
nature: “they are part of nature…we should not disturb them”. This view assumes, as already
mentioned, particular relations between humans and nature that differ from the common
dualistic perception on these (Fletcher, 2016: 3). People have lived with nature for hundreds of
years in Yagodina, where for some going to work still means walking through the forest, where
traditional livelihoods still involve a variety of forest activities and daily walks in nature are not
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just for pleasure but a necessity. Thus non division was made clear not only in a number of
interviews, but also proved during my years of observation of the area. Therefore, the presented
division of space of intimate and shared does not imply dualistic characterizations but rather
functions as analytical tool in the present research.

Human-wildlife conflicts. Towards living in a landscape of tolerance
I spoke previously about the issue of human-wildlife conflicts as a major challenge to the
various conservation models based on the notion of cohabitation. The lack of conflicts in
Yagodina is a rather unusual case which surely is a major reason for the predominantly positive
attitude towards the bears among the local population. While this fact is, on the one hand,
naturally a result of low development rates (Mladenoff et al., 1997) in the village and the
natural “rewilding” of the surrounding areas (as observed by people “in some years there will
be more bears than people here.”), on the other it is to be questioned considering the increase
in the level of tourism in recent years. As the number of bears is, moreover, getting higher this
assumes that a number of factors determines the lack of conflicts.
If we examine the local perceptions on this issue, we find the following explanations for the
lack of human-bear conflicts:
“We explain, for ourselves, the lack of conflicts with the fact that we have numerous feeders for
wild animals. They feed there (the bears). In neighboring villages they have problems with bee
hives, sheep farms. If we leave food for them outside the village there will be no damage.”
The belief that bears just need food in order to not invade the village or cause economic
damage appeared in multiple interviews:
“Bears need food and peace.”
Some even relate the aggressive behavior of bears who hunt animals or attack people to failed
conservation efforts aimed at isolation of bears in fenced protected areas. As such they point
out the case of the so-called dancing bears - bears that were trained to “dance” accompanied by
music by a particular Roma (gypsy) group - the so called mechkari5. These bear trainers used to
walk around cities and show off their “dancing” bears to musical accompaniment and earn
some money. A project for protection of these bears was launched in 1999-2000 and supported
by the Foundation of the famous actress Brigitte Bardot. According to rumors some people
believe that some bears escaped the reserve and wander around the mountains:
“Before, the gypsy bears (the dancing bears) were tamed. Then they took them away, put them
in protected areas and they became angry and aggressive. They broke the fences and began to
attack…they tell me that the bears are struvnici (bears that feed on meet) but I don’t believe
that. They attack just because they are hungry. If we permanently feed them, they won’t
attack.”

5

Bear trainers, from the Bulgarian word for bear - “mechka”.
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The belief that the food left for the bears at the bear hide is the reason for lack of bear attacks
is, however, not supported by scientific proofs. As the ecologist claims, the corn, that is the
only type of food given to the bears is just a snack for them and cannot function as major
source of nutrition.
“Some people worry that bears will only eat corn. Research shows that it is not true, they know
what to eat. I have noticed with the bear hide, the months that the bears are most active at the
hide are May and June, this is the breeding season. And least active in September/October
when they are mostly feeding on natural food...If you were a bear, what would you think, what
do I prefer to eat today, old dry corn or fresh juicy berries…I would say, I would love to eat the
berries. And so does the bear.”
At the same time, the idea that bears won’t attack if they have enough food has scientific
backup but this is mainly consequence of the high biodiversity of the forests around Yagodina.
As admitted by some of the hunters:
“The region is rich on bilberries, raspberries, blackberries…that is why bears would not attack
people.”
Food is also provided by abandoned orchards with fruit trees, previously managed during the
period of Socialism - plum, apple and other fruit species. This naturally present food recourse
has equivalents in other parts of the world, such as in the Cantabrian Mountains in Northern
Spain, where local conservationists have initiated projects to plant new montane fruit orchards
with the specific aim of providing food for bears6.
Apart from ecological and economic factors, another very important factor that contributes to
peaceful cohabitation is namely the attitude of the people, marked by tolerance or, applying a
term used by some informants - “care” for the bears. For this reason, I would define the present
case as cohabitation occurring in a landscape of tolerance for both humans and bears, and also
reflected in the use and sharing of the common space. As already mentioned, the majority of
the informants believe that people and bears can, indeed, peacefully co-exist whilst some go
even further:
“We can live together, without any problem.”
“We should love them, not hurt them, and take care of them. Treat them with respect”.
Various responses show, moreover, a sense of pride that bears can be seen around the village:
“Bears need to be protected, they are beautiful animals…and cannot be seen everywhere.”
“People here treat them well, there’s nothing organized against them. Some are even proud
that they have met a bear.”
From an ecological perspective, the attitude is reciprocal. The bears around Yagodina are, due
to the predominantly tolerant attitude towards them and the fact they are not hunted “used to
6

http://eng.fundacionosopardo.org/index.php/projects-2-2/plantations-for-bears/ (10.10.2018).
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people appearing and don’t see them as a threat”. For this reason, when encounters between
bears and humans occur, the bears do not feel directly and immediately threatened, and
therefore respond with flight rather than fight, and know that they can safely move off into
cover and have no need to engage in potentially risky direct confrontation or attack.
Building trust and respect amongst the bear population is, as it becomes clear, a key to
successful cohabitation: if bears have trust and respect for a human it reduces the likelihood
that they will initiate defensive attacks. Generally, two types of attack are used by bears:
predative, when a bear attacks with the intention of killing and eating its prey, which is
extremely rare in the case of brown bear attacks on humans; defensive, when the bear sees the
human as an immediate threat, most often having either being wounded or else disturbed at
very close range. In normal situations, there is a critical distance of about 10 meters within less
than which a bear typically feels there is not enough time to flee and that attack is only means
of defense, as in the demonstrated above case when the man disturbed the bear in its cave.
An important factor for the bear is namely that of its prior experience with people and its
perception of them as imminently dangerous. Because the protected status of the bear in the
region ensures that it is not likely to be killed or hurt, this contributes to the bear’s perception
of people as simply a disturbance rather than a direct threat, and means they have the time to
move away from humans in the same way they would move away from encounters with other
bears. By contrast, as seen among bear populations in other parts of the world where bears are
routinely harassed, scared off and shot at with rubber bullets, such so-called “aversive
conditioning” can actually cause problems in regard to bear behavior. Scaring the bears, and in
particular the use of pain as an aversive management tool, can in fact cause the critical distance
to expand, with bears feeling imminently threatened when encountering a human at distances of
significantly greater than the typical critical distance. This results in a much higher chance that
a bear will attack during an encounter. If bears, by contrast, are used to co-habiting with nonthreatening people who are simply living and working in the region, they see come to see
humans as benign, thus enhancing their trust and respect for them, and helping to create a
landscape of tolerance.
This landscape of tolerance, in conclusion, seems functional and shared namely because it is
reciprocal, as evidenced by the statement of the ecologist:
“Very much yes (there is predominantly positive attitude towards the bears) and I think this is
contributing to the lack of conflicts here. Because people are showing tolerance to the bears,
bears are showing tolerance to the people.”
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4. Chapter Four. Local ecological knowledge
As shown in the previous chapter, cohabitation practices both produce and are defined by
particular meanings - ideas, views, attitudes, etc. which I would here summarize as local
ecological knowledge (following the definition outlined in Chapter 2). As the role of
knowledge in creating social situations is clear, we can assume it is also significant for humanbear cohabitation. I mentioned above the role of tolerance for successful cohabitation, hence, I
will pay attention to the question of whether this tolerance is related to deeper knowledge of the
bears or is more influenced by other factors (economic for instance in the face of ecotourism).
This chapter will, in this context, examine local ecological knowledge (LEK) in a number of
aspects: local ecological knowledge on bears in comparison with scientific facts about bear
ecology/biology; remnants of traditional folklore beliefs and practices and their functionality in
relation to human-bear cohabitation; the “specialized” knowledge of the hunter as a separate
category. I distinguish the latter as it became clear, throughout the research, that hunters, as a
group that has closest contact with the bears, carry knowledge that can be most identified as
knowledge as practice (knowledge gained via experience and observations) and, moreover, has
an important role in human-bear cohabitation.
Finally, in the context of the envisioned approach of the research, that is to not separate the
actors that participate in the cohabitation, I will briefly pay attention to the issue of knowledge
from the perspective of the bears.

Local ecological knowledge on bears
The research shows that very little information has been preserved from previous generations,
partly due to the fact that the number of bears or the contact with them during the Socialist
period has been lower. Hence, very few respondents refer to what they know about bears as
knowledge inherited from the older generations. Here I will pay attention to this local
knowledge and how it corresponds to scientific data referring to the ecology of the brown bear:
size, life span, etc.
When analyzing responses to questions regarding knowledge about bears, we observe
agreement among respondents on general knowledge and uncertainty (multiple answers) when
referring to more specific questions related to the bears’ ecological specifics. Here I will
present a summary of the findings to illustrate this.
There is no disagreement among respondents that bears are permanently present around the
village of Yagodina, and while not everyone has seen a bear themselves, all have seen signs of
bears such as scats, prints, broken branches on trees, ransacked ant nests, flipped stones.
However, the number of bears estimated by them shows great discrepancy, varying from 2 to
20.
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In regard to their character, the bears are described as either shy or brave. But when
commenting on the size of the bears, there are large variations, ranging from 100 to 600 kg. and
from 0.80 to 1.50 m. (when standing on four legs). When compared to the actual average size
of the bears in the Rodopi, that is a weight of 100-250 kg and a shoulder height of
approximately 0.75 to 1.1m, one can see a tendency for people to overestimate the size of the
bears they have seen, or to assume that any bear that may be encountered will be much bigger
and thus more frightening than in reality. People more accurately describe the colour of the
bears, stating they are brown, grey or black, as indeed the coat colour can look different under
different light conditions or during different seasons. A few claim that they can distinguish
male from female bear, commenting that males seem bigger, and that the faces of the females more rounded and beautiful.
Regarding local knowledge of bear movement patterns, most people are aware that bears
normally move slowly through the forest and only more quickly in case of danger (when they
are scared or sense the presence of people). However, there is no consensus about the period of
activity, day or night. Furthermore, opinions about the daily distance travelled by bears in their
search for food are greatly over-estimated at between 5 to 50 km, whereas in reality they tend
to cover far smaller distances, typically less than 5km.
While many respondents are aware that bears rub and mark trees, the significance of this form
of bear behavior is not well understood, and most often misinterpreted as evidence of bears
marking out and controlling exclusive territories, believed to be between 2 to 100 km 2, with the
bear who can mark highest on the tree being the territory’s owner. In reality, camera trap
evidence supports the idea that rather than these trees being marked out as “no trespassing”
signs, they in fact serve the function of “bulletin boards” for the exchange of chemical
messages.
The habitats people associate with bears include rocky places, forests and meadows, in
particular areas with raspberries and bilberries. While everyone agrees that bears hibernate,
there is no agreement about the hibernation period. Some correctly estimate it as beginning
from the first snow, typically in December, but others place it as early as September. Dates of
the bears’ emergence from hibernation are given as between February and May. No knowledge
exists on specific information like the breeding season of the bears, whether males and females
pair for life, and when the young are born, apart from a few hunters who correctly mentioned
that the young bears are born while the bears are still in the den, but even then, there was
discrepancy as to whether this was during winter or spring. The number of cubs was correctly
estimated between 1 and 3, as was the fact that they were brought up by the mother and
remained with her for up to 2-3 years. However, there was no precise knowledge about the
lifespan of the bear, with estimates ranging between 10 and 40 years.
The majority of people believe that bears are predominantly vegetarian feeding on fruits, fungi,
roots, grass, honey, ants and, only exceptionally, on livestock. They are believed to like sour
food, hence their preference for ants, and for this reason, there is a widespread belief that
before feeding on meat, a bear will first leave or bury it, so that the meat becomes sour. In
general, it is believed that bears do not kill deliberately, only “by chance”, the exception being
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so-called “problem” bears which are stated to predate sheep, cattle, horses, wild boar, deer, and
chamois.
As the majority of Yagodina’s population is involved in forest activities, the economic aspect is
the one that contributes to human-bear interactions and possible conflicts. There are, as already
mentioned, no reported cases on economic loss or damage caused by bears around the village.
Therefore, no one has yet needed to call on the existing compensation schemes and their
effectiveness cannot be measured.
Finally, and importantly, the majority of people believe that presence of bears contributes to the
environment and the biodiversity of the region. That corresponds to the scientific facts,
according to which bears are seen as a “keystone species”, playing an important role in the
ecological chain, in particular as seed dispersers for many species of fruits (Harrer, Levi, 2018;
Willson, Gende, 2004).

Children’s knowledge
Certain claims of respondents directed my attention to the younger generation in Yagodina and
namely the children in the local school. As a reason for the fear of bears among particular
groups in Yagodina (mainly the women) some of those interviewed claimed that this fear is due
to the fact that “they used to be scared as children” and for this reason don’t understand the
nature of bears. As children are mainly brought up by the women in the village, they,
respectively, would transmit this fear to the children. In order to examine this issue the children
were given questionnaires that asked general questions about their knowledge of bears.
Despite the low number of children, Yagodina has a functioning school with protective status
due to the village’s difficult accessibility. The research was done among all 16 children from
age 7 to 15. As the results show, no special attention is paid to the fact that bears are present
around the village and no specific information is provided to the children in relation to the
bears’ life or specifics about how to react during an encounter. On one hand, this could be
connected to the fact that children predominantly stay in the village (only 1 out of 16 children
claimed that he had seen a bear), and on the other, that there are no special educational
programs related to human-bear cohabitation.
Still, all children are aware that bears inhabit the area around Yagodina living in forests, caves,
or holes. As predicted, the children claimed without exception that the bears are dangerous and,
some even claimed that they attack people. They provided various answers to the question
about how one should react if one meets a bear that correspond to the knowledge transmitted
among other parts of the local population: a large number of the children believed that one
should run downhill, others claimed that they would stay still (and slowly walk away/facing the
bear) or throw something away in order to distract the bear. Some children believed that one
should fall down and pretend to be dead which is a motif from a famous folklore fairy tale
(some children claimed that they know tales about bears).

30

On the questions related to knowledge, a great variety of answers were given: regarding colour
- bears are brown; there are brown but also there are polar bears; about food - bears love
honey/they are omnivorous; on behavior - bears are afraid of people/fire/hibernate in winter;
and about morphology - their hind legs are shorter.
While younger children claim that bears are not afraid of people, those a bit older believe that
they can be scared by them. Lastly, the majority of children don’t believe that humans and
bears can cohabit.
Children’s’ knowledge about bears is, as a result, a mixture of facts heard from older people
and fairy tales (some limited facts originate from encyclopedias). Children are, traditionally,
brought up mainly by the female population - mothers and grandmothers, who are, as already
mentioned the group that fears the bears most, and, as we saw, a state of fear is the predominant
attitude within the group of the children. This factor, plus the fact that the younger generations
engage less and less in the traditional livelihood activities related to the forest and thus the
cohabitation space, the situation of balance we observe at the moment could be interrupted in
some years. Environmental education (practical knowledge - gained by visits to the bear hide,
for instance)7, corresponding to the local ontology and experience, in this relation, could be
beneficial for the human-bear cohabitation.

Folklore elements and practices within LEK (Bears in the Bulgarian folklore and beliefs)
As already mentioned, the majority of the population tolerates the bears in the area granting
them the right to be fellow inhabitants in the forests. For most people, bears are both beautiful “the most beautiful animal in the Rodopi” and intelligent animals:
“Yes, they are very clever; one bear twice dug up the pipe at Groba fountain in revenge for
disturbing her during a hunt; also broke the window to get bag of maize.”
Moreover, bears are considered by most respondents as symbolic animals. They are seen as
symbols of power, bravery, beauty, as well as a symbol of the Rodopi mountains as a whole.
Their character is described as calm, shy, and as able to remember things for a long time, as
well as sometimes resentful. Some elements of these beliefs can be related to traditional images
of the bear in Bulgarian folklore. The idea that the bears remember for a long time is part of
these beliefs and has been narrated in folklore tales. One of these tells about a human who
rescued a bear’s cub, and the bear, out of gratitude brought him some gifts. While talking to the
7

At the recent 26th Annual International Conference on Bear Research & Management an interesting paper (coauthored by Diana Zlatanova) presented the result of research into attitudes of teenagers towards bears in
Latvia, Lithuania, Bulgaria and Turkey. The key findings were: General opinion about bears in all countries was
positive from 52% (Bulgaria) to 81% (Turkey). Negative opinion was stronger in Bulgaria and Turkey (11.4%,
16.5%) than in Latvia and Lithuania (4.6%, 5.4%). Negative opinion was about two times stronger in rural
respondents in bear-inhabited countries compared to 1.6 times stronger in non-bear countries. Teenagers who
feel fear of bears expressed four to seven times more negative opinion compared to those, who are not afraid,
in all countries. Nearly 75% of respondents in these countries would like to increase their knowledge about
bears. Thus, in order to achieve a better acceptance of brown bears, awareness-raising campaigns are likely to
be effective.
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bear the man mentioned that her breath smelt badly, after which the bear asked him to hit her
on the head with an axe, which he eventually did. Some time later they met again in the forest
and the man asked the bear if they could renew their friendship. The bear showed him the
healed wound and told him that she had already forgotten about it but, unlike that, never forgot
his offensive words about her breath8. Most folklore beliefs reflect the present, in symbolic
manner, namely people’s observations on animals and the environment. The fact that bears
remember things for a long time is now also supported by ecological evidence.
Bears are believed, in Bulgarian mythology, to be granted the power to heal, protect from
diseases and grant fertility. It is possible that remnants of those beliefs result in the general
opinion that bears are contribute beneficially to the environment.
Moreover, bears were traditionally considered a symbol of power and many feared their attack,
thus various protective practices existed aimed at providing safety and security. Even a saint
was attributed the function of lord of the bears - Sveti Andrey9 (St. Andrew) on whose feast
(30th November) bears used to be honored and be a part of the ritual practices. Multiple stories
with bears were associated with this feast.
According to folklore beliefs, the favorite food of the bears is corn, which used to be given to
the bears on St. Andrew’s feast. As these beliefs are, however, associated with Christianity, it is
questionable whether we could relate the corn left for the bears to these beliefs as Yagodina is
traditionally a Muslim region10. However, many such traditions were shared by both Christians
and Muslims, so in regions traditionally inhabited by bears this is possibly the case. According
to these beliefs, by giving cooked corn to the bear, people could divert it from damaging
people’s crops and livestock. Interestingly, same function is attributed to the corn left at the
bear hide by the hunters.
An element of the Muslim tradition is namely the muska - an amulet with payers which have a
protective function and which is prepared by the imam. Although it still exists in the area not
many people, still use its application. However, some people refer to special “words” (in
Turkish) that people used to tell the bear during encounter that forced the bear to turn away and
walk away:
“I know from my grandfather, some time ago someone met a bear and told her something in
Turkish - bear, go your way I will go mine. And the bear left.”
Some also refer to prayers told before one walks into the forest, that were very likely a prayer
specially used as protection from bears:
“Once people used to say some words before they left for somewhere: I hope that today nothing
will happen to me, to be lucky and not meet any animals - bears, snakes, wolfs”.
8

http://roditel.bg/mechkata-i-loshata-duma-balgarska-narodna-prikazka/ (12.10.2018).
The saint, according to the religious narratives, managed to tame and defeat a bear, being able to control, in
this way, the wilderness and uncultivated nature.
10
There is no evidence about when exactly the village converted to Islam. We could possibly relate it to
Ottoman military actions around 300 years ago, corresponding to the age of human skeletons, those of
villagers who sought refuge in a nearby cave.
9
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A very vital element of the folklore beliefs are some traditional practices aimed at the reduction
of posttraumatic stress after an encounter with a bear. The most popular one that is still
practiced and was mentioned by literally all respondents is casting of a bullet. Casting of a
bullet is type of “healing magic” in the Bulgarian folk medicine (Гоев, 1981) aimed at
treatment of fear. The practice is not unusual within the Bulgarian religious/spiritual space
where alternative religious experts such as clairvoyants, extrasensories, healers, astrologers,
etc. are very popular (Valtchinova, 2004, 2006; Toncheva, 2015), a fact that proves their
functionality for the particular society and for the human-bear cohabitation in the particular
case.
In order to study this phenomenon I engaged in participant observation with the practice
performed on me. as the expert agreed that, due to my previous encounter with a bear, “I must
have been frightened” and better have the stress released. Hence, I present both her narrative
and my observations of the process.
Casting of a bullet is practiced only by women while the competence/gift is passed from
individual to individual and normally from generation to generation, according to the expert:
“I have it from my grandmother, she inherited it from her mother. She told me that I need to
heal people and I have to do it. It is a gift. She told me not to turn anyone back. I started with a
dream, why I didn’t help someone. When I did it, I stopped dreaming…What she told me this is
what I do, it is effective. Many people come to me.”
It can be performed for various reasons but is mainly aimed at healing stress gained during
traumatic experience, in our particular case - after an encounter with bear, but also for healing
various forms of fear.
“It is done in any case of fear…you get the shape of the object that you have been scared
by…one child used to stammer, I casted the bullet and it started talking…after car
accidents…even tourists come to me after encounters with bears”.
In relation to the bear encounters the expert explained the visit of a “patient” with the following
arguments:
“XX11 had seen a bear and couldn’t sleep, the bear was large and stood up, at 1 o’clock at
night (this happened). He was in the car and drove back, and then the bear ran away.”
The healing practice should be performed, preferably, in the morning (soon after the sunrise) at
days beginning with S (C in Cyrillic) which are Wednesday and Saturday. This reason for this
was unknown (many traditional practices cannot be explained by the practitioners who
generally claim that it is how it used to be done) and the lady believed that “it must be a special
letter”. The “patient” should undergo the casting procedure 3 times and, respectively bring 3
bullets that have been shot (in a tree) and collected. Something should be paid for those in order
that the “spell would work”.

11

I keep the anonymity of the character.
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As I went into the house of the healer, the fireplace was burning and the whole family was
there to observe the process. The bullet I brought (given me by a hunter) was then put into the
fire in order to melt. When ready, the lady took it out with the curling iron, told me to cover my
head with a towel and poured it into a jar filled with water in the area over my heart:
“You do it five times, over the heart, the head, the back, the belly and the legs” she said.
The casted bullet then took a shape that could be associated with an animal.
“Look, it reminds a bear. You see that it is true!” (that I have been scared, see Pic. 1 and 2 in
appendix). “I have also seen a bear, large, grey. There are cases when they attack, they are
dangerous”, said further in support of the need to release the fear of the encounter.
The next 4 times the bullet was casted the results resembled figures of a human, horse/dog (it
was hard to identify), an animal and a heart. The heart meant, according to the expert, that the
healing process “is working”. After that, the bullet was melted for one last time and just poured
into the water to gain a rounded shape so it can be worn permanently or put under the pillow
until the remaining 2 rituals were performed when all 3 bullets were gathered together in order
that “the heart gathers its parts” (they should be also carried until one “stops being scared”).
This implies that the idea of stress and fear is related to an incorrectly functioning heart, one
that is symbolically seen as fallen into pieces.
My body was, moreover, sprinkled with the water into which the bullet had been cast because
the “water is healing” while the water would be then thrown away under a fruit tree (usually a
plum tree which starts turning dry afterwards “in the case there is something”). After that the
lady began the last part of the ritual which included measurement of the body with yarn. This
was done 5 times, until, in her words, “the heart goes back to its place” accompanied with
whispered spells. I was given both the yarn and the bullet and had to visit her twice more in
order to undergo the complete healing process. As I was told by other people who have
undergone the same process, the “patient” should leave some gift/money to the healer in order
that the practice is effective. She never asked particular amount but claimed that one could
leave “as much as people wish”.
To conclude this part, the last practice that exists but is less used nowadays (but mentioned a
few times during interviews) is incandescence. The same healer could also perform this, and
she claimed that the one who encountered a bear needed to collect various elements such as
hair, wood, leaves, etc. from the place where the encounter occurred. These materials are then
mixed with sugar and garlic and burned at a crossroad. The “patient” should then walk around
the fire 3 times while being “hit with a curling tong”. The whole procedure is accompanied
with spells.
The final element, that could be related to folklore beliefs, is the association of bears with
dance and music. As already mentioned, a particular group of the Roma population used to
tame and train bears to “dance”. People still remember that there was a person in the village
who used to practice this tradition and walked around with his bear. Moreover, until not long
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ago, a custom of masked festival on New Year ’s Eve existed that included people dressed as
bears:
“Bears used to be respected, rituals with bears (people dressed like bears) were performed, out
of respect”.
This is obviously part of the masked rituals known in other parts of Bulgaria as
kukeri/chaushi/dervishi (Aрнаудов, 1972). Actors dress in various costumes, often in animal
furs, and walk around villages aiming to banish the evil forces. This tradition is still alive in
multiple places and is related by scientists to ancient Thracian religious rituals (connected with
Dionysius). According to the people this tradition existed in the village until around 2005.
Obviously one of the main characters were the so called mechkodari - people dressed like bears
who used to walk around the houses after 12 pm on New Year ’s Eve. The owners used to treat
them with corn flour (!) and pastarma – a type of salami made from goat’s meat. The costume
consisted of furs and bells (chanove) while some used to dress as gypsies and beg around the
neighborhoods. It was all accompanied with music (accordion or violin). Hence, no surprise
some still relate bears to dance and music.

Bears in poetry and jokes
Bears have entered the lifeworlds of the local people also as characters in various jokes and
poems. This indicates that bears are not seen as scary and harmful but rather in a relaxed
manner. For instance, many men tell the following (sexist) joke:
“Bears are afraid of one thing - that’s women.”
To questions about how one should react when encountering a bear, many respond initially
with a joke:
“If you see a bear you run down towards a river, in order to wash out your pants.”
Bear encounters have been commemorated in poems such as the one I present here
(unfortunately the rhymes are lost in translation):

Hunting tales
(Based on a true story)
The hunting party crossed the hunting terrain
But nowhere found the wild boar
As they walked along a trail
They suddenly met a large bear
The young hunter Vladko
Walked smoothly along the trail
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When he saw the bear
He turned and ran away
Krasi Sakalev searched for bullets
Lifted his rifle to his shoulder
And hurried to the jeeps
Our Aleko was further away
And with a leap of fear
Jumped into a bush
Luckily Emil had his gun loaded
He fired two bullets and the bear fled
After a few steps the bear turned
Be not afraid, I will return
The hunters put their dogs on the lead
And everyone hurried towards the jeeps
Indo clapped his hands and laughed out loud
The jeeps flew off in 3rd gear at full gas
Sasho Lyangov12

The knowledge of the hunters
Knowledge of the hunters differs from that of the general population and therefore I pay special
attention to it, also in relation to the role of this group for the “management” of human-bear
relations. As shown, hunters have the most encounters with bears, and while the general
population is able to read the bear’s signs, hunters know much more about the ecology and the
lifeworlds of the bears. Their knowledge is primarily gained from experience (knowledge as
practice) or received from older hunters and also, partially, from literature, media and television
(many claimed that they have seen bear programs on National Geographic).
For these reasons, hunters provide all kind of details on bears’ ecology - behavior, lifestyle,
feeding patterns, etc., that correspond most to the scientific facts. What they stress is namely
the practical aspect of this knowledge. For instance, in relation to feeding patterns a hunter
claims:
“I have seen a bear eating raspberries.”
Known facts, for instance that bears are able to climb very well, are also supported by
evidence:

12

See the original version in Bulgarian in the Appendix.
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“They climb very well. We used to place barrels at 2-3 meters height with a pipe and barbed
wire around. They used to climb on that and destroy the barrels.”
Support for the belief that bears are symbols of power is also provided:
“The bear is symbol of power. Our feeders weigh up to 200 kg. It can smash them, including
the big iron parts.”
The practical aspect of knowledge leads, moreover, to adaptation measures. Such was the case
with destroyed barrels that were adapted in a way that no more damage could be done by the
bears, replacing the tree feeders with large rounded metal barrels with holes through which the
corn could come out when rolled by the bears.
Furthermore, hunters provide various facts about bears’ more intimate life that are unknown to
the rest of the population. For instance, they know in which period the baby bears are born (end
of January during hibernation), their weight at birth (400 to 600 gr.), the number of cubs (1-2
and rarely 3), how long they remain with the mother (up to 2 years), that the male could kill the
cubs (in order that the female is ready to breed again), the size of the home range (up to 50,000
hectares), etc. For most of these questions no answers were provided by the general population.
This knowledge provides hunters the expertise to evaluate information on bears and proper
behavior:
“It is true what the signs (on how to react if you meet a bear) inform about.”
The fear of among the female population is, according to the hunters, mostly due to their lack
of knowledge:
“Women are afraid of bears…this is due to their lack of knowledge.”
In this way, the knowledge and the expertise of the hunters provides them with a specific role
within human-bear cohabitation. It will be further examined in the case of ecotourism (in
chapter five), which is entirely developed and managed by this group.

The knowledge of the bears
Finally, in the context of the undertaken multispecies approach, I will briefly discuss the
problem of knowledge from the perspective of the bears as fellow actors in the cohabitation.
Bears also gain knowledge about human behavior, which they apply when adjusting their
behavior towards them. Despite the fact that, as ecologists admit, we can never know what
exactly the bears think or know about humans because we “cannot think exactly from a bear’s
perspective”, research into bears can still provide us with some ideas regarding their
knowledge. Bears would certainly, therefore, build up a knowledge about “when tourists use
trails, jeeps drive around, people use the forests, where they go” and then adjust their behavior
in order to avoid conflict. According to researchers, bears most likely view humans as another
type of bear inhabiting their environment, and thus interact with them much in the same manner
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as they interact with another bear. Therefore, we can judge a bear’s knowledge primarily by
their reactions and behavior, which I addressed in more in detail in the previous chapter. The
knowledge of the bears is for these reasons practical knowledge, that is validated in particular
circumstances. It comes closest, in this relation, to the knowledge obtained by the hunters and
plays, therefore, important role for the human-bear relations.
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5. Chapter Five. Ecotourism
The present chapter examines the issue of ecotourism in the larger context of the importance
of tourism for the population of Yagodina. Within the environmental discourse, ecotourism
has been advocated as a strategy for sustainable development (Honey, 2008) while the
stakeholder theory (Honey, 2008) assumes that local participation would encourage people to
protect what they receive value from and in this way preserve the natural resources. The
tourism that has developed around the bears, in particular, has entered traditionally
established human-bear relations and introduced economic aspects and differing ontologies
into the local “cosmos” (Latour, 2011). I will, therefore, examine this type of tourism in
relation to the above discussed issues on cohabitation and local knowledge, in order to answer
the research questions regarding its role in these spheres.

Importance of tourism in Yagodina
A large number of Yagodina residents admit that the fact that the village is still inhabited
nowadays is namely due to the development of tourism in the last 10-15 years as an
alternative to the previously existing employment opportunities. Tourism seemed a logical
alternative in the context of the period of postsocialism due to the natural specifics of the
region: the nearby caves (Yagodinska and Devil’s Throat) and the two gorges (Buinovsko and
Trigrad gorge), which have become widely known in the last one or two decades and have
transformed the region into one of the most popular tourist destinations in the country. The
growth of this tourism was supported with the construction of a viewing platform (in 2007)
over the Buinovsko gorge just above the village of Yagodina, named Eagle’s Eye due to the
stunning scenery unfolding before the eyes of the visitors standing at the summit of the peak
St. Iliya, where the platform stands. This platform attracts thousands of visitors, both
Bulgarian and foreign, every summer when the single lane road along the gorge gets crowded
and makes passing difficult. This type of tourism can be classified as conventional, not having
an ecological purpose, indeed to the contrary, and serving the majority of tourists who come
by cars and get driven by jeeps along the forest tracks up to the viewing platform. However, it
is the largest employment niche for the local population who find their place within it either
by participating in various tourist activities or via converting their homes into guest houses.
Namely for this reason, the respondents estimate the number of villagers involved in tourism
as high as 90% of the total population and view tourism as an essential livelihood that
nowadays literally keeps the village alive.
As an alternative and in parallel with this conventional type of tourism, ecotourism aimed at
hiking and related to the biodiversity of the area has also been established during the last 10
years or so. The main actor in this is a Bulgarian tour operator working with foreign partners
(British, Dutch, American, etc.) and thus bringing its foreign clients into the region with
different hiking/biodiversity programs. This type of tourism developed in synchrony with the
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wave of “western” type of tourism, represented to clients as “responsible”, “sustainable”13 and
as beneficial for the environment. In the context of the importance of ecotourism and
stakeholder theory, it is believed to contribute to sustainable development of the area and
support “environmental conservation”, “ensuring fair rates for the local population”14.
Without analyzing these issues in detail, due to the major focus of the thesis on bear tourism, I
will only mention that it has, according to the local population, been beneficial for the village
providing employment opportunities and bringing some investments in the region. For the
relatively long period that it has been established, it has directly resulted in foreign tourists
occupying the village hotel for around 15-20 weeks a season, visiting the caves, buying/using
local products, etc. In relation to its environmental impact, it is surely more beneficial for the
environment, as admitted also by the local population, unlike the standard jeep tourism that
results in erosion and pollution. What is interesting for the present research is a specific form
of tourism that has developed within this ecotourism niche during only the last two years
(being developed by the same tour operator), that is namely ecotourism that involves the bears
as “living commodities” or, as I am going to refer to following the local logic, “bear tourism”.

Establishment of bear tourism
The participation of the brown bears in tourism in Yagodina began with the establishment of a
special place for bear observation - a bear hide. The building of the hide is seen by the
population as a local initiative directly connected with the group of the hunters. Despite the
fact that some disagreements regarding its funding and the role of the local tourist union exist,
the population agrees that it was built namely by the hunters on the “example of similar
observation places” that exist in two other settlements in the region. It was, according to
them, more easily included in the planning of the Forestry Service due to the presence of an
old military bunker in the nearby forest that was used as a basis for the construction of a new
building. Hence, the building is half dug into the ground and looks quite like part of the
surroundings with its grass roof and green color (see Pic. 3 in Appendix), corresponding to its
purpose to be considered by the bears as part of the surrounding landscape. A rounded metal
barrel, functioning as a feeder, was placed about 50 metres away from it (see Pic. 4 in
Appendix) illuminated by a solar-powered lamp emitting light that resembles the natural light
of the moon. The light is gradually turned on at night during observations reducing the risk
that the bears are disturbed and scared away. The hide is located about 30 minutes’ drive from
the village, and tourists are driven up to the hide along forestry tracks by the hunters, who are
also working as guides. The three locals employed in this activity are experienced hunters
whose role, apart from driving the tourists, is also to accompany them during the observation,
and provide some information about the life of the bears:
“We have 3 guides (the hunters), we need no more. They need to have cars, to be patient, to
be technically knowledgeable, there are cameras, lights…they can tell about the bears.”
13

https://www.exodus.co.uk/responsible-travel (17.10.2018).
https://www.exodus.co.uk/responsible-travel (17.10.2018); http://www.tuitravelplc.com/content/sawadeegets-international-recognition-sustainability (17.10.2018).
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This obvious monopolization of bear tourism does not seem to be questioned by the majority
of the local population, with the only known case of conflict being related to some power
struggles between various groups in the village in relation to the management of the nearby
cave. This shows that the group of the hunters has, even unofficially, been granted the role of
managers of the bears and those spheres related to them.
In parallel, another actor in bear ecotourism is the tour operator who plays a major role in
both the establishment of this type of tourism and in the organization of specialized tours
centered around the bears. Interestingly, the man who operates the tourism is not just guiding
the bear trips but is also an ecologist performing research on bears, and the founder of a
nongovernmental organization aimed at bear conservation and preservation of the rural
heritage of Rodopi Mountains15. His perspective presents a slightly different version of the
process of the establishment of the bear hide:
“There were camera traps (of the hunters) to observe what animals are around…what they
didn’t expect was that the bears started coming. They told me that and this idea came…to put
up a hide…it would be interesting for the visitors and also bring economic benefits.”
Later on, after the bear hide was built, he organized specialized trips in co-operation with a
British tour operator, aimed at tourists interested in biodiversity. The trips are organized with
the premise to not only see brown bears but also to learn more about their ecology and
behavior. Therefore the name of the trip is more creative - the “Realm of the Brown Bear”16,
in relation to its multipurpose character:
“It is not called a bear-watching trip…but more importantly…it has a conservation aspect, as
there are many conflicts with carnivores people have the chance to come and see, and
moreover, local people can benefit and be proud of them”.
One very important aspect of the trip, as underlined by the guide, is the educational:
“Many people have little knowledge or only misconceptions. They learn about or think of the
bears in different ways.”
The trip, formulated in this way, so far successfully brings around 5 groups of foreign tourists
per season each staying in the village for a week at a time and visiting the bear hide on a daily
basis. This results in around 25 trips to the hide plus occasional visits from interested clients
from the other walking groups of the same operator, which forms more than 60%-70% of the
total bear observations. Moreover, the continuity of the stay of these groups in the village
brings the most economic benefits for the local population from bear tourism, as other
occasional visitors to the hide rarely stay overnight or remain only briefly in the village. For
these reasons I predominantly pay my attention to the groups of the “Realm of the Brown
Bear” examining their influence on human-bear cohabitation and the local “cosmos” (LEK).
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16

http://wildrodopi.org/wild-rodopi-mission/ (12.11.2018).
https://www.exodus.co.uk/bulgaria-holidays/wildlife/bulgaria-realm-brown-bear/wbb (18.10.2018).
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Ecotourism within the human-bear relations
In relation to cohabitation, I examine ecotourism in this part in two main dimensions –
environmental, by studying the consequences of larger groups of people entering the bear
habitat and the established human-bear relations, and economic - whereby as an incentive, it
contributes to positive attitudes towards the bears and thus their conservation.
In order to examine these, I engaged in participant observation for two weeks walking with
British groups of the “Realm of the Brwon Bear”, hiking and observing bears and signs of
their activity in the forests around Yagodina. Through this observation I was able, on the one
hand, to observe how ecotourism is performed and how it influences the established humanbear relations, and on the other hand, in the context of the undertaken more than human
approach, by observing bears at the bear hide - to attempt to find out whether tourism affects
bears’ behavior (Barua, 2016) in relation to their new feeding patterns and the larger number
or people visiting the bear hide and, respectfully, their core habitat. The participant
observation was also complemented by interviews with the local population that present their
view of ecotourism and the role of the bears within it, and with the ecologist in order to better
understand its ecological impact.
Bears have become central actors of the already mentioned trip “Realm of the Brown Bear”,
attracting visitors who support this “conservation project”17 . The trip is organized as daily
walks in the area around Yagodina aimed at “tracking bears” and examining the signs of their
activity: prints, scats, flipped over stones, communication trees, etc. Walking around core bear
habitats means that tourists enter both the bears’ intimate and cohabitation space, not only
reading their signs but also hoping to see a bear (unlike the local population that encounters
them unwillingly during various activities). During this process tourists are given instructions
on how to react in case of an encounter (see below) although the chance for such when
moving in a large group (of up to 12-13 people) is extremely small due to the noise that
accompanies it and the strong senses of the bears. Naturally, such an encounter hasn’t yet
occurred, apart from one case where a group was able to distantly observe a family of bears (a
mother with two cubs, see Pic. 5 in Appendix).
The groups therefore spend their days predominantly tracking down and studying signs left by
bears that are later interpreted by their guide. To illustrate the process better, I will describe
some of the findings of a group during a week of hiking: multiple bear scats in various
locations (some from last year, some containing corn from the area around the bear hide, one
from a large male); prints (one a 9-10 cm broad forepaw and thus likely a yearling or young
subadult moving on its own, and another from young female, recently made just a day ago);
bear tree used for communication (see Pic. 6, Pic. 7 and Pic. 8 in Appendix).
The most eagerly awaited activity, however, are the visits to the bear hide that are organized
daily in the evenings, around 7 pm, when the bears become active and are most likely to
appear. Due to the capacity of the bear hide, which is designed to accommodate small groups
(of no more than 8 people), the group is divided into two parts, providing the chance for
17

https://www.exodus.co.uk/bulgaria-holidays/wildlife/bulgaria-realm-brown-bear/wbb (19.10.2018).
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everyone to visit the hide every second night. The success of the bear tourism is also boosted
by the fact that everybody in the groups (so far there has been only one trip when clients have
not been able to observe a bear) has been able to actually see a bear (even bears). During my
own observations I was able to see myself a mother with two cubs (see Pic. 9 in Appendix),
two younger bears, and a large male (some of these appeared on the same night)18.
Both the hikes and the visits to the hide, however, result in a larger number of external people
entering the human-bear cohabitation space. So far, as evidenced by the ecologist, this does
not seem to influence the existing situation mainly due to the low intensity at which this form
of ecotourism is operated. As claimed, the bears in the area inhabit a region that has always
been heavily used by local people with regular forestry work, mushroom and herb gathering,
wild boar hunting and several forms of tourism (hiking, mountain biking, quadbikes,
motorbikes, 4x4 vehicles) taking place within their core habitats. Therefore:
“The annual passage of a few small groups through the region, in my opinion, makes no
additional impact as we are using forest roads and trails that have been traditionally used by
people, and we do not penetrate off-trail into habitats that would be used by bears for rest,
shelter and denning.”
A key factor that also makes tourism compatible with cohabitation in the examined area, in
comparison with other regions of Europe, is that the bears around Yagodina are not hunted or
persecuted and, hence, used to cohabiting with people. For this reason, they do not feel so
threatened by or disturbed by their presence, and the passage of people is seen as a “normal”
part of the bear’s daily life. The feeding patterns of the bears are also not drastically changed
for the purpose of tourism, avoiding negative results in this respect.
In keeping with the respectful character of this established tourism, clients are also advised to
behave appropriately: not to make a noise and to avoid activities that could disturb the bears.
If we try to examine these factors from the perspective of the bears as co-constitutive actors,
the effect of tourism on the bears’ behavior in a long-term perspective is, however, still to be
examined. However, at present, as evidenced:
“… there is no evidence for negative effect.”
According to some theories and supported by ecological observations in the area, the bear
hide now is possibly functioning as a meeting place for the bears during their breeding season.
Observations show that female bears seem to feed earlier, while the males arrive later at night
smelling whether females in estrus have been present. As already mentioned in Chapter 3,
bears seem to be most active at the hide during the period May-June, which is namely their
breeding period. As the bear expert claims:
“So I think they come (to the hide) much more in May-June, using it like a pub or social
gathering, as a meeting place…they have adapted it into their reproductive cycle and process
18

The trip has turned out to be very successful, with very good reviews by the clients, and the British tour
operator promising to continue offering it in the comings years.
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and they have adapted it as a snack place. So it doesn’t affect them from that point of view.
The only thing that could affect them is if lots of people and jeeps go there as it is in the core
bear region.”
Thus, the still sustainable (low) rates of bear tourism, currently limited to 4-5 groups a season,
together with the feeding approach aimed at not changing the bears’ behavior and the
“adaptation” of the feeding site by the bears to their own needs, helps maintain the balance in
terms of cohabitation. Higher rates of tourism are, on the other hand, estimated as negative
from the viewpoint of the bears. An important factor contributing to the present “sustainable”
state of tourism is their management, being organized and guided by a person whose main
incentive is conservation of the bears:
“If I thought that the effect (of tourism) was negative I would stop and advise people to
reduce it.”
Most local people, on the other hand, don’t evaluate tourism as having a negative effect on the
bears who, in their opinion, normally inhabit areas with no human presence:
“No, they get used to it. If there are safaris in Africa…the bears get used to the noise, the
people, and where to stay aside.”
“Jeeps don’t disturb the bears. The drivers have seen bear prints. Bears go there even if there
are jeeps around.”
Still, some acknowledge that this is a result of the present rates of tourism which, if increased,
would negatively affect both the bears and the environment:
“The wilder it remains, the better. Because if it starts being developed it would disturb the
bears…if there are roads, people, cars those bears wouldn’t be here, they would disappear.
We would then limit big waves of tourism.”
“Tourism is a necessary evil. We have no capacity for more.”
“So far there is ecological balance. If it develops more it will become more complex.”
Those who acknowledge some ecological problems relate them not directly to the bear
ecotourism but to the conventional tourism and the jeeps that are permanently driving around:
“Jeeps disturb the bears, especially in winter.”
“The jeeps make everything dusty, destroy the roads…there must be a limit to preserve the
environment.”
“Ecotourism is much better. Bulgarian people throw their rubbish away.”
The primary objective of ecotourism, as already discussed, is its function as an economic
incentive for conservation, in addition to or as alternative to compensation schemes, payment
for ecosystems or other neoliberal conservation tools. In the context of the already discussed
importance of tourism for the economic development of Yagodina, the local population
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evaluates the varieties of its forms as essential to the livelihood in the area. Local people are,
therefore, aware that the foreign groups, and in particular those related to bear tourism, are
coming and staying in their village for a week namely because of the bears. This facts leads to
the conclusion that they see an economic benefit from their coexistence with the bears, having
the tourist not just occupying the village hotels and guest houses but also eating village food,
purchasing local products (honeys, jams, mushrooms, herbs, souvenirs and handicrafts) and
services. The general evaluation of bear ecotourism is very positive despite not benefiting
everyone equally or in a high extent:
“Tourists are very happy when they find out about the bear hide.”
Bears, in particular, are also acknowledged as important actors:
“Bears definitely contribute to tourism. Tourists have something to see.”
The fact that bear tourism brings direct benefits to a much higher extent is seen as potential
source of conflicts:
“This is always difficult, people involved with the bear hide benefit, they make money, others
could be jealous.”
The real dimensions of the income, however, helps to clarify why there are no real conflicts
around this type of tourism. The hunting union is the main beneficiary of bear ecotourism,
estimating it as not “particularly beneficial”. According to hunters it generally covers the
costs for the bears’ food (a few thousand kilograms of corn a year), the fuel for the drive, the
time of the guides and a small amount for support of their union. Still, the local bear hide is
described as “the most developed” in the region with people being sent there from other
places. A fact, which supports some statements that evaluate the economic benefits as
satisfactory for the purpose with which it was established - support of their hunting union:
“we made it in order that some income enters our hunting union…last year we had over 30
visits from outside tourists (excluding the foreign groups that regularly visit the village and
the hide)…they pay and we are able to support our union.”
Due to this tourism, the hunting union is able to support its various activities: the provision of
food for game animals at the feeders, the planting of oat fields that keep the game in the
region, social gatherings, etc.
At the same time, as currently no bear inflicted damage and thus associated compensation
payments have occurred, bear tourism functions, particularly in the case of the hunters, as a
direct incentive to maintain the bear population. Their paradoxical role as bear
conservationists seems beneficial for the bears since hunters are the main threat to them (the
bear population is still being illegally hunted in some regions in Bulgaria despite legislation
and the EU compensation schemes). As a hunter and bear guide admits:
“So far they have a good role (the bears), that’s why we don’t chase them away.”
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Most benefits come from foreign tourists, who are not only seen as more interested in
wildlife, but also wealthier than the Bulgarians, and therefore able to afford the higher fees for
visiting the bear hide. Therefore, the majority of the tourists related to bear tourism remain
foreign and predominantly Western Europeans.
Furthermore, an important factor that contributes to the present sustainable level of bear
tourism is that it is not the main type of tourism and rather a small (additional) part of it. As
many people admit, bear tourism is “in-between the other tourism”. The low levels are seen
by some as having a potential to develop, while others, mainly hunters, claim that they
deliberately don’t advertise it and prefer to limit the rate, which is understandable considering
their willingness to maintain the population of animals for hunting (as evidenced by camera
traps the bear hide is still used by other wild animals such as wild boar, deer, etc.). A potential
area for development is, however, the promotion of local products related to the bears
(souvenirs, labeled with the symbol of the bear) the lack of which puzzles many of the foreign
tourists.
In the discussed economic context, bear tourism is also directly used as a financial source for
research into the species by providing an opportunity to gain data and buy and place camera
traps that can capture the activities of the bears (see Pic. 10 in Appendix). As the bear guide
and ecologist claims:
“These groups directly help to support my on-going research into the ecology and behavior of
the bears in the Yagodina study region. Firstly, the groups provide me with some financial
income to continue my research, and give me the opportunity to spend more time monitoring
the bears. During the trips, I am able to search for activity sign surveys and record
substantial amounts of non-invasive data, as well as maintain a network of camera traps.
Furthermore, clients on this trip have so far personally donated 5 new camera traps to my
research project.”
The main purpose of the research also differs from the mainstream approaches:
“There are other people who do research on bears in Rodopi…these are connected with
human-bear conflict and compensation schemes, rather than on the bears’ behavior and
ecology…to understand what they need and how to cohabit…they are more about solving
conflicts rather than preventing conflicts and how to cohabit peacefully.”
Apart from this alternative viewpoint, such study seems essential in the context of the limited
information on brown bear ecology and the lack of funding opportunities in Bulgaria. The fact
that it is directly supported and made possible by bear tourism seems one of its positive
effects for the moment.
Finally, the low levels of bear tourism are, on the other hand, very beneficial for the bear
population and the ecological balance in the region. Its maintenance at such a low, carefully
controlled level is important for two key reasons according to the ecologist. Firstly, if there
are too many or too regular tourists visiting the bear hide, there is a danger that environmental
disturbance will increase above a sustainable threshold, and this will negatively impact the
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bears and other wildlife in the vicinity. A very clear comparison can be made with the
unsustainably large number of jeeps that visit the Eagle’s Eye viewpoint above Yagodina
daily throughout the year. This situation is very clearly not only bringing increased litter, as
well as destroying the fragile natural vegetation, but also causing high levels of noise and
threatening to disturb various species19. Secondly, successful cohabitation in relation to
tourism would require respect of the bear as living entity: it “requires that locals and tourists
are aware that the bears have an innate right to be in and role to play in the natural
environment, and that whilst bear tourism can play a part in maintaining peaceful and
successful human-bear cohabitation, it is vital to ensure that the bears’ place as an equal
stake-holder or actor is recognized and maintained, and that they are not simply reduced and
relegated to an object or by-product.”
This leads me to the last issue I am going to discuss in this chapter, that is namely the problem
of knowledge in relation to ecotourism.

Bear tourism and the local “cosmos”
A number of research studies have shown how ecotourism influences local perspectives and
ontologies, introducing foreign (Western) models of conservation and development (Fletcher,
2009). The development of bear tourism in Yagodina, as already mentioned, as well as
tourism here in general, is seen as 100% the result of local initiatives, including in the case of
bear ecotourism: “yes, people from the village built the bear hide”. This means that either the
role of foreign tour operator is not fully acknowledged or that the fact that the company is
present in the village for over 10 years now has turned it into almost “local” and its role not
considered as external any more. Moreover, the discussed tour operator is the main tourism
partner of the village, having their groups for the largest part of the tourist season there and, in
this way, not allowing much space for other tour operators to enter the region at the same
extent. As it became clear, the compatibility of ecotourism with human-bear cohabitation, is
basically a result of its sustainable levels and manner or organization with respect for the
bears as sentient actors in the process. Unlike many cases where development and ecotourism
projects impose certain views on the local population, in the present case we observe rather
high role of the local people within it or partnership between both. Still, the number of foreign
tourists that enter the local lifeworld is high and here is where we could look for influences on
the local “cosmos”.
The main factor that prevents such interactions is the language barrier. With very few
exceptions, no-one in the village, including the local bear guides, speaks proper English, thus
communication remains limited. For this reason foreign groups are guided by non-local
English-speaking guides, receiving information and communicating predominantly with them.
The communication between tourists and locals is, therefore, very rare and dependent much
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Breeding birds (such as Perergine Falcon and Wallcreeper) that nest on the surrounding rocks, and the small
endangered population of Balkan Chamois which lives on the slopes directly below.
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on translations, leaving the space open for exchange of information mainly between the
guides and the local people.
This barrier is maintained also in the case of bear tourism, despite the fact that the British
guide of these trips speaks fluent Bulgarian, having spent many years travelling and studying
in the country and Rodopi mountains in particular. As already mentioned, the “Realm of the
Brown Bear” has a strong educational purpose which means that particular knowledge on
bears is provided to the clients. The educational aspect is justified with the following:
“These trips have been specifically designed to be educational and not simply the standard
‘bear watching holidays’ offered by other companies in Europe. A major focus of the holidays
is to educate participants about the ecology and behaviour of bears, as well as conservation
issues connected with the protection of both the bears and bear habitats. The holidays are
thus additionally contributing to bear conservation by hopefully inspiring participants on the
trip to become more knowledgeable advocates for bear conservation worldwide.”
Knowledge is, therefore, a very important aspect of the trip and the daily walks of the groups
are accompanied by lectures on different aspects of bear ecology. As the guide claims:
“These are an important and very popular part of the holiday as a whole…here is a quote
from the most recent online review: ‘One of the highlights of the trip were daily 'lectures'
from Julian, usually during our scenic picnic lunches, about the various aspects of bear
ecology.’”
The lectures include detailed knowledge on various topics such as: evolution of the bears,
bear behavior and proper reactions during encounters, bear social communication, breeding
patterns, home range and habitats, activity, hibernation, and diet. Despite the obvious
scientific character of the used knowledge, it is seen by the guide as not purely scientific but
hybrid in character, incorporating his own research and experience in the area:
“It must be remembered that I have spent a vast amount of time myself in the mountains and
core bear habitats during the last 30 years, and actually therefore, although a ‘foreigner’
have my own LEK. So it might be argued I am presenting LEK as well!”
Still, the basis for this knowledge remains research based on scientific methods unlike the
case of the hunters, whose knowledge is based on occasional encounters with the bears. Some
of the facts presented by the hunters are, therefore, seen as incorrect in the ecological context
and their knowledge, as a consequence, not used in the trip “Realm of the Brown Bear”:
“It therefore makes no sense to have the drivers (i.e. the local guides) give out a selection of
random facts and pieces of information about the bears whilst in the hide, particularly when
many of the things they say are inaccurate and in contradiction to what I am telling the
groups myself.”
What is applied in the context of the LEK are occasional translations of personal tales and
stories the hunters may have about previous visits to the hide or personal encounters they have
had. There is, moreover, no intentional or deliberate correction of the “incorrect” information
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of the hunters. In this perspective, there is even interest in the inclusion of particular elements
of the LEK, mostly traditional (such as casting the bullet, the connection between St. Andrew
and bears, etc.), in the lectures within the “Realm of the Bear” in the future.
On the other hand, currently LEK only plays a role within bear tourism for Bulgarian tourists,
who are accompanied by the local bear guides and receive explanations during the
observation:
“We tell them what we know, show them videos.”
The language barrier is problematic in cases when occasional foreign tourists visit the bear
hide without having guides of their own. Local guides, in this case just drive them and include
visual materials:
“We only show them some videos.”
For these reasons, there are no interactions, so far, between expert and LEK, which remain
part of and functional within larger constellations.

Bears as symbolic capital
The last aspect of bear ecotourism discussed during the research is their symbolic value. Their
inclusion in tourism is also justified with the idea that they can play a role of symbolic capital
that is likely to increase the positive attitudes towards them among the local population. A
similar idea is not new but applied in various conservation projects around the world.
Developing a sense of pride is, therefore, aimed at by the establisher of bear tourism:
“…Furthermore, I believe that the fact that people are coming to Yagodina specifically
because of the bears can increase pride amongst the locals that “their bears” are “famous”
outside Bulgaria.”
It is, so far, seen by him as functional in number of cases:
“Indeed we have had a number of clients on the trip from USA who have come specifically to
see these Bulgarian bears, and local people have found this surprising but at the same time
worthy of pride.”
The data collected among a larger part of the inhabitants of Yagodina supports this fact as
well. As shown a few times in the research, the local population acknowledges the role of the
bears in tourism not only economically. The fact that the village is one of the few with a
special place for bear observation tours is considered by many a source of pride:
“I am proud that we have the bear hide, it is something that cannot be found anywhere.”
A number of respondents claim that tourists are happy and surprised that a place for bear
observation exists and that actual bears can seen, turning the bears into a respected symbolic
actor in the tourism process. Still, going back to the topic of sustainability, the maintenance of
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ecotourism at low levels, preserved as a niche for specialized trips but not commercialized, is
also important for the symbolic value of bears:
“(potential over-development of bear tourism) “would result in the bears simply becoming a
‘spectacle’ and ‘touristic commodity’. This in turn risks that the bears will cease to be seen as
majestic symbols of the wild and the natural inhabitants of the forest, but simply become
objects of human amusement, and that a visit to the bear hide to observe them would no
longer be a privileged opportunity to enter “The Realm of the Bear” in order to learn about
their ecology and behavior, but simply reduced to just another of the region’s ‘tourist
attractions’ to be done and ticked off from the list.”

50

6. Conclusions & discussion.
6.1. Conclusions
The examination of cohabitation has demonstrated how humans and bears have established
particular cohabitation practices as result of their interactions and adaptation to living together.
The lack of concrete management strategies imposed from the outside, has given people and
bears the freedom to establish their own mechanism in which both can be seen as active
participants/actants (Latour, 1996). The observed bottom-up approaches allow these
mechanisms to be developed in the context of the local realities, specifics and lifeworlds (in
which the bear is an important actor), while in this case simple protection of the species by the
state seems to function as a successful precondition for conservation.
The approach of the research in the context of the “more than human perspective” and the
granting of an adequate role in the network of relationships to the bears, allows the research on
cohabitation to acknowledge the perspectives and the roles of both actors in the process. The
results demonstrated how direct and indirect encounters function as an adaptation process for
both people and bears by creating particular practices and meanings: for people about how to
behave when meeting a bear and for the bears how better to avoid encounters with people, and
an awareness that benign people are not a threat and thus flight rather than fight is the most
suitable reaction when an encounter does occur. Within the cohabitation space, both actors
“read” each other’s signs (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout and Carolan, 2007), with these indirect
encounters resulting in bears reacting to the sound and scent of humans, and people looking for
the presence of prints, flipped stones, caves, etc. Both actors incorporate these into practices of
avoidance, increased awareness and predictability. The latter, as resulting from repetitive
human behavior, seem to be essential for the bears, as pointed out by specialists, and major
factors for successful cohabitation: “as long as people are predictable, as they go in the forest
and do their own business and don’t disturb the bears people would be predictable, bears
would sense them, know there is someone…and continue eating”.
Furthermore, these are later translated into cohabitation strategies and direct measures such as
provision of food for the bears, etc. What I identified as living in a landscape of fear can be
possibly better understood as a state of awareness of the fact that both actors share a common
space, in which, in order to avoid conflicts, both could undertake particular measures. The
study of the human-bear interactions in this particular case shows that both actors react in
similar ways - either by moving away or by peaceful disengagement/ignorance.
The establishment of these cohabitation mechanisms and the fact that they are, so far,
functional, has allowed the characterization of the current situation of co-existence of humans
and bears as living in a “landscape of tolerance”. Very important factors for this are the local
perceptions of nature and the non dichotomous division of nature and culture, within which
only the very intimate space is being separated into a different category. Therefore cohabitation
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and the sharing of common space is seen as a natural living condition for both people and
bears. Moreover, tolerance results from an attempt by the humans to understand the bears, their
behavior and needs, granting them the necessary space, and not solely with fear or aggression.
“Looking through the eyes” of the bears seems, therefore, an essential precondition for
understanding the other and finding mechanisms for successful cohabitation.

***
The examination of the LEK on bears shows that they have received a significant place in the
lifeworlds of the local population, evidenced even by a relaxed attitude towards them with their
inclusion as characters in poetry and jokes. The general knowledge on bears, in this relation, is
shared by all inhabitants who can “read” (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016) the
bears’ signs, being aware that bears are permanent inhabitants of the shared space and that
interactions are a natural consequence of this fact.
Knowledge receives various dimensions when it touches upon the more intimate spheres of the
bear’s life worlds. Here it remains fragmented when related to a deeper understanding of the
bears’ ecology, ranging from real facts to overestimations or vagueness. Namely there we can
identify the group that has achieved unique “proficiency” and this is the group of the hunters
whose knowledge originates primarily from experience. This practical knowledge is the most
functional one when discussing human-bear relations as it come into use not only when
applying adaptation measures, but also when transmitted to the other part of the local
population (by informing and advising people on various issues related to the bears). Deeper
knowledge, as shown, results in a better understanding of the bears, their reactions and
behavior which, as pointed out by the ecological information, is an essential factor for
successful cohabitation. This understanding is, moreover, the result of direct experience and
“living” with the bears, which differs from that knowledge received only from other sources
(books, media, TV, etc.). In opposition, as it became clear, lack of knowledge, in other words
less practical experience, results in fear such as the case with the female population and the
children, when knowledge remains fragmented to the largest extent.
Furthermore, research has shown that particular elements of the LEK on bears could be defined
as fragments from traditional folklore beliefs that are mostly disappearing with the
contemporary processes of modernization. These are related mainly to positive images of the
bears, being respected and considered symbols of fertility and power. The most functional
element of folklore origin seems to be namely the protective and stress releasing practices,
especially the casting of a bullet. This shows the functionality of the practice within the humanbear cohabitation by mitigating possible negative effects after an encounter with a bear and, in
this way, maintaining the balance within the system of relationships.

***
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The examination of ecotourism and the role of the bears as “lively commodities” has
demonstrated how various factors, intended and unintended, contribute to the present state of
compatibility of tourism with the human-bear cohabitation.
First, bear tourism is considered by the local people their own initiative and not imposed from
outside. The role of the tour operator, although foreign, is not considered as an external
intervention but rather a partnership and contribution to the development of tourism as the main
livelihood strategy of the village. For this reason, local people remain managers of their own
recourses and influential actors in the tourism process. Still, this “management” in the case of
the bears is attributed to a particular group, namely that of the hunters, and the main factor in
the human-bear relations. The research has shown that their role in the establishment of the
bear hide and the management of tourism is, generally, not questioned by the population who
consider this type of ecotourism beneficial, in the context of the major economic role of
tourism as a whole, although only a few members of the community receive direct income from
it. It functions, therefore, as a main economic and conservation incentive namely for the group
of the hunters by supporting their activities and their positive attitude towards the bears, turning
them, paradoxically, into the main bear conservationists.
Bear tourism is, moreover, so far compatible with human-bear cohabitation due to the manner
in which it is organized - by a researcher and ecologist in a noninvasive way, with a respect for
the specifics of the life, behavior and needs of the bears. The fact that it is kept at low levels by
both actors involved in the process, with varied motivations (by the tour operator in
consideration of the bear population and by the hunters with the idea of preservation of the
wildlife in their hunting territories) is beneficial for the bears by preventing interactions that
could disturb the ecological balance in the region. In addition, bears seem to have adapted the
bear hide into their own life cycle using it as a communication site during their breeding
season, while becoming accustomed to occasional people trespassing into their home ranges,
with the small groups of tourists seemingly not disturbing the established state of balance.
This research has demonstrated, in the context of the large amount of research that indicates
how external interventions fracture the local lifeworlds, that due to unintended factors (the
language barrier and the role of the tour operator) no such negative effects are observed for the
moment. This fact contributes to the maintenance of the boundaries between the local “cosmos”
and the outside world, preserving the specifics of the local human-nature relations in the
context of global diversity. In addition, the importance of bears for tourism functions as
“symbolic capital”, providing a sense of pride among the local population that bears are part of
their lifeworlds and landscape.

6.2. Discussion
6.2.1. Cohabitation
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Large predators are seen as a major challenge to conservation (Treves, Karanth, 2003) and the
majority of research, in this relation, is focused on human-carnivore conflicts and their
prevention. Together with the common human fear related to them (Flykt et al., 2013), and
their negative image represented by the media, this fact problematizes the category to an even
larger extent, questioning whether carnivores and people are able to share a common space.
The present research stands in opposition to these, presenting a case where people and bears
peacefully co-exist and share a common space, demonstrating, in this way, an alternative
approach to those applied within mainstream conservation. In the context of “posthumanism”
and the appeals for a new “politics of conviviality”, able to “accommodate the difference”
(Hinchliffe, Whatmore, 2006: 125), it has undertaken the approach to explore and understand
existing cohabitation mechanisms, attempting to address the problematic categories of
management (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016) and division of human and nature
realms.
The necessity for a redefinition of the latter is largely discussed in the context of contemporary
conservation approaches and critiques towards global biodiversity policies (Turnhout et al.,
2013). The research has shown, in this context, how human-nature relationships that differ from
the dichotomous view, “characteristic of” the Western world view (Fletcher, 2016), are
beneficial for bear conservation. The “living with” (Hinchliffe, 2007) nature, that is still a
characteristic of life within the small Bulgarian village, has allowed the use of the concept of
cohabitation, namely as “alternative” to the division (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan,
2016: 192) and the conceptual separations of humans from nature (Latour, 2004) showing that
humans and animals can peacefully share a common space (Hinchliffe, 2007).
Cohabitation has proved, furthermore, able to replace the problematic category of management
in conservation in this particular case. As often discussed, management attributes otherness into
the human-wildlife relations and legitimizes human control over these (Boonman-Berson,
Turnhout, Carolan, 2016). The lack of state conservation framework and control imposed from
above has led to the establishment of practices of adaptation and learning to live together,
rather than a modification of behavior by either of the actors involved.
Returning to the methodological design, the application of the actor-network theory and the
attribution of agency to the bears have shown how the recognition of all actors in the
cohabitation is essential for any research on multispecies communities (Barua, 2016; Lorimer,
2015). The combination of ethnographic and natural science research is, therefore, a step
forward in this direction especially when analyzing cases in which humans and animal are both
shaping the existing relationships between each other. Including both “human and wildlife
dimensions” (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016), looking from the perspective of
both humans and bears, has been able to shed better light on the existing cohabitation
mechanisms, their establishment and functions.
An even greater step, that the research aims to inspire, would be granting agency to non-human
actors in management and governance strategies which is even more essential for the
acknowledgement of their role (Hincliffe, 2007) not just in conservation, but also various
spheres where the lifeworlds of both are entangled. Research has shown that bottom-up
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approaches and cohabitation strategies can offer some insights into how governance can exceed
its anthropocentric approach and provide space for other agents, recognizing the rights of both,
and talking about management of both animals and people.

6.2.2. LEK

The research into knowledge of bears among the population of Yagodina has shown how
knowledge of people in remote mountain areas differs from scientific or expert knowledge
(Huber and Pedersen, 1997). Local knowledge can therefore be referred to as hybrid knowledge
(Nygren, 1999) that simultaneously includes elements from both scientific and folklore origin,
being both obtained and practically gained. Despite being fragmented as shown by the data, the
topic of the bear occupies an important place in the lifeworlds of the local people, showing vital
relations between people and their environment. The case of the practical knowledge, in
particular, supports the notions of the importance of knowledge (largely discussed in this relation
is the traditional ecological knowledge) for nature conservation management and for the
reduction of human-wildlife conflicts (Berkes et al., 2000). Yet, even the fragmented parts of the
more traditional LEK show an attitude of respect for the bears as a reflection of established
centuries’ old relationships between humans and nature.
Remains of traditional beliefs have demonstrated, in a few cases, how they correspond to
scientific facts, presuming that their origin had been namely from practical experience. Much
more clearly, in the case of hunters’ specialized knowledge, we are able to see the importance of
practical knowledge, that is “validated by testing in practical circumstances for its effectiveness”
(Usher, 2000) for cohabitation. The research has shown how cohabitation practices both create
and originate from particular meanings, granting knowledge an important place within humanbear relations. Support for this idea can be illustrated with the findings showing how less
knowledge on bears, as result of fewer interactions between particular stakeholders and the
bears, is much more likely to result in negative attitudes and emotions. In opposition, the group
that possesses the deepest knowledge on bears - the hunters - are not only bear “experts” but also
“managers” of the human-bear relations. In this context, this research goes a step further in
research of human-wildlife cohabitation, demonstrating the importance of and the role of
knowledge for cohabitation management and strategies.
Furthermore, as this knowledge is namely a locally evolved system that constitutes the “living
together” it proves the importance of diverse cultures and values for human–wildlife coexistence
(Pooley et al., 2017, Turnhout et al., 2013). Knowledge that originated in a particular context,
although not entirely corresponding to the scientific facts, is part of specific human-nature
relations that enrich this diversity. In the context of global cultural dynamics, this case has shown
that local ontologies can be preserved even when multiple views are applied, as the case of
knowledge in ecotourism has indicated, assigning them different roles in diverse, larger
constellations, and avoiding the dichotomization of differing types of knowledge (Bultler, Hinch,
2007).
55

The approach of the research, including animals as co-constitutive actors, has also shown how
knowledge is co-produced in the context of cohabitation. Both humans and bears establish
particular practices and behavior on the basis of experience from encounters, by understanding
each other’s behavior and habits or, respectively, by accumulating particular knowledge. This
approach evidences that knowledge in not solely an attribute of people, but can also refer to
animals when studying the relationship as dialectic and “shared experience” (Usher, 2000).
Finally, stating the importance of knowledge for cohabitation, there are potential risks, as
evidenced by the research, of its loss that could possibly disrupt the established human-bear
relations. As shown in the case of children, knowledge is not transmitted in a systematic way,
while folklore traditions are gradually disappearing in synchrony with the ongoing processes of
modernization. These also result from the fact that younger people are to a much lesser extent
being involved in traditional livelihood activities and respectively in less close contact with the
bears, resulting in a more distant and vague relationship. This could potentially lead to
disturbance of established cohabitation practices and the existing balanced state of co-existence.

6.2.3. Ecotourism

The examination of ecotourism established around the brown bears in Yagodina, has shown, in
the context of the general body of research, a rather unusual case where various factors that come
into play contribute to its compatibility with human-bear cohabitation and its conservation
effectiveness. The analysis of these multiple factors allows the case to enter various discussions
within the ecotourism debate.
The case demonstrates, in relation to the stakeholder theory (Honey, 2008), that local
participation is, indeed, essential for the success of ecotourism. However, participation of the
whole community is not a necessary precondition. As shown in various cases, it can have rather
negative effects, both environmental and social: greater market consumption and expansion of
production (Stronza, 2007), land ownership conflicts and disturbance of social relations (West,
2006). This case has shown how the involvement of a particular group of stakeholders in the case
of bear tourism (and namely the one of the hunters) is functional and does not necessarily result
in conflicts among the general community. Moreover, in relation to the general
“neoliberalization within ecotourism” (Fletcher, 2009) the case has demonstrated that ecotourism
is beneficial namely if maintained at low levels and hence, not dependent of market tools,
avoiding also the risk of disengagement between objects from their social meaning (West, 2006)
that usually accompanies these. Bears, in this relation, are not turned into solely market
commodities but preserve their social and ecological significance (West, 2006). The case has
shown how the low levels of tourists and the noninvasive manner of organization contribute to
the adaptation of the bear hide within the bears’ ecological cycle, avoiding drastic changes of
behavior (Barua, 2016) and allowing compatibility between ecotourism and cohabitation.
In this particular case, ecotourism contributes to conservation namely by being part of a larger
whole, benefiting directly a small group of stakeholders on levels that don’t bring the potential to
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cause the above described negative effects for the community. Economic benefits are, therefore,
not the only precondition for the preservation of the species. As shown in the previous parts,
various factors - the attitude of respect for the bears and the process of adaptation - play
important roles for conservation. The critiques of the neoliberal tools applied in ecotourism
(Fletcher, 2009; Sullivan, 2009; West, 2006) become quite relevant in this case showing that it
works namely due to fact that they are not applied.
Furthermore, this case has shown an interesting dynamic of relations established around “selfinitiatives” and “external” actors. The specific context of postsocialism (Drondel, 2006) has
provided the space for establishment of unique bottom-up approaches where the relationships are
negotiated rather than an imposition of preconditioned (conservation or development) framework
as in the majority of conservation cases (Fletcher, 2012). “External” actors, also due to their
specific approach, play the role of partners in this particular case, following the logic of the local
rules rather than imposing control (Honey, 2008) or foreign logic (Fletcher, 2009). This is
evidenced also in the case of differing types of knowledge (LEK and expert) neither being
opposed nor integrated, but rather functional for the different constellations of actors.
Similar natural resource management initiatives from below, reflecting “community members’
views on their own participation” (Haller, Acciaioli, Rist, 2015: 68) are described by Haller et al.
with the term “constitutionality” (Haller, Acciaioli, Rist, 2015). This process is present, in a way,
in the particular case of ecotourism where Yagodina’s population relies on “local agency” and
“creativity” (Haller, Acciaioli, Rist, 2015) when representing tourism as solely “own initiative”.
Agency, in this particular case, also exceeds the anthropogenic boundaries by allowing animals
to participate in the process, in the context of cohabitation, where relations are established and
co-produced by both actors. I would claim, in this relation, that in the context of posthumanism
and when addressing multispecies communities we need new terms that describe these forms of
governance, talking for possible “multispecies constitutionally”.
Lastly, I will briefly address an issue that was not considered at the beginning of the research as
an important factor, but was proved otherwise during the course of research. This is namely the
role of the hunters and the relationship between hunting and conservation, as the hunters have,
paradoxically, become main conservationists of the brown bear in the present case.
The debate between hunting and conservation is not new but originates from the 19th century.
The same incentives that have driven hunters to adopt conservation positions are valid today in
Yagodina: the desire to “maintain a ready supply of animals to be hunted” (Adams et al., 2009:
363). The case has shown how state protection of a particular species establishes mechanisms to
adopt these new regulations in the management of the bears. As evidenced in conservation
history, it has in numerous cases adopted wildlife management practises and administrative
models namely from hunting (Dickson, Hutton, Adams, 2009). The case is, however, unusual in
the general discussion of hunting-conservation, where hunting is imposed as providing direct
economic incentives in relation to conservation and widely used (such as in Africa, LeaderWilliams, 2009). While this “conservation hunting” (Wall, Child, 2009) remains a largely
controversial conservation method (Dickson, Hutton, Adams, 2009) with ethical, social and
ecological concerns being raised, hunters seem to play a positive role in relation to particular
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endangered species. The inability to hunt bears is replaced by ecotourism which, even in low
levels, seems to function as adequate compensation for the group it affects in particular. Hunters
as the main bear “experts”, moreover, are the group which finds employment opportunities in
this niche, working as ecotourism bear guides. Research has shown how, in this relation, that a
combination of factors assumes compatibility between conservation and hunting (Hutton,
Leader-Williams, 2003) in regard to particular species.

6.3. Towards new conservation models
The discussion has shown, so far, how cohabitation practices, complemented with particular
knowledge (practices and meanings) and sustainably organized ecotourism have had a beneficial
conservation outcome for the preservation of the brown bear in the region of Yagodina in
Bulgaria. In synchrony with the main objective of the research - to explore the specifics of
human-bear cohabitation in order to enter the current conservation debates, I will briefly address
this matter here.
The project was inspired and designed in conjunction with the development of a particular
approach in the debate about a novel and alternative conservation measure - the so-called
“convivial conservation” (Büscher, Fletcher, 2018). The lack of publications until present
regarding it complicates the intentions and leaves the discussion open. However, the presentation
of its main principles at a number of scientific events during the year20 allows these to be
addressed alongside the general discussion regarding cohabitation strategies in the Anthropocene
(Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016; Hincliffe, 2007; Barua, 2014).
Both convivial conservation and the cohabitation approach address the importance of humannature relations and call for their redefinition in order to exceed the human-nature dichotomy
and for new “integrated conservation landscapes that do not separate humans from other species”
(Büscher, Fletcher, 2018). “Living with” (Hinchliffe, 2007) nature requires, as shown in the
particular case where humans and bears share a common space, establishment of particular
cohabitation practices, strategies, exchange of knowledge and experience that are only gained via
interactions that occur in a shared landscape. The practical aspect of living with, as shown very
clearly in the case of the hunters, as the group having closest contact with the bears, is the one
that facilitates cohabitation (and, respectively, conservation) even more, by gaining deeper
knowledge about the other, understanding each other’s differences and similarities (Hinchliffe,
2007). Greater distance or the establishment of any type of boundaries functions, on the other
hand, to facilitate fear and misunderstanding, as in the case of group having least contact with
the bears (the women and children). Successful outcomes of “living with” are, therefore, the
result of namely exceeding the boundaries that further separate humans and nature, allowing
better understanding of the ways for living in multispecies communities.

20

Büscher, Fletcher. CONVIVA. Symposium “Towards convivial conservation? Governing human-wildlife
relations in the ‘Anthropocene’ (CONVIVA)”. 1.11.2018, Wageningen university.
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Democratic governance arrangements (Büscher, Fletcher, 2018) are seen as another
precondition for successful conservation. As community-based natural recourse management has
shown to be problematic in multiple dimensions (Dressler et al., 2010) it needs to be revived
(Büscher, Fletcher, 2018) in innovative, but non-neoliberal forms, being still an essential
precondition for democratic governance in a context of cultural pluralism.
The present research has indicated how bottom-up initiatives that originate within the local
cultural reality are an important precondition for governing natural recourses. Lack of
predetermined frameworks and limited external interventions have allowed democratic
autonomy and the establishment of own (cohabitation) mechanisms and resource management.
However, in this particular case, the main “management” of human-bear relations (as well as
their economic aspect) is granted to a particular group of stakeholders considered as “experts” in
the field and recognized by the general community. Particularly in cases where recourses are not
abundant, as in the case of the bears here, this strategy seems more beneficial while involvement
of whole community could, by contrast, result in conflicts rather than successful management.
Discussing democratic governance, moreover, in a context of non separation of human and
nature realms, involves various actors at play in the multispecies communities. The inclusion of
non human agents also in governance is, therefore, necessary to achieve real democracy in a
shared landscape. Bears are, although unintended, included as co-constitutive actors (BoonmanBerson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016) in the present case, playing a role in the establishment of
cohabitation practices in the shared space. Consideration of new forms of governance,
“multispecies” constitutionality approaches, is needed in order to grant a relevant role to all
agents who “live together”, exceeding also the problematic management practices (BoonmanBerson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016) in the conservation of the “anthropocene”.
A move beyond capitalism and the problems that are created by the neoliberal mechanisms used
in conservation (Büscher, Fletcher 2015) would require the application of “alternative funding
arrangements that do not rely on market expansion” (Büscher, Fletcher, 2018).The ecotourism
established around the bears, in this particular case, has proven beneficial for their conservation,
mainly due to its limitations and maintenance at low levels. The limited income it generates
doesn’t ensure large economic benefits for the population and is, therefore, not a source of
conflicts, being just a small part of the mainstream tourism that is the dominant livelihood
strategy of the community. This non reliance on market expansion (Büscher, Fletcher, 2018) not
only limits possible conflicts but also prevents the further commoditization of nature and
disengagement of commodities from their cultural values and meanings (West, 2006) and
preserves, so far, the established human-nature relations.
In the context of anthropological research, I will still leave space for discussion in relation to the
paradox of the discipline, described very well by the author of “Fragments of Anarchist
Anthropology” who sees it as the “only discipline in a position to make generalizations about
humanity as a whole - since it is the only discipline that actually takes all of humanity into
account, and is familiar with all the anomalous cases” (Graeber, 2004: 97). We can, therefore,
question, how would an application of general principles be possible in a context of cultural
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heterogeneity and pluralism? How are we able to reconfigure human-nature relations beyond
dichotomy in regions where they are already transformed without our efforts turning it in an
“oxymoron” (Fletcher, 2016)? How is it possible to replicate self-initiatives without depriving
them from the meaning of the “self”?
These thoughts don’t intend to prove that the general principles, seen as a fundament for new
approaches towards conservation, are non-functional, but on the contrary - to support the need
for research into various cultural contexts and further discussions that could create new and
better ways of preserving nature and a balance in our relations with it.

6.4. Strengths and limitations
The holistic approach used in the present research, aiming at analyzing multiple factors and
addressing various topics (cohabitation, LEK and ecotourism) was used with the premise to
present the dynamics of relations and factors at play and not just fragmented pieces. However,
this made the research complex, requiring application of various methods and consideration of
the multiple levels that were to be addressed. In order to achieve these aims, previously
collected data was also used in addition to the questionnaires that included the various topics of
research. The combination of these qualitative methods and participant observation contributed
to the more detailed view of the situation, the comparison of “doings” and “sayings” (Behagel,
Arts, Turnhout, 2017) and the entering of the lifeworld of the local context, where research
turns into lived experience.
A major contribution of the research is, however, the combination of ethnographic and natural
science methods, which was, as shown, essential not only for the understanding of the role of
the animals but also for their inclusion as relevant actors in the process (Boonman-Berson,
Turnhout, Carolan, 2016). The ecological data was not obtained solely from general studies on
brown bear ecology but also directly from an area where bears live in specific conditions. This
can also be considered a lucky chance, while many anthropologies face the limitations of lack
of data or finding partnership with ecologists interested in particular research (Hincliffe, 2007).
The complexity of the research brought some limitations as well. The addressing of various
aspects could have made the research on the particular topics less complete. On the other hand,
although it presents the views of a representative part of the population, the fact that not
everyone has been interviewed, makes the generalizations prone to vulnerability. Still, in the
undertaken approach (from an environmental anthropology standpoint) it does not differ from
the generally accepted models of representations. Research in a longer framework, which was
not possible in the particular research format, however, would be much more beneficial.
In relation to the multispecies approach of the research, we should always be aware of the
human element of representation as we let someone speak for an animal from their own cultural
position or simply via the “social power of being human” (Hamilton, Taylor, 2017). The claim
of anthropological research that it can capture other places and voices (Appadurai, 1988) is an
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even bigger challenge in the case when interpreting natural scientific data on animals to
overcome the humanist perspective. Trying to listen to the voices of animals does not necessary
mean, therefore, that we can understand their mind, while their lifeworlds will never be fully
revealed to us. It is, however, a way forward, including them “more equably” (Hamilton,
Taylor, 2017: 57) in the multispecies communities they participate in.
Finally, I would conclude with the remark that research into possibly illegal matters always
involves the risk that particular information remains unrevealed, like cases of illegal bear
hunting would be.

6.5. Concluding remarks and recommendations for future research
The inclusion of multiple topics in the framework of the thesis has attributed complexity to the
research and analysis that needed to enter multiple fields of discussions. It has demonstrated, on
the other hand, how a number of various factors intertwine, determine and co-produce the
“living together”. Cohabitation, in the meaning of namely “living” together implies various
actors, spheres and constellations whose dynamic relations produce the outcomes we are able to
observe. Research has shown how the various topics examined here constantly referred to each
other: the meaning of knowledge for cohabitation, ecotourism as entering the established
human-bear relations, the role of various actors that are present in all of these. All of them play
specific roles in the human-bear cohabitation and allow its definition as successful. It aims, in
this relation, to demonstrate namely how various, often unacknowledged factors, can play
important roles in the definition of human-nature relations and calls, in this context, for a
broader approach when studying these.
Cohabitation was also referred to, in the context of the actor-network theory, from the
perspective of both actors “living together”. Applying some creativity, the perspective of the
bears was included in all parts of the research, addressing even the issues of the knowledge
possessed by the bears. This approach allowed, undertaking the call of previous research
(Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, Carolan, 2016), discussions about the role of animals in
management of human-nature relations and attracts attention to the necessity of a new form of
“multispecies” constitutionality both in fields of theory and research.
Finally, the case has shown how research on new, less known geographical regions, can
provide some insights into conservation debates. It calls, therefore, for more attention to the
region of Southeastern Europe which remains, paradoxically, largely unknown within the broad
conservation research. The broader generalizations applied within conservation, such as
“nature-culture divide”, “European” conservation models and ontologies, remain unjustified
even in the context of United Europe. It is time for us to pay attention not only to the “Global
North” and “Global South” and the postcolonial development discourse (Escobar, 1995) but
also to the European East and acknowledge the specifics of Postsocialism and the region that
still today holds most European biodiversity.
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Appendix
Table 1. Detailed description of the main research questions.
Research cathegory/RQs

Subjects

Cohabitation:
RQ1:What cohabitation practices exist in the
region of Yagodina?
Sub-questions:
What direct and indirect human-bear encounters
exist in the area?

Method

Collected materials
Audio materials (interviews)

Qualitative+Quantitative

Video materials (data from

Participant observation

Written materials
(questionnaires, field notes)

Villagers
(hunters, gatherers, (snowball+expert sampling) observation cameras+photos)
foresters, etc.)

Are there conflicts/damages caused by bears?
How are these managed?
Ecologists

What is the number of bears, what are their
habitat, behaviour, etc.
How do bears respond on human presence?
LEK:
RQ2: What is the LEK of bears and how does it
affect people’s behavior/attitude?
Sub-questions on:
-Ethological salience: local knowledge about
behaviour;
-Ecological salience: local knowledge about
status, distribution & diet;
-Economical salience: role of bears in economy;
-Cultural salience: local attitudes, values and
beliefs.

Qualitative+Quantitative
-semi-structured+semidirected interviews
(snowball sampling)

Villagers

Audio materials (interviews)
Written materials
(questionnaires)

Ecotourism:
RQ3: How does ecotourism influence human-bear
cohabitation and the local perceptions of nature?

Sub-questions (on):
How did ecotourism develop in Yagodina?

Tour operators,
local+other guides,
hotel owners,
support staff

Is LEK applied in bear tourism?
Tour operators,
local+other guides
Is expert knowledge influencing LEK (what
interactions exist between them)?
What is bears’ response to tourism?

Qualitative
(snowball sampling)

Video materials (data from
observation cameras+photos)
Qualitative
(snowball sampling)

Qualitative/Quantitative
(snowball sampling)

Villagers

Ecologists,
Bear-watching trips
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Audio materials (interviews)

Qualitative
Participant observation

Written materials
(questionnaires, field notes)

The original of the poem Hunting tales in Bulgarian
Ловни истории
(по действителен случай)
Дружинката обходи ловните полета
Но нийде не намери дивите прасета
Както си вървяха по една пътечка
Изведнъж ги срещна една голяма мечка
Младият ловджия Владко
По пътечката вървеше гладко
Мечката когато зърна
С бягане назад се върна
Сакалевия Краси патроните затраси
На рамо пушката закачи
И към джипките закрачи
Нашият Алеко беше по-далеко
И сос страшен скок
Метна се в един ситнок
Добре че Емил пушката бе заредил
Два патрона пукна и мечището хукна
След няколко крачки мечокът се обърна
Не се притеснявайте, скоро ще се върна.
Ловците на кучетата синджирите вързаха
И към джипките всички забързаха
Индо ръкопляска и смее се на глас
Джипките хвърчат на трета с пълна газ.
Сашо Лянгов
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Pictures

Pic. 1. Casting of a bullet interpreted as a bear.

Pic. 2. Casting of a bullet. The expert lady.
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Pic. 3. The bear hide.

Pic. 4. The feeder with corn at the bear hide.
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Pic. 5. Bears observed by a group during the trip “Realm of the bear”. © Julian Perry.

Pic. 6. Bear prints.
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Pic. 7. Bear communication tree.

Pic. 8. Group measuring and photographing bear scat.
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Pic. 9. Brown bear observation from the bear hide. ©Julian Perry.

Pic. 10. Bear captured by the observation cameras. ©Julian Perry.
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