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INTRODUCTION

Human-wildlife coexistence is an understudied field within the Human Dimensions literature.
Primarily due to the difficulty in defining, studying and implementing its various facets, researchers
and practitioners often end up defining it by what it is not – for example, the absence of violence
or retaliation (Nyhus, 2016). Based on Carter and Linnell’s 2016 definition, (Pooley et al., 2020,
p. 2) described coexistence as “a sustainable though dynamic state, where humans and wildlife
coadapt to sharing landscapes and human interactions with wildlife are effectively governed to
ensure wildlife populations persist in socially legitimate ways that ensure tolerable risk levels.”

I would like to further complement the idea of coexistence as a dynamic, co-adaptive state by
proposing that it can comprise at least two dimensions – negative and positive. To explore this
concept, I draw upon Galtung’s 1964 definition of negative and positive peace.

Considered by many as the Father of Peace Studies, Galtung offered an alternative theory of
peace at a time when the dominant definition of peace was circumscribed to the absence of war or
assault (Chambers, 2004; Gleditsch et al., 2014). He suggested that violence often took place in an
environment where basic human needs had not been met. These included “most basic needs” such
as life and survival, to “basic needs” such as food, health, and education, to “near-basic needs” such
as freedom, career, and political participation, to “people’s relation to nature” (Al-Abedine, 2017,
p. 85).

The unfulfillment of human needs, according to him, led to “freezing” (e.g., apathy, withdrawal)
or “boiling” (e.g., revolt, mutiny) (Rubenstein, 1990). Instability in political or domestic settings
resulted in direct violence (e.g., wars, assault, terrorism), which was often a symptom of deep-seated
structural and/or cultural inequities (Galtung, 2000). He thus considered violence as a triangle with
direct, cultural and structural dimensions as its three sides. These ideas were crucial in advancing
the definition of peace.

According to Forcey (1989), peace does not imply the absence of conflicts but instead, the
absence of violence. Galtung defines peace as the progression towardmutually accepted social goals,
which may be complex and difficult, but not impossible to attain (Galtung, 1969). By extension,
negative peace can be understood as the absence of direct or visible violence. It is the cessation of
undesirable oppression or retaliation. Positive peace, on the other hand, refers to the integration of
human society (Galtung, 1964, p. 2). He later defined positive peace as the absence of structural and
cultural forms of violence, which are often invisible (Galtung and Fischer, 2013). Positive peace thus
relies on the creation of structures, institutions and attitudes that facilitate social justice, well-being,
and harmony for all. Negative and positive peace may be separate dimensions but cannot exist
without each other.

Since the goal of peace theory is to understand and further coexistence between
individuals and groups, I argue that Galtung’s ideas can also be applied to better understand
human-wildlife coexistence.
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DECONSTRUCTING COEXISTENCE

My central argument is that coexistence between people and
wildlife can have “negative” and “positive” dimensions. To
illustrate this, I refer to Bhatia et al.’s 2019 argument that
tolerance – an essential component of coexistence – is a
spectrum going from manifested intolerance (negative attitudes
and behaviors toward wildlife) to stewardship (positive attitudes
and behaviors towardwildlife) (Figure 1).Manifested intolerance
comprises incidents that result in violence toward wildlife
– a straightforward example of conservation conflict. Latent
intolerance on the other hand, refers to the negative attitudes that
do not result in violence toward wildlife which, along with neutral
responses (ambivalent attitudes and behaviors), can be termed
negative coexistence.

Negative coexistence can thus be defined as a state in which
people do not engage in any form of retaliatory killing or
harm to wildlife though their attitudes may not necessarily be
pro-conservation/pro-wildlife. To clarify, wild animals are often
killed for subsistence or sport in many parts of the world.
However, this definition refers to contextual killing, that is,
killing in response to wildlife-caused damage (to people and/or
property). While several factors affect an individual’s decision to
kill or harm wildlife, violence toward wildlife can be a result of
deeply ingrained cultural biases, negative stereotyping, and/or
structural or economic inequities (Chavez et al., 2005; Lucas,
2016).

Positive coexistence focuses on the cultural and structural
dimensions. It needs an environment in which people feel
emotionally and socially supported, and thus consider supporting
wildlife conservation despite the costs. According to Bhatia
et al.’s 2019 typology, positive coexistence would include aspects
like appreciation (positive attitudes) and stewardship (positive
attitudes and behaviors) (Figure 1).

The idea behind proposing this theoretical dichotomy is to
illustrate that coexistence does not simply imply the absence of
intolerance but can be a state of positive associations with and
actions for wildlife. Often, the aim of conservation is to reduce
behavioral intolerance which can be achieved through legal or
moral means. It may be effective in reducing the anthropogenic
impact on wildlife which, in Galtung’s vocabulary, refers to
a reduction in direct violence. However, it may not always
translate to positive attitudes or behaviors – a goal that many
conservationists (would like to) strive for. Positive coexistence
can truly blossom in an environment that harbors socio-cultural,
financial and emotional support systems that help people cope
with losses and enable them to protect wildlife despite the odds.
In short, it calls for a structural and cultural paradigm shift
in which impacts are mitigated, and affected stakeholders feel
connected to wildlife at the same time.

IDEOLOGICAL COMPLEXITIES

A pertinent question to ask here is “coexistence for whom?” Like
peace, coexistence is contextual and has multiple interpretations.
For example, Galtung (1981) pointed out that peace theory
tends to be skewed in favor of the powerful and is used to

maintain status-quo in society. Schmid (1968) similarly criticized
peace research by pointing out that facilitating negative peace,
that is prohibiting violence, often means giving more power
to the powerful while ignoring the needs and motivations of
disenfranchised individuals or groups. Galtung’s work has been
criticized for not offering any criteria to assess and facilitate
equity, and for using the terms like “equality” and “justice”
interchangeably (Al-Abedine, 2017). These are valid criticisms of
his ideas and are relevant for coexistence research too.

In the field of biodiversity conservation, for example, one
tries to balance the needs of various human and non-human
stakeholders some of whom may have diametrically opposite
interests. How, then, can we come up with a unified idea of
coexistence that is mutually acceptable to most, if not all groups?
Moreover, is it even possible to transition to positive coexistence
which, like Galtung’s ideas, sounds all too utopian and nearly
impossible to achieve (Bönisch, 1981; Gur-Ze-ev, 2001)? To
add to it, we are not always well-versed with the nuances or
standard/appropriate definitions of the various terminologies
that we employ, and sometimes use them indiscriminately (e.g.,
human-wildlife conflict, tolerance, local communities, to name
a few).

How does one navigate these challenges and complexities all
the while attempting to facilitate and/or maintain coexistence?
The theoretical, ideological, and practical challenges of
applying the principles of peace research to our context
can understandably be overwhelming. However, I would argue
that this marriage can help reduce our efforts at reinventing
the wheel (indeed, peace, conflict, coexistence is not unique to
biodiversity conservation). Conservation practice requires us to
think more carefully about how we engage with the problem and
the efficacy of the various tools that we employ to deal with them.

Speaking of tools, Galtung defines peace using a mathematical
formula [Peace = (Equity × Empathy)/(Trauma × Conflict)],
which may seem strange at first. However, the formula can help
us consolidate the learnings. According to the formula, mutual
and equal benefit, and empathy for another’s pain can enhance
positive peace, whereas reconciling trauma and minimizing
violence can enhance negative peace. To negotiate an acceptable
version of peace, Galtung proposes a three-step approach which
can help understand the origin of destructive behaviors and result
in strategies to rectify them (Galtung, 2011).

FROM IDEOLOGY TO PRACTICE

The first stage is mapping where an external/disinterested
negotiator individually speaks to each stakeholder (group or
representative) and maps out the contours of the problem from
their perspective. At this stage, they could enquire about the
fears, hopes and aspirations of the stakeholder vis-à-vis the issue.
Empathetic, compassionate and open communication can enable
the group/representative to confide in the negotiator (Galtung,
2004). This stage involves determining what the goal of each
stakeholder looks like.

The next stage is to legitimize the goal with the help of the law,
human rights perspective and generally accepted ethics and social
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FIGURE 1 | Visual representation of human response to wildlife impacts. Manifested intolerance refers to negative attitudes and behaviors toward wildlife. Latent

intolerance comprises responses where attitudes are negative, but behaviors are not. Neutral refers to ambivalent attitudes and behaviors. Appreciation includes

responses where attitudes are positive, but without corresponding positive behaviors. Stewardship includes positive attitudes and behaviors [Source: Adapted from

Bhatia et al. (2019)].

norms. For example, is the goal legal – does it involve actions that
are legally prohibited? What are the human costs of pursuing the
goal? What are the costs to wildlife and domestic animals in our
case? These discussions can enable the negotiator to understand
what is at stake and if there is wiggle-room.

The third and final stage is referred to as bridging where
the negotiator assesses the compatibilities and incompatibilities
between the goals of the different stakeholders. Through
sustained dialogue and cooperation, they endeavor to find a
middle ground that may be mutually acceptable.

Indeed, all of this is easier in theory than in practice.
Further, as Pooley et al. (2020) pointed out, coexistence is a
dynamic state implying that the same stakeholder group may
feel differently toward wildlife in different situations/contexts.
Additionally, the agency of the animals is completely missing
from the discussion. The closest alternative to the voice of wild
animals is the voice of conservationists who consider themselves
capable of interpreting the needs of wildlife and wild places
(Redpath et al., 2015). Similarly, local communities who tend
livestock consider themselves legitimate representatives of their
animals. Galtung’s approach, some may argue, is more suited
to human communities in conflict. However, numerous studies
now suggest that human-wildlife conflict is essentially the conflict
between the goals and aspirations of various human groups
(Redpath et al., 2015, Peterson et al., 2010).

In recent times, toolkits like IUCN’s CEPA and Snow Leopard
Trust’s PARTNERS Principles (Hesselink et al., 2007; Mishra,
2016) have provided practitioners with the skills to engage

with communities. Such conservation toolkits combined with
learnings from an allied field can enhance our efforts in the
right direction. To me, the special feature of Galtung’s three-
step approach is the presence of an external negotiator. While
this may be a luxury in a field that is fraught with funding
issues and socio-political complexities, it is important to note
that conservationists trying to find a middle ground to resolve
wildlife-related conflicts may only be serving their own interests
and agendas. Such impressions can put stakeholders on the
defense, especially if the discussions assume a coercive tone,
not to mention that these discussions usually reflect vast
power asymmetries.

The negotiator, however, could be someone that most parties
respect and hold in high regard – a personwithout vested interest.
For example, it could be someone with experience in engaging
with communities and wildlife management. The proposed
solution(s), as Galtung insists, must strive to be constructive,
concrete and creative, whilst being mindful that coexistence is
a fragile and dynamic state that requires constant work. The
three steps can enable us to better understand conflicts, validate
different perspectives and design solutions that minimize or
resolve friction. The aim is to move from negative coexistence
to a positive one, which the three-step approach can facilitate. At
the very least, we could try to intersperse the two depending on
the context. In theory, positive coexistence is likely to last longer
and may be more resilient because it calls for a structural shift
that focuses on managing negative wildlife impacts, and enabling
positive associations between people and wildlife.
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There have been various theories of peace propagated by
different schools of thought (see Kant, 1795; Kelman, 1993;
Okoth, 2008). A full review is beyond the scope of this paper.
Galtung’s theories, however, have withstood the test of time and
are based on a deep understanding of the situation on-ground
(Lawler, 1989; Cravo, 2017).

The proposal presented here is an effort to learn from a field
faced with similar challenges. The most significant one being
the challenge of reconciling the needs of various stakeholders as
well as arriving at a shared vision of the landscape, its people
and the environment. The solutions that are devised within a
particular socio-economic and cultural setup, however, may not
generalizable though they may have common elements. It is thus
important to be mindful that conservation challenges (especially

conflict mitigation) are, in a sense, unique and require innovative
approaches to ensure the well-being of all parties, humans and
animals alike.
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