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Traditional conservation scientists approach conservation conflict from a resource-management perspective, in which both wildlife and non-living natural resources are managed to balance the interests of competing human stakeholders. We instead explore conflict between the powerful and less powerful humans and wildlife alike. Applying tenets of social dominance theory to ecological networks, we propose that socio-political power structures that marginalize human populations – denying voice and inclusion – may contribute to similar neglect of wildlife species. Considering nonhuman species as collections of agentic beings seeking to satisfy their own survival interests and that of their respective “social” group, we connect the subjects of social justice and ecological justice through common challenges rooted in the social psychology of power.
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INTRODUCTION

Theories provide frameworks for understanding complex phenomena, crucial for organizing overarching, coherent conceptualizations of the natural and social world. Formally, a theory is “a statement of concepts and their interrelationships that shows how and/or why a phenomenon occurs” (Corley and Gioia, 2011, p. 12). Within social science, theory is especially important as causal chains of human behavior are largely composed of hard-to-measure or unobservable factors requiring a system of assumptions to “fill in the blanks.” One way to develop theory is through theory borrowing, the “importation of coherent and fully formed ideas that explain a phenomenon… from outside the discipline” (Oswick et al., 2011, p. 319). As conservation sciences increasingly prioritize human dimensions, social sciences provide sources from which to borrow and build a more comprehensive “conservation social science” (Bennett et al., 2017a). Social scientists have already enriched understandings of the human dimensions of conservation. Still, in a review of conservation social science, Bennett et al. (2017b) note a need to more critically examine underlying assumptions about conservation behavior. We propose that applications of social dominance theory to the conservation context holds promise for new perspectives on conservation issues.



HUMAN-WILDLIFE CONFLICT AS SOCIAL CONFLICT

Sociologist Austin Turk (1966) suggests that conflict relations exist wherever “moves by either (party) open up or block off possible moves” by another toward a more favorable position (p. 343). While recent work by conservation social scientists has examined tensions between human groups arising from conservation efforts (Chan et al., 2007), intergroup conflict has long been studied as a catalyst for injustice, animating criminological perspectives like “green criminology” (South, 2014), “conservation criminology” (Gibbs et al., 2010), and “environmental security” (Shearing, 2015). These insights need not be restricted to a purely human context.

Traditionally, human-wildlife conflict (HWC) is defined as individual-level interactions between humans and wildlife that negatively impact the human, the wildlife, or both (Kansky and Knight, 2014). Blount-Hill and Natarajan (2019) instead describe macro-level human-wildlife conflict (MHWC) as conflict arising from large-scale competition for resources between human and nonhuman species. Inspired by studies like Lenski’s (1966) on human social stratification, MHWC theorists point to stratification between human vs. nonhuman groups, proposing it as both cause and consequence of socio-structural and psychosocial processes involving perceptions of group superiority. Seeing HWC as competition between groups, sociological perspectives are fertile ground for exploring new models. For this, there is need for coherent theory explaining the psychological mechanisms at the core of HWC. Here, social psychological theories of intergroup conflict may resonate.



INTERGROUP CONFLICT: SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY AND SOCIAL DOMINANCE THEORY

According to social identity theory (SIT), people categorize themselves and other social objects (e.g., people, wildlife) into groups (Tajfel et al., 1971). Through identification, we adopt the identity and behavior of groups we belong to. Group membership provides connectedness, self-esteem, and pride, but can also lead to feelings of “us vs. them.” According to SIT, people favor their ingroup and disfavor outgroups (Levin and Sidanius, 1999). Social dominance theory (SDT) similarly centers group identification, particularly its role in social hierarchy (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999). SDT theorists argue that societies typically consist of three types of hierarchies: (1) Adults dominate children; (2) men dominate women; and (3) socially-defined groups whose men, women, and children dominate some other arbitrarily defined group (Pratto, 2010). SDT emphasizes that socialization and systemic processes indoctrinate all groups to accept status quo hierarchies, such that these processes – not in group favoritism – drive social dominance.

While neither SIT nor SDT were originally applied beyond humans, nonhuman species are important social actors in human societies. Nonhuman species have been integrated across human societal hierarchies, venerated as sacred (Frascaroli et al., 2014), trusted as companions (Walsh, 2009), relied on as labor (Porcher and Estebanez, 2020), and despised as threats to social order (Pimentel et al., 2001). Generally, humans have regarded themselves as superior to other species and great tensions arise when wildlife interests are seen to be prioritized over those of human groups (Baynham-Herd et al., 2018). As conservation conflict research has highlighted struggles between human groups (e.g., environmentalists and agriculturalists), confrontations between agricultural and pastoral communities and wildlife species are well-documented in HWC studies (Kansky and Knight, 2014). Moreover, animal and plant species are not necessarily passive social actors. Nonhuman species have themselves been noted to display behaviors similar to those outlined in SIT and SDT – from in-group favoritism observed amongst dolphins and monkeys (Masuda and Fu, 2015) to deferring to established social hierarchies so as to avoid conflict and retaliation (Drea and Wallen, 1999). Studies into animal psychology and behaviors show that species have adapted to respond to humans as members of a common social group (Topál et al., 2005) and as enemies (Smith et al., 2017), with the expected reactions attendant thereto. A comprehensive science of social hierarchy must consider the place of nonhuman biota, including those in the wild.

According to SDT, members of dominant groups more readily embrace the idea of social dominance – this personality trait is called social dominance orientation (SDO). Importantly, SDO has been linked to anti-environmentalism and a view of the natural world as subordinate and subservient to the needs of humanity (Milfont and Sibley, 2014). Legitimizing myths are also key, defined as ideologies “that provide moral and intellectual justification for the social practices that distribute social value within a society,” reframing inequality-producing practices as something else (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999, p. 53). Legitimizing myths either enhance hierarchy (e.g., American “Manifest Destiny”) or attenuate it (e.g., socialism), but are crucial, either way, for coordinating collective action through collective belief (Pratto, 2010). Ideologies that propagate the notion of nonhumans’ inferiority and the heightened value of humankind help to encourage beliefs and behaviors that foreground human desire over the needs of nonhumans (Hyers, 2006).



APPLICATIONS OF SIT AND SDT TO HWC

We have begun exploring these theories as applied to human-wildlife conflict. At the 2019 International Congress of Conservation Biology, the first author proposed that SDO might underpin human-wildlife conflicts and presented preliminary evidence to support that assertion. He used Stata analytic software and exploratory factor analysis to predict values of a latent factor derived from the Cato Institute’s Human Freedom Index, Freedom House’s Freedom in the World Index (FITW), and the United Nations’ Gender Inequality Index (GII). This factor moderately correlated with the number of mammals “under threat” (UT, i.e. critically endangered, endangered, or vulnerable) by the International Union for Conservation of Nature’s Red List (r = 0.41, p < 0.001). He suggested this latent factor might be a proxy for a society’s dominance orientation. That same year, the American Society of Criminology’s Division of International Criminology commended his paper showing relationships (i) between the FITW index and number of UT mammalian species (β = −0.3667, p = 0.001), R2 = 0.4580, F(12, 112) = 7.89, p < 0.001, and (ii) the GII and number of UT animal species (β = −0.4384, p = 0.002), R2 = 0.4193, F(12, 122) = 7.34, p < 0.001, though the models as a whole still lacked substantial predictive value.

Meanwhile, Dhont et al. similarly apply social dominance theory within social and personality psychology. Dhont’s work drew on Costello and Hodson’s (2010) Interspecies Model of Prejudice, in which SDO is related to bias against other human groups through dehumanization – that is embracing human superiority over animals and depicting outgroups as more animalistic. In a series of studies, Dhont and others outlined a social dominance human-animal relations model (SD-HARM; Dhont et al., 2016). SD-HARM links SDO to speciesism, “the unjustified disadvantageous consideration or treatment of those who are not classified as belonging to a certain species” (Steinbock, 1978; Horta, 2010, p. 243). Dhont et al. (2014) present findings suggesting that speciesism is moderately correlated with ethnic prejudice (r = 0.41, p < 0.001) through their common relationship with SDO. In subsequent studies, SDO was also correlated with levels of meat consumption and support for animal exploitation (Dhont and Hodson, 2014). Dhont et al. (2016) replicated the findings of Dhont et al. (2014) and found that correlations with SDO linked measures of ethnic prejudice and bias against vegetarians (whose lifestyles may challenge beliefs about animal inferiority).

In short, Dhont et al.’s SD-HARM proposed that “prejudiced beliefs exhibited in both human intergroup relations and human-animal relations are rooted in an ideological preference for group-based dominance and inequality,” i.e. SDO (Dhont et al., 2019, p. 772). Additionally, we have argued that dominant human groups socialize both in-group members and subordinate outgroup members to accept a hierarchical valuation of human needs and desires over needs (or desires) of other biotic species and emphasize species hierarchies as ways to deemphasize human group inequality and maintain control over resources – a social identity theory of interspecies dominance. These distinct but similar lines of theory attempt frameworks for explaining the psychological drivers exacerbating the “conflict relation” between humans and wildlife.



FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH AND CONCLUSION

As far as we are aware, our work and that of Dhont et al. encapsulates the full body of literature exploring interspecies relations through an explicitly social dominance and social identity lens. At present, available studies on either of these theoretical propositions show moderate-to-weak correlations at best, seeking to explain broad and complex constructs with few and imprecise data points. Still, these exploratory studies nonetheless found statistical correlations that suggest a need for more rigorous examination to determine the true nature of the relationships between social dominance and other constructs important to conservation psychology and ecological outcomes.

The potential for theorization in this space is nearly untapped. Myriad analytical avenues remain unexplored and available for pioneering work related to the social psychology of interspecies dominance. At the individual level, Dhont et al.’s studies utilize only Belgian and American subjects, mostly student convenience samples. As yet, there are no qualitative studies or analyses of “real-world” events supporting their theoretical frameworks. At the nation-level, the first author’s analyses have used secondary, imprecise data attempting to measure SDO evinced in national outcomes, though definitive explanations of the relationships found are as yet unclear. Human-focused studies of SDT have neglected levels of analyses higher than the individual, so that cross-national research linking SDO to global species threat necessarily requires innovation in approach and theoretical specification. These challenges are the stuff of novel and exciting science.

We warn that theory borrowing to advance conservation social science will import, with new thought, new controversies contested in their parent fields. For example, SDT originated as at least a partial repudiation of important aspects of SIT and SIT theorists have rebuffed these challenges with pointed critiques of SDT premises (see, e.g., Turner and Reynolds, 2003). Given the early stages of interspecies dominance theories, we have not yet determined the conceptual meaning of these debates for our core hypotheses, much less explored their import empirically. Of course, these too provide areas for study well into the future, perhaps for conservation social scientists. Drawing on the work of green criminologists and others will ensure conservation researchers – particularly those studying human dimensions – have theoretical grounding for new hypotheses. Examples are already found in contributions such as Ryder’s (1989; 1999) “painism” and “speciesism,” and his critique of utilitarian justifications for animal experimentation (cited in Leuven and Visak, 2013) or works on the ethical implications of biodiversity offsetting (Ives and Bekessy, 2015). At the same time, greater collaboration with natural scientists may well increase empirical support for, or against, social science perspectives. We encourage the growth of cross-disciplinary theorizing and propose theories of intergroup conflict as a starting point. There are infinite relationships that may be explored, but robust and transdisciplinary theorizing can provide structure for directing efforts toward those most promising.
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