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In tropical regions, two decades after the “Bushmeat Crisis” outcry, there is now a growing
recognition of the failure of single solutions to the issue. Strict protectionist measures toward
wildlife consumption through highly militarized law enforcement has proved to fail (Bennett,
2011; Wellsmith, 2011; Challender and MacMillan, 2014; Cooney et al., 2017). The development
of alternative livelihoods, which was based on the hypothesis that hunting and consumption of
wildmeat could be downsized if the reliance on wildlife as a source of food and income could be
reduced, also evidenced several short comes (Wicander and Coad, 2015; Alves and van Vliet, 2018).
More recent recommendations by the scientific community (Wilkie et al., 2016) and endorsed by
the Convention on Biological Diversity now acknowledge the need for more comprehensive and
context specific responses to prevent wildlife declines (CBD, 2017). While these recommendations
clearly show progress in our understanding of wildlife management complexities, I argue that
any approach to manage wildmeat use in tropical regions might continue to result inadequate,
un-effective or un-acceptable without a mutualistic understanding of the complexity and nuance
regarding the multiple connections that people maintain with wildlife and how these reflect
the value orientations shared within the resource constituency. I use a humans’ dimension
approach to characterize human relationships with wildmeat in tropical forest areas, both in rural
and urban/western contexts. Then, I analyze how the two opposed ends of the wildlife value
orientations continuum are resulting in stigmas, which represent clear bottlenecks for sustainability
in tropical regions. Finally, I call for a better understanding of the cultural constructions that shape
beliefs, attitudes and behavior among the different beneficiaries of wildlife, taking into account
local/international, rural/urban, traditional/western specificities. Indeed, considering that the mass
of the funding available for wildlife conservation originates from foreign countries and is mostly
executed through international institutions, claims of “cultural imperialism” may legitimately
continue to arise if the complex and dynamic cultural dimensions of human-wildlife relations is
not adequately analyzed and considered.
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THE COMPLEXITY AND NUANCES IN

WILDLIFE VALUE ORIENTATIONS IN

RURAL AND URBAN CONTEXTS

Human relationships with wildlife have existed since human
kind (Alves and Albuquerque, 2018) and have shaped different
value orientations toward wildlife depending on the social
and cultural constructs, moral values, material realities and
political dynamics characteristic of a given time, location and
social group (Manfredo, 2008; Jacobs, 2009; Alves and Barboza,
2018). Different authors in human dimensions research have
employed various terms to describe patterns of basic beliefs
that give direction to values toward wildlife, but basically follow
the “protection vs. use” (Vaske and Manfredo, 2011) or the
“mutualism vs. domination” (Teel et al., 2007; Manfredo et al.,
2009) continuum. Individuals with a utilitarian or domination
value orientation believe wildlife should be managed for human
benefit, whereas individuals with a protectionist or mutualism
orientation view wildlife as part of an extended family, deserving
rights and care (Manfredo et al., 2009). This bi-dimensional
model, tested and proved for North American contexts, is not
necessarily adapted to other cultural contexts and methodologies
based on emotional prompts have been developed to identify
context specific wildlife value orientations (Dayer et al., 2007).

In rural areas from tropical regions, despite changing socio-
ecological environments, increased market access, globalization,
transition to cash economies, forest degradation, erosion of
cultural heritages and nutritional transitions, wildmeat remains
part of the menu (Alves and van Vliet, 2018). Rural people in
tropical contexts usually maintain a utilitarian link to wildlife,
but the degree of utilitarianism varies according to the context.
Households more dependent on wildlife products will develop
more utilitarian values than those who make a living out
of wildlife based eco-tourism (Novelli et al., 2006). Similarly,
households that highly depend on wildlife as a source of
food (e.g., hunter-gatherer vs. sedentary agro-pastoralists) will
have a more utilitarian orientation toward wildlife (Dounias
and Froment, 2011). Poor households, who are usually highly
dependent on wildmeat, are associated with more utilitarian
attitudes toward wildlife and acutely perceive wildlife costs (e.g.,
crop raiding, dangerous encounters, etc.), particularly women
who are more involved in agricultural and gathering activities
(Bragagnolo et al., 2016; Rickenbach et al., 2017). Concern for
safety or damage is indeed a mayor dimension shaping the
domination orientation, with social factors as diverse as religious
affiliation, ethnicity and cultural beliefs all shaping human-
wildlife conflict intensity (Dickman, 2010).

However, qualifying rural wildlife value orientations as merely
utilitarian or domination oriented would be simplistic and
fail to elucidate the complex, nuanced and varied relations
that humans have with animals, and that animals have with
humans around the world (Hovorka, 2017). In rural contexts,
the use of wildlife serves multiple purposes depending on the
specificities of each context, but usually include an important
role as a source of food, a strategy to reduce costs in crop
production, a source of income, a source of medicine, as a means

to strengthen social bounds, or as part of a wider system of
interconnected socio-physical relationships and identity (Nasi
et al., 2008; Fischer et al., 2013; El Bizri et al., 2015; van
Vliet et al., 2015b; Ichikawa et al., 2016; Alves and van Vliet,
2018). Reducing the relationship with wildlife to a materialistic
relationship erases the possibility to understand the pluralistic
value orientations that persist and reproduce in rural contexts.
The spiritualism/religious dimension, which could be interpreted
as eco-centric (Rose, 2001) is clearly elucidated in buddhism
communities living around the Khao Yai National Park and Kui
Buri National Park in Thailand (Tanakanjana and Saranet, 2007)
or among the Monpa villagers in Tawang district, India, who
avoid hunting for religious/spiritual reasons (Aiyadurai et al.,
2010). Some traditional people who live in wilderness areas
continue to view themselves as elements of nature, asserting
spiritual values to wildlife that are reproduced by myths, rituals,
taboos, and totems (Jimoh et al., 2012; Golden and Comaroff,
2015). Based on case studies from 33 countries, Bhagwat and
Rutte (2006), showed that several communities across the globe
believe in sacred areas, which are left relatively untouched. The
cultural and ceremonial values of wildmeat are translated in
how ritual feasts rely on visual and culinary consistency (e.g.,
bushmeat used in circumcision ceremonies in Gabon (van Vliet
and Mbazza, 2011); festival foods among the Kichwa in Ecuador
(Sirén, 2012); Mishmi tribe rituals in India (Aiyadurai et al.,
2010); communal rituals among the Chakhesang (Naro et al.,
2015). Familiarity, identity and taste for wildmeat are among
the values that our nervous systems shape by starving for the
familiar flavors and aromas of wildmeat and rejecting the more
unusual tastes (Rose, 2001; Aiyadurai et al., 2010; van Vliet and
Mbazza, 2011). For most hunters the motivation is not merely
to satisfy hunger but also to meet a desire for bushmeat (the so-
called “meat hunger” by Dounias and Ichikawa, 2017). Wildmeat
consumption promotes a sense of “groundedness,” security and
identity, whose value is difficult to capture in materialistic
terms (Jepson and Canney, 2003). Food preferences and habits
are formed in large part through childhood experiences and
actually persist throughout the course of an individual’s life,
helping to maintain memories and strengthen connections with
traditional origins and territory (van Vliet et al., 2015c). The

importance of hunting for cultural prestige is also a reality in

many contemporary societies. In Kenya, for example, young
men kill lions to earn social recognition, and there is a strong
link between adherence to a local evangelical religion and the
propensity to kill lions (Hazzah et al., 2009). Either through
collective sharing or through the reciprocity logic, bushmeat
sharing contributes to strengthen social bonds and reproduce
cultural identity (van Vliet et al., 2015c; Lupo and Schmitt, 2017).
Even in modern indigenous semi-urban communities in the
Amazon, the consumption of wildmeat in positive social contexts
results in a positive association between wildmeat consumption,
emotional well-being and collective happiness (van Vliet et al.,
2015c).

Value orientations toward wildlife probably differ
substantially between small to medium sized towns flourishing
in wilderness areas and the larger cities in which extinction of
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experience of wildmeat and wildlife might already be a reality,
as evidenced in temperate regions from Europe and the United
states (Cox and Gaston, 2018). However, for urban contexts in
tropical forest areas, there is a lack of available data to generalize
this assumption. With wild landscapes experiencing growing
urbanization, new behaviors toward hunting and wildmeat
consumption are gradually shaping, for example with the
development of urban and peri-urban hunting patterns (Parry
et al., 2014; van Vliet et al., 2015a) and the consumption of
wildmeat becoming more associated to specific social events
or considered as a delicacy or a source of prestige (Morsello
et al., 2015; Shairp et al., 2016). In larger towns, urban lifestyles
reduce daily interactions with nature as observed in temperate
regions (Van Velsor and Nilon, 2006; Ballouard et al., 2011;
Soga and Gaston, 2016; Cox and Gaston, 2018) and urban
value orientations are likely to become more protectionist with
strong emotional attachments to individual animals as already
observed in Australia (Miller, 2003). While, available evidence
has shown that protectionist orientations are much more
prevalent in Western cultures than in other cultures (Novelli
et al., 2006; Crudge et al., 2016), through globalization, TV,
advertisement, conservation lobbies and social media, Western
value orientations toward wildlife are increasingly spread beyond
their geographic boundaries (as already evidenced in Kuala
Lumpur by Baharuddin, 2013). How new behaviors toward
wildmeat consumption actually evidence changes in beliefs
and values toward wildlife is a key question that needs urgent
attention from a human dimensions perspective. Currently, data
available regarding social values toward wildlife, bushmeat, and
the environment in urban contexts from tropical forest regions
is mostly anecdotal, theoretical, or outdated. In Africa alone,
which will see it’s urban population increase to 62% by 2050
(World Health Organization Centre for Health Development,
2010), a better understanding of human/wildlife relations along
the rural-urban continuum appears to be an evident necessity.

FROM CONTINUUM TO STIGMAS AND

CONFLICT OVER WILDLIFE

MANAGEMENT

While the relationships with wildlife are obviously complex and
full of nuance, the debate has often ended in over simplifying
and polarizing the opposed visions. The more the “hunter-
wildlife” relationship is reduced to the negative connotations
of domination values, the more likely it is that protectionist
behaviors are accused of “cultural imperialism” and provoke
cultural backlash. With the media acting as a debate heater, these
two extreme visions are becoming more difficult to reconcile.

On one hand, over the past decades, with the alarming
scientific evidences of wildlife declines (Dirzo et al., 2014; Ripple
et al., 2016; Benítez-López et al., 2017; vanVelden et al., 2018), the
protectionist orientation has gainedmore strength (Cooney et al.,
2017). A conservation war through stricter law enforcement,
militarized protection, and behavioral change approaches, are all
part of the international agenda to downsize consumption of
wildmeat in tropical regions at local, national and international

scales (Government of the UK., 2013; Commission européenne,
2015; USAID, 2016).

On the other hand, active indigenous groups worldwide are
gaining more power to voice their right to consume wildlife,
including the right to trade wildmeat (Eilperin, 2013; Searles,
2016; O’Neill, 2018). The main arguments used are food
sovereignty (Searles, 2016; Hoover et al., 2017), quality of the
diets (Samson and Pretty, 2006; Bodirsky and Johnson, 2008;
Bordeleau et al., 2016; van Vliet et al., 2017a,b), protection of
cultural identities (Fischer et al., 2013), and the right for self-
determination (Schweitzer et al., 2000). Protectionist measures
are increasingly tagged with severe accusations of cultural
imperialism (Neves-Graça, 2010 and cultural genocide Kingston,
2015. Recently, an international conservation organization has
been accused of inadvertently facilitating serious human rights
abuses against pygmy groups living in Cameroonian rainforests
(Survival International, 2016). The report entitled “The human
costs of conservation in Republic of Congo” (Ayari and Counsell,
2017) reached un-precedent influence on conservation business
in Africa and is pushing funding agencies to foster human rights-
based approaches to conservation.

These extremes in “cultures of nature” only exacerbate
conflicts over management decisions. Following the term used
by Manfredo et al. (2017), the stigmatization of the debate
around the use of wildmeat in tropical regions will ultimately
foster a “cultural backlash” with negative impacts on both
wildlife and local livelihoods. A recent paper by Verweijen
and Marijnen (2018) already demonstrates that strict law
enforcement and joint operations of the Congolese army and
park guards in Virunga National Park, fuel, rather than mitigate,
wildlife poaching and armed mobilization. Local resistance to the
strict enforcement approach translates into forms of “resistance
poaching” within the boundaries of the park (purposely targeting
key conservation species), under the protection of armed groups.
As such, the perpetuation of extreme value orientations will
result in a lack of adequate policy and management responses,
trapping rural/indigenous communities in a vicious cycle of
illegality, un-sustainability and criminalization and leading to
the continued ecological and cultural extinctions of tropical
wildlife.

CONCLUSION

I stress the need for a more careful consideration of value
orientations toward wildlife not assuming attitudes in
congruence with western conservation interests nor assuming
that traditional /indigenous values toward wildlife are carved
in stone. The challenge is to bring segmented perspectives
away from hegemony, into an overall vision for conservation
that is broadly inclusive of a full range of wildlife values
(Manfredo et al., 2017). Taking into account both hegemonic
and marginalized ideas about wildlife will reduce the likelihood
for conservation abuses in postcolonial contexts (McGregor,
2005) and provide a unique opportunity to shift the paradigms
in tropical wildlife management. The human stakeholders with
the most to lose often have no voice in decision-making. This
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is why, although some conservation practitioners suggest that
promoting cultural change regarding wildlife use is legitimate
based on evidence-based scientific knowledge about the
“bushmeat crisis” (Jepson and Canney, 2003; Dickman et al.,
2015), I argue that acknowledging the disparities in power
relationships, providing the necessary grounds for a fair debate
and support free decision making by the legitimate constituency
are all necessary steps to avoid claims of “cultural imperialism”
in conservation practice. Failing to do so might increase the
potential for social conflict over wildmeat management issues.
In line with Hovorka (2017) I think it is crucial to embrace
the richness and complexity of cross-cultural plurality and
take disparate value orientations seriously without privileging
any-one presumptively. In a period of unparalleled social-
ecological change, bringing together the differences in wildlife
value orientations between local/international, rural/urban,
traditional/western visions is as necessary step in radically

reconstructing a new paradigm for a sustainable and culturally
respectful wildmeat sector.
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