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Introduction

Understanding the dynamics and causal influences among different types of human interactive behaviors can be a complicated and at times a seemingly overwhelming task. For example, what are the different types of characteristics within environments that can help reduce conflict and promote a greater sense of understanding, tolerance, and collaboration among ethnically diverse groups? When people are provided with opportunities of engagement where they are capable of sharing their ideas and skills with one another, are they more likely to work collectively to achieve specific goals? Are some individuals inherently more prone to positive and altruistic behaviors and others immune to the needs and concerns of others? When examining how humans have evolved via natural selection over the millennia, several consistent patterns emerge that remain quite relevant today. The physical characteristics of the environment actually can help promote both cooperative and prosocial behaviors by providing individuals with different opportunities to share their innate skills and help build a more resilient and empowered community. It is precisely through this, process that a sense of “community connectedness” is developed and brings people together (despite their perceived differences) and foster a greater sense of understanding and respect for each other.

This book will examine the broad nature and evolutionary basis of human behaviors and how structured natural environments can influence the existence of positive forms of human interaction (i.e., prosocial and altruistic behaviors) or diametrically opposed behaviors, including ethnic conflict, violence, and aggression. In particular we hope to identify how the socio-structural development of specific types of inclusive community environments (i.e., “green space” outdoor environments) may enhance a broader range of positive social interaction behaviors (i.e., cooperative behaviors) as well as influence a greater sense of community connectedness, stewardship, and psychological states of well-being. While it is clearly evident that different types of cultures (i.e., collectivistic vs. individualistic) may have profound influences on individual and groups behaviors, this book will address the dynamics of human interaction and engagement primarily from a western European and North American context. We also hope to address how specific types of community environments may be organized to better facilitate the necessary components of positive intergroup contact (i.e., collaboration, compassion, and forgiveness) via superordinate goals thereby debunking negative stereotypes and reducing ethnic conflict. While this book has been written primarily for students in higher education and those individuals whose work is involved in scholastic endeavors, it is also quite relevant and useful to those individuals who are concerned with community development, socioenvironmental activism, and the overall human growth potential.

Chapter 1 (“The Changing Faces of Diversity within Communities: Why Ethnic Hate Crimes, Extremism, and Violence Are Increasing among Global Populations”) begins our discussion on conflict that examines the genesis and etiology of hate crimes and how changing social, environmental, and economic conditions (i.e., social media and technology) have been shown to contribute to increased aggression and extremism. Current data from several law enforcement agencies within the United States (i.e., FBI) have identified significant increases in hate crimes that are targeted to specific religious and ethnic groups, and that often these crimes have been perpetuated by divisive media and false information that eventually tears communities apart and polarizes the groups of people that live within them. We conclude chapter 1 on a positive note by exploring some of the more effective approaches that have brought communities together, including the components of positive intergroup contact (i.e., equal status; cooperative skills; mutually beneficial common goals, and institutional support). Chapter 2 (“The Evolution of Violence, Bullying, Compassion, and Forgiveness: Planting the Seeds of a More Peaceful and Tolerant Society”) examines the root causes of conflict, hate crimes, and aggression more from an evolutionary and biological perspective. In this chapter we address biological and adaptive mechanisms that have been associated with hate crimes and conflict, and we cite much of the positive intervention work that has been conducted by psychologist Ervin Staub who was himself a survivor of Nazi war crimes in 1944 during the German occupation of Hungary. Chapter 2 also examines how the qualities of prosocial traits (i.e., compassion, trust, and cooperative relationships) can help provide the foundation for a more resilient and empowered community that promotes social justice and reduced conflict.

Chapter 3 (“Immigration, Sustainable Green Spaces, and the Social Contract: Developing a Strength-Based Model to Reduce Conflict”) describes the psychosocial properties and importance of communities that provide mechanisms for group interaction, community intervention, and interactive programs that can help traditionally polarized groups come together and better “connect” within their communities. In this chapter we also will explore how the issue of immigration today has become particularly divisive and how communities can address these issues in providing opportunities of positive contact and engagement through a variety of community service green space programs. Topics that will also be addressed in chapter 3 include the philosophical history of the “Social Contract” dating back to Jean Jacques Rousseau and how community growth and interdependency play an important dynamic in shaping how people engage and interact with one another. Chapter 4 (“Teaching Tolerance and the Roles of Community Development in Reducing Intergroup Conflict”) describes how specific characteristics of outdoor environments (i.e., “green” sustainable programs and natural areas) can help reduce conflict and provide opportunities for individuals to work collectively and share their skills through mechanisms of positive intergroup contact. In this chapter we will also explore the history of landmark research conducted by Muzafer Sherif et al. (1961) and the “Robber’s Cave” experiments. Chapter 5 (“The Interpersonal Benefits of ‘Green’ Environments and Providing Pathways to Greater Connectedness and Social Capital to the Community”) provides an interesting discussion that explores the unique benefits of specific types of environments (i.e., “green space” environments, natural outdoor areas such as community gardens and fruit tree orchards) that have been identified through empirical research as effective processes in promoting both physical psychological health which ultimately reduces conflict.

Chapter 6 (“The Polarized Community, Antisocial Behaviors, and the ‘Lone-Wolf’ Syndrome: Identifying Potential Catastrophe via Proactive Community Intervention”) is the centerpiece of this book that explores how different types of hate crimes become manifested within specific types of environments (i.e., school shootings, massacres in mosques, synagogues, and churches) within the United States. More importantly, we will explore the psychological framework and profiles of the perpetrators of violence and identify common patterns or themes of community intervention strategies that will hopefully provide more information that can help reduce the onset of future tragedies involving violence.

Chapter 7 (“The Role of Libraries as Essential Community Resources”) addresses the role of libraries as effective community resource centers in the development of the competent community and how libraries are highly instrumental in the development of social capital that contributes to the empowerment and resilience within communities today. We conclude with chapter 8 (“Multiculturalism: The Role of Culture, Acculturation, and Contextual Factors in Intergroup Relations in Diverse Communities”). This chapter addresses the relationship between culture, acculturation, and the contextual forces that influences how intergroup relationships develop within diverse communities and cultures. This chapter also examines how demographic changes and immigration issues have impacted socioeconomic factors, political trends, and intergroup relationships within the United States.

The Inherent Benefits of Green Space Environments and “Green Genes”

It is no accident that humans as a species have historically grown fond of “green” environments and preferred certain types of organic life-sustaining regions that have promoted ideal levels of both physical and psychological health. Based on Wilson’s (1984) Biophilia Theory, humans have evolved as a migratory species with a genetic predisposition (i.e., “green” genes) to prefer specific types of physical environments (i.e., natural or “green space” environments) that have been documented in contributing and sustaining healthier forms of living (i.e., the “Savannah” hypothesis). Additionally, when humans are exposed to group members (or individuals) who have been suffering or exposed to violent situations (i.e., conflict such as hate crimes) they are more likely to be induced in an empathic state that often results in collaboration and prosocial intervention (Batson & Ahmad, 2001). Considerable research now examines the relationship between superordinate goals, positive intergroup contact, prosocial behaviors, and community intervention programs. In this book we hope to identify and provide examples how communities may develop a variety (i.e., “green space”) of programs that not only help to reduce increasing rates of ethnic conflict, bullying, and hate crimes, but more importantly we hope to identify and illustrate how meaning and human potential can be used in society to help people proactively contribute and maintain a more collaborative, sustainable, and peaceful society.

Finally, we hope to provide readers with a summary and analysis of how humans have evolved to be not only social and cooperative creatures within smaller clans, but how the physical characteristics of the environment (i.e., available natural resources, proximity with other groups) can have a profound impact not only on our own mental health and well-being, but perhaps more importantly how we interact, engage with, and communicate with other groups of individuals (i.e., differences in ethnicity, religion, economics, etc.). We also propose that an essential component in reducing conflict based on perceived cultural and religious differences and economic inequity can be addressed through community intervention and providing opportunities of engagement within natural (i.e., “green space”) environments.


Recent Tragedies: The George Floyd Murder in Minneapolis, MN; Christchurch, New Zealand; El Paso, Texas; and Dayton, Ohio

Tragically, as this book was being prepared several other horrific mass shootings (and police shootings) occurred within several weeks. Most recently, on May 25, 2020, George Floyd (a 46-year-old African American male) was detained by then Minneapolis Police Officers Derek Chauvin, J. Alexander Kueng, Thomas Lane, and Tou Thou for apparently using a counterfeit bill at a local (Cup Foods) market. During the arrest, officer Chauvin knelt on the neck of Mr. Floyd for an estimated eight and a half minutes despite the numerous pleas from Mr. Floyd that he “could not breathe.” This tragic event occurred in the afternoon in front of a crowd of distressed onlookers who also pleaded for the officers to stop kneeling on Mr. Floyd. During the final minutes of the arrest, Mr. Floyd had no pulse and the paramedics treating Mr. Floyd had to ask officer Chauvin to remove himself from the back of Mr. Floyd. Two separate autopsies ruled the death of Mr. Floyd to be a homicide. The murder of George Floyd resurrected the Black Lives Matter movement, and over 2,000 cities in the United States experienced protests and civil unrest. As this book is going to press, some cities in the United States (i.e., Portland, OR, and Seattle, WA) continue to experience protests and civil unrest in the aftermath of the George Floyd murder.

Other tragic events involving mass shootings occurred in Christchurch, New Zealand. On Friday, March 15, 2019, over 49 people were senselessly murdered while worshipping at the Al Noor Mosque located in central Christchurch, New Zealand. One of the perpetrators was identified as a 28-year-old Australian man who was known to harbor extremist anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant views. Additionally, the attackers (four total) had the audacity to actually film and livestream their attacks as they unfolded in the mosque. On Saturday, August 3, 2019, a shooter (Patrick Wood Crusius) murdered 22 people and injured 24 at a Walmart Store located in El Paso, Texas. Crusius was a suspected white nationalist and targeted Hispanics during his shooting spree. A day later (August 4, 2019), Conner Stephen Betts also used an AR-15 assault style weapon to murder 10 people and injure 27 at a downtown historic district community located in Dayton, Ohio. In this case, however, police indicated that there was no known political or racial motivation. Given the increasing era of global violence, conflict, and extremism, collectively we as a society need to discover the universal common threads that bring us together in providing a more resilient and cohesive community to help avoid these senseless tragedies from reoccurring in the future.
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