
1 

 

IRB and SPN Prospectus 

Nature’s Natural Rights: Justice for Nature 

Submitted by 

Dr. Mary Ann O’Grady, Lonny Douglas Meinecke 

September 12, 2017 

  

Introduction 

The objective of this study is to survey human attitudes to see if the principle of Justice 

for People differs from the principle of Justice for Nature (Justice for Creation) in general. This 

research question stems from the difficulty human beings seem to have in overcoming long-held, 

categorical prejudice. A famous example was the apostle Peter’s vision of including genetically 

excluded outgroups within the concept of spiritual compassion (Acts 10:34, Berean Study Bible). 

This research study will make the assumption that these two principles (Justice for People versus 

Justice for Nature) do differ (in measurable ways), and will survey whether this differential 

justice is significantly correlated with the ingroup assumption that some groups (e.g. humans) 

should naturally dominate others (e.g. Nature). This belief in being born to dominate has a 

significant presence in psychological literature as social dominance orientation. 

This unusual question—whether justice and mercy should apply equally to all living 

things, not certain things—has been asked hypothetically, but does not seem to have been 

surveyed and analyzed yet. As a first step toward asking this question empirically, this study will 

ask participants how much of the planet (if any) should be given back to Nature (Creation) out of 

a sense of universal justice and universal mercy. This will be framed the same way that juries are 

asked to decide the amount of damages that should be awarded to people for past wrongs against 
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people. This question about giving back part of the planet (so that the planet can recover from 

human exploitation before its extinction) was posed by E. O. Wilson in Half-Earth: Our Planet’s 

Fight for Life (Wilson, 2016). 

The intended impact of this research is to permit human attitudes about the Earth (and the 

natural species that represent its indigenous inhabitants) to be psychologically studied, much like 

human attitudes about other humans have been studied. The similarity between differential 

treatment of humans and differential treatment of non-human animals has been shown 

(Burghardt & Herzog Jr., 1980; Plous, 2003). The similarity between differential justice for 

humans and differential justice for non-human animals will be a logical extension of that 

research, and permit the logical inclusion of other natural kingdoms not classified as animals but 

exploited by humanity. The absence of mercy for the planet may be studied just as the absence of 

mercy for excluded human groups has been studied. 

The method employed will follow previous studies that have shown efficacy in both 

illuminating and remediating prejudice. Several psychologists have introduced empirical 

evidence that prejudice is learned. Seminal work by Costello, for example, found that children 

learned to hold prejudice against other human groups by first learning that the human species 

was superior to other species. Costello further found that the capacity to dehumanize other 

people was first learned by viewing other species as inferior (Costello & Hodson, 2014). A 

model (the Interspecies Model of Prejudice) and an instrument (a survey) were refined from this 

empirical research. That survey instrument has demonstrated therapeutic value in overcoming 

prejudicial attitudes in both children and adults (Costello, 2013; Costello & Hodson, 2010; 

Costello & Hodson, 2011; Costello & Hodson, 2014). 
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A similar therapeutic benefit in overcoming prejudice against Nature (which is viewed as 

less than human) and against human minorities (which are viewed as less than human) is 

suggested by extending that work to encompass how humans regard Creation as a whole rather 

than some parts of Creation. This seems especially timely to ask given the present popularity of 

the Half-Earth bestselling book (Wilson, 2016). If humans can learn to view simple creatures 

with reverence, perhaps they can learn to see one another with as much (or even more) reverence 

(Matt. 6:28-30, Berean Study Bible). 

Background of the Problem 

The objective of this study is to survey human attitudes about justice. The concept of 

justice is that no group should bear the burden while another group reaps the benefit 

(Ferdowsian, 2011; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2016). However, where 

justice for Nature is concerned, the human species reaps all the benefit, while every other species 

bears the burden—much like the view that all living things which do not happen to be human are 

(de facto) ‘human property’ (Wilson, 2016). If humans were treated as property, this would be 

called injustice; however, when Nature is treated as property, this is not called injustice, this is 

called industry. 

Justice, from the time of Aristotle, has been thought to come in two kinds: natural justice 

and legal justice (Berry, 2016). Natural justice is hypothesized to be a form of infinite justice that 

applies to all creatures, regardless of deservingness or conditions. Legal justice is the practice of 

distributing a finite amount of justice among select creatures, resulting in different kinds of 

justice depending on categorical criteria such as deservingness, species, or conditions. This 

historical difference suggests there is a principle of differential justice which requires meeting a 

set of imaginal conditions (in lieu of universal justice). Such a principle (mental mandates or 
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simply mands) has a prominent place in science and in applied psychological research—

suggesting a belief (held by mentally directed species) in hidden consequences (Skinner, 1957). 

This study will begin by scientifically asking whether one of those hidden conditions is 

that—when only one of two things can survive—civilized creatures favor the survival of the 

most civilized thing. This question is based on a study of literature suggesting that (during the 

shared struggle for existence by diverse species), mental species are less concerned with the 

continued existence of physical species than with their ideas (Gilhus, 2006; Paracer & 

Ahmadjian, 2000). Such an attitude of disregard for most groups while overvaluing just one 

group corresponds well to models of intergroup prejudice among humans. In psychology, the 

perception of apparently neutral stimuli as ‘beloved’ or ‘threatening’ is usually called a philia or 

a phobia; interestingly, across the history of psychology, reverence for all life has been called 

Biophilia, whereas the perception of Nature as a threat to humanity has been described as an 

attitude contrary to that unspecific reverence (Schweitzer, Winston, & Winston, 1971). 

Following Freud and his bewilderment at the human proclivity for opposing wishes—a 

wish to procreate and a wish to destroy what was procreated—biophilia has continued to propose 

there is a need to love Life for its own sake. Kant called this need to see and appreciate a thing 

for its own sake das Ding an sich, or for the-thing-itself (Heidegger, Barton, & Deutsch, 1985). 

More frequently, however, civilization has teleologically perceived Nature (Creation) and its 

natural kinds as without natural purposes of their own, therefore suitable as ‘raw material’ for 

human foodstuffs, human labor, human tools, human shelter, human clothing, or anything as-yet 

unowned by humans that can be seized without compensation or permission to help human 

mental life dominate the physical world (Lind, 1991; Marcuse, 2015). Biophilia (the need to 

remember a now lost affinity for the natural world) seems an appropriate alternative to increasing 
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demands by civilization that the natural world must adopt an affinity for commodities (Deleuze, 

Guattari, & Foucault, 2009). These less natural—yet somehow essential—demands seem to be 

alienating Mankind from himself, his neighbors, and his Creator, distorting a previously mutual 

relationship with his living planet. 

This research study is based on the Theory of Biophilia (© Mary Ann O’Grady, 2016), 

which posits that mutual adoration and interaction between all species offers synergistic benefits 

for all concerned, whereas egocentrism and one-sided benefit seem to be leading toward mutual 

annihilation. This theory will be tested by allowing participants to become the high jury and 

decide the issue of justice for a planet wronged by Mankind, using measurable criteria to help 

analyze various human attitudes toward the planet and its historical subjugation. 

Theoretical Foundations & Review of the Literature/Themes 

The theoretical model for this research is based on the Interspecies Model of Prejudice, 

which extends previous models of prejudice between human groups to logically encompass the 

relationship between the human species and non-human species (Costello, 2013). That 

framework provides an arguable basis for the attitude of human civilization toward wilderness 

(Nature). Untamed wilderness is typically comprised of non-human species deemed inferior 

enough to be owned and repurposed as ‘natural resources’ and industrial commodities. This 

dominance perspective is in contrast to the possibility that Nature is comprised of non-human 

works (living things) with inherent value and indefeasible rights in the traditional forms and 

indigenous (but non-human) cultures they are born with, naturally (“Indefeasible,” 2017; 

National Assembly of the Republic of Nicaragua, 2003). 

Problem Statement 
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It is not known if the principle of Justice for People differs from the principle of Justice 

for Nature, and if this differential justice principle is correlated with worldviews that assume 

some groups should naturally dominate others. 

Research Questions, Hypotheses, and Variables 

The following operationalized variables and hypotheses will allow investigation and 

analysis of the problem. 

Research Question 1 (Natural Justice Orientation): 

R1: Is the Damages Claim or Counterclaim for those with high Social Dominance 

Orientation significantly different from the Damages Claim or Counterclaim for those 

with low Social Dominance Orientation? 

H10: The Damages Claim or Counterclaim for those with high Social Dominance 

Orientation is not significantly different from the Damages Claim or 

Counterclaim for those with low Social Dominance Orientation. 

H1A: The Damages Claim or Counterclaim for those with high Social Dominance 

Orientation is significantly different from the Damages Claim or Counterclaim for 

those with low Social Dominance Orientation. 

Research Question 2 (Climate Change Orientation): 

R1: Is the Climate Change Orientation for those with high Social Dominance Orientation 

significantly different from the Climate Change Orientation for those with low Social 

Dominance Orientation? 

H10: The Climate Change Orientation for those with high Social Dominance 

Orientation is not significantly different from the Climate Change Orientation for 

those with low Social Dominance Orientation. 
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H1A: The Climate Change Orientation for those with high Social Dominance 

Orientation is significantly different from the Climate Change Orientation for 

those with low Social Dominance Orientation. 

Research Variables: 

IV1: Social Dominance Orientation – an ordinal/categorical variable representing the 

social dominance orientation of the participant. The levels will be from one (low) to 

seven (high). 

IV2: Climate Change Orientation – an ordinal/categorical variable representing the 

climate change orientation of the participant (belief or lack of belief in anthropogenic 

causes). The levels will be from one (low) to seven (high). 

IV3: Damages Claim or Counterclaim – an ordinal/categorical variable representing the 

amount of land to be given back to Nature or made available to human civilization. The 

levels will be on a scale from -10 (low) to +10 (high), and a zero (neutral) position. 

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant because it empirically asks a question (how much land to give 

back to Nature) which seems to have only been hypothetically asked thus far, and asks it through 

a social psychological lens rather than a purely economic or politically-oriented lens. Whether it 

is economically feasible or not from the standpoint of lost jobs or less revenue seems to have 

been evaluated; however, whether it is just or not to treat all other species save the human 

species as potential revenue does not seem to have been asked (Lee, 2006). Across human 

history, the need to sell one another to survive seems to have occurred frequently, and continues 

as a need to sell our planet and our companion species to one another, also to survive (Coontz, 

2004; Kantor & Kelly, 1991). Beliefs expressing avid support for the domination of weaker and 
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feebler species by a stronger and more intelligent species, and denial of being the inadvertent 

catalyst for the cascading extinction of uncountable natural species, may be correlated with 

different kinds of justice—depending on a universally just or a conditionally just worldview 

(Berry, 2016; Roberts, 2015; Wilson, 2016). Envy of those who enjoy the overrepresented right 

to asymptotic benefits, while scorning the welfare of unrepresented species, could be correlated 

with a banality for Life rather than a reverence for it (Fiske, 2010, 2011; Newman, 2014). 

Rationale for Methodology 

A qualitative study would be appropriate if the purpose of this study were to observe and 

explore a population under natural conditions. However, the purpose of this study is to compare 

categorically different worldviews. For that reason, this study will use a quantitative design and a 

correlational method. 

Nature of the Research Design for the Study 

An online survey will be presented, allowing participants to act as a jury in The Case of 

Nature vs. Human Civilization. The survey will ask how much land human civilization is willing 

to award back to the plaintiff (Nature) out of a sense of universal justice, so that the plaintiff has 

a chance to recover from uncompensated exploitation. Alternatively, respondents may, out of a 

sense of differential justice, express that the plaintiff is not entitled to damages, and file a 

counterclaim indicating the amount of remaining wilderness that should be made available to 

create new jobs. This format—asking the general public how they would decide to allocate 

resources, despite existing policies governing ethics and social justice—has a presence in the 

literature (Ubel & Loewenstein, 1996). The main survey will be preceded by questions about 

participant demographics, social dominance orientation (Ho et al., 2015), and climate orientation 
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(Jylhä, Cantal, Akrami, & Milfont, 2016), to help quantify user responses against existing SDO 

scales. 

The climate change orientation and social dominance orientation surveys were chosen for 

placement alongside the natural justice survey because similar research suggests that belief in the 

right to or fairness of differential treatment is not random (Jylhä et al., 2016). Those who deny 

human-caused climate change, across multiple studies, tend to be successful, white conservative 

males with high SDO (high SDO represents political conservatism, positions of power and 

influence, and willingness to allow or support cost/benefit asymmetry). As white males with 

conservative attitudes also seem to represent a non-random group of high status land owners that 

have historically owned and exploited Nature without compensation to it, rather than having 

lived alongside Nature in collaboration with and allowing dispensation of equal benefit to that 

Nature, this is a logical choice for extending current correlations from unfair attitudes (prejudice) 

to unfair decisions (justice). 

Purpose of the Study 

The objective of this study is to survey human attitudes to see if the principle of Justice 

for People differs from the principle of Justice for Nature, and if this differential justice principle 

is correlated with worldviews that assume some groups should naturally dominate others. 

Instrumentation or Sources of Data 

A 28-question online survey using 7-point and 10-point Likert items will be the study 

instrument. This survey instrument is based on similar studies comparing attitudes toward 

climate change with right wing authoritarianism (RWA) and social dominance orientation (SDO) 

which are recent and have demonstrated validity (Ho et al., 2015; Jylhä et al., 2016). The 20 

main survey items will be preceded by eight items about participant demographics. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

Participants will be recruited using the Social Psychology Network (which hosts this 

capability), and the Psi Chi International Honor Society (which also provides this service to 

members). The sample size will be about 200 participants, which is common for the SPN (S. 

Plous, Personal Communication, April 14, 2016). Participants will participate in an online 

survey, and be initially asked to complete a brief (eight-item) demographic questionnaire (see 

Appendix A). Next, participants will complete the SDO7 Scale by Ho et al. (2015), which is a 

sixteen-item social dominance orientation scale (see Appendix B). The participant responses 

from the SDO7 will allow participants to be assigned to one of two groups. The first group will 

be high on social dominance orientation, and the second group will be low on social dominance 

orientation. Participants will then respond to the two-item Climate Orientation Survey (see 

Appendix C) and the two-item Natural Justice Survey (see Appendix D). This last research 

instrument will ask how much of the Earth should be awarded back to Nature as wilderness, 

based on E. O. Wilson’s proposition in Half-Earth: Our Planet’s Fight for Life (Wilson, 2016). 

The Natural Justice Survey (NJS) will ask respondents how much to give back to Nature (or 

demand in addition to what has already been acquired), as though respondents were part of a jury 

deciding the amount of civil damages reasonably awarded—if Nature were the plaintiff and 

human civilization were the accused. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Data will first be screened and cleaned for missing or spurious data. Sections one 

(demographics) and two (social dominance orientation) will gather the information needed to 

assign participants into one of two distinct groups (high SDO and low SDO). Section three 

(climate change orientation) and four (natural justice orientation) will then gather responses 
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about climate change and natural justice to look for significant differences between high and low 

SDO regarding responsibility for climate change and attitudes about natural justice (Ho et al., 

2015; Jylhä et al., 2016). A Chi-square test of independence will be performed for each 

comparison using IBM SPSS version 21, to see if there are significant differences between the 

groups on these items (Adedokun & Burgess, 2011). Descriptive statistics will also be visually 

inspected to look for significant alignment with those comparisons. 

Ethical Considerations 

This study will not entail any known risks. Mental judgments will be solicited as with a 

political poll or product comparison, following informed consent. The anonymity of participants 

will be preserved and none of the participants will be connectable to the responses. Human 

subjects research standards will be followed by the co-investigators and the study must pass IRB 

approval. No conflicts of interest are known. A drawing for A $25 Amazon gift card will be 

offered as an incentive for those that participate in the survey, like an online raffle. All entrants 

will have an equal chance even if they do not fully complete the survey. All responses will be 

gathered anonymously using the token system provided in the online survey platform 

(LimeSurvey), so that no participants will be identifiable. The data will be stored and encrypted 

after the primary analysis on a password-protected computer for a period of three years 

minimum—per the research standards of the American Psychological Association (Devereaux & 

Gottlieb, 2012). 
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Appendix A 

Demographic Survey 

 

Would you please answer a few questions about yourself? Just check the box next to the answer 

you feel is the closest description of you for that item. 

 

1. What is your gender? 

Male 

Female 

Not specified 

2. What is your age? 

0-5 

6-18 

19-25 

26-35 

36-45 

56-65 

66-75 

76-85 

86+ 

3. What is your marital status? 

Married 

Widowed 

Divorced 

Separated 

Single 

4. What is the highest degree you have completed? 

Some high school 

High school diploma or GED 

Trade/vocational school 

Some college 

Associate degree 

Bachelor’s degree 

Master’s degree 

Doctoral degree 

5. What is your employment status? 

Employed 

Self-employed 

Unemployed 

Student 
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Retired 

Unable to work 

6. What is your total household income? 

Less than $10,000 

$10,000 to $29,999 

$30,000 to $49,999 

$50,000 to $69,999 

$70,000 to $89,999 

$90,000 or over 

7. What is your ethnic heritage? (Please circle) 

 Caucasian 

 Latino/Hispanic 

 Middle Eastern 

 African 

 Caribbean 

 South Asian 

 East Asian 

 Mixed 

 Other 

8. What is your religious/spiritual preference? (Please circle) 

Christianity 

Judaism 

Islam 

Eastern (Hinduism, Buddhism, Shintoism, Chinese Traditional) 

Sikhism 

Baha’i, Jainism 

Agnostic (unsure if there is a God) 

Atheist (don’t believe there is a God) 

Spiritual (but not connected to a particular faith) 

Other 
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Appendix B 

SDO7 Scale 

  

Would you share your worldview with us? Please indicate how much you favor or oppose each 

idea below by selecting an item from Strongly Oppose to Strongly Favor on the scale beneath 

each question. You can work quickly - your first feeling is generally best. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly Somewhat Slightly Neutral Slightly Somewhat Strongly 

Oppose Oppose Oppose  Favor Favor Favor 

  

1. Some groups of people must be kept in their place. 

2. It’s probably a good thing that certain groups are at the top and other groups are at the 

bottom. 

3. An ideal society requires some groups to be on top and others to be on the bottom. 

4. Some groups of people are simply inferior to other groups. 

5. Groups at the bottom are just as deserving as groups at the top. 

6. No one group should dominate in society. 

7. Groups at the bottom should not have to stay in their place. 

8. Group dominance is a poor principle. 

9. We should not push for group equality. 

10. We shouldn’t try to guarantee that every group has the same quality of life.   

11. It is unjust to try to make groups equal. 

12. Group equality should not be our primary goal. 

13. We should work to give all groups an equal chance to succeed. 

14. We should do what we can to equalize conditions for different groups. 

15. No matter how much effort it takes, we ought to strive to ensure that all groups have the 

same chance in life. 

16. Group equality should be our ideal. 

 

(Survey adapted from Ho et al., 2015) 
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Appendix C 

Climate Change Section 

  

Would you share your feelings about the topic of climate change with us? Please indicate how 

much you favor or oppose each idea below by selecting an item from Strongly Oppose to 

Strongly Favor on the scale beneath each question. You can work quickly - your first feeling is 

generally best. 

 

  

1. Global warming and climate change are completely natural phenomena, unrelated to 

human actions. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly Somewhat Slightly Neutral Slightly Somewhat Strongly 

Oppose Oppose Oppose  Favor Favor Favor 

 

2. Global warming and climate change are caused by human actions. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly Somewhat Slightly Neutral Slightly Somewhat Strongly 

Oppose Oppose Oppose  Favor Favor Favor 

 

 

(Survey adapted from Jylhä et al., 2016) 
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Appendix D 

Natural Justice Survey 

 

We are going to ask you to help us imagine making a decision that could affect us all. There are 

no right or wrong answers. Just choose what you feel is just and fair. 

 

You have been selected to be on the jury for a very big issue. In the case of Nature vs. Human 

Civilization, Nature has accused human civilization of seizing real property zoned as 

indefeasible. To explain, whatever is indefeasible cannot be seized from its owners nor made 

available for sale. Such property falls under traditional and inalienable rights that guarantee that 

such property cannot be lost, annulled, or overturned. The plaintiff charges that its property was 

seized from its rightful owner without permission or adequate compensation, leaving only 25% 

of the plaintiff's natural habitat in a sustainable state. 

 

Human civilization has also been accused of multiple serious crimes related to the capture of and 

cruelty to diverse wildlife on that property. The plaintiff claims that these actions have resulted 

in their extinction, and in depreciation of the inherent value of Nature’s real property. The 

criminal charges have been dismissed because incarceration of the entire human race would not 

be feasible, and would prevent the accused from effecting reparations. 

 

Civil damages, however, have also been filed against human civilization. You, the jury—on 

behalf of Nature and its natural right to privately own and enjoy the fruits of its property or on 

behalf of human civilization and its legal right to dominate and enjoy the fruits of Nature—must 

decide the extent of the civil damages in the form of just and fair compensation. You must decide 

how much land (if any) will be returned to Nature, or you may, instead, indicate the amount of a 

counterclaim—if you feel the ruling represents an injustice to the human species. 

 

Claim: 

I think damages should be hereby awarded to the plaintiff. The following amount of the human 

footprint should become wilderness again. (The anticipated increase in unemployment is shown 

in parentheses) 

Please circle: 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 

(0%) (3%) (6%) (9%) (12%) (15%) (18%) (21%) (24%) (27%) (30%) 

(Experts say giving back 50% of the land will help 80% of Earth's species escape extinction). 

 

Counterclaim: 
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I think the plaintiff is not entitled to damages, and I further indicate that the following amount of 

remaining wilderness should be made available to create new jobs. (The anticipated decrease in 

unemployment is shown in parentheses) 

Please circle: 

0% 3% 5% 8% 10% 13% 15% 18% 20% 23% 25% 

(0%) (3%) (6%) (9%) (12%) (15%) (18%) (21%) (24%) (27%) (30%) 

 

(Experts say unemployment is as high as 30% in some areas). 

  

 

(Survey adapted from Ubel and Loewenstein, 1996) 

 


