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ABSTRACT

THEDESERTO6S CANARY:
A NARRATIVE EXAMINAT ION OF THE SOCIOGPOLITICAL ROLE OF THE
THREATENED DESERT T®RTOISE

Halle Kohn

Through storypersonal experience is connected to broader meartegstories
that individuals tell about a flagship spe
conservation, but also to collective human imagination and culture. The purpose of this
research is to reveal theles (social, culturapolitical, andecological) thathe desert
tortoise plagin the California Deserandto uncovemhow these roleare demonstrated
through conservationistodés narratives. This
the goal of discovering why the Mojave Deserttdme (Gopherus agassiziian iconic
and threatened species, has particular significance within the desert conservation
community Results suggest that the desert tortoise plays several salient roles in the
socicecological landscape of the California Beghat fundamentally reflect the place
based values of residents. Six specific th
a surrogate species and spotlight the place of the species in the human imagination. A
discussion of the results illumirest how lhe conservatiomeliant status of the tortoise
coupled with protection of biodiversity that is accomplished by deploying the species in

development debatgsighlights the need for more research on the social, political, and



cultural significancef the tortoise Further research exploring how narrative
demonstrates socicultural dimensions of flagship conservation could be beneficial to
understanding human perceptions of iconic wildlife and anthropogenic impacts on a

broad scale.
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PROLOGUE

| recall that day frequently.

My friend and | were visitnper f ami | yés desert cabin i
uni ncorporated area east of Tweexacllywhane Pal
we were doinghat day Sometimes when we were out theredaveekendor for spring
break we would sit in the wash by their cabin and pretend that the sand was ice cream
and webd scoop it i Wewerebpreteenshonthecyspofdeing b uc k
too old to play those imaginative gam@ghen my friend wald get up to grab another

container, oto use the restroom, | would sink into the sandy wash a bit deeper and watch

the wild grasses twitch in the sildntr e e z e . | t 6 stosngselfqui et |, | 6d t
Her dad came up to us one afternoon, obviously alereancc i t ed. Al j ust
desert tortoise, 0 he said. ACome with me a

The year was probably 2006. | would have been 12. | think it was springtime.

We put on our tennis shoes as fast as we could, and hurried over to find the
tortoise. Sure enough, there he was, resting quietly in the shade of a creosote bush. | knelt
down to get a closer look at hiM/ith my arms wrapped around my bony knees, |
watchel him for nearly an hour.

Stories are bound by conteki.the case of stories we communicate about
wildlife, narratives ardikely framed by the place,dtassociations, and any preexisting
value assumptions we might have about the location and the ahikeaithe encounters

I had with a couple of desert tortoises ou



have with wildlife can, in different ways, rigate usto engage with conservation
ideologies. The tortoise holds special significance taleess of the U.S. &ithwest
given the status of the tortoise as Athrea
Species Acts (ESAs), its position as both
role in passing the 1994 Desert Protection Act. Désgdise populations have been
declining quickly since the 1950s, in large part due to developments such as military base
expansion, utilityscale solar projects, use of large swaths of critical habitat for grazing,
off-highway vehicle QHV) recreation,ncreased predation, diseaand more. The
purpose of the present stuidyto uncover how desert residents working in conservation
relate to and feel about the flagship desert tortémssearching for these connections, |
found that the tortoise meets/seal criteriain being an effective surrogate speciasa
species that is utilized to represent an ecosystem and pursue conservation indiadives,
fulfills a number ofdifferent rolesboth on the landscape and in the human imagination to
inspiredeset conservation.

In chapter ongl review the literture surrounding the desers ibrtoise, and the
anthropoceneChapter twacovers the methodology and methods thatsed to conduct
my researchThe methodology is reflective of theoretical framewarikzed in data
analysis, including narrative inquiry and grounded theory. Methods used to conduct this
research are qualitative, with a primary focus on sg#rictured interviewsRResults are
sharedttroughout chapters three, four, dne, and are strctured arounémergent
themesEach chapter includes two themes anatief synthesi of their overlapping

gualities.Following the results chapters is a discussubiere lanalyze and reflect on my
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results, their implications, and possibilities for fetwmesearch-inally, I conclude with an

epilogue where | revisit my own experienceshwitild desert tortoise



CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW

There are several bodies of literatthatfacilitate understanithg the relationship
between the desert tortoise and the desegazoation community (Figure) IFirst, |
review literature conceptualizing the desert as a place, as well as a brief discussion of
placebaseddlentity literature. Next, dletail what the desketortoise is, the meaning of its
flagship status, and the longitudinal role it has played iartiesnservation. Lastly, |
discuss the era of the anthropocene, and explore the implications of mieadiang
anthrop@enic impacts to the desets tortoise and the worldMy research brings
together these conversatiaghsat have not yet found theirtersectionsand could be
imagined as connective tissue between several bodies of literature.

While the desert tort oiaehasbednstudigd, it udi na
has not been looked fitbm an academic standpoint of being a socially important
componenbfd esert conservation. Literature about
significance has not di miogplscemsedestrtevaluesor t oi s
This research examines how people working withnd management and conservation
in the California Desert perceive the tort
that role reinforces the values of desert resgldBssays about the current mass
extinction event are also briefly examined in my literature review, simeeviews with
participants broghed the sensitive topics surrounding the anthropocene and the decline

of the beloved species.



The tortoise as a
flagship species

Thedesertas =~ Anthropogenic
a socio- impacts and
ecological extinction
place literature

Figurel. The intersection in the literature where my research enters

The idea of conducting such interdisciplinary resedisputes the common
notion that problem solving the terrain of only scientists, engineers, and
mathematiciansToadvine (2011) explains that several myths arenqgfegpetuated about
interdisciplinarity including one that posits that those who study the humanities can only

contribute marginally to problem solving, such as by doing public outréacality,

Toadvine (2011) claims, interdisciplinarity
parts, and there is no imaginableetit e f or it to achieveo (p.
research on the desert tortoise lkaogy il | umi

and biology,ny r esearch contributes to the proces
soci al , political, and cul tur al roles, and

biology more compellingn this background section, | will revieWwd literature to
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examine how the desert is discursively understood (or, comparatively, misunderstood) as
an ecological, social, political, and cul't

recent history of radical change.

The Desert

AFor a llthe désértedakds ofla man it gives compensations, deep breaths,
deep sl eep, and the communion of the st
I Mary Austin, The Land of Little Rain

The desert blooms with diversity that is not often visible to the traveling or the

impatient eye. Is thahe distant hum of off road vehicles in the wash below, or the gentle
flicking of a hummingbirdds wings in the b
theworlds | and mass i s desert, and 45% of the
semtarid, degrts continue to be a place of contested uses, identities, and

conceptualizations that remain largehtisunderstood (Belbachir, Pettorelli, Wacher,
BelbachirBazi, & Durant 2015; Ahi, 2016). The Meam-Webster Dictionarglefines
Adesert 0 adlifeasparsdly vegetatedparclaic, and desolate. This definition

is echoed by the fact that environmental concern about deserts has been lacking in
comparison to that displayed over oceans and forests, although exposure to a warming
climate poses a patlarly harmful threat to desert ecosystems (Ahi, 20¢&ual and

written representations of desert ecosystems perpetuate its ongoing construction as a

wasteland.
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Despitecommon misrepresentations, the desert harbors 38% of the native plant
species in California, ile taking up 28% of the statéand area (Andre, 2014). Along
with having 2,450 native vascular plant species, the desert is also where one can find the
A o | tdascalar plants in Califara, such as the creosote bush and bristleconemure,
ancient than the giant sequoia and coast al
Furthermore, a quarter of the rare species in the California deserts are endemic to the
stae (Moore & Andre, 2014, p. 10). Unique desert habitats home to these species include
Amore than 100 major mountain ranges, myr.i
badl ands and sprawling sand dune compl exes
fish, anphibians, reptiles, and mammals, and over 420 species of birds, with new species
of flora and fauna being discovered frequently (Pavlik, 2008). Most life in the desert has
evolved to withstand severe drought and heat, such as the honey mesquite wittatoots
have been found at depths of 200 feet underground (Pavlik, 2008). These adaptations
embody lessons thate particularly important to learn about as the global climate warms
dramatically and arid climates become even dhreunderstanding how plasand
animals adapted to aridity survive the harsh environment, perhaps we can better prepare
ourselved and our societi€s for a changing climaténe barrier to conducting research
in the desert is precisely this harsh environment, and although manyhessdrave
dedicated themselves to studying desert life, assumptions remain among the general
population that the desert is an uninhabitable and scary place.

TheDesert Southwess either portrayed as an empty, dangerous, exploitable

landscape, or a romtcally picturesque, untouched egstem rich with biodiversity,
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laden with environmental protections at the state and federal level. As evidenced by its
dictionary definition and synonyms, the desert is a place that common discourse often
di smisses eas, ™l Aibarren, 0o and as a fAwastel a
artists, and educators have sought to unravel or analyze these dominant desert
stereotypes. Beck (2001) establishes five rhetorical tropes associated with the desert,
explaining the way in which it is regarded in Judé&hristian society due to its
representation in the Bible. These tropes include empty, apocalyptic, vast, chaotic, and
lacking boundary (Beck, 200Ihe Mojave Proje¢taunched by Kim Stringfellow
(2015), explores conceml themes similar to those outlined by Beck. The transmedia
project examines fAthe physical, geol ogi cal
focusing on eight conceptual themes, including the desert as wasteland, as temporal, as
sacrifice and gxoitation, as staging ground, as space, as danger, as movement, and as
transformation (Stringfellow, 2015).

The arid lands eneopassing th&outhwestre commonly portrayed in political
discourseas an untapped energy resource, a boundless sea of emptiness, and as an
experimental war fronAccording to Jim AndreDirector of the Granite Mountains
Desert Research Centérnold Schwarzenegger, Governor of California fra@03
2011, once said of ¢hdesetti c 6 mon, it 6s just a desert. o S
U.S. Senator, said, it heAmm@atribatesithese of vaca
attitudes to a prejudice against aridenvmaant s, whi ch he call s dar
2018).Andredefines aridismaé pr ej udi ce, di scriminati on, o]

against native ecosystems that have evolved and adapted to aridity, based upon the belief
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that they are lifeless and therefore in desperate nesxptditationor t r ansf or mat i
(2018)

The desert has unique assumptions of value attached to it that are used to justify
its exploitation and degradation. For example, because of its perceived emptiness and
isolation, the geater Mojave Deserwhichis home to the Twentyne Palms Marine
Coms Base, the Ar rhindlLake Raval WeaponsWentst, and C
considered fAthe perfect space for tank and
civilianso (Hamin, 2003, p. 139). The | arg
continental U.S. exist in arid spaces of 8mthwes{National Park Service). Hunold

and Leitner (2011) explain that in the past 50 years southwest deserts have been used as

spaces for fAmilitary bases, weaptoriessand est i n
nucl ear dumping groundso (p. 693). Hunol d
hypot hesize that there is a Asymbolic and

desert last on a ranking by human value and #&pisting discusive constructing of the
deserto (2011, p. 691). The | ow value pl ac
the landscape for political and economic exploitation, and energy development has been a
threat to the U.S. Southwest lands for decades now.

The current focus on energy devel opment
renewabl e ener gy @b o odnnvolvimgutilitytsaalesolgr i n t he M
development and wind fari@dss largely seen as a beneficial step in improving the health
of the plané(Hunold & Leitner, 2011). Climate change is a global phenomenon that will

eventually i mpact every being on Earth (th
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humans are seeking to lower carbon emissions and change the global warming trend is by
switching from nonrenewable to renewable energy resources. Different versions of
energy development (one being mining, for example) have exploit&btitbwestor
decades, and today, industrial scale solar and wind farms are a common sight in the
California DesH.

Although solar is often thought of as having sparse impact on the environment,
the catch is that it requires a lot of l&ndften thousands of acres. Biologists studying
desert ecosystems argue that there are viable alternatives to industrializing the
biodiversityrich, intact lands of the desert southwest. Many argue that these
developments have a significant impact on the desert ecosystem, since it is nearly
impossible to restore disturbed desert soils to their original, healthy state (Belnap, 2003).
Some of these impacts are broadly the result of perceptions of the desert landscape as
Aopen, 0 Avacant, 0 or Abarren, 0 and can be
surround arid environments that were discussed earlier.

Another issue facing the humand norhuman communities in the desert is the
use of offhighway vehicles (OHVSs) on private and public land. According to
publication released by thénited States Gaagical Survey(USGS, soil compaction
caused by OHV use negatively affects natianphrowth, contributes to habitat
fragmentation, and encourages pollutants (Ouren et al., 2007). The desert tortoise, listed
as a potential victim gbroposedand existingOHV routes, has proven instrumental in

facilitating the human resistance againshdging offroad vehicle use in the Mojave.
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Recreational activities like @V use are important to evaluatedesert
environmentssincegenerally, the California Desert is not an ecologically resilient
landscape. According to Lovich and Bainbridge (1989, x t r e me t emper at ur e
sun, high winds, limited moisture, and the low fertility of desert soils make natural
recovery of the desert very slow aftei st ur b a n Betnap (Z0@3) not8sQhéig .
slow growing and fragil®iological soil crustprovide stability and fertility to desert

ecosystemdncreasing disturbances, e.g. by OHVs, threatemtiegrity of delicate

desert soil crusts. According to Belnap (2
with the presen88 of soil crustso (p.
Accordingto Hull, Robertson, &Kendra 2 001) , peopl e |l iving ¥

Onatural 6 areas tend to view evidence of h
compati ble features of the natur al | andsca
from other places Atend to see the same pl
pl ace where human presence degrades the va
people living in the rural ari8outhwesprobably see the environment as shggheir

own lived experiences and therefore would have difficulty separating their humanness
from their | andscape; as Hull et al. (2001
used by people to def i neenttiskechoedyrlesseell 0 (p. 3
(20149 , who posits that place i s na way of se
(p. 18).ChengKruger, & Daniel§2003)alsoecho this idea, and argtleatiit o b e

someavhereistobesomened [ emphasi §.90.n ori gi nal ] (
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The concept of placbased identity arises from the idea that individuals

experience reality through a sense of pldce.c or di ng t o Cheng et al

pl aceo encapsul ates the idea of dArich and
influene how people perceive, exppBH8®.Paes and
are not only fAphysical backdrops of human

actionso and help peopl e 0 p.B3)Chemgrethe r and
(2003)discuss the possibilities for plabased collaboration within management of local
natur al resources, and argue that geograph
organi zing pr i n-bdsquicalabordtive partmarshipg&3)pAmandye
migration or movement to rural areas for the@sthetic beautyreinforces ideas of place
attachmen{Gosnell & Abrams, 2001 As more people move to and visit beautiful,
ecologically intact environments, the landscape is altditeel.consquential urbanation
is one of the ways that human beings r&haping the desert landscape.

In summary, the Desert Southwest is riddled with value assumptiomsydihds
that predispose it to exploitation by entities that hope to alter, and economically profit off
of, an apparentlyiopero landscape. Meanwhile, human activity overall appears to be
increasing in the California Desert, which has allowed for more environmental activism
as well as moranthropogenithreats to the relatively intadragiledesert ecosystem.
The California Desert, with its harsh environment and high biodiversity, is an interesting
study site for conducting research on human perceptions of wildlitbe study that
follows, I argue that the desert tortoise as an icon encapsulates the desert asyihos

reflects a kind of rugged toughness not only through its aesthetic appeal, but also through
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its suruval adaptations and its position the human imaginatiomvhich isshown

througloutthe following chapters of this thesis

The Tortoise

Thedesert tortoiseccupies areas of the Mojave dominated by creosote bush and
white bursage, thriving off of an herbaceous diet of perennial grasses and cacti,
supplemented by minerals fouimdthe soil andveathered bone (Germano, Bury, Esque,
Fritts, & Medica,1994). The desert tortoise reaches maturity around 15 years old and
occupies a large geographic range that includes the Mojave Desert, Sonoran Desert, and
Sinaloan thornscrub habit@lthough it depends which particular species of desert
tortoi se vy @ thére ae three,akdiwe are facused on the Mqgjave)
burrowing into valleys and underashes to escape the unyielddesert heat and to
hibernae in the winter months (Bur& Germano, 1994; Darlington, 1996). The
tortoisebds shell i's typi thatortbise ismtbmowing, a f oot
may resemble a rock. Darlington (199® s er v e d h o wwithitsshieldlkea t oi s e,
shell and furrowt Baleseandtl plsatae kori gghg!l a n mo
226).

The literature on desert tortoise biology and ecology has been extassive,
evidenced in the Desert Tortoise Annotated Bibliogragbynpiled by Berry, Lyren,
Mack, Brand, & Wo0d2016) thaincludes research from 1991 to 20Cer 400

studiesareincluded in the bibliographyncludingones | ooki ng at t he de
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genetics, behaviors, reproduction, physiology, disease, and spatial distrikgraraly,
research demonstrates thadle desert tortoises need more space than female desert
tortoises with males having anywhere frord5® hectares of territory and females having
about 118 hectares of territory, all dependieon the productivity of a given yedhe
spatial area being searchedand whaparticulars t udy youdér e | ooking a
Tortoise Annotated Bibliography, 192D15).At any rate, this treslates to a wild adult
tortoise haing at least2.5 acres of territory, and potentially tgpover 100 acres of
territory. Theannotated bibliography also includes research done on anthropogenic
impacts and implications for management of tortoise populations into the fOtimate
change, and its consequential drought, has everything to do with the productivity and
rainfall of agiven year in the Mojave. During dry years, foraging is challenging for
tortoisesand results in a fireduced metabolic ra:
(Oftedal, 2002; Peterson, 1996; Desert Tortoise Annotated Bibliograpb).p.
AccordingtoMoa f ka and Berry (2002), Aancestors o
modern morph about 179 million years ago, 12 million years before the formation of
deserts in North Amerigasuggesting that their adaptations to such an arid environment
is relativey recent(Morafka & Berry, 2002Desert Tortoise Annotated Bibliography, p.
6).
The desert tortoise has been a culturally significant species for thousands of years,
having been considered sacred and utilized in ceremonial practices by a number of
indigenaus tribes in the desert southwastluding the Chemehuevi, Cahuilla, and

Mojave(Schneider & Everson, 198%igure 3. The Chemehueviribe, native to the
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eastern area of California along the Colorado River, would use the tortoise as food,
utensils, andlso in the context of symbolism and story (Schneider & Everson,.1989)
Some tribes, such 8$he Mojave Tribewould use the tortoise in story and symbolism,
but not as food or tools (Schneider & Everson, 198Rhough the taking of the animal
is illegd under the ESA, the importance of the desert tortoise in indigenous symbolism
and story remaing\ccording to Schneider and Everson (1989}, he uni que
characteristics of tortoises, sharply contrasting with those of other adirtiais
physical form, londife,r el ati vely sl ow pace of travel,

to their symbolic importance (p. 6).
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Figure2. Map of tribal uses for tortoig&ource:Schneider & Everson, 1989)

It is necessary to understand human/nordmugonnections to the desert
landscape considering the plethora of local activism that has been carried out by
leveraging the desert tortoise as an iconic spediesutlined by the previous section,
the California Desert has a history of contested usésavironmental activism. In this
literature review section, | discuss specific acts, legislation, and other activism that the

desert tortoise played an integral role in.
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Threatened, welkknown animal representatives, such as the polar bear, the
spotted owl, or the desert tortoise, hold particular significance not only politically, but
also as cultural icons. Scholars have explored this kind of cultural iconicity through
flagship species research. Flagship species, or popular charismatic animals used to inspire
public interest, have been looked at for their potential to rally support for ecosystem
conservation in numerous contexts (Belbachir, et al., 2015; Jepson & Batba, 20
Kaltenborn, Anderser& Gundersen2014; Smith & Sutton, 2008).

According to Jepson & Barwua (2015), fl a
interest and action in ways that the major
species also affecthumanu | t ur e by virtue of the ani mal s
entities (institutions, publics, states) or ideas, myths, values, etc. that interact to bring
benefits to the wider ecological systems i
2015,p.98).Mey al so dAafford particular forms of
frames that organize how people, individually and collectively, make sense of the
complex world they inhabitodé (Jepson & Baru
al.(2014)f | agshi p species are deemed fAmost effe
they resonate with | ocal valwues and i f the
symbols and cul tur al identityo (p. 175) .

In Conservation by Proxy: Indicator, Umbrella, Kéyse, Flagship, and other
Surrogate Specie§aro (2010) explains terms describing species that occupy various
important roles in an ecosystem, politics, and/or human society and culture. The desert

tortoise could ar guabl ytedorees. Broadlyy suoogaaeny of C
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species, or fAspecies that are used to repr
to attain a conservation objective, o fall
category includes those that help detern e fiar eas of conservation
encompasses umbrella and keystone species (p. 15). Keystone species are regarded as
species that are ecologically necessary to the healthy functioning of a given ecosystem,
including for example beavers or ssters (Mills et al., 1993). Mills et al. (1993)
categorize beavers and sea otters as a particular subset of keystone species, called
modifiers. The desert tortoise would also be categorized as a keystone modifier, since
their burrows provide significamatiterations to the landscape that are utilized by
numerous other animals. Another type of surrogate species in this first category defined
by Caro (2010) is umbrella species. Umbr el
home ranges of individuals other species so that these too will have viable
popul ationso (Caro, 2010, p. 99). Common e
lions.

In the second category, Caro (2010) explains, are species that are used to
demonstrate @how rahahperunped néviduathealth os hehavids, a
or has affected populations, or communitie
Some indicator species signal a change in habitat quality that may be due to human
impacts, like an early warning systesnce they are more sensitive to environmental
disturbance. One commonly invoked narrative about this type of animal is the story of a
canary in the coalmine, as canaries are more sensitive to carbon monoxide than humans.

A

Miners carried caged canarieghvthem when they went undergrouidhn e bi r ds 6 der
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would indicate i mminent danger to miners.
to promote public understanding of conseryv
ultimately encompasses fldgps and other surrogate species (p. 16).

There is a broad literature discussing the effectiveness of flagships in forwarding

conservation goals. Some researchers have argued that the utilization of flagship species
for achieving conservation goals is ra@ffective when the values of local communities
are considered in picking the animal (Bowlmes & Entwistle, 2002; Ro@ernstein &
Armesto, 2013). Bowedones & Entwistle (2002) outline ten criteria for selecting locally
appropriate flagship specieacluding occurring endemically within the given
geographical area, having a threatened or endangered status, playing an important
ecological role in the system, being easily recognizable to the target audience, current
usage as a symbol in the communigypearing charismatic, having cultural significance,
having positive associations, existing in traditional knowledge, and having common
names. The authors conclude that community perceptions should be taken into account
more frequently in selectionof comse# at i on fl agships, arguing
flagship species, identified through research and consultation, could play a key role in
encouraging a wider level of support and commitment from those who ultimately
underlie the success of many consd¢ion initiative® | oc al communrJones es 0 (
& Entwistle, 2002). Other researchers have argued against-spggtéees management
altogether, citing its narrow focus as a weakness in land management contexts

(Simberloff, 1997).
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Whether in favor oinglespecies management or not, it is indisputable that
several pieces of legislation have been pushedeémame of the tortoise. Recently
military base expansion and utikiscale solar development have been controversial
topics prompting heated ddaba due to risks to desert tortoise populations. In order to
understand how the desert tortoise has been utilized as a flagship species, | have outlined
some specific examples of conservation pursuits that benefitted from deploying the
tortoise.

In the 19@s, the taking of tortoises from the desert to keep as household pets
played a significant role in causing the decline of wild populations (Alagona, 2013). As a
household pet, the tortoise appeared intelligent, tame, and even affectionate. Although the
increasing domestication of tortoises wreaked havoc on the wild population, as pets
tortoises rallied support for conservation and protection amongst people living in more
urban and suburban areas who woul dndét ordi
(Alagona,® 1 3) . I n fact, the desert -ofgamicedoi se A heze
community of advocates, 0 and had received
meaning fAfuture tortoise conservation effo
useanchat ur al resource management throughout
164). The Mojave Desert Tortoise becoming a popular backyard pet could have helped
propagate its status as an icon to communities throughout its historical range, and even
beyond

The desert tortoise has been California

created to protect the animal can be traced back to the 1930s. In 1938, California became
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the first state to make the sale or purchase of the desert tortoise illegar(@|2013).
According to Alagona (2013), the desert to
a diversion, a partner, an enemy, and a potential source of political power for those who
could mobilize it for thelnesthceapobteab (p. 164
processes brought about by activism in the name of the tortoise that marked a new era of
land and wildlife management in the Mojave Desert. The first was The Desert Tortoise
Recovery Plan; the second, designated critical habitatéaiortoise; and the third, The
California Desert Protection Act, which wa
wildlife and endangered species, especially the flagship desert tortoise, provided a key
rationaleo (Al agona, 2013, p. 170).

The Deserfrortoise Recovery Plan, published in 1994, outlined a guide to

eventual delisting of the tortoise. This original recovery plan said that, if followed,
del i sting could happen as early as 2019. T
minimum densityofa | east 10 adult tortoises per sql
recovery units (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 1994). Current recovery targets are based
on trends within individual recovery units rather than specific target numbers (U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service, 2011). Historical population densities are unknown but have clearly
declined significantly according to anecdotal evidence (Berry & Nicholson, 1984).
Critical habitat was also established in 1994, and according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Servie in 2011, there are 2,602,968 hectares of designated critical habitat for desert
tortoise throughout four states (Arizona, California, Nevada, and Utah). In the 2011

update to the recovery plan, it is written
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approx mately 20250 (U.S. Fish and Wildlife St
recovery appears elusive.

According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Servig¢dSFWS) tortoise populations in
critical habitat have declined about 50% between 2005 and 2014 @exir, 2016)The
Desert Tortoise Critical Habitat is one form of protection of desert land that exists
because of the threatened status of the tortoise. These habitats were broken up into six
recovery units in 1994 (and later changed to five in 2(Ré&govery efforts were
reevaluated in the 2011 Recovery Plan, where it was determined that we could improve
recovery results if we would develop fApart
exXxisting populations and habi fimbnotdaugmenm
Aconduct applied research, 0 and Ai mpl ement
(USFWS, 2011).

The tortoise played a central part in passing the California Desert Protection Act
of 1994, which added millions of acres to both Natidterks and the Wilderness System
(Alagona, 2013)Stories surrounding the Act illuminate how desert tortoises are used as
tools to galvanize support for their habitat. In 1989, Patty and Elden Hughes traveled
across the country to gain congressional sttfpothe Desert Protection Act. They took
five baby tortoises to Washington, D.C., receiving an abnormal amount of attention
thanks to the #Alittle | obbyistsod (Wheat, 1
guard that t hey @pasderher bompattnaekt ef thp glanes Pattynt o t h
asserted that Athey arendét pets, theyobre |

wer e, i n a way, | obbying for the conservat
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said one congressman in D.C. whaswah ol di ng a tortoise while
the Desert Bill (Wheat, 1999, p. 15)onsequently, the tortoisebo
passage of this keystone legislation resulted in the protection of not only fragile desert
habitat, but also ohe flora and fauna that live there. The passage of this bill made the
Southern California Desert the largest wilderness area in the continental Uaitesl S
(Wheat, 1999).

Of course, since thearly1990s onereason to deploy the tortoise in conservation
pursuitsas a flagship has beefsitisting underiie Endangered Species AESSA). The
ESA, signed by President Nixon in 197&ever changed conservation in the United
StatesThe tortoisebs state and feder,putthd i st i n
species at the forefront of desert conservation, and environmental activism in the Mojave
has had a significant political relationship with the desert tortoise since then (Alagona,
2013).

Recently, translocation of desert tortoises has beentartus issue in the
California Desert, and environmentalists have deployed restademonstrateonflicts
with translocation in debates surrounding developmard.legal challenge to the
translocation of over 1,100 tortoises from the TwentyninenBPallarine Corps base, the
Center for Biological Diversity claimed th
6saveb tortoises, o0 they often fiend up hurt
response to environmentalists concerns, the M&iner ps fAhas all ocated ¢
the airlift, environmental assessments, fencing, research, and health monitoring of the

tortoises through t Asevidemcedrby tRe@féréneentionece r r vy , 2
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conflict, translocation of tortoises has beententious and longitudinal impacts remain
relatively a mystery to researchers. Initial studies demonstrate that translocation of
tortoises has been tied to disease outbreaks and tortoise death. Following a translocation
of tortoises from Fort Irwin Natiaal Training Center in California, a study by Aiello, et
al. (2014) demonstrated that relocating tortoises to unfamiliar areas could spark disease
outbreaks among both the moved tortoises and the tortoises already living in the area.
This study is in part ivat prompted the Center for Biological Diversity filed a notice to
challenge the Marine Corps tortoise relocation plan, which ended up relocating over
1,000 desert tortoises, under the ESA in 2016 (Anderson, 20d63.recent research
has suggested thahslocated males gtit not be fathering offspring (Mulder, et al.,

2017) TheCenter for Biological Diversity and othenvironmental organizatiorteploy
these research findings in resistance to developmehe afesert.

Sincehe desert tortoise fAserved as a cat al
conservation work in the Mojave has been a
impossible to separate the role of the species in desert protection from the role of those in
the human activist community (Alagona, 2013, p. 1AB)ng with having social,
political, and legal significance to the state of California, the desert tohassdso
influenced federal spending, with conservation efforts likely adding up to more tean on
billion dollars (Alagona, 2013According to the Revised Recovery Plan for the Mojave
Popul ation of the Desert Tortoise, the tot

plus additional costs t hESFWEZ2hphot be estim
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Today, the desert tortoise is considered
species relies on political protections to avoitirestion (Averill-Murray, Darst, Field, &

Allison, 2012).Development and climate change have been two primary concerns of
tortoiseadvocates. A se in average temperature and a higher risk ofterg drought

are particularly concerning for animals such as the desert tortoise living in an already arid
environment, sch as the California Desert, thaiuld fare much worse musoner.

With the tortoi sitshkighr risk bfextmaidnjthe spedieadan s, an
garnersupportfor protection of other atisk desertspeciesAccording to Kyne & Adams
(2016), #Alinking the possi bl wllforactondrawsl at i ng
on evidence that combining fear with appeal to act is an effective communication tool if
t he audience f eel s a bHisas signdicaet Sirffceeticetdeserth a n g e 0
tortoise is |listed as RNRehwacdatearmrd UnalAro zwl
populations are seemingly dwindling (Lovich et al., 2014, p. 20/ this status of
At hr eathespeded is currently protected under the #deiS. Endangered
Species Act. There has been some internal debate with@aternia conservation
community about whet her o rofficebistingtsiogld b®oj av e
changed to fendangeredo as popul ations con

According to Lovich et al. (2014), secure habitat for the tortoise will @smin
considerably if current climate warming trends continue. This comes as no surprise
considering that tortoise populations have already dropped dramatically since 1996 due to
incessant drought (Lovich et al., 201#)h e s p e c i e slaterdatiomltUniondor on t h

Conservation of NaturdlCN) Red List & vulnerablein 1996 meaning that its
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likelihood of going extinct in the next 20 years is at least M8&s, recently reassessed.
Asof2018The I nternational Uni on f Burvivlonservat
Commission (IUCN/SSC), Tortoise and Freshwater Turtle Sp&toiatoup,now
considers the Mojave Desert Tortoteebecritically endangeredTurtle Conservation
Coalition 2018).Part of the reason for this change is the desert tortoise bédinigtsp
three separate speci€sopherus agassizior the Mojave Desert Tortoise (with a range
of Southern California, Southern Nevada, Southwestern Utah, and Northwestern
Arizona),Gopherus morafkaandGopherus evgoodé€rurtle Conservation Coalition,
2018) This new label suggests a heightened sense of urgency surrounding the population
viability of the Mojave Desert Tortoise, and forces diligent biologists and
conservationists to reflect omandcebosenyges si n
strategies fronthe 1990s. In fact, in thBop 25+ Turtles in Troubleeport, the Turtle
Conservation Coalition (2018) cites the #fi
agencieso to protect the species angd its h
with urbanization, habitat loss, climate change, and disease (Turtle Conservation
Coalition, 2018, p. 62).

As evidenced by the literature, there has been some exploration of desert tortoise
biology, ecology, and political history. However, questionrsabt t he t ort oi se6:
human culture and society have been largely unanswered. These questions are
particularly important given the significant anthropogenic impacts on tortoise

populations, and the consequential necessity to undenstammlynonhunan roles in
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our human storiedut also what might be l@stmore than just physically and

ecologicallyy with thet o r t ongasngd&appearance

The Anthropocene

AAnd so the Dodo entered into written a
by humaractivity, its fate strangely bound up with a dawning historical

awareness that human activity might not just kill individual plants and animals,
sometimes in their thousands, but also bring to an end whole ways of life. As a

result of this awareness, thesk of species might be understood and narrated in a

way that significantly implicates dscausally, perhaps emotionally, and certainly
ethically. This is our sad inheritance
--Thom van Dooren, Flight Ways: Life and Loss at the Edge ofdExtm

Recent scientific findingsuggest that there is currently a mass extinction event

occurring, the likes of which have not occurred on Earth for the last 65 million years

(Ceballos et al ., 2015) .-divardifjntlee livingwoddo w of o p
they say, is #Arapidly closingo (p. 4). Acc
extinction of species today is fiestimated

be consi der edFonthetMojava Desert Tqtoise, 4ésdite bdingn e o f
the most intensively studi eTdrtleeCordervatomi t or e d
Coalition, 2018), populations continue to decline at an alarming rate, mostly due to
human activity.
The implications of climate change and anthropogenic impexctsrtoiseand

their habitatare significantFirst of all, development and urbanization contributdhéo
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expansion of predator populatiorspecificallythat of ravensthat have resulted in higher
rates of tortoise mortality (Lovich & Bainbridge, 189A prediction of annual mean
temperature suggests that there will be an increase-df &grees Celsiun the Desert
Southwesas global warming persists (Christensen et al., 2007). This will cause drought
and haveserious)ong-term effects on desetortoise population viability. The current
threats to tortoise persistence, including the growing threats of climate change,
development, and increasing predation, coupled with their slow reproduction rate, reify
the importance of understanding the pisy of local extincton(s) in the Morongo
Basin (and all othe Southwest Mojave) and the cultural impacts that would ensue.
Valuing endangered species is first and foremost a cultural phenomenon rather
than an ecological one. This is the central idgaied inUrsulaH e i s e dlmagibirg o k
Extinction: The Cultural Meanings of Endangered Spe@646) where the author
argues that #dAbiodiversity, endangered spec
guestions of what we value and what stories we tell, and only secondarily issues of
s c i e p.b)erofocls on the narrative surrounding a threatened speaéese(RP016)
posits, allows people to connect with larger social networks. Analysis of stories about
endangered and extinct animals can help us
collectively care about the wddleing of nonhma n s peci es usseefwhat al s o |
kinds of stories and genres might be more successful at generating this concern than
ot h eHeisep2016p. 13).
With the reality of a humanaused mass extinction occurring at the present time,

researchers have yet to understand the sadtaral significance of biodiversity losses
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(Cafaro, 2015). Kol bert (-&itdbfdl reefboildirgs t hat
corals, a third of all freshwater mollusks, a third of sharks and rays, a quarter of all
mammals, a fifth of all reptiles,amd si xt h of al | birds are hea
17).According to Ceballos et al. (2015), the loss of biodiversity directly threatens
humanwellbeing by inhibiting important ecosystem servidgafaro (2015) poses three
ways of thinking about the sixtextinction event: first, as a mistake; second, as a crime;
and third, as inevitable. AThe key moral f
refusal to control itselfo (p. 389). The r
anthropogera environmental threats due to their many alluring qualities (as food and as
pets, for examplekuch aghe ease with which they can be captured, making extinction
appear imminent (Stanford, 2010his, coupled with the sensitivity of their desert
habitd, makes the desert tortoise one of many species on the front lines of the sixth
extinction.In just a couple of human generations, wild tortoises might be merely a story
told of the past, their kin surviving only in terrariums, backyards, and folktales.

The literature | haveurveyed in this chaptéemonstrate how the California
Desertds history, the tortoisebds ecology,
desert tortoise in conservatidn.summary, through the lens of species surrogacy, the
literature describes thaesert tortoisas playingseveral importanecological and cultural
roles This literature informsny research methodology and methods by highlighting the
lack of social scienceesearch on how the tortoise fulfills these roles, inspiring me to
utilize narrative inquiry, grounded theory, and mixed qualitative methods. The next

chaptemhighlightshow using these methodologies and methods can inform desert
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conservation strategieShe study that follows contributes to the litera@about the
desert tortoisebs place in social and ecol
the human imagination can be broadly related to environmental struggles during the sixth

mass extinction
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CHAPTER 22METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

When research is conducted by interviewpegple who are connectedan
animal, a place, or both, the researdiasrthe opportunity to hear storidsliefs and
perceptims about the ties that bind individuals t@adscape or its wildlife. This
research i sndét about finding tebliee rdtlef,it ni t e
is an attempt to learn about how individuals and commurigiage to an iconic animal
that is disappearing from the landsedgefore our eyesiow has a nonhuman species
exhibitedforms of agency itocal politics, policy, and perception of place in the world?
How are peopleorceptualizing and coping with its disappearancdd approach
these questions,examine how the stoseabout one iconic, beloved, and threatened
animal are told by those who spend much of their professional and private time working
with this speciesr its habitats These stories provide a window to understanding why
desert conservationists choose to fon tortoises, and by extensiorhat the loss of
endangered flagships might mean for the future of conservation.

| argue that the best way to examine this relationship between the desert tortoise
and its human advocates is qualitatively. Sitting downtalkihg to people can garner
responses that a survey, or a statistical analysis, might miss. In eaclamérndeach
conversation, there are smpiéces of the puzzle speaking mman expeence. he
desert tort oi sfexesiencingodralesertamdsaerosp darlytin this
gualitative resealt These components of human connection to the desert tortoise offer a

view into the sociecultural implications of the sixth mass extinction.
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Quialitative research acknowledges tifiap a r t icenstmpcathetmganing of a
situation, a meaning typically forged in d
(Creswell, 2009p.8). Creswell states that qualitative
be needed to address a topic thatisnewtobap i ¢ At hat has never be
certain sampl e or Tggideadgutieihg gpabtatiyelresearch( p. 2 2)
strategies to explore and address a new topic with a specific sample group has been
integral to my research process, asal@rience research has not been conducted on
desert conservationi st s r e lStaategies assohiated t o t
with the qualitative research approach that | utilize in my analysis are narrative inquiry

and grounded theory.

Narraive Inquiry

ABeing in the field, that is, engaging
stories. o

--Clandinin, 2006

Narrative inquiry, or narrative research, is algative research methodology that

is implemented under the assumption that human beings are storying creatures who lead
storied lives (Mendieta, 2013; Clandinin, 2008{ories allow people to interpret and

assign meaning to their experience (Mendie®d, 3. Since the human relationship to the
desert tortoisés a fundamentally experient@ased one, the questions surrounding the
significance of this relationship are best suited to be answered through the lens of

narrative analysis. Results of myresedichgh | i ght t hat the conser"
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connection to the desert tortoise is understood through individual and cultural stories,
metaphors, and experiences.

This research utilizes both types of narrative research outlined by Polkinghorne
(1995), whit includes an analysis of narratives and a narrative analymgormer isan
analysis of what is essentially already formatted into a story, while the latter may not be
working with data that is conveyed through traditional story format, but takesattaat
and shapes it into a narrative. Since so0me
me about personal experiences yomgame had w
analysis of narratives. Howevemese most of my questions do not sete elicit a
traditional narrative structured response, | utilize a narrative analysis to story my data. In
short, dhough not all interview questions were answered with traditicstatie® ( a
plot with a protagonist and confli¢ctiata elements wereganized as results building on
aculturalstoryNar rati ve inquiry goes fAbeyond the u
structure, that is, simply telling stories, to an analytic examination of the underlying
insights and assumptions that the story illustéatey Be I, p. 208.2 0 0 2
Narrative analysis represents a move away from positigisinpos{positivism

(Mendieta, 2013Clandinin, 200 Nar r at i ves are Apowerful <con
argues, and fAcan functi on I|asvalluablstéachingnent s o
t o o p.208).Ufilizing narrative inquiry as a methodology allows researchers to
chall enge felitist scholarly discourseso a
marginalized voices in research (Bell, 2002). According to @6I02), much research

simplyil oo&kst a@admes o whi |l e dof expedegcagp@9NnTp t he |1 mj
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analyze data through a narrative lens of analysis allows the researcher to approach the
data holistically and recognize its subjective nature.

Findly, narrativeisii n a t u rcansttugtegana so imarrative research,
relationdips and research purposes estaborativelycreatedMendieta,2013,p. 139).
This is in line withgrounded theorythe other methodology | utilized in my studyhich

will be discussed in the following section.

Grounded Theory

The idea that every researcher has implicit bias has been gathering growing
consensus within social science research. This is in line with standpoint thewayiray
a fAvi ew f r oDenancanddiwdolg2005)note that within every researcher
exists experiences and | anguage from Aa pa
ethnic community perspective, 0 which refle
components of the resa r ¢ hp. 24)cIhdividu@l researchers are undeniably coming
from a place of both implicit and inherent bias. According to Chak2@@5) wearing
the deceptive cloak of objectivity has detrimental implications for research in
constructivist groundedheory and social justice.

Firstly, there exists an illusion that scientific and academic research is bounded
strictly by rationality and not by emotion. Charn{2905)emphasizes that research does
not exi st i n a soci al ypastentenaatigns andacurte r |, rese

~

interestso into their-r research, and that i
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c ome i n p.b10)pThianotoonly allows, but encourages researchers in
constructivist grounded theory to bring their own interpretatto the table. Some
positvisits and postpositivists might argu
considerations shape knowledge, 0 and that
of competent inquiry, o theg(@ésoalm7-8.i as must
However, for feminist epistemologists and
isneutrabdespi te research anal ys(2808 pslD)ai ms of r
Similarly, for social justice researchers, it is importantnderstand the assumptions one
carries into the research process (Chard@@5, p511). According to Charmg2005)
constructivist grounded theorists do not seek to eradicate empiricism, rather to remain
open, flexible, and reflexive duringtherase c h pr ocess, all owing th
pursue emergent questions, 0 pbld). Itishthese s hi ft
means of inquiry that will ignite and foster critical analysis of hegemony and domination,
as wel |l as NfNagenay,d hadweea 2005 ddLa)tA er@h ar ma z
shrouded as objective could simply perpetuate social constructions upholding systems of
privilege and domination, which is precisely what constructivist grounded theory rejects.

Finally, selfreflexivity and admission of biases, both implicit and explicit, are
inextricably intertwined with the research process if it is to be successful in revealing
power structures affecting research goals and/or outcomes. This challenge to the
rational/emotional dichotomig built into social justice theoretical frameworks including
standpoint theory and constructivist grounded theory, and is important in revealing the

facade that is total objectivity. As conveyed concisely by Denzin and LiG200%)
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At her e ativeeobsereatioashgnlg abservations socially situated in the worlds
ofd and betweedit he obser ver p8lllbelievethattoslam vedo (
objectivity is to be even more deceptive t
unavoidable and inheremt existing as a social beinghus, together, narrative inquiry
and grounded theory allow me to condenganingfulresearch that is situated in

subjective, lived experience.

Methods

As noted athie beginning of this chapterutilizeda mixedmethodsapproach,
includingsemistructured interviewsarticipant observation, and discourse analysis.
Snowball samptigwas used to recruit participaritg reaching out to members of the
communityand having themassist indentifying other potential interviewees (Berg,

2009) Interviewees included individuals who work with desert conservation and/or

tortoise conservation in varying capacities. Some participants work for government

agencies (n=5) and others work for nonprofits or-governmental organizations (n=7)

(Table 1).The snowball sampling I utilized enabled me to connect with many individuals

from conservation organizations and agencies, so | ultimately decided that for the

purposes of this thesis, | would tell the storyofth par ti cul ar communi t
the tortoise. It should be noted that the stories of those whose interests often clash with
tortoise conservation (i.e. developers, some politicians) are not included in this thesis, but

| believe that their storieare important to collect and interpret as well.
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Semistructured interviews wer@nductedvith a total of12 adulss, including

bothmen (n=7) and women (n=B)ho have been involved with the conservation
community in the desert southweSemistructured iterviews are typically interviews
guided by an unfixed list of opeanded questions, allowing for flexibility in phrasing and
follow-up questions (Newin@010. Interviewquestions were situated around how
participant sod exper elmedapactediheir Undetstarelingdboktlee r t
Mojave ecosystem, feeling of connection to place, and of their conceptualization of
tortoise disappearance (Appendik).accordance with grounded theory, | continuously
develodmy questions around the concedisplayed by participantsr coresearchers
(Charmaz, 2006

Tablel. Interview participants

United States Fish and Wildlife Service  NationalParksConversatiorAssociation

(n=1), United State&eological Survey (n=2), DesertTortoisePreserve

(n=1), NationalPark Service(n=3) Committee(n=1), MojaveDesertLand
Trust(n=1), MorongoBasinConservation
Association(n=1), Native AmericanLand
Conservancyn=1), CopperMountain

College(n=1)
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With consent, 12 interviews were recorded on a portable audio recorder.
Written notes were also taken during the interviews. Written notes were also taken at
community events that | attended, where | utilizedipi@dnt observation techniques.
Following guidelines to conduct research with human subjects, an application to pursue
thisresearcvas approved by Humbol dt State Univer
on May 29 2017(IRB 16-247).Participants reviewednd signed informed consent
forms prior to beingnterviewed.

Spending time in the Morongo Basin as well as the Coachella Valley familiarized
me with the cultural landscape of the California Degtatticipant observatioalso
assiss with rapport buildng and fulfilling the requirements gfounded theory and
narrative inquiry. Participant observation is a particularly effective supplement to other
gualitative data gathering strategiesgsomeone who is already someatffiamiliar with
the community of iterest(Newing, 2010).

The study arewas primarily the Morongo Basin in California, which
encompasses the Joshua Tree National Batkway Communitie@-igure 3).Interviews
primarily took place in Twentynine Palms and Joshua Tree, California, although some
took place in Plan Springs, Riverside, and Barstow, Califorrilis location was chosen
based on my own familiarity with the ardmit asresearch demonstratdhis areé the

southwestern Mojava is also a place of especially threatened tortoise populations
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With the interviews | conducted the past year, my goal was to understand how
the social, political, cultural, and ecological importance of the desert tortoise is reflected
through individual stories and expressed in the form of collective community action
against development in the Galinia Desert. But as | pursued these questions, | found
other questions emerging. Following grounded theory, | decided to alleamsineers to

guide theresearclguestions, which resulted in the following:
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1. Why is tortoise conservation important to mangeté residents?
2. What roles (social, cultural, political, and ecological) does the desert tortoise play
in the California Desert, and how are these rdisonstrated through narrative?
a. How are the tortoise and the desert conceptualized and perceived? By
whom?
b. How is the tortoise incorporated/embedded into stories surrounding
development and conservation?
3. What does community connection to the desert tortoise suggest about desert
values, experiences, and pldmased identity?
4. How are people intimately invadd with the species narrating its disappearance
from the landscape?
5. What do peopledbs stories about the tort

Data wereanalyzedhrough transcribing and codj of the 12 interviewdnitial
coding was done by combing throughiotes from interview transcriptions and
organizing thee quotes thematicallffhe next stage of cany was done through
Airtable, a freeonline apficationthat works similarly to Exceh that it has rows and
columns to assist in organization of qudiita data To finalize my themes,wentback
to Microsoft Word and organized quotes under their designated heddilegsled that
each theme would be titled after direct quotes from interviewees to reinforce the idea that

my data isstoried,situated irnthe experience of participani&hese six thees are
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demonstrated ifigure 4

Source of

Chess Piece

Figure4. Venn diagram displaying overlapping themes
The six emergent themes are interrelated, and all can be conceptualized as
differentwayste ngage with t he t eolitical spheecOVdecanol e i n

think of each theme as thetmse embodying different roles the stage of the desert
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landscapeFurther, these themes (individually and collectively) contribute to the
literatureabat t he desert tortoisebds iconicity an
literature review highlights how specific critefiavebeen outlined or recommendeil
by scholars regarding decisions to designate species as conservation surrogates. The
resultsof my researchshared in chapterss demonstrat¢hat the tortoise is an effective
surrogate species on several levels, and also that species surrogacy is much more nuanced
than some of the literature has conveyadividual experience with species da@
broadened, brought to the community/cultural scale, and built upon to promote
conservation and to use narrative as a tool for education.

Metaphor is innate in storytelling. In my study, metaphor is part of the narratives
of many participants; forexarhpe , t o regard the desert tort
coal mineo (which emerged as one of the six
anal ysis of understanding through metaphor
conceptualization of undstanding through storied lives. Lakoff (1980) argues that
met aphors fdAplay a centr al role in the cons
contribute to individual and cultur al unde
aprincipalvehi@ of wunderstandingo reflects the th
(1980, p. 160). Lakoff (1980) uses the analogy of fog as being seen in front of the
mountain; the fog being perceived as din f
perspective,notanabjct i ve one. He posits (tthat, A mean
someone. There is no such thing as a meaning of a sentence in itself, independent of any

peopleo (Lakoff, 1980, p. 184) .
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Lakoffds argument that human understand
my decision to utilize qualitative research and narrative inquiry methodology:

AThe fact that our conceptual system i s
understand the world, think, and function in metaphorical terms, and the fact that
metaphors an not merely be understood but can be meaningful and true as well

these facts all suggest that an adequate account of meaning and truth can only be
based on understandingo (1980, p. 184) .

One interviewee mentioned that the desert environment can be edagra
tabletop, and where the tortoise walks on that table, protections against ecological threats
can be pursued. This research illuminates how, in a similar vein, the tortoise occupies
particular places within the cultural and social landscape ofaseetdThe following
chapter begins my results, aexblores how within desert conservation, the tortoise
embodies a political tool as well as a cultural symbol. Latter chapters will discuss other
roles that the tortoise plays and particular pllbased vlues that the existence of the

species reflects and reinforces.
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CHAPTER 3 THE CHESS FECE AND THE DEFINING SPIRIT

The first two emergentthem@svhi ch | refer to as fAChess
ACommuni t yd edlere thegdeserstortoise as a carefully chosenttoptomote
environmentalist causefShese themes have in common that they acknowledge the

human ¢ o mmunmmaking thestortoise la desert icon.

Chess Piecelrhe Tortoise as a Tool

Al t [ tsdjlasbteemt @ hur dl e for some peopl eé
politicians recognize its I mportance as
factor that has t oilnkewieweeecogni zed in pol

Chess is a game of skill and intellect in which twaypls strategically maneuver
di fferent game pieces with the objective o
king piece. Each game piece has different rules and limitations assigned to its movement,
and each piece isused inaway thatsestes he objective of taking
pieces and ultimately achieving chetlate. To evoke metaphor about something being a
chess piece, then, suggests that the object of comparison is being used in a strategic
manner to reach an end goal. Comparidgsert tortoise to a chess piece elicits an idea
of the ani mal being used to forward someon
The # Ch etheme iBariente@ avound the collaboration, conflict, and
engagement often sparked by the common goal of tortoise conservafialifannia

Desert communities. It also includes a disaussf political outcomes. As research has
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shown the viability of tortoise populations today and into the future depends on human
efforts to managanthropogenic impacts tiesert ecosystems in saisiable ways. In a
similar vein, the human conservation community can utilize the political and cultural
roles of the tortoise to forward conservation goals.

This theme emerged from the broad consensus among interviewees that the desert
tortoise s usedasa tool, a rallying point, a soce of conflict, and/or an initiataf
collaborationin conservatiorfn=7). The Endangered Species Act listing@nmonly
recognizeds being an important aspectoh e t ort oi seds status as
flagship speciesA U.S. Fish and Wildlife ServicRJSFWS)employee stated:

AWith tortoise being a part of every pr

conservation value as we can out of these projects, and if you remove that then

you obviously remo& a huge mechanism fbrat least at the level that | operate

at, the federal regulatory levelyou remove a huge mechanism for getting

conservation money and actions and measures out of prdjeécttises were to

go extinct or become not listedorwhatdev . The fact that weor e
tortoises enables us to pull a lot of good stuff out of prajeots

Along with being a mechanism for conservatidig tlesd tortoise has also been
used as a tool to fostartergroup communicationn talking abat tortoises and policy
issues, an attorney for the Native American Land Conser&lyC)s ai d, @Al have
found that people care very deeply about t
unifyingdifferent communities[emphasis addedln line with flagship species literature,
another interviewee said thatsfiaaas the community, it is a, sort ofal)ying point an
easily identified icon to engage community conservation efforts. So, many of the local
conservation efforts of coursee sort of built around it [the tortoise] in this area. And if

it disappeared, went extinct, they would have to be retooled around something else, some
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other species or sonmther idea. And that may hapmgemphasis added]his concern
about extinctiorwill be discussed more 4idepth in other themes.

One interviewemoted that t ie t ort oi se is fAiconic of
with tourists, and visitors, and outsiders
tourism dollars, thatimpac | s i niipisoided tlaanthe .todtoise plays a role in
tourism, particularly in the study area of the Morongo Basas commonly referenced
in interviews.Four participants specifically brought up the role of wildlife in tourism,
while others mentioed the economic implications of tortoise survival in other wags.
employee at Joshua Tree National RAKNP)said:

Al think if you sear cheddyomknawhe i nter ne

businesses, youd6d find a Ipedplelmave t ort oi s
connected themselves with the tortoise. | think there is pride in the local
communities when it comes to conservat:i

The t omoléas apuldidengagement tool commonly represented in
businesses wagcognized in several interviews. This usage of the tortoise as an icon in
economic contexts highlights the spE6 | mp aacrdssaadifferent social and
economic avenige The animais a political tool, and it appears to decan economic
oneThis point was echoed by another interuvi
one of the factors that people use to determine the value of conservation lands. The
tortoise is an icon of the desert, so all kinds of businesses, if you go throuttelike
yell ow pagesé you know, people call things
The desert tortoise is used to encourage economic growth in the Morongo Basin

in a number of ways. Their totem status is utilized by local businesses selling services
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andprodug@, as demonstrated above. The desert t
dollars for desert conservation, as explained by the USFWS employee at the beginning of
this sectionAnother interviewes ai d t hat , fit he tcoopetatve seé hel
planning and cooperative managemé&nt So it 6s been hel pful i n f
communicatiod [ emphasi s added] .

An employee withdTNPtold a story that highlights how the tortoise can influence
cooperativdand management:

Intervieweefiwhenthe Park Service acquired tharR, of course it inherited all

of those original mimg and ranching roads, afidPS] took those roads, and

selected a subset of those roads to then use for the thraffihhand main routes

that we have today. But thoseads were never designed for, you know, giant

RVs, and tour buses, atitht kind of thing. S@ wehad an optortunity

look at the impaé the potential impaét of some of that roadwork to tortoises
And if you drive through the@r k t o d ay , thayadot dj thd curlning hais ¢ e

cuts in the cur bs ¢ |wantdo sayleeery 800 fcett hese no
every 50 feet, youdl | Oosweeickmmedthent h i n t h
tortoise trots. o

Me:i Oh, okay, yeah, that makes sense. o0
Intervieweefi ¥ah. S the concern is thefnatchling and juvenile tortoises]

woul dndt be abl e to ¢ &o, sodhswassatofaver t ho
compromisewe wanted the curbing to really keep cars on the road and in
designated par ki wapttampacatertoiseb that mighthe di d n 6 t
trapped al on g heaideaisteat ifoyaurhad eatches évery so often,

an animal, you know, could be expdsn notagoodwayf it s hot dur.i
day and theyodore out t hetketryogngtogehup baki ng
that eventually they would hit one of thoseh c hes and twalkuypbdd be
the ramp. And | think wedOve got some gr
notches. And one of those photographs was literally within, | was#ytplike 48

hours of the curb getting poured, and h
little tortoise trot, you know? And you
management, is you dono6ét have all the a
with things and you know, try to assess what your impacts might be and mitigate

them, and in thatase it was great that it workepemphasis added].
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Figureb. Tortoise using a "tortoise trot(Source NPS, 2001

These datdemonstratéhat the conservation community in the California Desert
utilizes the tortoise asotha political ally andasa tool to further conservation goadsd
further, that it is useds an advertising icon for desert businesBlee quotes that | va
presentedh this section reveal how one species can have such a profound influence on
politics in a place.

The next theméhat | will discuss Community Zeitgeist, similarly demonstrates
that the tortoise acts as a unification point/mechanism fatd¢kert community (or,
different desert communitiesfhe Chess Piece and Community Zeitgeist themes are
closely relatedWhere these themes diverge is the point of inb@ali maneuveng. We

can hink of the Chess Piece theme as the intentional act efiwgta seed in the
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community garden, and the Community Zeitgeist theme as the budding plant growing
through the soil. The outcome (the plant) is viewed as a source of nutrition for people in
the community. The sbcmpotitioal t@lde@ds into gsecbnicityn e s s a

and its integral role in desert communitias,will be explained in the next section.

Community ZeitgeistThe Tortoise as the Defining Spirit of Desert Conservation

AThe I mages of tortoises, theyodre in e
community zeitgeist hereé so | think to
different ways for the community. It would be harder to protect the environment,

too, because withut that species being there as a reason to protect, a lot of the

less visible species of plants and insects and other animals, it would be easier to

| ose t Hlatewieweeo . 0

With zeitgeist referring to the particular spirit of a place and time, thgestion
that the tortoise is deeply interwoven with desert zeitgeist is signifithisttheme
emergedhrough numerous interviews, particulafilgm the idea of the tortoise
becoming an icon and a representatorea particular place and timdieplaceis the
California Desert, specifically the Morongo Basin, andtitme continues from the late
198@8a4sly 19906s, when the tortoise was | is
iconic of desert conservation, on to today.

Interviewees often cite the pexce of tortoise as an important component of
conservation. An employee with MDLlEx e mp | i f i ed t btneaitermthatnt , st
exists almost always [in choosing | and to
there tortoi sesd hiefr et lmear enGos ?téo rBtexiasue t her e,

conservationlanddhi s partici pantds response also h
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ecological indicator specieA.professor at Copper Mountain College echoed this idea of

t he t ort oihdp;@te depmimeswhetherdand will be designated for

conservation or development. Hee ¢ a | | ¢ b tottoses were piiesent, it would be
easierto develdgpt her eé6d be one | ess hurdle. So, in
bad? I f yomenmrei tadbdlelvelgreateé | ess expense.

development around here, or slowed Tthe ability to slow development has made the
tortoise ionic of a pristine, open desert

An employee with the National Park Serv{tdPS)cited the legal obligations to
protect habitat for endangered species, wel | as i mplied the tort
umbrella species, explainirige tabletop metaphor that | introduced earlier. She noted
h o wthe fbrtoise gets to represent a lot dfestspecied a lot of desert life. Where a
tortoise is walking around, you know, if you think of a place where a tortoise is walking
around as like a table top, and everywhere akswon the table togets a little bit of
extra statuse | the country we &ve a lot of political animosity towards, say, spotted
owls, or delta smelt, and | have not heard people attack or talk about desert tortoise in the
S a me Whis guggests that perhaps tortoise conservation is less contentious than
conservation strategdor other listed specigsuch ashe northern spotted owinaking
it a more agreeable community icdrhis could have to do withow conflicts between
some communities and a listed spegiésr example, the conflicts between the logging
industry and thepotted owd have a more noticeable economic impact on the local
community. There have been conflicts between sheep and cattle farmers and tortoise

conservationists, but they dondét get as mu
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having Hledstidoamttthe spotted owl could al so
widely accepted flagship species.

I n recalling the tortoi sebossratiooani city a
Mojave Desert Land TrusMDLT) employee posited that liing the desrt tortoise as
inspiration to protect desert landscapes reflecish e s ame way t hat when
inspire about baseball, they talk about Babe Ruth or Jackie Robinson, you know? They
it helps clear peopleds focus asdtmakeybhé
talking about'He al so recalled that, fAevery good m
tortoise is totally a hEhlios ofartthiecicparsted v ar
the desert tortoise as an emblem to inspire conservation dcioes s peci esd r ol e
flagship. As noted at the beginning of this theme
emblematic for a place and a time. OWSOTNP (National Park Service/Joshua Tree
National Parke mp |l oyee di scussed t &gshipstatuisgi ns of th

Al dondt think it was really wuntil mayb

really in the forefront of conservation here, and became kind of that iconic image

or that symbol of stewardship, you know, the notion of deserts being ierjang
being threatened by various types of de

A National Parks Conservation AssociatiddPCA) employee voiced that the
desert tortoise was chosen to baconscioes f | ags
decision sinceit was the tortoise that is bearing the brunt of impacts from development
[emphasisaddedfL he same inteowilkwew, swateadndotiyhave
tarantula on the laundromat here. Um, there are a lot of things in the desert that people

wouldd that are potentially, you know, more important to the desert ecosystems that
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people wouldndét care al |l tttheytarermhogtthe abou't
tortoised The area in downtown Joshua Tree that the interviewee mentioned not only has
a tortase mural (Figure 7), but also has a tortoise statue (Figure 8), commemorating
tortoise races that used to happieeredecades earlieAlthough the interviewee in this
interaction discusses the idea of community care, it is hinged ugpecisaonto
incorporate tortoise imagery in town, reflecting the idea that the zeitgeist results from the

utilization of tortoise as a tool.

i ez
o

Figure6. Desert tortoise mural on Joshua Tree Laundr@Riadto by the author)
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Figure7. Desert tortoise statue in downtown Joshua Tree(RIwto by the author)
During two different interviews, interyv
ensuring the passage of the 1994 California Desert Protection Act. One of these
interviewees said:
AWhen | think about desert tortoises, I
has been an icon in conservation. So, during the 1994 California Desert Protection
Act campaign they were used pyetixtensively to take to lobby Congress and to

lobbythe A mi ni stration about protection of t
iconic, you know? Almost everybody recognideat least in southern

Californid what a desert tortoise is, and tha
conservation or reason to protectld, you know? So, |l guess
direct experience but therebés also, |ik

think of the desert tortoise | think of them as a poster child or an icon in that
way. 0
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Other reasons for the tortoise evolvingoi a symbol of desert conservation
included a more vague appreciation for the tortoise that has inspired people to care for the
desert in a way they might not have otherwise, as conveyed by an employee of the NPS:
"So, first of allé tortoises do wake up something in pedpfactures of
tortoises, and videos of them, wake up
when they just look at pictures of sunsets or Joshua Trees or something. You
know, thereds sometohi nwgh eenl syeo utbhreer et.r yum,g

people feel a vibration in response to the desert, you know, pictures and videos
hel p. o

Again, the decision to use tortoises to attract people to desert conservation is
implied and discussed in relation to their overall apped i semi@tappeal of th
tortoise willbe explainedn partthrough other themes contained in this thesis, including
the Source of Magic and the Sentinel of the Landscape themes. The tortoise is also
acknowledged as being a historically significamgei of the landscape, according to a
professor at Copper Mountain College:

Al t O slocal lore théntertoise. And for it to disappear entirely, we would lose
a piece of history[emphasis added].

As a result of using the desert tortoise as a tool (chess piece) in conservation, it
becomes a symbol of a time and place (community zeitgérst)Chess Piecnd
Community Zeitgeisthemegogetherconvey that politics and cultural identity play a role
in the selection of the desert tortoise as an.itw the following chapter, | will explain
how theecological role and the biology of the torto&dso contribute to its iconicity. |
will also explain howdata suggeshdividual experience and attachmeontribute to its

representation as an icon.
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CHAPTER 4 THE SENTINEL AND THEMAGICIAN

This chapter will explore theverlappinghemegsiSentinel of the Landscapand
fiSource of Magi@T hes e t hemes i nvestasgiarelaedttiee t ort o
tortoisebs ability to survive as well as i
authenticity in experiencing the landscappecifically, Sential of the Landscape
analyzesadmiration for tortoise adaptations and their value implicatiohgeource of
Magic focuses more on how the spede@grained culturally, and within the human

imagination.

Sentinel of the Landscap€&he Tortoise as the Ultimate Desert Survivor

AThey | ive for an incredibly oOrioiseg ti me,
|l 6ve met tortoises in Twentynine Pal ms
ever created in 1936. Giant toritoi ses.

Interviewee

The idea of a desert tortoise as a sentinel brings to mind imagerytoftthee as
alarge, sturdysoldier, standing guard over his or habitat.This theme explores how
thedesertiortoise might act as, or be perceivedaasentity whos@hysical existence
suggess a level of protection forstlandscape. As demonstratgdboth literature and
anecdotal data, the desert tortoise lives a long, slow life, and has been a continuous part
of the physical desert landscape for millennia. These grounding features of the tortoise

have inspired this theme.
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The Cal i f oraple, aildlPeegeamapghy and geelogy all work
together to form a sense of identity and place. The tortoise represents a rugged hardiness
that seems invincible; surely another animal could take its place as a representative, but it
woul dndt bleidealofahe odommeas a sentinel of the landscapesatith
its incredible longevityhat is admired by members of the desert communityough
this theme, Sentinel of the Landscapw, findings demonstrate h at it 6s no coi r
that the tortoise is a reflector and protectothef physical landscape as well aslesert
values andulture. | also findhat these physical and cultural elements of the landscape
are inextricably linked.
Survival appears tbe a key idea in the appreciation for this animal. People in the
desert pride themselves on living in a harsh environment, and they value other life that
seems to thrive in seemingly unlivable conditions. The biodiversity that perseveres in the
desert soltwest seems to inspire these individuals, and the idea of losing thefitttat
perseverancke or ces desert residents to confront o
since many of the threats facing the tortoise overlap with threats facing humaikeind.
explained by an employee with JTNP:
Al do think therebds merit in that, that
other living creatures that thé@yhere, specifically, | thin&k admire,are
astounded hyare surprised by, because the animals here ang ttongs that we
simply candét do. We are so reliant on e
controlled environments, you know? Most people take shelter in their homes
during the peak heat of the day or in the cold of the winter. We have extreme
wind events or extreme weather events here. | thinléthat per sonal | vy, an
seen this in otheéshave a wonder looking at the wild world out there, and an

appreciationfort h e iadagations, and ability to survige al most i n an
incredulous way [emphasis adied].
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Interviewees expressed an affinityforthe sert t or taswdlasits | on g «
ability to survive in the harsh detfibesrt env
desertfa har sh placeé and t he cahsusviethispladceor t oi s e
This is not a gentle place to be. o0 thedlle s ame
man of the desasandft hat pr ospector thatodés out there,
somehow is able to surviveemphasis added].
Highlighting its ability to endure without watehe same TNP employee said,
Aile tortoi &de¢t Olsendprieadcey icool ani mal . It c
without water for months or.eéevafomgyears, it
disappearancef this specied despite its longerm, dinosautike existencé inevitably
forces humans to consideur own survival abilitiesAnother participant emphasized
that, Atheyor e sqote seerrada tthoattbosi saensa z ij nugs.to
An employee atite MDLT shared the following storiegbout a tortoise existing
in a place humans consider unlivaldging howseeing the animals in the wild
fitThedesert can be a pretty harsh goddace. A
atsurviving n it. So just that one thing al on
a tortoise outsided We can be out there on our hikes for like, a few hours, you
know, or if we go out there overnight and we have tents and coolers, and loads of
wat er , thatdné thé diherghing. But these tortoises live out there all
year round and theyove fSoldaveaddep espect hO\(]v

for anything thatdés that wove[epmphasis o t
added].

e

f{Tortoises areteally unpredictable, too, like as much as we like to think about

tortoises as slow moving, and maybe that they like to burrow in the same places,

or theyodre consi sislashspringve Wwhat wayétaksbo
Chuckwal |l a Ben omeplaceqd up in the hdls, like tbeke valcanic
hills, where thereds basically, |ike, n
rocky, gravely hills. Thered& maybe som
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wildflower bloom, like, every now and ag@&nand we ind this tortoise burrow
basically at the top of this really s
than the surrounding | andscape, and t
climbed all the way up to the top and burrowed straight into thedaIsto this
really rocky hillside, the tortoise had to moveks that were like the size pbol
balls, you know, to build the burrow. She just dug it out, and there she is, like
stuck back, way back in the back of the burrow. Totally unpredictable a
completelyi | | o g Scl&ve .the énpredictability of them, too, you know?
Theydédre not just sl ow moving, theydre n
They know t hi,sogldaketthatad heartter my expeidences this
springd [emphasis added].

The idea that the desert tortoise is the ultimate desert survivor is enohoed
literature. One interviewee e c alhleed ridat ked skiné and, uhé t
reading a guy named J. Smeaton Chase who wrote in the early 1900s adesethe
and one of the things he writes about is the low, compact forms of the bushes and says,
you know, this i8 this seems to be the shape of survival for the desert: we have it in the
little, low compact bushes and we also have thatortoise, whas the ultimate desert
survivoro [emphasis added§urviving is an indisputable component to the ability of
standing guard, or as a sentinel. Assuchadbngved survivor, the tor
the landscape reaffirms the landscapes wholeness, aind wit h e t ogrunderi s e 6 s |
state and federal Endangered Species,Abe presence of the tortoise also affirms a
level of habitat protection.

The desert tortoisebs appearance as the
the military, especiallywhen imagery is used rhetorically to demonstrate similarity
between tanks and tortois@Sgure 9).The aesthetic of the tortoigelikened to a tank in

the image, and an interviewee made a comment making the same compaasiihe
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following conversabn with an interviewee egar di ng t he allure of t

adaptations:

IntervieweefitlsO j ust a uni guéda 6sspddikees ,a Ibinge amé
in the desert, you know? People are fas
seeing, you knowhox turtles, and pond turtles, and smaller things, and then you
come to the desert and you see this gia
that thing eversurviveo ut her e? 0

Me:i Yeah, and theydre just soelephantk eé hea:
feet . O

Intervieweein Oh, t heyodore | i ke |little tanks run
Me:iYeah, itds interesting seeing them c
military context. o

Il ntervi ewee Al know, right?o

(both laugh).
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— e N ATy

| Armored Threat d Threatened Armor

The desert is a harsh environment, testing warriors and their armor; yet when the U.S. Marines fire and mancuver, they often find an armored friend —the threatened Desert
Tortoise— alrcady holding the high ground. The Marines, with the help of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, are working to protect endang

igered species while maintaining military
n some of your best friends are Marines.

The Marines

Wete Saving A Few Good Species

preparedness. One result: at Twentynine Palms, both armored threat and threatened armor are ready for the future. That's what happens wher

Figure8. Tortoises diplayed in the military contexSourceTwentynine Palms
Historical Society
Due to the overlapping nature of my six emergent themes, some conversations

yielded quotes that include ideas fitting into a couple of themes at the samEdime
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example, an attorney for the NALC touched on the tortoise being the sentinel of the
landscape as well as a source of magic in the following quote:
AHow can Iveotmeldnd@i DPgspi te everything weobv
it too,how canitlivethatlog? Um, tortoises are kind of
someti mes hear people refer to ®©hem as
theydre just such an old species, and |

on a deeper level, and so that kind of uniqueraass age, malsethem an icon for
the desert. o

The idea that ancient tortoisebBumar e gr a
actions and tortoise life has been inextricably connected for thousands of years, starting
with their significance to indigenous cultur@e topic of indigenous cultural coeaction
to the desertortoise was not brahied much in interviews, due tiee Institutional
Revi ew BR8)xonstrairsts régardinipeinterviewingof tribal membergsoupled
with personal time limitatiodsHowever, the topic did come up when an interviewee
mentioned the Tortoise Rock Casino in Twentynine Palmghantbrtase habitat

occurringon that site:

NnThe tortoise, of cour se, f or the Cheme
named their 2nd casino up in 29 Palms, the Tortoise Rock Casino, and on that
site, therebdbs tortoi se hamdland fartortoisdnd s o

habitat. o

The same interviewee described tortoises as a cultural resource:

Al think tortoises are valuable asé tor
characterize asaultural resource They, you know, have a significance to tribes,
and that plays back into the idea of protectingttitality of the landscapso the

The I'RB requires a signed |l etter of conser
would participate in this research. In an effort to avoid rushing to build rapport with tribal
leaders and to avoid the colonial legacy of tokenism, this researchatorslude

participants with tribal membership(s).
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community can continue to maintain fsaof its traditional lifestylé [emphasis
added].

The tortoisehuman connection transcends time and even, arguably, culture.
include the indigenous connection to tortoise in this theme rdtharanother theme
because of & longevity and the historical place of the relationship as interwoven within
the landscapéd-daving been culturally significant to tribes for tlsands of yearsnother
i ntervi ewee s u glgpbesame clltutally aignificant te thhedsetiter
population just through the past century or so, mostly due toassaciatedonservation
symbolism:

fil think, while a lot of us nomative folks in the desemwould blanchat the

thought of eating a tortoise anyway, you know, even if we were crawling with

6em, umé | think that they are starting
[non-natives]. Just because of the fact that we have madeahem y mb ol . 0

Another component of the Sentinel of the Landscape theme is the idea that the
desert tortoise and its landscape cannot exist without one ahdtieyr are inextricably
interwoven parts of a whole, as one interviewee explained

ATor t oi sstere spaaies in thkeeegosystem. So, their burrows are important

for other species. Theyore a disperser
hi ghways, so if you ever see |ike an ar
actually see the little highwaysat they make through creosote flats. So they

serve a |l ot of roles ecologically. Il do

tortoisesthe Mojave Desert and the ecosystem that it evolved with the tortoise as
a keystonespeciées t o0 not heswauld irrévacablharm that |
particular ecosystehjemphasis added].

The tortoise and the ecosystem are interwoven, and arguably dependent on each
otherfor survival The tortoise is an integral part of the ecological lands&apather
intervieweeexpressed that the animalhas A f ami | i arity with the |

people candt even comprehend, much | ess en
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Put succinctly by mother interview participant t fois  ®ngdivied species |t 6 s
just sort of an icon of desert culture. As are othdr i PAJJSEFWS employee
el aborated on this idea of the tortoise be
culture,you know,people have a respect for the animals and the plants that are able to
persistinthe desert and get uedyinvokinglhew tbeopossilility of the
tortoise going extinct might serve developers but ultimately the loss of the animal would
have a significant cultural impact:
fi é think that even the tortoises are sometimes contentious from a management
and policyperspective because it limits what people can do in the desert. | mean, |
thinkodihégbmaesad ti me when an iconic sp
the desert for, you know, the hundreds of years that people have been living here,
would have disgpeared. So | think that people will definitely lose something,

they lose connection, they definitely lose that piece, a cdltkired of a cutural
connection to the desent.

As implied in some quotdbkat inspiredhis theme,he tortoisds also an integi
part of the cultural landscape, amxplicitly, to someaesidentsrepresents desert culture.
Humans in the desert admire an animal that is intimately tied to its landscape, and the
loss of this animal would symbolize sometiithat humans have done wgp The
implications of this symbolism are explored further in other themes.

Again, S®ntinel of the Landscape and Source of Magic have in common that they
conceptualize the tortoise as being a necegsatyof the desert landscape. Bt ,aa
sentinel, theortoiseis appreciated for its ecological role and adaptations that mystify
people. In contrast, the Source of Magic theme will explain how the tortoise is

appreciated for the deeper cultural, social, and spiritual connections it fosters.



Interlude:The Desert and the Tortoise, a Love Story

Altdos easy for
ito hot , it 60s
kind of mythos

peopl e

dry,
a bnfodunatet amceit makescensearvationT hat 0 s
challenging. But because the desert is such an extreme place, you get species that

are found here that are found nowhese el i

to
t 6s

t
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scary, |

sconnect
t 6s

Hreervieveee | d . 0O

The two themes dcussed in this chapteonvey a portrayal dfoth the desert

southwest and the das tortoise as onm-the-same. On a physical levelne emanates

heat, while the other absorlisane digs basins, the other fills it with water. A landscape

and the animals living off of it will of course have aipgocal relationship, but the

interviews | conducted demonstrate a perception of a particularly deep level of

connection between the desert and the tortoise. These perceptions were even conveyed

through discussion about appreciating the land, with nafgpeention of the tortoise.

The following quotes focus on traits associated with both tortoise and the desert, although

they only explicitly mention the desert:

On slowness:

AYou maybe sl ow your mi
stickingoutdacanyon wall . o

On toughness:

AEver ashithbgpgor ns on it . o
AYou can challenge your
degrees, or you know it
y 0 u 0 rgennaseetgnone . 0

On open space:

Al f

there, and | very much enjoygw i d e

eel deeply

connected
open

nd down enough t
sel f to survival
0s freezing col d

to the desert.

spaceséo
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On quiet:

AWe heard no radios, we heard no peopl e

peace, wagist incredible. No noise. The silence was rather overwhelming

because you could justé you could enjoy

of motorcycles, shooting, or anythietse goingn i n t he desert.
AYou know, | was ¢ uisttdo L upgr el a mluy @me scfr
in | ife where | <can uitetaerr Ityh eq usioeutn.do of s
On elusiveness:

AThe uninformed person comes to the es
and a place where |imesshwowbhkedndgpbuexhsnk
like yeah, lifeispretty may be | i fe shoul dndt exi st in
um, you know, i t-diverseplaces ttafyoutctulel possiblyt b i o
visit, soé when you reall yatlfethavel v st art
adapted, and that plants and ani mals ha
cool.ltmake it not at al bhbeautbalr rleangsaapepeé] du
AAnd therebés always stuff that people d
know that they should, sometimes because
millennia-old creosotes in vacant lotsnexttoRitielA i n La Qui nta. o

The care and attachment to the landscape was also exhibited in reference to the

potential loss of signitant attributes of experiencing the landscape and its tortoise into

the future:
Alf you | ive in a world without a dark
l' ight pollution, i f you dondt know how
misstCause how could you know? Cause you
AThe reason | do continue working on th
where people can go and they can see to

ove riding concern. o

Conservinga landscape as a whateimportantnot only for ecological purposes

such as biodiversity, but also for cultural ones. This wigs.emphasized by an attorney

for the NALC:
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ABi odi versity |l ends to this idead of pro
by protecting cultural sites as a whole, you create a landscape where generations
can | earn. o

With the desert conceptualized as a harsh environment, and the tortoise
conceptualized as a rugged survivor, the two appear to occupy a similar space in the
human imaginationThe adaptations that residents admire and value are apparent in both
the place ad in the totem animaRgaind what does it mean tee destroying an animal
that weadmire? And, further, what does it mean to be decimating an animal that you
view as the ultimate survivor? Thext¢gheme, Source of Magidemonstrates that the
tortoise isan integral part of the ecological and cultural landsoapée focusing more

on the ideaof authenticityand identity

Source of MagicThe Tortoise aan Indicator of Authentic Experience and Connection

Al just think 1t 6 decaretkatnughabout aneanireasthat n g t
they may never had seen in the wild. Th
numbers than it odfooers ,moasntd otfh auts,, iittddss joun
magic, and nothing else. You know, we count ourselvesadly,resally lucky if

we get to see one, andé itbdés I|ike, 1itods
h e r iégnteviewee

| have found in my research that desert tortoises have perpetuallg been
necessary componentaoathenticallyexperiencing the desert landscape in the American
Southwest. When | asked interviewees about their experiences with tortoises, in most
cases, stakeholders responded with feelings that emerged from the experience(s). | found
that these feelings could be @ied into two types: intellectually stimulating and

spiritually stimulating. Either the experi
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behaviors evoking curiosity; or it was spiritual, magical, and the experience was awe
inspiring. In some casegespondents described both types of feelings. Nearly half (n=5)
of study participants used the word Aspir.i
the desert ecosystem and/or with the desert tortamksome used the word multiple
times througbut the interview An addi ti onal three particip
or fAmagical o in conveying feelings about e
tortoise. This theme focuses on these iddasg with data reflecting perception of
authentigty surroundinghe desert tortoise

One participant onveyed how experiencinal a Anatu

along with its wildlife, offersa kind of authentic experience:

AYou know, having that simple connecti o
payng attention to the | andscape around
good for our mindsé Those are reallguthentic experiencdeo. Because

theydore a person directly interacting w

nodi t 6 s n o tfasdinating td you, you knasv? Like, uh, your iPhone app

is built to be fascinatingto youas apeso®r an adverti sement,

all those things are built to be of interest to human beings some how or another.

But when youborapion, the searps is jestla scorpiom it justds

what it is. Or the tortoispist is whatitisSo, um, wedre refl ecti

t hat Gst 6rse adliutbbhe®e body, has made it that way
to you, youusknatmw? | You bt &pjes had 6snwhaé |
by saying that the desert is a place of connection for human beings. And I think
those experiences remind us of who we a
always have iPhones in our pockets. And so | feeltliktee y 6 r e transf or m
for that reason. They remind us of how to jusi ®w to just be people. Kind of

what our root naturieso [emphasis added].

The ancient existence of the tortoise, coupled with its current rarity, makes it a
particularly compellinganimal to come across in the wild. | have spoken with

individual®d including interviewees whom | met for the purposes of this t@esiat
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have lived in or frequented the California Desert for years and never once have seen a
wild desert tortoise. Otherseaawestruck, amazed, and fascinated when they finally
encounter a wild tortoise, particularly outside of their work. The tortoise is then
conceptualied as being an integral part of not just a desert expedidna®f an
authentic desert experience.

As highlighted in earlier sections, desert tortoise populations have been
dramatically decreasing in density for decades.residents who have lived or worked in
the desert southwest for a lifetime, the change is jarring. For residents who have only
within the past decade or so begun living or working in the desert southwest, tortoises are
seeminglyinevitably invisible anclusive.

Considering the tort césoeydokltocnabyment di s a
USFWS employee was patrticularly shockifigh e desert tortoi seds ex
the authentic desert landscape, although obvious through time, has also changed
significantly, from being everywhere, to being nearly invisifilbe interviewee was
describing a photograph from memory:

Al always thdakdof whsb pibadrieté it wa:
back in like the 50s or something, and it was like arpaikup truck, and it

wadt here was a sign on the gas pump, tha
of gas, 06 or something, and in the back
thereds probably | i ke hundpledmsintef torto
back of the truck. So |I guess youo6d I|ik
tortoise and be on your way. o0

The same interview participant stated t

species, especially for people who spentg lome in the desert who can recall when

tortoises were like cockroaches coming out of the woodwankan, which is a séad
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kind of sad to think about the reality now, you have to actually go out and look for a
tortoise instead of having just pilesoftoo i ses i n di fferent parts
definitely declined in number, btley used to be everywhere soé yeah, theyor
certainly an iconic species. And just, so perfectly adapted to living in the conditions
here. o

A Morongo Basin resident who wks with the Morongo Basin Conservation
Associatiof(MBCA)r e c al | eodb otdhya tg,oefsn oOwhat 6s that ?0
And everybody knows tohnatonlyiendéngered, byt weckbep e m. T
hearing that the populations, whateverthely e, ar e goi ng down. O

An employee at JTNP had a slightly different take on the connection to tortoise,
suggesting that their accessibility is actually what allows people to be drawn to them:

Al think the tortoise is an animal that people can connectheith because they

can actually see @ eobuiouslyyounged to@atuallyleeut wal

outside to do that, and actually, you know, exploring the ared,lbutt hi nk it 6s

ani mal | 6ve seen people here cdmatnect wi

has to do with the fact thpeople are having personal experiences, seeing them,
etcetera [emphasis added].

An employee for the NPS referenced an ideology about natural resources that can
be applied to otéorlt diaswves ,nsed/trtoise arelge wildfas d e
Andé | may have seen one in a &abodyofso, mos
t hought, or maybe i ttthepark systai that Ainezicam | concep
benefit from knowing that the National Parks exist, even thoserians who cannot
visit them. And, so, | f ebell Dbleinkeef ilt6 ni rvoemr yk n

desert tortoise exist, even tlghul cannot see tmad® [emphasis added]. This ideology
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highlights how the existence of wild desert tortoisqgeixeived as having inherent
value.

Theideaofatortoise ess desert being fAless than i
evoked in several interviews. When asked about the impacts of tortoise extinction on the
local Morongo Basin community, a professor degéahkly,thatiii t [t he deser t]
|l ess than it was [if the tortoise went ext
Awoul d be a | oss f or humagpiktuallydiologicallyg | ot of
ecologically. So, for those reans, that species has been chosen as something to protect,
because it is an indicator. I f we can prot
s p e ci i gleades babk to the literature, suggesting that the desert tortoise functions
not only asan indicator species, but alas an umbrella specidaurther, the idea of a
benefit to the human spirit is suggested.

One interviewee who works for the NPCA said that the extinction of the desert
tortoise would | ead to talse aCaloimfmurnn itay oD ens &
Aopportunity t o wadTkelpartipantclained thabteonlydo t he f i
tortoises have e cpedplelgve tortoises\adllikbespeciBlut t hat
experience of being able to be in the field arel@®e For a child, to come across a
tortoise, right? To be out hiking and to find one and to watch it and to have that
fascination, right? For us to learn about their adaptations to the desert, you know, we
would lose all of those thindg# the tortoisewent extinct] 0

The same participant evoked the idea of authenticity:



71

Al't [extinction] would fundamentally ch
went to the Serengeti and you Idtstdindt se
the Serengeti®s California the same asitwas,whenow t hat it doesn

Grizzly Bears anymore?o0

As did another participant:

Al think thaté people would beé a gener a
Because, itodés an icon t Isthe¢desewquitedheno | on
same? | tods | i ke the dseleskeun TreedasiudToeett t he
all those were gone? Ybutkdow, whabmakes tBea me wi t
desert unique? Its plants, | guessaitid [aridity]d its hot weather, but you can

get that in a | ot of placesé and its ju
t h e & thasesanimals, tortoises in particular, were gone, that changes things for
people who grew up locally. | also think it has greater econanpadts, | think it

would have tourism impacts the same way, um, you know, people come to visit

the desert, especially now, especially in recent years, so many people from urban
areas are coming to view the desert, tinad icon is part of it, that experiea is

part of itd [emphasis added].

One resident ofhe Morongo Basin who works with tiMorongo Basin

Conservation AssociatioéMBCA)s i mp | ylthmlkatihde,y 6itr ¢ j ust | i ke,
The intervi eifle es acwo notnien, u eadn,d @roond enyprepergynl a b o u't
me an, | 6 nThegsange infemigweedhighlighted the experience of not seeing

tortoises as an illuminating experience in itself:

Al think one of the experiences that |06
aware that desetortoises used to be very common. Near my property, which is
pretty much out in the open, |l have fou
old tortoise,but he fact that | dondt see very ma
because | know that thatisals t or i cal drop. 0

As revealed through these interviewsperiencing a tortoise in the wild can have
a significant impact oan individual. One interviewarticipant recalled the exact date of

their first encounter with a wild tortoise:
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Al met noseih 2008sl temeémbar the exact tortoise and the exact date.

March 22nd, 2008. That tortoise was a young female and she had green juices all
over her face from eating cactus fl ower

Another interviewee recalled that, whila an intellectual level we might be able
to recognize the tortoise as important, the significance of the species takes on a whole

new meaning when we encounter them in the wild:

Al knew, |l guess, intellectually that I
6em, and youbre dealing with dédem, and e
a positive thing. o

When asked about the role of tortoises in local politics and also éstfat
extinction, an emplifowglete twa rttho iMdiasindow ead e dl, o <
in the world, you know? That window into perceiving something that is an icon of the
pristine |l andscapeé and | woul dbehcoapues et hiattd s
somet hing thatdés within our grasp to chang
d i r e cTha participant emphasizédh e speci es6 raritikedtonot i n
people here in the Morongo Basin, though, that, some peopléere have never ever
seen a tortoise in their whole life. Or maybe some of th¢ dldmer s say, Oyou Kk
used to be so many tortoises that there was a tontatsein downtown Joshua Tree 0
The i ntervi ew¢hereveasantthi enrueelusy imfesples mind, that
something has changed from the way things used taritesome people, who have
never seen tortoises out here, maybe never
not as ware that something has changgeimphasisadded. he par ti ci pant 6s
about the tortoise being an integr al part

authenticity.
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The interviewee described people encountering tortoises on their property in the
Mor ongo Basiamda < oiilt uoede gegbie tuh across thém, they do
have that sense of wonder menay beé reimindersop art i c
the way things used to blethink that tortoises can remind us that the world is changing
through land use decisions from humaimge and it helps remind people that they have
a responsibility to make a change responsi
and, if youdbre a conscious person, not thi

know, thatthey should perst, and that human beings are having a very negative impact

ont hem in a hugeThiusmbienrt eorfv inveawese. 600s t est i mon
tortoisebs ability to evoke wonder, and to
wild tortoise.

As observed frm the Sentinel of the Landscape theme, the desert tortoise is
interwoven with the ecological andonsequentlycultural desert landscape. One aspect
of this entanglement involves a sense of identity that is inclusive of tortoise conservation
and care. Agxpressed by an employee at JTNP:

AFrom what | have seen of the people th
here [in the Morongo Basinfprtoises are a big part of their identitizspecially

with the, um, the more conservation minded facets ofdinemunity. You know,

kids grow up here and they learn about tortoises in school. And people see

tortoises in their backyards. They see them on public |&absdo think that

tortoises are part of the cultural identity of this abtdamphasis added].

The idea oboth (at community and individual scalesye and attachment are

also apparent in this (Source of Mggiceme. As tortoises become an important part of
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cultural identity, their significance becomes internalized and part @ aven identity,
expressed through attachment to the species. As a local professor said:

"1 6ve bec o meattachend tlhem[tororses ttehke greservels a

researcher should not do. Caudesbme died yesterdayor, | found their

carcasses yesterdaynd | founcthat | was, unexpectedly, very upset by that. |
think because | 06ve -bleeanrs. Ahdevehthowghthgy t he m
dondt have pedsbepdbreiesPipeémasahdi Ttagd t
them die. o

The same professor, who manages twed tortoise preserve on the Copper
Mountain College campus in Joshua Tree, recalled how he felt at the onset of his work

managing the preserve:

Al started off, they sathabetortgisesiolhr e manag
campu$ and | thought, ohmygosh, dondét have tenure, wha
and all the tortoises die? Am | gonna get kicked out of Heréfe community
gonnacrucifyme? t hought, well, probably not.

well and preserve the tortoisgemphasis added].

Along with the idea of desert tortoises as necessary in an authentic desert
experience, the idea of wildness and freedom as an indicator of authentic experience also
emerged in this themeagicularly when one participadiscussed the captive tortoise

shehad as a child:

AwWell, my father found the tortoise. An
at a school construction site, it was when we moved to China Lake when | was

very small, and we were living on the edge of the desert and there was a lot

sand blowing because of all the construction and the disturbance of the soils. And

so he brought home this animal that he had rescued, and um, he found some

others, too, that were in a similar situation, and we had them in a pen in the
backyard And | ould remember thinking that they really needed to be Agd.

| 6ve al ways felt that way. However, I k
free because of all the issues facing t

Conversely,n recalling how many people have captive ordestert tortoises, a

| ocal who wor ks wi tohceyoh makeviz@a with antangial, d h at |,
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wildanimd , t hat puts you i n t heiquainttlemselves sugge
with atortoise, they are more likely to support conservation obtherexisting wild
ones.

The Source of Magic theme highlights how encountering and experiencing a
desert tortoise in its freedom and wildness evoke feelings of care, attachment, and
connectio. The Sentinebf the Landscape theme focusesh how t he tortoi se
and ecological adaptations evoke cultural connection and draw pempglels desert
tortoiseconservationConsidering the interconnected nature of the desert tortoise and
desertcultural and individual identity, declines in tortoise populations suggest a
fundamental shift in the desert landsaapeologically, culturally, politically, and
socially. This suggestion of a shift leads into my next chapter, which discusses the
tortoiseas the proverbial canary in theadmine andortoiseconservatioras a quixotic
undertaking.

CHAPTER 5 THE QUIXOTIC CANARY

This chapteexploresthe themes$iCanary in the CoalmieandfiTilting at
Windmills.0 The Canary in the Coalmirieemeexamines bw the tortoise is not onlyna
ecological indicator speciésas the literature demonstradebutit is also an indicator of
sociccultural and socipolitical changes in the desefFilting at Windmillsinvestigates
how the plight ofdesert tortoise conservation is conceptualized as an ideaffstic

nearly impossible to achieyvand includes a discussion of grief and responsibility
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The Canary in the Coalmin&he Tortoise asralndicator of Change

The canaryn the coalmine is story that has been told for decades, ever since the
birds were used to detect dangerous levels of carbon monoxide in mines that were
undetectable to humans. Since canaries are more sensitive to the deadly gas than humans,
the animals becoming ill or dyg would warn miners to evacuate a dangerous situation.
The function of the desert tortoise ase@mologicalindicator species is well
known and generally uncontested by scientistdeasonstrated in earlier chaper this
thesis. However, my researdhluminates that the desert tortoise is also a social, political,
and cultural indicator. This theme investigates each of these indicator roles of the species.
First, the phrhmenécaocamg up a&dheocphe o
context ofthe torbisebeing an ecological indicator speciesckaf the following

examples aaefrom different individuals:

ATheyor e kcanardin thef coalmindlleey iadicate, you know, if

youbve got desert tortoises itthyyour =eco
ecosystem. hlefr et,h etyhberree 6nsm fsmpirasstaddedh g mi s s i
ATortoise conservation, | believe, is i
the tortoise wedre protecting the entir
indicato® or , | et ds say, easily identified in

canary in the oalmined [emphasis added].

The phenomenon of the canary narrative being invoked in multiple interviews
suggests that the desert conservation conitywwalues the tortoise forgtrole as an
indicator of environmental disturbandehree (n=3) participanexplicitly recalled the
canarynarrative,and hr ee (n=3) additional woadrti ci pant

Afcanary, 0 chose to discuss the tortoiseos
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One interviewee recalled that, perhaps,
wha put itabove other potential flagship species in the desert southwest (the bighorn
sheep, for example) and made it such a conservation icon. When we can assert that as the
tortoise goes, so do other species, we can provide a strong rationale formpyatecti

Other discussions of the tortoise as an indicator or umbrella species did not

explicitly involve the term Acanary, 0 but

ASo, Il think, | & deseet todoise habitad means prisimn o f |
wel-f uncti oning desert, and | think thato
of | andscape. Bawau e ety ddyoargpd il dtmaGé x ext s
on the fringe. You know? They just dono
here in the Mrongo Basin are pretty heavily impacted by weeds, by vehicles, by

dumping, and thereds still tortoises, |
[tortoise]j uveni |l es | i ke right now by the hig

A & [biologists]said that if you protectthe tot oiysoeuédr e goi ng t o p
lot of the rare and endangered plant species,&ndit e t ort oi se canot
much in terms of disturbance. Surface disturbance, disturbance of the shrubs and

the wildflowers and so on, and that certainlgs our knowlede has growa that

is certainly the case, that has come to be the case."

AAnd, you know, @& mwihtortdise mpité&twwelong asthe at i s
tortoise is listed, and being protected, and conservation is coming out of it, you
know, thatdéds kind of I|ike a proxy conse
speciesinthedetser By protecting tortoise habit:z:
habitat of any vast number of | izards,
The tortoisebds role as an ecol ogical A c

species flagship status, makes tlugiclining population even more striking. Some
interview participants suggested that our inability to protect such a beloved, thoroughly
researched animal, says something about not only the condition of the ecosystem but also

about the condition of humanity
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The desert tortoisebds rol e aamdsarogateci al ,
speciesvas implied at times with explicit reference to the canary in the coalmine
narrative. The President of the Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee stated tadollo

Al view the tortoise very much like the carathe proverbial canary in the mine

|l think the tortoise is tellingsthas s o me

we are doing things to this planet that may be unsustainable, and, um, we may be

heading down a cliff thatha® we will find it very challenging if not impossible

to ever come back from. o

MAgai n, it 6 sIdgoibdcletothelcanargf wenallow the tortoise to go

extinct in the Calif or doftinge bdloeesve wilt s | t hen
follow.0 [emphasis added].

Other times, it was perhaps more impligiith an interviewee saying desert
tortoises ardéia marker for how much we change the world, you know? And half the time
we dondt e Vhe idealofircltamges patticutarly important as the desert
ecosyster@ specifically my study area, the Morongo Basiis forced to cope with the
influx of amenity migration and spike in tourism discussed presty. One participant
s t at @vdvjth sé many people from the Lésigeles area comingthbed eser t , it 6s
i mportant to inform them that certain | and
hande 60, 000 vi sitor srviin we ewepeakuesnedihagbeaTnhde aidndte
[visitorsshouldgo t o anot her area. o

An empbyee with NPCA highlightetlow the loss of tortoises from the landscape
has i mplications beyond its physical exi st
extinction] would almost certainly tymbolic 6 consi dering that the

maintenaoc e , 0 -Ifilveendg 06 and #dAinti mat elThisisinlemel i n  wi
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with the premise of this theme: that the tortoise serves as more than ¢esi@gical
indicator.

As displayed by these interviews, the tortoise symbolizes somethintpaise

we 6 r e Liketiseicangry in the coalmine, the desert tortoise conveys messages to
conservationists about the health of the ecosystem that it occupies, with their absence or
death warning those nearby that the current state of the environmi&hbeawnhealthy.
The next theme | will discudsTilting at Windmillsd also looks at losdut rather than
looking at the tortoise as an indicator, Tilting at Windmills examines the ways
stakeholders narrate the loss, dnoadens the conversation to encorspasre

discussion of humanityhe anthropocenend grief

Tilting at Windmills The Tortoise as a Quixotic Pursuit

Altés slated for extinction as we al/l a
our | ifetimesé but wei ncga.ndAnd etth etrheabts dvea
trying, too. I't might be | i ke Don Qui xo
t h e r hem@isaspact to that, and it just occurred to miding at windmills, |

wonder id dpboplewhsarenpeotecting spesithat are slated to go
extinct. | wonder if thereislas o me ki nd of psychiol ogi cal
Interviewee

Tilting at Windmills is a story about the fictional character Don Quixote who
attempts to fight windmills, mistaking them for giarikbe phrase is often used to
describe someone fervently chasing after s

theendeavoDon Qui xoteds adventures, tolbd by aut
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under the full titleThe Ingenious Nobleman Sir Quigaif La Manchanspired a new
adjective in the English languaggiixotic, or foolishly idealistic.

Confronted by the harsh realities of climate change and environmental
degradation, many ecologists find themselves navigating a delicate emotional balance
between blatantly pessimistic and foolishly quixofibeimpact of extinction on socio
ecological systems hawt yet been explored-depth or longitudinallyy social
scientistsThis theme exploresow community stakeholders are conceptualizing the
potential loss of an iconic species.

The loss of tortoises from the landscape, particularly in the Morongo Basin where
most of my research took place, is an obvious concern for residents working in
conservation. The implications of their disappearance ieculdck of awareness among
future residents and visitor $iefenmrsdortaises e mp|l o
that there are, the | ess people remember t

The story of Don Quixote Tilting at Windmills is a fantastica¢ @mwhich the
enemies cannot actually be beaten. In the case of the desert tortoise and the battle against
further population decline and extinction, there@rer haps pragmati c ways
to mitigate threats to tortoises and other wildlf®eweve, as conveyed in the interviews
| carried out at times the plight for the tortoise appears to be a losing battle. An employee
at USGS expHearimewlas haat50%tdecl i ne bet ween =z
tortoises. -Wdedfybduhakelyau &now, ane grea versus another and
recover units, there are 5 recover units, 4 out of 5 recover units have declines, major

declines, of adul t s, of breeding adults. T
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also indicates ithat the juvenilesarae ot t hri vi ng because theyor

into the adult population at thed rate of t

[emphasis added].

The same USGS employee explained that their concern is not so much about

extinction, and more sabout population viability:

Al think that t hde fgryecautberre odueef sitniionng iesx tn
wild tortoise® the greater concern is: at what point are the populations no longer
viable? Thatoés the key poitestofaduRs, 3Bt now
or 5 per square kilometer. And if you have that, and you assume that 50% are
females, you dondét have very many f emal
question of which of the populations are on the edge of viability now or no longer
viable.So | think that there will be individual animals alive for a long time. But
whetherthere are viable populatiodsth at 6 s a n o Thereneedstahetae r

major effort to take down mortality. And solve the sources, the many sources of
mortality And when a popul ation gets to be ve
wipe it out, locally 0

During my interviewwith a Morongo Basin local who works with the MBCA, the
interviewee said that local extinction in the Morongo B#&®iould bedevastatingand
theanger would bereallydeep Cause it di dojenphasisaddedlna o happ:
follow-up question, lasked, Do you think thatés the path w
t h o u §he Rgponded:

ACoul d & whenllWaok,at hbw few tortoise thereeaout here now, and

then | talk to people, you know, where | live wheed to see them constantlyat
may be. | think certainly we know one of the problems is@did vehicles, and

theydve become way more commoadalltalknd, um
to people out in Copper Mountain Mesawhere er e 6s quite a few
theydre seeing | ess and | e[enphasissaddéd].t hey 0

These data demonstrdtew anecdotal data and story about tortoise encounters

and mortalityar e af fecting resi demhidedsmm®theidept i on
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of responsibility among residents, and al s
responsibility to be stewards of the plafigie President of the Desert Tortoise Preserve
Committee aid that desert tortoise conservation shoulel p r ehe éact that e aée
t hat wedre ngoebaeklkir ged#weahvd thd chpaliligand we
know we have the capability, of making the planet a betsmepior future generations,
whet her those generations beThesamd oi ses or
interviewee recalled that tortoiskaveribeen here longer than Weumansjwere here,
and um, if theyjpeoplelu nder st and anything about the si
knowthat we single handedly aretheonespeonsi bl e f or wi ping the
a concern for human responsibility and stewardship, and also an emerging discussion of
ethics.

When | asked myntervieweesbout the possibility of tortoise extinctiongtie
were three common responses: resistancesponsibilityloss, and griefThe
community woul dontéhte yl ewwo utlhdantd th asptpaernd f or it
stated explicitly:

Al dondt t hi ifthe MorbngosBasmm cammunityyotildever allow

the tortoise to become extinct. Itk there are so many advocatess c ause it d0s

beloved animd that, they would fight for the tortoise. There are certain things

like the upper respiratory disease that we really have no control over, um, but

dondédt think it will ever didcsanphassar beca
added].

The interviewee continues by constructing the tortoise as an indicator of

As omet hi rconsistentdtimand bailding orthe previous theme, Canary in the
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Coalmine The participant concluded the thought with a broader comment about what
these changes suggest about humanity

Alf it did disappear, Il think it would b
something wrong. This, this animal which has seewifor millions of yeard
pretty much in the sé&mé ssedtre ubise i
l'ife in | ess than aretty ®ad statemgntapouth at wo
humanity [emphasis added].

DO
ul d

When asked about the possible impacts dbise extinctionan employee at the

MDLT expressedeelings of grief and responsibility

A Iwbuld just be sad, it would just be sad if that happened in our lifetime or ever.
Because we can be almost certain that we are responsible for having done that. |
mean, thereds certain things weoll neve
animals went extinct. Maybe we know ones like the dodo bird that are more

recent in our history, or the passenger pigeon. But | think that our modern, like,

the modern mindistd we 6 d know about such a thing.
beings should be able to avoid such a thing, like, wiping out such an iconic

animal. And we have the power to help them not go extinct. | think the
assumption is that, you Kkbelalaofthadesert e 6s s
tortoise that they es®oudadnmuc g obaeixng ncdr
impacts them negatively hat we need to get a handl e

The same interviewee also expressed a feeling of loss, describing how extinct
species endp existing only in narrative argignifyingthe necessity of narrative research

into endangered wildlife:

Al think ®dhat hwekwbbhtd wedd forget insi
it would just become anot heht?lLke wag ye | ik
have a story about that, but | donét kn
of beinglke &6 huh? Passenger pigeon3,ldohuh? Th

think though that in losing the tortoise that we would lose some of the things that
it brings to us.o

When asked what the loss of the tortoise would mean for desert culture, a NPCA
employee saidl think, culturally, to lose one of the most i@o species, for us all to

have fought for more than 50 yearwould o prot
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be atremendousblov The i nterviewee went on to high
tortoise disappearance:
AThat[tortoise extinctioncouldhappen for any number of reasons: that we
all owed too much development, that we d
fighting using the right tactics to protect the tortoise, that there were bigger threats
that we werenodot addr eglobal ngbt? Liké if ldecasse me o f

of climate change, the Mojave Desert experiencesya@0ar dr ought, wed
|l ose a |l ot of stuff.o

The President of the Desert Tortoise Preserve Committee said of tortoise
extinction, that, 0 leprdsded. hnttknk ipveooldalfeetthreo ul d b e
mood. 06 He also called on fAtthd hp ;mikntt hef trhe snm
humansé we can be mor e Anetheppanicspanbposited thatt 6 s t
At he bi gger r o lolgics]lis@as$ aremmder af aurotvrorespoasibilityy lik@

a reflection of how things were, &anreflect
employee with JTNRchoed this sentiment, statitigat he protection of biodiversity in

the CaliforniaDes e meansia lot of things. It means the responsibility, first and
foremost, of wunder st aAneéemployge witwhelUBGS i s a cha
expressed that Apeople who are familiar wi
by their extinction. Th&d SGS empl oyee added that itodéd be
conservationists as well as foonhumarspecies who utilize tortoise burrows.

An employee with the MDLT also reflected on the emotion of sadness and
emphasized loss:

AThe de sdatwouldweoaumuabadder place without tortoises out there,

it would be less interesting, and | imagine there would be a lot of people that have

worked on conservation for a long time that would be forever heartbroken
aboubabout | osing an ani mal l' i ke that. o
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In the same via as grief, sadness, and heartbreba&,possibility of mourning,
hurting, and devastation was expressed:
A Bu | turally idlosswobthel d beé t
or

I
t i

t
to

Al think that IdfaawhileMooud ldd htuhritn kp.edo p

AwWell , uhé (sigh). ltés hard to say wha
extinction] would be. There are a | ot o
emotional health and mental health would take a hit, because it would be a sad

thing to lose our totera.

AOh, umé wow, | € you know, among peopl e
biologist and, you know, have conservation activism in my background, so among
people | hang out wi tohthernoeasgwoualdjustyp€ t hat

such a devastatingnthinkable event. Um, | actually had never even imagined it
bef ore you asked tdyadahg,uetshtatonki mBdea agietes

unimaginabd . But, | need to i magine it.o
AUh, | think it woul d [MerondodBasmjst ati ng. |
communities have made personal connect.i

The idea of the tortoise as the canary in the coalimpécitly emeged
throughout this theme, but in a way that suggests the warning would be ignored

ABut extinct i on like to say ihwouldvie b biggwake upacalluo d

people who |ive down here that somethin
that it woul d. Because webve had ot her
and go on. So, um, it feels li&at seems to me #t among the general populace

here, it would be, you know, just one m
resignation. | think itoéd just be resig

Finally, implications for communities who have-ewolved with the tortoise,
meaning local tbal communities, would likely feel a particular sense of grief, as noted
by an attorney for the NALC:

~

Al also think that there would be i mpac
community that has been around tortoises the longest, for tribal @ormes.






