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Chapter 1

Introduction

Commuting between the dry, early summer of eastern Washington’s foothills
and the perpetually rain-shadowed world of the San Juan Islands, there has
not been a rainfall heavy enough to wash away the car’s thickening coat of
dead insects. Some might call it an unintended consequence, a bit of irony, or
maybe a reason to hose down the car, but to an environmental sociologist,
this is data. Here is some small evidence of a metabolic rift between planetary
ecology and the machinations of human society. Whatever we breathe out,
the natural environment breathes in. And on the road from Pullman to Friday
Harbor, there is much more data: the Palouse’s rolling, lunar hills mark the
sacrifice of a state’s greater ecosystem in the name of high-yield wheat
production; near Washtucna, some small stands of wild regrowth cling to little
rivers, gathering places for magpies and crows; through Ellensburg, drivers
respectfully pass around two dead dogs discarded in the highway, frozen with
rigor mortis; then cows, hundreds, packed in their pens; Snoqualmie Pass
guides me through the Cascades, where steep, wooded slopes defy the
economic rationality of saws; an hour of traffic keeps me slowly burning
gasoline through the Emerald City’s plant-decorated cement sprawl; Skagit
County’s more than ninety varieties of crop are an agricultural atlas along the
roadside; and when the ferry pushes off from Anacortes, 55 dollars have
bought me the privilege of leaving it all behind for the floating natural
paradise of the San Juan Islands. I stand near the prow alone, watching
cormorants in flight emerge and vanish through a thick mist, whistling to
myself something low, tuneless, and melancholy, daydreaming of the orca
songs faintly shivering through the cold, dark water below.

I am here searching for data that will help me understand the environmental
sociology of the severely threatened Island Marble Butterfly. Over months of
research, I will formally interview or casually chat with dozens of people
involved with Island Marble conservation, and most will ask me, “Why the
Island Marble?” In a betrayal of science, I tell them all that I am following
intuition. In a roundabout way, I pose the question back to them: What
motivates you to work on butterfly conservation? When did you start trying to
save an insect from extinction, and when will you stop? What does the
butterfly need from humans in order to thrive? What does the butterfly mean
to you? In reply, I hear stories of hope, of fear, of duty, of the pursuit of
knowledge, of healing, of despair, of balance, of anger, of pride, and of
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purpose. So much rests on the butterfly, inscribed on the species like
scrimshaw. Like so many other species, I learned that the Island Marble is
situated within the broken link between humanity and ecology. Everywhere,
the socioenvironmental rift propelling this butterfly toward extinction and the
remedial labor of its human allies are manifest in town, in research, in wild
spaces, in art, and in so much more. Standing in the coastal prairie of
American Camp, San Juan Island, WA, among the last of the Island Marble
Butterflies in flight, watching the last of the southern resident orcas pass by
offshore, I learn that what has led me here is not intuition at all. It is data.

This book presents original environmental sociological research based on a
dissertation pertaining to social aspects of species conservation in the context
of the Island Marble Butterfly (IMB) native to San Juan County, WA. The
manuscript is composed for environmental sociological audiences first,
general sociological audiences second, and general conservation science
audiences third. Each section of the book contains language indicating which
audience will find the section most readable and useful. Use of classical and
contemporary sociological theory, research, and jargon, prominent use of
external citations, and implicit use of a social constructivist perspective will
clarify the manuscript’s purpose to some readers while obscuring it for
others. As such, I ask that non-sociological readers indulge me the adoption
of a conditional curiosity for the sociological, and I ask that sociological
readers indulge me occasional momentary pursuits of trans-disciplinary or
persuasive prose. To this last point, I will clarify immediately that this
manuscript is a product of both scientific research and environmental
advocacy. This dual impetus is realized without conflict through a coupling of
objectivity in empirical research and rationality in subsequent policy and action
recommendation. Readers will recall that this research occurs in the socio-
biophysical context of a rapid, global, anthropogenic ecological transformation
amounting to a calculus of astonishing danger to known ecology and humanity.

In this light, this work puts forward three substantive chapters of environmental
sociological research concerning human activities toward IMB conservation, as
well as a chapter outlining existing theory and research on the social
components of species conservation. Extinction and conservation are a small
part of a greater environmental calamity and effort to abate it, and the IMB is
a smaller part still. We will come to understand the breadth of human
society’s intersection with the natural environment through coming to
understand the intersections’ component parts. In particular, this research
will put forward localized findings and theory to help understand why—
despite scientific consensus and the prevalence of an urgent pro-environmental
ethic—environmental calamity (including rapid biodiversity loss) progresses
without meaningful human address. I describe a “conservation sociology” as
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well, not as a novel subdiscipline but rather a rally for sociologists to further
study the phenomenon of species extinction and the social forces at work in
species conservation. Unlike a “sociology of conservation,” the conservation
sociology described in this book (Chapter Two) seeks to develop sociological
research that directly contributes to efforts to conserve biodiversity. In the
process, I render as much as possible the sociological realities of the IMB’s
case: its history, discourse, social significance both local and global, and its
embeddedness in broader social systems. I endeavor to tether these findings
to existing sociological theory and research, to add to the construction of
relevant theory, and to present findings that may inform future research. In
sum, readers will find this manuscript a resource for understanding the social
world of the IMB, as well as understanding the sociology of species
conservation and portions of environmental sociology writ large.

This book consists of six chapters: three substantive article-length research
reports, one literature and theory review, an introduction, and a conclusion.
The literature and theory review synthesizes existing literature from
environmental sociology, conservation biology, and other analogous
disciplines, therein defining, positioning, and offering recommendations for a
conservation sociology. Each substantive chapter addresses a distinct topic
(meaning, power, and time) and presents a different contribution of
conservation sociology to conservation science and action (empirical
description, theory, and application, respectively). These chapters pose and
respond to research questions such as: How are knowledge and meaning
produced among stakeholders of IMB conservation? What is the function of
social power in IMB conservation, and how do stakeholders perceive power?
How do reckonings of social and biophysical time manifest in IMB
conservation, how do these disparate reckonings relate to obstacles to
conservation goals, and how can conservation sociology help conservation
collaborations overcome such obstacles? The result is a set of disparate but
related conclusions and a complex, multi-faceted discussion of the details of
the IMB’s case, the collaborations and contestations among actors therein,
and the embeddedness of this case within a broader social context. In brief
terms, the project finds that power and control of knowledge and action both
among IMB stakeholders and between the conservation collaboration and its
broader political-economic context render IMB conservation through local
and global social systems, a product not only of science but of social forces. In
particular, meaning and knowledge are rendered through a process of
contestation among IMB stakeholders; power is invested in and divested from
IMB conservation work by the ideological and material machinations of a
capitalist political-economic context; and temporal obstacles to IMB
conservation vary in recognition and treatment as they take sociocultural,
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