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AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 
This thesis’ field work takes place on the occupied land of the Manso, Piro, Tigua, and 
Apache peoples, who were forcibly removed, stripped of many aspects of their identity, 
and often tortured and killed for simply existing on land in the Mesilla Valley that white 
colonists, including my ancestors, wanted for themselves. For this, I am sorry.  
 
Further, the land on which I’ve conducted field work was also forcibly taken from many 
plants and animals that have called the valley home for thousands, if not millions, of 
years. They are still killed today in the name of human expansion and development. For 
this, I am also sorry. 
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MAP 1:  
A Satellite Map of the Mesilla Valley 
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MAP 2:  
An Annotated Companion Map of the Mesilla Valley 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This is a picture taken from my backyard: 
 

 
 

I was born and raised in a home on the edge of the Mesilla Valley of Southern 

New Mexico, where every day I was graced with a breathtaking view of some sort, such 

as this one, by just taking a few steps out my backdoor. 

Engaging with nature in some way, shape, or form was an integral part of my 

experience growing up in the Mesilla Valley. I would frequently take hikes with friends 

during the summer, go biking with my family by the river every weekend, and even just 

watch the sunset by myself from my rooftop, enjoying the beautiful oranges, deep reds, 

and fluorescent pinks saturating the wide desert sky. I thought of nature as a thing that 

anyone and everyone could--and should--enjoy. 

However, when I first came to Duke, I realized that my affinity for nature was 

not...normal. Most people at Duke were not raised on the foothills of a mountain range, 
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but rather in cities and suburbs, with little to no experience hiking somewhere from 

their backyard that didn’t involve a sidewalk. When I eventually found people who 

enjoyed an affinity for the outdoors in the way that I did, these people were usually 

white, middle- to upper-class, and male. I started to realize that doing nature activities 

was, as I’ve had multiple friends at Duke tell me, a “white people thing.” This was my 

first introduction to the fact that liking nature might not just be a matter of taste, but 

that there was something cultural at play. 

My first instinct, being a white Duke undergraduate student majoring in Cultural 

Anthropology, was to explore this phenomenon by going abroad. I had thought that the 

best way to better understand nature’s relativity was to find some people completely 

different from me across the world and to ask them what they thought nature meant. I 

decided to talk to my mom on the phone about the exciting prospects of going abroad to 

do senior thesis research, and while she was supportive (as moms often are), she was 

also skeptical. 

“Why do you need to go all the way across the world to study nature? There’s 

nature right here.” 

I mean, she was right, there was nature right there in the Mesilla Valley. But I 

wasn’t going to do my final thesis project where I had grown up, in a place wanted to get 

away from so desperately in order to explore the big wide world ahead of me. 

“Did I ever tell you about my first job when I moved here?” she asked me, 

seemingly out of place. 

“No...what was it?” I asked, curious, but also a little annoyed that she had shot 

down my abroad idea. 
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“Well, in my first couple of weeks after moving to Las Cruces [a major town in the 

Mesilla Valley], I got a job substitute teaching at a middle school for a day. They seemed 

pretty desperate and eager to hire me, and I didn’t know why. But then it turned out that 

it was because they were going on a field trip that way, and they needed me to watch the 

kids while we went on a hike. And I think they thought they had gotten me, but I was 

like ‘joke’s on you, I love hiking!’ So to me, it was the perfect first job. But when we went 

out there, I realized that none most of these kids had never been to the mountains 

before. They’d never even been hiking. They’d lived here their entire lives, the 

mountains right there, and they’d never even left town.” 

 I’d heard renditions of stories like these before, but I’d always discounted them, 

knowing that while this might have been kind of weird to me, it wasn’t my problem. But 

something about this conversation continued to nag at me. Something about some 

people never actually going to the mountains that they undoubtedly saw in the distance 

every single day felt, frankly, deeply unsettling.  

This conversation and train of thought also led me to further reflect upon all of 

my times hiking in the Mesilla Valley. Most, if not all, of the people that I remember 

seeing were white or white passing, despite the fact that about two thirds of the Doña 

Ana County (of which the Mesilla Valley holds the vast majority of the population) 

identifies as being a person of color (US Census Bureau, 2014). Most hikers and bikers 

that I see dress in cargo shorts and expensive sweat-wicking t-shirts, wearing hiking 

boots or tennis shoes, certain to adorn the appropriate attire that was very specific to 

their outdoors activities, despite 25.7% of Doña Ana County Residents being below the 

federal poverty line (US Census Bureau, 2014). And most of the people me and my 

family personally knew in the Mesilla Valley who liked being in nature were not actually 
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from the Mesilla Valley--many were from places as far away as the Midwestern or 

Northeastern United States. 

These memories and experiences have led to what has become my thesis’ central 

question:  

 

What on Earth is going on here? 

 

What is it that brings some people to spaces of nature, but not others? Is it 

something specifically about nature itself? Or is it in the way that nature is imagined by 

those who engage with it (or don’t)? Why do the people who seem to be engaging with 

nature, especially in the Mesilla Valley, seem to be mostly white and middle- to upper-

class? Does it have something to do with the fact that different people imagine nature in 

different ways based on identities such as class and race? 

Had I been thinking about nature all wrong? 

 

The Evolution of this Thesis 

When I first began conducting field work in the Mesilla Valley for this thesis, I decided 

to focus on one particular field site, called Dripping Springs Natural Area. I knew that 

Dripping Springs had a complex and interesting history, and I wanted to research how 

this history intersected with people and nature today, as a way to better understand how 

other people have thought about nature over time. 

 However, after I started spending more time conducting interviews and doing 

participant observation in Dripping Springs, it became clear that there was no way to 

study Dripping Springs in isolation. My research kept pulling me into different corners 
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of the Mesilla Valley, trying to unweave the web of how people think about nature, just 

getting more and more tangled the further I went. 

 Throughout the writing of this thesis, I have tried many, many (many) times to 

try to fit nature into a svelte framework. However, after countless talks with advisors 

and mentors and even-more-countless scrapped drafts, I eventually realized that there 

was absolutely no way to capture all of the complexities of nature in a single neat 

paradigm without picking and choosing different parts of my data, and losing the 

essence of exactly what I’ve seen and experienced in New Mexico. By trying to define 

what nature was, I was doing exactly what had been done by countless colonizers before 

me, and artificially restricting nature’s nuance and breadth. 

 Thus, the thesis you see before you is messy. It has a basic organizational scheme 

(Intro, Chapters, and a Conclusion) for the sake of not having one hundred pages of 

exhaustive rambling, but the neatness stops there. This thesis, to use a metaphor, has 

evolved to become more and more complex. I do not have one eventual “that’s it!” 

moment, but instead, this thesis is just one part of the large, necessary counternarrative 

that works against the imposition or existence of any singular definition of nature. 

 

Finding the Field Site 

As I mentioned, this research began at Dripping Springs Natural Area, but spread to an 

entire region of New Mexico. In the process of writing this thesis, I’ve played with 

multiple ways of designating the area I’ve work with, including (but not limited to) 

Southern New Mexico, Doña Ana County, Las Cruces, and the Desert Southwest. 

However, what fit best in the end was referring to the area of the Mesilla Valley, an area 

the many locals in the area agree upon. 
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 The Mesilla Valley, as shown by the maps on pages iii & iv, is bordered by two 

major geological features: the Organ Mountain Range to its East, and a large unnamed 

mesa to its West. The valley was originally formed by the Rio Grande, which today still 

runs through the center of the valley, providing water for many local animal species, as 

well as for human irrigation of farmland. While the areas immediately surrounding the 

Rio Grande are often green and home to the occasional tree or two, the remainder of the 

valley is characterized by yellowish high desert flora and fauna. The valley is situated 

within the Chihuahuan desert, which itself stretches south to Chihuahua, Mexico. The 

Chihuahuan desert is characterized as a high desert, as it is located at an average 

elevation of ~4,000 feet, leaving the air usually dry and the UV rays especially strong. 

However, this also leads to cooler temperatures at night, in turn leading to a slightly 

different desert than the one that many people hold in their mind’s eye. We do not have 

saguaro cacti (those are the tall ones with vertical arms) or red sand, but instead have an 

immense amount of desert brush and distinct species of cacti, such as the ocotillo, 

agave, yucca, prickly pear, and barrel cacti. The valley is also home to various forms of 

small and medium animal species, such as lizards, rabbits, coyotes, and javelinas. 

 The Mesilla Valley has been shown to be inhabited by various indigenous groups 

beginning in prehistoric times, with its most recent indigenous residents coming to the 

area in the 1500s: the Mescalero Apache, the Manso Pueblo, the Piro, and the Tiwa. 

However, the Mescalero Apache were eventually moved by white colonists to a location 

about 2 hours away from the Mesilla Valley. The Manso, Piro, and Tigua peoples 

combined themselves after frequent slaughter by white conquistadors, and today exist 

with no land or language left, only ceremonies and oral histories shared by family 

members (Bommersbach, 2010).  
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 The two largest towns in the Mesilla Valley today, Las Cruces and Mesilla, were 

both founded in the mid-1800s due to their location on a major trade route dating back 

to the Camino Real. For decades, the two towns were thought to be parts of both Mexico 

and the United States, until the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) secured the 

southernmost slices of today’s Arizona and New Mexico as the final pieces of land added 

to the continental United States. Today, the Mesilla Valley is centered primarily around 

the town of Las Cruces, which is the second most populated city in the state of New 

Mexico, with just over 100,000 human residents (US Census Bureau, 2014). The Mesilla 

Valley is also home to a few other towns and areas the are scattered to its North and 

South, such as Doña Ana (for which the county is named), Mesilla (for which the valley 

is named), Radium Springs, Organ, and Vado. Most people from the Mesilla Valley, 

though, refer to themselves as being “from” Las Cruces, as the town acts as the 

commercial and social center of the valley. Even though I live about 8 miles from the Las 

Cruces city limits, my family and I are still dependent on the supermarkets, pharmacies, 

and other general resources of Las Cruces, and also call ourselves Las Cruceans. 

The Mesilla Valley is home to multiple human-designated natural spaces, such as 

Dripping Springs Natural Area, the Organ Mountain--Desert Peaks National 

Monument, the Mesilla Valley Bosque State Park, the Robledo Mountains Wilderness 

Study Area, and the Chihuahuan Desert Nature Park. However, much of the land 

outside of Las Cruces is owned by the US Bureau of Land Management (BLM), putting it 

into a public lands grey area. BLM land is technically considered public land, but the US 

Federal Government has the right to sanction off the land to the public if they so desire, 

or to charge people for entry if they wish. However, in the Mesilla Valley, most BLM 

land is easily accessible by just walking onto it, with no known retribution for doing so. 
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 Throughout this thesis, I refer to multiple different locations and areas in the 

Mesilla Valley, and I have designated most of those on the maps included. However, it is 

impossible to capture every location and place I reference in one map, so I have worked 

hard to include at least a brief description of each place and area I refer to as it is 

introduced in the thesis, to give the reader at least a general understanding of the area. 

 

Methodology 

In order to formally gather information about the Mesilla Valley and the ways in which 

people imagined and interacted with it, I traveled to the Mesilla Valley for one month in 

May 2016 for a ‘formal’ fieldwork period. During this time, I used the participant-

observation method at many places that could be characterized as nature-related in the 

Mesilla Valley, such as Dripping Springs Natural Area, the Rio Grande, and the desert 

behind my house. During this period, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 

multiple people that I have characterized for the purpose of this thesis as wilderness 

professionals. This included volunteers and workers at Dripping Springs, government 

employees, and people who worked for nature-related NGOs. I always began interviews 

by asking interlocutors what brought them to their current position, and from there 

would let the conversation flow for anywhere from ten minutes to one hour. Other topics 

that I asked about were generally dependent on where the conversation ended up 

heading on its own, but I often made a concerted effort to ask questions about race in 

natural spaces in the Mesilla Valley, the role of conservation in nature, and opinions 

about what it is that leads to some people engaging with nature but others not engaging 

with it. All interviews were recorded as notes in my field journal. In addition, some of 

these interviews were recorded with my phone’s built-in voice recording software after 
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obtaining consent from the interlocutor. Furthermore, I conducted informal interviews 

with patrons hiking the trails of Dripping Springs, which I began by introducing myself 

and my purpose and asking them what brought them to Dripping Springs that day. 

These conversations were spontaneous, on-the-spot, never lasted more than 60 seconds, 

and were recorded in my field journal as well.  

Despite my best attempts at conducting fieldwork like a classical anthropologist 

by going to a place and observing it, the majority of the data of this thesis is drawn from 

my own life experiences and observations in the Mesilla Valley as I’ve grown up there. 

These memories are imperfect and sometimes fuzzy, but are pivotal in constructing and 

presenting many different aspects of nature and attitudes toward it that are integral to 

my thesis. Due to this imperfection in memory recollection, I sometimes reconstruct 

dialogue from the past for the sake of ethnographic salience and understanding, doing 

my best to preserve the underlying tone and message of each vignette and example. This 

was something that was necessary to do with interviews conducted during my formal 

fieldwork period interviews as well, as some interlocutors wished not to be recorded. 

Thus, some of the interviews are reconstructed to the best of my ability based on the 

notes that I was able to take.  

Finally, I sought to understand how nature is represented in the Mesilla Valley by 

exploring and analyzing various representations of nature, such as advertisements, 

newspaper articles, online information databases, museums, and archives. By doing so, 

I was able to gain a sense of how nature was being presented and interpreted by 

different groups, and to better understand how the strategies and goals behind certain 

representations as they related to the natural world. 
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The Goal of This Thesis 

This thesis is, primarily, a work of exploration. In it, I aim primarily to open up what 

exactly nature is. Nature is loaded with multiple forms of conceptual baggage, holding a 

multiplicity of meanings (Massey, 2005). Thus, in this thesis, I attempt to reveal these 

meanings to the best of my ability. However, given the complexity of nature, the work of 

producing a counternarrative of nature (even of just the Mesilla Valley) is and will 

always be a work in progress. 

In addition, based on my fieldwork and analysis, this thesis attempts to work 

against the conceptual and perceptual divide between nature and society that saturates 

the minds, physicality, and construction of many aspects of modern life in the Mesilla 

Valley. Nature and humans are inextricably intertwined, even if they are not often 

presented as such. 

Finally, this thesis examines the very real effects of many perceptual and 

interactive elements of nature. Many conceptualizations of nature today are rooted in 

theory, but this thesis works to root nature in the Mesilla Valley in the real, showing that 

the ways in which nature is imagined have tangible effects on many living and nonliving 

entities. 

 

How This Thesis Works 

On Literature Reviews 

This thesis lacks a Literature Review for a very specific reason. Given my goal of working 

to open up the definition of nature, it seems both hypocritical and counterproductive to 

include an overview of those who have, indeed, tried to define nature (such as Levi-
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Strauss (1949), Smith (1984), Latour (1974/1991), Darwin, Sir Francis Bacon, John 

Muir, Mary Douglas (1966), and many others). 

In lieu of a classic literature review, this thesis embeds literature throughout, 

often engaging with writers who write little or nothing about nature. In moving away 

from literature about nature and more toward anthropological and sociological writings 

about human sociality and culture, I am able to more effectively elicit the ways that 

nature is inherently embedded in the social, rather than existing as an external object of 

study. 

 

On Imperfection 

Although I use this thesis as attempt to prevent to work against one specific definition of 

nature, I often inadvertently do just that--define nature. This thesis is far from a perfect 

overwriting of how nature “really works;” instead, this thesis is a solid attempt toward 

the inevitably long, complex process of unraveling the nuances of nature, and humans’ 

place within it. Through conducting ethnographic work and theoretical analyses of 

nature in the Mesilla Valley, this thesis provides a counternarrative to the entrenched 

ideas of today’s discourse surrounding nature. 

 

On Organization and Roadmaps 

What is typical of a thesis, or any type of anthropological work, is to at this point give an 

overview (or “roadmap”) of what is to be found in the following chapters. However, 

given that this thesis attempts to take the reader with me as I discover the complexities 

of nature, it would be considered a “spoiler” to reveal everything at this moment. 

However, in the name of tradition, and for the sake of letting the reader know what they 
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are getting themselves into by reading this thesis, I will at least provide a very broad 

overview of what is to come. 

One of the primary goals of an anthropologist is to uncover patterns present 

within a certain society or culture, and to reveal the way in which these patterns 

manifest themselves in everyday life. In my ethnographic and analytical work, I’ve 

uncovered three patterns within nature, each of them being a certain process taking 

place there that seemed critical to understanding the complexities of nature in the 

Mesilla Valley. Thus, this thesis is organized into three major chapters, each covering 

one of the particular process I’ve seen continually arise in imaginations of and 

interactions with nature in the Mesilla Valley. These are not the only processes present 

in and around nature, but seemed to me to be three major underlying processes were 

embedded in imaginations and interactions with nature in the Mesilla Valley. Further, 

each chapter tends to overlap with the others, showing that these processes and patterns 

are not absolute and tidy, but are instead messy, full of interconnected and constellated 

meanings, manifestations and consequences. 

 

Patterns and Processes 

The first chapter of this thesis, Domination & Subordination, covers the processes of 

domination and subordination that are inherent to understandings of and interactions 

with nature in the Mesilla Valley. In the chapter, I present ethnographic vignettes of 

various forms of nature in the valley, such as roadkill, litter, racism, road signs, and 

cows, all linked together with ties to domination and subordination of nature shaping 

human attitudes and interaction with them. 
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The second chapter of this thesis, Consumption, provides an overview of the way 

consumptive processes underlie the ways that many people understand and interact 

with nature in the Mesilla Valley. I present ethnographic vignettes of various forms of 

nature in the valley, such as a rivers, national monuments, tourist destinations, and 

bison, and show the ways in which they are rooted in consumptive patterns such as 

distinction and depletion, in turn shaping the way nature is understood and interacted 

with in the Mesilla Valley. 

The third and final chapter of this thesis, Enchantment, illustrates the ways in 

which people come to the Mesilla Valley in order to escape organized industrial society 

and feel a sense of Weberian enchantment. I present ethnographic vignettes of 

escapism, exasperation, heroism, and conservation to show how nature in the Mesilla 

Valley is shaped by these processes of disenchantment and reenchantment, which in 

turn shape the ways in which people engage with nature in the valley. 

 

Disclaimer 

While this thesis is undoubtedly a labor of love, it is also tainted by my very experience 

of being quintessentially “from” my field site. In addition, I am white and middle class, 

meaning that many of the forms of exclusion and racism that are embedded in nature do 

not overtly affect or apply to me in ways that I can easily or consciously recognize. 

Therefore, writing this thesis meant focusing quite a bit on my own personal journey on 

of exploring more details and nuances of nature, and in coming to learn that something 

that I love so, so much--nature--has a multitude of histories and realities that are, 

frankly, quite fucked up. And even though this thesis has now been written and 

published, I am continually learning about different processes and viewpoints of nature, 
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both inside and outside of the Mesilla Valley. So, I encourage the reader to be critical of 

what I say, and to continue to question the aspects of nature that may feel all too 

familiar to them. 
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CHAPTER 1: 
DOMINATION & SUBORDINATION 

 
“Nature’s repression, management, and movement form well-worn paths that have 
defined the savage against the saved, the wild against the civilized, the pure against the 
contaminated. These common histories create possibilities for couplings that animate 
contemporary debates about colonial legacies in troubling ways. Moreover, they do so 
with such regularity that these couplings and dichotomies come to be understood as 
common sense,” (Kosek, 2006).  
 

One night, while driving home from a long day of fieldwork, I saw a small streak 

of gray and white materialize in front of me. It was dark, and there was another car 

behind me, so there was little I could do in the half-second between realizing that there 

was a rabbit in front of me and the inevitable “THUMP” of collision--that is, besides 

wince and whisper to myself a half-hearted: “I’m sorry...” 

My car only gave a slight jolt. Soledad Canyon Road, while sorely in need of 

maintenance, was still relatively smooth overall; so, when flying up this hilly road at 50 

miles per hour in order to get to my childhood home for some much-needed shuteye, it 

was no surprise that hitting a rabbit head-on resulted in nothing more than a thump. I 

looked in the rear-view mirror, only to see a small blood spatter and a patch of gray fur 

amidst the dark asphalt, bathed briefly by the red glow of my taillights before being 

enveloped by the darkness of the cool desert night. 

This wasn’t the first rabbit I’d hit on my way home. I’d driven on Soledad Canyon 

Road at least twice a day for over eighteen years, given that it was the only link between 

the town of Las Cruces and the house in which I was born and raised. Many locals 

colloquially deemed these bunnies “suicidal”--they shot out across the road at you with 

such speed and vigor that it was impossible to avoid them before they were killed 

instantly underneath one of your car’s wheels. 
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My family and I would rationalize this weekly phenomenon by framing rabbits as 

subordinate to humans, given that humans were, of course, the dominant species in the 

equation. With tongue-and-cheek Darwinism, we’d repeatedly explain to each other that 

the rabbits who were dumb enough to run straight into your tire probably weren’t going 

to last that long in the wild anyway; it was just natural selection at work in our own 

backyard. It seemed that in the time between my high school years and my senior year 

in college, these rabbits hadn’t gotten any ‘smarter;’ I was still hitting them at least once 

a week, feeling bad for about five seconds when it happened, and then quickly writing it 

off as a simple inevitability, especially if I was to drive back and forth between home and 

town twice a day. 

These experiences of rabbit-hitting serve as an entry point into describing 

nature’s conceptual place in relation to humans in the Mesilla Valley. Rabbits, along 

with other non-human organisms, are often seen as less important than humans, 

sometimes becoming casualties in the pursuit of day-to-day human life. This idea--that 

humans are somehow superior to the rest of the natural world--is a major component to 

the way that humans and nature interact with one another in the Mesilla Valley. 

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the ways in which interaction with and 

conceptualization of nature is linked to understanding nature as subordinate to humans 

in the Mesilla Valley. Further, I will explain how conceptualizing nature as subordinate 

to humans provides rationalizations for how nature is possessed, dominated, and 

penetrated in the Valley, and in ways that are often racist, sexist, and generally 

exclusionary. 
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A Note on Language: In this chapter, I use multiple parallel terms to describe 

subordination, such as domination, possession, and penetration. Although these are all 

different types of processes with specific, differentiated meanings, they all hold a 

common thread of framing a certain person, animal, object, or ideology as subordinate 

to another group of humans in order for these processes to take hold. Thus, I use terms 

such as “justification” and “rationalization” in this chapter as references to these types of 

framings. I want to make it very clear that I in no way attempt to argue that genocide or 

white supremacy are in any way justified. Instead, when terms such as “justification” or 

“rationalization” are used, they are referring specifically to the processes as they relate 

to the colonist or dominator, explaining a psychological justification in the minds and 

actions of societies at large through time. Regardless of societal perspectives at play 

today around people of color, white people, animals, plants, and nature in general, I in 

no way personally believe that genocide or white supremacy are “justified” in any way, 

shape, or form. 

 
Performing Dominance 

In the Mesilla Valley, one of the primary characteristics of nature is its subordination to 

human activity. In the context of thinking about power and subordination, thinking of 

nature as subordinate primarily refers to understanding nature as a space, object, or 

entity that is “less than” humans. 

My understanding of the subordination of nature in the Mesilla Valley comes 

largely from the way in which I witnessed many of my friends and family interacted with 

nature throughout my life. Once, while driving with a friend, Izzy, down a desert road, 

we were sipping large sodas from plastic cups that were so large that we could barely fit 
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them in our hands. The road was dark and had no streetlights, as we were driving from a 

friend’s house that was “out in the desert,” or far away from the lighted town center of 

the valley. Izzy suddenly rolled down his window, an action which confused me, given 

that it was a cool desert night, and the wind that this would bring into the car would 

surely be quite uncomfortable. As I considered whether or not I should ask about why he 

had rolled down the window, I watched as Izzy grabbed his soda and tossed it casually 

into the desert darkness.  

I was mortified. How could he throw trash out the window? What type of person 

would do something like that? Wouldn’t we get in trouble for littering? Who was going 

to clean that up? My environmentally conscious family did not condone this form of 

littering, and given that this was one of my first times in my entire life driving a friend 

somewhere, I hadn’t ever seen something like this take place. Someone showing such a 

blatant disregard for nature and for law and tossing trash out the window was quite a 

shock to me. So, in response, I looked over at Izzy, shocked, and he just shrugged. “What 

the F*&@??!!!!” I shouted, at a loss for words. He just looked at me, grinning slightly. 

Then he took my empty cup and threw it out the window, too.  

I soon came to learn that a moral justification for not throwing trash into the 

desert was uncommon in the Mesilla Valley. While this was the first time I had ever 

been witnessed someone deliberately throw solid trash from their car window, I now 

realize that this wasn’t the first time I had seen litter strewn across the valley. In my 

lifetime, I have seen countless bags of trash on the side of desert roads, left to nature to 

hold for thousands of years. I have witnessed plastic bags flying across my desert 

backyard during windstorms, despite the fact that the nearest grocery store was almost 

10 miles away. I had also become accustomed to “desert parties,” during which 
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hundreds of people would drive down a dark desert dirt road into what we deemed “the 

middle of nowhere.” Those road lead to a large dirt pit, in the center of which a bonfire 

was lit by the party organizers, accompanied by a deejay station and multicolored 

flashing lights.  

“Have you ever been to the desert party pit in the daytime?” one of my friends 

once asked me.  

“No, what’s it like?” I asked, curious to learn more about the place I’d only seen in 

the nighttime, and probably never seen sober.  

“I went there the other day. It’s just trash. Trash everywhere. Beer bottles, plastic 

cups...it was so, so disgusting.” 

“Oh my god,” I said, cringing, trying to imagine the aftermath of the partying 

processes of which I was a participant.  

“And right next to the pit, there was this giant dead animal, like a deer or horse or 

something. And it was just sitting there, rotting, and it smelled horrible. And it was right 

next to the fire pit, like right at the edge of where we’ve been. But I guess you can’t see it 

when it’s dark…” 

I had been a participant in the very littering process that I had previously claimed 

to disdain. I, too, practiced exactly what I had condoned, even if it wasn’t in the mode of 

throwing things out the window. I hadn’t even considered that these desert parties could 

be just as, if not more, destructive than the simple act of throwing a cup out the window 

that I had been so opposed to. 

Being unaware of the processes of littering in the desert that take place in various 

fashions has roots in the socially acceptable belief that humans are more important 

than, and naturally dominant to, nature. It was socially acceptable to throw a cup out 
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the window with nothing more than a shrug because “it doesn’t affect me,” as Izzy had 

put it. Me and my friends could party in the desert, leaving the physical remnants of our 

good time behind because our needs were more important than those of the desert. And 

even after realizing that we had trashed the desert area multiple times, and partied 

adjacent to the rotting corpse of a mystery mammal, we continued to do so time and 

time again, because we had the intrinsic right to conduct ourselves however we pleased, 

and saw ourselves as more important than the nature surrounding us. 

This understanding of nature as an entity primarily subordinate to human 

activity is rooted to a thinking of humans being generally superior to all other living 

creatures. This belief in the Mesilla Valley today can be traced back to Western Europe, 

when the adoption of the Great Chain of Being model was adopted in European 

Christianity. This model placed God at the top of all beings, superior to all below, 

followed by humans struggling upon the Earth’s surface, then animals ( not considered 

to include humans at the time), plants, and then the demonic beasts deep below the 

Earth’s surface. With this model now the primary paradigm for understanding the world 

and its organization, all forms of “salvation and spiritual purity” came to be believed be 

a result of “rising above our ‘animal nature’ rather than reveling in it,” (Burton, 2000). 

Thus, human superiority to nature was justified and widely understood as a basic truth, 

given that this was the path to salvation. 

This understanding of nature as less important than humans was soon exported 

to North America. Burton (2000), an anthropologist studying the processes of animal 

domestication and its journey from Europe to North America, explains that “early 

European immigrants to North America's Atlantic shores brought along both a 
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burgeoning enthusiasm for the manipulation of nature, and a deeply ingrained religious 

antipathy to all things wild.” 

This term, wild, has been similarly used to explain and justify domination of 

nature. The wild is that which is untamed and unpredictable. It is placed in opposition 

to humans, who are self-reliant, structured, and civilized. As 20th century 

anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss (1949) explains, every culture follows established 

rules, while nature is characterized by an absence of rules; culture is very particular and 

organized, while nature is spontaneous, unpredictable, and thus, wild.  

This dichotomous distinction between the natural and the societal is continually 

reworked and reinforced today (Latour, 1993). By placing nature in opposition to 

humans, with humans being understood as “superior” to all but God, nature becomes 

something to be continually dominated, and the wild as something that must always be 

worked to be tamed. It is the role, if not duty, of humans to work to manipulate nature 

to fit what they believed to be proper or civilized.  

This nature-culture, wild-tame, nature-is-subordinate paradigm is one that 

continues to fuel many understandings of and interactions with nature in the Mesilla 

Valley today, such as my lifelong interactions with the rabbits on Soledad Canyon Road. 

We, as humans, were above rabbits, because we were smart enough to build paved 

roads, and to drive to and fro to work and school day in and day out. The rabbits, then, 

were being bred out by what we liked to think of as a form of natural selection, allowing 

the so-called ‘smart’ (and thus, implicitly more human) rabbits to live, and rationalizing 

the death of the ‘dumb’ ones.  

One time, when driving another friend, Christine, to my house, we were about a 

three minute drive from my house when I heard her shriek. I was, as in the other car 
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story, mortified. I yelled back, “WHAT?!!?” thinking that we were about to hit a person, 

or that she had somehow deathly injured herself while sitting next to me in the 

passenger seat. “STOP!!!” she yelled, but as she did, I heard thay familiar thump. I 

looked in the rearview mirror--it was just another rabbit. I took my attention off of the 

rabbit, and back to the panic at hand. “What is it Christine??” I asked. “YOU JUST HIT 

A RABBIT!!! OH MY GOD!!” she yelled back at me, her face turning red, on the verge of 

tears. The screaming had been related to the rabbit all along. I was utterly confused, as 

hitting rabbits was totally normal to me. It took me a bit of time to realize that to her, 

hitting rabbits may not have been what she considered normal, especially since she lived 

in Las Cruces, instead of in the desert outside of the town like I did. Instead of 

understanding this in the moment, though, I got mad at her for screaming about the 

rabbit, because she had scared the hell out of me, making me think that something 

actually serious had happened. 

This moment in and of itself shows the ways that I, too, had become complicit in 

human beings’ superiority to nature. I was convinced that rabbits were just some dumb, 

sub-human species that didn’t deserve to live, especially if they interfered with human 

life. I of course felt somewhat remorseful when I hit the rabbits, but I still did it. My 

family still did it. We all still do it today. Because although the lives of rabbits may have 

mattered, human livelihood mattered more. Nature’s place was of subordinance to 

humans, and if these wild rabbits get themselves killed, then so it goes. 

 
Humans as Nature 

Domination takes place not just over the spaces and animals of the Mesilla Valley, but 

also over many of its people. Historically, many different groups of humans--primarily 
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people of color--have been subject to various forms of violence, often committed as acts 

attempting to reinforce white supremacist ideologies. In addition, these acts of 

dominance were often related to framing people of color as sub-human, and thus 

equivalent to nature, meaning that their domination was thought of as justified. 

However, coming to understand this white supremacy in the Mesilla Valley and its role 

in the domination of nature proves difficult for two key reasons: first, I am white, and 

even having been born and raised in the Mesilla Valley, my whiteness has allowed me to 

easily turn a blind eye to racially-related disparities in the area; second, indigenous 

people are all but erased from the historical narratives of the Mesilla Valley. These 

narratives are difficult to find even when deliberately searched for. Thus, in this section, 

I work to show the paucity of readily available information regarding American Indians 

in the Mesilla Valley, and how this is linked to conceptualizations of nature as 

subordinate to humans. 

In the Mesilla Valley, there is little explicit education within the public school 

system of the humans who had previously inhabited the area prior to white colonial rule. 

During my time growing up in the Mesilla Valley, I had never once been told that 

American Indians had ever lived in the valley itself. While the schools in the Mesilla 

Valley teach a full year of New Mexico history (one semester in middle school, and one 

in high school), the histories always begin with colonialism, never to mention American 

Indians in any way that seemed important to how New Mexico had been shaped into the 

sociopolitical entity it is today. When units on American Indians were taught, they were 

usually about the major American Indian empires of Central America, or of the Navajo 

and Pueblo peoples of Northern New Mexico, never suggesting that American Indians 

could have lived in the Mesilla Valley after prehistoric times. Further, these units on 
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American Indians were also taught as temporally disparate from the years of white 

conquest, effectively erasing indigenous genocide from my public school curriculum. 

Even just a year ago, when I was formulating the ideas around this thesis project, I 

insisted to my advisors that there were no indigenous people in the area, with the 

nearest American Indian reservation being a two hour drive away.  

During my time doing more deliberate fieldwork for this project, a time during 

which I more mindfully explored various nature-related areas in the Mesilla Valley, I 

still found few mentions of indigenous people having previously lived in the Mesilla 

Valley. The only place I found specific mention of indigenous people having once lived 

in Mesilla Valley was at Dripping Springs Natural Area, a major hiking and recreation 

destination along the Eastern edge of the valley. Both of these mentions of American 

Indian residency were inscribed on plaques along the area’s trails. One of these plaques 

gave a historical overview of the Van Patten Mountain Camp, an 18th-century resort 

once located in the Dripping Springs area. The plaque explained that Van Patten, who 

founded the resort, was married to a local Piro Indian woman, and that “a large crew of 

Indian boys” worked at the resort. The other Dripping Springs plaque that mentioned 

American Indians having lived there described the artifacts once found in a small cave 

in Dripping Springs, explaining that these artifacts indicated “archaic occupation” by 

American Indians at the site, but were unattributable to the Apache and Manso Indians, 

even though they were known to “roam the area.”  

By just examining these two plaques, the erasure of American Indians from the 

history of the Mesilla Valley becomes increasingly evident. On one of these plaques, 

American Indians are painted in subordinate roles, either working for the the resort as 

employees, or married to the owner of the resort himself. They are not shown as 
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autonomous or powerful in any way, only existing in relation to white colonists. Further, 

on the other plaque, American Indians are represented as groups whose living in the 

area was “archaic,” meaning that their occupying land was explained as being so long 

ago that it was irrelevant to go into more detail. 

After searching through various archives and databases, I found that the Mesilla 

Valley and its surrounding area had actually been home to four indigenous groups 

beginning in the 1500s: the Mescalero Apache, the Manso Pueblo, the Piro, and the Tiwa 

(Bommersbach, 2010). The Mescalero Apache were eventually moved to a location 

about 2 hours away from the Mesilla Valley. The Manso, Piro, and Tigua combined after 

frequent slaughter by white conquistadors, and today exist with no land or language left, 

only ceremonies and oral histories shared by family members (Bommersbach, 2010). 

What is it that allows for the erasure of so many Indian American groups from 

the generally learned and understood histories of the Mesilla Valley? By applying 

European logics of nature domination to this question, it becomes clear that this, too, is 

a process of domination.  American Indians were often not seen by white colonists as 

equivalent to them--they were seen as wild. Transcripts from a 1663 property dispute 

trial, published online by the University of Texas at Austin (2008), disdain the Manso 

people and their wild way of life: 

“The nation of Manso Indians is so barbarous and uncultivated that all its members go 
naked, and, although the country is very cold, they have no houses in which to dwell, but 
live under the trees, not even knowing how to till the land for their food.” 
 
 

Franz Fanon (1963), a social and cultural theorist, explains that this is a common 

way to characterize a colonized subject. In colonial regimes, Fanon explains, it was 

common to equate indigenous people with other forms of non-human life, as they are 
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“reduced to the state of the animal.” This framing of the colonized native as animal or 

bestial “dehumanizes the colonized subject.” By framing American Indians as barbaric 

and uncivilized, colonists came to conceptualize them as a form of subordinate nature, 

which could therefore be righteously dominated. Thus, in the Mesilla Valley, the 

Manso’s status as barbarous meant that they were equivalent to nature, and therefore 

could be rightfully dominate through slaughter and relocation. And thus, today, 

American Indians are erased from human history in the Mesilla Valley, only being 

referenced in relation to the colonists who dominated them.  

The Mesilla Valley’s built environment is also shaped around a legacy of colonial 

dominance. One of the area’s four major public high schools, “Oñate High School,” is 

named for Don Juan de Oñate, a Spanish colonist and founder of many towns in the 

desert southwest. A letter from the principal of the Oñate high school in the front of its 

2016-2017 student handbook welcomes students “to the CASTLE @ Oñate High School, 

‘Home of the Knights,’” and is adorned with the logo pictured below. 

 

Given that Oñate was the first European to officially settle the “colony” of New 

Mexico, after declaring it a possession of Spain in 1598, it is understandable that he 

would be honored by a New Mexico high school. He was seen as a true triumpher over 
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nature, framed as an explorer and conquistador who successfully pioneered the area. 

However, whoever named Oñate high school may have overlooked the fact that Oñate 

was also a notorious famed murderer, and he was in fact at one point banished from 

New Mexico because of his violence and vitriol. One example of Oñate’s violence comes 

from his reaction to the Acoma peoples’ accusation that one of Oñate’s men violated an 

Acoma woman. As described on New Mexico’s Office of the State Historian (2017), this 

accusation of rape resulted in the following punishment of the Acoma people by Oñate: 

“Men over twenty-five had one foot cut off and were sentenced to twenty years of 
personal servitude to the Spanish colonists; young men between the ages of twelve and 
twenty-five received twenty years of personal servitude; young women over twelve years 
of age were given twenty years of servitude; sixty young girls were sent to Mexico City to 
serve in the convents there, never to see their homeland again; and two Hopi men 
caught at the Acoma battle had their right hand cut off and were set free to spread the 
news of Spanish retribution.” 
Nevertheless, the honoring of this violence and domination is perpetuated by the 

existing name of Oñate High School, and its naming of its students as “knights.” This 

reveals that colonialism and slaughter are forgivable in the name of conquering nature, 

and securing new territory for the Spanish empire--and consequently, today’s New 

Mexico. 

 
Legal Domination 

Nature is not only conceptualized as dominated by humans on an individual and 

cultural level, but also on a systemic level. Nature in the Mesilla Valley is subordinate to 

laws of ownership and possession, and is therefore often understood as an entity 

external to humans that can be owned in the form of land. 

 National parks and forests in Southern New Mexico are strewn with fire danger 

signs. The signs commonly adorn the roadside entrances to state- and federally-owned 

land, making them nearly impossible to overlook for any patron. The signs are simple 
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and brown, topped with the heading “TODAY’S FIRE DANGER,”  ollowed by a large 

white arrow pointing to one of four levels of peril: Low, Moderate, High, and Extreme. 

 

 
At Dripping Springs Natural Area (commonly referred to as just Dripping 

Springs) located in the Organ Mountain--Desert Peaks National Monument in the 

Eastern Mesilla Valley, this typical fire danger sign indeed sits at its roadside entrance, 

this time including an extra message in large white print: “PROTECT YOUR 

HERITAGE.” This statement is an attempt to appeal to those who know little about how 

wildfires happen and why they matter. No matter how high fire danger is, the sign 

reminds visitors that fires are undesirable because the visitors’ heritage is at stake. In 

the the context of this sign, nature is primarily represented as heritage--a term which 

denotes possession and ownership. Instead of citing any sort of danger to the human 

body caused by fires, or referencing the intrinsic value of nature, or explaining the 
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number of wildfires that happen every year and the very real threat that they pose to 

humans and nonhumans alike, the primary appeal of the sign (and by proxy, the 

Monument) is to remind people that this land belongs to them. Thus, it is their duty to 

protect it. 

From whom was Dripping Springs inherited? The first known human inhabitants 

of the Dripping Springs area were, as mentioned previously, mostly Mescalero Apache, 

Piro, Manso, and Tigua. However, by 1810, almost all Apache residents of what is 

today’s Southern New Mexico had been slaughtered, imprisoned, and/or displaced by 

the Spanish conquistadors, while the Piro, Manso, and Tigua were forced to assimilate 

and still remain formally unrecognized (Bommersbach, 2010). In the late 1800s, 

Dripping Springs was converted into private property in the form of a resort, before 

being transformed into a tuberculosis sanitorium in the early 1900s, then abandoned in 

the 1950s, repossessed by the Bureau of Land Management in the 1980s, and finally 

being integrated into a National Monument in 2014. Thus, the claim that Dripping 

Springs is the de facto heritage of all of today’s Southern New Mexico residents holds 

little ground, given the lack of consistent or shared ownership of this area, as well as the 

lack of explicit recognition of the “original” inhabitants of this land: American Indians. 

Further, while access to spaces of nature in the Mesilla Valley is theoretically 

open to all, there are visible racial discrepancies in who actually engages with these 

natural spaces. Every interlocutor who I came in contact with that worked for or with 

the National Park Service or at Dripping Springs was white. However, Doña Ana County, 

NM is one of the few counties in the United States to have the majority of its residents to 

identify as hispanic or latinx (66.8%) (United States Census Bureau, 2014). In addition, 

a 2011 survey found that 22 percent of visitors of national parks are minorities--despite 
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the fact that minorities represent 37% of the US Population (Taylor, Grandjean & 

Gramman, 2009).  

When I asked volunteers and workers at Dripping Springs if they noticed any 

racial discrepancies in who was coming to the National Monument, most of them had 

little to say on the topic, explaining that the only thing they noticed about hispanic 

people engaging with wilderness is that hispanic people usually came as families in large 

groups, whereas white people usually came in very small groups, often with just a 

partner or a small group of friends. One Dripping Springs volunteer, Susan, went on to 

give more specific estimates about the racial breakdown of park visitors--about 60% 

white and 40% hispanic, she said, sometimes even 50/50. One pattern she noticed, 

though, is that the people who were hispanic were usually from the area, whereas the 

white people mostly came from out of town.  

In order to better understand the context of these observations and statistics, I 

look to fieldwork done previously by Jake Kosek (2006) in the forests of Northern New 

Mexico, and his historical and theoretical analyses thereof. Kosek’s work illuminates 

much of the framework that the national park system (of which Dripping Springs is a 

part) was built upon. Kosek explains that John Muir, one of the primary wilderness 

leaders of the 20th century, described the Indians in Yosemite as ‘mostly ugly, and some 

altogether hideous.’ He argued that they had ‘no rightful place in the landscape.’” In 

creating and protecting the borders of National Parks, Muir was not opposed to the US 

Armies’ presence in Yosemite; in fact, he continued to promote its presence in the valley 

to keep out perceived undesirables -- especially Hispanics and Native American grazers. 

Muir declared “‘blessings on Uncle Sam’s soldiers! They have done their job well, and 

every pine tree is waving its arms for joy.’” 
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Kosek explains that today, these histories of exclusion, violence, and racial 

domination today translate into a rocky relationship between environmentalists and 

hispanic peoples in Northern New Mexico. Kosek (2004) explains a letter written to the 

Albuquerque Journal by three chicano county commissioners in 1997 entitled “Green 

Vision Blind to Native Hardship.” As Kosek explains, “the letter articulates what one on 

the biggest concerns expressed in innumerable meetings, interviews, and conversations 

with local hispanos. What they find most objectionable is often not the details of the 

environmentalists’ claims but rather the claim of the almost all-white, largely male 

contingent to be the singular, rightful voice for nature, and for its protection.” 

Overall, the history of national park establishment that Kosek presents centers 

specifically on ideas of keeping certain people out so that other people (i.e. white males) 

can enjoy the spaces. In addition, Kosek describes that most wilderness boundaries in 

the US today are products of anxieties, politics, and cultural norms of the times when 

they were created. Further, the continued presence of these borders and the “density” 

with which wilderness spaces and nature are saturated with social, class, and racial 

struggle have aided in reproducing the racialization of natural spaces today. 

Thus, regardless of the statistics of who engages with Dripping Springs and who 

does not, the patterns observed by both interlocutors and myself can be clearly 

attributed to this historical racialization and white domination of National Parks spaces. 

If these spaces are for white people to enjoy aesthetically, without the presence of other 

people of other races, then it makes sense that most white people are engaging with 

Dripping Springs in small groups; in addition, perhaps hispanic people have been 

observed to be more likely to engage with wilderness in larger groups because they are 

doing so reasons other than romanticization or isolation, in contrast to what white 
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people have generally done historically. Indeed, there was a clear difference in the 

reasoning for engagement when I spoke to hikers of different races. When I spoke to a 

group of six hispanic people, they switched from speaking spanish with one another to 

speaking to me in English to say that they didn’t come to Dripping Springs (or many 

natural places) often, but were there “for family time.” In contrast, a white couple I 

talked to that same day explained how they came hiking at Dripping Springs in order to 

take a “break from tons of people,” and having an annual National Parks pass was 

important part of their “lifestyle.” 

Overall, these accounts of nature and race point to the continued historical 

domination of nature through systems of governance and ownership, often used as a 

tool in racial exclusion and white supremacy. Humans in power--in this context, white 

colonists--have worked to define what is and isn’t nature, often by placing people of 

color into the “nature” category, allowing their domination to be theoretically justified. 

Government-run natural spaces in the Western United States were not originally 

created to be protected from forest fires, but were instead created to be protected from 

people of color, who would threaten white domination of nature just by existing within 

these spaces. Further, natural spaces were created and maintained as remnants of white 

colonial domination of nature. Even if these historical systems of racism and 

domination are not explicitly represented today, they are ingrained in these patterns of 

interaction, thus playing into today’s conceptualizations and understandings of nature 

in the Mesilla Valley. 

 
 
 
 
 



 33 

Cow 

In the final section of this chapter, I show how these multiple processes of nature 

domination, possession, and subordination work together to craft understandings of 

and interactions with different forms of nature. I show how these processes are 

interrelated through presenting and analyzing a specific case study about livestock and 

science, which calls for multiple forms of domination over a cow. I also draw upon 

ecofeminist theory to better understand this subordination process by framing it as a 

form of penetration. 

 
The Cow Itself 

At the New Mexico Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum, you can stick your hand inside 

of a cow. A black porthole is surgically inserted into a few of the resident cows of the 

museum; a part of the cow’s digestive tract is fused to its skin, and a circular opening is 

cut through this fusion, which can be open and closed at will with a simple black lid 

resembling the top of a coffee thermos. Many kids come to the New Mexico Farm and 

Ranch Heritage Museum (often colloquially shortened to The Farm & Ranch) for field 

trips, and sticking their little fingers into one of the cows is by far the pinnacle of these 

outings. Each student slips on a special glove, glares into the digestive ooze of the cow’s 

innards as the cow stands there solemnly chewing its cud, and each kid gets a turn to 

plunge their gloved hand into the warm, gooey mush that is partially-digested cowfeed. 

In general, this practice points clearly to practices of domination referenced 

throughout this chapter. The cow is placed in a subordinate role in relation to humans, 

unable to consent to to its own penetration, nor to the surgery that allowed for its 

stomach to be fused to its skin and further affixed with a porthole. This is also linked to 
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the Darwinian argument used to justify multiple rabbit deaths: cows are seen to many 

people in the Mesilla Valley as stupid, mindless beasts that just roam around the land. 

Thus, with humans being the superior species in comparison to cows in the Great Chain 

of Being, morphed into a rhetoric of natural selection, it is perfectly acceptable to 

practice continued invasion of the cow’s stomach. 

This process of penetrating the cow’s stomach can also be better understood 

when incorporating this analysis with modern theories of ecofeminism. Ecofeminism 

reminds researchers and readers that the wilderness is inherently gendered, with nature 

understood as typically feminine in quality and essence (e.g. with the phrase “Mother 

Earth”) (Merchant, 2005). Since it is the role of men, in terms of historical European 

tradition, to dominate and penetrate women, it has thus become the role of men to 

dominate and penetrate nature as well. Sir Francis Bacon, an influential 17th-century 

English philosopher, once stated that nature is simply a challenge, “an object to be 

mastered and manipulated.” (Smith 1995). In addition, colonization is the epitome of 

domination of and penetration: explorers penetrated the land, exploring every nook and 

cranny they possibly could, and declared the land (and people) their property as a show 

of dominance and power. Wallace Stegner, a  well-known environmental advocate of the 

mid-20th century, wrote in support of the Wilderness Act of 1964 that the collective 

conquering of the nature of the American frontier was “the challenge against which our 

character as a people was formed,” (Stegner, 1961). 

Using an ecofeminist penetrative paradigm, this cow can be understood to be 

penetrated both literally and figuratively. The cow is penetrated literally by another 

human body, without the ability to consent. This is sometimes in the name of ‘science,’ 

but others just for elementary school students on field trips. This cow becomes a site of 
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multiple non-consensual penetrations. Figuratively, this cow is as a sign of gendered 

dominance and exploration. The masculine human explorer can dominate the cow, first 

taming it through domestication, and then further penetrating it to represent its 

dominance over the cow. The body of the cow, both figuratively and literally, becomes a 

site of multiple ownerships: the cow’s body belongs to the cow, but not anymore than it 

belongs to Man. 

Further, the penetration of this cow reproduces colonial logics of colonization 

and conquest. This process of domination is shown to young children, and justified to 

them as a normal part of life. Students who are enthusiastic about the domination are 

rewarded by being allowed to be one of the first ones out of the school group to 

dominate the cow. Students who do not want to take part in this domination are 

encouraged to do so by parents, teachers, and museum workers alike, who tell the 

student hat this is a normal, safe practice to take part in. These experiences and 

processes are showing and teaching schoolchildren that they, too, have the right (if not 

duty) to penetrate the wild unknown, which in this case takes the form of a living co and 

its stomach. 

Further, the homes and lives of cattle in the Mesilla Valley are highly controlled 

by humans. On many dirt roads in the Mesilla Valley, it is common to find a “cattle 

guard.” A cattle guard is a set of metal slats lined into the ground, present at the 

intersection of a fenceline and a road. Given the physiology and psychology of cows, they 

will not cross these cattle guards, although humans will. These guards allow for easy 

traversal of humans across dirt roads, often by car, with little to no disruption to travel. 

Using cattle guards allows people in the Mesilla Valley to be able to contain cattle in 

specific areas based on livestock laws, property ownership, and grazing policies, keeping 
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cows in certain places and out of others. Thus, human domination of cows extends not 

only to penetration, but to borders and land use, designating specific areas for cows to 

be able to traverse. 

 
Is the Cow Nature? 

While these patterns of domination and subordination arise in the the Mesilla Valley, 

they raise the question: are cows nature? Does the idea that this cow may not be 

considered nature justify it being penetrated? This thesis is about nature, after all, and 

so I want to understand if and how the cow can be broadly understood as part of nature. 

 The ancient ancestor of today’s domestic cow was once known as the auroch, a 

large horned beast that is now extinct. Burton (2000) explains that “through selective 

breeding, for the previous six millennia humans had gradually been transforming 

captive herds of this huge, once-revered wild animal into the smaller, fatter, slower, 

dumber domestic cow.” Given this domestication, cows were transformed in the eyes of 

the state from wildlife to livestock. An animal becoming livestock in lieu of wildlife 

means today that it is not protected from poaching and hunting, but rather regulated for 

consumption and resource extraction. Thus, given the cow’s legal designation as 

livestock, it becomes something that is not nature. This is despite the fact that anything 

classified as a non-human animal is thought of, according to the Great Chain of Being, 

as wild, a form of nature. Thus, the cow historically holds the contradictory dual 

designation of both nature and non-nature. 

 The cow’s place at the Farm and Ranch Heritage Museum also points to its use as 

a site for scientific inquiry. Holes have been forged into the sides of cows not just for a 
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gendered sense of penetration, but also in order to study the microbial environments of 

a cow stomachs, and how their digestive tracts function.  

 However, these practices of scientific classification also have deep colonial roots, 

being themselves rituals of domination and conquest. Mary Louise Pratt (1992) makes it 

clear that scientific research practice was one of the major driving forces behind 

imperialism and land accumulation. She describes that the European bourgeois process 

of “systematizing nature” (e.g. classifying shells or plants into different categories) 

opened the doors for larger and broader systems of classification and accumulation, 

often using research and the search for knowledge as an excuse to accumulate artifacts 

and land. Further, theoretical work by Michael Biggs (1999) reveals how inextricably 

linked knowledge and power are to one another in today’s world order, each always 

bringing the other in tow. Thus, the use of cows in the name of a general quest for 

scientific knowledge in the Mesilla Valley may also come from a viewpoint of 

domination and penetration.  

In addition, given that science is used to “systematize nature,” it follows that 

hole-y cows are then a form of nature after all, as they are being systematically studied 

and classified. However, if cows themselves as living beings are not forms of nature 

given their designation as livestock, then perhaps a cow is not nature, while the inside of 

the cow is nature, a new frontier to be explored and dominated by humans. According to 

Latour (1993), nature is constantly being purified by science and definitions, continually 

being de-naturalised in order to incorporate these new definitions into societal products 

and understandings. Perhaps, then, this very scientific inquiry into understanding the 

cow’s stomach is a process of domination that turns nature into non-nature. Cows are 

not nature because we, as humans, have conquered them. 
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  What, though, does the cow think? Is there ever a way to truly know if a 

cow can contemplate its existence as an object for human domination? While 

unanswerable hypothetical questions could continue for some time, I want to bring to 

light what is known about the cow itself: it has a body. This body is, undoubtedly, living. 

It breathes, it circulates blood, it has a nervous system. It is the home of billions of living 

bacteria. However, it seems that the cow’s status as a living, breathing being may not 

predicate its inclusion in the category of nature. The cow’s body is defined in the 

paradigm of nature/non-nature by its utility to humans, regardless of its intrinsic living 

experience. 

 
Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have shown various ways that humans conceptualize and interact with 

nature in the Mesilla Valley. Further, I have illustrated that domination and 

subordination are important components in the way nature is conceptualized in the 

Mesilla Valley. Nature is subordinated and dominated through many parallel processes 

in the Mesilla Valley, such as penetration and possession, each in turn further affecting 

how nature is understood and interacted with. While domination and subordination are 

not at all the epitome of understanding nature in the Mesilla Valley, they are key 

processes that help build conceptualizations of nature presented in both in this chapter 

and in the following chapters. 

Overall, through looking at these processes of domination and subordination in 

the Mesilla Valley, it becomes apparent that race, gender, sex, and power are concepts 

that are deeply embedded into nature, affecting the way humans continually work to 

define and control it. Further, the act of domination itself can work to help define 
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nature: what is dominated can lose its status as nature, as cows have; simultaneously, 

what is dominated can also become nature through this domination, which takes place 

as white colonists came to define people of color as more nature than human. 

Finally, this chapter begins to unravel the multiple meanings of nature, which can 

exist as wild, wildlife, savage, barbarous, livestock (maybe), science, and even human. 

This ambiguity of nature’s definition continues to be built upon by the following 

chapters. This chapter reveals that the constellated meanings of nature have a direct link 

to the way humans warp definitions of nature in order to justify power and domination, 

often placing nature as an entity opposite to civilization and human society. However, 

ethnographic work in the Mesilla Valley has shown that despite this work of control, 

domination, and separation, the distinction between nature and human is blurry, 

ambiguous, and open, with nature holding multiple meanings at once influenced by 

human sociality. 
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CHAPTER 2: 
CONSUMPTION 

 
“Two things happened in Yellowstone this year,” Kevin Bixby said. “One was that video 
of--I think it was a woman trying to pet a bison.” Bixby elaborated on how blatantly 
pissed off these events made him: “These beasts have other, y’know, lives apart from 
people. And y’know, that never entered this person’s mind. It’s like this is a big pet of 
some kind.”  Bixby then calmed down and paused, staring into the distance, as if 
recounting the details from a gruesome memory. “And the other thing that happened 
was some tourists saw a bison calf, and they thought it was freezing to death, so they 
caught it and took it to the ranger station...It died…’cause the mom didn’t take it back.” 
 
The above passage is the recounting of a portion of my interview with Kevin Bixby, the 

director of the Las Cruces-based Southwest Environmental Center (SWEC). SWEC is 

known in the Mesilla Valley as its largest environmental conservation NGO, working to 

raise awareness of and engagement with nature in the Desert Southwest. When I 

returned to New Mexico to conduct fieldwork in May 2016, I had already known Bixby 

as a family friend, and was aware of the conservation work that he conducted with 

SWEC, so I wanted to ask if he would speak to me about the way people interact with 

nature in the Mesilla Valley. And while the events he described above did not themselves 

take place in the Mesilla Valley, Bixby’s narrative reflects many of the fears that it 

seemed many environmental professionals in the Mesilla Valley possess. This fear, in 

essence, is the fear that first-time hikers will come to some space of nature in the Mesilla 

Valley, not know what they’re doing, and inadvertently hurt nature, either by killing it 

(as in the example above), or causing some other sort of irreparable, unimaginable 

damage to it.  

During my time in the Mesilla Valley, I also got the chance to speak with Chuck, a 

volunteer at Dripping Springs Natural Area, who described to me a similar 

phenomenon. This is the phenomenon where a first-timer nature engagee comes to a 

space of nature, and then inevitably does something that they for some reason should 
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not have done. Chuck says that he attributes this type of phenomenon as to what he calls 

a “Disneyland Mentality.” This so-called Disneyland Mentality, as I gathered from 

interviewing Chuck, refers to understanding nature as a consumptive experience, where 

nature is thought to be curated specifically in order to be enjoyed by humans--like 

Disneyland is. Chuck says that with the Disneyland Mentality, “everything is make-

believe. It’s fun, it’s adventure.” He explains that some people carry the Disneyland 

Mentality to nature, which results in “putting yourself at risk if you don’t have 

knowledge.” For example, Chuck says, this knowledge includes knowing not to approach 

a wild animal. “Some people don’t realize that nature will kill you.” People can also 

become afraid if they see an animal, he explains, and think they’re in danger, but in 

reality, “you’re in that animal’s territory, and that’s stressing it out; you need to respect 

that animal.” Instead, though many people try to run, or they freeze, or they try to mess 

with the animal, truly believing  that they have the right to engage with that animal. 

This description of the Disneyland Mentality, along with the way the so-called 

mentality has manifested both in Yellowstone and in the Mesilla Valley, reveals the way 

in which consumption underlies the way nature is imagined and interacted with in the 

Mesilla Valley. In situations such as those subject to a human’s Disneyland Mentality, 

nature is understood as something to be consumed, an experienced paid for and created 

for humans. This idea--that nature can be rightfully consumed by humans--is an idea 

that I have found to underlie many of the ways nature is conceptualized and imagined in 

the Mesilla Valley.  

This chapter works to illuminate multiple overlapping processes of nature 

consumption taking place in the Mesilla Valley. Throughout this chapter, I show how 

each of these processes of nature consumption influence understandings of nature in the 
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valley, which in turn further justify nature’s consumption. Further, this chapter will 

show how these consumptive logics surrounding nature often work to exclude other 

humans in racist and classist ways. However, this consumptive logic is often taken for 

granted, and so deeply pervades understandings of nature in the Mesilla Valley that it 

can influence the way many people attempt to aid nature in the first place. 

 
Resource Consumption 

In the Mesilla Valley, nature is often imagined as something that is consumed by 

humans. In the context of the Mesilla Valley and this thesis, I refer to consumption as a 

process of utilizing something in order to reach some human endeavor or end, in turn 

depleting some aspect of that something that is consumed. Nature, then, can be 

understood in this commodification process as something that is depleted by humans, in 

some way destroyed or altered so that humans can reach a particular goal. 

Growing up in the Mesilla Valley, witnessing the consumption of nature became 

an integral part of my childhood and adolescence. At least once per month, my family 

would ride bikes along the Rio Grande (meaning “large river” in English), following a 

straight three-mile stretch of paved recreation trail that ran adjacent to the riverside. 

The stretch was lined with different types of tall brush, the greens and yellows often 

drowning out the view of the river. However, when the river was visible from the 

roadside, it was beautiful, often flowing slowly as birds attempted to drink from it. 

The Rio Grande itself runs from central Colorado southward, bisecting New 

Mexico and passing through the Mesilla Valley before becoming the border between 

Texas and Mexico, and eventually draining into the Gulf of Mexico. Although this river 

is the fourth longest in North America, it spends the majority of its time in the Mesilla 
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Valley as little more than a stream, snaking through a massive sandbed. Sometimes, my 

family and I prop our bikes up on a bench (or just drop them on the ground) and jump 

down into the riverbed, exploring the damp sand beds and examining the small stream 

that was the Rio Grande, crawling slowly toward the Gulf.  

 

During these times biking, we regarded the Rio’s snaking through the sand as 

normal. (Even if it could be seen on Google Earth, as in the image above.) We knew that 

this was of course disheartening, given the size of the snake relative to the riverbed, but 

we knew that the river went through seasons, and that this must just be a normal part of 

the river’s yearly flow cycle. We knew that the water in the river was used to irrigate 

crops in the valley, but we didn’t think of that as an abnormal occurrence. Of course the 

river would be used to water the crops. That’s what rivers were for. 
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I eventually learned that the low flow of the Rio Grande was, in fact, mostly due 

to the influence of humans. In 1913, the world-record-sized Elephant Butte was erected 

about 30 miles north of the Mesilla Valley, constructed in order to combat “cycles of 

flood and drought” of the Rio Grande that “threatened the economic stability of 

agriculture in the Mesilla Valley” (World Wildlife Foundation, n.d.). According to the 

World Wildlife Foundation, “a high level of water extraction for agriculture and 

increasing domestic use threatens the Rio Grande. Most of the major tributaries and 

many of the lesser ones support substantial agricultural production.” This has lead to 

the Rio’s status as one of the world’s top ten most-threatened rivers.  

Despite the river’s threatened status, it never seemed imperative to my family to 

attenuate ourselves to the issues facing the river. Although the river was slowly 

dwindling, we attributed it all to be something out of our hands, and continued to 

consume the experience of the river. A large body once impossible to control was now 

constrained enough to construct permanent structures along its edge, such as 

playgrounds and permanent tar paths, which we played on and biked on, consuming the 

experience of the river. We also drove to Elephant Butte (a large body of water created 

by the dam of the same name) twice a year to rent a motorboat and relax in the sun, 

consuming the desert lake by clogging it with boat motor noises and enjoying the 

experience that was created through the ecologically damaging dam. And even today, I 

crave the green chile from back home, which are farmed locally, fed by the water that 

the Rio Grande seldom holds. I quite literally consume the very nature about which me 

and my family are so concerned. 

Consuming nature is in no way new to human civilization. Humans must eat and 

drink, and the ways in which we as a species are able to do so is by eating animals and 
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plants, and by drinking water from rivers, lakes, and ponds. However, many theorists 

argue that the way nature is consumed today is a little bit different from consumption 

just for survival purposes. In his book Uneven Development (1984), political ecologist 

Neil Smith argues that nature is not just utilized to fulfill basic needs, but also in order 

to exchange. Large amounts of nature are consumed in order to produce products for 

exchange, creating surpluses of these products in hopes that they can be one day 

exchanged for monetary value. However, due to capitalism’s need to continually 

generate surplus, this means that humans must continually create and produce more 

things that can be consumed for profit. This is extended to nature; nature is monetized, 

and viewed as little more than its capitalist value. Thus, nature becomes an object 

external to humans, used for production and consumption. In turn, Smith describes that 

this leads to nature being justified and normalized as not just an object to be dominated, 

but an object to consume. 

 This theoretical perspective helps to inform the complacency with which my 

family consumes the Rio Grande. Consumption of nature seems completely normal to 

us, given that we need to survive, to eat our green chile and have fun. So, while it’s 

somewhat disheartening to us that the nature we experience is slowly disappearing into 

nothing more than a snaking stream, it is the price we must pay in the Mesilla Valley in 

order to enjoy life as we know it today. 

 
Tourism & Exchange 

In the Mesilla Valley, nature is not just consumed through resource use, but also 

through experientially engagement with spaces considered to be nature. Through this 

type of consumption, nature in the Mesilla Valley is consumed by paying for or earning 
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access to a space of nature in order to broadly experience them through activities such 

as hiking, picnicking, swimming, or even just looking. While these types of practices 

don’t tend to deplete the spaces of nature when performed by a few individuals, frequent 

small amounts of consumption of nature in the Mesilla Valley lead to the overall 

degradation of the very nature that many people come to experience, and therefore 

consume. 

 This consumptive experiential practice manifests in the Mesilla Valley through 

the way one is expected to engage with most state- and federally-designated wilderness 

spaces in the Mesilla Valley, such as Dripping Springs Natural Area. To enter Dripping 

Springs, you must drive down a long, winding, paved road leaving Las Cruces, driving 

through the vast brush and up onto the foothills of the Organ Mountains. After about 

five miles, the road turns to dirt, and you must continue up this bumpy road, over a few 

cattle guards, for another five miles, soon reaching a paved parking area with a small, 

one-story visitor’s center to it. Upon parking, a sign instructs you to pay inside the 

visitor’s center, where you exchange $5 for a yellow piece of paper to place on your car’s 

dashboard if you wish to hike or access the area. After paying and placing the paper in 

your car, you’re free to find the trailhead behind the visitor’s center, and to take one of 

many trails to see the beautiful mountainous sights of the area, the ruins of an old 

tuberculosis sanatorium, and the empty cave where an old Italian hermit once lived for 

ten years in the late 19th century.  

 To me, this exchange of currency for the right to access a space of nature seemed 

like a normal part of life. However, this didn’t mean I necessarily liked it--I had always 

felt frustrated that I had to pay to go access something I could get from my backyard. 

There is a particular hike that my family and I still take today where we walk down a 
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tangle of dirt roads in our neighborhood area, slip under a poorly maintained barbed 

wire fence, and walked toward a small mountain in the distance. It would only take 

about two hours after leaving my house to get to the top of this mountain by foot, and 

my family and I thought the views were just as spectacular from this mountain as they 

were at Dripping Springs. 

 Looking more closely, these two ways of experiencing nature have quite a few 

differences. At Dripping Springs, there are many informational plaques and pamphlets 

placed along the trails, allowing people to engage with history in addition to nature. The 

trails are also curated by volunteers, who work daily to be sure that the trails are free of 

litter, and are clear and accessible to patrons. However, the alternate trek that my family 

and I took was not curated in any way, with no trail to follow after passing under the 

barbed wire fence. We knew nothing of the history of the area and had no one to guide 

us, and may have in fact been trespassing on private property--to this day, we still don’t 

know. But we do know that this hike, in comparison to the hikes at Dripping Springs, is 

free of charge. 

 To better understand the differences between these two nature experiences, it is 

helpful to take a closer look at the histories of federal lands reserved for recreational use. 

According to The National Park Service Website, the service was created in 1916 to 

“safeguard special places and share their stories with more than 275 million visitors 

every year” (National Park Service, n.d.). As Chapter 1 explains, many of the stories of 

these places are stories of domination, conquest, and genocide--stories which are not 

told at natural places in the Mesilla Valley, such as Dripping Springs. However, this 

large number of yearly visitors to these spaces points to the idea that these spaces are 

not only toured for their intrinsic beauty, but they are allowed to be consumed for a 
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small fee as another natural space monetized in capitalism’s image. Many of the areas 

reserved for national parks in the United States are not seen as having resources 

exploitable in other ways. In Hall & Frost’s (2009) revisiting of the worthless land 

hypothesis, they explain that “National Parks [and Monuments] were only designated 

on land that was regarded as worthless...In the nineteenth century a sceptical Congress 

had to be assured that proposed parks contained nothing of exploitable value. In the 

twentieth century materialistic opponents have operated most efficiently in blocking 

extensions of older parks and modifying boundaries and provisions of ingress in the new 

ones.” Thus, National Parks system areas such as those in the Mesilla Valley are another 

way to consume land that could not be consumed through resource-related methods. 

 This understanding of the Mesilla Valley’s nature as a tourist destination to 

generate revenue is also supported by the way in which New Mexico’s nature is 

advertised. The Mesilla Valley ascribes to the New Mexico True Campaign, which is run 

by the New Mexico Tourism Department. This campaign aims to attract tourists from 

out-of-state, letting people know exactly what New Mexico has to offer. However, most 

of the advertisements are nature-based, including the advertisement that I came across 

as part of a 10-page New Mexico featurette in a Southwest in-flight magazine I was 

browsing on my way home to New Mexico on a flight from North Carolina. 

(Coincidentally, this was the time I was traveling to New Mexico in May 2016 

specifically to conduct fieldwork for this thesis.) 
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The very existence and placement of this ad further reveal the ways in which natural 

spaces are consumed in the Mesilla Valley (and even in New Mexico at large). Nature is 

framed as a place to discover and explore. It is quite literally shown to be a place one 

consume, via “Adventure that Feeds the Soul,” as the bottom right-hand corner of the 

advertisement denotes. Overall, this advertisement shows that New Mexico as a state is 

working to promote consumption of these natural spaces that have been curated in the 

state, revealing a monetized and consumptive view of nature not just in the Mesilla 

Valley, but in the state overall. 

 Writing by David Graeber reveals the ways in which monetized consumption can 

warp how different objects are understood and valued. In his book entitled Debt: The 

First 5000 Years (2011), Graeber explains that commodification in today’s capitalist 
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society tends to reduce most things to just their monetary value. From feelings and 

emotions to land, plants, animals, and land access, today’s society monetizes as much as 

possible, and nearly every interaction is implicitly understood as an exchange. Thus, 

when an entry fee is paid for a recreation space or National Monument, there’s can be an 

understanding of ownership in place there. It follows that borders, then, don’t just 

define the edge of what’s being observed--they also mark the physical limits of the land 

you’ve temporarily exchanged for a monetary sum. For just a day, a month, a week, or a 

year, you are entitled to this land, and whatever’s within its borders. 

 This monetization is supported by the National Parks Service, which oversees the 

Organ Mountain-Desert Peaks National Monument of which Dripping Springs is a part. 

In exchange for an entry fee, many humans still abuse the land within the National Park 

confines, as well as the plants, animals, and other organisms within it. With these lands 

presented as public goods, it’s easy to forget that most creatures do not ‘belong’ to 

humans, and--as Kevin Bixby puts it--“they don’t like to be pet.” Nonetheless, incidents 

like those with the bisons occur, where people come into nature and think of it as a 

space that they have purchased the right to dominate. 

 This consumption can also contribute to the “Disneyland Mentality,” as many 

people come to nature in the Mesilla Valley knowing that it is a curated tourist 

experience, to which access can be earned through payment. Thus, nature’s imagination 

as an object of consumption in the Mesilla Valley can actually lead to the very 

phenomena that the people who work to curate nature in the Mesilla Valley disdain. 
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Consumption as a Barrier 

Understanding nature as a consumptive object not only occurs through resource 

consumption and tourism, but also through social class distinction. Consumption can 

act as a barrier to certain spaces of or experiences with nature for people who cannot 

afford (or do not know how) to consume them in certain ways, often excluding people 

from nature along both racial and class boundaries. 

I first came to understand this nature-based exclusion when I started to more 

explicitly question the utility of the day use fee at Dripping Springs. The daily fee there is 

$5 per car, sometimes making the area about $50 per day, which is not nearly enough to 

help balance costs of upkeep and maintenance. In addition, it would be very easy to just 

park a car and hike without ever paying, with volunteers and employees never noticing. 

The penalty for not paying is nonexistent--volunteers at Dripping Springs informed me 

that they rely on an honor system, as they don’t have any way of enforcing payment.  

 The daily fee may not be a way to generate revenue, then, as much as it is a 

barrier to accessing the area in the first place. The five-dollar-per-car day use fee can 

pose a serious imposition to some people, when accessing many other places for 

recreation (or just not recreating at all) is essentially free. Further,  This is especially 

true given the fact that  25.7% of Doña Ana County Residents being below the federal 

poverty line (US Census Bureau, 2014). In addition, accessing nature is may not in fact 

be very simple. It often requires using a car to drive to the space, and using gas that 

could be used to pay for food, housing, or other forms of entertainment that are more 

easily reached. 
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Further, most white conservationists have not historically viewed people of color 

as welcome in National Parks, or in places of nature in general. When speaking of the 

famed conservationist and Wilderness Advocate John Muir, Kosek (2004) explains that:  

“He saw both the sheep and these men as out of place in the mountains, and placed 
them all -- sheep, Hispanos, ‘Chinamen’, fallen Indians -- in opposition to the purity and 
grandeur of “Nature.” He complained that he could not find the ‘solemn calm’ when they 
were present and described the Indians in Yosemite as ‘mostly ugly, and some 
altogether hideous.’ He argued that they had ‘no right place in the landscape.’” 
 
Thus, this monetary charge for consumption of nature is one of the ways in which white 

supremacy over US natural spaces can be reinforced. Given the intersection of race and 

poverty, people that white conservationists originally understood to be undesirable (e.g. 

people of color) can be justifiably removed from spaces of nature, allowing them to be 

better and more properly enjoyed by white people. 

When people who are not experienced in engaging with white-contrived nature 

come to a space of nature in the Mesilla Valley, they are often disdained in the park for 

not engaging with nature properly. When I asked another volunteer at Dripping Springs, 

Susan, why some people like hiking and why others don’t, she explained that the “people 

who come here [to Dripping Springs], many of them are old or disabled or lazy, and 

don’t wanna do anything except look around the visitor’s center and leave.” The typical 

visitor, she said, “wanders in here, doesn’t really have a clue, and either can’t walk very 

far, or doesn’t want to, or is ill prepared.” When I asked her specifically if there was a 

difference between people who come for nature and who comes for the visitor’s center, 

she said it was related to “what’s on their mind.” According to Susan, whose opinion 

exemplifies that of multiple Dripping Springs volunteers and other wilderness 

professionals, being interested in nature is a personal choice and attitude, rather than a 

systematic battier. 
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These attitudes can be informed by Bourdieu’s Distinction: A Social Critique of 

the Judgement of Taste (1984). According to Bourdieu, taste in different types of objects 

of consumption is often dependent on socioeconomic status. A modern example of this 

theory is in preference of white versus wheat bread: many people who are of higher 

socioeconomic statuses enjoy wheat bread more than white bread, and a taste that has 

been developed to distinguish themselves from people seen to be in lower classes (who, 

as a result, often prefer white bread to wheat bread).  

Bourdieu’s theories of taste help to inform various comments and opinions about 

nature engagement preference, such as those given by Susan above. Engaging with 

nature in the Mesilla Valley, in the framework of Bourdieu’s work, may not be based on 

a person’s ability or laziness, but may instead be a product of social class. Given the 

racial, economic, and gendered disparities present in nature in the Mesilla Valley (see 

Chapter 1), using a rhetoric of a “taste” for nature may be a way for the often middle- 

and upper-class white demographic group to retain control of nature, and further 

distinguish themselves from people of color and people in poverty. 

Furthermore, Bourdieu’s work on taste reveals that these tastes help to solidify 

the very class distinctions that they represent. According to Bourdieu, “social order is 

progressively inscribed in people’s minds’ through ‘cultural products’ including systems 

of education, language, judgements, values, methods of classification and activities of 

everyday life” (1986: 471). In thinking about an affinity or taste for nature as a “‘cultural 

product,’” it becomes clear the ways in which consumptive practices are embedded into 

nature and its exclusionary history. Nature is, to many, a product specifically curated for 

consumption--one pays a fee, hikes a trail, reads some plaques, takes picture, wanders 

around the visitor center.  However, engaging with nature in ways that do not treat 
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nature as a consumed cultural product are prevented from engaging with it at all via 

property laws and rhetoric of individual preference. Thus, consumption itself can often 

be the very barrier for people who are disdained for not consuming in the first place. 

There are, though, many ways of consuming nature in the Mesilla Valley that do 

not rely on nature as curated, such as through the breathing of air, or through hiking 

off-trail. However, nature is often only understood as being able to be consumed in this 

specific monetary/exchange way, as an external body you go to. This was especially 

evident with the people I spoke with at Dripping Springs, who often talked about 

“coming” to the Mesilla Valley inorder to be with nature (further detailed in Chapter 3). 

However, nature is more interconnected than this. Take, for instance, the Mesilla Valley 

Bosque State Park, which is a small patch of reserved marshland adjacent to the Rio 

Grande. Although the river itself is not legally protected, the Bosque is, given its official 

designation as a State Park. However, the Bosque and the Rio are not two separate 

entities, but are instead intertwined. The marshy ecosystems of the Bosque depend on 

the Rio’s water flow to exist. However, appropriate engagement of nature is thought of 

as going to the Bosque, paying the day use fee, and hiking the meager trails there. It is a 

place to go to in order to consume, rather than a place that is intrinsically connected to 

the air, water, humans, and other organisms surrounding it. However, framing one 

portion of the river as a state park and deeming proper engagement with it as coming to 

the park and ignoring the rest of the river both frames nature as an external body and 

simultaneously excludes those who are unable to pay or access it. Thus, in the Mesilla 

Valley, these processes of exclusion and externality are reproduced in both the way 

nature is framed as an object of consumption and the ways in which nature is 

consumed.  
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Consumption Through Conservation  

In the final section of this chapter, I outline how conservation practices in the Mesilla 

Valley are also in and of themselves consumptive. I show how exclusionary logics are 

often implicitly reproduced through this consumption. I also present a final example of 

this consumption, a river-rafting conservation event, to further illustrate these points. 

 
Notoriety and Preserved Spaces 

In 2014, President Barack Obama declared the creation of the largest national 

monument in his tenure: the Organ Mountain-Desert Peaks National Monument. These 

500,000 acres of New Mexico land would be cut off to cattle grazing, mining, and any 

other form of development, leaving it preserved for the indefinite future. 

While such a wide swath of preservation was considered a large accomplishment 

for many New Mexico residents, many Mesilla Valley wilderness professionals are also 

particularly excited about the notoriety that this monument would bring to the area. 

Dripping Springs Natural Area is a portion of the new National Monument designation, 

and when I spoke with interlocutors there, I made a point in asking them if the recent 

establishment of the monument had boosted visitorship in the area. I was lucky enough 

to speak with David Legare, who is the Archaeologist for several federal lands in 

Southern New Mexico, including this new National Monument. When I asked him about 

the monument, he replied: “We’ve watched...once the monument came in, and started 

getting recognition...visitorship here went up, and I think it will continue to go up. There 

are lots of visitors from other places because of the new national monument status. 

There’s more notoriety. Now people think it’s something special.” Robert, a volunteer at 

Dripping Springs, said that he was particularly excited about national monument 
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because it brought “more recognition, more excitement--it’s on the radar! There are a lot 

of people who may not have come here if it didn’t have that national monument status.” 

This notoriety, while undoubtedly exciting for many people in the area, tends to 

hide other forms of reasoning behind the establishment of national parks, national 

monuments, and other state- and federally-protected lands. Many political ecologists 

recognize environmental conservation as not just a modern environmental protectionist 

phenomenon, but also as a form of consuming nature in order to enhance national 

power. Researchers and theorists such as Alice Kelly (2011), Cindi Katz (1998), David 

Harvey (1991), and Robert Fletcher, Wolfram Dressler, and Bram Büscher (2014) have 

described conservation as problematic, explaining that many governments and NGOs 

use “the creation of protected areas [as] a visible and tangible sign of success” (Kelly 

2011), which they can then utilize to receive public acclaim and/or secure more funds, 

only to repeat the process indefinitely without thinking about how this can affect the 

land and the people who live on it or around it, or depend on it in order to survive. 

Further, Katz (1998) urges people to be cautious of preservation for the sake of 

preservation; the beneficent effects of sanctioning off land are exaggerated, she 

describes, and limiting access to these areas is nothing more than a “privatized 

rescripting of nature.” Therefore, by preserving natural spaces in the ways that US 

national parks and monuments attempt to, these spaces become consumed, used largely 

as a way to show off to the public.  

Kevin Bixby expressed similar sentiments to these theorists, describing that other 

than visitorship numbers, “not much has changed” with the establishment of the 

National Monument. “One thing that has changed with the national monument is that 

the area is now closed to new mining leases and gas leases,” he explained, although 
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there was “not big interest in that before…” Thus, while the establishment of the 

National Monument in the area looks quite impressive and important to many people, it 

does a lot more work for political reputations and notoriety than it does for protection of 

the area.  

Further, Bixby explained that while conservation and protection are the current 

trend, the existence of these spaces gives implicit permission for more natural spaces to 

be destroyed. “A little bit more of the desert gets chopped up all the time. It puts 

pressure on everything--water, land…all of it.” Elizabeth Kolbert, author of The Sixth 

Extinction (2014), writes that dividing land into sections--as is done in state and federal 

nature areas--may indeed have the opposite effect on natural spaces than is generally 

intended by the practice. When areas around natural spaces are destroyed, this can in 

turn work to destroy the sanctioned off natural spaces themselves, as they are 

dependent on the environment that surrounds them. However, since many natural 

spaces are imagined and treated through modern preservation practices as existing in 

isolation from the environment that surrounds them, this leads to not only the 

consumption of the nature surrounding conserved spaces of nature, but the conserved 

spaces of nature themselves. Thus, while the Dripping Springs Natural Area, along with 

the rest of the Organ Mountain--Desert Peaks National Monument, remains preserved 

today, the Mesilla Valley continues to grow in population and completely level the 

nature surrounding its major towns, just as it had before. 

 
Raft the Rio 

In order to demonstrate how many different aspects of nature, consumption, and class 

intersect with conservation, I draw on one of my favorite childhood summer activities, 
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called “Raft the Rio.” Raft the Rio was an event that invited all residents of the Mesilla 

Valley to come to the Rio Grande one day per year and, you guessed it, raft in it. 

However, rafts were not provided; one of the most attractive aspects of the rafting was 

the opportunity to build your own raft. People crafted rafts of all shapes and sizes, from 

small wooden pallets tied together with rope and held up with water jugs, to large rafts 

the size of my childhood bedroom, held afloat by large black rubber tubes bigger than I 

am. Prizes were awarded at the end of the rafting adventure for most creative raft, 

ugliest raft, first to finish the rafting race, last to finish the rafting race, and even first to 

sink. When participating in the event itself, it was difficult to have much control over 

your own raft, as it is generally surrounded entirely by other rafts, people swimming in 

the river after having fallen off of their rafts, and people drunkenly screaming about how 

much fun they were having. 
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The event itself was held by the Southwest Environmental Center (SWEC), the 

very organization of which Kevin Bixby serves as director. When I asked Kevin Bixby 

about who was engaging with nature in the Mesilla Valley compared to who wasn’t, he 

said that many people were born and raised in the Mesilla Valley and had never even 

seen the river, which he found astonishing and disheartening. Therefore, the Raft the 

Rio’s yearly goal was to connect people with the Rio, showing them that it existed, and 

that it was a fun and interesting place to interact with. In addition, the event was held in 

hope that people would appreciate the river’s existence as well, as SWEC describes the 

river on their website as an “undervalued community asset” (The Southwest 

Environmental Center, n.d.). 

 This yearly rafting event, although used to promote interest and caring about the 

Rio Grande, is another form of consuming the river itself. Multiple people engage with 

the already threatened river, leaving various forms of debris from makeshift rafts and 

from beverages and food in the river in the process. The events promoted consumption 

of the very river it was trying to raise awareness of in order to protect it. 

 When I asked Kevin Bixby about different conservation initiatives taking place 

through SWEC, I mentioned Raft the Rio, since I’d remembered it so well as a child. 

However, Kevin mentioned that Raft the Rio had been discontinued indefinitely in 2015. 

When I asked him why this was, he said that it was a difficult event to fund, as getting all 

the people out there to work the event was expensive. Kevin also said that the popularity 

of the event was going down over the years, and SWEC felt like it had done what it had 

set out to do, which was promote the river.  

However, I thought back to the last time I’d participated in Raft the Rio, and 

started to remember the giant scratches I had on my legs after the most recent iteration 
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of the event I had been able to attend. The scratches had been acquired from different 

points along the Rio where the water levels were so low that I would have to get out and 

pull my raft along, struggling to get it to continue on in the event. I also started to 

remember scenes of absolute chaos, with multiple people struggling to get their rafts 

through certain portions of the Rio, causing massive raft traffic jams, causing adolescent 

me to panic. Thus, part of me was kind of glad that the yearly event had ended, as the 

river was dwindling in size every year, and I wasn’t sure if the river could safely sustain 

so many raging rafters for much longer. 

Raft the Rio also acted as a site of reproduction of Bourdieu-defined distinction 

(1984). It cost a fee to enter a raft into the event, as well as an additional fee per person 

on the raft. Furthermore, it was necessary to purchase some sort of raft, or to have the 

resources or knowledge to be able to build one on your own. Thus, the event was a 

chance to distinguish those who knew how to engage with nature and could engage with 

nature from those who could and would not. I was able to participate in the yearly event 

because my family was able to pay the $25 registration fee, and was able to use their 

time helping me make a raft for the event, driving me to the event, and cheering me and 

my friends as we rafted every year. We had already known about the river and the 

activities that went on around it, and didn’t need much more incentive than that in 

order to engage. Therefore, while Raft the Rio’s goal was to make people more aware of 

the Rio Grande’s existence and importance, it may have conversely served as a site to 

perform and help reproduce social distinctions already surrounding nature and its 

commodification. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have shown various forms of the way nature is consumed by humans in 

the Mesilla Valley. I have demonstrated how nature is imagined in many ways as an 

object to be consumed, be that through tourism, rafting, hiking, or conservation. These 

different processes of consumption are not mutually exclusive in the Mesilla Valley, but 

instead work parallel to one another in order to create new conceptualizations and 

forms of commodified nature. 

 Overall, the different forms of nature consumption presented in this chapter 

reveal how systems of capitalist production and consumption are deeply entrenched in 

many of the ways that nature is conceptualized in the Mesilla Valley. Capitalism is 

indeed a water in which this country swims, and the Mesilla Valley is no exception to 

this, with nature continually reproduced in capitalism’s own image, through practices 

such as preservation of nature and perpetuation of national parks systems. 

 Further, this chapter has built upon the concepts introduced in chapter one that 

describe nature in the Mesilla Valley as a source of political power, as well as a tool of 

exclusion and domination. Engaging with nature in certain ways is valued and allows 

particular power structures to be reproduced, particularly those reinforcing white 

supremacy and capitalist consumption. Nature in the Mesilla Valley is inseparable from 

its exclusionary, racist roots, reproducing these structures not just through sheer 

physical and legal domination, but through consumptive barriers and preservation as 

well. 

 Finally, this chapter once again touches upon the multiplicity of meanings that 

nature holds in the Mesilla Valley. While nature’s definition is subject to constraint by 

practices such as conservation logics and tourism, tracing consumption of nature in the 
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Mesilla Valley shows the multitude of ways that nature is nearly impossible to capture 

with just one definition, being simultaneously a space of resource value, a source of 

aesthetic pleasure, a utility used in order to earn and perform social distinction, a place 

that is dominated, and a place that is unpredictable and cannot be controlled in any way. 

These constellated meanings of nature all stem from human sociality and human 

relation to nature, working together to influence one another. They also challenge the 

very definitions of nature that they attempt to create, showing that places such as 

natural parks can be simultaneously full of nature and saturated with human influence 

and curation. Thus, the distinction between nature and society in the Mesilla Valley is 

again shown to be blurry, unable to be completely constrained by any one of these 

definitions alone. 
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CHAPTER 3: 
ENCHANTMENT 

 
Sue R., a volunteer at Dripping Springs Natural Area, very proudly claims the 

identity of someone who has uprooted herself post-retirement in the search of 

something new. Sue R. was born and raised in Ohio, and lived there for decades before 

realizing she wanted to “see the big wide world!” At the age of 55, she decided to “seek 

her fortune” with her husband, and leave Ohio. “We looked in Tucson, in Sierra Vista, 

Albuquerque…” she described, “...but Las Cruces was where we made the decision.” 

When she first visited the Mesilla Valley, she knew it was love at first sight: “I can’t 

describe with words the feeling when we came here...as soon as we passed Abilene [a 

town in Texas close to the New Mexico border]...” she trailed off when she was telling 

me this, staring wide-eyed into the distance at the endless horizon in front of us. She 

said that often when she visited Southern NM, she felt a strong connection with the 

place, describing that even with plane landing, she felt a visceral feeling of “I’m home, 

I’m home! … and this isn’t even my home….” She paused. “Even though both of us had 

been born and raised in Ohio,” she explained, referring to her and her husband, “both of 

us didn’t feel a sense of connection like we saw when we visited the Desert Southwest.” 

Even a couple years after moving, she “can’t drive out here without a visceral reaction 

that I have to pull over, open the door, and put my foot on it [referring to the ground].”  

The above is just a recounting of a portion of my conversation with Sue R., whom 

I encountered during my formal fieldwork period in May 2016. I had come to Dripping 

Springs Natural Area multiple times during this period, each time hiking some of the 

trails there, speaking with patrons, and sometimes getting the chance to interview the 

people who worked and volunteered there. Sue R. was kind enough to volunteer to 
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speak with me, and I began our conversation with the question that I used for nearly 

everyone I spoke with: what brings you here? We then proceeded to chat for about an 

hour about Sue’s reasonings for coming to the Mesilla Valley from Ohio, her 

understandings of nature, and her opinions on why some people engage with nature, but 

not others. 

The excerpts of my conversation with Sue R. that I’ve presented above very well 

capture the general sense of enchantment with nature that many people in the Mesilla 

Valley tend to experience. Many people feel such a connection and devotion to nature 

that they choose to volunteer for different types of nature areas and organizations, such 

as at the Dripping Springs Natural Area. Others choose to devote their jobs and careers 

to nature, hoping work to protect it, like Kevin Bixby at SWEC. And some, like Sue R., 

are so enchanted by nature that they uproot their entire lives solely in order to come 

immerse themselves in it. 

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the enchantment that many people in 

the Mesilla Valley feel in relation to different forms of nature. I also use this chapter to 

illustrate the ways in which this enchantment simultaneously underlies and shapes 

many human understandings of and interactions with nature in the Mesilla Valley in 

ways that are often racist, classist, and generally exclusionary. 

 
A Brief Introduction to Enchantment 

While the term enchantment varies among both colloquial and academic definition, this 

thesis will be utilizing the concepts of enchantment and disenchantment as outlined by 

Max Weber. According to Weber (2011): 

“The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization 
and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world.’ Precisely the ultimate and most 
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sublime values have retreated from public life either into the transcendental realm of 
mystic life or into the brotherliness of direct and personal human relations.” 
 

Weber argues that disenchantment is not a singular moment or a linear 

occurrence, but instead a slow and diffused process at place within industrialized 

societies. During this process, many residents of industrialized societies being to place 

their faith not in mystery, wonder, or any sort of deity, but instead in the transparency 

and authenticity of science. Subsequently, Weber argues, processes of enchantment 

(and re-enchantment) come into play, allowing people to find a greater sense of 

mysticism, curiosity, and soul. Furthermore, Neil Smith (1984) writes that 

disenchantment has even happened with the concept of nature in general, with nature 

coming to represent primarily scientific thinking (i.e. the “natural sciences”). Most 

processes and phenomenon explained by science are then deemed “natural,” while that 

which is unexplainable or mystical often becomes “unnatural.” 

The work of many renowned social theorists supports the idea that some sense of 

enchantment may be a necessity human beings. For example, Emile Durkheim (1951), a 

sociologist, explains that some form of larger social or moral entity is needed as a 

cushion, providing that person with a sense of something bigger than themselves. He 

describes that in industrialized societies, this enchantment is lost, leading people to a 

psychological place where “greed is aroused without knowing where to find ultimate 

foothold. Nothing can calm it...since its goal is far beyond all it can attain.” This is 

parallel to processes of disenchantment, during which a person can lose sight of any sort 

of “ultimate foothold” (or overarching goal) in life, as with science (and the economic 

processes it often reflects) tends to perpetuate an ultimate goal of revealing and 

understanding all things, which is categorically unobtainable. Further, recent social 
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work scientist Brené Brown (2015) explains that human beings require some form of 

faith practice or belief in order to live a “wholehearted” life. She explains that it is 

necessary to feel something “bigger than yourself,” as this larger entity and belief can 

carry the weight of uncertainty that many people hold on their own backs, leaving room 

for the mystery and delight that often comes with enchantment. 

Based on these various sources of literature understanding, enchantment is a 

clearly-defined and well-documented process that many people find to be vital to the 

human experience. Enchantment is a dual-faceted process, in that it it involves both: (1) 

coming to believe in an entity bigger than oneself, which (2) provides a sense of 

mysticality, allowing room for mystery and the unexplainable. This enchantment can be 

found in many different places for many different people, such as through organized 

religion, video games, television, movies, or outer space exploration. 

Today, many people find enchantment through experiences in nature, often 

traveling to areas they consider more saturated with connotations of nature as a way to 

experience enchantment. As Anthropologist Vanessa Sage (2009)explains, “the 

encounter with nature constitutes a new connection for the individual, a connection to 

something bigger than oneself, perhaps even to the divine.” In the Mesilla Valley, many 

people turn to the natural world to find room for that spirituality, with the breadth and 

depth of what is perceived as nature providing a deeper sense of meaning, value, and 

understanding that the world is bigger than just humans, thus enchanting them. 

One of the many people who expresses these sentiments about nature and its 

enchanting qualities is David Legare, the official archaeologist for a collection of 

federally-designated parks and monuments in Southern New Mexico, including 

Dripping Springs. During my fieldwork period in the Mesilla Valley in May 2016, a few 
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volunteers at Dripping Springs mentioned to me that David was spending a few days 

conducting archaeological work at Dripping Springs, and they urged me to speak with 

him. David was kind enough to take some time out of his work schedule to speak with 

me, and when I asked him what brought him to the Mesilla Valley, he spoke of how 

much he loved nature, and how beautiful the Mesilla is to him. “The closest things I’ve 

had to real spiritual experiences have always been outdoors,” he said. “Look out there,” 

he directed me, pointing to the view of the Mesilla Valley below us. “That’s pretty damn 

spectacular. It’s like seeing God without seeing God.” 

David’s explanation for coming to the Mesilla Valley reveals the way enchantment 

is embedded in his understanding of nature. To him--and to many people in the Mesilla 

Valley--nature is the thing he comes to understand as bigger than himself, making him 

feel more spiritually whole. 

 
Escaping Disenchantment 

When I was speaking with another volunteer at Dripping Springs, Chuck, he explained 

to me that he ways exasperated with the way in which young people today are “obsessed 

with technology,” spending “inordinate amounts of time” playing videogames and on 

social media. Overall, “their world is the tech world. Today, everything has to be 

technological for them to even function.” He pointed to the mountains around us. “This, 

this out here? This is what’s real.” 

This exasperation toward technology is the a signal of a process that can go hand 

in hand with enchantment: disenchantment. Disenchantment is a feeling and process 

that many people can possess and experience, deriving from a general discontentment 

with many aspects of modernity and industrialized life. This is characteristic of Chuck’s 
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attitudes toward technology, as he found little satisfaction with today’s electronics, 

disdaining the mechanization of industry as overwhelming and displeasing. Technology 

felt contrived to him, lacking imagination and a feeling of higher value or interest, while 

nature is what was “real” to him. 

Those who are enchanted by nature in the Mesilla Valley express a sense of 

disenchantment with many aspects of modern life (such as Chuck does), coming to 

nature to find a sense of enchantment. This section will focus on the sense of 

disenchantment many people feel in the Mesilla Valley, and how this disenchantment 

can influence how they imagine and interact with nature, as well as broadly place 

culture and society in opposition to nature.  

Many people who now live and work in the Mesilla Valley are not from the 

Mesilla Valley, but instead have moved to the there because they had felt discontented 

with many aspects of modern industrialized society. Sue R. expressed these types of 

experiences with me, also explaining her disgruntled feelings toward the day-in, day-out 

work of modern life. Before she moved to the Mesilla Valley and decided to become a 

volunteer at Dripping Springs, she had worked as a library manager, and she liked her 

job a fair amount, not completely displeased. But she explained to me that eventually, 

her and her husband realized they’d “spent their lives in the box,” stuck in an 

unimaginative and predictable “culture [that] says you go do your job, you go home, and 

that’s it.” There is no room, she explained, to “dream your dreams,” reflecting her desire 

for some feeling of enchantment, sense of value, or life greater than oneself. She told me 

that eventually, her and her husband asked themselves, “if we die, do we wanna be 

buried here? NO, I don’t wanna live and die in this tiny little community. I wanna see 

the big wide world!”  
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Debbie, another volunteer at Dripping Springs, linked her move to New Mexico 

to similar reasoning about wanting to see more and experience more, knowing that the 

world contained more than just what she was seeing. She worked as a social worker in 

the healthcare industry for thirty years on the East Coast before coming to the Mesilla 

Valley, telling me: “I saw a lot of people die young, and I said, I don’t want to die young 

not having seen anything, I want to go out and do stuff.” 

A lot of this disenchantment was also directed toward cities specifically. When 

Debbie mentioned that she wanted to “go out and do stuff,” I asked her what type of 

“stuff” she was interested in doing, versus what someone may typically be interested in. 

She then told a story about a recent trip she took to Europe. “I went to Paris last year 

with my mom, and I have to tell you, I’m walking around the streets of Paris thinking ‘I 

wish I were in Utah.’” Kevin Bixby, the director of SWEC, expressed a similar feeling, 

saying that although cities are “better for nature,” he feels as though they “disconnect 

people from the planet.” He says that caring for environmental protections is getting 

lesser and lesser with time, explaining that “[he thinks] it’s getting worse because people 

are getting more disconnected with nature. Today we just have a more urban society.” 

Further, disenchantment due to industrialization makes the unknown not 

mystical or interesting, but dangerous. When I asked David about the role of a person’s 

childhood in their affinity for nature, he told me that he was disappointed by the way 

parents are so protective of their children, explaining: “I don’t know how much people 

just let their kids go and explore stuff.” When I asked Chuck a similar question to the 

one I asked David, he explained that this fear of general threats also takes place 

specifically in relation to nature. He said that many people often find animals 
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threatening because, in general, they just don’t know much about nature. They’re scared 

of nature, while the city is “what they perceive as safe.” 

 To escape these multiple forms of disenchantment, many people come to spaces 

of nature for varying periods of time. Susan specifically mentioned the sentiment of 

escape, explaining that coming to a natural space, whether for a day, an hour, or a 

lifetime, is the “perfect escape from stress that comes with living in any kind of society.” 

By juxtaposing society to nature in this way, Susan was able to find some form 

enchantment. After having heard this sentiment about stress relief from multiple 

people, I asked Sue R. what it was about nature that was so stress-relieving for some 

people, and she explained that when you’re in a space of nature, “you have a sense of 

freedom, a sense that nothing’s holding you down.”  

Given this evidence from interlocutors during my official fieldwork period, 

disenchantment of those now living in the Mesilla Valley appears to have generally 

stemmed from exasperation with technology, societal norms, and social responsibilities, 

and is often imagined as being fostered by urbanized areas. In contrast, spaces of nature 

are places that are seen as able to free people from these societal woes, allowing spaces 

to be mystical, expansive, and enchanting.  

Although understanding nature as a source enchantment legitimately relieves 

large amounts of stress and tension for many people in the Mesilla Valley, the framing of 

this enchantment with nature as an “escape” from disenchantment found in more 

“urban” areas tends to obscure many of the histories and realities of the Mesilla Valley 

and its natural spaces. The lived experiences of the interlocutors I spoke with are in no 

way made invalid or incorrect by this--each of these people did indeed feel a deep sense 

of disenchantment, and many of them came to the Mesilla Valley desperate to escape 
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this feeling that had followed them for a very long time. However, by placing their 

conceptualizations of nature as a place of enchantment within wider social and political 

contexts, it reveals how the embeddedness of enchantment into many understandings of 

nature in the Mesilla Valley tends to distort the stories of cities and natures alike. 

First and foremost, wilderness spaces such as Dripping Springs are not 

disconnected from society in the way that their enchantment makes them out to be. 

Dripping Springs is subject to the jurisdiction and authority of the National Parks 

System and the Bureau of Land Management. The Rio Grande is subject to the will of 

multiple farmers, the Bureau of Reclamation, and multiple state and national 

authorities. Most spaces understood to be nature in the United States are owned by 

someone, even if that someone is the state or federal government. In order to enter most 

of these spaces of nature, one must pay some sort of entry fee (as mentioned in Chapter 

2, it’s $5 per car at Dripping Springs), yet another symbol of the overall sociopolitical 

structures governing a space.  In addition, these spaces of nature are often altered in 

order to make them more enchanting for visitors--trails are created and maintained, 

high-impact camping sites are created, and maps and guideposts are installed, all 

creating a curated experience for those trying to have an experience in nature. Further, 

basic human survival in these spaces of nature often depends on an array of products of 

urban society and modern technological development. Water filters, electronic wells, 

and hiking boots are all pieces of modern technology, produced in order to make human 

engagement with spaces of nature more comfortable and less dangerous. In order to 

reach these spaces, one usually has to drive down a paved road; both cars and paved 

roads are forms of technology made to aid accessibility of wilderness spaces. In addition, 

most forms of food in the United States is processed by companies based in or near 
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cities, making human life, even for those living in places of nature, are often dependent 

on human industrial society. Thus, what is often understood as an enchanting nature is 

actually deeply linked to human society, and interacting with nature in a way that 

frames it as enchanting can lead to the discounting of many humans’ deep dependence 

on human social order, thus obscuring the labor, relationships, and land both created 

and destroyed in order to curate these spaces of nature embedded with enchantment.  

In addition to perpetuating misleading ideas about the disconnection of nature 

from society, beliefs about nature’s enchantment and society’s disenchantment aid in 

fueling beliefs about urban areas that obscure the realities that take place within them. 

This disdain for city life, no matter how fueled by genuine disenchantment, has 

concomitant historical roots in racism and classism, with cities often framed as 

dangerous, inordinate, and denigrated largely due to their growing populations of 

people of color and of people of lower socioeconomic statuses. Many white 

environmental conservationists have ascribed to this racist and classist belief of cities, 

and often create wilderness spaces as a place to escape these cities, and “thus helped 

create an external nature shaped by internal lines and boundaries that separate pure 

wilderness from sullied society,” (Kosek, 2006). These lines and boundaries are 

simultaneously expressed and reinforced by the hyperbolic city-related fears that many 

people in the Mesilla Valley express. During my fieldwork time at Dripping Springs, I 

asked once volunteer about why they preferred the Mesilla Valley to their old home, and 

how if this related at all to the way they understood and valued nature. In response, the 

volunteer expressed with vigor that they’d “much rather be on a trail somewhere...than 

someone mugging [them].” However, going to a city does not necessitate getting 

mugged. There are dangers both within and outside of the city. 
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Thus, while disenchantment with industrialized society is a completely real 

phenomenon experienced by many of the people who move to the Mesilla Valley in 

order to engage with natural spaces, it can often fuel and be fueled by racist and classist 

assumptions and beliefs about cities, in addition to falsely portraying nature as an entity 

completely separate from society. The nature-versus-society dichotomy is a false one, 

perpetuated (often inadvertently) to aid those who wish to be enchanted by nature, in 

addition to maintaining race and class distinctions across the US. Moreover, the 

distinction between nature and society in the Mesilla Valley is a blurry one, with what is 

commonly characterized as nature containing several pieces of society, and parts of 

what is commonly characterized as society containing several pieces of nature. 

 
Heroism & Distinction 

Another way in which enchantment is embedded in the meanings of nature in the 

Mesilla Valley is through the way in which it relates to heroism. Some of those who leave 

a certain place to come to nature in the Mesilla Valley, and that understand nature to be 

enchanting, can come to view themselves as a hero as a result. 

When I asked Sue R. why she came to the Mesilla Valley to experience nature, 

while others in her family stayed behind in Ohio, she explained that leaving one’s 

current life to come to nature is akin to dreaming, and “some people can dream, some 

people can’t, and I don’t know why.” Sue R. described herself as someone who could 

dream, though, and that it had provided her with spectacular benefits. “Half the people 

that are living and working in Las Cruces have never seen what I’ve seen.” As went on to 

express the way she felt stuck, and how she thought highly of herself for being able to 

escape from Ohio. However, she said that other people aren’t so lucky as to escape, 
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saying that “some people can’t get unstuck. Why can’t they get unstuck?” She explained 

that she didn’t get along well with her parents for most of her life, and even explains that 

even though “I know they meant well,” she felt relatively desperate to escape them. She 

then went on to compare her experience of feeling stuck to Jewish citizens of Nazi 

Germany, saying that some “took the chance” to escape the fascist state. 

I must make it clear that I do not in any way support equating the Holocaust with 

cross-country traveling in the United States. I also don’t know any details about Sue R. 

that I haven’t already presented, and that may be a story that provides more context to 

this analogy. Nevertheless, it is appropriate to say that the fact that Sue R. felt this was 

an apt comparison speaks to the extreme degree of discomfort and heroism she felt in 

her leaving Ohio. Sue R. felt that she felt she escaped something truly horrible, and this 

must be taken seriously. 

 In her anthropological work on romanticism and nature, Vanessa Sage (2009) 

explains that heroism is a common theme among those who enjoy engaging with nature. 

In fact, she explained that nature and heroism are often placed hand in hand:  

    

“The hero hopes that in directly confronting the terror and the beauty of nature he or 
she will be able to make social comment on the use and abuse of nature, and also on the 
very boundaries that are set up between nature and culture. They hope to be able to hear 
nature.” 
 
Thus, it makes sense that some interlocutors think of themselves as heros, leaving their 

families for nature in order to “seek their fortune.” As Sue R. said, “having no biological 

family is not the same as being alone and vulnerable.” This mental toughness and 

strength of will despite the odds is quintessential to the heroic archetype, sometimes 

using this “power to bring about heroic social results” (Sage, 2009). When I asked Kevin 
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Bixby about why he established the Southwest Environmental Center, he was very direct 

in his response: “I want to save nature. I want to save wildlife.” Heros, categorically, 

hope to be a savior of sorts, sometimes of themselves and their livelihoods, like Sue R., 

and sometimes of nature’s relationship to society, like Kevin Bixby. Sage explains that 

heroism can lead to a certain type of enchantment as well. In seeing a hero, in the 

romantic view, ‘‘we glimpse, however briefly, images of human perfection and, 

depending on our belief, of something divine.” By working toward becoming a hero, one 

can work toward seeing something bigger than oneself, and hopefully finding a cause 

that can cure disenchantment. This mix of divinity and heroism is reflected once again 

by Sue R.: 

“I honestly think, if I talk to ten people in Las Cruces, maybe one out of ten will get that 
spark in their eye. The other nine, it’s like you lose them in two minutes...Some visitors, 
they get that spark, they see the beauty, and it’s like they’re seeing it for the first time. 
That’s what I hear: ‘wow, I never knew it was this pretty up here.’” 
 

I do not claim to argue that the interlocutors are or are not heros in any colloquial 

sense. Instead, I’ve meant to show that many of these interlocutors have acted on--and 

continue to act on--heroic impulses in their appreciation of nature. Using the term 

“hero” is a useful way to help frame the way some interlocutors describe their lives and 

intentions, and to aid in showing how these relate to the natural world.  

However, this image of the hero is not universal. This vision of heroism presented 

so far in this chapter is highly romanticized, and is rooted in very specific sociopolitical 

times and places. Sage (2009) explains that this type of heroism is strongly rooted in the 

“romantic ideal of resuming contact with a re-enchanted nature,” which “was central to 

the countercultural impulse of the 1960s.’’ Thus, today’s impulses to come to nature can 

be understood as a product of this romantic ideal, as another wave of response to the 
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constant process of disenchantment at work in US society. Thus, through ‘‘a profound 

desire to reinvest the world with magic and mystery, often partnered with a 

determination to challenge social norms,” a “romantic hero nature” is born as a place 

the place where magic and mystery are reinvested in a way that challenges social norms. 

Believing in a “romantic hero nature” is not something taught in schools or by 

mass media, but is instead that Dripping Springs volunteers explained as an intrinsic 

like or dislike. Sue R. explains that “a lot of people come out here and say ‘good for 

you...but not for me.’” Those who believe in a romantic hero nature have a certain taste 

for nature, and are the one-tenth of people with a “spark in their eye.” Bourdieu’s work 

on taste and distinction (1984) once again helps to shed light on this phenomenon of 

taste, as Bourdieu explains that taste is actually a marker of class; having more astute 

tastes is a way to distinguish oneself from more ‘inferior’ classes. Applying Bourdieu’s 

theory to nature, it follows that if people have an romantic hero understanding of 

nature, this can be considered a “taste” directly related to social class. Liking nature 

offers a certain distinction, and not being raised to enjoy nature leads to a lack of taste 

for nature, and therefore a lack of distinction from the masses. 

However, as established in both previous chapters, being interested in engaging 

with nature as an external object is often an activity reserved for white colonists and 

landowners. It is an activity that is only easily accessible to those who are able to learn 

about how to “properly” engage with nature through cultural capital’s teachings. 

Further, wilderness spaces in the US have been shown to not be welcome to non-white 

peoples. Thus, hiking has come to be a “white people thing,” marking a racial distinction 

in the rights to land domination and ownership. 
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 When romantic heroism is combined with these understandings of distinction, it 

becomes clear that ascribing to a Romantic hero nature one again reproduces 

exclusions, particularly in the form of racial exclusion. White people are easily given 

access to the distinction of being heroically involved in nature, while people of color are 

continually excluded. And while many people do, indeed, feel a great sense of heroism in 

their coming to nature in the Mesilla Valley, it is unsurprising that others do not share 

this enchantment or “spark” in nature, for the right to be enchanted by nature has been 

historically reserved by white people. 

 Further, this idea of a romantic hero nature further externalizes nature as a tool 

for human use that is able to cure disenchantment. As Sage (2009) writes, “a Romantic 

hero nature allows for spiritual experience but nature is still there for [human] use,” 

while other aims and understandings of nature “sever the boundaries between nature 

and culture to realize that human beings are nature.” Thus, ascription to a Romantic 

hero nature frequently means a direct assumption that nature is external to humans, 

acting as something for humans to heroically save and use to distinguish themselves 

from other humans, instead of recognizing that humans are indeed part of these natural 

places that they are often trying to save. 

 
Healing, Purity & Power 

Another way in which enchantment is linked to understandings of and interactions with 

nature in the Mesilla Valley is through the ways in which nature is perceived as having 

the ability to heal. While I was conducting fieldwork in Dripping Springs, I came across 

two college-aged hikers, who in our brief conversation told me that they had decided to 

go hiking that day because it was something they did often. They explained that for 



 78 

them, hiking was a good way for them to spend time off from school during evenings or 

weeks, as it acts as a “good stress reliever.” Furthermore, a recent article published in 

the most widely-circulated newspaper in the Mesilla Valley, the Las Cruces Sun-News, 

explains that “hiking is a good form of exercise that has many physical and mental 

benefits for people of all ages” (Severson, 2016). In addition, Dripping Springs’ Van 

Patten Mountain Camp was at one point permanently converted into a tuberculosis 

sanatorium, as people believed that the dry desert air had some beneficent effect on the 

healing of the disease (United States Department of the Interior Bureau of Land 

Management, 2016). 

Nature is also understood in the Mesilla Valley to have another kind of healing 

that is more broad than that of the physical and mental realm. This healing was 

expressed by many interlocutors during my fieldwork period as broad, interpersonal, 

perspective-giving, and sagely. When I asked David why someone should engage with 

nature, he explained that “wilderness helps people get along with others.” When I asked 

the same question to Susan, another Dripping Springs volunteer, she explained that she 

enjoyed engaging with nature because she chooses to “believe the idea that nature 

nurtures people, and it nurtures us.” Chuck described that being in nature “gives you 

broader vision of who you are and where you are that you wouldn’t otherwise have.” 

Nature even has the power to give metaphorical life to humans, Chuck explained, as 

“seeing the beauty, the scenic wonder...getting out and doing something, just feeling the 

air and sun...it’s like being reborn.” According to Chuck, nature helps people “come alive 

as human being, instead of shutting down.” 

Given the evidence already presented in previous sections of this chapter, it 

would be simple to make the claim that this powerful healing is once again the product 
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of understanding nature as a generally enchanting place. However, nature does not only 

draw power from its enchantment, but from its historical framing as pure. Nature, when 

conceptualized as pure enough, has the ability to transfer its purity onto others. When 

posed as an antithesis to society, nature is often understood as a place that that you can 

go to, where you can then “be cleansed by a return to that which is timeless, to nature as 

it was before humanity’s fall” (Kosek 2004). This also speaks to the technological 

disdain that many interlocutors described; not only is this disdain a possible symptom 

of disenchantment, but it may also be rooted in the interruption that technology can 

pose to the purity that is vital to the healing process. 

Contrary to this view of purified nature, Mary Douglas (1966) explains that 

nature’s power may come from its place as historically wild and impure, external to the 

revered aspects of human development. As Douglas explains, for someone “to go out of 

formal structure and to enter the margins is to be exposed to power that is enough to kill 

them or make their manhood.”. Given the externality of nature to what is framed as a 

more formal society, this means that nature’s conceptualized power may comes from its 

place outside of society, as an unknown, disordered, and mysterious (and therefore 

dangerous) entity. This also goes hand in hand with ecofeminist views of nature, as 

taming and penetrating the impure, untamed, and feminine nature is what can 

conceptually make someone a real man (Merchant, 2005). 

Regardless of the contrast of these two ideas of a nature--one based on nature’s 

purity and one based on nature’s impurity--the two conceptualizations of nature are not 

mutually exclusive. According to Latour (1993), processes of purification and 

mystification are simultaneously at work. In addition, holding both of these 

understandings of the power of nature and its healing in relation to purity reveal their 
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common thread of placing nature as external to human society. Kosek’s explanation 

ascribes power to nature due to its purified state, away from impure human society; 

Douglas’s explanation ascribes power to nature as a function of its impure state, with its 

mystery and unpredictable power foil to the defined and ordered structures of social life. 

This externalizing of nature in order to understand its power, while helpful, also 

allows it to become an external resource for human consumption, exploiting the power 

of nature to heal the soul. National Parks, National Monuments, and other state- and 

federally-regulated natural areas serve this purposes, creating defined boundary spaces 

through which people can pass in order to simultaneously delve into the unknown of 

nature and escape the moral pollution of urban life. In addition, this produces the image 

that what happens in nature is not present in urban life, furthering understandings of 

nature as an enchanting entity. However, cities are not spaces contained in a bubble 

separated from nature. They are just as subject to the wind, heat, drought, rain, flood, 

and calm as the rest of Planet Earth.  

 
Protection 

The understandings of nature as a place of enchantment and their relationships to 

purity and distinction, all presented thus far in this chapter, help to provide a deeper 

understanding of the way nature conservation work is conducted in the Mesilla Valley, 

and in residents’ relationships with these conservation policies. In this final section of 

this final chapter, I will show the intersections of understandings of and interactions 

with nature as a place of enchantment with conservation, showing how conservation 

works to fuel and maintain the purity that helps to maintain enchantment.  
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When I spoke with Kevin Bixby, I asked him what exactly he hoped for the future 

of nature in the Mesilla Valley. Kevin explained that that some of his personal 

conservation goals are to see “livestock removed from our public lands,” as ranchers can 

legally graze livestock in state- and federally-designated wilderness areas in New 

Mexico. Kevin said that although “ranchers complain it’s more difficult” for them if 

livestock are no longer allowed on these public lands, it is still a necessary step to take in 

order to preserve them. In a similar vein, Kevin explained that there is often conflict 

between conservationists and mountain bikers, as “mountain bikers are not allowed in 

designated wilderness areas,” and thus opposed to further legislation restricting their 

mountain biking opportunities. Kevin said that is also frustrated with so-called extreme 

sports, because even though they can seem at first blush to be environmentally engaged, 

the only thing that Kevin think that is environmental about them is that they “take place 

outdoors, but don’t really celebrate the outdoors,” as these extreme sports only use 

nature to further their popularity. 

 These policies and opinions are expressed as being in the best interest of nature 

in general, aiming to protect nature from harm, making sure it is “celebrated” instead of 

objectified. This is similar to the logic used to rationalize conservation of spaces of 

nature in the mid-20th century. According to Kosek, the “impulse to create and protect 

national wilderness areas flowed directly from the perceived need to differentiate and 

protect the ‘pure’ from the ‘polluted,’ the ‘natural’ from the ‘unnatural.’”  

Through understanding conservation through the lens of purification, it becomes 

clear that many of the policies that allow for nature’s protection are rooted in a desire 

for purity, indifferent to the intrinsic value of the natural world. Instead, this purity and 

preservation is motivated by “the importance of maintaining in perpetuity the purity of 
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the nation’s environment--the very environment that was said to embody white 

nationalism and help forge the nation’s individual character and institutions--resonated 

with popular understandings and fears of nature and race” (Kosek, 2004). Even though 

histories of racism have become obfuscated in the establishment of nature areas, the 

purification-based logic at place behind them lives on today in understandings about 

nature conservation. It has become common practice to classify that which is not seen as 

a “natural” part of a particular environment or region as impure, and to exclude it from 

the region, deeming it to be “unsafe” or “unnatural” to the landscape. 

 Dripping Springs Natural Area, according to Susan, is the “only part of the entire 

national monument that does not allow dogs.” This is because the caretakers of the area 

are “trying to keep it as natural as possible.” Susan explained that this is because of the 

feces that dogs can produce. When she visited the San Juan Island, she said that entire 

swaths of the island were covered with llama feces. “I asked the ranger what they could 

do, and they said they couldn’t enforce it. They just had to let it be and clean up the 

poop. There was no policy in place to stop the llamas from pooping.” 

 This exemplifies ideas about what is unnatural, and why. There was no reason to 

have the llama feces cleaned, as the only thing that was dangerous about it was the 

amount which it disgusted humans, and ruined the ‘natural beauty’ of the island. 

However, every animal defecates, and llamas are just as part of the environment as 

humans, so it makes sense that there was not a policy in place to prevent it. Further, the 

instinct of Susan to move toward policy-based prevention of this defecation shows the 

tie of nature protection to policy intervention. Because of the environmental purification 

began as a state-instituted mechanism in the United States, it has become the role of the 



 83 

state to create and enforce purity-based laws regarding the environment, implicitly 

granting the right to pollute to anyone and anything that isn’t prohibited in state policy. 

 Thus, policies and opinions regarding preservation of natural spaces in the 

Mesilla Valley are often fueled by the habit of purification and preservation, 

independent of the health and intrinsic value of the natural world. Further, these 

purifying policies ignore the ways that humans and the environment interact with one 

another, lacking much of a distinction from one another, apart from humans’ desire to 

keep themselves separate from the nature that they have constructed.  

 
Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have outlined yet more ways in which people interact with and imagine 

nature in the Mesilla Valley, and how this is often rooted in the process of enchantment. 

Many people come to nature in the Mesilla Valley to feel a sense of something larger 

than themselves, and to find a place that they believe will provide them with a life that is 

widely different from the life they currently live (or had once lived). Furthermore, this 

chapter shows the ways in which conceptualizing nature as a place that can provide 

enchantment can influence the ways that people interact with nature, often causing 

some to feel heroic about their endeavors, some to come to nature to heal their hearts, 

minds, and souls, and some to work to purify nature in order to perpetuate its 

enchanting qualities. 

 Overall, this chapter reveals the exclusionary and obscuring practices that 

understanding nature as a place of enchantment can fuel. Many people, places, and 

other living and nonliving entities are unjustly removed from different spaces so they 

can fit the mold of an enchanting, pure nature. Furthermore, the perpetuation of 
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understanding nature as a pure place of enchantment works to obscure and erase the 

often racist, classist, and generally discriminatory histories behind the processes and 

phenomena that allow nature to be understood as enchanting. 

 In addition, this chapter reveals understanding nature as enchanting can obscure 

the fact that nature’s definition is often contrived, and that places considered to be 

spaces of nature in the Mesilla Valley are therefore often defined or altered in some way 

through human sociality and society. Coming to coming to places of nature in the 

Mesilla Valley is not a way to “escape” human society, as human society overlays almost 

all of what is thought to be nature, regardless of its framing as a force of enchantment. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
“There is, of course, no unified view of just what characterizes local models of nature. 
Perhaps the most well-established feature today is that the cultural models of nature of 
many societies do not rely on a nature-society (or culture) dichotomy.” - Arturo Escobar, 
After Nature, 1999 
 
 When I began working on this thesis, I had originally attempted to narrow down 

the definition of nature, specifically in the context of the Mesilla Valley. Instead, though, 

this thesis has done the converse of this: it has opened up the definition of nature, 

working to show the multitude of connections, patterns, understandings, and beliefs 

laden within nature. After presenting this ethnographic study and analysis of 

imaginations and perceptions of nature in the Mesilla Valley, there are five major 

takeaways that I find particularly important to convey. 

The first of these points is that nature is connected. Nature in the Mesilla Valley is 

not a pristine, autonomous entity away from humans, but is instead relational, existing 

always as connected to social, political, and historical forces that surround it, and is a 

product of the confluence of many processes, representations, governances, and 

imaginaries.  Thinking of nature and treating nature as simply anything that is non 

human is not only overly reductive, but it is counterproductive to any attempts to help 

reconcile the damage human activity has committed to planet Earth. 

Second, nature is exclusive. Understandings of and interactions with nature in 

the Mesilla Valley are largely shaped by the intersections of exclusionary and hate-based 

practices such as racism, sexism, classism, and xenophobia. It is important to recognize 

these exclusions and their origins in order to combat them, if nature is truly to be 

recognized as including human activity. These practices often extend nationally, and 

may even extend internationally, demonstrating the importance of further critical 
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examination of the way nature is treated and understood, and of the way people are 

framed and treated for their lack of “affinity” for nature. 

Third, nature has embedded meanings. Nature is not separable from human 

social activity in the Mesilla Valley, but instead constructed. This thesis is organized 

around three of these major embedded meanings--domination, consumption, and 

enchantment--that I was able to parse out during my limited time working on this 

project. However, these are just a few of the many meanings layered onto and within 

nature in the Mesilla Valley. This shows that there is not an “objective” way to 

understand nature, as different aspects of what is considered nature--and even what is 

considered nature in and of itself--will always be embedded with multiple social 

meanings. 

Fourth, nature has multiple constellated meanings. Nature is not just one, but 

many things. This thesis challenges the idea that nature can be defined in any specific 

way, as it is a host of constellated meaning in the Mesilla Valley, holding multiple 

definitions, experiences, and realities within it and around it that make it nearly 

impossible to characterize as one essential thing. And in the Mesilla Valley, many people 

view nature as existing in many different ways; thinking about nature as just a desert or 

just a national monument is not only inaccurate, but problematic and neglectful to the 

multiplicities and constellations of meaning that nature holds. Furthermore, through 

presenting multiple understandings of nature, this thesis has shown the sheer 

multiplicity of ways there are to understand different spaces, places, and concepts such 

as nature.  

Finally, this thesis shows the importance of employing a more inclusive discourse 

surrounding nature, this thesis shows the difficulty of producing a counter narrative to 
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how we think about nature. Humans and nature are so deeply separated within today’s 

social, political, and economic discourse that it is nearly impossible to talk about them 

without excluding them from one another. Although it is well-established within 

anthropological literature that humans and nature are one in the same, this thesis shows 

the vital importance of creating new ways to think and speak about nature that include 

humans (aside from the anthropocentric “Anthropocene”). In addition, it shows that 

these discourses reproduce themselves. We, as humans, must not only create a 

vernacular to use to place ourselves in the context of nature, but also put these ideas into 

practice, thinking of ways that humans can integrate themselves with nature in a way 

that does not prioritize human domination of nature, 

 While the above points are undoubtedly important, they are just a small step 

toward producing a counternarrative of nature, showing nature’s multiple possibilities 

and ideological breadth. My hope in writing this thesis is to present a concerted effort 

toward the continual process of showing that there is more to life on Earth than just 

humans. While this is perhaps a self-evident platitude, my research has shown that it is 

one that is necessary to reiterate, given the anthropocentric, white supremacist 

ideologies embedded in much of the discourse surrounding nature today. 
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