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ABSTRACT 
 
 

     The manner in which National Park managers employ the use of modern technology 
to protect imperiled species and landscapes has created heterotopic parks populated by 
cybernetic wildlife.  Using the island fox restoration program on Channel Islands 
National Park as my primary focus, I discuss my personal struggle between my desire to 
preserve endangered species and the notion that humanity has over-managed nature.  I 
reveal how historian of science Donna Haraway’s endorsement of cyborg theory and 
philosopher Michel Foucault’s discussion of heterotopic spaces can be applied to how 
park biologists have ultra-managed the northern Channel Islands.  Because modern 
human activity nearly caused the extinction of the island fox, park managers have used 
technology to erase evidence that modern humans once inhabited the islands and to re-
create a mythic past when humanity had little impact on the island ecosystem.  
Ultimately, I embrace the results of the controversial restoration program because I 
believe that if human actions are the cause of a species going extinct, we have a moral 
obligation to reverse those impacts in an attempt to save the species.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
     In this essay, I explore my personal conflicts with the Channel Island fox restoration 

program and argue that humans, by using technology to intensely manage and restore 

wildlife and wild places, have created simulations of nature in heterotopic parks inhabited 

by cybernetic animals.  In these ultra-managed, constructed places, humans have 

ironically attempted to utilize technology to erase any evidence of human existence.  As 

revealed in my thesis film, Restoring Eden, land managers believe that these are 

necessary steps to preserve biodiversity and protect species on the cusp of extinction.   

Has this process of creating wildlife cyborgs and heterotopic parks in order to preserve 

imperiled species devalued my personal experience of nature? 

     I attempt to answer this question through a process of, first, giving a brief history of 

the Channel Island fox restoration program and how I personally became involved.   

Next, I argue that humanity, through the use of technology to identify, monitor, and 

control wildlife, has transformed these animals into cybernetic creatures; hybrids of 

living tissue and machine.  I discuss how Donna Haraway’s A Cyborg Manifesto relates 

to the manner in which humans have treated animals both in the wild and in several 

natural history films.  Then I argue that the implementation of the restoration program 

and the subsequent ultra-management on the Channel Islands has created what Michel 

Foucault has termed a heterotopia: a space created by humans that is independent of time, 

simultaneously real and unreal (Foucault 24).  Finally, I discuss how ultra-managing  
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species and landscapes has been explored in natural history film by comparing my thesis 

film with the 1990 National Geographic film Africa: Playing God with Nature?   
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ISLAND FOXES: AN UNNATURAL HISTORY 
 

      
     I learned of the existence of the Channel Island fox was roughly eight years ago, when 

I was an animal keeper at the Orange County Zoo in Southern CA.  The zoo’s curator, in 

his search for information about locally threatened wildlife, discovered the Channel 

Island Fox Working Group: a collection of biologists that worked for state, federal, 

university, zoo, and non-profit entities.  This group held annual meetings to discuss the 

best way to save the rapidly declining Channel Island fox (Urocyon littoralis), a 

diminutive relative of the mainland gray fox (Urocyon cinereoargenteus) that occurs on 

six of the eight Channel Islands off the coast of southern California.  There were a 

handful of mainland zoos that exhibited island foxes taken from San Clemente, one of the 

Channel Islands with a healthy population of foxes.   Orange County Zoo managers 

thought that if they could acquire a pair of island foxes to exhibit, it would be an 

excellent opportunity to educate visitors about a native animal from the southwest United 

States in need of conservation. 

     I began attending these annual meetings, and we soon acquired an island fox from 

another zoo.  I was in charge of the everyday care of this fox, as well as communicating 

to the public the story of the island fox’s drastic decline on four of the islands: fossil 

records show that foxes have occurred on three of the northern Channel Islands (San 

Miguel, Santa Rosa, and Santa Cruz) dating back to 16,000 years ago (Gilbert et al. 766).  

Biologists theorize that mainland gray foxes floated on storm debris to the large island 

known as Santarosae when the ocean levels were much lower (Rick et al.  
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94).  They estimated the distance to the island at this time was a few miles, as opposed to 

over twenty miles to the nearest island today.  As the earth warmed and ocean levels rose, 

Santarosae became the islands of Ana Capa, San Miguel, Santa Rosa, and Santa Cruz.  

Native Chumash people frequented these islands, and scientists believe that the Chumash 

brought the foxes to the southern islands of Santa Catalina, San Nicholas, and San 

Clemente when trading with the Gabrielino people (Rick et al. 94).  

     Island foxes thrived for thousands of years until the mid 1990’s, when a combination 

of cumulative effects resulting from Anglo activity nearly wiped out the foxes on four of 

the islands.   In the mid 19th century, Anglos began settling several of the Channel 

Islands, bringing with them domestic livestock such as pigs (Sus scrofa), sheep (Ovis 

aries), and cattle (Bos taurus) as well as game species such as mule deer (Odocoileus 

hemionus) and elk (Cervus elaphus).  On Santa Cruz Island, some of the pigs escaped and 

formed large feral populations that soon inhabited the entire island.  According to the 

National Park Service, the combination of grazing sheep and rooting pigs caused massive 

changes to the plant communities on the islands.  Park managers removed the sheep and 

cattle from Santa Cruz by the early 1980’s, but the pigs remained.  In the 1950’s, 

chemical companies dumped millions of pounds of the insecticide DDT into the Los 

Angeles sewer system, which then flowed out into the marine environment.  The toxins 

accumulated in the tissues of fish and then concentrated into the tissues of the animals 

that ate those fish.  Bald eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus), which were the top predator 

on the islands, were wiped out by the DDT, which interfered with the eagle’s ability to 

produce thick eggshells.   
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     Bald eagles are highly territorial and do not allow other large birds of prey in their 

home ranges.  They also primarily eat fish and scavenge sea mammal carcasses.  So for 

thousands of years, the island fox had no aerial predators.  But when the bald eagle  

disappeared from the islands due to the effects of DDT, it created a territorial vacuum, 

which the golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) filled in the early 1990’s.  Unlike the bald 

eagles, the golden eagles prey on terrestrial mammals and found thousands of naïve 

island foxes on the three northern islands, as well as a year round supply of piglets on 

Santa Cruz Island (Roemer et al. 791).  As a result, the fox populations on the northern 

islands plummeted until 1999 when there were as few as fifteen individuals on San 

Miguel Island.  At this point, land managers decided to intervene and attempt to save the 

island fox from extinction.   

     Both the National Park Service and The Nature Conservancy, which owns the western 

two-thirds of Santa Cruz Island, began an intensive ecological restoration program on the 

northern Channel Islands with Santa Cruz Island as the primary target.  First, land 

managers constructed captive breeding facilities on each island.  Biologists then trapped 

the island foxes and brought them into these pens to allow breeding without the threat of 

golden eagle predation.  Second, biologists began live-trapping golden eagles on Santa 

Cruz and Santa Rosa Island and relocated them to the mainland.  At the same time, they 

began reintroducing bald eagles to Santa Cruz Island.  Next, National Park Service and 

Nature Conservancy staff began removing all the non-native vegetation through chemical 

and mechanical means.  Finally, National Park Service and Nature Conservancy land  
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managers decided to eradicate all of the feral pigs on Santa Cruz through an intensive 

land and air-based hunting program.   

     The recovery program got a big boost in 2004, when the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service federally listed the island fox as endangered on the northern Channel Islands,  

giving the program more resources to achieve its goals.  By all accounts, the island fox 

recovery program was extremely successful in just under ten years.  The National Park 

Service and The Nature Conservancy have released hundreds of captive-born foxes back 

on the islands, relocated nearly all of the golden eagles, re-introduced bald eagles which 

have been gradually re-colonizing the northern islands, removed non-native plants, and 

have successfully eradicated all of the feral pigs on Santa Cruz.  Land managers released 

the last of the foxes in the captive breeding facilities in the fall of 2008, putting an end to 

the captive breeding program and being hailed as one of the fastest recoveries of an 

endangered species.   

     With the exception of the lethal removal of the feral pigs, I was a strong supporter of 

the recovery program during the time I worked at the zoo and attended the annual island 

fox working group meetings.  In recent years, however, I have become unsure of where I 

stand.  After conversations with friends and colleagues who have brought up some 

interesting questions, I have been conflicted about whether this intense ecological 

restoration program and ultra-management of species was the right thing to do.  Modern, 

Anglo settlers were responsible for the conditions that led to the near extinction of the 

island fox.  Biologists working to restore the islands cite this reason to justify recovery 

actions.  They claim responsibility for “fixing” all of the problems earlier Anglo settlers  
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caused.  Perhaps these biologists feel a sense of what Renato Rosaldo calls imperialist 

nostalgia, in which people mourn for what they themselves have destroyed: “someone 

deliberately alters a form of life, and then regrets that things have not remained as they 

were prior to the intervention… people destroy their environment, and then they worship 

nature” (70).  I believe this guilt many people harbor, coupled with a belief system that 

values wildlife and wild places, is at the center of what drives humans to intervene and 

ecologically restore human-damaged landscapes and endangered species.  I value wildlife 

and wild places, yet I often struggle between wishing for a romanticized, nostalgic past 

when humanity had less of a negative impact on wildlife and recognizing that humanity 

has an equally valuable role in the natural world.  I believe, however, that humans should 

do everything we can to preserve endangered species and ecosystems if our actions are 

the cause of their decline.  But at the same time, are we, through the use of technology to 

ultra-manage these endangered species and ecosystems, creating simulated versions of 

nature that no longer possess a sense of wildness?  This question was the inspiration 

behind my thesis film Restoring Eden, in which I travel to the islands to see the recovery 

program in action as well as get the perspective of the biologists involved in the recovery 

program.      

     In October 2008, the National Park Service graciously provided me with 

transportation and housing on Santa Rosa Island, where I was able to film one of the last 

releases of captive-reared island foxes back into the wild.  Not long after I arrived on the 

island, biologists and volunteers were making preparations for the release of four foxes.  

We headed down to a series of chain-link holding pens that had housed the foxes  



 
8 

for the past nine years.  As I watched them capture and process the foxes slated for 

release, I was fascinated by the amount of human technology each fox possessed.  First, 

they used a hand-held scanner to detect an implanted microchip that identified every 

individual fox by a unique code.  Second, every fox received a vaccination for both 

Canine Distemper and Rabies viruses.  Finally, biologists fitted the foxes with radio 

collars so they could locate the foxes in the future.  The park biologists also attempt to 

trap every fox in the wild on an annual basis to give them vaccinations, inject a microchip 

if they do not already have one, and replace old radio collars with new ones.     

     The scientist in me acknowledges that this is a great way to monitor the fox population 

and keep detailed records on each fox.  The more data you have about the location and 

health condition of the fox population, the more likely you will be able to detect signs of 

a catastrophic population crash.  Another side of me, however, could not help but to see 

these technology-laden foxes as five-pound canine cyborgs.  In our attempt to preserve 

endangered species like the island fox, our use of technology for monitoring and data 

collection is slowly transforming these species into something less biological and more 

machine.   
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CYBORG NATURE 
 
 
     In order to better discuss the notion that humans, through invasive research and 

monitoring, have transformed wildlife into cybernetic organisms, I must first discuss 

cyborg theory as it relates to humans.  When one mentions the word “cyborg,” the most 

likely images that come to mind originate from the world of science fiction films and 

television.  Characters from The Terminator (1984), Blade Runner (1982), RoboCop 

(1987), and Star Trek: The Next Generation (1987-1994) are part human, part machine.  

Donna Haraway’s influential chapter entitled “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, 

Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century” from her book 

Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature defines a cyborg as “a 

cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as 

well as a creature of fiction” (149).  Haraway uses the image of the cyborg to break down 

the idea that humans and technology are somehow separate from nature.  In his 

discussion of Haraway’s work, Sean Ryan writes: 

Donna Haraway employs the image of a cyborg (part human, part 
technology, part     animal) as one means to questions these distinctions 
surrounding wilderness, human, non-human, physical, and non-physical.  
The cyborg image begins to question the certainty (and the wisdom) with 
which we can create the solid, static, and separate categories of humans, 
wilderness, and technology.  The image of the cyborg is one of difference, 
of boundary transgressions – it is part machine, part human; part real, part 
fantasy; natural, yet artificial. (275-276) 

 
Haraway goes on to say that cyborg imagery breaks down three crucial boundaries, the 

first of which is between human and animal (151).  Whereas we previously made an easy 

distinction between the two, when you think about cybernetics, the line between animal  
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and human blurs.  Sean Ryan asserts that research has called into question whether or not 

humans are the only creatures to display characteristics of sentience, language, and self-

consciousness (277).  Xenotransplants, or transplanting animal organs into humans, is 

now possible.  Even at the cellular level, DNA from pigs has been injected into patients 

during brain surgery (277).  Ryan then asks: “How does one categorize someone who has 

pig cells in all parts of his/her body as a result of these operations?  There seems to be no 

fundamental categories that create static and solid boundaries between what is animal and 

what is human” (277).  Therefore, as the literal biological line between “animal” and 

“human” is muddied, the words themselves begin to lose their meaning and value.  In 

Life After God, Douglas Coupland humorously calls into question the theoretical 

differences between humans and animals:  

I thought how odd it is for billions of people to be alive, yet not one of 
them is   quite sure what makes people people. The only activities that I 
can think of that humans do that have no other animal equivalent were 
smoking, body-building, and writing.  That’s not much, considering how 
special we seem to think we are. (12)   
 

Connecting feminist culture with the animal rights movement, Haraway also suggests that 

many people have already embraced the idea that there is no longer a need for such a 

separation: “indeed, many branches of feminist culture affirm the pleasure of connection 

of human and other living creatures.  Movements for animal rights are not irrational 

denials of human uniqueness; they are a clear-sighted recognition of connection across 

the discredited breach of nature and culture” (152).  The barrier-breaking image of the 

cyborg embodies this idea.  
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     The second distinction to break down, according to Haraway, is between organism 

(animal-human) and machine (152).  Pre-cybernetic machines merely mimicked human 

characteristics; they were not autonomous.  Sean Ryan asserts however, that cyborgs 

have become: 

self-acting communication systems – traits more often associated with 
human organisms… now we are not so sure where the purely human ends 
and the machine begins.  Our physical body is bound up in and inscribed 
by technology to such a degree that to remove technology from our body 
must mean altering how we think about ourselves at a fundamental level 
(277).   
  

     I would argue that this idea can also be applied to wildlife that have had various forms 

of human technology either implanted or externally attached for the purposes of research 

and monitoring.  In the case of the island foxes in Channel Islands National Park, every 

fox that has either been born in captivity or has been trapped in the wild now possesses 

some form of this technology. 

     The third boundary Haraway breaks down is what she considers a subset of the second 

boundary; that is, the boundary between the physical and non-physical (153).  Cyborg 

imagery challenges what material reality is.  Modern technology has advanced to the 

point where the physical presence of the technology is non-essential.  We are surrounded 

by wireless internet and endless electromagnetic and electronic waves.  The extent to 

which these technologies shape our realities can easily be taken-for-granted when we 

couple these invisible, human-made technologies with increasingly miniaturized and 

portable devices (discoursejunkie).  Radio waves and GPS signals sent by the devices we  
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attach to wildlife are examples of how we use this type of technology for research and 

monitoring.  In his essay “Man or Machine,” Colin Le Sueur uses the emergence of  

nanotechnology as yet another example of the boundary breakdown between the physical 

and non-physical:  

In several years nanotechnology (machines the size of human cells) will 
revolutionize the way we interact with technology.  Soon all machines will 
be made of sunshine, invisible and omnipotent…  Accordingly, a cyborg 
does not even require a physical body. Being free from boundaries, a 
cyborg could reside in a computer mainframe or in a cloud of nanites; the 
world could even be comprised of a non-corporeal society. (13) 

 
     According to Sean Ryan, cyborg imagery does not make the claim that nothing is 

physically material or real.  Rather, it says “because some of the ‘things’ around us do not 

fit easily into our categories of material and non-material, perhaps it would be wise to re-

think in what ways these are meaningful categories” (278).  We call into question the 

dichotomous nature of animal/human, organism/machine, and physical/non-physical 

when we invoke the image of the cyborg. 

     Both contemporary science fiction and modern medicine are full of cyborgs who 

“populate worlds ambiguously natural and crafted” (Haraway 149).  Surgically implanted 

medical devices such as cochlear implants and pacemakers electronically amplify sound 

and control heart rate in human patients without any external visible sign of their 

existence (Clark 16).  Victims of traumatic events that result in the amputation of a limb 

can now be fitted with life-like, carbon fiber prosthetics that often out-compete their 

biological counterparts.  While the majority of cybernetic discourse focuses on the  
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human-machine integration, one should not overlook the degree to which humans are 

imposing similar technologies to the animal realm.   

     Humans often use this technology in an attempt to benefit either individual animals or 

the species as a whole.  The British newspaper Telegraph tells the story of how an 

Atlantic Bottlenose Dolphin received a prosthetic tail after a run in with a Florida crab 

trap (Winter the Dolphin Gets Bionic Tail).  Fox News.com reveals that a wounded bald 

eagle will soon receive a prosthetic beak after the top half of its beak was shot off several 

years before (Wounded Bald Eagle May Get Bionic Beak).  These examples are a few of 

many in which humans have intervened to save individual animals by fitting them with a 

human-made prosthetic device.  Humans also spend vast sums of money for wildlife 

research and identification.  Scientists implant identification microchips, attach global 

positioning system devices, and fit radio frequency collars to wildlife in order to monitor 

their movements and population trends.  While one can argue that these methods to 

observe and survey are merely a means of extending control over wildlife (Benson 12), 

my personal experience speaking with biologists has convinced me that they truly believe 

the research they conduct, however invasive at times, benefits the survival of the species 

as a whole.     

    Although I suggest in my film that the Channel Islands and the island foxes that inhabit 

them are perhaps losing a sense of wildness because of humans intensely managing their 

populations with the tools of technology, I do not directly discuss the notion that the 

foxes have become cyborgs.  As I stated earlier, science fiction film is wrought with 

imagery of the human-machine cyborg.  Several non-fiction wildlife/animal themed  
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films, however, have also employed the image of the cyborg.  The most obvious example 

of this is National Geographic’s widely popular The Crittercam Chronicles  

(1996-2009) television series.  Created by marine biologist Greg Marshall, each episode 

spotlights a different species of animal that has been outfitted with a video camera.  After 

researchers capture and attach these cameras, the animal is then released and the 

researchers, as well as the viewing public, are able to view the world from the animal’s 

point of view.  The researchers believe that these cameras are invaluable research tools 

that provide new insights into animal behavior often unable to be witnessed by humans.  

Most episodes feature marine species such as sea turtles, sharks, dolphins, seals, and even 

whales.  More recently, however, terrestrial mammals such as African lions, hyenas, and 

grizzly bears have been outfitted with these cameras and been featured in the series.  

Similarly, in Raptor Force (2007), researchers design and attach miniature video cameras 

to the backs of various species of birds such as golden eagles, red tailed hawks, and 

peregrine falcons.  Again, the privileged viewer is able to see, from the bird’s point of 

view, what it looks like when a peregrine falcon pulls out of a 200 mile per hour stoop to 

catch prey mid-flight.  While these films derive cyborg imagery from humans attaching 

external video cameras to the animal, there are other films that portray the animal as a 

literal biological/mechanical hybrid. 

     In National Geographic’s Predators at War (2005), filmmakers suggest, through a 

sequence of animations, that various species of African predators such as lions, cheetahs, 

leopards, and hyenas, have machine-like endoskeletons designed for battle.  The film 

employs a military motif to illustrate the conflicts these predators have with each other  
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and their prey as they struggle to survive in a drought-ridden African game reserve.  We 

see the technology some of these predators possess in a sequence in which the viewer,  

through the eyes of the predator, sees how the predator targets its prey with the same 

visual technology as an advanced weapons targeting system used in human-made 

vehicles and aircraft.  A subtler example of this type of cyborg imagery comes from a 

sequence in Frederick Wiseman’s Primate (1974).  Approximately thirty minutes into the 

film, there is a scene where two scientists at the primate research center wheel a monkey 

into a room to perform some tests.  This monkey has a device attached to the top of its 

skull with wires and probes extending into the animal’s brain.  The scientists connect 

wires to this device and transfer varying amounts of electricity into the monkey’s brain 

and record changes in its behavior.  As a result of human scientific research, it is more 

difficult to distinguish where the mechanical device ends and the purely biological 

monkey begins.   

     In my film, I have primarily focused my attention to the island fox.  There are other 

species in Channel Islands National Park, however, that possess the same amount of 

human technology.  Numbered plastic tags attached to both wings identify the 

reintroduced bald eagles.  They have also had radio transmitters attached to their backs so 

that biologists can later locate and monitor them.  Even island spotted skunks (Spilogale 

gracilis amphiala), a species with a healthy population, receive implanted microchips if 

they are mistakenly caught in fox traps.  It appeared as if there was no wildlife on the 

islands that had not been manipulated by human technology.  As someone who enjoys 

wildlife viewing, I often find myself, justified or not, putting “wild” animals I see with  
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human technology attached to them in a different category than those I observe without 

obvious signs of being handled by humans.  The sight of a radio collar or identification 

tag on wildlife seems to degrade the experience for me because it means that those 

animals had been captured, examined, and manipulated by humans.  In my mind, these 

animals become less wild each time humans attach this type of technology.  When I see 

these technology-laden animals in the wild, I feel as though my experience of sublime 

nature is less authentic because there are visible signs of human intervention.  I am 

subconsciously dividing these experiences between something I consider natural and 

something more artificial.  This division between the completely natural and completely 

unnatural, according to Sean Ryan, “is the quest for static categories, which the image of 

the cyborg brings into question.  By questioning our ability to make and maintain certain 

categorical distinctions, the cyborg image challenges us to re-create ourselves in more 

open ways” (276).  Similarly, Donna Haraway ultimately endorses, and often celebrates, 

the influence of technology and the image of the cyborg because “It is not just that 

science and technology are possible means of great human satisfaction… Cyborg 

imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms in which we have explained our 

bodies and our tools to ourselves” (181).  She later goes on to proclaim that she “would 

rather be a cyborg than a goddess” (181).   

     While she does not explicitly speak to the term “cyborg,” Naomi Goldenburg suggests 

that the human/animal-machine interdependency and reliance on technology has negative 

psychological and social impacts.  On an individual level, machines are able to extend 

human senses and capacities enabling us to live, see, hear, work, play, and heal more (12- 
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13).  Paradoxically, she states, “the machines which enable us to live more allow us to 

feel less” (13).  Unlike Donna Haraway, Goldenburg believes the advancement in 

technology has had deleterious social impacts as well. Activities that once required social 

interaction such as play, work, sex, medicine, and warfare are now possible with very 

little human participation: “We are, I think, engaged in a process of making one another 

disappear by living more and more of our lives apart from other humans, in the company 

of machines” (Goldenburg 10-11).     

     If I am to embrace the image of the cyborg, than I can no longer separate wildlife 

between natural and artificial based on whether or not these animals have signs of human 

technology.  Also, accepting cyborg philosophy and the barriers it breaks down means 

that one does not separate humans and their technology from the “natural” world.  

Humans and their actions, regardless of the consequences to themselves or other living 

species, are just as natural as the island fox under this view.  This philosophy is a source 

of conflict for me because on one level I recognize that humans, and the products of our 

technology, can be considered just as natural as the by-products of other species of plants 

and animals.  In other words, as Neil Evernden writes, “Once we accept, through the 

study of Nature, that all life is organically related, organically the same through the 

linkage of evolution, then humanity is literally a part of Nature.  Not figuratively, not 

poetically, but literally an object like other natural objects” (93).  Humans are biological 

beings susceptible to the laws of nature just as any other species.  On another level, 

however, I make a distinction between the human and non-human world when human 

actions cause the extinction of a species.  No other species on the planet has been as  
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successful at being able to persist in nearly every type of terrestrial habitat.  I believe that 

every species possesses spiritual value, and therefore has an inherent right to exist. 

Because humans have the ability to recognize when our actions are causing the extinction 

of a species, I believe we have a moral obligation to prevent these species from going 

extinct.  I think humans are justified in intervening to recover endangered species and 

ecosystems when we are the cause of their decline.  We should also recognize that by 

doing so, however, we create places that deny the presence of contemporary humans as 

being a part of the landscape.  Rather, we are transitory visitors attempting to minimize 

our presence and impact.  The National Parks and the Channel Island fox restoration 

program are perfect examples of how humans actively manage species and landscapes to 

make it appear as though humans do not exist.   
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MAINTAINING THE GARDEN 
 
 
     After witnessing the degree to which the island foxes have become more cyborg-like 

through the use of technology biologists employ to identify and monitor each individual, 

I could not help but notice how ultra-managed Channel Islands National Park is on a 

broader scale.  Intervening to save the island fox through the captive breeding and 

monitoring program, feral pig eradication, golden eagle removal, and bald eagle 

reintroduction is only a part of the effort to restore the five islands that make up Channel 

Islands National Park to a more “natural” state.  According to the National Park Service, 

there are 145 species of plants and animals that exist nowhere else but on the Channel 

Islands.  Because of this, land managers have been aggressively removing “non-native” 

species of plants and animals.  In addition to the feral pig eradication on Santa Cruz 

Island, the Park Service eradicated rats on Ana Capa Island by dropping poisonous 

pellets.  They are currently in the process of eradicating human-introduced game such as 

mule deer and elk on Santa Rosa Island.  They have also used herbicidal and mechanical 

methods to eradicate invasive plants on most of the islands.  The land managers’ goal has 

been to “fix” all the problems that Anglos have caused since they colonized the islands 

over 150 years ago.  Once they have reached their goal, the managers hope they will not 

have to actively manage the islands to the extent that they currently do so.  I am not sure 

if that will truly be the case.   

     Land managers will, in all likelihood, have to constantly manage the islands to protect 

vulnerable species if humans are allowed on the islands.  People could unknowingly  



 
20 

bring invasive species of animals and plants or disease from the mainland.  If the Park 

Service does not remain vigilant and identify when this happens, then another restoration 

program may be necessary.  Even if humans are not the cause of species declines on the 

islands, the Park Service will perform whatever management actions necessary to protect 

a species.  In an interview I conducted with National Park Service biologist Tim Coonan, 

he said that, if necessary, they would intervene once again if island fox populations crash 

in the future, even if human activity is not to blame.  With all this intense management 

required for the restoration program and the management actions that the Park Service 

will have to use in the future, I believe that the northern Channel Islands have become a 

simulated version of what humans believe to be nature.  As I state in my film, humans 

decide which species can or cannot exist on these islands.  It as almost as if Channel 

Islands National Park is more like a theme park, well-manicured garden, or a large zoo 

where a human keeper carefully maintains every species of animal and plant.   

     I consider Channel Islands National Park, as well as every other national park 

managed by humans, a heterotopia.  Coined by the French philosopher Michel Foucault 

in 1967, a heterotopia is a term used to describe a place that is simultaneously real and 

unreal.  Unlike a utopia, an unreal space that presents society in a perfected form, 

heterotopias are human constructions “that are outside of all places, even though it may 

be possible to indicate their location in reality” (Foucault 24).  Heterotopias are enacted 

utopias in the sense that they are localized and real (Johnson 78).   Foucault uses the 

analogy of a mirror to describe a heterotopic space: 

 



 
21 

The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place.  In the mirror, 
I see myself there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up 
behind the surface; I am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow 
that gives my own visibility to myself, that enables me to see myself there 
where I am absent: such is the utopia of the mirror.  But it is also a 
heterotopia in so far as the mirror does exist in reality… it makes this 
place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at 
once absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and 
absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this 
virtual point which is over there. (24) 
 

Heterotopias disrupt time and space.  Ace Sophia interprets Foucault by writing that 

heterotopias are sites “with an alternative relation to time, marked by the perpetual and 

indefinite accumulation of time, constituting a place of all time that is in itself outside the 

realm of normal chronology; in effect, heterotopia has its own time zone(s), or even none 

at all” (2).  Foucault presents numerous and diverse examples of heterotopic spaces. 

Some, such as museums and libraries, attempt to enclose all time into one space (26).  By 

contrast, others, such as festivals and fairs, are linked “to time in its most flowing, 

transitory, precarious aspect” (26).  Theme parks such as Disneyland or gardens, which 

Foucault considers to be the oldest from of a heterotopia, enclose several places and 

times into a singular space able “to represent both the smallest part of the world and its 

totality” (Johnson 79).  However, these places are unable to adequately reflect a 

condensed version of the whole world.  Rather, they are “selected, framed, edited, and 

interpreted, according to an array of social forces and cultural contests over meaning” 

(Chris xi).  Heterotopias are real in the sense that they physically exist; yet they are also 

part fantasy because they are places where time and space has been manipulated and 

controlled by humans.   
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     I argue that National Parks are large, heterotopic native gardens lying somewhere 

between what I would consider natural and unnatural.  As Sean Ryan suggests, “is a 

National Park natural if it is carefully managed and if no fires are allowed to burn?  Yet, 

on the other hand, it can hardly be said to be wholly unnatural or artificial” (276).  The 

Channel Islands National Park restoration project has sought to eliminate any influence of 

modern Anglo activity.  All of the management actions that I mentioned previously have, 

in effect, returned conditions on the islands to a mythic past sometime before Anglos 

arrived.  Yet, ironically, Anglos are now the ones ultra-managing the islands to make it 

appear as though Anglos have never existed on the islands.  Time exists in a sort of 

vacuum.  The island ecosystem can change and evolve as long as modern humans do not 

have a hand in it.  In the process of restoring the Channel Islands, land managers’ actions 

have attempted to hide a significant part of the islands’ recent history.  Hiding the modern 

Anglo history and creating a sense of timelessness on the Channel Islands is, according to 

theorist Roland Barthes, is a crucial component of creating a myth: 

Myth deprives the object of which it speaks of all History. In it, history 
evaporates.  It is a kind of ideal servant: it prepares all things, brings them, 
lays them out, the master arrives, it silently disappears: all that is left for 
one to do is to enjoy this beautiful object without wondering where it 
comes from. (140) 

 
By removing the Anglo history and managing the islands so that only pre-Anglo species 

exist, land mangers attempt to reverse what Barthes calls “the irresponsibility of man” 

(141).  In doing so, they are creating the myth that the islands are a collection of pristine, 

edenic gardens untouched by the hand of modern man.     
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     My thesis film, Restoring Eden, explores the philosophy behind the decisions land 

managers make when attempting to conserve an endangered species.  Similarly, the 

National Geographic film Africa: Playing God with Nature? (1990) addresses similar 

issues about the ramifications of humans ultra-managing landscapes and wildlife.  This 

film is divided into three sections, each focusing on wildlife management issues in a 

different African country.  The last third of the film focusing on South Africa’s Kruger 

National Park is especially interesting because it echoes some of the same issues I discuss 

in my film.  Just as in my film, every individual animal is intensely monitored and 

managed.  A sequence of game wardens shooting elephants from a helicopter draws 

parallels to the sequence in my film of the hunters eradicating the feral pigs on Santa 

Cruz Island using the same method.  The difference in Africa: Playing God with Nature? 

is that land managers are killing native African species, not exotics introduced by 

humans.  The Kruger Park superintendent proclaims that they have a moral obligation to 

cull the elephant population because the park can only sustain so many without having 

negative impacts on other species.  This statement sounds a lot like what biologist said to 

me about why they believed it was necessary to eradicate the feral pigs.  A game warden 

from Kruger National Park sums up the mentality of the managers when he says, “We 

can’t let nature manage Kruger Park, because Kruger Park no longer belongs exclusively 

to nature.  Its been influenced by man.  We have put up fences, we no longer have a 

natural wild Africa where wildlife can roam freely.”  Instead, humans collect and 

intensely manage species in these idealistic, heterotopic parks that mimic what nature 

used to be.  
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     Since heterotopias are human constructions, the argument I present above that 

National Parks are heterotopias is based on the assumption that modern, European 

humans and their actions are separate from nature.  If one subscribes to Donna Haraway’s 

cyborg manifesto and accepts the idea that there is no separation between humans, 

technology, and nature, than the heterotopia argument breaks down.  Also, if one believes 

that all human actions are “natural,” then the actions humans undertake to preserve 

species by ultra-managing national parks must be considered just as “natural” as human 

actions that result in the destruction of species and ecosystems.  I interpret this view to be 

relativistic, which is problematic because it justifies any type of human behavior; ethics 

and morals are minimized when humans make any decision.  Personally, I position 

myself somewhere between the dualistic view of nature and the monistic view.  As I 

previously stated, I would be crazy if did not accept the part of the monistic view that 

humans, and the manifestations of our technology, physically exist in the same reality as 

every other species on the planet.  However, I believe humans should possess a personal 

sense of stewardship that values the preservation of all species.  To reiterate, if humans 

are the cause of a species decline, I believe we are morally obligated to do everything in 

our power to reverse our actions and preserve the species.  If human actions are not the 

cause of a species decline, then I believe it is morally reprehensible to intervene on behalf 

of the species.  I acknowledge that this belief leans towards the dualistic view that 

humans are separate from, or outside of, nature and illustrates my personal conflict 

between the two views.  This internal conflict I wrestle with leads me to the question: 

Can we preserve these imperiled species and ecosystems and, at the same time, allow  
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modern humanity be an active participant in these places?  That is, is it possible for 

modern, technological humans to coexist with these species without being coerced by a 

government that has enacted laws to protect these landscapes and species?  The truth is, I 

am not sure.  I think it is definitely possible, but it would require all of humanity to share 

similar values about wildlife and wild places.  A more cynical part of me thinks that, 

given the current state of how humans treat each other, it seems unlikely that we could 

ever agree on an ethic that values the non-human world as I have described above.  

Cynicism, however, is for the lazy.  It may be a never-ending quest to convince humanity 

to value these places and species as I do, but I still believe it is worth the effort. 

     In summary, I still struggle with the idea of whether humans and their technology are 

part of nature.  However, there is no doubt in my mind that in the process of preserving 

ecosystems and the species that inhabit them, humans have created heterotopic gardens 

that have perhaps altered the course of evolution as a result of our intervention and 

management.  Perhaps humans are selfishly re-creating or constructing these places so 

that one can experience sublime nature (Mitman 120).  In the case of the Channel Islands, 

I have personally experienced the sublime.  On one hand, I am amazed by the results of 

the restoration program.  On the other, however, I am conflicted about the notion of 

killing off thousands of individuals of one species to save another.  But in the end, if that 

is the price for keeping a species from going extinct, then that is one I am willing to pay.  

I think one could have unending debates to determine if that was really the case on the  

Channel Islands.  Also, our heavy reliance on technology to save these species has 

transformed many individuals into cybernetic creatures, an idea with which I still  
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struggle.  Again, if employing this technology is absolutely necessary to keep a species 

from going extinct, than I think we should use it.  However, unlike Donna Haraway, I am 

not going to celebrate its use and integration.  I would hope that someday, a majority of 

humanity comes to appreciate and be inspired by the diversity of life on this planet as I 

have.  Hopefully, humanity will not have to intervene and rely on our technology to 

manage nature.  Perhaps we can adopt a view of nature like that of Carolyn Merchant, 

who suggests in Reinventing Eden, that “We should think of ourselves not as dominant 

over nature (controlling and managing a passive, external nature) or of nature as 

dominant over us (casting humans as victims of an unpredictable, violent nature) but 

rather in dynamic relationship to nature as its partner” (6).  Given the degree of human 

impact on the planet, my belief system is no doubt romantic and perhaps a little naïve.  

But at the same time, to echo a sentiment from my film, I would rather have these 

human-constructed, ultra-managed, heterotopic parks inhabited by cyborg animals than 

be part of a society responsible for the extinction of a species. 

      

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
27 

WORKS CITED 
 
 
Barthes, Roland. “Myth Today.” A Barthes Reader. Ed. Susan Sontag. New York:  
     Hill and Wang, 1985. 93-149. Print. 
 
Benson, Etienne S. “The Wired Wilderness: Electronic Surveillance and Environmental 
     Values in Wildlife Biology.” Diss. Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2008. Print. 
 
Chris, Cynthia. Watching Wildlife. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006.       
     Print. 
 
Clark, Andy. Natural-Born Cyborgs: Minds, Technologies, and the Future of Human 
     Intelligence. New York: Oxford University Press, 2003. Print. 
 
Coupland, Douglas. Life After God. New York: Pocket Books, 1994. Print. 
 
Discoursejunkie. “Premise Reading of Donna Haraway’s ‘Cyborg Manifesto’:    
     Epistomology and the Metaphor of the Post-human.” WordPress.com. Automattic,  
     Inc. 15 August 2008. Web. 10 June 2009. 
 
Evernden, Neil. The Social Creation of Nature. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University       
     Press, 1992. Print. 
 
Foucault, Michel. “Of Other Spaces.” Trans. Jay Miskowiec. Diacritics 16, no.1 (Spring       
     1986): 22-27. Print. 
 
Gilbert, Dennis A., Niles Lehman, Stephen J. O’Brien, and Robert K. Wayne.  
     “Genetic Fingerprinting Reflects Population Differentiation in the California 
      Channel Island Fox.” Nature 344 (1990): 764-766. Print. 
 
Goldenburg, Naomi R. Resurrecting the Body: Feminism, Religion, and Psychotherapy. 
     New York: Crossroad, 1993. Print. 
 
Haraway, Donna J. Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature. New  
     York: Routledge, 1991. Print. 

 
Johnson, Peter. “Unravelling Foucault’s ‘different spaces.’” History of the Human    
     Sciences 19:4 (2006): 75-90. Print. 
 
Le Sueur, Colin. “Man or Machine.” Film Fortress. Word Press. 20 June 2006. Web. 10     
     June 2009.      
 



 
28 
 

Merchant, Carolyn. Reinventing Eden: The Fate of Nature in Western Culture. New  
     York: Routledge, 2004. Print. 
 
Mitman, Gregg. “When Nature Is the Zoo: Vision and Power in the Art and Science of  
     Natural History.” Osiris 2nd ser. 11 (1996): 117-143. Print. 
 
Rick, Torben C., et al. “Origins and Antiquity of the Island Fox (Urocyon littoralis) 
     On California’s Channel Islands.” Quaternary Research 71 (2009): 93-98. Print. 
 
Roemer, Gary W., C. Josh Donlan, and Frank Courchamp. “Golden Eagles, Feral Pigs, 
     And Insular Carnivores: How Exotic Species Turn Native Predators Into Prey.” 
     Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America  
     99 (2002): 791-796. Print. 
 
Rosaldo, Renato. Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: Beacon  
     Press, 1989. Print. 
 
Ryan, Sean. “Cyborgs in the Woods.” Leisure Studies 21 (2002): 265-284. Print. 
 
Sophia, Ace. “Foulcault’s Heterotopia: The ‘Other’ Spaces Between What is Real and 
     Utopian.” Socyberty.  Triond. 13 May 2008. Web. 5 March 2009.  
      
United States. Dept. of Interior. National Park Service.  Channel Islands National Park.  
      31 August 2006. Web. 2 April 2009.        
 
“Winter the Dolphin Gets Bionic Tail.” Telegraph.co.uk. Telegraph Media 
     Group Limited. 4 May 2008. Web. 2 April 2009.  
 
“Wounded Bald Eagle May Get Bionic Beak.” Fox News.com. Fox News 
     Network, LLC. 5 May 2008. Web. 2 April 2009.  
      
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
29 
 

FILMS AND TELEVISION PROGRAMS CITED 
 

 
Africa: Playing God with Nature? Prod. Lisa Truitt. National Geographic Society, 1990.   
     Videocassette. 
 
Blade Runner. Dir. Ridley Scott. Warner Bros. Pictures, 1982. Film. 
 
The Crittercam Chronicles. National Geographic Society, 1996-2009. Television. 
 
Predators at War. Dir. Jeff Morales. National Geographic Society, 2005. DVD. 
 
Primate. Dir. Frederick Wiseman. Zipporah Films, 1974. Videocassette. 
 
Raptor Force. Prod. John Rubin and James Donald. National Geographic Society, 2007.  
     DVD. 
 
RoboCop. Dir. Paul Verhoeven. Orion Pictures, 1987. Film. 
 
Star Trek: The Next Generation. Paramount Pictures, 1987-1994. Television. 
 
The Terminator. Dir. James Cameron. Orion Pictures, 1984. Film. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


