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Introduction

 (Re)Making Worlds with Sea Turtles

“Hey! Give the honu space!” I hear someone shout from behind me. I’m standing amidst a throng of about a hundred tourists crowding a small cove at Laniākea Beach but often branded in tourism advertising as “Turtle Beach.” The tourists are here to see Hawaiian green sea turtles (chelonia mydas), or honu in ‘ōlelo Hawai‘i (Hawaiian).1 The warning comes from a volunteer “honu guardian” on the beach and is targeted toward several teenagers wading in the nearshore waist-deep water. They are clad with snorkel gear and go-pro cameras attached to selfie sticks and are circling around several juvenile green sea turtles. “Juvenile green sea turtles are about the size of a medium pizza,” the volunteer had explained to me a few hours earlier. I was at the beach that day as a honu guardian in training, “shadowing” more experienced volunteers to learn how to educate tourists about turtles and especially how to view turtles “respectfully,” from a distance. Hawaiian green sea turtles can spend up to a decade in the open ocean—an uncertain and dangerous period of a green sea turtle’s life cycle biologists call “the lost years”—before arriving in coastal areas as juveniles somewhere between the age of five and twenty years old. Underwater patches of limu (seaweed) grow in abundance along the Hawaiian shoreline, especially here at Laniākea Beach, enticing sea turtles into the Main Hawaiian Islands’ nearshore waters. Sitting at the boundary between seascape and landscape, Laniākea Beach has become a dynamic human-turtle contact zone, as growing numbers of tourists and turtles arrive along the beach’s shoreline every year.

The veteran volunteer I’m shadowing for my training day is wearing a light blue T-shirt, a dark blue hat, and a lanyard with his name, Earl2, printed on one side and the name of a Laniākea sea turtle on the other. All these items are adorned with an illustrated logo of a sea turtle and the name of the volunteer-based nonprofit organization he volunteers for, Mālama na Honu (care for the sea turtles).3 With his instructions not seeming to work, Earl wades into water toward the snorkeling tourists to intervene: “You’re harassing the honu. Give the sea turtle space!” The three teenagers look up at him startled, seeming to take a moment to figure out what authority this volunteer has to tell them what to do. After a few moments of puzzled looks, they comply and begin “giving space” to the green sea turtles bobbing up and down at the water’s surface around them, occasionally lifting their heads out of the water seeming to peer at all the commotion on the beach through their large black eyes. Then, dipping their heads back underwater, they continue scraping at the limu growing on half-submerged rocks with their serrated beaks: a delicious green meal that turns their fat green, giving green sea turtles their name. Back on the beach, Earl returns to field a stream of questions from tourists about the sea turtles at Laniākea Beach: What do they eat? What eats them? Why do they come to this beach? Are they sick? Through sharing knowledge with tourists about the life cycles, behaviors, and unique life stories of the individual sea turtles that frequent this beach, Earl hopes his educational outreach efforts promote greater appreciation for—and therefore a desire to protect—these “living dinosaurs” as he calls them. His volunteer efforts aim to contribute to the larger mission of Mālama na Honu: to “protect Hawaiian Green Sea Turtles through education, public awareness and conservation, all in the Spirit of Aloha.”

On the North Shore of O‘ahu, at Laniākea Beach, a growing number of Hawaiian green sea turtles can be found foraging for seaweed in the nearshore waters and basking on the beach in the Hawaiian sun. This has not always been the case. The Hawaiian green sea turtle population had been decimated to near extinction due to unregulated commercial hunting up until the 1970s in Hawai‘i (Balazs & Chaloupka, 2004; Chaloupka et al., 2008). If you walked into a restaurant or a grocery store in Honolulu in the 1960s, you would likely have found turtle soup and turtle steaks on offer. In 1978, the green sea turtle was listed under the US Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973, prohibiting killing green turtles for consumption as well as disruptive human behaviors that could pose a lethal threat to sea turtles, such as interfering with their ability to successfully nest or forage for food. Since then, the green sea turtle population in Hawai‘i has made a remarkable comeback, reclaiming nesting sites and beaches for basking the species had been absent from for decades. The Hawaiian green sea turtle’s is a conservation success story amidst an ongoing deluge of extinction stories in Hawai‘i, a place that has come to be infamously known as the “extinction capital of the world.”

Running in parallel with these conservation activities has been a fast-growing global ecotourism industry built on profiting from public fascination with charismatic species and places. Since the early 2000s, tourists seeking up-close encounters with sea turtles in the wild have flocked to Laniākea Beach as one of the most popular sea turtle tourism destinations in Hawai‘i, if not the world. Waiting for tourists there are not just green sea turtles; they are also met by a volunteer group dedicated to protecting sea turtles from being disturbed or harmed by visitors to the beach. Here, as more and more green turtles show up, more and more people flock to see them. In this nexus of increasing human-turtle interaction, discourses of tourism, which naturalize human entitlement to proximal experiences with the spectacle of nature, come into contact with discourses that assert conservation and that question this entitlement. Sea turtle conservation managers tasked with enforcing the ESA are confronted with a shifting landscape of human-sea turtle relations in Hawai‘i. Working with limited staff and resources for enforcing a statewide “respectful distance” between people and sea turtles, and concerned with more lethal threats to the species such as illegal fishing, conservation managers opt for a strategy that relies on volunteer-based communication efforts to engage with tourists at several key “educational beaches” throughout the Hawaiian Islands: places like Laniākea Beach, which have become extremely popular sea turtle tourism destinations over the past two decades.

On the one hand, this book explores the range of language practices shaping human contact zones that emerge in relation to threatened species, in this case, the Hawaiian green sea turtles that make Hawai‘i their home. Here, I draw inspiration from Marie Louise Pratt’s (1987, 1991) theorizing of what she calls “the contact zone” to examine how the actions people from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds take toward green sea turtles—such as to give them space or to pick them up for a “turtle selfie”—are made possible by both contingent and more enduring discourses that circulate at Laniākea and beyond. I am especially concerned with raising questions about the nature of human agency and human action in a time when the diagnosis of “the Anthropocene” troubles the distinction between human and nonhuman4 realms by framing human agency as a “force of nature in the geological sense” (Chakrabarty, 2009, p. 209). What models of human agency can we draw on when the boundaries between human and nonhuman become porous and entangled in complex ways? What models of action can help us better understand how
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