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PEER REVIEWED

ABSTRACT Issues related to diversity, equity, and inclusion are becoming increasingly important to park
and protected area managers. Recently, several Executive Orders have established policies and priorities
for steering public lands to better serve the diversity of the US public. Certain groups, compared to the
US population at large, are underrepresented as visitors to parks and protected areas in the US, including
BIPOC communities (Black, Indigenous, and other People of Color), women, people with disabilities,
veterans, people with lower socioeconomic status, and the elderly. This disparity in visitation may be even
more pronounced in federally designated wilderness areas. We present a qualitative study focused on
the relationships of traditionally underserved groups with Everglades National Park, specifically focusing
on perceptions of wilderness character in the Marjory Stoneman Douglas Wilderness. Findings illuminate
both perceived benefits of wilderness, including positive mental health, ecosystem services, and a
connection to unique aspects of wilderness character in the Everglades, as well as conflicted feelings
about wilderness as a place that underemphasizes historic interactions of underrepresented communities
with the landscape. We discuss management implications, particularly ways to focus protected area
efforts to broaden the relevancy of wilderness lands and better serve diverse populations within local
communities.

Keywords: wilderness character; diversity; everglades; underserved populations.

Wilderness preservation provides critical benefits to humankind. The wilderness construct,
however, as codified in the United States (US) context by the Wilderness Act of 1964, is under-
pinned by a colonial paradigm of nature and civilization (DelLuca and Demo 2001; Thomas et al.
2022). While the concept of wilderness leisure and recreation is largely owed to east Asian and
Middle Eastern cultures (Nash 2014), our present conceptualization of wilderness is the product
of western colonialism, a force largely dominated by white, male, Christian ideals (Stankey 1989).
As such, the policies and management documents that direct wilderness stewardship derive
from foundational policy containing ‘baked-in" inequities (Hays 2019). This may also be true for
the Wilderness Act of 1964 (Powell 2016)—which, among other purposes, provides a definition of
wilderness, describes the purpose of wilderness, and created the National Wilderness Preserva-
tion System in the US. For instance, Powell's (2016) history of the wilderness movement points
to an intention to construct a wilderness designation that would limit accessibility to the majority
of Americans (what William Vogt referenced in 1943 as the “Venture beach and Coney Island
crowd" which was increasingly visiting national parks). As written by US Forest Service staff Manly
Thompson in 1928, “Question: What makes the wilderness wild? Answer: Exclusion of the hoi
polloi. Question: How can we exclude said hoi polloi? Answer: Keep the wilderness inaccessible’
(p. 2). Bob Marshall appears to concede to Thompson's primary argument (that proposals for a
wilderness designation were being designed to exclude the majority) in his essay “The Wilder-
ness as a Minority Right” (1928).
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Further, the suggestion that the wilder-
ness concept is the product of western
colonialism is partly supported by the lack of
demographic diversity (e.g., race, ethnicity,
gender, and religion) of participants involved
in creating and formalizing the wilderness
concept. For instance, the American conserva-
tion movement, which overlaps with the
wilderness movement, has been described
as a vision of middle class, white men (Taylor
1997, 2002). It is worth noting that the center-
ing of a white-male vision of conservation is
largely due to the lack of cultural attention to
BIPOC-led environmental movements, which
have historically been neglected by dominant
American news and media sources (Finney
2014). For example, in her book Black Faces,
White Spaces, Carolyn Finney emphasizes
how national magazines such as Outside are
one way in which “the dominant environmental
narrative in the United States is transmitted
to the public’ (2014, p. 78). From 1991 to 2001,
Finney identified 4,602 pictures in Outside that
contained people, 103 of which included Afri-
can Americans - most of whom were famous
male athletes in urban settings and “primarily
in advertisements’ (2014, p.78). Nonetheless,
the wilderness movement, as formalized in
the act, was largely ethnocentric; consider that
the 87th US Congress, which served between
1961 and 1963 in the lead-up to the passage
of the Wilderness Act, was 92% Christian, 98%
White, and 97% male (Congressional Research
Service 2012).

Thus, a common understanding of the
wilderness construct, generally implemented
by US federal land management agencies
focused on preserving “wilderness character,’
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is likely influenced by a narrow view resulting
from the prominence of a colonial lens. Wil-
derness character, as adopted by federal land
management agencies, is defined in the Keep-
ing It Wild framework (Landres et al. 2008) as
consisting of five qualities: (1) untrammeled,
(2) natural, (3) undeveloped, (4) solitude or a
primitive and unconfined type of recreation,
and (5) unique values of a given wilder-

ness area. These five qualities of wilderness
character are derived from Section 2(c) of the
1064 Wilderness Act, and Landres et al. (2008)
broadly define wilderness character as:

The  combination  of  biophysical,
experiential, and symbolic ideals that
distinguishes wilderness from other lands.
These ideals combine to form a complex
and subtle set of relationships among
the land, its management, its users,
and the meanings people associate with

wilderness. (p. 6)

However, given that our understanding of
wilderness character and its ideals is informed
by colonial influence, there is much to learn
about wilderness character from decolonized
perspectives. Indeed, Landres et al. (2008)
appear to allude to the potential revision of
our understanding of wilderness character
when noting that "wilderness character is
more than these four qualities” (p. 8) and
additional "aspects of wilderness character
could be added to this interagency strategy as
research develops’ (p. 8).

Considering the colonial nature of the
wilderness construct as we know it and
the lack of research that seeks to amplify
marginalized voices on wilderness character
(Thomas et al. 2022; Thomsen et al. 2023), this
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study is centered around Everglades National
Park's (EVER) coastal, urban-proximate, and
unique Marjory Stoneman Douglas Wilderness
(MSD), and aims to expand our understand-
ing of wilderness character by exploring the
following research question: What relationship
do local underserved communities have with
MSD and what are their perceptions of wilder-
ness character? Approximately 1.3 million
acres or 86% of EVER is designated wilderness
and is the largest subtropical wilderness in
the US and the largest wilderness area east
of the Rocky Mountains (National Parks and
Recreation Act 1978). EVER and MSD are also
in close proximity (about 75 miles, 120 kilome-
ters) to the Miami metropolitan area, boasting
nearly 3 million people (with 72% identifying
as Hispanic/Latino). Additionally, this study
contributes toward addressing other recently
defined research gaps in wilderness visitor use
management (VUM) by examining an urban
proximate and coastal wilderness area, both
of which are lacking in the greater wilderness
VUM literature (Rice et al. 2021).

Importantly, the purpose of this study is
not to compare or contrast the wilderness
perspectives of underserved communities to
the perspectives of the majority of wilderness
users. Such an approach would simply reaffirm
the power of this majority. As noted by Park et
al. (2022), the trend of research in the leisure
sciences that explores marginalized groups'
use patterns as they relate to another group
‘is problematic and limiting to the experience’
(p. 3) of the marginalized group whereby
their experiences may be viewed as simply
ancillary to the majority. Instead, this study
seeks to focus on the underserved com-

munities’ perspectives. Reference is made to
the policy and management documents that
guide wilderness stewardship nationally and
locally, but otherwise framing underserved,
marginalized perspectives in comparison to
wilderness use as a whole is curbed wherever
possible. We understand that this may limit
the ability to connect this research with much
of the existing literature. \We also acknow!-
edge that “underserved” and "majority” are
blanket terms to describe groups of people
who are intersectional and not monolithic.
Previous research on constraints to recreation
found that intersecting identities such as age,
gender, race, class, and place of residence
interact, and can influence recreation
preferences and barriers (Shores et al. 2007).
Through a multiple-hierarchy stratifica-

tion analysis, Shores and colleagues (2007)
found that the most constrained people were
women of color, especially when combined
with low socioeconomic status and being
elderly. Young White men were signifi-

cantly less constrained than other identity
combinations (Shores et al. 2007). From an
intersectional perspective, we highlight that
the dominant or majority wilderness user is
similar to the demographic who composed
and signed the 1964 Wilderness Act - primar-
ily White, wealthy, hetero, cisgender, and
able-bodied.



Methods

Data Collection

To address our research aims, 23 in-depth
semistructured interviews were conducted
from March to August 2022. This study utilized
a hermeneutic approach and is guided by
the assumption that rich understanding can
be obtained by exploring how participants
construct meaning and make sense of their
lived experiences, with an emphasis on the
situational and cultural context of those expe-
riences (Patterson and Williams 2002).

The study sample was obtained using a
mixture of purposive and snowball sam-
pling methods, to obtain a diverse range
of perspectives and backgrounds among
participants, as well as sufficient representa-
tion of a variety of underserved communities
living in South Florida (Parker and Geddes
2019). Outdoor affinity organizations, or shared
identity groups with common interests in the
outdoors, were originally targeted to recruit
participants who may have had a previous
relationship with the park or an interest in visit-
ing. Interviewees were then asked to suggest
other groups or individuals who belonged to
a local underserved population; thus, while
some interviewees had a great deal of famil-
iarity visiting MSD and knowledge of the area,
several interviewees had not visited before or
had very limited experience. Participants were
recruited through an email request or through
social media (Instagram, Facebook) direct
messages, and all interviews were conducted
via Zoom. In total, nine interviewees identified
as Latine, four as African American, four as
multiethnic, one as Asian, three as Caucasian,
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and two did not disclose their ethnicity. Twelve
interviewees identified as women, nine as
men, and two did not disclose their gender.
Three members of our sample identified
themselves as living with a disability, one
identified as belonging to the LGTBQIA+ com-
munity, and two were veterans. Ages of the
participants varied, ranging from 22 to 72 years
of age. Due to significant time constraints, we
were unsuccessful in our attempts to interview
members of South Florida Native American
Tribes. While numerous attempts were made
to connect with tribal members, we were
unable to develop the relationships needed to
collaborate on this research (Kovach 2021).

In total, the average interview length was
45.5 minutes. A semistructured interview
guide consisting of approximately seven
questions and probes was utilized by the
interviewer to provide comparable results
across participants, allow for unique insights,
and encourage freedom of response (Kvale
and Brinkmann 2009). Questions focused on
the importance of EVER to study participants’
lives, and perceptions of MSD. Participants
were also prompted to respond to direct
language from the Wilderness Act of 1964
referencing wilderness character, to explore
general attitudes and relevance of the wilder-
ness concept. For example, participants
were asked what the statement - "an area of
wilderness has outstanding opportunities for
solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of
recreation” - meant to them. Interviews were
digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim;
pseudonyms were used in place of participant
names for confidentiality purposes.
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Analysis

A qualitative data analysis program (NVivo) was used to systematically code and organize the

data. The coding process consisted of reading each transcript multiple times in its entirety and

initially analyzing it for major emergent elements of each participant's interview (idiographic

analysis) (Patterson and Williams 2002). Similar overarching themes across cases were identi-

fied, coded, and assigned into categories that spanned across individuals (homothetic analysis)

(Patterson and Williams 2002). Through this analytical process known as the *hermeneutic circle’

the individual elements of each interview are continuously and simultaneously compared to the

whole phenomenon being studied, and in turn, the whole is compared to its parts, leading to a

richer understanding (Gadamer 1989). To encourage consensus, multiple authors reviewed tran-

scripts to develop codes and discuss themes that emerged in the process (Bartley and Brooks

2021).

The hermeneutic paradigm assumes that researchers cannot compartmentalize their prior

knowledge and preconceptions when interpreting study participants’ lived experiences. In

fact, the interviewers' prior knowledge and
experience plays an active role in understand-
ing and organizing emergent themes from
each interview (Gadamer 1989). Thus, it is
important to acknowledge that our positional-
ity as White members of higher education

and land management institutions may have
affected our interpretation of the information
that participants shared. Additionally, as an
English-speaking, middle class, able-bodied,
and cisgender woman, the lead author and
interviewer approached this work from an
undoubtedly privileged and outsider perspec-
tive that may have influenced how participants

were recruited, how they perceived the

research, and what they were willing to discuss.

December 2023 | Volume 29, Number 2 |

Pseudonym

Jasmina
Sarah
Danny
Daniel
Sally
Shannon
Natasha
Valerie
Jamie
Naima
Dayton
Brittany
Gwen
Thomas
Jon
Davy
Steve
Manny
Ami
Gabe
Audrey
Alana

Cameron

"The participant did not disclose this information.

Table 1 - List of pseudonyms

Age
32
30
42

27
30

34
22
29
23
65

38
29
29
31
30
85
36
29
72
24

Gender
Woman

Woman

Man

Woman

Woman

Woman
Woman
Woman
Man
Woman
Woman
Man
Man
Man
Man
Man
Woman
Man
Woman
Woman

Man

Ethnicity
Multiethnic
African American

Multiethnic

Latine
Latine

Latine

Latine

Latine

Latine

Caucasian
Caucasian
Multiethnic

Asian

Latine

Latine
Multiethnic
African American
African American
Latine

Caucasian

African-American
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Results

The following results are reported thematically, first focusing on the relationship between local
communities and MSD and then highlighting participants’ valuation of MSD with regards to each
wilderness character quality.

Toward an Inclusive Relationship with Wilderness: The Everglades Ecosystem

Participants had an intimate and wholistic relationship with MSD where they considered
themselves as a part of the Everglades ecosystem regardless of how close they resided to
MSD. Historically, the Everglades ecosystem stretched from Lake Okeechobee, across southern
Florida, to Florida Bay and the Gulf of Mexico (~3,840,000 acres). Participants tended to think
of the scope of the Everglades in its historical range - as a wild system that transcends the
boundaries of MSD, even reaching into urban environments such as Miami. Interconnectedness
was a key theme that is reflected in participants’ wholistic view of people and nature, and ‘'what
constitutes the Everglades!

Many interviewees discussed their connection to the Everglades ecosystem with an
understanding of reciprocity between humans and nonhuman nature. Sarah talked about her
connection with the Everglades: "“You may not interact with it every day, but it interacts with you
every day, from your tap water to your shower to your garden and watering your flowers" Danny
expanded this perspective, reflecting on how ‘the River of Grass” is a part of systems that extend
beyond South Florida. “It's all connected, right?... It never just stops at Florida Bay..it never starts
right outside my window. It starts further north’

The connections that participants discussed transcend from wilderness into urban environ-
ments. When asked about her relationship to EVER, Ami shared how the Everglades ecosystem
is still present in Miami.

Miami to me is just one bit behind Everglades that we just put roads on top of...when 1
think about my relationship with the Everglades...its more so just about land in general.
I understand that this is a land that has been built on top of and this land, because of its

ecosystems, is always fighting through.

Further, interviewees felt that humans were a part of the Everglades system. Cameron consid-
ered himself and greater South Florida as part of the system and subject to its reciprocity.

I [appreciate] the ecosystem of the Everglades as it relates to Miami as a city. This water,
literally half of the woods that led up to it made Miami...you may look at it as something that
is separate, but...I got that understanding that, “ob, I'm actively a part of this environment,
whether 1 see it or not”...actions that we make in the city affect the Everglades.... As much
as we're hurting the environment, it'll come back to hurt us as a city.
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Since participants tended to conceive of the Everglades more wholistically, some felt that the
boundaries around EVER and MSD were “arbitrary” but necessary to protect the system. Sally
said,

The park is a hard line, and I think for years we thought that the peri-urban boundary,
that agricultural buffer zone around the park, was also going to be a hard line, and it
clearly isn't because our county commissioners continue to move that line further and
Sfurther and closer to the park.... There is an actual federal line that they have no authority
over, and that is the actual park...the park is a weird geometric shape...its so arbitrary and

that’s not how natural systems function.

Sally emphasized that although the park boundaries are arbitrary and unnatural, “in some
ways..it's the last stand for South Florida as it used to be'

Perceptions of Wilderness Character

Naturalness

When asked specifically about their perceptions of the wilderness character qualities of MSD,
interviewees discussed the quality of naturalness in nuanced ways. Many participants felt that
natural qualities of the ecosystem, such as the presence of endemic wildlife, contributed to their
sense of wonder and deep emotional connections to MSD. As Thomas explained, "You see all
kinds of turtles and pods of dolphins and sharks everywhere..and then at nighttime..you see
everything. There's no lights or pollution..it's beautiful” Dayton also discussed how meaningful
these intimate nature experiences are in building an ongoing relationship to the park, saying,
“The sense of wonder never leaves you... | could go back to the Everglades a hundred times...and
every time I'll still be amazed’”

Participants felt that the wilderness designation helped to protect the unique and valuable
ecosystem services of the Everglades. Davy perceived EVER's wilderness designation as being
‘incredibly important [in protectingl the structure of the park..that is thousands of years old,”
stressing the ecological importance of MSD's natural environment to “not just people in Miami
Dade County, but also the wildlife in the area Jamie considered the quality of naturalness as
being particularly apparent in MSD, reflecting that because EVER receives less visitor use than
parks such as Yosemite and is more “inaccessible by virtue of how it is," referring to the amount
of water in the park, “it's a much more intact ecosystem’

Many respondents talked at length about the ecological value of the natural Everglades eco-
system in relation to their lives as South Florida residents. Particularly, the role of the Everglades
in providing drinking water for Miami and other urban centers in the area was paramount to many
such as Naima, who described it as “a huge critical factor here that needs to be preserved..
it's a necessity for us." In addition, the preservation of “unspoiled Florida" and the biodiversity of
plant and animal species found within MSD *“for future generations to enjoy” was seen as highly
important to both Dayton and Jon, respectively. Jon stated, "The more time we spend learning
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about [the Everglades ecosystem], the more
we'll realize we can't exist without it

Thinking about the system more wholisti-
cally (i.e,, including areas outside of the
wilderness boundary), participants acknow!-
edged and expressed concern about how
human actions outside MSD degrade the
naturalness of the wilderness within. Alana
discussed the potent effects of sea-level rise
and saltwater intrusion to the unique coastal
ecosystem of the Everglades, saying, "Any-
thing that's on the coast..will be impacted..
climate change is a cascading effect and
South Florida will feel it more than many
places on the planet.” Additionally, Daniel
described the harmful effects of phosphorus
pollution from nearby agricultural operations
on the Everglades ecosystem, saying, ‘If it
gets too much...it'll just die." On the other hand,
Danny felt that the agricultural areas bordering
the park act as "buffers” to rising development
‘going east to west" from the coastal cities of
Miami and Ft. Lauderdale, saying, "Eventually
we're just going to continue to infringe upon
the Everglades’

Untrammeled

Despite concerns for human impacts on the
ecosystem, participants regarded the “untram-
meled" quality of wilderness as inapplicable to
the present-day Everglades ecosystem. Sev-
eral participants reflected on the prevalence
of both historical and current anthropogenic
impacts in MSD and emphasized the need to
manage these impacts going forward. Broadly,
interviewees such as Jamie described how
“all the corners of the planet have been
influenced by humans.... If there's things
that can be done to mitigate any negative
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impacts that humans have caused in terms

of management practices, then those should
be taken" Many respondents mentioned

more specific resource issues within the park
that are currently being managed, such as
preventing the spread of invasive species such
as Burmese pythons and Brazilian pepper.
Valerie acknowledged their presence in MSD
as contrary to the language in the Wilderness
Act "about humans not remaining there,” say-
ing “the species do remain that humans have
brought over for all kinds of different reasons....
| think we can support invasive removals
where we can’

Additionally, Daniel referred to the historical
diversion canals built inside and outside the
park as “one great plumbing program,” one
that interrupts the natural sheet flow and
seasonal processes of the Everglades wetland
ecosystem. Alana further elaborated on the
importance of water flow into the Everglades
and the role of the Army Corps of Engineers
in managing and regulating it from Lake
Okeechobee north of the park (and thus tram-
meling), saying,

The fact that were at the bottom of
the watershed really means that that
which creates the Everglades ecosystem
is impacted by the quality and quantity,
timing and distribution of the water that
gets there.... Were not a mountaintop
park where we can control what goes on.
We have to deal with what’s flooding into

us.

According to Sally, preserving the Ever-
glades ecosystem in an untrammeled state
is almost impossible. She described it as a
‘dynamic system” that should be continually
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Figure 1 - A trail sign along the Nine Mile Pond Canoe Trail in the Marjory Stoneman Douglas Wilderness. Minimal signage exists
throughout the wilderness area. (Photo Credit: Will Rice)

managed and restored in the face of climate change and saltwater intrusion, suggesting that
park managers could “upregulate some of these nature-based solutions..processes that the
Everglades..already provides... What are these strategies we can be taking to retain that original
ecological character of the park?” Sarah reiterated this perspective, saying that "“because of the
era that we live in and what the Everglades has gone through, | don't think it'll ever get to where
it was...Ibutl we can also acknowledge that we can still conserve what we have and make it bet-
ter... How can we mitigate any less damage from happening?”

Undeveloped
Participants reflected on the importance of limited-to-no development within MSD, related
to mitigating encroaching development outside of the park. Brittany talked about MSD's
undeveloped quality as an important reason she chooses to visit, saying, “Florida is surrounded
by civilization. This area is not. That's why it's special, because it's you and the wildlife. It's not
you fishing and looking at a bunch of condos.” Gabe discussed how important the preservation
of undeveloped areas such as MSD is in resisting urban sprawl ‘because how many preserved
lands do we still have when everybody wants their own plot and developers really don't care?”
However, some participants also discussed the need to provide the public with infrastructure
to access MSD. Audrey described some development in wilderness, such as the building of visi-
tor facilities and trails, as a “revenue-generating source for maintaining the space.... People need
to be able to go and..interact with it for them to care..caring is in an important part of conserva-



tion." Both Jon and Steve, two interviewees
with physical disabilities, reiterated this point
in their interviews. "From the disability point of
view, you do need some modifications for that
area to be accessible..there should be a point
of balance," Steve explained.

Solitude

When asked about their experiences in
MSD and the role of EVER in their lives,
respondents brought up certain dimensions
of solitude, such as natural quiet and distance
from society and technology, as beneficial
for mental health and wellness. Participants
living in the urban centers around the park
perceived MSD's difference in environment
and lack of cell service as a highly valuable
‘opportunity to get away from the hustle and
bustle of Miami-Dade." Danny described the
mental health benefits that MSD provides to

him as a veteran, saying,

I could sit there and safely say that when
I'm immersed in that environment, it has
been a better therapeutic activity than
sitting in four white walls at the veteran’s
hospital.... When it comes to my mental
health, I'd rather be surrounded by cypress
trees, knee deep in water.

Interestingly, when prompted about the
value of solitude - using language from the
Wilderness Act - in their MSD experiences,
interviewees interpreted the term as “being
alone” and expressed varying perspectives.
The interviewees who explicitly described
opportunities for solitude in MSD as important
were either Caucasian or experienced outdoor
recreationists familiar with the park, such as
Brittany who said, ‘I don't think they need

136 International Journal of Wilde

any more people there. The less, the better.
We go to get away from people. However,
many Latine and African American respon-
dents seemed to possess a more complex
relationship with this wilderness quality. Sally
explained that feelings toward solitude might
not be “the same for all groups,” and “for a lot
of folks from other backgrounds and different
identities where they've historically been
mistreated in those environments” being alone
in the park can be “really scary." For example,
Cameron expressed a general discomfort of
recreating in MSD by himself, saying, ‘I think

it definitely was..the most quiet-ness that I've
ever had... That was one of my fears going into
the park.'Oh, I'm really out here alone'..| don't
know exactly why." Shannon described being
alone in the park as a "sensory deprivation
tank of sorts,” saying she both appreciates

it and is "scared of it..there's comfort in the
chaos of every day” - referring to her life in
urban Miami. Additionally, Jon, who is paraple-
gic, discussed how his valuation of solitude
has changed after he became disabled, say-
ing that it “used to be [importantl, not so much
anymore..| can't really be alone..it's a pretty
tall order nowadays’

Other Qualities of Wilderness Character
Very “few participants reflected on the
unconfined quality of wilderness character;
however, they did reflect on “other features
of value' Interviewees brought up several
aspects of wilderness that extend beyond
the qualities laid out in the Wilderness Act.
Namely, participants expanded on the quality
of naturalness by reflecting on how MSD's
unique ecosystem inspired deep emotional
connections to place. Further, participants
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Figure 2 - A ranger-led slough slog (a unique form of outdoor recreation in South Florida) through the present-day Marjory Stoneman
Douglas Wilderness, 1965. (Everglades National Park Archives)

complicated the undeveloped quality by discussing how EVER's unique cultural history illumi-
nates the colonialist legacy of the Wilderness Act, and how this legacy resonated with them as

members of marginalized communities.

Uniqueness

Related to the natural wilderness character quality, many interviewees considered MSD to be
unique compared to other US national parks and wilderness areas. Naima expressed a sense of
pride about its singularity, saying, “This is the only ecosystem in the United States like it. You're
not going to find this in California, you're not going to find this in Montana." On the other hand,
some respondents felt that the differences in terrain and recreational opportunities deterred
visitors from interacting with EVER and MSD in the same manner you would with other popular
US national parks, such as Yosemite. As Jasmina said, “The landscape is totally different..the
swamps and estuaries..it's an acquired taste for some people that didn't grow up in Florida." Sally
emphasized the effect these differences may have on visitation, saying that EVER is "not the
most forgotten national park, but it's also not the most popular.’
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agricultural area known as the Hole-in-the-Donut, 1975. (National Park Service)

Colonialist Legacy

Related to the undeveloped wilderness character quality, when responding to sections of the
Wilderness Act that mention the lack of human habitation, many of our study's African American
and Latine respondents identified that this aspect of the act does not consider the historical
use of the Everglades, the communities living in the area before it became a national park and
wilderness area, and tribal sovereignty. Gabe describes the language of the act as failing to
acknowledge a fraught colonialist legacy, saying,

When I think of man and land, I think of enslaved people and forced labor...but its
packaged and presented as a very rosy perspective. If you think back to a Native perspective,
those people were massacred for living the way that they lived because people wanted to
come and expand.... We had to remove the peoples that live in harmony with this location.

Jamie acknowledged that Indigenous groups in the area such as the Miccosukee Tribe "have
been living lin MSDI and managing this land for thousands of years..they have a right to exist on
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it..the Wilderness Act doesn't take that into account” Finally, both Danny and Sally discussed
the preexisting agricultural community in the area of the park known as the "Hole-in-the-Donut,”
a historical “stronghold for Black farmers and other minoritized group farmers,” and cited their
eviction from the park by the National Park Service as another example of historical exclusion
that the Wilderness Act fails to recognize. “That's kind of just the reality of the western approach
to protected areas..there's a lot of kicking people out..that can have legacy repercussions,” Sally
explained.

Discussion

The primary premise of this paper is that an underrepresentation of voices contributing to the
wilderness construct (e.g., development of the Wilderness Act, subsequent research) has likely
resulted in a narrow view of what wilderness means. Thus, we set out to learn about local under-
served communities’ relationship with MSD and their perceptions of wilderness character. This
discussion highlights, at least in part, a wilderness concept through the voices of underrepre-
sented communities and how this concept relates to the existing dialogue around the inclusivity,
or lack thereof, within the wilderness construct and resulting narratives. Based on the reflections
of our participants, we provide additional suggestions for how such a view of wilderness could
help US federal land managers and planners approach wilderness stewardship in a more cultur-
ally relevant and inclusive way.

Wilderness, Its Colonialist Legacy, and a Need for More Nuanced Discussion

The perspectives explored in this study highlight several benefits that can be derived from
MSD, including the ability to experience a sense of wonder, unplug and escape from society,
destress, and an appreciation of its role in preserving a biologically diverse and unique ecosys-
tem. These benefits of wilderness, and perhaps nature more generally, are well documented in
past research (e.g., Bittner 2013; Cole and Hall 2010; Hall and Cole 2011; Hall et al., 2010; Lang and
Borrie 2021; Meyer and Borrie 2013), which suggests that particular positive perceptions of wil-
derness span different communities, identities, and lived experiences. While many documented
benefits of wilderness may be widely embraced, the social overlay of wilderness may also
conjure traumatic and negative sentiments. Historical trauma associations with wilderness and
the colonial projects are also documented in past research, and include collective memories
of beatings, lynchings, and cruel working conditions that occurred in these spaces (e.g., Corliss
2019; Denevan 2011; Dietsch et al. 2021; Johnson and Bowker 2004; Moreton-Robinson 2015).

The perspectives that emerged through this study around wilderness character captured,

at least in part, a view that the wilderness concept, formalized through the act, represents a
colonialist legacy in the US. More specifically, wilderness was thought to smooth over histori-
cal traumas and atrocities that exist within US history, which were replaced with a “very rosy
perspective” about a place where human habitation was forcibly removed or retained when it
represented an idealized past relationship between people and the land. Literature outlining
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forced removal has largely focused on Indig-
enous communities (e.g., Buhay 2022; Del.uca
and Demo 2001; Deur and James Jr. 2020),
and stories of other communities forcibly
removed from wilderness are understud-
ied. For example, African/Black Americans
inhabited, subsisted on, and stewarded areas
now designated as wilderness in Congaree
(Davis 2015) and Everglades National Parks
(NPS 2020). In both cases, Black Americans
have a deep relationship to place linked, in
part, to subsistence that was deeply degraded
or destroyed by the areas’ wilderness designa-
tion (Davis 2015).

Increasingly, the wilderness community
is reckoning with its colonialist legacy, and
specifically the issue of whether it facilitates
or impedes the human-nature relationships of
people who have long been interacting with
the landscape, such as Indigenous Peoples
and African/Black Americans (Davis 2015, NPS
2020). These positions are often presented
to be mutually exclusive. That is, wilderness
is sometimes framed, on one hand, as a
‘dangerous” idea that perpetuates a myth that
humans are apart from nature and, more sin-
isterly, was used to justify the forced removal
of Indigenous peoples from lands they had
occupied for thousands of years (Buhay
2022). In response to the type of wilderness
critique leveled by Buhay (2022), a common
refrain is that the wilderness construct has
been misinterpreted. For instance, Kaye and
others (2022) suggest that an “unfortunate
misunderstanding has been that the wilder-
ness idea somehow erases Indigenous people
from the landscape’ (p. 58) - arguing that the
wilderness idea mostly intended to protect

places from more modern human develop-
ment and activities, such as the building of
roads and destructive logging, mining, and
agricultural practices rapidly occurring after
WWII. Further, and more fundamentally, Kaye
et al. (2022) argue that wilderness values are
not conflicting with Indigenous values but are
instead intersecting. We suggest that most
discussions around the colonial legacy of the
wilderness construct include valid claims,
whether they critique or defend the wilder-
ness idea, and therefore these discussions are
not mutually exclusive. Indeed, it seems many
of the critiques and defenses of wilderness
are, simultaneously, credible.

we highlight the value in more
nuanced discussion that does not
frame wilderness as good or bad,
in a mutually exclusive way, but
instead aims to create learning
opportunities around how the full
suite of American people perceive

wilderness

For instance, there is merit to the sug-
gestion that the wilderness concept was
largely about protecting landscapes from,
primarily, a dominant White, Christian culture
that, throughout the 1800s and 1900s, was
efficiently and quickly “‘conquering” pre-
dominantly undeveloped landscapes (Stankey
1989). Additionally, it has been pointed out that
early wilderness thinkers such as Bob Marshall
did recognize the long-existing Indigenous
human-nature relationships (Kaye et al. 2022).
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And similarly, Facemire (2022) explained that early discussions around (and drafts of) the Wilder-
ness Act considered some of the complexity of US federal government relations with Indigenous
communities. However, for a variety of reasons, it is challenging to disentangle the wilderness
construct from the colonial institutions from which it emerged. In the end, the Wilderness Act
did not explicitly acknowledge Indigenous human-nature relationships (Cole and Yung 2010) and
the ethnocentric movement involved in the crafting and passage of the act was homogenous, at
least demographically. Further, the broader public lands system in the US, including wilderness,
is a mechanism of the US federal government that subjected minoritized populations to forced
removal (Moreton-Robinson 2015). Contemporarily, as reflected in the “land back movement,’
the public lands system is an impediment to self-determination, an important and ultimate goal
of many Indigenous communities. Also, as demonstrated in this study, wilderness lands provide
and protect many benefits that are important to and valued by a diverse range of people and
populations. In summary, wilderness is imbued with a colonialist legacy, and at the same time, is
beneficial to a diverse range of Americans.

Therefore, we highlight the value in more nuanced discussion that does not frame wilderness
as good or bad in a mutually exclusive way but instead aims to create learning opportunities
around how the full suite of American people perceive wilderness. As Luloff and colleagues
(2014) write, "Current thinking [in conservation social sciencel has been dominated by those who
offer extreme positions, often posed in terms of black and white - the tyranny of OR condition.
What are needed are efforts that seek to strike a balance between extremes. Such work will lead
to the possibility of an AND scenario” (p. ix).

Implications of an Inclusively Defined Wilderness Concept for Relevance

In recent years, there have been efforts to increase relevance, diversity, and inclusion in federal
public lands through executive orders (e.g., EO 13985 Advancing Racial Equity and Support for
Underserved Communities through the Federal Government). The National Park Service in par-
ticular has sought to promote relevance, diversity, and inclusion throughout its system through
federal hiring, employee support, interpretation, community outreach, and partnerships (Office of
RDI 2021). This study highlights that most wilderness character values (particularly naturalness,
undeveloped, and dimensions of solitude) are relevant to the members of underserved commu-
nities. Underserved community members noted that opportunities to engage in wilderness were
arbitrarily limited in their views of wilderness stewardship (or, the role people play in wilderness)
- where stewardship is portrayed as hard physical labor and prioritizes an “untrammeled” nature
over healing and conservation of the ecosystem through intervention. Interviewees thought of
the EVER ecosystem historically and wholistically - beyond the bounds of MSD - and valued
the past (and present) Everglades ecosystem that they live in and rely on. Based on the findings
presented herein, we consider two dimensions of wilderness management, volunteer steward-
ship and intervention actions, that are worth consideration to expand more diverse participation
in wilderness stewardship.
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Wilderness Volunteer Stewardship

It is possible that the above quote from
Gabe (i.e., "When | think of man and land, |
think of enslaved people and forced labor”)
is relevant within the context of volun-
teerism and stewardship of wilderness lands.
Increasingly, wilderness stewardship is being
embraced, whereby the federal government
partners with nongovernmental entities and
people to address a variety of issues facing
wilderness units. A common partnership in
this context is the recruitment of volunteers or
modestly paid workers to complete trail work.
While some may view this activity as a way to
experience nature and provide a service to the
wilderness community, previous research has
found that some others are hesitant to engage
in this activity given the traumatic history of
forced labor in the US (Dietsch et al. 2021).

In the context of increasing wilderness
relevance, it is important to understand
that relevance can be both positive (e.g.,
connection to place and/or activity based
on fond childhood memories) and negative
(e.g., connection to historic traumas such
as slavery). This knowledge of potentially
disparate reactions to stewardship volunteer
opportunities could highlight a barrier to diver-
sifying participation in volunteer programs. For
wilderness managers, there may be value in
explicitly acknowledging the colonial legacy
in volunteer recruitment materials, and/or
highlighting different stewardship opportuni-
ties for historically marginalized communities.
Wilderness has a plethora of qualities such
as conserving biodiversity and history that
were extremely important and relevant to the

participants in this research. Perhaps offering
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other stewardship opportunities that advance
stewardship and personal growth goals such
as citizen science projects could be explored
(Hung 2003). To be clear, we are not suggest-
ing that trail work partnerships are bad or in
need of being discarded but instead highlight
that reactions to the idea of volunteering on
wilderness lands may be perceived differently
by different people.

Interventions in Wilderness

Intervention is a dimension of the wilderness
concept that may be reframed, at least in part,
based on the study’s findings. The conundrum
about whether to intervene in ecological
processes is thoroughly discussed in the
wilderness literature (e.g., Facemire 2022; Cole
and Yung 2010), and we do not unpack the
discussion here. However, we draw attention
to the reactions that participants had to the
idea of intervention, with a tendency to regard
untrammeled as less important than retaining
or improving naturalness. It is possible that this
perspective is simply the result of the partici-
pants’ limited engagement with the wilderness
concept (as defined in the act). A lack of
awareness about the concept of untrammeled
was found in previous research and was partly
how Davidson and Hall (2013) explained the
finding that visitors to wilderness gener-
ally tend toward the intervention side of the
debate. Another reason why the respondents
in this study seemed to prioritize intervention
was the location of MSD as a downstream unit
from other watercourses and heavy human
development. Nonetheless, there is a possibil-
ity that underserved communities, who may
not be influenced by the dominant wilderness
concept or the long historical debate in the
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wilderness community, do not necessarily perceive a conundrum and consider untrammeled to
be perhaps less important than maintaining natural qualities.

This potential reframing, based upon the perceptions of underserved communities within
the context of a single wilderness area, is not implying that the untrammeled element of the
dominant wilderness concept should be discarded. Instead, with regard to wilderness steward-
ship (e.g., decision-making around threats facing wilderness, monitoring), knowledge that some
underserved communities consider untrammeled landscapes to be potentially less important
can be considered; this is a significant consideration if wilderness character is not viewed as
some objective state on the ground but rather as a subjective view of our human interactions
and relationships with a landscape designated as wilderness (Cronon 1996).

Conclusion

This study aimed to expand our understanding of wilderness character by exploring under-
served communities’ relationships with wilderness and perspectives on wilderness character
in MSD. Several key findings emerged. First, interviewees described a reciprocal relationship
with the Everglades that included several benefits derived from MSD that transcend wilderness
boundaries. Second, participants expressed positive perceptions of wilderness character that
spanned communities, identities, and lived experiences. Third, these positive perceptions were
not mutually exclusive of discussion around the colonial legacy of the wilderness construct;
therefore, we highlight the value in more nuanced discussion that aims to create opportunities
around how the full suite of American people perceive wilderness. Fourth, it is important for
wilderness managers to consider the value in explicitly acknowledging the colonialist legacy
in volunteer recruitment materials and stewardship opportunities and consider providing more
diverse stewardship opportunities that may be more attractive to underserved communities.
Lastly, from the perspectives of these interviewees, the wilderness character quality of untram-
meled may be less important than retaining naturalness - historic ecosystem structure and
function; therefore, intervention as a management action can be viewed in diverse ways and
allow for more interpretations within the act.

Our findings contribute to a defined research gap in wilderness visitor use management
literature by examining an urban proximate and coastal wilderness area; however, there are
limitations. First, the fact that we were unable to include the perspectives of the Seminole and
Miccosukee Tribes in South Florida in our findings is a significant limitation of this research. This
was largely due to significant time constraints in producing this research and the inability of the
study team to properly engage tribal members in a collaborative research process. Second, it
was sometimes difficult for interviewees to distinguish between their perceptions toward EVER
versus MSD, indicating a more entwined relationship between wilderness and protected areas.

Since the previous research on this topic is limited and we elected to refrain from compari-
sons between experiences, this study was exploratory and serves to lay groundwork for further
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research efforts. Future research should focus on specific groups and populations to gain more
depth; quantitative surveys could also be conducted across a larger population to gain more
generalizable themes and trends. Additionally, future research can be conducted at different
types of wilderness sites based on proximity to urban populations, geographic location, and
other unique qualities to assess similarities and differences across the National Wilderness Pres-
ervation System. We hope this study serves as a catalyst for future research and management
efforts to build and strengthen relations with affinity groups, which may help further connect
underrepresented groups to wilderness areas across the system. @
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