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Introduction: Arctic Dreams and the Arctic as contact  zone 



Preamble 


8 January 2016 geologists published their verdict in Science: stratigraphic signatures support 
 the formalization of the Anthropocene as a geological epoch (Waters et al. 137). Although the 
 question of whether or not to go ahead with the formalization is yet to be decided, due to the 
 implications  this  will  have  “well  beyond  the  geological  community”  (Waters  et  al.  137),  it 
 seems quite possible that we have unwittingly entered the Anthropocene: an epoch in which 
 mankind  has  become  “a  major  geological  force”  (Crutzen  and  Stoermer  18).1 Some  debate 
 still continues as to what time period should define the beginning of the Anthropocene. But 
 while the time of the emergence of human agricultural societies and the start of the industrial 
 revolution have both been proposed, influential geologists now argue that the mid-twentieth 
 century should mark the inception of this epoch (Crutzen and Steffen 253; Waters et al. 137).  


With  this  definition  of  the  Anthropocene  we  have  been  offered  a  scientific  term  for 
 what  literary  scholar  and  ecocritic  Lawrence  Buell  in  2001  described  as  a  degree  of 
 modification of nature so profound that truly pristine physical environments are no longer to 
 be  found  (Writing   3).  And  we  have  defined  ourselves  to  be  the  cause  of  environmental 
 changes  of  unpredictable  and  unprecedented  scales  and  durability.  Like  in  the  Darwinian 
 revolution of the mid-nineteenth century, science once again produces the evidence and the 
 concepts  that  change  our  perception  of  ourselves  as  human  beings  in  interaction  with  the 
 world around us. And once again it does so by forcing us to look beyond our distinctly human 
 scales of time and dimension. As we recognize that we are a determining factor causing long-
 time changes in the earth’s geomorphological makeup, we naturally presume that we should 
 somehow be in control of, or at least have an inkling about precisely how, we are altering the 
 very conditions of our existence. This insight, however, escapes us. The world is not really 


       


1 While the geologists of the Anthropocene Working Group in August 2016 voted in favor of formally 
 designating the present as part of the geological epoch of ‘the Anthropocene,’ neither the International 
 Commission on Stratigraphy nor the International Union of Geological Sciences has of yet officially 
 approved  the  Anthropocene  as  “a  recognized  subdivision  of  geological  time”  (“Anthropocene”;  c.f. 


Carrington; Zalasiewicz et al.; Zalasiewicz, Waters and Head).  
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what  we  thought  it  was,  and  neither  are  we.  Paradoxically,  our  rigid  classifications  of 
 seemingly  static  geological  pasts  have  led  us  into  redefinitions  of  the  present  and  into 
 exposure of the dynamic nature of the very ground beneath our feet. A hundred and fifty years 
 after Darwin, we find within a range of scientific and scholarly disciplines repeated assertions 
 of human entanglement within the natural world, produced by a science that has its basis in 
 the presumption of the separation of mind and matter, the human and the natural world. The 
 Anthropocene’s geological point of view not only offers us an unusual context from which to 
 regard our life of earth, but also necessitates a reexamination of our place in the world and our 
 attempts to know it.  


As  humans  harness  the  energies  and  substances  from  past  geological  epochs  and 
 release its byproducts into the atmosphere, the atmosphere reacts in new and unprecedented 
 ways.  Among  the  environmental  and  cultural  changes  that  ensue,  two  are  of  particular 
 relevance to the Arctic. One is the way seemingly untouched tracts of nature become “all the 
 more  crucial  both  as  concept  and  as  term  of  value”  (Buell Writing  5).  In  this  context  the 
 Arctic is in a league of its own. Consisting mainly of frozen tundra, sea ice, and glaciers, it 
 constitutes a whole region whose landscapes are literally under the threat of disappearance. 


Against this threat, the cultural and symbolic value of the Arctic changes.2 The recent boom 
 in  scholarly  interest  in  the  Arctic,  as  well  as  the  resulting  advancement  of  historical  and 
 contemporary narratives about the region, both testify to this fact. From functioning in earlier 
 centuries  in  various  ways  as  a  symbolical  marker  of  the  boundary  of  the  world  known  to 
 mankind,  the  Arctic  today  reminds  us  of  the  potentially  frightening  fact  that  the  reach  of 
 mankind knows no limits.  


The  second  implication  of  the  environmental  and  cultural  challenges  of  the 
 Anthropocene is a critique of the dominance and dependence on one knowledge system. This 
 critique  originates  from  indigenous  peoples  as  well  as  from  natural  scientists  and 
 environmentalists,  all  of  whom  point  out  that  “modern  Western  scientific  approaches, 
 although  important,  are  not  enough  to  resolve  complex  environmental  problems”  (Barret 
 179). Contemporary environmental problems are particularly acute in the Arctic, where long-
 range transboundary pollution and climate change cause profound alterations in the physical 
 environment and novel restrictions to traditional ways of life. These go hand in hand with the 


       


2 This point has also been made by Benjamin Morgan in his recent article “After the Arctic Sublime.” 
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radical  changes  in  societal  structures  and  ways  of  interacting  with  the  environment  that 
 increasingly  strong  modernization  processes  bring  to  indigenous  communities.  Pointing  out 
 how modern Western culture’s scientific approach to the world so far has been unable to meet 
 these challenges (in anything but the most superficial ways), M. J. Barret argues that we have 
 much  to  gain  by  bringing  in  other  knowledge  systems  that  may  challenge  our  “reductionist 
 approach to understanding ecological systems” and our understanding of humans as “above 
 and separate from natural systems” (179). What is needed at this point in time, she claims, is a 
 new  metaphorical  space  that  allows  the  kind  of  epistemological  diversity  necessary  to 
 improve the complex and difficult socio-ecological decision-making required in response to 
 the current ecological challenges (Barret 179-80). The creation of this kind of metaphorical 
 space entails a broadening of the perceptual frameworks through which we come to know the 
 world.  This  inclusive  broadening  is  necessitated  precisely  by  the  disturbing  implications  of 
 the conceptualization of the Anthropocene.  


My dissertation investigates how Barry Lopez’s now classic text of American nature 
 writing, Arctic Dreams: Imagination and Desire in a Northern Landscape (1986), responds to 
 the  challenges  posed  by  the  environmental  threat  to  the  North  American  Arctic,  and  to  the 
 growing  knowledge  of  distinctly  different  culturally  determined  ways  of  perceiving  this 
 natural environment. As I will demonstrate in the following, the text reacts to this threat by 
 including a range of different perceptual frames from within and beyond Western science that 
 complicate our ideas about the Arctic.  


Interestingly,  Arctic  Dreams offered  this  response  before  the  evidence  of  global 
 climate change and the possible re-definition of the present in terms of the Anthropocene. The 
 1980s  were  nevertheless  a  time  in  which  the  threat  of  further  development  of  oil  and  other 
 extractive  industries  caused  Lopez  to  be  deeply  concerned  about  the  deterioration  of  arctic 
 landscapes  and  ecosystems.  This  concern  is  what  causes  him,  towards  the  end  of  his  arctic 
 contemplations,  to  pose  the  question:  “what does the nature of the heroic become, once the 
 landscape is threatened?” (AD 390, italics mine). Almost two centuries after the halcyon days 
 of arctic exploration, in which brave men entered an unknown Arctic that seemed to mark the 
 limits  of  human  enterprise,  Lopez’s  question  implies  that  we  need  a  new  way  of 
 understanding the concept of heroism. At present, reflecting on Lopez’s question leads one to 
 nearly drown in the flood of changing cultural significations brought on by a melting Arctic. 


However,  even  in  1986  the  Arctic  no  longer  represented  those  unrelenting  and  unchanging 
forces of nature against which the bravest of men could test their physical and mental powers. 
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In a late twentieth- as well as in an early twenty-first-century environmental perspective, such 
 an attitude towards the natural world seems less heroic than environmentally shortsighted and 
 egotistical.3 Similar to the way in which literary Romantics in the nineteenth century called 
 for the heroics of the poet to meet the natural world in new ways, Lopez calls for yet another 
 form of heroics in meetings with the Arctic. As we shall see in the following, the heroism to 
 which Lopez appeals demands a new kind of courage: the courage to challenge not the natural 
 forces of the vast and still undomesticated landscapes of the Arctic, but the perceptions and 
 the exploitative forces of modernity. 


At the time Lopez wrote Arctic Dreams, a cultural critique of Cartesian epistemology 
 was  already  underway.  In  her  1987 The  Flight  to  Objectivity,  Susan  Bordo  claimed  the 
 Cartesian  worldview  to  be  an  outdated  one:  not  a  timeless  universal  but  a  historically  and 
 culturally  determined  perceptual  frame  whose  brainchild,  modern  science,  was  increasingly 
 recognized to have lead modern society towards an environmental crisis of global proportions 
 (2).4 A similar sense of crisis was what spurred the rise of the environmental movement in the 
 1970s.  And,  as  Jen  Hill  has  pointed  out,  it  is  at  the  confluence  of  the  environmental 
 movement and the “renaissance in American nature writing in the 1980s” (Hill "Barry Lopez" 


130) that Arctic Dreams emerges.  


In a postmodern fashion typical of its time, Lopez’s text partakes in the challenge to 
 Cartesian  thinking  from  within  a  modern  Western  perceptual  framework.  It  does  so  partly 
 through  a  conservationist  ideological  stance  characteristic  of  this  early  –  or    ‘first  wave’  – 
 nature  writing,  and  partly  through  the  activation  and  challenging  of  a  set  of  perceptual 
 frameworks  implicit  in  the  genres  from  which  this  text  borrows.  The  latter  includes  the 
 narratives  of  nineteenth-century  arctic  exploration  with  their  peculiar  combination  of 
 scientific  and  Romantic  aesthetic  perspectives,  the  narratives  of  modern  science,  and  Inuit 
 narratives of the land and its animals.  


       


3 This is issue is discussed in more detail in Chapter Eight: “Towards a new arctic sublime.” 


4 As we shall see in Chapter Three, Val Plumwood would later, in her book Environmental Culture: 


The Ecological Crisis of Reason (2002), expand and develop this critique of Cartesianism and Western 
culture’s reliance on Reason. 
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Perceptual frames of understanding 


Lopez  employs  a  range  of  different  perceptual  frames  in  order  to  bring  us  closer  to  an 
 understanding  of  the  environmental  and  cultural  complexity  of  arctic  landscapes  and  their 
 animals. These different perceptual frames exist in the text as distinct and recognizable points 
 of  view,  discourses  and/or  forms  of  writing.  Together  these  account  for  the  attractive  and 
 creative,  sometimes  contradictory,  ‘messiness’  of Arctic Dreams.5 My  thesis  concerns  itself 
 with  how  these  different  frames  are  activated  and  function  in  the  text,  and  how  their 
 juxtaposition and interaction generate new and perhaps more profound understandings of the 
 arctic  landscapes  the  text  portrays.    I  will  in  my  analysis  use  ‘perceptual  frames’  as  a 
 collective  term  to  describe  the  different  views  on  arctic  natural  environments  that Arctic 
 Dreams  presents,  whether  these  be  represented  by  individual  (or  a  group  of  individuals’) 
 points of view, different genres, or different epistemological frameworks. All of these frames 
 imply  more  or  less  implicit  personal  and/or  formalized  boundaries  for  what  is  sensible, 
 thinkable, and knowable. Similarly to conceptual frames, perceptual frames set the conditions 
 for  the  way  things  are  “regarded,  understood,  or  interpreted”  ("Perception").  Such  frames 
 determine the construction of meaning, and from each particular frame interpretations proceed 
 more or less automatically.  


By using the term ‘perceptual frames’ instead of ‘conceptual frames,’ I wish to avoid 
 the  latter’s  emphasis  on  the  mental  and  abstract  presentation  of  things  and  ideas,  and  to 
 recognize the way sensory experience is involved in how we come to know the world. With 
 this  inclusion,  the  concept  of  knowledge  extends  beyond  the  rational  to  include  sensorial 
 and/or intuitive understandings and insights that are generally ignored in the modern scientific 
 paradigm,  but  that  indigenous  peoples  acknowledge  as  legitimate  forms  of  knowledge. 


Furthermore,  unlike  “the  more  rarified  domain  of  conceptual  thought”  (Eagleton  13), 
 perception  and  sensation  are  also  deeply  involved  in  notions  of  the  aesthetic,  which  is  a 
 central topic in my investigations of Lopez’s new forms of representation of the Arctic.  


But  what  do  I  mean  by  the  aesthetic?  As  Wolfgang  Welsch  has  pointed  out,  the 
 aesthetic is a polysemiotic concept with a long catalogue of contrary definitions. This creates 
 a situation in which the aesthetic sometimes concerns “the sensuous, sometimes the beautiful, 


       


5 Thanks to Dianne Chisholm for vocalizing this as a characteristic of the text. This greatly helped me 
to conceptualize my work with the contact zone in which these different perceptual frames meet.   
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sometimes  nature,  sometimes  art,  sometimes  perception,  sometimes  judgement,  sometimes 
 knowledge,”  leaving  the  term  itself  to  oscillate  between  meaning  “sensuous,  pleasurable, 
 artistic,  illusory,  fictional,  poietic,  virtual,  playful,  unobligating,  and  so  on”  (Welsch  8,  9). 


These different definitions have no one thing in common, but constitute a “family” in which 
 each definition or use of the concept has semantic “overlaps, links and transitions” with other 
 definitions  and  uses  (Welsch  9).  My  work  on Arctic  Dreams  will  involve  three  of  these 
 definitions  of  the  aesthetic  (the  same  three  Welsch  has  identified  as  “the  most  common 
 semantic areas” of the term [35]). In comparisons between the scientific and aesthetic forms 
 of representations present within Arctic Dreams, my use of the term aesthetic will often refer 
 to  the  practices  of  the  fine  arts;  the  aesthetic  as    “the artistic”  (Welsch  35).  Of  greater 
 significance to my work, however, is a conception of the aesthetic that refers to (and is more 
 or  less  synonymous  with)  the  sensuous;  the  aesthetic  as  “the aisthetic”  (Welsch  35;  cf. 


Eagleton  13).  The  aesthetic  in  this  case  involves  a  discourse  born  of  the  body;  one  that 
 concerns “the business of affections and aversions, … how the world strikes the body on its 
 sensory  surfaces,”  and  “takes  root  in  the  gaze  and  guts”  (Eagleton  13).  Such  a  conception 
 serves  my  analysis  of  Lopez’s  phenomenological  landscape  depictions  well.  The  third 
 definition  I  make  use  of  is  the  aesthetic  as  associated  with  the  aesthetics  of  the  “callistic-
 sublime”  (Welsch  35).  The callistic-sublime represents  an  “elevatory”  and  “reconciliative” 


perspective (Welsch 13) that renders aesthetic things that are in their diversity “wonderfully 
 joined  [or]  brought  into  harmony”  (Welsch  12).  It  is  exemplified  in  the  nineteenth-century 
 natural  sublime;  an  aesthetics  which  exerted  a  powerful  influence  on  the  Romantic  literary 
 tradition, and whose expressions we can encounter even in arctic exploration narratives from 
 this time period. Because I find Lopez’s Arctic Dreams to simultaneously employ and rework 
 this century-old aesthetics, I devote the final chapter of my dissertation to a discussion of how 
 the aesthetics of the sublime is expressed in this text. 


As  discussions  in  Chapters  Seven  and  Eight  will  show,  different  aesthetic  modes  of 
expression represent different perceptual frames that reveal as much as they hide. In this they 
resemble  the  practices  of  modern  science.  (Indeed,  after  Bordo’s  critical  discussions  of 
Cartesian  objectivity,  modern  science  itself  emerges  as  a  limited  and/or  limiting  perceptual 
frame with a distinct historical origin [see Chapter One]). In recognition of this, my work on 
Arctic  Dreams will  also  consider  the  aesthetic  in  terms  of  what  Jacques  Rancière  has 
described as the “distribution of the sensible” (12). The comparison I make between science 
and  aesthetics  in  terms  of  their  status  as  perceptual  frames  is  not  meant  to  downplay  the 
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differences between the two in terms of fields of investigation and forms of expression. To 
 the contrary, one of these differences – the difference in the kind of language that is employed 
 – will be of major concern in the following analysis of Arctic Dreams.  


National  languages  can,  of  course,  also  be  considered  different  ‘distributions  of  the 
 sensible.’ Anthropologists working with indigenous peoples in the Arctic (as well as in other 
 parts  of  the  world)  emphasize  how  important  an  intimate  knowledge  of  the  indigenous 
 language  is  to  the  understanding  of  the  indigenous  worldview.  Lopez  in  a  similar  manner 
 acknowledges  the  power  of  the  indigenous  language  to  bring  forth  details  of  the  natural 
 environment that to the non-native speaker will remain beyond notice (AD 276). Although my 
 analysis  of Arctic Dreams aims  to  explain  how  different  perceptual  frames,  including  Inuit 
 ontologies  and  epistemologies,  are  brought  into  Lopez’s  descriptions  of  the  Arctic,  my 
 ignorance of Inuit languages sadly stops me from including this aspect of language into my 
 work.  What  my  analysis  will  concern  itself  with  is  the  way  in  which  different forms  of 
 language, such as the scientific and the poetic, shape our interpretations of the world.  


Russian formalist Victor Shklovsky has theorized some of the differences in language 
 forms and their effects.  In his 1929 “Art as Device,” he argues that the language of poetry 
 and art is distinctly different from the language of prose. The latter includes both the language 
 of the everyday and the language of science. Indeed, Shklovsky argues, one should think of 
 the  language  of  poetry  and  the  language  of  prose  as  representing  different  modes  of 
 perception  that  do  not  coincide  (2-4).  The  practical  language  of  prose  serves  the  effortless 
 recognition  and  categorization  of  things  and  has  the  “abstractive  character  of  thought” 


suggestive of “the method of algebra” (Shklovsky 5). Through the application of this form of 
 language,  


objects are grasped spatially, in the blink of an eye. We do not see them, we merely 
 recognize them by their primary characteristics. The object passes before us, as if it 
 were prepackaged. We know that it exists because of its position in space, but we see 
 only its surface.  (Shklovsky 5) 


Because  the  language  of  prose  allows  a  quick  and  automatized  perception  of  objects, 
 Shklovsky  here  claims,  it  bars  us  from  becoming  truly  conscious  of  the  characteristics  of 
 these objects. In this sense the practical language of prose causes the objects it describes to 


“fade[] away” before the observer (Shklovsky 5).  


In contradistinction to the language of prose, the language of art and poetry impedes 
instant recognition of the objects presented. By “enstranging” or defamiliarizing objects and 
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“complicating  form,”  Shklovsky  writes,  “the  device  of  art  makes  perception  long  and 


‘laborious’” in order to lead us towards fuller, more complex, and often different visions of 
 the object (6). This effect is achieved by applying a “laborious” or “impeding language” that 
 distorts the economical and easily understood language of everyday speech (Shklovsky 13) 


In Arctic Dreams, Lopez combines the language of prose with the language of poetry, 
 the  scientific  with  the  aesthetic.  Nineteenth-century  explorers  in  the  Arctic  also  constructed 
 their  narratives  in  the  languages  of  both  science  and  aesthetics  (c.f.  MacLaren;  Morgan). 


However,  in Arctic Dreams  the  combination  of  these  two  forms  of  language  is  particularly 
 intricate  and  pervasive,  and  creates  a  new  form  of  aesthetics  that  challenges  ingrained 
 Western perceptions of the natural environment through a certain form of defamiliarization. 


In  one  sense,  we  can  ascribe  this  defamiliarization  to  the  unusual  practice  precisely  of 
 combining  the  language  of  science  and  poetry  within  single  descriptions  of  natural 
 phenomena, and argue that this in itself represents a way of “seeing things out of their usual 
 context”  (Shklovsky  9).  In  another  sense,  the  essayistic  nature  of Arctic  Dreams allows  a 
 constant  shifting  between  perceptual  frames  that  effectively  creates  another  –  and  perhaps 
 more profound – form of defamiliarization to emerge in the text: a multifaceted view of the 
 world in which the limitations of our own culturally encoded perceptual frameworks become 
 visible.    



Nature writing: ‘inward swerve’ or ‘dual accountability’? 


In  order  to  understand  how  and  why  nature  writing  can  incorporate  the  rich  inclusion  of 
 genres  and  perceptual  frames  we  find  to  be  at  play  within Arctic Dreams, we  must  take  a 
 closer look at the characteristics of the genre. Nature writing has existed “as a recognizable 
 and distinct tradition in English prose” for more than two hundred years (Finch and Elder 19).  


It is an essayistic form of writing characterized by a high degree of attentiveness towards the 
 natural world (Finch and Elder 23). The genre enjoyed increased significance and popularity 
 after  World  War  II,  just  as  the  world  –  according  to  the  geologists  –  entered  the 
 Anthropocene.  Like  other  forms  of  what  ecocritic  Lawrence  Buell  in  1995  defined  as  


“environmental texts,” texts of nature writing are characterized by the fact that they present 
the nonhuman environment “not merely as a framing device but as a presence that begins to 
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suggest  that  human  history  is  implicated  in  natural  history”  (Environmental 7).6 Human 
 interference  in  the  processes  of  the  natural  environment  is  generally  regarded  in  terms  of 
 ethical problems, and our accountability towards the environment and our fellow non-human 
 creatures becomes part of the texts’ concern (Buell Environmental 7).  


Thus  in  nature  writing  an  “intense  and  self-conscious  awareness  of  nature”  is  born 
 from a felt “loss of integration between society and nature” (Finch and Elder 26). As a range 
 of  scholars  on  Romanticism  have  emphasized,  this  sense  of  loss  of  integration  with  nature, 
 and a corresponding fear in the face of increasing evidence of environmental destruction, was 
 central also to the development of the Romantic movement in literature. In America, major 
 proponents of Romantic Transcendentalism such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David 
 Thoreau were nature writers. The impact this form of writing has had on American culture is 
 apparent  in  the  booming  interest  in  ecocriticism  of  the  past  few  decades.  Today  Emerson’s 
 Nature and  Thoreau’s Walden  are  obvious  parts  of  any  university  curriculum  in  nature 
 writing,  and  the  study  of  the  literary  works  of  these  authors  have  developed  into  rich  and 
 proliferous scholarly fields in their own right.  


Nature writing is a form of nonfiction influenced by scientific theories, concepts and 
 findings. In more contemporary texts these may originate from a vast field of natural sciences, 
 ranging from genetics, molecular biology, cognitive theory, and ecology to plate tectonics and 
 quantum physics (Finch and Elder 22). The inclusion of such scientific elements signals the 
 belief  of  nature  writers  that  understanding  physical  and  biological  processes  is  of  great 
 importance to the development of a mature relationship with the world (Finch and Elder 25). 


But the perspective of the nature writer differs from that of the professional scientist in that 
 the “environmental proficiency” of the nature writer is one that lacks the scientists’ absolute 
 mastery  of  data  and  theory,  and  instead  aims  to  communicate  knowledge  about  natural 
 phenomena  “in  a  shareable  form”  (Buell Environmental 96,  97).  This  means  presenting 
 physical details or scientific facts in ways that are “marked by a personal voice and a concern 
 for  literary  values”  (Finch  and  Elder  22).  This  generalist  and  more  personal  approach  to 
 representations  of  the  natural  world  explains  the  tendency  of  nature  writers  to  “defiantly” 


       


6 In  line  with  developments  in  ‘second  wave’  ecocriticism,  Buell  later  regretted  this  definition  and 
argued that it might be “more productive to think inclusively of environmentality as a property of any 
text”  (Future  25).  I,  however,  find  Buell’s  early  definition  useful  to  my  work  on Arctic  Dreams 
because this is an environmental text precisely in the sense that it is about the natural environment and 
deeply engaged with the entanglements of human and natural history. 
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embrace  the  term  “natural  history,”  even  as  they  rely  on  knowledge  produced  by  modern, 
 highly specialized and technologically advanced science (Finch and Elder 22).  


According  to  American  studies  scholar  Don  Scheese,  nature  writing  is  further 
 distinguished  by  the  way  it  typically  involves  a  “first-person,  nonfiction  account  of  an 
 exploration,  both  physical  (outward)  and  mental  (inward),  of  a  predominantly  nonhuman 
 environment, as the protagonist follows the spatial movement of pastoralism from civilization 
 to  nature”  (6). In  their  textual  manifestations,  these  explorations  often  take  the  form  of 
 essayistic “excursions”; “walks through landscapes of associations” that tend to move from “a 
 closely observed [natural] phenomenon” and onto open-ended reflections on the extended and 
 personal meaning of this phenomenon (Finch and Elder 24). Such essayistic excursions have 
 allowed nature writers to playfully ramble beyond “dominant literary and scientific models,” 


to return, as Finch and Elder put it, “with their testimony about how human beings respond to 
 what  is  nonhuman,  and  how  individuals  and  society  may  achieve  more  significant  and 
 awarding integration with the earth that sustains them” (Finch and Elder 28). 


 Personal reflections on the meaning of natural phenomena are part of a modern form 
 of nature writing developed in America. Finch and Elder identify Thoreau as the first to bring 
 to  the  genre  a  consciousness  of  how  even  the  most  painstaking  ‘naturalist’  study  of 


“nonhuman  nature”  must  inevitably  “objectify  and  abstract  it”  (23).  Unlike  the  texts  of  his 
 forerunners on the other side of the Atlantic (like Gilbert White), Thoreau’s writings do not 
 convey  a  sense  of  being  “unconsciously  a  part  of  the  natural  order  he  beheld”  (Finch  and 
 Elder 23). Rather, as ecocritic Scott Slovic’s analysis of Thoreau’s Journal reveals, Thoreau’s 
 study  of  nature  was  simultaneously  a  study  of  the  self,  and  both  were  important  to  the 
 development  of  a  more  profound  understanding  of  the  Truth  of  the  world.  Slovic  further 
 points to a development in which nature writers following Thoreau have become increasingly 
 more involved in the simultaneous study of the physical world and “their own psychological 
 responses” to this world (Seeking 137). The cause of this development he claims to lie in the 
 idea  that  an  awareness  of  such  psychological  responses  is  a  necessary  condition  for  a  turn 
 towards more respectful, ecologically grounded and responsible human attitudes towards the 
 natural  world.  Towards  the  end  of  the  second  millennium  the  development  of  this  form  of 
 awareness had, according to Slovic, a “sense of timeliness, of urgency” (Seeking 138).   


Not all critics, however, find nature writing’s allegiance with ecology and focus on the 
writer’s psychological responses to nature valuable. In The Truth of Ecology (2003), literary 
scholar Dana Phillips scolds nature writers and ecocritics for invoking the science of ecology 
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as  validation  for  their  own  philosophical  point  of  view,  thereby  associating  the  ecological 
 sciences  with  ideas  of  “balance,  harmony,  unity,  purity,  health,  and  economy”  that  these 
 sciences have in fact abandoned long ago (42). Indeed, Phillip claims, in much nature writing 
 and ecocriticism ecology is figured as a form of science that almost mystically binds together 


“not only all of the sciences, but nature and culture as well” (45). Fronting a close relationship 
 to  the  ecological  sciences,  he  concludes,  is  nature  writers’  and  ecocritics’  way  of  giving 
 scientific legitimacy to a form of writing that is not really concerned with nature.  


As explanation for his provocative claim that nature writing is not really about nature, 
 Phillips proposes that the ultimate goal of the nature writer is not to give a scientifically and 
 ecologically  correct  depiction  of  nature,  but  to  reach  a  state  of  epiphany:  “a  state  of 
 theological, epistemological, and/or psychosexual clarity and intensity during which the self, 
 the writer’s inner nature, and everything outside it, in the natural world … are experienced as 
 one thing” (Phillips 202). This moment of transcendentally experienced unity with the natural 
 world represents the height of poetic vision in many texts of nature writing. Thus “at critical 
 junctures,” Phillips argues, nature writing “swerves inward, erasing the world it has been at 
 such pains to describe, and abandoning the physical for the metaphysical” (230). Rather than 
 seeing  nature  writing  as  a  simultaneous  study  of  the  physical  world  and  the  writer’s 
 psychological  response  to  it,  Phillips  reads  its  tendency  to  value  transcendental  epiphanies 
 about the  natural  world  at  the  expense  of  the  natural  world  itself  as  evidence  that  nature 
 writing is truly about an “inner” and “private” response to nature (210). This might not have 
 been  a  problem,  had  not  nature  writers  (of  a  Romantic  bent)  tended  to  believe  this  state  of 
 epiphany to result from a form of direct and ‘true’ contact with nature that would be blocked 
 by too much accurate scientific knowledge about it. Because he finds that nature writers do 
 believe this, Phillips can present the curious observation that “ignorance of nature” is “often 
 represented  by  American  nature  writers  as  an  advantage,  if  not  as  something  of  a  virtue” 


(212).  


Ascribing  to  nature  writers  a  distinctly  anti-scientific  idea  of  nature  experience  that 
 resonates  well  with  their  alleged  ‘fuzzy’  understanding  of  ecology,  Phillips  goes  on  to 
 question the entire history of nature writing in light of this type of anti-intellectualism (217). 


He finds the outmodedness of this tradition exemplified by Thomas J. Lyon’s celebration of 
the “absolute durability of certain subject matters, themes and affirmations” in nature writing 
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(Lyon 1).7 Lyon’s argument is that because early American nature writers like Thoreau were 
 updated  on  recent  scientific  theories  (he  mentions  Darwin’s  theory  of  evolution  as  an 
 example), the thematic focus on “re-enter[ing]” the natural world and on the “allegiance … 
 with  the  organic,  personal,  and  sacred”  has  remained  unchanged  since  the  time  of  the 
 inception of the genre (4). As neither Romanticism nor Realism seems to have had profound 
 enough  influence  to  generate  identifiable  “periods”  of  the  genre,  Lyon  makes  the  swiping 
 statement  that  “currents  of  intellectual  fashion  and  even  deep  philosophical  change,  in  the 
 culture at large, seem hardly to have disturbed it” (1). Less enthusiastic about the autonomy 
 (or cultural imperviousness) of the genre, Phillips accepts Lyon’s diagnosis of nature writing, 
 but  interprets  this  as  support  for  his  suspicions  that  contemporary  nature  writers  work  with 
 century-old and long abandoned assumptions of nature, and are, in a sense, “trying to live and 
 write in a cultural time warp” (Phillips 234).  


I believe Phillips’ criticism to be primarily directed at a Romantic legacy still strong in 
 present-day nature writing. This legacy carries with it ideas about nature in currency in the 
 nineteenth  century,  but  still  in  circulation  today  –  in  nature  writing  as  well  as  in  society  at 
 large.  Phillips  makes  a  timely  critique  of  the  tendency  in  ecocriticism  to  overlook  the 
 fundamental  contradiction  between  nature  writing’s  application  of  detailed  scientific 
 description  and  its  reliance  on  Romantic  Transcendentalist  tropes.  This  contradiction, 
 however,  need  not  end  in  an  impasse  or  inward  ‘swerve’  (Phillips  230)  that  renders  the 
 material world a mere setting for the plot of the mind’s development. In the following I will 
 investigate the contact zone between scientific and Romantic and/or aesthetic perceptions of 
 nature in Arctic Dreams, with the aim of showing how the coexistence of these two tropes can 
 give rise to new interpretations of the factual natural world.  


The  relationship  between  the  study  of  human  inner  and  nonhuman  outer  nature  in 
 nature writing is a contested issue. Lawrence Buell, whose work has been fundamental to the 
 theorization  both  of  nature  writing  and  ecocriticism,  views  the  balance  between  inner  and 
 outer  nature  in  more  equal  terms  than  does  Phillips.  According  to  Buell,  the  textual 
 representations  of  nature  in  nature  writing  have  “a  dual  accountability  to  matter  and  to 
 discursive  mentation”  (Environmental 92).  This  means  that  nature  writing  must  provide 
 scientifically  accurate  facts  of  nature,  but  these  may  be  stylized  for  literary  effect  and  for 


       


7 Lyon’s  makes  this  salute  to  nature  writing  in  his  “Introduction”  to  Edward  Lueder’s  book Writing 
Natural History: Dialogues with Authors.  
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clarifying the author’s lines of thought. Unlike Phillips, Buell concludes that in bridging the 
 narrator’s  inner  and  outer  worlds,  nature  writing  assigns  final  authority  to  the  latter 
 (Environmental 93-94).  Significantly,  the  one  text  he  employs  in  order  to  exemplify  and 
 theorize the principle of dual accountability is Lopez’s Arctic Dreams.  


In  Buell’s  definition,  then,  nature  writing  counters  the  assumption  that  “stylization 
 must somehow work against outer mimesis or take precedence over it” (Environmental 98). 


To the contrary, a certain amount of aesthetic stylization or invention may enhance the text’s 
 ability  to  generate  a  sense  of  environmental  bonding  (Buell Environmental 98-99).  Nature 
 writing  thus  presents  its  readers  with  a  peculiar  “symbiosis  of  object-responsiveness  and 
 imaginative  shaping”  (Buell  Environmental  99).  Its  imaginative  shaping  is,  however, 
 regulated  by  the  ‘facts’  of  the  environment,  and  the  mimetic  aspects  take  precedence  over 
 other,  more  literary  (intratextual,  intertextual,  or  autorepresentational)  aspects  (Buell 
 Environmental 93).  To  the  extent  that  nature  writing’s  mimetic  aspect  relies  on  realist 
 mimesis  and  scientific  description,  the  genre  challenges  the  formalist  distinction  between 
 prose and poetry by incorporating both.  Although texts of nature writing generally make no 
 pretense  of  “total  accuracy,”  as  Buell  puts  it  (Environmental 94),  “nature  is  the  court  of 
 appeal,”  and  “the  art  of  discovery  is  valorized  above  the  art  of  fabulation”  (Environmental 
 92).  As Arctic Dreams exemplifies,  this  art  of  discovery  is  enhanced  by  the  presentation  of 
 scientific facts in new contexts and from unfamiliar points of view.  



Nature writing and landscape as text 


My work on Arctic Dreams takes as its point of departure the idea that nature writing, with its 
 essayistic playfulness and multiplicity of genres, is a mode of writing that allows natural facts 
 and  aesthetic  conceptions  about  nature  to  be  combined  in  novel  contexts  and  from  fresh 
 perspectives. As Lopez’s text exemplifies, the genre allows us to explore and reflect upon the 
 nature of these scientific facts and aesthetic conceptions, as well as the influence they have on 
 our perceptions about the natural world and our sense of relationship with it. Definitions of 
 nature  writing  offered  by  literary  scholar  Don  Scheese’s  and  semiotician  Timo  Maran  may 
 help  us  understand  how  nature  writing  allows  this  coming  together  of  different  forms  of 
 knowledge about the natural environment, and to analyze the results that follow.  


According  to  Scheese,  the  defining  characteristics  of  nature  writing  signal  its 
development from a series of other forms of written discourse:  
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natural history, for its scientific bent …; spiritual autobiography, for its account of 
 the growth and maturation of the self in interaction with the forces of the world; and 
 travel writing (including the literature of exploration and discovery), for its tracing of 
 a physical movement from place to place and recording of observations of both new 
 and familiar phenomena.  (6) 


Arctic Dreams conveys genre characteristics typical of nature writing. In this text the different 
 genres mentioned by Scheese are detectable not merely as ‘lines of descent,’ but exemplified 
 within  the  text  itself.  Within  its  narrative  framework  of  the  autobiographical  travel  report, 
 Arctic Dreams includes narratives of natural history, exploration and colonial expansion, old 
 Western and ancient Inuit myths, as well as the findings and theories of modern science. This 


“polyphony of genres” allows the text to present us with a “multifaceted and complex picture 
 of the North American Arctic” (Brøgger 32). Each of these genres represents its own kind of 
 framing of the world, and partakes in larger, culturally determined, perceptual frameworks.  


In addition to the various framings inherent in the different genres themselves, critical 
 work on the genre of travel writing – on white Westerners’ written reports of their exploration 
 and discovery of the rest of the world – has further led to the identification of a set of ‘codes’ 


employed by travelers in the construction of their representations. As Mary Louise Pratt has 
 shown,  these  codes  serve  to  define  the  discovered  lands  and  cultural  Others  according  to 
 culturally  determined  terms  and  categories  that  at  the  same  time  condition  the  travelers’ 


images of themselves and their place in the world (4). As was the case for nineteenth-century 
 arctic exploration narratives, these codes include the terms, entities, and categories of science. 


As we shall see later, they also include aesthetic terms, entities, and categories. 


But in a genre so deeply involved with the human longing for reintegration with the 
 natural world, to look at the entities of this world merely from the human perspective seems 
 an  impoverished  approach.  This  is  especially  true  to  the  extent  that  texts  of  nature  writing 
 employ defamiliarization as a literary tool in the service of creating a sense of environmental 
 bonding – of learning to “know [one’s] neighbours” in the natural world, as Thoreau once put 
 it (Journal December 4, 1856). Timo Maran’s more ecosemiotic approach to nature writing 
 seems to offer a way out of this anthropocentric impasse. Taking as his starting point Greg 
 Garrard’s  claim  that  “the  challenge  for  ecocritics  is  to  keep  one  eye  on  the  ways  in  which 


‘nature’ is always in some ways culturally constructed, and the other on the fact that nature 
really exist” (Garrard 10), Maran proceeds to define nature writing as a genre that allows the 
simultaneous  representation  of  the  constructed  and  culturally  determined  human meanings 
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about the environment, and the meanings communicated by and within the environment itself 
 (80). “Nature writing,” he argues,  


would  seem  to  relate  to  external  structures  of  nature  that  have  a  semiotic  activity, 
 memory  and  course  of  change  of  their  own.  In  addition  to  the  imagination  of  the 
 author,  and  social,  ideological,  cultural  and  psychological  meanings  and  tensions 
 between them, objects of ecocriticism also embrace organisms, natural communities 
 and  landscapes  with  their  special  properties  and  abilities  to  grow,  communicate, 
 learn and multiply.  (Maran 79) 


In this manner Maran establishes nature writing as a potential contact zone between natural 
 and cultural semiotic systems. This implies, firstly, that the semiotic activities of the natural 
 world  in  texts  of  nature  writing  oftentimes  emerge  through  literary  representations  of 
 phenomena  or  experiences  for  which  we  have  no  vocabulary,  but  that  may  nevertheless  be 
 described in semiotic terms. In this sense it offers a way of concretizing some of the ‘mystery’ 


of  nature  writers’  communication  with  the  natural  world  that  critics  like  Phillips  find  so 
 troubling.  Secondly,  as  indicated  in  Buell’s  principle  of  ‘dual  accountability,’  the  external 
 reality to which the text refers holds the power to adjust, distort, or completely overturn the 
 textual  representations  if  these  do  not  correspond  with  this  reality.  Thus  in  Maran’s 
 interpretation, whereas literary stylizations may involve innovative ways of representing the 
 natural object, they are dismissed as faulty if the reader him/herself does not recognize it upon 
 direct contact with nature.  


My analysis of Arctic Dreams will be concerned with the correspondence between text 
 and world only to the extent that Lopez within the text itself tries to stage a meeting between 
 the  experienced  and  the  textually  represented  environment.  The  meeting  between  the 
 environmental  real  and  its  textual  representations  is  reflected  in  the  bipartite  structure  of 
 Arctic Dreams.  Whereas  the  first  half  of  the  book  presents  Lopez  the  traveler’s  encounters 
 with, and empirically based scientific descriptions of, the North American Arctic, the second 
 half proceeds to present the region through historical myths and textual representations that 
 clearly paints quite a different image of it. My subsequent discussions will focus on the ways 
 in  which  the  artistic,  aesthetic,  and  even  scientific  forms  of  representation traditionally 
 engaged  in  descriptions  of  the  arctic  natural  environment  involve  distortions  and/or 
 limitations to our understanding of this environment.  


Maran’s  characterization  of  nature  writing  involves  an  understanding  of  the  natural 
environment as text. This understanding has its basis in a poststructuralist conception of text 
not  as  the  product  of  an  all-knowing,  meaning-producing  author,  but  rather  in  terms  of  an 
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uncontrollably meaning-generating tissue of cultural citations; or, as Roland Barthes put it, a 


“multi-dimensional  space  in  which  a  variety  of  writings,  none  of  them  original,  blend  and 
 clash”  (99).  From  his  place  within  the  Tartu-Moscow  school  of  cultural  semiotics,  Maran 
 provides a similar functional definition of text as a “meeting ground of internal structure and 
 external  codes  in  [a]  given  culture”  (Maran  80).  This  meeting  ground  has  a  “memory  and 
 semiotic  potential  of  its  own”  existing  beyond  the  intentions  of  any  of  the  cultural  actors 
 (Maran 80). And because all cultures in some way or other depend on meaningful interactions 
 with the surrounding environment, Maran argues that “there is no reason why the concept of 
 text  should  not  be  broadened  to  embrace  also  the  structures  of  nature” so  long  as  there 


“exist[s] a  practice  of  interaction  with  nature’s  structures  in  such  a  way  that  they  become 
 distinctively meaningful”  (81). In this he is supported by Andrew Stables, who in his 1997 
 article  “The  Landscape  and  the  ‘Death  of  the  Author’”  argues  that  landscapes  should  be 
 understood  in  terms  of  networks  of  shared  meanings  extending  beyond  the  human  sphere 
 (108-111; cf. Maran 81).  


The  idea  of  landscape  or  natural  environment  as  text  is  one  in  which  it  becomes 
 difficult, indeed sometimes impossible, to draw distinctions between “the creative activities of 
 humans,  other  life  forms,  and  natural  forces”  (Maran  81).8 Just  as  poststructuralism  has 
 dismantled  the  idea  that  a  text  originates  with  a  single  author  controlling  its  meaning,  it  is 
 evident that if landscapes are texts they are neither written nor read by humans alone. This 
 ecosemiotic  approach  to  textuality  invites  considerations  of  the  social  construction  of 
 landscapes  that  moves  beyond  the  human.  In  this  approach,  landscapes  are  texts  because 


“they are perceived, interpreted and valued” by a wide range of social actors relating to them 
 (Maran 81).  


The  basis  of  this  ecosemiotic  perception  of  landscape  as  text  can  be  traced  back  to 
 Baltic-German  biologist  Jacob  von  Uexküll’s  development,  in  the  1930s,  of  the  concept  of 
 animal Umwelten. Uexküll’s Umwelt refers to any animal’s perceptual lifeworld (Sagan 2); its 


“species-specific sphere” governed by the animal’s perceptions and construction of meaning 
 (Maran 84). Hence the point of departure of Umweltlehre is that animals are subjects involved 
 in  the  construction  of  their  own  perceptual  worlds.  From  this  perspective,  the  natural 


       


8 Whereas Stables argues for the idea of landscape as text, Maran in his theorizations argues for the 
idea of the “environment as text” (81, italics mine). 
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environment takes the shape of a vast network of “various interrelated subjective worlds or 
 environments” (Maran 84); a text with which no one author can be identified.  


The  conception  of  environment  as  text  may  help  us  avoid  the  hurdle  of  our 
 anthropocentrism, which entails the problem of just how to read or represent forms of agency 
 beyond our own that so unrelentingly haunts writers and critics of environmental texts. Just as 
 with  distinctly  human  forms  of  text,  the  idea  of  landscape  as  text  does  not  require  that  its 
 meaning  be  completely  understood.  Like  the  texts  of  any  other  foreign  culture,  or  like 
 historical texts “long forgotten and then retrieved,” our understanding of the landscape as text 
 depends  on  our  own  ability  to  translate  it  (Maran  81).  Ecosemiotics  promotes  the  idea  that 
 nature  is  the  “result  of  numerous  interpretative  practices,  it  has  changed  and  been  remade 
 countless times before us, it is filled with various signs, meanings and signals for and by other 
 living beings” (Maran 84). It recognizes the semiotic complexities of nature while admitting 
 the human limitations to understanding these complexities.  


Two  implications  follow  from  the  ecosemiotic  perspective  on  nature  and  nature 
 writing  that  are  important  to  my  analysis  of  Lopez’s Arctic  Dreams.  The  first  is  that 
 acknowledging the existence of semiotic processes beyond the human and cultural brings out 
 what  Maran  calls  “the  animal  aspect  of  our  interpretation  processes”  (83).  These  include 


“zoosemiotic nonverbal” processes of signification, such as “[d]irect and spatial perceptions, 
 tactile  and  smelling  sensations”  and  forms  of  “nonverbal  communication”  between  living 
 beings, the latter also involving imitation (Maran 84). All of these exist in addition to our own 
 distinctly  “anthroposemiotic  verbal”  processes  of  signification,  and  are  processes  we  share 
 with other living beings that makes it possible for us to communicate with them. Such shared 
 processes  of  signification  have  their  basis  in  shared  biological  foundations.  They  rely  on 
 similarities  in  “morphology,”  “perception,”  “basic  needs  and  dispositions  (need  for  food, 
 water, shelter, avoidance of accidents, pain and death),” and result from “being subjected to 
 the same physical forces” and from  “inhabiting” and “relating with” the same environment 
 (Maran 84). As we shall see in the following, Lopez describes arctic natural environments in 
 ways  that  underscore  the  possibility  and  existence  of  this  form  of  zoosemiotic 
 communication. His representation of the Arctic further relies on two more central aspects of 
 the ecosemiotic understanding of textuality: the social nature of the landscape as text, and the 
 related concept of animal Umwelten. 


Lopez  presents  his  Arctic  in  terms  of  a  text  in  which  the  signifying  processes  of 
animals and humans meet. However, the idea of the natural environment as text relies on a 
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certain cultural skill in reading this text. This is a skill arguably neglected in modern Western 
 technocratic  cultures  in  which  we  find  ourselves  no  longer  directly  dependent  on  our 
 immediate  environment  for  survival.  Apart  from  the  close  scientific  or  semiotic  scrutiny  of 
 the  natural  environment,  the  activity  that  beyond  all  else  seems  to  engender  in  modern 
 Westerners an insipient environmental literacy is hunting. This, I believe, is the reason why 
 hunting is such a central and recurring theme in Arctic Dreams. It is also what motivates me 
 to devote an entire chapter to the exploration of the text’s depiction of the forms of perception 
 associated with the hunt.  


The  activity  of  hunting  originates  in  a  human  past  in  which  the  ties  of  direct 
 dependency on nature had not yet been broken. This might explain why hunting is a favored 
 theme in American nature writing (Finch and Elder 28). It further represents a traditional and 
 still partly active way of life for the Inuit of the North American Arctic, and is in this respect 
 a  culturally  relevant  aspect  to  include  in  a  text  about  the  Arctic.  However,  as  I  discuss  in 
 Chapter Four, Western and Inuit perspectives of hunting imply very different perceptions of 
 animals  and  of  the  natural  environment.  In Arctic  Dreams,  Lopez  applies  the  indigenous 
 hunter’s mode of vision as a way to begin to interpret the natural environment, and to activate 
 a  kind  of  text-reader  dialogue  with  the  land.  Through  the  indigenous  hunter’s  perspective 
 Lopez’s text becomes accountable to both animal and human meaning-making in the Arctic.  


Before we leave this discussion of how nature writing engages with the idea of nature 
 as text, it should be noted that this idea is also strong in new materialist theories of the natural 
 world. Whereas ecosemioticians have developed this idea as a means to read and explore the 
 meaning-making activities of animals, new materialists rely on the idea of nature as text to 
 read and explore the agentic qualities of the natural world.  


The  central  idea  of  new  materialism  is  that  “matter  possesses  agency”  (Iovino  and 
 Oppermann  77).  To  Jane  Bennett,  like  to  new  materialists  (and  new  materialist  critics)  in 
 general, the image of matter as “dead or thoroughly instrumentalized” is one that supports and 


“feeds  human  hubris  and  our  earth-destroying  fantasies  of  conquest  and  consumption” 


(Bennett ix; cf. Alaimo “Trans-corporeal” 249). Our present habit of dividing the world into 


“dull matter (it, things)” and “vibrant life (us, beings),” she writes, represents a Rancièrean 


“partition of the sensible”; a kind of systematic blindness that causes to “ignore the vitality of 
matter and the lively powers of material formations” (Bennett vii; cf. Ranciére 12). Trying to 
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overcome  this  blindness,  the  new  materialisms  absolve  matter  from  its  “long  history  of 
 attachment to automatism or mechanism” (Bennett 3).9  


Once matter is agentic, Iovino and Oppermann claim, “every material configuration, 
 from  bodies  to  their  contexts  of  living,  is  ‘telling,’”  and  critical  analysis  can  potentially 


“discover[]  its  stories”  (79).  The  world  once  again  becomes  text,  but  the  kind  of  text  that 
 begins with, brings forth, or highlights the referential real. No entity exists in isolation. To the 
 contrary, the new materialist texts are complexes in which “human agency and meanings are 
 deeply  interlaced  with  the  emerging  agency  and  meaning  of  …  nonhuman  beings”  (Iovino 
 and  Oppermann  83).  By  thus  allowing  for  a  re-negotiation  of  the  boundaries  of  narrative 
 agency,  new  materialist  perspectives  allow  us  to  conceptualize  and  trace  the  narratives  of 
 matter,  and  to  discover  how  the  agencies  of  matter  both  combines  and  interferes  with  the 
 (intentional) agencies of humans (Iovino and Oppermann 86). This is why, to new materialist 
 ecocritics,  new  materialism  constitutes  “an  enterprise  of  liberation  …  from  dualisms,  from 
 ideal  subjugations,  from  the  perceptual  limits  that  prevent  our  moral  imagination  from 
 appreciating the vibrant multiplicity of the world”  (Iovino and Oppermann 87).  


My  analysis  of  Arctic  Dreams  relies  on  ecosemiotic  and  new  materialist 
 conceptualizations  of  the  natural  environment  as  (nature-culture)  text,  and  investigates  to 
 what  extent  we  can  find  this  idea  expressed  within  Lopez’s  arctic  narrative.  It  is  a  new 
 materialist  analysis  not  in  the  sense  that  it  applies  the  concepts  and  theories  of  new 
 materialism to Lopez’s text, but rather in remaining persistenly alert to the way the physical 
 environment is depicted, and to what effect. By combining new materialism’s focus on matter 
 with  insights  from  selected  sources  of  anthropology,  ecophilosphy  and  animal  studies,  my 
 close textual examination of Arctic Dreams reveals precisely how it engages in what Ivoino 
 and  Oppermann  term  the  “liberation”  from  dualistic  thinking  and  other  (cultural  and/or 
 habituated) limits to perception. 


       


9 “Mechanism” here refers to the philosophical “doctrine that holds natural processes (as of life) to be 
 mechanically determined and capable of complete explanation by the laws of physics and chemistry” 


(“Mechanism”). 
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The Arctic as contact zone 


Due both to the way it allows a combination of human and nonhuman semiotic activities, and 
 to its inclusion of different genres and written forms of discourse, nature writing of the kind 
 Arctic Dreams represents may be thought of in terms of a literary contact zone. The concept 
 of the contact zone was first introduced by Marie Louis Pratt, who in her book Imperial Eyes: 


Travel Writing and Transculturation defines it in terms of the “social spaces where disparate 
 cultures  meet,  clash,  and  grapple  with  each  other,  often  in  highly  asymmetrical  relations  of 
 domination  and  subordination”  (7).  Pratt  explains  how  the  term  “contact  zone,  although 
 sometimes  synonymous  with  ‘colonial  frontier,’”  represents  a  shift  away  from  the 
 perspectives of expansive imperialism and towards the perspectives of colonial subjects (8). 


Clearly, in Maran’s ecosemiotic definition, nature writing involves texts in which the semiotic 
 activities of humans and animals exemplify precisely such asymmetrical power relationships. 


Like in much other nature writing, the artistic aim of Arctic Dreams is to change this power 
 relationship  by  shifting  the  emphasis  of  its  representations  towards  points  of  view 
 representing the suppressed or silenced denizens of the natural world.      


Although Pratt in Imperial Eyes time and again shows how materiality is involved in 
 the  denotation  and  contestation  of  cultural  meaning,  in  her  definition  the  contact  zone  is  a 
 cultural concept:  


It invokes the space and time where subjects previously separated by geography and 
 history  are  co-present,  the  point  at  which  their  trajectories  now  intersect.  The  term 


‘contact’  foregrounds  the  interactive,  improvisational  dimensions  of  imperial 
 encounters so easily ignored or suppressed by accounts of conquest and domination 
 told from the invader’s perspective. A ‘contact’ perspective emphasizes how subjects 
 get constituted in and by their relations to each other. It treats the relations among 
 colonizers  and  colonized,  or  travelers  and  ‘travelees,’  not  in  terms  of  separateness, 
 but  in  terms  of  co-presence,  interaction,  interlocking  understandings  and  practices, 
 and often within radically asymmetrical relations of power.  (8) 


By  including  the  improvisational  dimensions  of  imperial  encounters  into  her  definition, 
 Pratt’s theories nuance the idea that colonial spaces take their expression purely as a result of 
 the discursive constructions performed by the colonizers. This nuancing in an important way 
 opens up for the possibility that even dominated subjects may influence the discursive field; 


that they may “‘talk back’ and influence Western thought” (Høvik 31).   


Pratt  developed  the  concept  of  the  contact  zone  through  her  critique  of  European, 
often  scientifically  inclined,  narratives  of  travel  in  regions  in  the  southern  hemisphere;  in 
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lands rich in plants and animals, with both indigenous and European settler communities. It is 
 therefore pertinent to ask whether or not the concept of the contact zone may successfully be 
 applied to a text of nature writing that portrays the Arctic. Arguably, although less evidently 
 so  than  on  more  southern  continents,  the  long  tradition  of  European  exploration  and 
 exploitation  of  the  natural  resources  of  this  region  justifies  including  the  Arctic  into  the 
 history of Western imperialism. This point is made by scholars of the Arctic Lisa Bloom and 
 Jen Hill, whose work has revealed how arctic space served as the ideological terrain on which 
 British and American explorers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries explored issues 
 of “gender, nation, race, and empire” (Hill Horizon 4).  


As Bloom and Hill both show, polar exploration represented a new and purer kind of 


“imperial theatre” (Bloom 3) that still regarded “geographical dominance” an affirmation of 


“cultural  superiority  and  progress”  (Hill Horizon 21).  The  cause  of  the  presumed  purity  of 
 arctic  exploratory  efforts  lay  in  the  fact  that  these  imperial  efforts  took  place  outside  the 
 boundaries  of  the  empire,  in  a  region  that  promised  little  or  no  material  gain.  Accordingly, 
 arctic exploration was perceived as “stainless” not only because it “lacked economic motive” 


(particularly after the loss of the Franklin expedition extinguished hopes of a trade route to 
 China through the North-West Passage), but furthermore because it avoided the complicated 
 and  uncomfortable  issues  of  economic  exploitation,  slavery,  racism  and  miscegenation  that 
 troubled the colonial enterprise elsewhere (Hill Horizon 9). The only gain to be had from this 
 enterprise,  it  seemed,  was  the  scientific  mapping  of  this  unknown  region  for  the  benefit  of 
 mankind.  


However,  the  application  of  postcolonial  perspectives  to  old  explorer  narratives  and 
 associated cultural texts has revealed even the celebrated blankness of the Arctic to be part of 
 the  discursive  strategy  of  imperialism.  Elsewhere  this  strategy  “produced  the  rationale  to 
 justify the process of filling in by the West, through the introduction of Western institutions” 


(Bloom 2). In the Arctic, where the introduction of Western institutions was not an issue, it 
simply reflected the cultural superiority and “entitle[ment] to possession” of individuals who 
held  the  power  to  fill  in  the  blanks  on  the  map  (Bloom  2).  As  Hill  points  out,  idea  of  the 
Arctic  as  blank  space  was  challenged  only  to  a  limited  degree  by  the  presence  of  its 
indigenous  peoples,  whose  nomadic  lifestyles  made  it  easy  for  the  reading  audience  to 
mentally  displace  them  from  regions  that  the  explorer  narratives  encoded  in  terms  of  vast, 
empty spaces. It met no further resistance in the explorer narratives’ two-hundred-year-long 
tradition  of  presenting  the  Arctic  as  “uninhabitable”  (Hill Horizon 12).  In  the  nineteenth 
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