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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Arctic Modernities,
Environmental Politics, and the Era
of the Anthropocene

Lill-Ann Korber, Scott MacKenzie,
and Anna Westerstahl Stenport

Since its “discovery,” the Arctic has held a longstanding significance as a
critical and exceptional space of modernity. It has been utilized and imag-
ined as a location where the past, present, and future of the planet’s envi-
ronmental and geopolitical systems are played out. These imaginations
and projections have hit a crescendo in recent years, catalyzed by anthro-
pogenic climate change, accelerating resource extraction, mass tourism,
and a heightened global awareness and activism regarding environmental

L.-A. Korber (<)
Department of Linguistics and Scandinavian Studies, University of Oslo, Oslo,
Norway

S. MacKenzie
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2 L.-A. KORBER, S. MACKENZIE, AND A.W. STENPORT

change, Indigenous rights, and nature preservation. Arctic Envivonmental
Modernities critically investigates the exceptional status of Arctic envi-
ronmental discourses and practices by foregrounding the diversity,
hybridity, and multiplicity of Arctic modernities, and by nuancing differen-
tiations between sublime “nature,” cultural and vernacular landscapes and
cityscapes, and social practices. To this end, the book addresses the rise
and conflicted status of Arctic modernities from nineteenth-century
European exploration of the Arctic to the present day. Arctic
Environmental Modernities provides a framework for examining the con-
tinuing role of the explorer mythology in accounts of Arctic moderni-
ties, while foregrounding methodologies that contest such a monolithic
historiography.

ARrcTIC EXPLORATION AND MODERNITY

Arctic exploration and its relationship to questions of modernity, in this
context, must be seen through a specific frame: that of the European and
North American explorers who went there and then either left or died
there, with the goal of “expanding” territorial holdings in the name of the
nation state. The Arctic explorer myth assumes that there is no “staying,”
yet the generations of offspring that emerge from the era of exploration tell
another story, as does the environmental impact of continuous exploration
in the global circumpolar North. The book examines the history of Arctic
exploration to question the construction of this myth and the counter-
narratives that have been used to challenge its centrality to discourses
of European modernity. European modernity, pace Marshall Berman and
Eric Hobsbawm, begins in 1789 (Hobsbawm 1962; Berman 1988). This
period of political and industrial revolutions meant the start of an era in
need of ever greater supplies of fossil fuels (including oil from whaling in
the Arctic), and the results are seen in today’s baseline of disproportionate
environmental effects in the far North. There is a direct genealogy from
industrialization and its social formations to the two interrelated challenges
facing the Arctic presently: climate change (warming environments) and the
continuous drive for resource extraction (with multifarious environmental
impacts). Most European assumptions of Arctic modernity arguably begin
nearly a century after the emergence of the Enlightenment in continental
Europe, as European and North American exploration of the polar regions
and the colonization of the North accelerated in the mid-to-late 1800s. This
era of polar exploration can be understood as an attempt to mobilize Western
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technology and the global expansion of territorial holdings, by which the
colonial practices of nation states (from cartography to whaling) were fur-
ther sanctioned. More contemporary accounts of Arctic modernities place
nature and the environment back at the center of discourses of modernity,
especially in relation to fossil fuel and rare earth mineral resource extrac-
tion, the politics governing marine life and fishing, climate change, pollu-
tion, Indigenous rights, and the ideological belief systems that underpin
questions of geopolitical sovereignty (Bravo and Triscott 2011; Dodds and
Nuttall 2015; Kjeldaas and Ryall 2015).

Avrctic Environmental Modernities investigates how a study of the Arctic
region as a privileged site of modernity articulates globally significant but
often overlooked intersections between environmentalism and sustainabil-
ity, Indigenous epistemologies and representational practices, decoloniza-
tion strategies, and governmentality (especially in the Nordic and Canadian
welfare states). The book offers a pan-Arctic scope. Most of the constit-
uent nation states are addressed in historical and contemporary frames.
Attention is also paid to the distinct political, judicial, cultural, colonial,
and sociological aspects of these Arctic states. For instance, the book
avoids totalizing Scandinavia as a homogeneous region, and foregrounds
discrete political and cultural formations with contrasting histories; this is
especially important, as one of the main arguments put forth in this book is
that the Arctic itself'is in no way homogeneous. Contrasting discourses are
evident in a range of representational practices in the arts, cinema, ethnog-
raphy, and literature, as well as in corporate, government, NGO, and sci-
entific documentation. These varied and conflicting discourses are critical
to understanding how theories of modernity are articulated, implemented,
and occasionally rejected in the Arctic regions and beyond.

Avrctic Environmental Modernities additionally examines narratives of
Arctic counter-modernities that complicate political, social, and discursive
assumptions of European and Western models. For example, as many of
the chapters in this book demonstrate, the Arctic region has functioned
as a space to project Euro-American modernity and modernization ide-
ologies, while simultaneously challenging these paradigms from within,
constructing location-specific concepts of modernity. Furthermore, “the
Arctic” was conceived as a space where ideas of a nostalgic past, or utopian
or dystopian futures, could be put to the test. The book therefore builds
on notions of “alternative modernities” (Gaonkar 2001) and “multiple
modernities” (Eisenstadt 2000) as well as on approaches that recog-
nize Indigenous or vernacular cosmopolitanisms (Bhabha 1996; Werner
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2006; Forte 2010). Shmuel Eisenstadt affirms that “modernity and
Westernization are not identical,” but that we in the twenty-first century
are facing a “multiplicity of continually evolving modernities” (Eisenstadt
2000: 2f). Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar also argues that “modernity today
is global and multiple and no longer has a governing center of master
narratives to accompany it,” especially at “a time when non-Western
people everywhere begin to engage critically their own hybrid moder-
nities” (Gaonkar 2001: 14). Following these lines of thought, Arctic
Environmental Modernities is therefore dedicated to an exploration of the
ways in which such approaches pertain to pluralist conceptualizations of
the Arctic. Indeed, the need for counter-modernities is cogently argued
for by Edward Said: “what does need to be remembered is that narra-
tives of emancipation and enlightenment in their strongest form were also
narratives of integration and not separation, the stories of people who
had been excluded from the main group but who were now fighting for
a place in it” (Said 1994: xxvi). This book also analyzes gendered con-
structions of “the Arctic,” complicating the region as a bastion for the
discursive construction of heteronormative masculinities as ruling over
nature (see Bloom 1993; Hill 2008; MacKenzie and Stenport 2013).
The Arctic has continuously been an arena for the performance of con-
flicted narratives about masculine heroism, supposedly anchored through
recourse to normative male rationality and beliefs in technological prog-
ress. Foregrounding alternative Arctic modernities, which question colo-
nial, gendered, capitalist, and racialized power structures, is thus central
to the book’s argument.

ARrcTIC ENVIRONMENTS

Avrctic Environmental Modernities thereby draws upon a diverse array of
definitions of “the Arctic” beginning in the late 1800s and the era of
polar exploration, which are often in conflict with one another (see Ryall
et al. 2010). For instance, the concept of the Anthropocene, increasingly
promulgated through the media and factions of the scientific community
during the last decade, has substantial bearing on the politics of represent-
ing the Arctic in the twenty-first century. First developed by ecologist
Eugene F. Stoermer in the 1980s, and refined by atmospheric chemist
Paul Crutzen, the Anthropocene addresses the vastly accelerated rate of
climate change brought on by humans: “our species’ whole recorded his-
tory has taken place in the geological period called the Holocene—the
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brief interval stretching back 10,000 years. But our collective actions have
brought us into uncharted territories. A growing number of scientists
think we have entered a new geological epoch that needs a new name—
the Anthropocene” (www.theanthropocene.info; see also Robin 2013).
While the notion of the Anthropocene is contested (see, for instance,
Malm and Hornborg 2014 and Chernilo 2016), both in terms of when
it began and whether it exists, we mobilize the term as a means by which
to frame the environmental modernity that is the de facto Arctic. That
includes the vast ecological, ideological, and political changes that have
emerged since the Industrial Revolution. The Anthropocene allows for
tracing the confluences between industrialization, resource extraction,
advanced capitalism, and neoliberalism to understand these developments
as not discrete and unrelated phenomena. Therefore, many of the book’s
chapters implicitly and explicitly engage with the Anthropocene in the
Arctic context, addressing local and global implications of environmental
change and environmentalist thought.

Avrctic Environmental Modernities demonstrates how various defini-
tions of the Arctic are always ideological, mobilized by various actors
to their own ends. The consequences of ongoing enviro-spatial shifts in
the Arctic can seem paradoxical: we encounter simultaneous processes of
regionalization, localization, Indigenization, globalization, and national-
ization. The plethora of competing definitions is a constitutive part of
Arctic environmental modernities, reflecting different perceptions of what
environments are in relation to the human and social cultures and ideolo-
gies that shape them, and by which environments simultaneously inform
assumptions of modernity—in the Arctic and elsewhere. To this end, many
different notions of the Arctic are mobilized in the book, foregrounding
the contested nature of its constitution, its environmental implications,
and how it is always discursively constructed.

Most contemporary definitions of the Arctic are “environmental,” orig-
inating in supposedly empirical, observable, and quantifiable parameters of
the natural world: climate (the 10 °C July isotherm); vegetation (the tree
line); marine boundary (temperature and saline quotient of ocean water);
and cartographic (the Arctic Circle at 66° 32' north) in ways that roughly
account for the northernmost areas of the eight Arctic Council nation
states: USA (Alaska), Canada, Denmark (Greenland), Iceland, Norway,
Sweden, Finland, and Russia. These positivist parameters, which map onto
the geopolitical priorities of sovereign states, are not as empirically stable
as one might first assume. As the Arctic is a negotiated region consisting


http://www.theanthropocene.info

6 L.-A. KORBER, S. MACKENZIE, AND A.-W. STENPORT

of environments, cultures, histories, practices, and modernities—perme-
ated by geopolitical tensions—the definition offered by the Arctic Council
working group Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP)
offers a contrasting account, tied to questions of sovereignty and ideol-
ogy that are also shaped by specific environments. AMAP’s definition
indeed foregrounds the region’s constructed constitution: “AMAP has
established a circumpolar region as a focus for its assessment activities that
includes both High Arctic and sub-Arctic regions.” This “established”
assessment area reflects key components of AMAP’s charge to monitor
pollutants, assess evidence and impact of climate change, and promote
socio-economic development. These aspects are key to understanding the
environmental modernities that have shaped and continue to impact the
region, and the understanding of it in other parts of the world. AMAP’s
assessment protocol thus effectively constitutes “the Arctic” as based on
“collaborations with relevant groups,” with a primary purpose being to
“answer the needs of policy-makers” (AMAP 1997). This conceptualiza-
tion of “the Arctic” in effect promotes regional environmental, policy,
and socio-economic factors as constitutive—which is clear from the Arctic
Council’s activities—while foregrounding their discursive and negotiated
status. AMAP, like all definitions, is not without its problems; see Wormbs
and Sorlin, in this volume, for a critical appraisal of the limitations of the
AMAP definition.

The Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), in contrast, defines the Arctic
by way of the international solidarity that exists between Inuit Indigenous
peoples: “to thrive in their circumpolar homeland, Inuit had the vision to
realize they must speak with a united voice on issues of common concern
and combine their energies and talents towards protecting and promoting
their way of life” (ICC). The ICC does not address the transnational and
bilateral relationships between states; instead, it envisions a shared and
interconnected space that needs to be defended through, among other
things: “strengthen[ing] unity among Inuit of the circumpolar region;
[and] promot[ing] Inuit rights and interests on an international level”
(ICC).

The Arctic has repeatedly been defined by historical and national-
ist accounts from outside the region, and not by Indigenous and local
knowledge. For instance, the Sami tend not to use the term “Arctic” to
describe Sdpmi, the transnational region of Northern Fenno-Scandinavia
and the Murmansk Peninsula; in Sami, it is an outsider’s term. While many
inhabitants do not take the term as a definition of where they live, this lack
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of identification does not mean that inhabitants are not affected by the
policies and practices mobilized under the term “the Arctic.” Some schol-
ars try to solve the dilemma that surrounds the term by replacing it with
“the North.” Tim Ingold, for instance, has argued that this term ought
to be used in place of “the Arctic,” as the former has both conceptual
and geographical value, while the latter is a homogenizing term imported
from the outside (Ingold 2013: 37—48; see also Keskitalo 2004, 2009).
But the use of “the North” also risks essentializing a region, locating it as
somehow at the far spectrum of the compass, as if dislodged from both
material and discursive frameworks. At the same time, there are pertinent
reasons why both histories of “the Arctic” and “the North” are so prob-
lematic. As Dolly Jorgensen and Sverker Sérlin argue: “a general history of
the North, or of the circumpolar regions, is yet to be found. The reason is
not hard to see: apart from the old stereotype of emptiness and silence, the
global North has not until quite recently, been a region in its own right”
(2013: 4; for historical treatments of the Arctic as a region, see Emmerson
2010; McCannon 2012; McGhee 2007). Therefore, our own use of the
term “the Arctic” is strategic, as it speaks to the way in which outsiders
through policy, politics, and aesthetics have defined the region. This dia-
lectic between “inside” and “outside” Arctic environmental modernities
foregrounds the contested nature of the region’s imaginary and its role in
geopolitics.

This book brings together an international and interdisciplinary group
of scholars, representing fields as diverse as legal and policy studies, envi-
ronmental humanities, gender studies, critical ethnography, art history,
film and media studies, comparative literature, Indigenous studies, reli-
gious studies, and the history of science and technology. The book’s con-
tributors address a series of questions, including: How does the Arctic, as
one of the last potential spaces on the planet ripe for colonialization and
exploitation, become reimagined in the processes that multinational cor-
porations and nation states deploy to transform it into an infinitely exploit-
able resource? How do these accounts mobilize the contentious notions
of Arctic exploration and Arctic modernity of the nineteenth century? Do
new technologies engender new Arctic imaginaries of modernity, and how
are these imaginaries mobilized to new or recurrent political, ideological,
or environmental ends? How do these discourses rely on and challenge
a long history of environmental and modernist imaginaries of the global
North? Are there particularities that help elucidate the power and func-
tion of how the Arctic region continues to engage the dialectic between
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fear and fascination that spans environmental considerations whether past,
present, or future? Which actors and institutions, from Indigenous popu-
lations and self-governing bodies to traditional nation states, are involved
in shaping and imagining the ecologies of the Arctic today? Which con-
tinuities and discontinuities can be observed regarding traditions of rep-
resenting and imagining Arctic modernities>? Who owns the sovereignty
of information and interpretation of these ongoing processes: And lastly,
what kind of tensions and contradictions are at play in these forms of cul-
tural production?

WHOSE ARCTIC?

Even in twenty-first-century environmental humanities, Indigenous and
local knowledge, with all its cultural, historical, and technological rich-
ness, is often marginalized: the strategic and ideological goals of Western
modernity and “progress” remain superimposed onto discourses and prac-
tices of the Arctic. And while the popularity of Arctic studies is increasing,
and an increasing number of Indigenous and local scholars shape the field,
it was outsider perspectives that dominated research during the twentieth
century (for a salient critique of this form of intellectual colonialism, see
Tuhiwai Smith 1999). A survey of scholarly articles, published in Arctic,
a leading multidisciplinary journal, indeed showed that scholarship about
the Arctic reflected mostly “‘southern interests,” (Harrison and Hodgson
1987: 330) for one example, non-renewable resources, militarism and
sovereignty” (Keskitalo 2009: 30). This is not to argue in any way that
one form of “Indigenous knowledge” can simply stand in for Western
modernity; the question of locality, as noted above, is central. For instance,
Indigenous scholarship looks very different in Sapmi and in Nunavut, and,
of course, varies within these locations as well. Rauna Kuokkanen shows
the significance of Sami revitalization and political mobilization as evolv-
ing in very close connection with assumptions of the Nordic welfare state,
including its forms of parliamentary representation, emphasis on consensus
culture, and long-term strategies of subsuming political struggle for gen-
der equality as a subset of welfare state ideology and politics (Kuokkonen
2011). In Sapmi, there is a long history of emphasizing the significance
of language policies and cultural revitalization, but as of yet no coher-
ent strategy for independence or self-governance (e.g., Kuokkanen 2009).
In Sdpmi, conflicts regularly arise about ownership of the land, raising
questions as to when national or international law applies. The ILO-169
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convention, regulating the protection of the rights of Indigenous peoples,
has, of the four nation states with a Simi population, so far only been rati-
fied by Norway (of the other Arctic states with Indigenous populations, it
has been ratified by Denmark, but not by Canada, Russia, or the USA). In
Sweden and Finland the Sami are classified as a minority language group,
not as Indigenous populations. Russia’s stance has been, for a long time,
to disregard any status of Sdmi as an Indigenous population, just as the
suppression of Northern ethnic minorities has been consistently harsh for
centuries (Slezkine 1994). Recently, Vladimir Putin sought to suspend
self-representation efforts through the Arctic Council when the Russian
Association of Indigenous Peoples of the North was forcefully dissolved
by state decree in 2012, and then re-opened with a more government-
friendly leadership.

Yet another aspect deeply intertwined with both knowledge and
political territory is the question of land use and resource extraction.
In Greenland, the Self-Rule Act, implemented in 2009, states that the
government of Greenland, Naalakkersuisut, has control of domestic
affairs, including the sovereignty over natural resources, while Denmark
retains control of foreign affairs and defense. As a point of comparison,
contemporary discourse in Greenland emphasizes Greenlanders neither
as Inuit nor as Danish subjects, partly because to be an Indigenous
subject is to forego aspirations of statehood in accordance with stipula-
tions in the ILO-169 convention. Greenland, as scholars such as Kirsten
Thisted forcefully argue, is indeed a globalized, urbanized society
where especially the younger generation is quite interested in forego-
ing talk about whether the current relationship to Denmark is colo-
nial or post-colonial (Thisted 2013; see also Kérber and Volquardsen
2014) in order to affirm a public identity, or an imagined community,
that emulates expressions of national identity. Inuit of North Eastern
Canada have achieved the right to self-government as an Indigenous
population in the Nunavut territory (though the Inuit of Northern
Québec, Labrador, and the Northwest Territories have not, nor have
the approximately 15,000 Inuit who live in southern Canada), which, in
the context of the long history of Canadian political discourse about the
“Arctic Frontier,” offers yet another version of politically, discursively,
and negotiated Arctic Indigeneity and self-governance (for a help-
ful comparative perspective on Greenland-Nunavut self-governance
movements, see Loukacheva 2007). Sherrill E. Grace (2007), more-
over, argues that Canada’s insistence on the “North” for formulating a
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national ideology is unique; no other country uses “North” as a badge
of honor. Yet the Canadian government have other badges that are
not nearly as honorable. Canada’s “Truth and Reconciliation Report,”
which contained an Inuit sub-committee, was released in 2015, and the
recommendations have begun, after years of neglect, to be taken on
board by the government.

These examples demonstrate that the questions of territory and sover-
eignty so central to the concept of modernity also lie at the heart of the
contested modes of politics and representation in the Arctic. Concepts of
sovereignty clearly have to be expanded beyond the 1648 “Westphalian
model” of territorial nation states to include other actors and agents, as
scholars of European, Nordic, Canadian, and postcolonial political sci-
ence have argued (Adler-Nissen and Gad 2013; Romaniuk 2013; Shadian
2014; Watt-Cloutier 2015).

HISTORIOGRAPHIES OF ARCTIC ENTANGLEMENTS

Cultural imagination plays a central role in historiography, no matter how
much some historians wish to work under the guise of positivism. Arctic
environments and modernities are not excluded from this process. These
cultural imaginings raise a series of salient questions: What kind of cultural
practices guide Arctic historiographies, who writes them, and who reads
them? It is critical to acknowledge how competing and contrasting his-
tories relate to politics, as the Arctic cannot be “imagined” as a singular
nation-state “imagined community,” along the lines famously formulated
by Benedict Anderson (1991). Competing and contradictory histories of
the same geographical place offer a form of historiography that acknowl-
edges diversity, contestation, and a wide array of actors and agents.
Seeking to replace single (national) narratives, recent historiographical
theory proposes terms such as “history of entanglements,” “shared his-
tory,” or “histoire croisée” to reflect intersections, interdependencies, and
competing histories (see, e.g., Werner and Zimmermann 2006; Conrad
etal. 2007; Manjapra 2014; Miiller et al. 2010). Environmental historians
Dolly Jorgensen and Sverker Sérlin indeed echo this line of thought in
their analysis of Arctic historiography:

Is there a history of the North? Since ancient times, the answer to this ques-
tion has been no. History was the narrative of human action, and where
human action seemed to cease in cold and ice there could be no history ...
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In world historiography, the North has remained of marginal importance up
until recent times, largely for the same reason: the stereotype of inaction, of
little being at stake. With few exceptions, the history of northern explora-
tion, which already a full century ago was the subject of mighty tomes and
an emerging literature on economic development in the far North, served as
precisely the opposite of history: a non-history of no events and the silence
that preceded action. (2013: 1)

To tell the history of the Arctic from multiple perspectives, then, offers the
possibility to develop new models of Arctic environmental modernities,
in contradistinction to the positivist notion of a “world history,” which
is most often one of white, male, Christian, capitalist, colonial privilege
(indeed, many of the chapters in this book delineate the conflicts and the
tensions that exist at the heart of these very categories). These histories of
entanglements, or shared and yet conflicting histories, foreground not a
total and authoritative history, but a story that is told through the dialecti-
cal contradictions that emerge. Helga Luthersdoéttir’s incisive formulation
foregrounds the relevance of new historiographical approaches to the rep-
resentation of Arctic environmental modernities:

Today, connotations of spaces previously “seen as literally and symbolically
white” are no longer the “site of a privileged white masculinity” as the myth
of no-man’s land is rapidly being creolised ... Indigenous peoples now com-
pete with neo-imperial interests in ownership of their homelands, objecting
to the Anglophone concepts of “wilderness” and “landscape” dominating
the discourse on the Nordic regions because such “approaches erode the
appreciation of distinctively Northern and Indigenous aspects of land and
life.” (2015: 325)

What is important here is to recognize the multiple modernities of the
Arctic; this is not simply a mode of historiographical inquiry, but recogni-
tion of the space’s diversity, environmental distinctiveness, range of inhab-
itants, and histories.

THE Boox’s SCOPE AND PURPOSE

Arctic Environmental Modernities addresses the question as to why the
Arctic plays such a key role in the cultural imagination of the future of the
planet and its political and ecological systems. The book does not look at
this development as a role that emerged ex nébilo, but instead as the culmi-
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nation of over 300 years of Arctic history and the role that the emergence
of environmental modernities has played in this development.

In his chapter “The Disappearing Arctic? Scientific Narrative, Environ-
mental Crisis, and the Ghosts of Colonial History,” Andrew Stuhl charts
various trajectories of Arctic historiographies by addressing how ‘climate
change tourism’ is not in any way new but instead continues a tradition
of Arctic scientists concerned with the decay of environments and cul-
tures. Stuhl examines the contradiction between the Arctic being “frozen
in time” and yet being threatened, and how this relates to colonialism.
He traces this contradiction through cultural ethnography, focusing
on anthropologist Vilhjalmur Stefansson. Stuhl shows how Stefansson
engaged in exactly the kind of environmental intervention that he warned
against. The Arctic thus needs to be shifted from the object of Euro-
American and Asian expansion and representation to a homeland that has
been inhabited for centuries.

Synngve Marie Vik’s chapter “Petro-images of the Arctic and Statoil’s
Visual Imaginary” explores the visual propaganda accompanying resource
extraction in the Arctic by way of the example of the Norwegian oil drill-
ing and extraction company Statoil. Vik examines the new imagery of
Arctic petro-cultures and foregrounds how the corporation’s visual rhet-
oric trivializes the environmental impact of production sites. The most
recent phase of Arctic modernization and industrialization alters its land-
scapes and its representations, whilst pointing to a continuity of Western
capitalist imaginations of conquest and mastery of Arctic nature. Vik dem-
onstrates the potential of visual culture approaches to a critical study of the
Arctic in the Anthropocene and to the environmental humanities.

Following on from Vik’s contribution, Torill Nyseth’s chapter “Arctic
Urbanization: Modernity Without Cities” examines another aspect of
Arctic environmental modernities: urbanization. Nyseth explores cur-
rent processes of urbanization in the Arctic, with a focus on northern
Scandinavia, and argues that theories of urbanism have to be modified and
diversified to encompass Arctic cities, most of which are far smaller in scale
and population than the metropolises further to the south. According to
Nyseth, Arctic urbanism today is produced within the context of a new
phase of industrialization related to extractive industries and a changing
geopolitical environment. The chapter provides an overview of the speci-
ficities of Scandinavian Arctic urbanity with a particular focus on the cities’
multiculturalism and the characteristic proximity of culture and nature,
linking Arctic urbanization and modernization inextricably with the utili-
zation of the natural resources in the cities” environments.
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Examining another aspect of Arctic modernities related to urbaniza-
tion, Kristian Hyvitfeldt Nielsen addresses Arctic industrialization and
technopolitics in his chapter “Cod Society: The Technopolitics of Modern
Greenland.” Nielsen examines the consequences of the Danish Greenland
Commission’s grand modernization scheme for the decades after World
War II, emphasizing the links established between the extraction of natu-
ral resources, new technologies, and social change in the Commission’s
report of 1950. The chapter focuses on two interwoven contexts: the
introduction of industrial cod fishing, and the incipient urbanization and
concentration in the Arctic. Drawing on the concept of technopolitics,
Nielsen offers an understanding of the modernization of Greenland as
a shift from one technopolitical configuration to another: the emerging
“cod society” employed certain kinds of technology to restructure the
postcolonial relationships between Greenland, Denmark, and the rest of
the world, to introduce a modern welfare state, and to reconfigure the
relation of humans and environment.

Arctic aesthetics also play a central, if fraught, role in the conception
of Arctic environmental modernities. In their chapter “Re-reading Knut
Hamsun in Collaboration with Place in Lule Simi Nordlandda,” Kikki
Jernsletten and Troy Storfjell offer a critical and ground-breaking approach
to Norwegian Nobel Prize laureate Knut Hamsun, focusing on his 1917
novel Growth of the Soil (Markens grode). By developing a collaborative,
place-based methodology grounded in Sami cultural practices, they engage
with the region Hamsun grew up in, its nature and its people, and with the
emerging field of Indigenous methodologies, more specifically within the
Lule Sdmi context. They conclude that Hamsun’s alleged modernistic style
was partially, and more substantially than has been acknowledged, due to
the Sami presence in his home region. Their contribution thus not only
rewrites Norwegian literary history, but offers a complementary under-
standing of Arctic environmental modernities.

A quite different kind of aesthetic, in this case an enviro-religious
approach to the Arctic, is on display in the works of Fridtjof Nansen. In
the chapter “The Polar Hero’s Progress: Fridtjof Nansen, Spirituality, and
Environmental History,” Mark Safstrom examines the autobiographical
writings of this Norwegian national hero, arguing that Farthest North
(Fram over polhavet, 1897) combines polar expedition rhetoric charac-
terized by rationality, athleticism, and male agency with religious ascetic
traditions. Safstrom argues that Nansen offers a complementary model for
writing Arctic environmental history in the age of nationalism, colonial-
ism, and the emergence of industrial modernity by bringing to the fore
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spiritual components as constitutive of exploration. These components of
Western religiosity emphasize the feminine, passive, and mythical. Safstrom
juxtaposes Nansen’s perspectives with Arne Naess’s twentieth-century
eco-philosophy. Naess’s “deep ecology” emphasizes a persistent anthropo-
centrism that continues to influence environmental historiography about
the Arctic and the Anthropocene. By synthesizing these two perspectives,
Safstrom offers a new model for understanding polar exploration.

While Nansen’s work can be seen as one aspect of nation building
through Arctic environmental modernities, Dag Avango and Peder
Roberts offer another, quite distinct, one. In their chapter “Heritage,
Conservation, and the Geopolitics of Svalbard: Writing the History of
Arctic Environments,” the authors examine the heritage and conserva-
tion practices in Svalbard and the Spitsbergen archipelago from the nine-
teenth century to today. They deploy the concept of critical geopolitics
to demonstrate how Arctic localities have been used as instruments of
Norwegian nation building, past and present. The writing of environ-
mental history is never separate from politics or socially and culturally
inscribed power structures by which spaces construed as primordial and
pristine landscapes become privileged sites for the construction of Arctic
ideologies. The establishment of national parks, the construction of min-
ing heritage sites, or the undertaking of settlement archaeology all serve
such purposes, by which Svalbard becomes an icon of the culturally and
politically motivated definitions of “wilderness.”

Lill-Ann Korber offers a challenging and complex model for under-
standing the roles of the environment, climate change, and the urban in
contemporary representations of global warming and maritime pollution
in Greenland through Greenlandic documentary cinema and other arts.
In her chapter “Toxic Blubber and Seal Skin Bikinis, or: How Green Is
Greenland? Ecology in Contemporary Film and Art,” Korber offers a
nuanced examination of global and local ecological discourses and eco-
criticism in the anthropogenic Arctic by focusing on Greenlandic artists
and their agency. The films and art works analyzed by Korber portray
Greenlanders as global citizens who self-consciously weigh the hazards of
resource extraction and global warming against the desire for postcolonial
national self-determination, challenging the potentially simplistic and
patronizing set-up of “Save the Arctic” campaigns.

As Korber ably demonstrates, the cinema has functioned as a means to
negotiate Arctic modernity’s various identities. This negotiation is not only
in play in Greenland. For instance, in her chapter “The Negative Space
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in the National Imagination: Russia and the Arctic,” Lilya Kaganovsky
delineates the ways the Arctic and Siberia are conceptualized in Russian and
Soviet feature and documentary films, demonstrating that these cinematic
imaginaries are not static, but constantly reconfigured through various
paradigms, each set erasing or reconceiving the historical imaginary that
came before. Kaganovsky examines the constitution of the Arctic in pre-
revolutionary Russia, the need for Soviet expansion to unite the state, and
the notion of Stalinist exploration so as to reveal how the Arctic became a
tool in the creation of Soviet and Russian imaginaries through the cinema.
To do so, Kaganovsky considers Vertov’s One Sixth of the World (1926),
Erofeev’s Beyond the Arctic Circle (1927), the Vasiliev Brothers” Heroic
Deed Amony the Ice (1928), and Marina Goldovskaya’s documentary on
the GULAG Solovki Power (1988).

Moving images have also been mobilized for Arctic environmen-
tal activism. In the chapter “Invisible Landscapes: Extreme Oil and the
Arctic in Experimental Film and Activist Art Practices,” Lisa E. Bloom
examines the global interconnectedness of the Arctic and the role of cli-
mate change and resource extraction in contemporary environmental art.
Bloom analyzes the effects of replacing the “natural” with an “industrial
sublime” in Ursula Biemann’s Deep Weather (2013). She then consid-
ers the application of modes of intimacy deployed by the use of opera in
Brenda Longfellow’s Dead Ducks (2012) and charts the use of amateur
aesthetics and popular culture in The Yes Men: But It’s Not that Polar Bear
Thing (2013). These experimental and activist films and videos present
images of climate change and environmentalism that are not apocalyptic
or sentimental; moreover, they go beyond the spectacular icons of climate
change, such as calving and melting glaciers or anthropomorphized mel-
ancholic polar bears.

As moving images play a central role in the global representation of
Arctic modernities, one cannot be limited solely to aesthetic and politi-
cal works. Indeed, one of the key aspects of twenty-first-century image-
making is advertising and its relationship to tourism, and branding. To this
end, in the chapter “Icelandic Futures: Arctic Dreams and Geographies
of Cirisis,” Ann-Sofie Niclsen Gremaud examines how, in the wake of
the economic crisis in 2008, Iceland’s efforts to brand itself as a modern
Arctic nation state intensified. She examines how public discourse mar-
kets Iceland’s clean and pristine nature and ample natural resources as
a vehicle for becoming a global geopolitical player for dominance in the
North. Government rhetoric conveys a consistent “Arctic optimism” on
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behalf of officials, as part of Iceland’s attempt to leave the crisis behind
and to articulate a future conceived as one of environmental cleanliness,
purity, and efficiency. This “Arctic-as-utopia” discourse is often criticized
in twenty-first-century Icelandic art. Art foregrounding Icelandic nature,
landscapes, and environments thereby becomes an important counter-
narrative to official rhetoric and a space where conflicting approaches to
natural resources can be negotiated.

Eva-Maria Svensson examines the Arctic Council, a body of inter-
governmental and transnational cooperation founded in 1996, from
the perspective of feminist governance. In the chapter “Feminist and
Environmentalist Public Governance in the Arctic,” she evaluates the work
of the Arctic Council with respect to both gender equality and ecologi-
cal policy. One of her key findings is that Arctic residents, those directly
affected by the consequences of global and local politics, are of secondary
concern to Arctic policy making, and this marginalization is clouded by
rhetoric that obscures this fact.

In the chapter “The Greenlandic Reconciliation Commission: Ethno-
nationalism, Arctic Resources, and Post-Colonial Identity,” Kirsten
Thisted addresses the Greenlandic Reconciliation Commission established
in 2014. Examining the different agendas and political positions that have
shaped the debate around reconciliation, Thisted shows how the political
processes that led to the Act on Greenland Self-Government in 2009 ran
parallel to the UN negotiations on the rights of Indigenous peoples, while
the term “Indigenous peoples” is not mentioned anywhere in the act. She
argues that the Greenland public discourse of indigeneity is currently being
transformed from a language of resistance to a language of independent
governance, providing a model of global significance in terms of post-
colonial identity and ethnonationalism. The Reconciliation Commission
negotiations furthermore address Greenland’s interest in establishing itself
as an Arctic resource extraction economy while recognizing its colonial
and postcolonial dependency on Denmark.

Returning to the contested definitions of the Arctic outlined in the
book’s introduction, Nina Wormbs and Sverker Sorlin examine Arctic
policy making in a different, but equally challenging, light. In the chapter
“Arctic Futures: Agency and Assessing Assessment,” they argue that no
other region of the world has as many scientific assessments per capita as
the Arctic. This extensive assessment industry has a long history and is
continuing to influence policy and politics in the region, especially with
respect to questions of sustainability, resilience, and resource extraction
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in an era of anthropogenic climate change. Reports such as the Arctic
Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP 1997) and the Arctic
Resilience Interim Report (2013) generate a limited view of environmen-
tal and societal “drivers” in the Arctic region, often with little concern for
social and cultural complexity. They analyze the theoretical and method-
ological paradigms that have informed Arctic assessments in the past and
the predictions for the future these reports have generated.

CONCLUSION

A guiding principle for Arctic Environmental Modernities is that “the
Arctic” has never “existed” as a homogeneous totality, which makes it all
the more contradictory that it is being fought over in such a way today.
When we argue that “the Arctic” has never existed, what we are postu-
lating is that the totalized image of the Arctic is a construct of Western
Enlightenment thought, of explorers and artists, scientists and politicians,
and one that is continuously promulgated today, though under the guise
of the region being “open for business.” Few of these conceptions origi-
nate from the inhabitants of the region. They have been, and continue to
be, imposed from the outside. For these reasons, we hope that the picture
that emerges of the Arctic in this collection is one that is contradictory,
dialectical, and incomplete. The chapters in this collection do not in any
way uphold this totalized view of the Arctic; indeed, we want to strip
away this view and offer a fragmentary and dialogical account, position-
ing the Arctic as a site of meaning that is widely contested, continuously
negotiated, reimagined, and elided. The authors of Arctic Environmental
Modernities are therefore interested in challenging two dominant strands
of Arctic research over the last decades: (i) a policy-driven governmental
and geopolitical, instrumentalist approach and (ii) the deductive model of
the natural sciences. Both these approaches elide the messy complexities
of representational and cultural history and their implications for both the
contemporary moment and the region’s imagined future.
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CHAPTER 2

The Disappearing Arctic? Scientific
Narrative, Environmental Crisis,
and the Ghosts of Colonial History

Andrew Stubl

The Arctic, we are told, is rapidly disappearing. In the summer of 2007,
the extent of sea ice in the circumpolar basin plummeted to an all-time low
(Revkin 2007). The popular press pounced on the shrinking ice, trans-
forming it into the poster child of global climate change (Christensen et al.
2013, 3-9). Over the next five years, as the annual measurement of the sea
ice minimum in the Arctic became a regular media event, the news only
got worse. The 2008 number fell below 2007’s, and new, lower records
were set every year until 2012 (National Snow and Ice Data Center 2012).
Subsequently, the view of the north from a satellite—enhanced with bold
colors illuminating the gap between shoreline and icepack—has become
an icon of a “disappearing” Arctic (Goldenberg 2013; Francis and Hunter
20006, 509-510).

The remote sensing data can hardly be denied, not to mention the
observations of these conditions from people living along the northern
rim. Yet, there is something lurking in the words supporting these power-
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ful images. Ice is melting. But what does it mean to say it is disappear-
iny? While such descriptions raise awareness of Arctic issues for outsiders,
they unleash a curious social power within the region. As scholars have
shown, the issue of sea ice reveals how science and narrative work together
in framing environmental crises in the Arctic—and the most appropri-
ate responses to them (Christensen 2013; Wormbs 2013; Huntington
2013; Ryall et al. 2008, x—xxi). As the Arctic thaw has revealed previously
inaccessible natural resources and transportation routes, reports about
a warming north have helped turn the region into a hive of economic
prospecting and governmental capacity building (Avango et al. 2013,
431-446; Martin 2014). Should that seem a heretical claim, or one insen-
sitive to the complexities of communicating science, consider the view of
some Arctic residents. According to Inuit leaders Duane Smith and Mary
Simon, the reaction to sea ice retreat by developers and federal govern-
ments has marginalized Inuit participation in circumpolar governance,
even within the intergovernmental forums long dedicated to the advance-
ment of indigenous interests—Ilike the Arctic Council and the Kelowna
Accord (Simon 2008; Rynor 2011; Exner-Pirot 2012; Hossain 2013).
Importantly, scientific narratives about vanishing ice in the Arctic effect
this marginalization because they conjure ghosts from the region’s colo-
nial past.

In this chapter, I will build on critical perspectives of the media of
Arctic climate change by locating and analyzing the historical predecessor
of today’s “disappearing” Arctic. Scientists in the early twentieth century
deployed similar language to describe the first great environmental crisis
in the far north. Between the 1880s and the 1920s, populations of cari-
bou and Inuit along the north-western coast of North America dropped
sharply. The culprit? The global whaling industry. In search of baleen, a
precious commodity used in the fashion industry, whalers emptied the
Beaufort Sea of bowheads. Outposts and trading villages cropped up on
the northernmost shores of the continent, setting the stage for the first
sustained contact between visitors, the diseases they brought with them,
and Inuit (Bockstoce 1986). The results were shocking. At the mouth of
the Mackenzie River, Inuit communities that might have hosted more
than 2500 individuals in the 1860s dwindled to 259 people by 1905
(Arnold et al. 2011, 81). And caribou in the area, the primary source of
sustenance for locals and the thousands of whalers joining them, died off
just as quickly (Beregud 1974).
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Scientists in the early 1900s agreed that these events constituted the
end of the Arctic itself. Of his own work recording Inuit relationships with
the northern environment in the 1910s, anthropologist Diamond Jenness
wrote, “were we the harbingers of a brighter dawn, or only messengers
of ill-omen, portending disaster?” (Jenness 1928, 247). The answer to
that question came just a few years later. Jenness and other anthropolo-
gists converted their narratives into governmental interventions, building
colonialist natural resource management programs out of the fear and sci-
entific authority of their “disappearing” Arctic rhetoric.

Drawing from scientists’ published works, as well as Inuit versions of
the same events, I examine the “disappearing” Arctic of the early 1900s.
I begin by establishing the cultural moment in which the Arctic emerged
as both a target of social concern and a critical field site for the develop-
ment of science. This context sets up a summary of Inuit perspectives
on the crisis of the early 1900s and a detailed investigation of two works
of popular science that became authoritative accounts of this issue as it
unfolded: Vilhjalmur Stefinsson’s My Life with the Eskimo (1913) and
Diamond Jenness’s People of the Twilight (1928). My goal is not to sug-
gest a direct analog to today, whereby the past and present ought to be
held up for direct comparison. Rather, the point is to shed light on the
historical force of our language, especially that deployed in scientific media
to refer to Arctic nature. As a history of science clearly shows, these words
contain much more historical baggage than is suggested by their prolifera-
tion across the headlines.

DARWIN’S SHADOW: SCIENTIFIC WORLDVIEWS AND SOCIAL
CoNcERrNs Crrca 1900

To emphasize representations of environmental crises in the Arctic as
functions of scientific practice, it is helpful to begin not with a descrip-
tion of the material changes taking place in the Arctic in the early 1900s,
but with a characterization of the culture of science and social concerns
at that time. Such an approach establishes knowledge-making practices
as a medium through which Euro-Americans have understood the non-
human world.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, popular and
scientific audiences in North America became preoccupied with the decay
of nature and society (Gruber 1970, 1289-1291). This fear expressed



24 A STUHL

itself in many forms, including the Eugenics Crusade, rural modernization
initiatives, anti-immigration and sanitation projects in cities, and the con-
servation and wilderness movements (Paul 1995; Warren 2003, 180-241;
Lovett 2007). While a diverse array of cultural values underpinned these
activities—f{rom ideals of racial purity to the guilt of exploiting nature for
human gain—a single scientific worldview was common to them all: evo-
lutionary theory (Paul 1995). Thus, in order to understand why scientists
would be convinced the Arctic was on the verge of disappearing in the
early 1900s—and the currency of that turn of phrase today—we must pick
apart some of the intricacies of Darwin’s theory.

This theory understood the history and development of all life as fueled
by a competition for scarce resources needed for sustenance. As time
rolled on, so did natural selection: those species unable to secure their
own livelihoods would die out, leaving only the fittest to survive (Worster
1994, 145-169). Through the lens of Darwinism, then, one could resolve
the spatial distribution of plants and animals on earth into identifiable
regions and associated underlying processes—a broad, interdisciplinary
pursuit referred to as “biogeography” (Cox and Moore 2005, 15-43).
Oak savannas exist here and not there, for instance, because of the geology
of this soil and because the biological advantage of broad leaves gradually
eliminated thin-leaved species from this area. In these ways, evolutionary
theory allowed a range of sciences to mature at the close of the 1800s.
Geology, biology, paleontology, and climatology were all enrolled in the
quest to understand the origins and mysteries of nature (Bowler 1995;
Rainger 2004).

Because it arranged the world into units—and afforded nation states
more efficient control over resource development within those units—
biogeography has been understood as a colonial tool and a salvation from
social anxieties about disorder in the 1800s (Browne 1983). Such saving
properties are even more apparent in the application of evolution to the
study of people. Just as evolution removed ill-adapted traits and behav-
iors from plants and animals, so too would the process eventually create
the most complex human communities with the most advantageous rela-
tionships with the non-human world. Museum-based scientists in Europe
and the United States operated from this assumption to lay the founda-
tions for modern anthropology, archaeology, geography, and sociology
(Hinsely 1981, 7-10; Smith 2003). They classified the world’s human
groups according to three points on a spectrum: savagery, barbarism, and
enlightenment (civilization) (Hinsely 1981, 88). These stages were meant
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to parallel the general development of nature from wilderness to farm-
land to industrial city. Because they had spread so widely over space and
time, the beliefs, technologies, and social structures held by Europeans
and North Americans were understood to be well adapted and thus supe-
rior. This scientific view, while racist in the clarity of hindsight, formed one
strand of'a “Social Darwinism” wildly popular among scientists and urban
residents in the late 1800s (Kevles 1985; Stocking 1968, 113-132).

As the Darwinian revolution of the 1800s became common sense in the
early 1900s, the English language absorbed ways of talking about people
and nature that bespoke evolution and the cultural moment of the theo-
ry’s birth. Plants that showed an ability to expand their geographical range
across landforms and climates became known as “pioneers,” “invaders,”
and “colonizers” (Nyhart 2010, 49-58; Bowler 1995). Associations of
plants and animals that scientists identified as characteristic of a particular
latitude, temperature range, or altitude became “provinces,” a new geo-
graphical term and space that muddled the lines between science, nature,
and colonialism (Browne 1983). Most importantly, “lower” or “elemen-
tary” forms of plants, animals, or humans—Neanderthals, for example—
would be eliminated by higher orders of life, as the fossil record made
clear (Bowler 1995). To study evolution in the early 1900s, then, one
had to confront the process of extinction and articulate the moment of
disappearance.

EVOLUTIONARY SCIENCE IN THE ARCTIC; THE ARCTIC
IN EVOLUTIONARY SCIENCE

From the start, the Arctic generated special scientific interest in compre-
hending the history of nature, the evolution of mankind, and the meaning
of progress. In the United States, scientists at the Smithsonian Institution
based classification methods and ethnographic theories on collections
streaming into Washington from Arctic and polar exploration (Hinsely
1981; Fitzhugh 2009). Because museum-based anthropologists had at
their disposal an array of Inuit artifacts from across the circumpolar basin,
they viewed these materials as an unparalleled dataset for organizing human
society according to its historical development. From his position as curator,
Otis Tufton Mason noted that, despite their geographic differences, Inuit
communities all deployed a “throwing stick” as a weapon. Based on this
observation, Mason developed a style of analysis called the “ethnographic
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unit” which exhibited and categorized Inuit culture according to its reli-
ance on the fauna and flora of a given landscape. Mason, like biogeogra-
phers, presumed that the Arctic environment was internally homogeneous.
From this point, scientists rendered nature a determinant variable in the
production of culture (Hinsely 1981; Darnell 1998; Bravo 2002).

Indeed, assumptions about the influence of the Arctic environment
on Inuit inspired revolutions in anthropological science, even as they
perpetuated evolutionary theory’s emphasis on extinction. Responding
to Mason’s conclusions, Franz Boas—long recognized as a father of
American anthropology—criticized the “ethnographic unit” approach
for misconstruing the human relationship with the non-human world
(Darnell 1998, 2-7; Stocking 1987, 284-292). It was probable, Boas
claimed, that “unlike causes produce like effects” (Boas 1887, 485). He
demanded a careful study of how the human mind reacts to environmental
pressures in different situations before postulating why Inuit constructed
throwing sticks where they did (Hinsely 1981). Indeed, Boas’s own field
research in the Arctic—on which his seminal The Central Eskimo (1988)
was based—suggested new empirical and theoretical bases for anthro-
pology (Cole 1983, 13-17). For Boas, classification did not equate to
explanation. Anthropologists, he charged, ought to rest their discipline
not solely on objects, but also on the investigation of language, beliefs,
folklore, and, most of all, the historical development of these phenomena
(Stocking 1992a, 62). Yet, even these Boasian methods led the discipline
to more relativistic definitions of culture—and thus away from the rac-
ism implicit in the savage-barbarian-civilization model—they preserved
aspects of evolutionary thinking at the core of anthropological study.

In interpreting cultures, their relationships with local environments,
and their similarities and differences across time, there was no more impor-
tant element for Boas and his students than the moment of “contact”
(Stocking 1992b, 119-161). Such engagement with the Arctic encour-
aged scholars to set Inuit apart from the planet and thus position them-
selves as observers of the initial “encounter.” If such scientific framing
allowed anthropologists to study Inuit in more depth, it also fostered a
narrow view of Arctic history. Franz Boas, for example, excised data from
The Central Eskimo (1888), which would have established Inuit of the
Eastern Arctic as intimately connected with the capitalist economies of the
North Atlantic (Searles 2006, 92-94). As scientific travelers followed Boas
to the Arctic in the early 1900s, they continued to interpret its climate
as harsh and its landscape as barren, almost frozen in time, and thus not
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yet folded into the world system (McCannon 2012, 125-235; Fienup-
Riordan 2003, 27-40). These ideas persisted despite observations that
Inuit communities regularly procured food resources, clothing, and shel-
ter from a variety of northern ecosystems and trade networks (Bockstoce
2009; Inuvialuit Cultural Resource Center 2016). Such discursive devices
continue to undergird science and ideas about the Arctic. Scientists regu-
larly position the northern regions as beyond the edge of the modern
experience and thus relatively intact as a field site for studying what they
call the most basic, most historical, and most unadulterated forms of life
(Stuhl 2013).

This culture of science in the early 1900s helps contextualize the crisis
of declining caribou and Inuit populations, though I have yet to detail
fully those events. In the eyes of scientists, the Arctic was a relic of primi-
tive Earth, a sort of living fossil. As anthropologist Vilhjalmur Stefansson
wrote in 1913, “[Inuit] existence on the same continent with our popu-
lous cities was an anachronism of ten thousand years in intelligence and
material development” (Stefansson 1913, 2-3). Following Boasian and
evolutionary worldviews, the North’s wilderness and untouched native
cultures were surely to be eliminated as civilization encroached and evolu-
tion ran its course. Thus, as reports of these very kinds of changes came
forth in the first decade of the 1900s, the scientific communities of Canada
and the United States leapt into action.

M~ Lire wiTH THE Eskivo (1913) AND PEOPLE
OF THE TwiILIGHT (1928)

The effects of whalers on the Arctic first emerged from reports of mis-
sionaries and northern police, who concentrated on the introduction of
alcohol and prostitution aboard overwintering vessels (Bockstoce 1986,
191-203). Soon, however, scientists turned the events from a localized
instance of unsavory sociality into an exemplar of the necessary, but unfor-
tunate consequences of human progress on all life. Such portrayals helped
garner financial and institutional support for a series of governmental
interventions meant to isolate Inuit from modernity and protect big-game
species. In many cases, these interventions served only to further the proj-
ect of colonialism in the western Arctic (Levere 1993; Sandlos 2007, Piper
and Sandlos 2007).
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The paper trail of this history can be found scattered across many
places—in the annals of scientific journals; the archives of newspapers like
The New York Times, which covered Arctic affairs regularly; in the files of
the Canadian federal departments and the American Museum of Natural
History that financed the ventures; and in the correspondence of Arctic
scientists with their supervisors, colleagues, families, and confidants. While
I draw from these sources to trace a scientific understanding of environ-
mental crisis in the Arctic during the early 1900s, I focus my analysis on
two works of popular anthropological science—Vilhjalmur Stefansson’s
My Life with the Eskimo (1913) and Diamond Jenness’s The People of the
Twilight (1928). Stefansson and Jenness were leading anthropologists of
their time and became trusted consultants to the arms of the US and
Canadian governments interested in Arctic matters between 1910 and
1960 (Peyton and Hancock 2008; Kulchyski 1993; Stuart Jenness 2011;
Palsson 2001). Their books, which launched their respective careers, were
geared to general readers, unlike the specialized academic audiences they
targeted with research articles. As such, My Life with the Eskimo and The
People of the Twilight constitute suitable historical counterparts to modern
day scientific media, as they seek to convey to the public at large the scien-
tific basis of environmental crisis.

As was common in anthropological writing at the time, both books
cover a range of topics—f{rom exploration to natural history to archaeol-
ogy to measurements of Inuit bodies (Clifford 1988). While the breadth
of coverage provided readers with a holistic picture of the north, both
Stefansson and Jenness did not miss the opportunity to repeat a consistent
theme across their work: the Arctic, as Euro-American society knew it, was
threatened. In People of the Twilight, the reader glimpses this message on
the very first page. Contact with modern civilization, the author writes,
“will upset the whole system of [Inuit] life and community, and they must
sink” (Jenness 1928, xi). Stefansson similarly underscored the rapidity and
scale of change unfolding at the top of the world. “The time from 1889
to 1906 is but a few years,” he noted, yet the damage wrought on Inuit in
that time had been greater than anything experienced in northern Canada
“in a hundred years” (Stefansson 1913, 40). Early twentieth-century
readers would have read these descriptions by trained anthropologists as
evidence of the certain elimination of Inuit culture from the face of the
earth, yet another notch in the belt of evolution.

Stefansson and Jenness characterized Arctic change by observing the
ways Inuit and the physical environment responded to the arrival of whal-
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ers to the region. Stefansson noted that whalers intensified pressure on
local caribou herds, a source of food and clothing for natives (Stefansson
1913). Jenness predicted that, in less than a generation, “there will be
practically no caribou at all” in the far north (Jenness 1921, 550). A
declining caribou population, in turn, forced the migration of Inuit from
their traditional hunting grounds. More damaging, in scientific opinion,
was the subsequent dependence Inuit had on foreign goods supplied by
whalers, evidenced by shifts in Inuit clothing choices, house-building
practices, and religious identifications (Stefansson 1909, 601; 1913,
40-1). This last point was especially important in light of evolutionary
theory. As Stefansson explained, “the lower you go in the scale of human
culture the more religion you find.” Eskimo once had so much religion
“that a man scarcely turns his hand over without the act having a religious
significance” (Stefansson 1913, 38). Thus, by tracking the penetration of
what they called civilization into Inuit communities on the Beaufort Sea—
through caribou, cotton, canvas, or Christianity—Stefansson and Jenness
simultaneously documented a “lower form” of human society and that
form’s disappearance.

Stefansson and Jenness distributed the blame for these changes. They
rebuked the whaling industry, even as both scientists regularly contracted
whaling vessels to travel and ship collections back home (Stefansson 1913,
368). Indeed, because scientists utilized the emerging transportation net-
works established by Inuit and whalers, they could more easily observe
the regional changes to caribou populations unleashed by intensified
hunting (Palsson 2003, 82-84). Jenness pointed to a specific whaler in
a specific moment in time for catalyzing the erosion of traditional hunt-
ing methods and social structure among Inuit—Joseph Bernard, in 1910
(Jenness 1917, 91; 1921). Missionaries also became villains. Stefansson
chastised the project of “civilizing” the Inuit, calling it genocide. To dra-
matize this point, he encouraged patrons of mission stations to request
photos of Inuit graveyards, as the Church’s legacy in the Arctic would be
a dead Inuit culture (Stefansson 1909, 601; Diubaldo 1978). Importantly,
anthropologists absolved Inuit from responsibility for what was transpir-
ing around them. Anticipating the readers’ familiarity with the story of
the buffalo in the American West, Jenness invited his audience to consider
a scientifically sympathetic view of Inuit: “how can we expect a primitive
people like the Eskimos to make regulations for the preservation of their
game?” (Jenness 1928, 153). Like Stefansson, he saw the rifle as a primary
cause of the caribou’s destruction and the contamination of Inuit culture.
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Thus, once again, anthropologists indicted whalers and civilization itself
for spoiling the Arctic forever (Stefansson 1913, 264).

In making these rhetorical moves, Stefansson and Jenness crafted a power-
ful colonialist narrative. They tapped into three tropes already well established
in Euro-American scientific writing by the early 1900s. First, they presented
the regulation of hunting as a hallmark of enlightened society (Jacoby 2001).
Without it, Inuit were hopeless, as they exterminated the very food source on
which their way of life rested. Second, and related, anthropologists implicitly
recommended the Arctic could only be saved by restraining those Inuit with
rifles from hunting and preventing the rest from obtaining rifles at all (Sandlos
2003, 20006). Finally, anthropologists positioned themselves as the best shep-
herds of this process, a move that sought to displace existing colonial agents
like missionaries, police, and teachers (Wheeler 1986; Clifford 1988; Gupta
and Ferguson 1997, 8-14). Sometimes, the anthropologists didn’t just hint
at this strategy. Stefansson minced no words in pushing for scientifically man-
aged intervention, titling one popular treatise, “The Eskimo and Civilization:
Disease and Death for the New Eskimo Tribes with Pauperization of those
that Chance to Survive can be Prevented only by a Quarantine which will
allow the Conditions of Civilization but Slow Entrance to their Territory”
(Stefansson 1912). In these ways, the “disappearing” Arctic often furthered
the very project of intervention it warned about.

INUIT PERSPECTIVES ON THE FIRST ENVIRONMENTAL
CRISIS IN THE ARCTIC

Since this chapter offers a historical account of the ways scientists narrated
environmental change at the turn of the twentieth century, it is important to
insert an analytical distance between my reading of the past and the scientists’
own work, which often forms the basis of environmental history. To achieve
this distance, I now review histories written by Inuvialuit authors living in
the region today, whose ancestors encountered the very fieldworkers who
recorded changes in caribou populations and Inuit lifestyles. While Inuit
narratives have their own biases, they nonetheless allow non-Inuit scholars
to appreciate how social and environmental conditions can be understood
outside of dominant scientific worldviews and Euro-American concerns.
These narratives, then, allow us to make visible the social relations at stake
in notions of the “disappearing” Arctic, whether in the past or present.

A recent history produced in part by Inuvialuit authors—the Inuit of
Canada’s western Arctic—immediately demonstrates alternative means of
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interpreting history and the Arctic experience. In this historical account,
the coming of Europeans and American strangers, or Tan’ngit in the
Inuvialuktun language, marks the start of a transition between a traditional
period (1300 to 1800) and the era of modern land claim agreements (the
1970s to now) (Arnold et al. 2011). Felix Nuyaviak, an Inuvialuit who
lived between 1892 and 1981, often told a story in which whalers were
depicted as giants who “took pleasure in scaring and frightening game and
people” (Arnold et al. 2011, 53). These giants were responsible for dis-
persing Inuit from where they lived along the Beaufort Sea coast and cre-
ating divisions among them. That whalers became the stuft of Inuvialuit
legend can be further appreciated when comparing it to the place of
British explorers in Inuit history. The naval officers who repeatedly sought
the Northwest Passage in the first half of the 1800s, and who subsequently
achieved so much fame in Euro-American accounts of the past, are not
incorporated in the foundations of Inuvialuit history. According to native
northerners, these visitors left “little lasting impression on the Inuvialuit”
(Arnold et al. 2011, 54).

This understanding of time underscores an Inuvialuit worldview, shift-
ing the Arctic from the edge of Euro-American expansion to a homeland
with centuries of use and occupation. It also asserts the conviction that
Inuit did not disappear in the early 1900s. On the contrary, the authors
emphasize that past crises strengthened Inuit and their relationship to
the land, rather than destroying both. Disease epidemics; the exhaustion
of whale, caribou, and fur-bearing creatures; the spread of Christianity
throughout Inuit communities: all of these events earn their own sec-
tions in Inuvialuit history and “help the next generation ... build the pride
and confidence to continue to support the development of the Inuvialuit
as a culture and society” (Arnold et al. 2011, foreword). This is a point
Inuvialuit convey to scholars of Arctic studies, including archaeologists
and anthropologists who have referred to historical extinctions of some
Inuit communities (Cockney 2012).

Whereas anthropologists villainized the global whaling industry for
introducing technologies that polluted an “uncontaminated” people,
Inuvialuit describe how these technologies became essential to personal
and cultural benefit. Canadian and Alaskan Inuit appreciated new hunting
and trapping equipment—Ilike the leg hold trap—as more efficient than
their existing methods, which relied on blocks of'ice to crush foxes (Arnold
et al. 2011, 63). Relying on negotiation skills they had built up through
centuries of trade with Inuit across the northern rim, Inuvialuit bartered
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specifically for this item in exchange relations with whalers. Similarly, the
Inuvialuit recognized the advantages of sail-powered boats, which were
able to navigate close to the wind, over their own umiaks, which could
not (Arnold et al. 2011, 63). Combining the leg hold trap and the sail-
powered boat, Inuit were able to expand and intensify fox trapping in the
years between 1910 and 1970, creating the basis for the modern settle-
ment geography and identity of Inuvialuit (Arnold et al. 2011). This was
the same process relayed by anthropologists as a march of death forced
upon Inuit by whalers and the rifle.

Indeed, the appropriation of non-Inuit culture into Inuvialuit ways of
life allowed native northerners to withstand a greater threat than Euro-
American technology: Euro-American diseases. Inuvialuit recorded six
separate disease outbreaks among their people in the years correspond-
ing with the coming of whalers—including epidemics of measles, mumps,
smallpox, and influenza (Arnold et al. 2011). The waves of disease crashing
upon Inuit society surely reflected native northerners’ lack of immunity to
Euro-American biological invaders (Piper and Sandlos 2007). Inuvialuit
culture persisted through the disruptions that sickness inflicted on family
life, but it certainly did not remain unscathed. Disease encouraged some
to “adopt the ways of the Tan’ngit,” including Christianity, once shamans
proved incapable of curing the ailments (Arnold et al. 2011, 80). It also
necessitated even closer interaction with northern police, whalers, and
scientists to secure support for Inuvialuit lifestyles and patrol the activi-
ties of an increasing number of colonial agents. Given these conditions,
Inuvialuit narrate the arrival of whalers and their diseases in the Arctic as
intensifying the hybridization of Inuit and non-Inuit worlds, rather than
one of these worlds consuming the other. In these accounts, Inuit—not
anthropologists—served as brokers of culture and nature. They decided
what constituted Inuit-ness and how to live on the shifting Arctic environ-
ment (Arnold et al. 2011). In short, without whalers, Inuvialuit and the
Arctic could not be what they are today.

Like scientists of the early 1900s, modern Inuvialuit associate a history
of illness with the decline of caribou in the western Arctic. Accounts dif-
fer, however, in the meaning ascribed to caribou numbers. Between 1890
and 1908, whalers ate more than 12,000 caribou at Herschel Island, a
port just offshore of the northern Yukon slope and at the center of the
Arctic whaling enterprise (Bockstoce 1980). Inuvialuit state that, as cari-
bou became harder to find and disease cases multiplied, those Inuit who
survived turned back toward the whaling trade. There, Inuvialuit replaced
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caribou hides, bones, and meat with American goods, like store-bought
foods, canvas, and rifles (Arnold et al. 2011). Some Alaskan Inupiat fol-
lowed the expanding whaling industry as it moved eastward along the
Beaufort Sea coast and into the Mackenzie Delta of the Canadian Arctic.
Descendants of these families remember the journeys to search for cari-
bou and secure livelihoods through the bustling trade in the area (French
1992; Okpik 2005). Even as such memories detail tragic loss—of loved
ones, of beloved places—they often stress the adaptation and resilience of
Inuvialuit people in the face of environmental change (Arnold et al. 2011;
Cournoyea 2012). This is a rather different narrative than one that appeals
to scientific truth by professing the end of Arctic life.

THE LEGACIES OF A “DISAPPEARING” ARCTIC: CREATING
GOVERNMENTAL AGENCY, CONTAINING INUIT AGENCY

While it is common for different groups of people to narrate change
in contrasting ways, the legacies of this particular instance are unusual.
Traces of Stefansson and Jenness’s influence can be found across the
north—from family lineages in the Beaufort—Delta region to the name
of a high school in Hay River, Northwest Territories (Palsson 2008).
Indeed, the very accounts of Inuvialuit history I’ve summarized here refer
to Stefansson and Jenness to describe the habits, beliefs, and social struc-
tures of pre-Christian Inuit society (Arnold et al. 2011). What has been
hitherto unrecognized, however, is how the trope of a “disappearing”
Arctic inflected the management of Arctic natural resources in the first
half of the twentieth century—and might also direct it in the first half of
the twenty-first.

In an age before computers, airplanes, satellites, and the adoption
of English in northern North America, the images and stories of Arctic
change required incredible productive labor in order to register in political
circles. Before being identified as a problem, the particular features of
this crisis—declining caribou, greedy whalers, dying Inuit—had to be
observed and assembled into a narrative that struck the chords of metro-
politan society. We’ve already seen how these events transpired in relation
to anthropological fieldwork, evolutionary theory, the social concerns of
the early 1900s, and works of popular science. But, in order for such nar-
ratives to shape governmental action, they had to be circulated to appro-
priate audiences by credible experts. Because important components of
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this work are carried out by communications technologies today, they are
often concealed from public scrutiny. As a result, the notion of an Arctic
disappearing because of sea ice melt can seem as objective or inert as the
satellite image undergirding it. Deepening our historical perspective on
science explodes such a conclusion.

After publication, Stefansson and Jenness repeated the storylines of My
Life with the Eskimo and The People of the Twilight over and again. They
proclaimed the coming destruction of the Arctic—as well as their own
plans for saving it—in lecture tours, newspaper editorials, and in daily con-
versations that escaped the pens of history (Swayze 1960, 52-94; Stuart
Jenness 1991; Diubaldo 1978; Palsson 2001, 2003). This circulation of
concern about Inuit and the northern environment both legitimized an
increasing US and Canadian governmental presence in the Arctic and pro-
moted the importance of anthropological science within the colonial appa-
ratus (Peyton and Hancock 2008). In 1919, Stefansson and Jenness helped
convene a formal public inquiry on the state of the Arctic. Following the
testimony of these two anthropologists, as well as many other missionar-
ies, northern police, whalers, and fur traders, the Canadian Department of
the Interior decided to introduce reindeer—a species foreign to the North
American Arctic—as a civilizing project and an experiment in scientifically
managed industrialization for the western Arctic (Sandlos 2007; Stuhl In
press). This inquiry, then, makes visible the discursive and material power
of the “disappearing” Arctic narrative.

The logic behind the reindeer project tied together evolutionary the-
ory, Arctic anthropology, and colonial aspirations for the tundra. Scientists
hoped reindeer could replace the roles caribou had played in Arctic ecol-
ogy and Inuit culture, and thus preserve both. They also hoped that by
giving up hunting for herding, Inuit would climb the evolutionary ladder
toward enlightenment. Meanwhile, the logistics of herding aligned neatly
with Canadian dreams of developing the Arctic. Inuit herding units could
be more easily contained—geographically speaking—thus clearing space
for extensive mineral exploration. And, the excess meat produced through
raising animals could feed the growth of the mining industry (Stuhl In
press; Demuth 2013).

As witness that Inuit also recognized the conditions at the foundation
of these colonial schemes—but interpreted them differently—Inuvialuit
embraced the idea of reindeer. Mangilaluk, an Inuit leader living in what
is now the Tuktoyaktuk region, rejected governmental proposals to enter
a treaty agreement and recommended instead that Canadian officials
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bring reindeer to the area (Hart 2001, 14). While Inuvialuit supported
the introduction, they chafed against what came with the animals. When
Stefansson and Jenness consulted with the Canadian government on
how to build a reindeer program, they made close supervision of Inuit a
necessity, given that these “primitive hunters” lacked experience, intelli-
gence, and prudence (Stuhl In press; Jenness 1923). Inuvialuit remember
their relations with reindeer program officers as strained. In comparison
with the fur trade, which they were helping elaborate at the same time,
Inuvialuit found the tasks of herding monotonous and incompatible with
their preferred social lives (Hart 2001; Stuhl In press). For these reasons,
those in the Mackenzie Delta area avoided signing up as apprentices in
the reindeer program and invested fully in the fox trapping economy
(Hart 2001; Arnold et al. 2011). Stefansson and Jenness perceived this
Inuit response as further evidence of their loss of culture and the continu-
ing entrenchment of industrial society in the north (Interdepartmental
Reindeer Committee 1933). They doubled-down on reindeer as the key
to saving the Inuit and the Arctic, even as reindeer programs failed to
recruit native herders (Stuhl In press; Hart 2001).

While there are many legacies of the reindeer program, one deserves
highlighting here. That is, narratives circulated by scientists in the pub-
lic realm have unique influence on the shape of governmental and Inuit
agency in the Arctic. That Inuvialuit had to avoid consciously these pro-
grams in order to remain beyond the reach of colonial administrators
evinces the colonial thrust of My Life with the Eskimo and People of the
Twilight. Current media reports about global change in the Arctic refer
specifically to ice and not Inuit culture, of course. But the colonialist
momentum is still there, packed inside the language. The term describing
these changes—*“disappearing”—is so loaded with colonial history that its
force continues to operate.

Geographer Emilie Cameron has convincingly shown that such power
dynamics are at play in climate science today, specifically in the literature
on vulnerability and adaptation (Cameron 2012). She argues that scien-
tific representations of Inuit and their relations with the Arctic environ-
ment with terms as seemingly innocuous as “traditional” and “local” end
up extending “colonial forms of knowledge and practice.” Scientists often
frame Inuit ecological knowledge as inapplicable to environmental condi-
tions spawned by climate change. As a result, Inuit lose standing in natu-
ral resource management decisions. “Government intervention has never
been neutral for northerners,” Cameron concludes, “especially when it
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was well-meaning and designed to specifically prepare Inuit for a changing
world” (Cameron 2012, 111).

Climate scientists and the journalists who communicate their research
do not intend to harm Inuit by reporting on the extent of Arctic sea
ice. They probably do not think their articles capable of such a feat. Yet,
the very words they use to document climate change—and inspire global
awareness of the issue—set the terms of popular, political, and economic
engagement with the Arctic. In other contemporary Arctic issues, like the
subsistence seal hunt, environmental risk assessment, and oil exploration,
Inuit have brought considerable attention to the colonial politics at work
in the words used to represent Arctic life (MacNeil 2014; Inuit Tapirit
Kanatami 2013; Cassady 2010). As with the first environmental crises in
the far north, the friction of these modern controversies revives colonial
history and reveals the relationship between scientific narrative and human
agency.

CONCLUSION

If the ghosts of colonialism’s past can manifest in a turn of phrase, one
hopes attention to our language can keep history from repeating itself.
In this chapter, I’ve offered a history of science as a meditation on the
cultural baggage of particular ways of talking about social and environ-
mental change in the far north. Such historical perspectives are useful tools
in understanding the Arctic today. History—of science, in particular—
advances processes and language that respects both Inuit sovereignty and
the decolonized scientific method.

Indeed, anthropology—the same field complicit in forwarding a set of
oppressive tropes about the Arctic—is leading the way in decolonizing
science, its practices, and its narratives (Smith 2012; Harrison 1997). The
discipline has accomplished this by confronting its own past and incor-
porating the interrogation of anthropology’s ties with colonialism in the
training of its practitioners. Such a reflexive, critical, and robust under-
standing of science has precipitated another revolution in anthropology
to rival that following Mason or Boas. Those once deemed “subjects” are
now expert collaborators, and the museum has transformed from colo-
nial archive to contact zone (Clifford 1997). This is especially true in the
western Arctic, the very place where anthropologists developed the foun-
dations of their discipline and spearheaded governmental interventions.
Archaeologists now work directly with Inuvialuit and Inupiat to repatriate
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collections, develop museum and online exhibits, and narrate the mean-
ing of Inuit identity in a changing world (Lyons 2007, 2009; Lyons et al.
2011).

What such partnerships should suggest for climate scientists today,
then, is nothing less than a new standard for scientific practice. Building
on the important protocols established for community-based environmen-
tal monitoring in the Arctic, climate science needs to become decidedly
historical (Cuomo et al. 2008; Government of the Northwest Territories
2014). From fieldwork to final publication, scientists must consider what
has come before them as they work alongside Arctic residents to interpret
the changes they see all around them. Only when we begin to exorcise sci-
ence’s colonial history will the path forward finally appear.

Work CITED

Anne-Claude Martin. France wants to spearhead EU strategy on Arctic region.
Ewuractiv. 2014. http://www.euractiv.com/sections/sustainable-dev /france-
wants-spearhead-eu-strategy-arctic-region-303559. Accessed 8 July 2014.

Arnold, Charles, Wendy Stephenson, Bob Simpson, and Zoe Hoe, eds. 2011.
Toimani: At that time. Inuvialuit timeline visual guide. Inuvialuit Regional
Corporation.

Avango, Dag, Annika Nilsson, and Peder Roberts. 2013. Assessing arctic futures:
Voices, resources and governance. The Polar Journal 3(2): 431-446.

Beregud, Arthur T. 1974. Decline of caribou in North America following settle-
ment. The Journal of Wildlife Management 38(4): 757-770.

Boas, Franz. 1887. The occurrence of similar inventions in areas widely apart.
Science 9(224): 485-486.

Bockstoce, John R. 1980. The consumption of caribou by Whalemen at Herschel
Island, Yukon Territory, 1890 to 1908. Arctic and Alpine Research 12(3):
381-384.

. 1986. Whales, ice, and men: The history of whaling in the Western Avctic.

Seattle: University of Washington Press.

. 2009. Furs and frontiers in the far North: The contest amonyg native and
foreign nations for the bering strait fur trade. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Bowler, Peter J. 1995. The geography of extinction: Biogeography and the expul-
sion of ‘Ape Men’ from human ancestry in the early twentieth century. In Ape,
man, ApeMan: Changing views since 1600, eds. Raymond Corbey and Bert
Theunissen, 185-192. Leiden: Department of Prehistory.

Bravo, Michael. 2002. Measuring Danes and Eskimos. In Narrating the Arctic: A
cultural history of nordic scientific practices, eds. Michael Bravo and Sverker
Sorlin, 235-273. Canton: Science History Publications.



http://www.euractiv.com/sections/sustainable-dev/france-wants-spearhead-eu-strategy-arctic-region-303559
http://www.euractiv.com/sections/sustainable-dev/france-wants-spearhead-eu-strategy-arctic-region-303559

38 A.STUHL

Browne, Janet. 1983. The secular ark: Studies in the history of biogeography. New
Haven: Yale University Press.

Cameron, Emilie S. 2012. Securing indigenous politics: A critique of the vulner-
ability and adaptation approach to the human dimensions of climate change in
the Canadian Arctic. Global Environmental Change 22: 103-114.

Cassady, Josslyn. 2010. State calculations of cultural survival in environmental risk
assessment: Consequences for Alaska natives. Medical Anthropology Quarterly
24(4): 451-471.

Christensen, Miyase. 2013. Arctic climate change and the media: The news story
that was. In Media and the politics of Avctic climate change: When the ice breaks,
eds. Miyase Christensen, Annika E. Nilsson, and Nina Wormbs, 26-51.
New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Christensen, Miyase, Annika E. Nilsson, and Nina Wormbs. 2013. Globalization,
climate change and the media: An introduction. In Media and the politics of
Avrctic climate change: When the ice breaks, eds. Miyase Christensen, Annika
E. Nilsson, and Nina Wormbs, 1-25. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Clifford, James. 1988. The predicament of culture: Twentieth-century ethnography,
literature, and art. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

. 1997, Routes: Travel and translation in the late twenticth century.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Cockney, Cathy. We are still here: Inuvialuit cultural revival and adaptation.
Presentation before the 18th Inuit Studies Conference, October 26, 2012,
Washington, DC.

Cole, Douglas. 1983. “The value of'a person lies in his herzenbildung: Franz Boas’
Baffin Island Letter-Diary, 1883-1884. In Observer’s observed: Essays on ethno-
graphic fieldwork, ed. George Stocking, 13-52. Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press.

Cournoyea, Nellie. 2012. Adaptation and resilience: The inuvialuit story. A speech
before the 18th Inuit Studies Conference, Washington, DC, October 26,
2012.

Cox, C. Barry, and Peter Moore. 2005. Biogeography: An ecological and evolution-
ary approach. Malden: Blackwell Publications.

Cuomo, Chris, Wendy Eisner, and Kenneth Hinkel. 2008. Environmental change,
indigenous knowledge, and subsistence on Alaska’s North slope. Scholar and
Feminist Online 7(1): 14.

Darnell, Regna. 1998. And along came boas: Continuity and revolution in
Americanist anthropology. Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

Demuth, Bathsheba. 2013. More things on heaven and earth: Modernism and
reindeer in Chukota and Alaska. In Northscapes: History, technology, and the
making of Northern environments, eds. Delly Jorgensen and Sverker Sorlin,
174-194. Vancouver/Toronto: University of British Columbia Press.

Diubaldo, Richard. 1978. Stefansson and the Canadian Arctic. Montreal: McGill-
Queen’s University Press.




THE DISAPPEARING ARCTIC? SCIENTIFIC NARRATIVE, ENVIRONMENTAL... 39

Exner-Pirot, Heather. 2012. Human security in the Arctic: The foundation of
regional cooperation. Working Papers on Arctic Security 1(July): 2-11.

Fienup-Riordan, Ann. 2003. Freeze frame: Alaska Eskimos in the movies. Seattle:
University of Washington Press.

Fitzhugh, William. 2009. ‘Of no ordinary importance’: Reversing polarities in
Smithsonian Arctic studies. In Smithsonian at the poles: Contributions to inter-
national polar year science, eds. Igor Krupnik, Michael A. Lang, and Scott
E. Miller, 61-77. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Scholarly Press.

Francis, Jennifer A., and Elias Hunter. 2006. New insight into the disappearing
Arctic sea ice. Eos, Transactions American Geophysical Union 87(46): 509-511.

French, Alice. 1992. My name is Masak. Winnipeg,/Manitoba: Peguis Publishers.

Goldenberg, Suzanne. 2013. NOAA Report says Arctic sea ice is disappearing at
unprecedented pace. The Guardian. 6 August 2013. http: / /www.theguardian.
com/world /2013 /aug/06/noaa-report-arctic-ice-climate-change

Government of the Northwest Territories. 2014. Northwest territories camulative
impact monitoring program. http: //www.enr.gov.nt.ca/programs/nwt-cimp

Gruber, Jacob W. 1970. Ethnographic salvage and the shaping of anthropology.
American Anthropologist 72(6): 1289-1299.

Gupta, Akhil, and James Ferguson, eds. 1997. Anthropological locations: Boundaries
and grounds of a field science. Los Angeles: University of California Press.

Harrison, Faye V. 1997. Anthropology as an agent of transformation: Introductory
comments and queries. In Decolonizing anthropology: Moving further toward an
anthropology for liberation, ed. Faye V. Harrison, 1-14. Arlington: American
Anthropological Association.

Hart, Elisa with assistance of Inuvialuit Co-researchers. 2001. Reindeer days
remembered. Inuvik: Inuvialuit Cultural Resource Center.

Hinsley, Curtis. 1981. Savages and scientists: The Smithsonian Institution and the
development  of  Amervican anthropology, 1846—-1910. Washington, DC:
Smithsonian Institution Press.

Hossain, Kamrul. 2013. How great can a ‘greater say’ be? Exploring the aspira-
tions of Arctic indgineous peoples for a stronger engagement in decision-
making. The Polar Journal 3(2): 316-332.

Huntington, Henry P. 2013. A question of scale: Local versus Pan-Arctic impacts
from sea-ice change. In Medin and the politics of Arctic climate change: When the
ice breaks, eds. Miyase Christensen, Annika E. Nilsson, and Nina Wormbs,
114-127. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Interdepartmental Reindeer Committee. 1933. 18 January 1933, G79-069, File
1-3, NWT Archives, Yellowknife, Canada.

Inuit Tapirit Kanatami. 2013. Press release: Canadian inuit leaders reject environ-
mentalist campaign pitting indigenous peoples against Arctic resource develop-
ment, 14 May 2013.  https://www.tk.ca/media/media-release /
press-release-canadian-inuit-leaders-reject-environmentalist-campaign-pitting


http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/aug/06/noaa-report-arctic-ice-climate-change
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/aug/06/noaa-report-arctic-ice-climate-change
http://www.enr.gov.nt.ca/programs/nwt-cimp
https://www.itk.ca/media/media-release/press-release-canadian-inuit-leaders-reject-environmentalist-campaign-pitting
https://www.itk.ca/media/media-release/press-release-canadian-inuit-leaders-reject-environmentalist-campaign-pitting

40 A STUHL

Inuvialuit Cultural Resource Center. 2016. Inuvialuit Pitqusiit Inuuniarutait
(Inuvialuit Living History). http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca

Jacoby, Karl. 2001. Crimes against nature: squatters, poachers, thieves, and the hid-
den bistory of American conservation. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Jenness, Diamond. 1917. The copper eskimos. Geggraphical Review 4(2): 81-91.

. 1921. The cultural transformation of the copper Eskimo. Geographical

Review 11(4): 541-550.

. 1923. A lecture delivered at the arts and letters club, by Diamond Jenness,

Victoria Memorial Museum, Jan 9: ‘Our eskimo problem’. Rudolph Martin

Anderson Fonds, MG 30 40, vol 14, file 1-eskimos, Library and Archives

Canada.

. 1928. The people of the twilight. New York: The MacMillan Company.

Jenness, Stuart E. 1991. Arctic Odyssey: The diary of Diamond Jenness, ethnologist
with the Canadian Arctic expedition in Northern Alaska and Canadn,
1913-1916. Hull /Quebec: Canadian Museum of Civilization.

Jenness, Stuart E. 2011. Stefansson, Dr. Anderson, and the Canadian Arctic expe-
dition, 1913—-1918. Gatineau: Canadian Museum of Civilization.

Kevles, Daniel J. 1985. In the name of eugenics: Genetics and the uses of human
heredity. New York: Knopf.

Kulchyski, Peter. 1993. Anthropology in the service of the state: Diamond Jenness
and Canadian Indian policy. Journal of Canadian Studies 28(2): 21-50.

Levere, Trevor H. 1993. Science and the Canadian Arctic: A century of explora-
tion, 1818-1918. New York: University of Cambridge Press.

Lovett, Laura. 2007. Men as trees walking: Theodore Roosevelt and the conserva-
tion of the race. In Conceiving the future: Pronatalism, reproduction and the
foamily in the United States, 1890-1938, 109-130. Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press.

Lyons, Nastasha. 2007. Quling tohongning tuunga (Making Histories): Towards a
critical inuvialuit archacology in the Canadian Western Arctic. Ph.D. Deiss.
Calgary: University of Calgary.

.2009. Inuvialuit rising: The evolution of inuvialuit identity in the modern
era. Alaska Journal of Anthropology 7(2): 63-79.

Lyons, Natasha, Kate Hennessy, Charles Arnold, and Mervin Joe. 2011. The inu-
vialuit Smithsonian project: Winter 2009-Spring 2011. Report produced for
the Smithsonian Institution, vol 1.

MacNeil, Jason. 2014. Inuit singer Tanya Tagaq’s ‘sealfie’ photo supporting seal
hunt sparks backlash. Huffington Post, 22 April 2014. http://www.huffington-
post.ca/2014 /04 /02 /inuit-tanya-tagaq-sealfie_n_5077203.html

McCannon, John. 2012. A history of the Arctic: Nature, exploration, and exploita-
tion. London: Reaktion Books.

National Snow and Ice Data Center. 2012. Arctic sea ice extent settles at record
seasonal minimum, 19 September 2012. http://nsidc.org/arcticseaice-
news,/2012 /09 /arctic-sea-ice-extent-settles-at-record-seasonal-minimum /



http://www.inuvialuitlivinghistory.ca
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2014/04/02/inuit-tanya-tagaq-sealfie_n_5077203.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.ca/2014/04/02/inuit-tanya-tagaq-sealfie_n_5077203.html
http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/2012/09/arctic-sea-ice-extent-settles-at-record-seasonal-minimum/
http://nsidc.org/arcticseaicenews/2012/09/arctic-sea-ice-extent-settles-at-record-seasonal-minimum/

THE DISAPPEARING ARCTIC? SCIENTIFIC NARRATIVE, ENVIRONMENTAL... 41

Nyhart, Lynn. 2010. Emigrants and pioneers: Moritz Wagner’s ‘Law of migra-
tion” in context. In Knowing global environments: New historical perspectives in
the field sciences, ed. Jeremy Vetter, 39-58. New Brunswick: Rutgers University
Press.

Okpik, Abraham. 2005. In We call it survival: The life story of Abrabam Okpik, ed.
Louis McComber, Life stories of Northern leaders, vol 1. Iqaluit: Language
and Culture Program of Nunavut Arctic College,.

Palsson, Gisli. 2001. Writing on ice: The ethnographic notebooks of Villhjalmur
Stefansson. Hanover: University Press of New England.

.2003. Traveling passions: The hidden life of Vilhjalmur Stefanson. Hanover:

Dartmouth College Press.

. 2008. Hot bodies in cold zones: Arctic exploration. Scholar and Feminist
Online 7(1).

Paul, Diane. 1995. Controlling human heredity, 1865 to the present. Atlantic
Highlands: Humanities Press.

Peyton, Jonathan, and Robert L.A. Hancock. 2008. Anthropology, state forma-
tion, and hegemonic representations of indigenous peoples in Canada,
1910-1939. Native Studies Review 7(1): 45-69.

Piper, Liza, and John Sandlos. 2007. A broken frontier: Ecological imperialism in
the Canadian North. Environmental History 12: 759-795.

Rainger, Ronald. 2004. An agenda for antiquity: Henry Fairfield Osborn and
Vertebrate Paleontology at the American museum of natural history, 1890-1935.
Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press.

Revkin, A.C. 2007. Arctic melt unnerves the experts. The New York Times, 2
October 2007.

Ryall, Anka, Johan Schimanski, and Henning Howlid Waep. 2008. Arctic dis-
courses: An introduction. In Arctic discourses, eds. Anka Ryall, Johan
Schimanski, and Henning Howlid Waep, ix—xxii. Newcastle: Cambridge
Scholars Publishing.

Rynor, Becky. 2011. Indigenous voices ‘marginalized” at Arctic Council: Inuit
Leaders. Ipolitics. http://www.ipolitics.ca/2011,/11 /07 /indigenous-voices-
marginalized-at-arctic-council-inuit-leaders /

Sandlos, John. 2003. Landscaping desire: Poetics, politics in the early biological
surveys of the Canadian North. Space and Culture 6: 396-409.

. 2006. Where the scientists roam: Ecology, management, and Bison in

Northern Canada. In Canadian environmental history: Essential readings, ed.

David Freeland Duke, 333-360. Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ Press.

.2007. Hunters at the margin: Native people and wildlife conservation in the
Northwest territories. Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press.

Searles, Edmund (Ned). 2006. Anthropology in an era of inuit empowerment. In
Critical inuit studies in an era of globalization, eds. Pam Stern and Lisa
Stevenson, 89-101. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.



http://www.ipolitics.ca/2011/11/07/indigenous-voices-marginalized-at-arctic-council-inuit-leaders/
http://www.ipolitics.ca/2011/11/07/indigenous-voices-marginalized-at-arctic-council-inuit-leaders/

42 A STUHL

Simon, Mary. 2008. Sovereignty from the North. Scholar and Feminist Online
7(1): 1-3.

Smith, Neil. 2003. American empirve: Roosevelt’s geographer and the prelude to glo-
balization. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Smith, Linda Tuhiwai. 2012. Decolonizing methodologies: Research and indigenons
peoples. London: Zed Books.

Stefansson, Vilhjalmur. 1909. Northern Alaska in winter. The Bulletin of the
American Geographical Society of New York 41(1): 601-610.

. 1912. The Eskimo and civilization: Disease and death for the new Eskimo

tribes with pauperization of those that chance to survive can be prevented only

by a Quarantine which will allow the conditions of civilization but slow entrance

to their territory. American Museum Journal 12: 195-203.

. 1913. My life with the Eskimo. New York: MacMillan Company.

Stocking, George W. Jr. 1968. Race, culture, and evolution: Essays in the history of
anthropology. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

. 1987. Victorian anthropology. New York: Collier Macmillan.

. 1992a. The boas plan for the study of American Indian Languages. In The

Ethnographer’s magic and other essays in the history of anthropology, ed. George

Stocking, 60-91. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press.

. 1992b. Ideas and institutions in American anthropology: Thoughts
toward a history of the interwar years. In The ethnographer’s magic and other
essays in the history of anthropology, ed. George Stocking, 114-177. Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press.

Stuhl, Andrew. 2013. The politics of the ‘new North’: Putting history and geog-
raphy at stake in Arctic futures. The Polar Journal 3(1): 94-119.

. in press. The experimental state of nature: Science and the Canadian rein-
deer project in the interwar North. In Ice blink: Navigating Northern environ-
mental history, eds. Brad Martin and Stephen Bocking. Calgary: University of
Calgary Press.

Swayze, Nancy. 1960. Canadian Portraits: Jenness, Barbean, Wintembery: The
man hunters. Toronto: Clarke, Irwin, and Company Limited.

Warren, Louis, ed. 2003. American environmental history. Oxford: Blackwell
Publishing.

Wheeler, Valerie. 1986. Traveler’s tales: observation on the travel book and eth-
nography. Anthropological Quarterly 59(2): 52-63.

Wormbs, Nina. 2013. Eyes on the ice: Satellite remote sensing and the narratives
of visualized data. In Media and the politics of Arctic climate change: When the
ice breaks, eds. Miyase Christensen, Annika E. Nilsson, and Nina Wormbs,
52-69. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Worster, Donald. 1994. Nature’s economy: A history of ecological ideas, 2nd edn.
New York: Cambridge University Press.




CHAPTER 3

Petro-images of the Arctic and Statoil’s
Visual Imaginary

Synnove Marie Vik

The Norwegian oil company Statoil is heavily invested in the extraction
of oil and gas in the global North, and is equally committed to further
exploring and developing fossil fuel resources in the Arctic. The company
will depend on Arctic resources to secure a supply to a growing global
energy demand. So far, they operate the producing gas field of Snghvit
(Snow White) in the Barents Sea and the northernmost operating liquid
gas facility in northern Norway, as well as being a partner in several fields
off the coast of Canada and Alaska. The company also explores fields in
Greenland. In addition, they have major exploration deals in the Russian
part of the Barents Sea and in the Okhotsk Sea, and licenses in Arctic
waters in Norway, Russia, Canada, the USA and Greenland.

Naturally, this planned production carries ecological consequences,
both in terms of the hazardous long-term environmental effects of con-
tinued reliance on a global economy based on fossil fuels presented in the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, but also in connection with
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short term, local environmental effects due to possible oil spills. Statoil
assures that its production is at the forefront of technology and completely
safe, based on research, development and their long experience in chal-
lenging climates. The government of Norway owns 67 % of Statoil, and
revenue from the company has been an important financial backer for the
Government Pension Fund of Norway—previously the Petroleum Fund
of Norway—the largest pension fund in the world. Yet, at the same time
Norway frames itself as an environmental frontrunner. And the Norwegian
Constitution §112 states that all citizens are entitled to a healthy, sustainable
environment, that resources are to be distributed in favor of future genera-
tions and that citizens are entitled to knowledge on the effects of planned
and ongoing exploitation of nature (Constitution of Norway 1992 /2014).

Norway and Statoil’s conflicting interests with regard to wealth and
ecological safety make up the dispute over which the company’s visuality
is created. This chapter engages the theory and history of visual culture
to analyze the ways in which images of Statoil’s operations fuel dominant
petro-narratives to gain dominance in the public imagination concerning
the conflict between economic and environmental interests. It is certainly
no surprise that the environmental impact would be minimalized in an oil
company’s PR material. An in-depth analysis of the imagery can however
contribute to an understanding of the processes of trivialization of heavy
industry in the Arctic.

When considering the Arctic future we must come to terms with its sta-
tus as a highly covetable chamber of natural resources that sooner or later
will be extracted, with great ecological consequence for both the local and
global environment. While the mechanisms behind the decision making
affecting the future of the Arctic are a complex network of powerful ideo-
logical, economic and not least the geopolitical agendas, we need to rec-
ognize the role of the Arctic imaginaries in fuelling these agendas. In our
increasingly visual world of fleeting digital images, images exert a strong
influence over our petro-narratives, bestowing great power to those who
control them. Like any operative in the global market and political arena
that is the oil business, Statoil is highly aware of the potentially power-
ful relations created by its visual identity, and widely distributes its own
photographs of oil platforms, oil sand and fracking sites, and exploration
sites in the Arctic. Their External Image Archive (Statoil ASA 2014 ) is but
one example. These images, together with technical drafts and drawings,
and generic business and industry photographs, constitute the company’s
visuality, a visuality that plays a critical part in the petro-narratives of the
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future of the Far North. This visuality confronts and influences the way
we perceive the Arctic in terms of landscape, its aesthetic and its environ-
mental challenges.

Statoil’s imagining of the Arctic may be understood as a visual coloni-
zation of the Far North, contributing to a shift in the popular understand-
ing of the Arctic and its resources. Seen (and romanticized) as a desolate,
untouched and sublime landscape, the realm of indigenous peoples and
polar explorers such as Fridtjof Nansen and Roald Amundsen, the Arctic
now becomes the “promised land” of natural resources—oil and gas—that
must be dug out. This extraction will alter the landscape, either directly
through drilling and spills, or indirectly through rising temperatures. In
this chapter I argue that the idea of the accessibility of the resources is
made possible and believable by the ongoing visual imperialism of the oil
companies, in this case Statoil. I use the term “imperialism” in a broad
sense as the practice of extending power and authority over a territory.

The images of Statoil’s operations, the landscapes they are situated in,
and the relationship between the industrial operations and the nature in
which they are embedded, contribute to the construction of the com-
pany’s visuality. An awareness and understanding of the visuality of the oil
business is crucial at a time when the resources of the Arctic are only start-
ing to be explored. Statoil is involved in a creative, visual place-making
where the man-made structures and technological edifices establish a visual
place in an otherwise anonymous landscape, framing their operating sites
as identity-less spaces, where nature is backgrounded. The term “back-
grounding” originates in gestalt theory, but in this sense derives from eco-
feminist usage of the term that draws out the power dynamics involved
in our relationship to nature. Philosopher Val Plumwood described how,
in Western culture, nature, like women, are backgrounded when modern
capitalism exercises a denial of dependency on nature:

One of the most common forms of denial of women and nature is what I will
term backgrounding, their treatment as providing the background to a domi-
nant, foreground sphere of recognized achievement or causation. ... What is
involved in the backgrounding of nature is the denial of dependence of bio-
spheric processes, and a view of humans as apart, outside of nature, which is
treated as a limitless provider without needs of'its own. (Plumwood 1993, 21)

The critique Plumwood formulates may be seen in relation to Nicholas
Mirzoeft’s notion of countervisuality, developed in his analysis of visual-
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ity, authority and power (2011). Mirzoeft’s theory of a counterhistory of
visuality in colonial history points out how power creates a standard oper-
ating procedure: an aesthetic that appeals to us, that seems “right,” and
thus encourages us to move on, since “there is nothing to see here.” This
aesthetic is what he considers to be the regime that controls our visual
culture. By claiming “a right to look” and look again, we can conceptual-
ize these forms of visuality and establish a countervisuality through the
images presented by power, gauging the political implications of their
aesthetic.

Mirzoeft’s usage of the term “visuality” differs from the most com-
mon usage of it, where it is seen as a collection of images and artifacts,
or a realm of experience. To Mirzoeff visuality consists of certain visual
configurations that legitimize institutions of power and naturalize their
cultural authority. He refers here to visuality as the semiotic constructions
of imperialism as formulated by the nineteenth-century historian Thomas
Carlyle. While realizing the significant differences between the pervasive
institutions of the imperialism of bygone eras and the smaller contempo-
rary institutions of capitalism—such as Statoil—I nevertheless hold that it
is worthwhile employing visuality in this sense in my attempt to conceptu-
alize Statoil’s visuality in the North.

Following Mirzoeft, we see how the images of Statoil’s oil and gas facili-
ties are designed to give the impression of a standard operating procedure.
Claiming our right to see the realities of the exploitation of non-renewable
energy resources, a democratic politics emerges, in the sense that we make
environmental issues part of the discussion on future energy sources. The
right to look contests the right to exploit nature and jeopardizes the future
of this planet. Claiming the right to look opposes autocratic authority and
puts a countervisuality into play (Mirzoeff 2011, 29).

Statoil’s press photographs of oil sand sites in Canada and fracking sites
in the northern USA reach a wide audience through diverse media: news,
industry press and PR. These sites are not included in the geographic
definition of the Arctic, but they are representative of Statoil’s visuality,
especially for new ventures, which may tell us a lot about its approach to
depictions of oil extraction and the surroundings. Statoil has been heavily
criticized for their activities by environmental NGOs, perhaps most heav-
ily for their oil sand project in Canada, a project that is detrimental to the
surrounding landscape and has become a hot topic in Norwegian politics.
The company’s images of these sites, however, tell us nothing about this
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destruction. Fracking for shale gas is heavily disputed throughout America,
but to no great surprise Statoil’s images of their sites reveal no conflict.

In the following, we will see how the dominant aesthetic of Statoil’s
production sites globally creates a visuality that serves as an important
backdrop to its endeavors in the Arctic. We should bear this visuality in
mind when viewing their ongoing and planned operations in the Far
North. The company’s visual petro-narrative fuels our mental image of
the future of the Arctic.

STATOIL’S VISUALITY

Statoil has had several images taken of their oil sand sites in Canada. One
typical example is an air photo of the Leismer site in Alberta, Canada,
taken by the Norwegian photographer Helge Hansen (2011). The site is
photographed at a diagonal angle from a bird’s-eye view. We see a square,
flat lot with a few buildings and other structures on it, some identifiable
as barracks, silos and hangars. A dirt road leads to the site. The ground
is mostly mud, here and there some grass remains. The colors are muted
and neutral. A small artificial-looking pond sits in the middle of the site.
A closer look reveals a few cars and trucks. Large trees are clearly vis-
ible at the outskirts, and the surrounding forest seems to stretch into the
distance, untouched. In the background we can make out a small lake.
The whole scene seems like your average industrial site. It is difficult to
distinguish exactly what kind of work goes on here. Overall the site seems
well organized but eerily quiet. We cannot see any ongoing activity, trucks
moving or workers walking around. Importantly, the site seems rather
small, when in fact it covers a great deal of land (Fig. 3.1).

The landscape is backgrounded in this image, in the banal sense that
the plant is in the foreground, but also in the sense that the plant is sharply
distinguished, where the landscape is seemingly left untouched except for
the confined and orderly area covered by the plant. This is even more
evident in images of a shale gas production site in Pennsylvania (Hansen
2010). The site is portrayed as situated in the middle of a vast area of green
forest, itself covering only a small section of the landscape. Hansen is in a
sense performing a mapping of an area that the company is exploring, but
it is as if the mapping is intended to keep the area in question under the
radar. We are not supposed to get a feeling of where exactly this is. It is
literally in the middle of nowhere, with no landmarks such as buildings or
recognizable mountains in sight. The photographs fuel our mental image
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Fig. 3.1 Statoil, Leismer, Canada. Photo: Helge Hansen, Statoil; courtesy Helge
Hansen /Statoil

of these sites as being remote, unnoticeable and insignificant, and of the
consequences of their activities as trivial (Fig. 3.2).

At the outset, Statoil’s images of fracking seem to be of another kind,
as they oftentimes portray the landscape with an eye for the beautiful.
Surely these sites are supposed to be seen, the landscape even admired:?
The images showing hydraulic fracturing for shale gas in Williston, North
Dakota, photographed by Ole Jorgen Bratland for instance, are taken dur-
ing a stunning sunset over the serenely flat landscape of North Dakota
(Bratland 2012a). This fracking site appears to be merely a trifle in the
vast landscape, a technical structure that does not interfere with anything.
Fracking occurs underground, and so the activity above ground does not
tell us much of what is going on. Nor does the production equipment
take up much space. A dirt road is seen in the foreground, dust swirling to
the left. The colors are warm reds and browns. The site is located to the
left in the image, the sun is setting to the right, creating a dual focus for
the eye, leaving the central perspective in the distance: the site is not the
center of the image, the landscape itself is. This perspective is repeated in
several photographs of the same site taken by Bratland. The sunset turns
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Fig. 3.2 Shale gas production in the hills of Pennsylvania, USA. Photo: Helge
Hansen, Statoil; courtesy Helge Hansen /Statoil

our interest away from the activity and to the landscape. In other images
the main focus is the dirt road continuing into the distance, diverting
attention from the site altogether, focusing instead on the vastness of the
landscape (Bratland 2012b). In yet another photograph the focal point is
divided between the fracking tower and a hill, almost pushing the tech-
nical construction out of the picture and out of the landscape (Bratland
2012c¢).

In these images, contrary to the oil sand sites, nature is seemingly fore-
grounded. In an information video of their fracking operations, there are
even grazing cows in the front of the site. The images come off as land-
scape photographs with a fracking structure casually part of the motif. But
just as in the oil sand images, the fracking images involve an aesthetic that
is designed to be part of the standard operating procedure, telling us to
keep going, as there is nothing specific to see here. As visual culture scholar
W. J. T. Mitchell points out when writing on the power of landscapes, a
landscape is commonly not defined in terms of its specificity, but is rather
the overlooked, not the looked at. “Look at the view,” we typically say
(Mitchell 2002, vii). In a similar fashion, Statoil invites us exactly to look
at the view, and not the details of the landscape.
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As landscape pictures these images resemble the perspective seen in
photographs of the great American wilderness—the promised land—taken
by Timothy H. O’Sullivan between 1860 and 1880, images that, as Joel
Snyder puts it:

provide visual, photographic proof of the unknown character of the land
and imply the need to gain power over it by coming to know it. The job is
to probe the territory, subject it to scientific examination, thus understand-
ing what it can tell us about its past and how it can be used in the future.
(Snyder 2002, 199-200)

Statoil’s operations engage in such probings, and the images, showing the
company’s uneventful mastery over the landscape, are arguments to let
them carry on that effort on our behalf.

Statoil’s self-imaging as master of the landscape is of course grounded in
their long-time position as operator of oil rigs in the North Sea. The tradi-
tional, and in a Norwegian context iconic, photographs of their oil rigs at
sea adhere to the same aesthetic as the fracking and tar sand sites, relying
on our trusting them to proceed with standard operation procedure. The
oil rigs are nearly always the focal point of the image, the sea portrayed as
a non-eventful background. More often than not they are photographed
in spectacular weather conditions, often gleaming in the warm light of the
setting sun (Hagen 2011). The images of the cargo ships transporting
the oil and gas globally adhere to the same aesthetic, where the everyday
routine of the shipping business is made evident through enhancing the
formal aspects of the cargo ships, and situating them in calm sea—again,
often glowing in the sun (Nesvig 2011).

Since production in the Arctic is still at a planning stage, visualiza-
tions of their future extraction are inevitably merely imagined projec-
tions. Images presented online and in strategic documents are therefore
even more vague than usual. The visual material presented in “The Final
Frontier: Statoil’s Arctic Exploration Portfolio and Strategy” serves as an
example (Hansen 2012). Strictly considering the photographic material
used for illustrations, the document offers a curious perspective on their
plans for the Arctic. The document contains three larger photographs and
five smaller ones used as background for text. Of the three larger ones,
one is of the processing facilities at Melkgya, where natural gas is liquefied
to be exported globally, which is portrayed much in the same fashion as
Statoil’s on-land sites elsewhere, modestly situated in an otherwise beauti-
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fully captured landscape (Hansen 2012, 12). Contrary to the images of
existing facilities, which for the most part are devoid of humans, the other
two images portray Statoil employees in working gear staring into the sea.
One photograph is featured twice, at the front and last page, and depicts
two men walking away from the camera, towards the edge of what looks
like a rig and towards the sea and the setting sun (Hansen 2012, 1, 17).
The men are at the center of the picture, but the illuminated horizon
draws the gaze of the viewer towards the open sea. As beholders, we join
the anonymous rig workers on their open quest into the unknown. The
third image breaks with the rest of Statoil’s visuality. It features two men
in the bottom right corner, standing on the deck of a boat, gazing into
the icy ocean (Hansen 2012, 16). The picture is special in two regards, in
that we can see the face of one of the men, and in that the picture has been
given a subtitle: “Arctic research trip to East Greenland 2012” (Hansen
2012, 16). The proximity to the two men, the narrower focus and their
individual appearance, together with the categorizing subtitle, give the
picture a sense of actuality lacking in the others. When presented to poten-
tial shareholders, the expression of authority changes.

Move ON, THERE Is NOTHING TO SEE HERE

Statoil promotes a sense of normality in their images, diverting our atten-
tion with a documentary aesthetic, undermining the position of critical
voices. According to Mirzoeft, visuality is neither the collection of images
one normally thinks of, nor a realm of experience, but rather the “standard
operating procedure” by which the visual operates. Mirzoeff relies heavily
on the writings of the philosopher Jacques Ranci¢re and his notion of the
“police order” and its ruptures. Very simply put, Ranci¢re distinguishes
between the order of the police, the system we live under in the everyday,
with its distribution of power and positions, and politics, which points to
events that break with the police order, as in the situation where those
who have no voice in public start speaking. Politics, which for Ranciere is
always a question of democracy, is in this sense a clear break with the idea
that positions in society are fixed and that there exist predispositions for a
given order of things (Ranciere 2010, 30-31).

Mirzoeft articulates visuality and countervisuality in line with the police
order and the political event, and his aim is to highlight the ways in which
countervisuality may break the supremacy of the genealogy of visuality. He
does this by identifying three “complexes of visualization,” namely plan-
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tation slavery, imperialism and the modern military-industrial complex,
linking them to power through techniques of classification, separation and
aestheticization. In this way the visual is named, categorized and defined;
it is separated and segregated into groups, preventing those who are visu-
alized from becoming political subjects; and it is further rendered in a way
that is pleasing, that is aesthetic. Visuality is according to Mirzoeff “that
authority to tell us to move on, that exclusive claim to be able to look”
(Mirzoeff 2011, 2). Mirzoeft bases his argument on Jacques Ranciére’s
differing account of subjectivation from that of Louis Althusser. While
Althusser’s famous concept of “interpellation” is based on authority
addressing the subject “Hey, you there!” Rancic¢re lets authority usher
the crowd away, “Move along! There’s nothing to see here!” (Ranciere
2010, 37).

This is the visualization of history, one that manifests the authority of
the visualizer, and that has come to be seen as routine, customary. All this
depends on a submissive class (us) which adheres to the work that needs to
be done, without seeing. Mirzoeff challenges this by claiming “the right
to look” as a countervisuality that “claims autonomy from this authority,
refuses to be segregated, and spontaneously invents new forms” (Mirzoeft
2011, 4).

Seeing the right to look as a way of democratizing democracy, in that
the looking interconnects with the right to be seen, might contribute to
a useful analysis of Statoil’s images. Statoil, claiming authority, controls
visuality. This visuality is a process, or history in the making. Mirzoeff
suggests that we should be treating visuality as a discursive practice that
has material effects. We have a choice, a choice between moving on or
claiming that there s in fact something to see (Mirzoeff 2011, 5). In our
case, our gaze meets nature, and thus invites it into the dialogue. Nature
does not have an agenda of its own, which can be seen to be in conflict
with humanity’s interests; rather it is that we are nature, and that the
backgrounding of nature excludes the central precondition for our exis-
tence. This exclusion carries with it great implications for our discourse
on the politics of energy recourses. If we are able—through the right to
look—to claim “the right to the real,” this might function “as the key to a
democratic politics” (Mirzoeff 2011, 4). By studying the images of Statoil
we are exercising a right to the realities of exploitation of non-renewable
energy resources, which is key to a democratic politics in the sense that we
make environmental issues part of the discussion on future energy sources.
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The mode of visibility, the link between authority and power that is
displayed in these images, bears resemblance to, and is in fact hereditary
to, traditional landscape paintings, though it interestingly also mimics the
layout of the sugar plantations. Where the plantations exploited human
resources, oil companies exploit natural resources. As the plantation own-
ers empowered themselves with this authority to exploit their slaves, so
too it could be argued that Statoil empowers itself with the authority to
exploit nature. The visuality of the plantation system versus the visuality
of oil today is a parable in power and imperialism, facilitated by globaliza-
tion. The plantation owners treated humans as nature, while nature was
and is considered to be opposed to culture, and consequently to be ruled
by human beings. The images of oil sand extraction and fracking mimic
a long tradition of visualizations of “culture over nature,” where culture
equals a Western civilization that tends toward “order” and “perfection.”
The order of Western culture was seen to be 7ight because it seemed per-
fect, its aesthetic qualities validated it ethically. Statoil’s images make use
of this connection between power and aesthetics.

Like the Haitian plantations that transformed the disagreeable land-
scape through European oversight, so too can we claim that Statoil
“orders” and classifies nature from culture in their quest to oversee the
oil landscapes. And in the same way that the plantation structures rarely
changed from country to country, but instead were set up in the same way,
using drawings and manuals across the colonies, so too does the aesthetic
of oil images rarely change. An oil site is portrayed in the same way wher-
ever Statoil ventures. Mirzoeff remarks on an illustration of a plantation,
published in 1667 by the missionary Jean-Baptiste Du Tertre:

Even the landscape attests to the transformation wrought by European
oversight on the indigenous condition of the land, which Du Tertre called
“a confused mass without agreement.” The mountains and indigenous wil-
derness in the background of his image give way to the regularly divided and
organized space of plantation. (Mirzoeft 2011, 52)

Similarly, Statoil performs an oversight of capital as a regime of power,
where the wilderness is presented in the background, while the oil sites
are presented as regularly divided and overall very organized places.
Importantly, this is a form of mapping of the landscape that also mimics
that of the plantations: mapping “rendered a colonial space into a single
geometric plane” and “developed the distinction between ‘cultivated” and
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‘empty’ space that motivated settlement into a determining principle that
organized and aestheticized perception” (Mirzoeftf 2011, 58). This rela-
tionship between cultivated and empty space is still very much relevant as
Statoil moves into the Arctic, even if it is changing.

IMPERIALISM OF THE GLOBAL NORTH

To understand the relationship between Statoil’s oil extraction and the
images of their operating sites, we might also engage with Mitchell’s
description of the concepts space, place and landscape as “a dialectical
triad, a conceptual structure that may be activated from several differ-
ent angles. If a place is a specific location, a space is a ‘practiced place,’
a site activated by movements, actions, narratives and signs, and a land-
scape is that site encountered as image or ‘sight’” (Mitchell 2002, x). The
framework for any discussion about oil and nature today is the free move-
ment of capital in the global market economy, a process that neglects and
obliterates any difference between the involved elements. Statoil’s images
situate the operating facilities in non-specific spaces. Following Mitchell’s
dialectical triad, we recognize how Statoil’s sites are not places in terms of
place as a specific location, but rather the practiced place of an indefinite
space, or in other words a non-local locality. The production is inevitably
local somewhere, even if this somewhere remains afar and unapproachable
by us, and so the consequences of production are local too. The generic
visuality of Statoil’s images weakens the impression of locality conveyed.

When it comes to phenomena such as global warming however, “local-
ity is an abstraction,” as Timothy Morton argues (2013, 47). There is no
such thing as the local, only non-locality, that is, local events are always
connected to events and processes that are going on outside of any under-
standing of the local. The economic network that Statoil is a part of is
global, and so the fossil fuel that the company produces is a global com-
modity. The atmospheric changes that the fossil fuels continue to contrib-
ute are by definition global phenomena. Statoil’s images navigate these
waters carefully, by acknowledging # locality, constructing a place for oil
extraction to happen, while at the same time not really granting these
places an existence. This seems to be the perfect visualization of a practice
that must downplay its environmental impact locally and globally, while
emphasizing the reality of its product.

A visual parallel can be found in military sites, as seen in the work of
American artist and geographer Trevor Paglen. Photographing the secret
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sites of the American military in the Nevada and New Mexico deserts
(Paglen 2012), and NASA’s sites in West Virginia (Paglen 2010), Paglen
reveals them to be the true landscapes of globalization: classified land-
scapes for covert operations. Paglen’s photographs depict control tow-
ers, surveillance sites, hangars, and vehicles, shot with telephoto lenses.
Rebekka Solnit argues—congruently with Mirzoeff—in an essay on
Paglen’s photographs, that they rupture the invisibility of a society at war
with itself (Solnit 2010, 9). “Invisibility,” she points out, “is in military
terms a shield, and to breach secrecy is to make vulnerable as well as visi-
ble” (Solnit 2010, 10). The sites of military and space programs are highly
secretive and not supposed to be accessed or seen by anyone without clear-
ance—that is, the proper authority to see. The government wants these
sites to be invisible and out of reach. Paglen chooses to see, asserting his
right to look (Fig. 3.3).

While not implying that Statoil is as secretive as the American military
or NASA, it is nevertheless striking that they have a shared visuality, and

Fig. 3.3 Trevor Paglen, They watch the moon (2010). Courtesy the artist
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that Statoil in a number of instances frames its operations in the same way
as Paglen claims the secret sites in the American wilderness do. Paglen’s
photographs are best seen as examples of a dissensual gaze, or the coun-
tervisuality to the visuality of a militarized situation, insisting on the vis-
ibility of that which is not to be seen, but forced into a distant perspective.
Statoil’s images are, on the other hand, a willed distancing, letting their
sites be seen, but only as something that should not be bothered with.

When entering new territory in the Arctic, Statoil’s visuality changes, a
change pointing towards a crisis in the very visuality. Given that the main
objective of visuality is to pass itself off as the natural state of things, a
visuality that is noticed points towards the crisis of that visuality (Mirzoeff
2011, 6). Of course, the ones who notice are those who are especially
trained to read images, or have other means of placing the images in a con-
text that imbues them with a different meaning than what was intended.
Detecting visuality “requires educated eyes” (Solnit 2010, 15). But this
particular change is in a sense contributing to the education of the behold-
ers: Statoil’s move into the Arctic is made possible by the very global
warming to which fossil fuels contribute, while the still harsh conditions
of the Arctic demand very different installations from the ones Statoil have
usually relied on. These installations are “invisible.”

The Arctic is for the most part still not developed when it comes to
oil and gas extraction; however, one exception is Statoil’s first sub-sea
installation, the Snghvit field at the bottom of the Barents Sea, currently
extracting gas from nine wells, planned to be 20. The sub-sea installation
is invisible at the surface of the sea landscape; the gas is then transported
by a network of tubes spanning 143 kilometers onto highly visible pro-
cessing facilities on land on Melkgya. Statoil’s future production facilities
will for the most part be similar sub-sea installations, which present new
questions related to their visuality.

Since the company’s ongoing and future venture into the Arctic relies
mainly on such installations, they cannot be photographed in the same way
as their sites on land and standard offshore activities. This technological
change strips them of the possibility of framing their extractive operations
as standard operating procedure within and opposed to a larger wilder-
ness. In this sense, a countervisuality arises, not only from our demand to
look, and look again, but from the impossibility of backgrounding nature
while taking pictures under water. This change may in fact help us see the
metaphoric waters that we swim in a society built on the unsustainable
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extraction and use of fossil fuels. Statoil’s crisis of visuality is a crisis of
ecology.
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CHAPTER 4

Arctic Urbanization: Modernity
Without Cities

Torill Nyseth

The urban Arctic in Scandinavia reveals a number of forms and particulari-
ties that are distinct to the Arctic and yet bear resemblances to urbanism
in other parts of the world. Arctic cities can be seen as an urban paradox,
challenging what we know and think about what urbanity means. Taking
account of these seemingly simple observations, the objective of this chap-
ter is twofold: it provides an overview of recent developments and features
of Arctic urbanism with a focus on northern Scandinavia, and it raises
questions that point towards alternative or more inclusive discourses of
urbanity.

Despite the fact that the Arctic is often characterized as a place uninhab-
ited by humans, urban settlements there are growing rapidly, demanding a
change in our perception of the region as only inhabited by seals and polar
bears. Processes of urbanization are extreme in some areas, linked to the
hyper-industrialization that follows the exploitation of natural resources.
This urbanization is driven by the need to develop the necessary soft infra-
structure and “light institutions™ to facilitate resource extraction, includ-
ing knowledge centers, social and public services, research institutions,
financial infrastructure, and a variety of amenities to increase the attractive-
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ness of the place for its new inhabitants and investors. In the Scandinavian
north, this infrastructure is being developed in regional capital cities
such as Tromsp (Norway), Rovaniemi (Finland), and Umed (Sweden),
which function as case studies for this chapter. Smaller cities, like Alta and
Hammerfest in Norway, and Kiruna in Sweden, are also growing, driven
in part by the resource extraction industry. The role and function of these
cities in their respective regions is also changing. Some of them seem to
be “winning” the competition between cities, while others are stagnating.
Some of them will be part of the transnational service network and its
mobile middle class—a global network of finance, production, and econ-
omy—and have to adopt their infrastructures and individual characteristics
to these forces and their modes of life.

These forces are transforming both the living conditions in the region
and the cities themselves, what they represent, what goes on there, as
well as the design of the cities. The Arctic city is being produced in an
era of “Arctic-fication” and within the context of industrialization, cul-
tural shifts, and the new politics of the High North. By “Arctic-fication”
I mean the process through which current symbolic discourse about the
Arctic is challenging old myths about the region and constructing new
ones (Guneriussen 2012). The Arctic wilderness has been turned into
something beautiful and spectacular, with no remaining trace of the older
images of an unfriendly, dark, and inhospitable landscape. Arctic “magic”
has recently been “discovered” and is now found in the most unlikely
places and events. The Arctic has become a new frontier, a magical region,
representing a prosperous future for industrial development (Guneriussen
2008). These cities are also multi-ethnic, diverse, and characterized by
various forms of hybridity.

David Bell and Mark Jayne argue that small cities have been ignored by
urban theorists for too long (2009). This is also the case with Arctic cities,
which have not been on the research agenda until recently, even though
processes of globalization and urbanization are profoundly apparent in the
North (Dybbroe et al. 2010). Arctic cities are mostly small in scale and
population, but represent different forms of urbanity, an urban pluralism.
In the following, I look more closely into the particularities of Arctic
urbanism, its different drivers, and some of the forms of its expression.
What is the essence of the Arctic city? How ordinary is it, and how par-
ticular? How could it be described? What elements of urban life become
important? Do we see other forms of urbanity emerging as a consequence
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of city growth, of the new industrial paradigm related to extractive indus-
tries, or because of the geographical specificities of the Arctic?

NoTES ABOUT SCALE AND ROLES

In the Arctic and sub-Arctic regions we find a hierarchy of cities within the
urban structure that includes larger cities, smaller towns, and settlements.
One may question the characterization of many of these places as cities.
While there are some larger cities in the region—particularly like Murmansk
in Russia, with more than 300,000 people—in the Scandinavian North,
using classical definitions of the city as a dense, large, and socially hetero-
geneous, multi-functional, and mixed-use space with a specialized labor
force (Wirth 1938,/2003), there are mainly smaller settlements. In the
sub-Arctic region we find medium-sized cities (50,000-100,000), such
as Tromso, Umed, Oulo, and Bodg, and smaller towns (10,000) such as
Hammerfest, Kirkenes, Narvik, Harstad, Alta, Rovaniemi, and Kiruna. In
Iceland there is only one city, Reykjavik, which has the dominant position
as the capital. In Greenland, Nuuk is defined as a metropolis, even though
it only has 17,000 inhabitants. Even though many of these towns do not
qualify as cities because of their size, some of them still “act” like major
cities, particularly Nuuk. Its status as a metropolis is related to its role as
the capital, and subsequently its role in the global economy.

In the Arctic region, urbanization needs to be reflected upon with
regards to what in other regions would be considered to be rural settle-
ments and small towns in size and functionality. Considering the forces
reshaping these northern areas, it is important to understand that the
changes we are witnessing signal the emergence of a new type of small-
scale urban development. Despite the rapid urbanization of the Arctic,
the Arctic city does not figure in mainstream theories of urbanization.
Their functions differ from location to location, from regional cities with
no decisive power regarding the political, administrative, or economic
issues affecting them, to capital cities that play an important role in the
national economy. They are not global cities if that means being com-
mand centers in the world economy (Sassen 1991) or centers of pro-
duction and consumption of the advanced services connected to global
networks (Castells 1996). The cities in the Arctic North are expected
to be motors of regional growth, however, particularly these days; and
the diversity that comes along with changes in the economy significantly
enhances the potential for innovation and experimentation. The relation-
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ship between Arctic cities and their transnational and territorial contexts
are far from clear in terms of political power, strategic decision making,
economic relations, and networking because there is a non-horizontal,
south—north hierarchy of relationships. The political and economic links
are tied to the national capitals in the south, not towards other cities in
the Arctic.

There are, however, important exceptions to this pattern. Kirkenes,
located at the Norwegian—Russian border, has developed close connec-
tions to the cities on the Russian side (Viken and Nyseth 2009) since the
opening of the border following the dissolution of the Soviet Union. The
creation of the Arctic Council in the 1990s and the establishment of its
secretariat in Tromsg in 2013 have led to extensive connectivity across the
region. Arctic cities could thus be characterized through their degrees of
openness to external influences and their level of connectivity. The com-
bination of openness and exteriority, along with their territoriality, shape
their dynamic potential. In several Arctic cities, potentials and opportu-
nities for new development have emerged as a result of the interactions
and intersections this connectivity enables. However, these cities are still
viewed as fixed entities in a classical sense—relatively stable, nested, geo-
graphical areas defined by their export-oriented production (fishing, min-
ing, oil, natural gas), exploited by transnational politics, economics, and
business. This perspective signals the presence of a latent colonial ten-
dency in understanding Arctic areas and cities.

Arcrtic Crries AND ARCTIC URBAN NATURE

So what is an Arctic city? Using standard references to urban theory,
it is perhaps easier to describe what the Arctic city is not, rather than
what it is. At a time when half of the world’s population lives in cities,
the city is everywhere and in everything. It is difficult to identify what
is not urban. According to Amin and Thrift (2002), we can no longer
agree on what counts as a city, but we still think of cities as distinct
places. It could be helpful to think of the urban as more of a process
than as a fixed thing. The concept of “metapolis” coined by Francois
Ascher (2007) could be helpful in describing Arctic urbanism. Metapolis
can be thought of as the third modern urban revolution, constituted
by a regional urbanism achieved through enhanced regional mobility,
new regional agglomerations for production, knowledge, and economy,
and regional connectivity through transnational networks of transporta-
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tion and communication. Some studies indicate the existence of a cer-
tain urban “ethos,” particularly among young people in the North (Beck
2004), but how is this urbanism expressed, practiced, and performed
in Arctic cities? Is it marked by a particular spatiality? How is the urban
space produced in these geographically isolated locations with harsh cli-
matic conditions, with long distances between cities? What are the spa-
tial drivers and outcomes within this area of small settlements in large
landscapes?

The settlement structure in the Arctic has undergone a major process
of transition in recent decades, with people moving away from small vil-
lages in order to settle in larger towns. Most of the population growth
experienced in the Arctic region occurs in urban centers. Arctic nature
represents an “empty” space in some of these areas, devoid of perma-
nent settlements. People live in cities or smaller villages, densely populated
pieces of land below huge mountains, as along the coast of Finnmark.
Here there are scattered harbor towns and between them there is “noth-
ing,” only a harsh coastline making it impossible to build a house or take
a boat to sea. In the fjords, remnants of a traditional way of life can still
be found; household economies based on combinations of fishing and
farming still exist in sparsely populated areas, far away from towns or cit-
ies. This way of life has recently declined dramatically, with young people
moving away, leaving behind an aging population (Back and Paulgaard
2012). One of the spatial particularities of Arctic urbanism is that most of
the population growth occurs in urban centers with distinct borders. They
are like small urban spots in the wilderness, with practically no suburban
areas and sparsely populated surroundings. Because of their density, and
economic and cultural diversity and vitality, these centers offer an “urban
way of life” compared to their surroundings (Munkejord 2009). They
function as centers of administration and other services, of knowledge,
and of finance to an increasing degree.

Arctic cities are located close to nature and a7e nature to some extent.
There is a close relationship between culture and nature in these cities. In
post-modern industries like tourism that are springing up in these cities, it
is this seemingly “empty” space of nature that attracts people and makes
the development of a tourist industry possible (Viken 2011). For most of
the tourists, the city is a place to rest in between the exploration of the
wilderness. The city, with its urban forms of life, represents an exception
from the wilderness, a stark contrast to other parts of the world where
urban sprawl makes it difficult to distinguish one city from the next, and
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where the only “nature” is the city park. An urban “ethos” (Beck 2004)
is followed by intimate relations to the non-urban through extreme per-
formances in “the wild.” People living in Arctic cities spend much of their
free time in nature, all year round. This intimate relationship to nature
may very well be one of the elements that make Arctic cities livable; a par-
ticular quality of these cities is the easy access to extreme sport activities
such as skiing in rough mountain terrain or mountain climbing. These cit-
ies attract a growing segment of highly competent urban athletes seeking
adventure, challenges, and risks.

Nature is also a part of the urban life of these cities. Sledding dogs
are the “urban foxes” of the North. In Alta, Norway, the Finnmark Race
has become a huge global sporting event, gathering dog-sled teams from
all over the Arctic region during the week-long event (Granaas 2015).
The city becomes a meeting place between dogs and people—between
the human and the non-human. These relationships with nature chal-
lenge the spatial divisions between the civic and the wild, producing what
Hinchliffe and Whatmore (2006, 124) call “heterogeneous urban inhabit-
ants.” While “urban foxes” in the UK symbolize the adaptation of nature
to the city, the urban Arctic is a relational practice where human activities
are urgently dependent on their adaptation to a nature that not only sur-
rounds them, but also permeates the urban settlements. For example, in
Hammerfest, the fences there are not only designed to keep reindeer out,
but function at the same time to keep its urban inhabitants inside.

ARCTIC DIVERSITY: INDIGENOUS, MULTICULTURAL CITIES

Arctic cities are multicultural in a very specific sense. They are meeting
places for several different ethnic groups, including local indigenous
peoples and a diverse range of nationalities from all over the world. In
Tromse, for example, there are more than 130 different nationalities pres-
ent. Tromse also defines itself as an indigenous city, home to the largest
population of Sdmi in Norway outside the Sdmi core districts. Kirkenes
has become a bilingual city as a consequence of its large Russian popu-
lation. Historically the population of the Norwegian north has been a
mix of three “tribes”—the Sami, the Kvens (Finnish people), and the
Norwegians—and, in some parts, also Russians. These areas have been the
home to people from different nationalities and cultures for several hun-
dred years. Russians, Finns, and Sami have shared the land in the eastern
part of Finnmark since the seventeenth century. Russian immigration, on
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the rise since the fall of the Soviet Union, is therefore not a completely
new event, but represents a historic continuity.

Many Arctic cities are located on indigenous land, even though this
territory has not been recognized as indigenous by the national majori-
ties of these countries. Decolonization is an ongoing process, creating
a complex ethnic fabric in the city. The majority of indigenous people,
whose identities and traditional cultures are linked to remote, rural places,
are today living their lives in urban centers. This increasing urbanization
of the indigenous population is a recent development, related to both
the reclaiming of identity and to increased mobility from rural to urban
areas. Therefore, multiculturalism has a long history in the region, but its
current forms are new. This is a result of the increased mobility into and
out of the region, including temporary mobility, like Russian fishermen
visiting Kirkenes on a short-term basis, and the influx of travelers of all
kinds including tourists, merchants, and temporary workers (Viken and
Swencke Fors 2014).

If cities are key sites where new identities are formed (Sassen 2012), this
is certainly happening in Arctic cities. Experimentations with indigenous
identity is an ongoing process, with the emergence of new cultural prac-
tices that are non-existent in the rural communities from where they origi-
nate. Rejecting the historical imaginary of indigenous people being “out
of place” in urban contexts, they are now claiming the cities as their own
with the same legitimacy as anyone else, injecting them with new forms of
hybrid identity (Nyseth and Pedersen 2014). A century ago, assimilation
into the majority culture was the only option for indigenous migrants to
the cities, which stripped them of their cultural distinctiveness as a conse-
quence. Today’s Arctic cities seem able to include indigenous cultures in
the production of a multicultural city image, although not entirely free of
conflicts and negotiations.

At present, Sami institutions are “rooting” Sami into everyday life in
the cities. In a comparative context, there are few resemblances to stud-
ies from other parts of the world where indigenous groups are highly
urbanized, as in Canada, the USA, and Australia. In these places, the
focus is mainly on marginalization, poverty, drug abuse, and homelessness
(Kishangani and Lie 2008). These issues are hardly relevant in the context
of the Scandinavian welfare state. Because Arctic cities are heterogeneous
when compared to the more uniform subcultures in the Sami districts,
these cities are particularly interesting to study as meeting places between
cultures. There are differences and variations between Arctic cities in terms
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of how indigenous identities are expressed and struggled over. In Tromsg,
for example, urban modernity seems to enhance the personal expression of
Sami identity, while in Rovaniemi, Sami culture is highly commercialized
by the tourism industry and put on display in very odd ways in order to
attract more visitors. In parts of Finnish Lapland, the commercialization
of Sdmi symbols and traditions has been much more prevalent than in
Norway or Sweden (Viken and Pettersson 2007). The Sami revitalization
processes have played out differently in each national and urban context
because of the different policies surrounding the creation of Sami institu-
tions and policies regarding the Sami language that together have played
a role in shaping urbanity.

Urbanization and Hyper-Industrialization

The driving forces behind urbanization in the North differ somewhat
from the global trend of the post-industrial city with its symbolic econ-
omy based on “soft” competences like the culture industry, and network
and information technology. The urbanization of the Arctic is driven in
part by hyper-industrialization (Benediktsson 2009). The “opening” of
the region due to climatic, technological, economic, cultural, and political
change has turned it into a “hot” area of geopolitical focus. This changed
geopolitical environment makes the Arctic appear to be a prosperous
region for advanced industrial production. Many cities were established
as industrial ones, like the mining cities of Kirkenes, Kiruna, and Narvik,
which came into existence around 1900. Others are facing a new phase
of industrialization as a consequence of the global race for fish, oil, gas,
and minerals of all kinds. Hammerfest is a typical example of a city that is
being transformed from a small one, based on fish production, to one with
a petroleum-based economy within global networks.

The economies of these cities are not only characterized by the export
of natural resources at all levels of the production process, but also by the
export of capital. Although these economies are highly globalized, little if
any of the export income is circulated back into the local economy. There
are almost no locally owned businesses involved in any of these industries.
Take the coal mine in Kirkenes as an example. Until 1996, the mine was
operated by a state-run company, and now it is owned by an Australian
mining company. A global marketplace has brought in new actors from
faraway countries, creating new relational networks between places, firms,
and individuals.
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Some of these new industrial towns look like large construction sites,
where most of the population increase is due to a multinational army of
construction workers. Others are more like industrial “working camps”
based on “fly-in, fly-out” concepts of the workforce. The new residential
houses that are being built are constructed rather cheaply and without
much consideration to either design or site location. The large silos filled
with cement that line the piers are visible signs of the ongoing construc-
tion. The Russian Arctic is developing at high speed, as are parts of the
Swedish and Finnish North, and the international mining companies are
knocking on the doors of the Norwegian Arctic as well. As mentioned
above, in Kirkenes the mine has been reopened by international capital
after it was closed down in 1996. It is located at the now less rigidly
controlled Russian border, and there is a strong Russian presence there.
Kirkenes is becoming the center of a highly intensified exchange of peo-
ple, goods, and knowledge across the border between Norway and Russia
(Viken and Nyseth 2009; Viken and Swencke Fors 2014). Despite this
transnational exchange, mining still imprints itself on the town’s economy
and image.

The Cultural Economy, Politics, and Design of the Modern
Avwctic City

The cultural economy of the urban Arctic also has its specificities. Festivals
like the Tromse International Film Festival and the Barents Spectacle in
Kirkenes, both of which take place in January during the darkest period
of winter, attract a large number of visitors. Umed was appointed the
European City of Culture in 2014, and Tromse bid for both the 2014 and
2018 Olympic Winter Games—without success, although these attempts
display an ambition and a willingness to take on the responsibility of a huge
sporting event. All of these events challenge old myths about the region
as underdeveloped and provincial, and produce new symbolic meanings
that provoke images of the exotic, magical, and spectacular (Guneriussen
2008). It is not clear how this cultural economy might be affected by the
new and expanding industrial development. Culture might prove to be
a contestable and conflicted aspect in the branding of these cities, where
image is everything.

During the Cold War, security considerations defined national policy
priorities for the North, influencing the economic bases of cities like
Kirkenes on the Norwegian side and Murmansk on the Russian side of
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the border. State support for the mining company Syd-Varanger A/S in
Kirkenes had primarily military instead of economic motivations during
this period (Eriksen and Niemi 1981). When the Berlin Wall fell and the
Communist regime in the Soviet Union collapsed, the mining industry
there shut down as well (Viken and Nyseth 2009). This sort of state indus-
trial support legitimized through military interests became history after
the Cold War. Some of these cities play national roles now: Hammerfest is
Norway’s leading site for the development of natural gas from the Barents
Sea, Kirkenes is the nation’s gateway towards Russia, and Tromso has sev-
eral national roles, including as a university city and as the Arctic capital.

Some Arctic cities are quite new, less than a hundred years old, and
came into existence as a result of a mine, a harbor, or a fleet base. There
are some older cities like Tromsg—more than 200 years old—which
grew because of commercial trade and maritime traffic. Taking this into
account, it can be said that many Arctic cities are not a consequence of
self-sustainable growth to any high degree, which means that they are as
fragile and as vulnerable as the resources and the politics that fueled their
growth. Because these cities are relatively young in comparison to cities
in central Europe, and because their development was often a result of
industrial forms of production, their visual aesthetics are dominated by
modern post-war architectural design. Few of these cities have buildings
of historical value. Some of them, like Hammerfest and Kirkenes, were
completely destroyed during World War II, and their current forms were
shaped in the 1950s and 1960s. Tromsg, with its small wooden houses, is
an exception in the Arctic, even though city growth, urban planning, and
several city fires have destroyed much of the eighteenth and nineteenth-
century architecture.

TowarDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF THE ARcTIC CITY:
THE NEW METROPOLIS?

This overview of northern Scandinavian urbanization processes has revealed
the Arctic city’s ambivalent position vis-a-vis a common understanding of
urbanity: cities in the Scandinavian Arctic are distinct, yet comparable to
urban development in other parts of the world. A closer look soon unveils
small settlements and towns in transformative stages, within a network of
relations that not only crosses the Arctic landscape and national borders,
but is of global reach. The Scandinavian welfare state provides these com-
munities with public institutions and infrastructure to fulfill their role as
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regional urban centers in the modern world. Ways of being urban and ways
of making new kinds of urban futures are indeed diverse here (Robinson
2006; Hubbard 2006). “One size does not fit all,” as Thrift writes about
cities and modernity (Thrift 2000). Following Robinson’s postcolonial
perspective on urban studies, I strongly agree that theorizing about cities
should be based on a greater diversity of urban experiences.
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CHAPTER 5

Cod Society: The Technopolitics of Modern
Greenland

Kristian H. Nielsen

The Arctic is one of the regions of the world where the relationship
between hunting and fishing societies and the resources on which they
depend is the most fragile. Varying degrees of availability of natural
resources, accompanied by periodic fluctuations in climate, means that
Arctic regions have seen prosperity and poverty follow each other in rapid
succession. The history of cod fishing in Greenland is one of the more
extreme examples of this fragility. Owing to warmer Arctic temperatures in
the early part of the twentieth century, Greenland’s cod fisheries expanded
enormously at the expense of seal hunting, but a steep decline in the 1960s
led to the subsequent transition from a cod-fishing to a shrimp-fishing
economy (Hamilton et al. 2003). Both transitions, from seal to cod and
then from cod to shrimp, were the result of the interplay between natu-
ral and social forces. These transformations of Arctic ecology and culture
have taken place in gradual shifts, with one complex technopolitical assem-
blage slowly supplementing or surpassing another. This chapter traces the
emergence of a “cod society” in Greenland after World War 11, a society
that consciously planned and assembled with cod fishery as the mainstay
of the economy. In particular, this chapter will analyze the white paper
on Greenland published in 1950 by the Greenland Commission, a group
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of Danish government officials and a broad range of experts, in which
cod fishing on an industrial scale was seen as one of the most important
means of producing economic growth and social welfare in the country.
Emphasizing the links established between natural resources, new tech-
nologies, and social change, I examine the unintended consequences of
the Greenland Commission’s grand modernization scheme.

Cod, in Mark Kurlansky’s (1997) biography of “the fish that changed
the world,” is the symbol of a global crisis in the relation of humans to
nature. He argues that cod has been the driving natural force behind
wars and revolutions, that it has fed populations and formed the basis of
whole economies, and that cod was one of the reasons why Europeans
first crossed the Atlantic, providing the nutrition needed for their endeav-
ors. Tracing the fall of cod stocks in the latter part of the twentieth cen-
tury, Kurlansky notes that the introduction of industrial fishing techniques
led to overfishing with dire ecological and socioeconomic consequences.
While Kurlansky sees cod as a prime mover of social development, and
socio-technical developments like industrial cod fisheries as being the main
cause of the decline in cod stocks, I want to stress that Greenland’s cod
society was built on hybrid forms of power embedded in natural resources,
technological infrastructure, and legal-administrative systems. Cod can
certainly be seen as the driving natural force behind the political reforms in
Greenland from 1950 onwards; yet, its power had to be negotiated in rela-
tion to highly diverse forces such as Danish sovereignty over Greenland,
the construction of technological infrastructure in Arctic environments,
and the enactment of a more independent political administration in a
sparsely populated area. To complement Kurlansky’s narrative of decline,
I propose a historical one that emphasizes the shifts and displacements in
the interplay between cod and society. In contrast to Kurlansky, however,
whose work is fundamentally an elegy to a lost hunter society, I want to
avoid nostalgia by stressing that unintended consequences, or overflows,
do not necessarily lead to degradation, but have the potential to give rise
to new forms of expertise and new forms of technopolitical assemblages.

Timothy Mitchell’s work is helpful for understanding the relationship
between nature, technology, society, and politics. Though he focuses on
the construction of the modern Egyptian state and contemporary “car-
bon democracies,” his theory as explained in Rule of Experts (2002) also
pertains to the modernization process of Greenland. Mitchell explores
the way natural entities such as the malaria parasite interacted with gov-
ernmental practices, financial exchanges, and new methods of calculation
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and circulation to produce what he calls the “technopolitics” of modern
Egypt. Hybrid forms of expertise were needed to produce new knowl-
edge about the many socio-technical projects, like the Aswan Dam, that
were proposed to make use of nature and promote modern structures
in Egyptian society. Mitchell emphasizes that the engineering expertise
proved insufficient to contain natural and social forces. For example, the
construction of the Aswan Dam enabled the malaria mosquito to spread,
causing new epidemics that threatened to destabilize the new technopo-
litical order, and which led to the development of new forms of expertise
in public health.

The influential work Carbon Democracy (Mitchell 2011) also treats
natural, technical, and social forces on a par. Mitchell sees close connec-
tions between the rise of democratic movements and the mining of coal,
which provided the power source essential to the first industrial societies.
By acquiring the ability to shut down coal production or in other ways
regulate the flow of carbon, for example by means of sabotage, miners
in the latter part of the nineteenth century attained a position of power
and were able to force governments and industry leaders to listen to their
demands. The co-assembly of a coal-based industrial society and mass
democracy led to significant changes in the mindset of workers, managers,
and politicians. With the increased usage of oil in the course of the twen-
tieth century, the flows of carbon became much more difficult for work-
ers to interrupt and easier for companies and governments to control.
Producing oil requires a smaller workforce, and the distribution of oil by
means of pipelines, trains, and tank ships can be done with relatively little
human labor. Moreover, because of the fluidity and lightness of oil, it can
be shipped across oceans. By geological accident, the largest oil deposits
were found far from the established industrial centers and in politically
unstable regions, in particular in the Middle East, which allowed for new
machineries of control: outsourcing manufacturing overseas to countries
with lower paid and less unionized workers threatened the latter in the
industrialized West with lower wages and unemployment, and also tied
the flows of oil to the US dollar and recycling payments for oil into arms
purchases, thus fueling political instability and minimizing local political
control over oil production.

The notion of technopolitics captures the co-construction of political
power and technological systems. The concept not only denotes the stra-
tegic use of technology to enact political goals, but also alerts us to the
unpredictable effects of technology and politics. Cod fisheries, made viable
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due to climatic changes in the early part of the twentieth century, would
enable Greenland to utilize one of its few, abundant resources for pur-
poses of socio-economic development. In contrast to seal hunting, which
was limited to coastal areas and only able to sustain a limited number of
people dispersed along the coastline, commercial cod fishery significantly
enhanced primary production per inhabitant, making growth and devel-
opment possible in the country. The mobilization of a sea-going fishing
fleet supplemented by large-scale processing facilities on land specifically
enabled the kind of modernity described by concepts like concentration
and development, as advocated by the Danish and Greenlandic reformers.
However, the case of cod technopolitics in Greenland also makes clear
the recalcitrance of both human and non-human actors in conforming to
novel configurations of modernist planning and technical expertise.

TecaNoroLrTIcS OF COD

Around 1920, warmer currents brought Atlantic cod and other fish to
West Greenland waters. At the same time, sealing, the traditional liveli-
hood of Greenlanders, declined rapidly due partly to this climatic change
and partly to overfishing. Greenland was under Danish colonial rule at
that time and was closed to outsiders, except for visitors carrying out cer-
tified scientific activities. Trading in Greenland was regulated by a Danish
state enterprise and was for the most part based on a system of barter.
Although some Danish civil servants, expressing the same kind of nostal-
gia for hunting as Kurlansky, argued in 1918 that “the natives are happier
if they keep to their centuries-old occupation—seal hunting,” Greenland’s
cod fishery continued to expand throughout the 1920s, reaching a
small peak in 1930 (Mattox 1973, 116). Prior to 1950, cod fishing had
remained relatively simple. Using small rowboats or dories, and hand or
long lines, and operating more or less exclusively in the summer months,
Greenlandic fishermen landed the fish for sale at the designated sites of the
trade monopoly, where fresh cod could be salted and dried.

Cod fishing thus began as a seasonal and subsidiary activity for
Greenlanders. By the outbreak of World War II, however, it had become
the main occupation in the south of the country. This new-found inde-
pendence for many Greenlanders strengthened political movements
calling for greater self-determination. The war years had also provided
Greenlanders with new perspectives on the outside world due to the
fact that it had been controlled by US forces under an agreement with
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the exiled Danish government in Washington DC, while Denmark was
occupied by Nazi Germany. Radio had been introduced in 1925, and the
broadcast service was expanding, primarily due to the editors of the new
newspaper in Danish, Gronlandsposten. The establishment of US military
bases in Greenland during the war meant that Greenlanders were exposed
to Western music and images of living conditions in the USA, some for the
first time ever (Beukel et al. 2010; Nielsen 2013; Sorensen 20006).

After the war, Greenland and Denmark re-established political ties,
but for many reasons it had become impracticable to continue as before.
The international emphasis on decolonization, coupled with the new-
found aspiration for self-determination in Greenland, required redefining
Danish presence in the country. At the same time, the USA was seeking
to expand its military presence in Greenland and offered to buy the island
from Denmark in 1946. The Danish government rejected the offer, well
aware that it had to take a more active stance. In order to enable a new
postcolonial regime in Greenland, while also affirming Denmark’s sov-
ereignty over it, there was a perceived need to embark on a long-term
and planned process of socio-technical development. In addition, Danish
fishermen and fishing associations were calling for an opening up of trade
in Greenland, which had been monopolized by the Royal Greenlandic
Trading Company (Den Kongelige Greonlandske Handel) (Beukel et al.
2010; Sgrensen 20006).

Following negotiations between leading Greenlanders and the Danish
authorities, it was agreed that Denmark should initiate reforms aimed
at modernizing Greenland. To this end, the Greenland Commission
(Gronlandskommissionen) was established on 29 November 1948 “to
examine the problems faced by Greenland with respect to its social,
socio-economic, political, cultural, and administrative development and,
on this basis, submit a report setting out proposals for future guidelines
concerning these issues” (Grgnlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 1, 5). The
main Greenland Commission had 16 members, including four represen-
tatives of Greenland’s two provincial councils. Nine sub-commissions
were set up, consisting of a total of 105 members, only 12 of which were
Greenlanders. At the recommendation of the Commission, Greenland was
to switch from a barter to a money economy, opening up its markets to
foreign investment and international trade. Gradually, the modern infra-
structures of health, education, industry, and political administration were
to be introduced. When the Greenland Commission took up the question
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of how to respond to the country’s future challenges, cod fishery was seen
as the most important driving force of the new economy:

Cod fishing, according to the Commission, will be the main occupation
in Greenland in the future, so if Greenlandic society by its own means is
going to maintain the current standard of living, and possibly improve it,
the primary production per inhabitant has to be increased. It will be one of
the most important tasks of the Commission to suggest steps to increase the
catch of fish. (Grenlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 1, 83)

The final report of the Commission is in many ways a remarkable docu-
ment, expressing not only the high-modernist development ideology
globally in vogue at the time, but also Danish sensitivities to the specificity
of the situation in Greenland, cultivated by many years of colonial rule.
The report comprises a total vision for modern Greenland, based on the
premise that Greenlanders needed help to enter the modern age, and with
due concern for the special environmental and cultural conditions in the
country. The harsh Arctic climate and the extensive, sparsely populated
territory—approximately 22,000 people lived in Greenland in 1950—
meant that new technical and administrative infrastructures would have to
be designed especially for the country. Danish expertise would be useful,
but it would have to be transformed in order to become applicable in a
Greenlandic context. The fact that Greenlanders had their own language,
history, and cultural habits implied that the new technopolitics enforced
in the country would in no way aim for a complete alignment between
it and Denmark. It was emphasized again and again that Greenland’s
distinctive character would have to remain intact, even if the process of
modernizing it would necessarily result in significant structural changes
(Grenlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 1).

In its report, the Commission stressed that, due to the ongoing changes
in the living and occupational conditions of the Greenlanders—from seal
hunting and a barter economy to cod fishing and a money economy—
the time was right to include Greenlanders as equal members of Danish
society, while also opening up economic and cultural relations between
Greenland and the rest of the world. Until now, most historical interpreta-
tions of the Commission’s report have concentrated on its political conse-
quences for Greenland and Denmark, but I am more concerned with the
report’s many-sided concerns with technology, natural resources, political
administration, and socioeconomic development. The report particularly
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emphasized that the Commission’s vision for modern Greenland was a
technopolitics of cod. It built on the premise that the country’s emerg-
ing economy could be supported by industrial cod fisheries centralized
in larger towns, and that developments in other spheres of society such
as health, education, culture, religion, administration, and technological
infrastructure had to be planned accordingly.

The technopolitics of cod represents the Danish and Greenlandic
reformers’ attempts at building a modern welfare state in Greenland based
on reinforced and redefined political ties to Denmark and the new income
provided by cod fisheries. Modern development in Greenland was seen as
dependent on the new cod fishing fleet with its advanced technical facili-
ties and competent fishermen. This again necessitated the emergence of
a modern welfare state with educated and disciplined citizens, concen-
trated in larger settlements where education, administration, and cultural
life would be able to thrive, which would allow for enough cod to be
landed and processed in the country. Facilitating the movement of cod
was thus essential to the mobilization of public aid. The technopolitics
of cod implied that new fishing technologies would be put to use for the
benefit of the population, but also required that the latter move accord-
ingly in demographic and educational terms.

CONCENTRATING AND DEVELOPING (GREENLAND

Sealing in Greenland necessitated a strong dispersal of the population; a
larger population assembled in one area, rich in seals, necessarily would have
led to over-exploitation of the seals and led the seals to seck for quicter
areas. ... In other words, the dispersed population in previous times not only
was advantageous, but absolutely necessary. ... The dispersed settlements,
however, are not necessary for its inhabitants to work as fishermen, on the
contrary. For the fisherman, it is first of all vital to live close to rich fishing
grounds in order to avoid long and time-consuming transportation back
and forth. Secondly, he has to live close to places where he can sell his catch
and buy goods for his income. ... The structural changes in Greenland,
induced by the transition from sealing to fishing, favor or rather necessitate
the concentration of the Greenlandic population in larger and much fewer
settlements. (Grgnlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 1, 22-23)

Concentration and development were key words in the technopolitics of
cod described in the Commission’s report. Allowing for sufficient amounts
of cod to flow from the waters off West Greenland to international mar-
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kets required first of all the introduction of new modern fishing vessels to
increase the primary production. This entailed a shift from the smaller row
or motor boats most commonly used to larger cutters of approximately
ten to fifteen tons. The number of cutters needed would be smaller than
the number of motor boats, and the crew on such cutters would be larger.
Due partly to highly beneficial loans from the Danish government, motor
boats were easily obtained by individual fishermen, but the more expensive
cutters would have to be financed through stricter agreements. Reducing
the number of fishing vessels by increasing their size, while also increas-
ing the sophistication of the technical equipment aboard each vessel, was
seen as a way to make cod fishing more efficient (Gronlandskommissionen
1950, vol. 5, 77-102).

Along with the concentration and development of fishing vessels and
fishermen, the Commission proposed changing the processing method of
cod from drying and salting to quick-freezing. Following World War 1II,
Greenland had about a hundred smaller fishing houses where cod (and
other catches) could be dried or salted. The drying process took about
three months and most often had to be carried out in the open air due to
lack of indoor space. Moreover, the production of salted fish was vulner-
able to temperatures below 0 °C. Despite these difficulties, Greenlandic
cod was considered to be of high quality and was exported primarily to
Italy, Greece, Egypt, Spain, and Portugal. Quick or flash-freezing was
developed in the 1930s by the American inventor Clarence Birdseye, who
wanted to make frozen fish available to people living far from coastal areas
that “would be in every way as desirable as fresh” (Hilder 1930). The
first quick-freezing plant was constructed in Tovkussak by the Danish-
owned Greenland Fishing Company. The introduction of additional
quick-freezing plants at the most profitable landing sites would make the
processing of cod possible in all weather conditions and all year round.
Although the Commission argued that in the near future quick-freezing
would have to supplement, but not replace, drying and salting, ultimately
the number of landing sites was reduced while the amount of cod pro-
cessed at each site was increased and the techniques of cod processing
were refined (Grenlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 5., 110-116).

Implementing technological improvements and education in
Greenland’s fishery, the Commission predicted that the flow of cod from
the sea would not only be concentrated, but also expanded. The same
predictions were made in relation to the flow of people in Greenland.
The population issue was in many ways more delicate than the cod issue.



COD SOCIETY: THE TECHNOPOLITICS OF MODERN GREENLAND 79

Whereas cod in theory could be directly controlled by means of advanced
fishing equipment —barring any climatic changes, as the Commission was
well aware—the population of Greenland had to be dealt with in an indi-
rect manner. The Commission noted that ongoing demographic changes
in the country already followed the pattern of concentration and expan-
sion. The population was increasing by 2 % annually—twice the rate of
increase in the rest of Denmark—and Greenlanders were moving away
from the northern and southern parts of the country to larger settlements
or colonies situated in the central part of the west coast. This had to do
with the decline of traditional seal hunting and the rise of cod fishing,
due partly to Arctic warming and partly to the overhunting of seals in
the Northern Atlantic. The population was drawn towards the rising fish-
ing trade and to other means of employment related to the exploitation
of natural resources in Greenland, such as coal mining in Kutdligssat.
Unsurprisingly, this spontaneous concentration was seen as a positive
thing, not only because of the new possibilities within fishery and trade,
but also with respect to public health, education, administration, culture,
and the economy—in fact all of the issues addressed by the various sub-
commissions of the Commission (Grenlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 1.,
21-27).

Regarding some of the smallest and poorest settlements, the Commission
raised the question whether relocating the population against its own will
would be necessary, given that people in the most remote areas would
have great difficulties in sustaining themselves. The answer was categori-
cally negative, and therefore other less coercive means, such as informa-
tion campaigns, were proposed:

It has always been clear to the Commission that relocation of the popula-
tion by force has to be disregarded as being in opposition to the liberal
and democratic principles cherished by Danish society and to the spirit of
freedom and individualism valued by Greenlanders. Yet, it is necessary in
writing and speech (radio) to make the Greenlandic population aware that
there are good reasons for concentrating the population in larger settle-
ments where the occupational and commercial opportunities are good.
Moreover, the Commission believes that the population itself will become
interested in relocating to the most suitable places, when proper occupa-
tions and trades, good schools, hospital services and doctors, and other cul-
tural goods, in particular healthy housing, will make it attractive to do so.
(Grenlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 1, 28)
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In 1953, the liberal and democratic principles emphasized by the
Commission were overridden when the government, in order to secure
the extension of the US Thule Air Base in agreement with American secu-
rity policies, forced 27 Inughuit families—116 people—to relocate from
their home in Uummannaq to Qaanaaq, approximately 150 kilometers to
the north. At the time, the relocation was described as voluntary and in
agreement with the policy mentioned in the quote above. The Inughuits
were offered newly built houses and compensation in the form of goods
and equipment from the local trading post. The relocation took place just
one month before Greenland’s formal status was changed from colony to
Danish county. However, investigations undertaken in 1996 in relation
to compensation claims concluded that the relocation had been forced
(Walsge 2003).

INCIPIENT URBANIZATION

The cultural, political and economic maturation of the Greenland popula-
tion, which is the end goal for the Danish work in Greenland, is inhibited
by the present low standards of living. It is not putting things too strongly
to say that improvements in the standards of living in Greenland is one of
the preconditions for obtaining the full effect of the propositions of the
Commission in health, cultural, political, and economic areas. In particular,
one should not underestimate the effects that the poor living conditions,
directly or indirectly, have had in terms of the current low economic effi-
ciency found in Greenland. (Grenlandskommissionen 1950, vol. 4, 51)

Scholars have examined how, during the middle decades of the twentieth
century, development projects and planning in the Arctic, Asia, Africa,
and elsewhere have been driven by ideas of high modernism and tech-
nological progress (Engerman et al. 2003; Cullather 2010). The cases
of two Canadian Arctic towns, Iqaluit (then known as Frobisher Bay)
and Inuvik, show how federal officials advanced elaborate plans for
urban development in order to draw native Northerners into conditions
of modern living. Like Greenland, the Canadian Arctic was undergo-
ing what the authors Farish and Lackenbauer call “incipient urbaniza-
tion” (2009, 539). (For discourses of Arctic urbanism, with a focus on
mainland Scandinavia, see chapter “Arctic Urbanization: Modernity
Without Cities”). This shift also took place in Greenland, from a semi-
nomadic lifestyle or living together in very small communities to the
concentration of the population in larger towns, which were increasingly
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equipped like Danish towns, with water supplies, renovation work, and
modern housing, albeit with due consideration given to the special condi-
tions found in Greenland.

The Greenland Commission observed that, compared to Danish stan-
dards, the living conditions in Greenland generally were poor, if not
deplorable. Most houses had just one room, and worse, were cold, damp,
and draughty. The lowly housing standard resulted in health problems and
cultural degradation, since it was impossible to read and write in the dark,
freezing, and cramped rooms. Many Greenlanders suffered from rheu-
matism and tuberculosis. Taking into account that the average number
of occupants per house was about six, the Commission therefore recom-
mended introducing standard houses of variable sizes. Most Greenlanders
were used to building their own houses, but this tradition had to be dis-
continued as it was part of the reason why so many of them were defi-
cient and lacked adequate facilities. In order to carry out this plan, Danish
building expertise needed to be introduced, and loans from the Danish
Government oftered on favorable terms (Grgnlandskommissionen 1950,
vol. 4, 44-78).

The first urban planners to visit Greenland in 1950 wholeheartedly
supported the technopolitics of concentration and incipient urbaniza-
tion. Agreeing that the development of the cod industry in fewer, but
larger units had to be accompanied by similar developments in towns,
the planners argued that urban development had to proceed according to
local conditions. Where the Commission had suggested wood as the least
problematic construction material, the architects advocated concrete as
the building material of the future. The development of the cod industry
should lead to a “more concentrated form of settlement” than the one
seen in Greenland at the time, it was argued, and concrete was best suited
for this purpose (Andersen 1951, 36). The urban planners wanted to go
a step further than the Commission, which had suggested local planning
as one of the requirements for incipient urbanization. The planners
argued that, since all of the small, more or less independent communi-
ties in Greenland now would be connected together in “one Greenlandic
society,” the construction of harbors, a fishing industry, housing, schools,
hospitals, cinemas, and even bakeries no longer pertained merely to local
affairs (Andersen 1951, 113).

The most conspicuous example of modern urban planning was the
construction of Blok P in Godthaab (Nuuk) (see Fig. 5.1), which was
inspired by the functionalist architectural style in vogue at the time in
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Fig. 5.1 Blok P in Nuuk, built by the Technical Organization of Greenland, a
Danish governmental agency (Photo: Gunnar P. Rosendahl). Reprinted with per-
mission of the Greenland National Archives

Denmark. At the time of completion in 1967, it was the largest estate
in the Kingdom of Denmark. The building was five stories high with 64
apartments on cach story. It accommodated around 1 % of the entire
population of Greenland. Staying close together in apartment blocks was
very different to traditional living in the form of smaller and dispersed
settlements. Some Greenlanders did not feel comfortable living in Blok
P, while others treasured the modern facilities such as running water
and soon found ways to integrate traditional ways of life into the small
apartments, by using the balconies for drying meat and curing skin for
example. Criticism began to emerge as the first wave of enthusiasm for
Blok P abated, and as the estate slowly turned from avant-garde housing
to a slum. Some saw Blok P as material evidence of the Danish attempt
to recolonize Greenland by means of modern amenities. Others were
appalled at the stark aesthetic contrast between Arctic nature and these
urban “living machines.” In 2012, the local authorities demolished Blok
P (Hilker and Diemer 2013).
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CONFIGURATIONS OF CHANGE

It is tempting to see Danish endeavors at modernizing Greenland as the
collision of two worlds. On the one side there are the Danish reformers
who, although always careful to emphasize that the modernization process
was being initiated for Greenland’s own good, launched a grand develop-
ment program. Subscribing more or less to the then contemporary ide-
als of modernist planning, they basically wanted to transform Greenland
into a modern welfare society, complete with technical and administrative
infrastructure, with well-educated, healthy, and highly disciplined indus-
trial citizens. On the other side there is Greenland’s traditional culture
based on small-scale, highly autonomous communities with relatively
few connections to the outside world, who were totally unaccustomed
to the pace and complexity of modern living. This view was implicit in
reports on topics ranging from water drainage to legal affairs authored by
Danish experts, who visited Greenland to collect information to be used
in the Commission’s report during the summers of 1948 and 1949. With
a few exceptions, they described conditions in Greenland as “appalling”
from a Danish perspective. The notion of a cultural collision gained addi-
tional support in the 1950s when Danish social scientists began taking an
interest in the consequences of modernization for Greenland’s popula-
tion, discovering that the social ills that accompany modern society were
also found in Greenland, and with added strength due to the collision
of the two worlds (for a discussion of the recent Greenlandic reconcili-
ation commission as a means of coping with this collision, see chapter
“The Greenlandic Reconciliation Commission: Ethnonationalism, Arctic
Resources, and Post-Colonial Identity”).

The two-worlds colliding discourse is also strong in narratives about
the interaction between humans and the environment. It can be seen in
Kurlansky’s work, and it is implicit in simple observations about the over-
fishing of seals, and then later cod. I agree that such narratives have mer-
its, in part because they enable simple solutions to complex problems. If
“traditional” ways of life suffer due to the impact of modern culture, then
we have to protect them or at least lessen the consequences of modernity
for them. If natural resources are depleted due to the impact of industrial
fishing, then we have to protect them.

The technopolitics of cod, as envisaged by the Greenland Commission,
was seen as a way to bring welfare to Greenland, to connect it economi-
cally and socially to the rest of the world, and to reinvent the relation-
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ship between Denmark and it in a new postcolonial context. Using the
natural environment, in this case cod, as the basis of a historical narrative
about change in Greenland, I have explored another way of framing such
complex relationships, namely as the shift from one technopolitical con-
figuration to another. The emerging “cod society” of Greenland in effect
resembled past Greenlandic societies in that it employed certain kinds of
technology to structure relationships between the country and the rest of
the world (Denmark, in particular), and between humans and nature. The
difference between one and the other, I would argue, is ultimately not an
essential one, as the metaphor of colliding cultures seems to suggest, but
rather a difference in scale and timing.

The Commission’s report carefully scrutinized the existing “seal tech-
nopolitics” of Greenland in order to find ways in which to imagine new
forms of “cod technopolitics.” Cod was the envisaged intermediary that
would enable connections to be made between existing technopoliti-
cal configurations and future ones. Since cod fisheries were already well
established in Greenland, it provided the Danish reformers with a “hook”
that not only reached into the future but also extended into the immedi-
ate past. The total vision of Greenland as a cod society, produced by the
Commission, consisted of a messy integration of existing and imagined
natural and cultural factors.
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CHAPTER 6

Re-reading Knut Hamsun in Collaboration
with Place in Lule Sami Nordlandda

Kikki Jernsletten and Troy Storfjell

For many the “Arctic” is an exotic geographic abstraction, something dif-
ferent and fascinating, something somewhere “out there.” For some of
us, however, that abstraction is a difficult one, since our own well-known
and well-loved corner of the Arctic is simply “home”—eminently familiar,
quite specific, and not readily reducible to an abstraction of otherness. It
is a Sdmi place, our place, the place that makes us, as Simi, who we are.
And our relationship to the landscape, plants, animals, people, and other
beings of our place goes back many generations, millennia even; for us this
relationship includes the ghosts and stories of those who once walked, and
still inhabit, our place. Place makes us who we are because we are, in fact,
produced by its complex networks of relationships within which we are
situated. Like so many Indigenous peoples, we recognize that we are our
relationships (Wilson 2008, 69-79).

In this chapter we explore some of the ways that Indigenous Sdmi under-
standings of place and time produce our own systems of knowledge about
our specific portion of the “Arctic,” meaning that portion with which we
have a specific relationship. Although these knowledge systems can differ
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significantly from traditional academic ways of knowing, we believe that
our epistemes and intellectual traditions can also inhabit the university, and
here we join other Indigenous scholars from around the world in work-
ing to make a place for Indigenous knowledges in academic space. In this
case we direct a place-based Sami gaze at a well-known piece of “Arctic”
literature, written by one of Norway’s most canonical and controversial
authors, Knut Hamsun (1859-1952). We take a look at how Growth of the
Soil (Markens grode, 1917) attempts to erase Sami presence in its fictional-
ized treatment of an interior landscape in northern Norway, acknowledg-
ing that the specific place where he wrote the novel, and whose traces are
clearly evident in it, is in fact a place rich in Sdmi history and continued
presence. We look at how Hamsun’s discursive intervention into the local
Sami communities of Divtasvuodna (Tysfjord), Hibmer (Hamaroy), and
Stajgo (Steigen), in the county of Nordlindda (Nordland), has affected
some of the Lule Sami living there, serving as a well-known articulation of
the colonial Norwegian combination of disdain and disregard with which
they have had to contend for several generations. But we refuse simply to
accept the narrative of Sami as victims. Instead we also investigate the ways
that this Sami place has produced Hamsun himself, and the strong traces
that the Sdmi presence here produces in the novel. In response to a cen-
tury of scholarship that all but completely ignores the Sdmi and our rela-
tionship to Growth of the Soil, we make the Sdmi place, including its voices
and stories, central in our analysis of the work and its author. In doing
this, we argue that a place-based approach grounded in Indigenous meth-
odologies can contribute not only to Sdmi understandings of Hamsun
and Lule Saibme (Lule Simi Land), but also to a general understanding of
Hamsun and his novel.

If, as Jacques Derrida has so famously suggested, every text contains its
own methodology (2005, 199-201), then it follows that every place does
so as well. Place is, after all, a text of its own, a site where richly layered
significations and intertextualities overlap and interact. And vyes, it might
be tempting to see this sort of definition as a kind of colonization of the
non-written by the culture of literacy—since it’s doubtful that any oral
cultures would use a term for a piece of writing to signify the idea of place.
But perhaps we can let this slide for the moment and move forward with
the analogy. We have chosen to write this, after all, and so have already
agreed to enter into the realm of literate culture. It’s a compromise we
feel is necessary not only to reach the wider, non-Sami academy, but also
to converse with many of our Sami colleagues, yet another instance of that
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time-honored Sami tradition of speaking in at least two different registers
at the same time (cf. Gaski 1993).

This is exactly the sort of balancing act that Indigenous academics
find ourselves having to perform quite often, though. Geographer Kali
Fermantez (Kanaka Maoli), for instance, writes that native scholars need
to rely on our shape-shifting abilities to mediate between the worldviews
and demands of our home communities and those of the academy, don-
ning different forms for conversing with each group (2013, 103). In say-
ing this he echoes a number of other contemporary Indigenous scholars
(cf. Johnson 2013, 128; Kuokkanen 2007, 51-54; Smith 1999, 37-38,
69; Acoose 1995). After all, even though we are Indigenous, we are also
scholars; we have been educated within the colonizing space of the univer-
sity, and have been disciplined to one degree or another by its institutional
structures and traditions. The important thing for those of us working
with Indigenous methodologies is to open up that university space that we
already inhabit in order to make room for Indigenous ways of knowing.
We are working to create Indigenous spaces—and Indigenous places—
within the academy, alongside the traditional disciplinary structures and
approaches that, though generally passed off as universal, actually derive
from a very specific intellectual moment in nineteenth-century Germany
(Anderson 2010).

INDIGENOUS METHODOLOGIES

Our personal encounters with the cultural specificity of the academy
have prompted a number of Indigenous scholars to challenge the ethno-
centrism embodied in its traditions and ways of knowing, and since the
turn of the millennium the emergence of Indigenous methodologies has
provided a growing platform from which to develop ways of producing
knowledge in the academy that are compatible with our cultures and their
intellectual and philosophical traditions. In working to make room in the
university for Indigenous epistemes and paradigms we are not seeking to
supplant completely those older ways of doing things. Yet even the simple
act of calling on the university to open itself up to more than one cultur-
ally specific set of traditions and lore does have far-reaching repercussions.
Merely asking that the university recognize its dominant epistemic and
ontological frameworks as culturally specific, and neither universal nor the
only valid way of producing knowledge, is to call for a fundamental trans-
formation in the university, or what Rauna Kuokkanen (Sdmi) describes as
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“an opening up to a new way of seeing and conceptualizing knowledge as
well as our relationships and responsibilities in terms of other individuals,
groups, and epistemes” (2007, 159).

Kuokkanen is not the only Sdmi scholar calling on the university to
open itself up to Indigenous epistemes and knowledges. Central among
the growing number engaging in this work is Harald Gaski, who has for
many years written of the importance of the scholar’s personal relationship
to the material she or he studies, while also consistently including not only
Sami concepts and stories, but also traditional Sami aesthetics, including
such things as digression, humor, and the deliberate “layering” of com-
munication in such a way that different messages are communicated to
outsiders, to those with a superficial or partial familiarity with the com-
munity, and to those with true insider knowledge (cf. Gaski 1993, 2015).
This Sami aesthetic of refusing concise and totalizing statements in favor
of'a certain degree of deliberate ambivalence and a multilayered communi-
cation has also been treated as a tactic for Sami scholarship by Kikki, in her
dissertation (2012), and even Troy has tried once or twice (2016). Part
of the point is that there is a certain subversive freedom in remaining less
than fully restrained by rigidly transparent language. And part of it is that
our knowledge is dialogic in nature, that it emerges from an ongoing con-
versation between people, and with place, story, and non-human beings.
It cannot be completely pinned down, and that realization can itself bring
some important insights to the academy.

While Indigenous methodologies are still relatively young, a consensus
has clearly emerged. Practitioners agree that Indigenist research requires
community involvement in designing projects and research questions
and in implementing them; furthermore, Indigenist projects need to be
relevant to these same communities, and their results should be shared
with the communities that helped produce them. The ways in which such
research projects are carried out must also respect community norms and
sensibilities and follow local cultural protocols. They should be collab-
orative and grounded in an ethics of “relational accountability” (Wilson
2008, 7), or the idea that we are all situated within networks of relation-
ships, and that we recognize that each of these relationships brings respon-
sibilities with it. We are responsible to the places, people, and other living
things with which we have relationships (Kuokkanen 2007, 44—45; Smith
1999, 10, 173, 176-77; Wilson 2008, 80-96).

Significantly, Indigenous methodologies also reject the traditional
Eurocentric academic understanding of the mind as separate from a world
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that it perceives as object. Rather, the person-mind is part of the pro-
cess of the world, which it can only observe from an embedded, insider’s
perspective (Kuokkanen 2007, 60; Ingold 2000, 101, 108). Indigenous
methodologies not only see objectivity as an unobtainable ideological
construct, they also see it as directly harmful and potentially dehuman-
izing. As Jeannette Armstrong (Okanagan Syilx) explains, “I try not to be
‘objective’ about anything. I fear those who are unemotional, and I solicit
emotional response whenever I can. I do not stand silently by. I stand with
you against the disorder” (2012, 40).

UNDERSTANDING THIS PLACE

Place speaks to the holistic totality of human and nonhuman relations situ-
ated in a particular locale or region. Practitioners are recognizing that if
field research is to be equitable, beneficial, and empowering, it must engage
the complex realities and actors of place in a truly collaborative fashion.
(Johnson and Larsen 2013, 8)

There is no other way to even begin to understand the place that we
are looking at—the kommuner (townships) of Divtasvuodna-Héabmer-
Stdjgo—than to address the terrible history of local oppression and dis-
parity, the competing and over-layering inscriptions of the space as Sami
and Norwegian, and of the Sami as racially inferior. Inga Karlsen’s auto-
biographical essay “En del av min oppvekst som same” (“Part of My
Upbringing as a Sami,” 2011) helps to begin to explain some of the deep
wounds that mark the psyches of many of the township’s inhabitants. To
be Lule Sdmi from Divtasvuodna means, among many other things, to be
an heir to this trauma. This is something that Lars Magne Andreassen’s
article “Skjult same i Narvik” (“Hidden Sami in Narvik,” 2011) also
illustrates.

Of course, Norwegianization and racism are only part of the story of
Divtasvuodna and neighboring municipalities. The trauma is there, to be
sure, but there is more besides. There is also a deeply held love of place, an
identification with specific locations in this fjord and mountain landscape
that goes beyond the memories of one’s own lifetime, the cloudberry bogs
where one picked berries as a child, the mountain trails one has hiked
with family and friends in the summer, or the frozen lakes one has skied
across in winter on the way to a cabin in the woods (cf. Myrvoll 2010).
Identification with specific locations in the area goes back several genera-
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tions to the Sdmi hamlets and villages where one’s parents or grandparents
lived, even if some of those places are no longer inhabited year round. A
person is still from Vuodnabahta (Hellemo), for instance, even if he or she
was born and raised somewhere else—be that Ajluokta (Drag), Gasluokta
(Kjopsvik), Habmer, or even further away—as long as one belongs to one
of the families that lived there back when it was still permanently settled,
as long as one comes “back” in the summers and knows the people in the
other summer homes.

One of the arenas in which this is readily apparent is in the
Hellmokuppen, an annual football (soccer) tournament held in Mdisske
(Musken), in which Sami teams based on various towns and villages along
the Divtasvuodna fjord compete. Membership in these teams, and in the
“Old-Timers” teams from the outer and inner fjord areas, is not neces-
sarily based on where the player currently resides, but can often derive
from which locale his or her family is known to belong to, or come from.
This, of course, reflects a difference in temporal scale between Sami and
other Indigenous worldviews and those of mainstream, Western cultures.
Although we’re all familiar with the Western concept of time as linear and
regulated by the clock, and with a rather short distance into the past to
the horizon of relevance or immediacy, we also maintain familiarity with
another sense of time, one that is non-linear, and in which the horizon
of relevance and immediacy can be located much further in the past (cf.
Bergman 2008, 19-20). We may “come from” a location in which we do
not currently reside. Our families are from these places, and that means
that we as individuals are too.

Similar temporal frameworks inform the way other Indigenous peoples
(and Indigenous scholars) understand their relationships to place as well.
As Fermantez comments, “in addition to spending a long time, even a
lifetime in the community, temporal depth for Native scholars goes back
generations. This, of course, speaks to genealogy and the knowledge that
we gain from our ancestors” (2013, 112). As Indigenous researchers
we have a broadened range of sources, owing to our own position in a
complex network of relationships. The land, the trees, the lakes, streams,
mountains, bogs, bays, inlets, islands, and the fjord itself are part of us.
Or rather, we are part of these things; each of us is a person due to our
relationships with them. And these things are not actually just things. They
have agency. They have voices. They are part of a community that also
includes animals and people. And the ghosts of the past.
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Divtasvuodna, along with Habmer and Stdjgo, is part of the
Julevsamegiella (Lule Sami)-speaking portion of Sibme (Sami Land), a
cultural and linguistic strip that follows reindeer migratory routes from
traditional summer grazing lands in Divtasvuodna and Habmer over the
mountains to the Swedish side and down through the hills and forests
along the Julevidno (Lule) River, including places like Jihkiméihkke/
Dalvvadis (Jokkmokk) and Gallok (Kallak). Géllok is the place where, in
the summer of 2013, Sami protesters faced off against Swedish police and
British-based Beowulf Mining, a transnational company working to turn
prime winter grazing lands that have been used for centuries into an open
pit mine for iron ore. Gdllok, this culturally important place, is the place
about which Beowulf CEO Clive Sinclaire-Puolton asked the rhetorical
question “What local people?” characterizing it as terra nullius, empty
land, in response to questions about how the locals feel about his mining
plans (Tuorda 2014; saamicouncil 2012). Far from empty, Juvlev (Lule)
Sabme, continuously inhabited since the last ice age, was its own cultural
and linguistic unit long before it was carved up between the kingdoms of
Norway and Sweden, whose border bisected it in 1751.

REACTING TO HAMSUN

An uninhabited, unpeopled landscape, though, is also the way that
Hamsun portrayed the interior of this region in Growth of the Soil. This
novel tells the story of the settler Isak, who builds a farm in the unin-
habited wilderness of Nordlindda (Nordland) in a fictional setting that
struck both of us as bearing an uncanny resemblance to the inland farm
of Krakmo, in Habmer, where Hamsun rented a room and wrote a good
portion of the novel.

In the story, Isak works tirelessly over the years to transform his first
humble turf hut into a thriving farm and the cornerstone of a rural set-
tler community. Yet at the beginning of this, the Nobel Prize-winning
Hamsun’s most popular novel, the land is presented as definitively empty:

That long, long path over the moors and into the forest, who has trodden
it Man, a human being, the first one who came here. There was no path
before him. Later a few animals followed the faint tracks over the heaths and
moors and made them clearer, and still later a few Lapps began to nose out
the path and to use it when they were going from one mountain to another
to see to their reindeer. This is how the path through the great common,
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the no-man’s-land owned by no one, came into being. (2007, 4; for the
Norwegian original, see Hamsun 1992, 145)

Of course, the real interior of northern Nordlandda was not uninhab-
ited before the Norwegian settlers colonized it. It had been part of the
reindeer herding lands of the Lule Sdmi since the transition to large-scale
herding some four centuries earlier, and for millennia before that it had
been the site of their ancestors hunting and gathering ancestors, who had
lived in the egalitarian, land-based communities known as siidat. This was
Sabme: inhabited, claimed land, and even Hamsun’s fictional treatment
of it couldn’t completely erase the Sami inhabitation of it. Throughout
the first half of the novel the Sdmi are present in the textual wilderness,
appearing as vagabonds, wandering beggars, and thieves, and being com-
pared to maggots and vermin.

From a Sami perspective, Markens grode is a very painful novel to read,
and the two of us have each published several critiques over the years in
which we addressed the text’s colonial and racist agendas (see Jernsletten
2004, 20006; Storfjell 2003, 2011a, 2011b). Our own reactions to reading
it from a Sami subjective position, and the hostility that many other Sami
readers have towards the book, made it important for us to problematize
its oft-praised ideals of life lived in harmony with nature and expose their
dark underbelly. This is a goal we shared from our student days in Romssa
(Tromso).

Yet even though documenting and analyzing the presence of colonial
discourse in canonical national literature has its value, the critical tools we
had employed could only take us so far, and we were each, on our own,
working on new approaches to Hamsun and his work. In her doctoral dis-
sertation Kikki had explored a Sdmi poetics based on sagastallan (dialog),
while also developing a collaborative, place-based methodology grounded
in Sami cultural practices that include asking permission from a place before
building in it (2012). And during his sabbatical appointment as a guest
researcher at Romssa universitehta (the University of Tromse) Troy was
exploring trans-Indigenous and Sami-specific Indigenous methodologies.
The two of us were brought together again when Troy was appointed
to chair Kikki’s dissertation disputas (defense) committee there. And in
conversations following that festive event we decided to work together
on a new, place-based analysis of Growth of the Soil, Knut Hamsun, and
the Lule Simi communi