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Preface

Indigeneity and Ecocriticism
The main theme of this book is intersections between indigeneity, ecocriti-
cism and critical literacy which will be discussed through an analysis of in-
digenous literatures by authors from three different continents . The United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) from 2007 
highlights that “respect for indigenous knowledge, cultures and traditional 
practices contributes to sustainable and equitable development and proper 
management of the environment” (UNDRIP, 4) . A vantage point for this 
study is that indigenous peoples’ political activism and struggle for redemp-
tion are interwoven with decolonization and postcolonial constructions of 
the environment, which has affected literature . Edward Said highlights the 
role imagination plays for recovering land lost as a consequence of coloniza-
tion (Said 1994, 77) . The role of imagination in recovering land is also high-
lighted as a constituent element of “the literatures of postcolonial ecology” 
by DeLoughrey and Handley (DeLoughrey and Handley 2011, 23) . Accord-
ing to Nixon, there is a difference in focus between a postcolonial and an 
ecocritical framework for interpretation . (Nixon 2005) . While there is a fo-
cus on diaspora and displacement created through colonialism and globali-
zation in postcolonial studies, ecocriticism foregrounds “human continuity 
and the ethics of belonging” (DeLoughrey and Handley ibid .) . Following 
DeLoughrey and Handley, both positions are integral in a discussion about 
the history and the phenomenology of the environment . They make the 
claim that ecocriticism has been more attentive to indigenous literatures 
than postcolonial studies have been (ibid .), also suggesting that “the long-
ing for that continuity might also demonstrate a constitutive element of the 
literatures of postcolonial ecology .” (ibid .) . Threads from both postcolonial 
studies and ecocriticism are interwoven in the indigenous literatures ex-
amined in this volume . Central themes that will be discussed are “displace-
ment through colonialism”, as well as the longing for “human continuity”, 
and expressions of the “ethics of belonging” shaped by the colonial histories 
of specific indigenous groups and their cultures and practices which may 
provide a positive counterweight to experiences of loss and trauma . 

Ecocriticism in the context sketched above is linked to decolonization . 
Various ecocritical discourses have sprung from analyses of connections 
between decolonization and emerging postcolonial ecologies (ibid .) . In the 
case of indigenous postcolonial ecocriticism, this may involve a criticism 
of both postcolonial concerns and the environmentalism of the privileged 
north (cf . DeLoughrey and Handley 2011, 21), and the repression of “non-
normative others” (ibid .) . A central point of departure for this study is the 
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role of “indigenous knowledge, cultures and traditional practices” in speci-
mens of indigenous imaginative writing that contribute to indigenous eco-
criticism . Notions of land and environment in indigenous ecocriticism re-
semble characteristics found in postcolonial ecologies, for example notions 
such as “we can no longer trust the Enlightenment division that places na-
ture outside of human history and experience” (DeLoughrey and Handley 
2011, 26), and “nature is not outside of modernity and [ .  .  .] Western thought 
can no longer afford the freedom from accountability that a facile nature/
culture dualism affords” (ibid .) . However, while there is a similar criticism 
of modernity and western dualism between nature and culture in ecocriti-
cism in general, indigenous ecocriticism is shaped by the use of indigenous 
knowledge, cultures and traditional practices in the specimens of literature 
by indigenous authors examined in this volume, and by its focus on rights 
of indigenous peoples and decolonization .

Literacy
In Australia, The Indigenous Literacy Foundation (ILF) promotes early lit-
eracy and familiarity with books in children by providing books in their 
home languages and in English .1 A primary aim of ILF is to revitalize local, 
indigenous languages . A focus on literacy in the context of revitalization, 
preservation and maintenance of local, indigenous languages also shapes in-
digenous education and politics in the USA and in Sápmi . Literacy in this 
context does not have the same connotations as the concept critical liter-
acy, which is connected with education and pedagogy that advocate the 
adoption of critical perspectives in order to elucidate power structures and 
underlying messages . This is a theme highlighted by Maori researcher Lin-
da Tuhiwai Smith in Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 
Peoples (Smith L . T . 2008) . Smith emphasizes that proficiency in critically 
examining western research and knowledge production is a prerequisite for 
decolonization .

Literacy is a concept with multiple connotations and there are various 
branches within the field of literacy studies . Furthermore, literacies are sit-
uated (Barton, Hamilton & Ivanic 1999) . Critical literacy refers to the ability 
to uncover power asymmetries and to examine themes like ethnicity, racism, 
colonialism and justice through analysis of diverse texts representing real 
and fictional spaces from specific vantage points . In this book, the vantage 
points are connected with indigeneity, decolonization and ecocriticism . 

Sámi literature researcher Harald Gaski discusses a traditional Sámi 
literacy, without, however, using the term “literacy”, when discussing the 
role of Elders in Sámi culture (Gaski 2019) . He connects the Elders’ approach 
with traditional knowledge which includes the ability to listen:
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The traditional Sámi approach is to listen to, and listen for, messages 
from Nature, from our fellow creatures, animals, birds, wind, sky, and 
the Earth – in other words: let the Land speak to you . This ability to gul-
lat (hear) has always been respected and regarded as a vital competence 
for ongoing survival, not only as Sámi but as human beings in general .” 
(Gaski 2019, 262)

The form of literacy discussed by Gaski from a Sámi vantage point is also 
a theme of Native American and Australian Aboriginal literatures about 
relationships between humans and nature, highlighting the importance of 
traditional indigenous knowledge for survival . According to Gaski, listening 
in order to hear the messages is an essential ability conveyed by an old story 
of how the Creator placed the “living and beating heart of a two-year-old 
reindeer cow at the center of the Earth, so that every time the Sámi felt 
their future and their existence threatened, they could just lay their ears to 
the ground and listen to heartbeats from below .” (Gaski 2019, 263) .2 Follow-
ing Gaski, the sound of the heartbeat meant that problems would be solved 
and that there still was a future for the Sámi . (ibid .) . He concludes: “The 
story shows us how far back the acknowledgement of the necessity of being 
able to listen to (to hear and to read) our environment goes .” (ibid .) .3 

Alternative ways of understanding the world connected with clashes 
between myths is a theme in indigenous literatures in representations of 
the effects of colonization . A recurring theme is the discrepancy between 
an indigenous literacy according to which the world and people were created 
in ancient times by mythical beings, and a literacy with settler myths about 
Europeans arriving to a terra nullius, an empty land, free for exploitation . In 
the indigenous literacy, spirits, ancestors and sacred places are interconnect-
ed in the making of a traditional land to which people have bonds . In Alexis 
Wright’s novel Carpentaria, the Aboriginal way of understanding the world 
is contrasted to that of the descendants of white settlers, conveying that the 
world is seen in different ways:

The Pricklebush mob [Aboriginals] saw huge, powerful, ancestral crea-
tion spirits occupying the land and sea moving through the town, even 
inside other folk’s houses, right across any piece of the country . Nothing 
but no good was coming out of puerile dreams of stone walls, big locked 
gates, barred windows, barbed wire rolled around the top to lock out the 
menace of the black demon . (Wright 2008, 57)

The newcomers claim the land, marking their claimed property with bound-
aries “which they said had been created at the beginning of their time .” 
(Wright 2008, 57) . While the Europeans’ claims date from the beginning 
of their time, the Aboriginals’ claims go back to “time immemorial” . The 
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different literacies depicted are related to diverse ways of understanding 
the world and conflicting views on land rights and also on the mastery of 
nature prevailing in the colonization of land and the subjugation of indig-
enous peoples (see Plumwood 1993) . The brutality of the mastery of nature 
and Aboriginal people is highlighted in Carpentaria’s use of historical sub-
ject matter in depictions of how Aboriginals are dehumanized . One of the 
novel’s main characters, an Aboriginal man by the name of Norm Phantom, 
tells stories based on memories and myths . These stories constitute a collec-
tive memory necessary for cultural survival, resilience and struggle . Norm 
Phantom tells stories of “the real people, his ancestors” (Wright [2006] 2008, 
99) . The name Phantom refers to how Aboriginals became phantoms, or 
shadows, in their own land . Colonial history in the shape of Norm’s sto-
ry-telling highlights the brutality of colonization through a narrative of 
how white cattlemen take over Aboriginal land by chasing Aboriginal peo-
ple on horseback and murdering families . One of these stories exemplifying 
hierarchization and dehumanization of Aboriginals was handed down to 
him from his father who as a boy escaped from men whom he witnessed 
killing his family:

Paralysed with fear; dry-mouthed, his body remained stock still with his 
eye squashed against the rock . A pinhole view of the world collapsing 
in a kaleidoscope, of his parents, patches of bare body moving into view, 
blood spraying, men’s trouser leg dripping with blood, sunlight flash-
ing off knife blades, death screaming in his mother’s voice, noise like 
thunder – bang, bang, bang, cracking sounds as the tongue of the whip 
flicked by . (Wright 2008, 98)

Indigenous ecological literacy is expressed in diverse genres such as poetry, 
prose fiction, and essays . One example of the latter is Linda Hogan’s Dwell-
ings: A Spiritual History of the Living World which intersects elements from 
Chickasaw tradition with contemporary concerns about threats to the en-
vironment (Hogan [1995] 2007) . In this context, elements from Indigenous 
spirituality are intertwined with political commitment, in a mode found in 
the works discussed below .

Ethical Considerations 
The primary material discussed consists of Sámi, Native American and Aus-
tralian Aboriginal literature . In the 1970s, Sámi philosopher Alf Isak Kes-
kitalo proposed an indigenous epistemology which he interconnected with 
“the question of ethnic monopoly” founded on the notion that only ethnic 
Sámi possess the ability to understand and properly describe their own in-
digenous culture (see Thuen 1995, xi) . Versions of Keskitalo’s proposal have 
evolved among indigenous academics and shaped research methodologies 
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in different parts of the world . The proposal as such has been controversial 
among Sámi and non-Sámi academics . The views on ethnicity which colour 
the proposal have also had an impact on the establishment of indigenous 
research centers . Since the 1970s, Sámi research centers have been estab-
lished where mostly Sámi academics educate mainly “ethnically indigenous 
researchers” (see Boekraad 2016) . The situation differs between Norway, 
Sweden and Finland, but indigenous methodologies connected with tradi-
tional indigenous knowledge have been developed in centres for Sámi and 
indigenous studies (Virtanen, Keskitalo & Olsen 2021) . 

In contemporary discussions of research ethics, it is emphasized that 
knowledge should be shared and research conducted in co-operation with 
indigenous communities, ideally together with indigenous researchers . 
This study does not use indigenous methodologies in the sense that direct 
interaction with Sámi, Native American and Australian Aboriginal com-
munities is used as a method . The reason for this is that the material ex-
amined consists of fiction, both prose and poetry, analyzed through close 
reading . Indigenous research methods have been considered (Smith L . T . 
2008, Virtanen, Keskitalo & Olsen 2021) and continuous contacts have been 
maintained with indigenous researchers . These contacts were established 
during my three-year research period at the university in Tromsø in north-
ern Norway between 2008 and 2011 . Another context is that of the research 
network DINO (Diversity in Nordic Literature) which I co-founded with 
colleagues from the Scandinavian countries . In 2014, DINO arranged the 
international conference “Taking Place – Moving Borders in Nordic litera-
tures” at Sámi Allaskuvla, Sámi University of Applied Sciences, in the Sámi 
core area Kautokeino in northern Norway, and during the last few decades I 
have had contacts with Sámi researchers in Norway, Finland and Sweden in 
connection with projects related to Sámi culture . 

Kovach has highlighted that indigenous research includes characteris-
tics that are difficult to integrate into western research: it is relational, and 
includes tribal languages and distinctive tribal knowledge and epistemolo-
gies (Kovach 2009, 30–35) . This volume’s examination of indigenous liter-
atures aims at examining how western societies are entangled with coloni-
zation and how ideas of humans’ relationship with nature are circulated in 
literature, environmentalism and political discourses . I am myself a non-in-
digenous researcher interested in non-dominant literatures and the flux of 
ideas of ethnicity, indigeneity, ecology, and nature between diverse cultural 
traditions and social contexts . 

At the outset of the project, which this book is the result of, I was par-
ticularly intrigued by what seemed to me as the reappearance of the stereo-
type of the noble savage in contemporary Sweden in statements made by 
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environment activist Greta Thunberg and Isabella Lövin, former Swedish 
Minister for the Environment (2019–2021) . It is a fact that ideas about in-
digenous peoples’ relationship with nature circulate in the contemporary 
environmental debate . This dissemination suggests that it is not reasonable 
to argue that the issue of intersections between indigeneity, ecocriticism 
and literacy is solely a concern for indigenous communities and indigenous 
researchers . The vantage point for this study is that this theme is of general 
interest and importance, and needs to be examined by indigenous as well 
as non-indigenous researchers . I am not suggesting that research that does 
not rest on indigenous research methods as described by Kovach and Smith 
(Smith [1999] 2008, Kovach 2009) ought to replace research by indigenous 
academics aiming at knowledge production based on traditional indigenous 
knowledge . There is room for the strengthening of both research environ-
ments using traditioonal knowledy and research about indigeneity that ex-
amines how ideas about indigenous peoples continue to influence modern 
western societies, for example in narratives of indigeneity and ecological 
sustainability . 
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Introduction
Throughout history, there have been diverse narratives about indigenous 
peoples’ relationship with nature . The trope of the noble savage is found in 
numerous narratives from different temporal strata, genres and geographi-
cal contexts . The concept will be discussed and analyzed in this volume as 
an element of discourses ranging from naïve uses of the stereotype to “en-
vironmental orientalism” (Sawyer and Agrawal 2000) which exotifies and 
romanticizes people conceived of as living simple lives in harmony with 
nature . Another backdrop to the discussion of the concept is the appropri-
ation of ideas related to indigenous peoples’ relationship with nature by 
non-indigenous groups primarily interested in environmental issues and so-
cial debates, and not necessarily in the rights of indigenous peoples . Donna 
Haraway describes this form of appropriation as connected with a “canni-
balistic western logic that readily constructs other cultural possibilities as 
resources for western needs and actions” (Haraway 1989, 247) . A common 
denominator for discourses of noble savages is that distinctions are estab-
lished between civilization, progress and western culture on the one hand, 
and the idea of unspoilt people living in peace and harmony with nature on 
the other . 

While appropriation and uses of notions of ecological superiority is a 
theme of the specimens of indigenous literatures discussed in this volume, 
indigenous literatures also depict cultural flux and hybridity in spaces where 
influences from diverse geographical and cultural contexts meet and mingle 
(cf . Bhabha 1994, Glissand 1997) . In contemporary ecology, humans are seen 
as entwined with the environment and there is a critique of nature being 
framed as an outside in relation to environments shaped by humans . Tim-
othy Morton has suggested that the concept of nature ought to be replaced 
by that of environment in order to avoid constructions of nature as an out-
side (Morton 2007) . One point of this is to highlight the fluid and permea-
ble borders between “natural” environments, environments shaped by hu-
mans, and environments with traces of humans .4 Morton’s critical proposal 
is related to a western tradition of creating dichotomies between nature and 
culture . However, another history emerges when the cultures and histories 
of indigenous peoples are considered, peoples who have not created borders 
between humans and nature . A theme that will be explored in this volume 
is how indigenous peoples’ traditional worldviews have been activated in 
contemporary legislation, declarations on the rights of indigenous peoples, 
art and literature with a view to highlighting how the trope and stereotype 
of the noble savage functions as an intertext both in narratives reproducing 
the stereotype and in depictions that problematize, contradict or satirize 
naïve depictions of indigenous purity and ecological nobility . 
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Although depictions of contemporary society in indigenous literatures 
have been shaped by histories of colonization in which there is no room for 
notions of noble savages, the conflict between modern western society and 
indigenous communities where traditional stories, myths and worldviews 
have survived is a recurring theme . Throughout Alexis Wright’s novel Car-
pentaria, an Aboriginal understanding of the world and the cosmos is con-
trasted to that of modern Australians: “Invisible things in nature made no 
sense to Uptown [white descendants of settlers] because of their savoir faire 
in being Australians .” (Wright [2006] 2008, 75) . Norm Phantom, an Aborig-
inal man who is a central character, experiences the world through diverse 
temporal layers going back to Dreamtime, referring to a time when the land 
was inhabited by ancestral figures who appear in the present as spirits . The 
world Norm lives in is shaped by myths and stories that have been passed 
down from one generation to another . This implies that his understanding 
of the world is based on beliefs, myths and stories that have survived into 
the contemporary modern world . In the world experienced by Norm, there 
are no boundaries between earth, humans and the cosmos . After having 
buried a friend out at sea, he experiences the spirit of the friend soaring 
into the sky together with a shoal of gropers . In Norm’s world, it is a normal 
thing that fish can swim from the sea into the sky: “Norm wiped their salty 
spray from his face, as he studied them swimming through the ocean of air, 
to ascend into the sky world of the Milky Way .” (Wright 2008, 246) . 

The conflict between a precolonial mode of experiencing reality as a 
pluriverse consisting of life forms that interact and are dependent on one 
another is also the main theme of Native American Linda Hogan’s novel 
Power (Hogan [1998] 1999) . The protagonist, who is also the narrator and 
focalizer, is a sixteen-year-old girl who is one of few survivors of the Taiga 
tribe . In the novel, there are numerous allusions to a mythic story about a 
panther being killed and sent to the creator who renews the world (see Ho-
gan [1998] 1999, 129) . The fate of panthers, the sacred animals of the Taiga 
tribe, is closely connected to that of the Taiga people . A central element 
of the novel is that a woman who cherishes a traditional life style kills a 
panther . This is seen as a crime by white society as the panther is an endan-
gered species, as well as by the Taiga elders, who conclude that the woman 
has committed a sacrilege by killing a sacred panther . However, the nov-
el suggests that the reason why the woman killed the panther is that she 
acted in accordance with the myth about the renewal of the world after a 
killed panther was sent to the creator . The novel ends with depictions of the 
emergence of new life . This is one example of Hogan’s depiction of a clash 
between modes of interpretation, worldviews and life styles . 

The theme of a crumbling life world, in which humans have destroyed 
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the earth left to them by the gods, is also found in Sámi Inga Ravna Eira’s 
poetry book Ii dát leat dat eana (Sámi title, 2018), Dette er ikke den jorda 
(Norwegian title, 2019), “This is not that earth”, in which a goddess visits 
earth to question humans about climate change and crumbling ecosystems . 
As in Hogan’s novel, it is suggested that the harmony and balance of the cre-
ation given to humans have been broken . A difference is that while this is 
explicitly connected with colonialism and the encroachment of white peo-
ple into traditional indigenous land, the motif of colonialism is not men-
tioned in Eira’s poem in which the goddess questions humans . The setting 
of the poem is Sápmi, the traditional Sámi territory on the North Calotte . 
Still, the motif of encroachment is implicitly evoked as global warming is 
a central theme connected with modern western societies . Like Hogan in 
Power, Eira also mentions contamination of water and the spread of diseases 
and invasive species of plants that threaten local plants as elements of neg-
ative effects of modern western life styles threatening the balance of the 
ecosystem which, following ancient myths, was handed over to humans by 
the gods . A theme which may be implicit or explicit in depictions of crum-
bling life worlds and ecological crises is that of accountability and a suspi-
cion or uneasiness on the part of indigenous activists towards groups seen as 
representing green orientalism or colonialism in the guise of environmental 
struggle . This is manifest in the literary motif of indigenous responses to 
white people’s appropriation of indigenous traditions and views on nature 
which, in the words of Donna Haraway, may be described as being in ac-
cordance with a “cannibalistic western logic that readily constructs other 
cultural possibilities as resources for western needs and action” (Haraway 
1989, 247) . 

Initially, the girl’s mode of viewing the world in Power is shaped by 
modern western science and education, but as the novel proceeds, she be-
comes more and more critical of her upbringing, and more and more sympa-
thetic to traditional Taiga culture and spirituality . This involves her gaining 
access to alternative worlds related to Taiga myths, stories and history: “Two 
worlds exist . Maybe it’s always been this way, but I enter them both like I 
am two people . Above and below . Land and water . Now and then .” (Hogan 
[1998] 1999, 97) . A central theme is the conflict between a traditional Taiga 
life style and modern society, which is described as being complicit in the 
destruction of land, waters, animals and indigenous people suffering the 
consequences of the encroachment of white people . The girl becomes aware 
of the effects of colonization and the threats they pose to the traditional 
Taiga world: “[S]ugarcane and cattle and white houses with red roofs had 
killed the land and the panther people [the Taiga people] [ .  .  .], they are the 
true violators .” (Hogan [1998] 1999, 114) . This mode of interpreting history 
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and reading the world depends on the acquisition of a critical indigenous 
literacy which, in the case of the protagonist, prepares her for a break with 
modern society and a return to traditional Taiga society, in the novel rep-
resented by a group of Elders who live on traditional land, preserving their 
traditional culture . This is an example of a depiction of indigenous ecocrit-
icism, as the life-style of the Elders is presented as a positive, sustainable 
alternative to a modern western way of life interconnected with ecological 
problems .

Like Native Americans and the Sámi, Aboriginal Australians have been 
constructed as the Others . There are various reasons for this . Exclusion and 
disempowerment of indigenous peoples are a characteristic of colonization . 
In Sweden, for example, the indigenous Sámi people were constructed as 
the Others of the modern welfare state (Mebius 1999) . According to a col-
onizing discourse, indigenous peoples are seen as the Others of the mod-
ern nation, a kind of construction of binaries prevailing in colonial history 
and used as a theme in indigenous literatures challenging the dominance of 
modern western notions of relationships between humans, nature and the 
cosmos . However, the preservation and activation of indigenous worldviews 
and ontologies also function as a distinguishing marker in the formation 
of indigenous identities connected with the activation and preservation of 
precolonial traditions and culture .

The Stereotype of the Noble Savage
Depictions of indigenous peoples, their life styles and worldviews are found 
both in western and indigenous literatures . It is of importance to recognize 
that contexts and agendas vary, and that narratives are connected with dif-
ferent historical, ideological and spatial settings . The noble savage is a trope 
used in western literature, particularly in the Romantic writings of the 18th 
and 19th centuries, for example in the works of Jean-Jacques Rousseau . The 
term noble savage was first used in English by Dryden in 1672 . It originates 
from the New World writings of the French explorer Lescarbot in 1609 (Ell-
ingson 2001, 21 ff) . Ellingson discusses how the term became incorrectly as-
sociated with Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who used it to criticize the then mod-
ern European society . Rousseau proposed that the education of children 
should be based on freedom, as civilization and adult influence are corrup-
tive (Rousseau [1762] 2019) . According to Rousseau, men are born free, but 
this original freedom is counteracted by socialization and education . Rous-
seau was a nonconformist thinker at a time when scientific reason was seen 
as an ideal . When he rose to prominence in the mid-18th century, his critical 
view on contemporary society and his high esteem of emotions, as opposed 
to reason, made him a controversial figure . Although Rousseau was a radical 
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thinker in some respects, he also contributed to a discourse romanticizing 
indigenous peoples and positioning them outside modernity and history . 
Traces of his ideas are found in present-day narratives idealizing indigenous 
peoples’ relationship with nature and the environment in a manner which 
may be described as a form of cannibalism which “constructs other cultural 
possibilities as resources for western needs and action” (Haraway 1989, 247) . 
The discussion of the noble savage in this volume suggests that the concept 
still emerges in discourses on nature and the environment, and that it may 
be problematic when used by non-indigenous groups for agendas not con-
cerned with the rights of indigenous peoples .

Buege suggests that the stereotype of the noble savage was used to high-
light problems faced by modern Europeans and to propose the possibility 
of a way of life without these problems (Buege 1996) . The tradition of ide-
alizing people seen as primitive goes back to ancient Greece, where Homer, 
Pliny and Xenophon idealized both real and imagined “primitive groups” . 
Fenimore Cooper and de Chateaubriand contributed to the literary trope 
of the noble savage in the shape of the North American Indian . Late 19th 
century conservationists in the USA claimed that Native Americans were 
the original conservationists (Nadasdy 2005, 298) . According to Hames, this 
is likely, but by no means established . He draws the conclusion that these 
claims filtered into conservation organizations and “their philosophy be-
came part of the dogma of many conservation organizations .” (Hames 2007, 
179) . A backdrop for this book is that today this trope has been both reacti-
vated and embedded in new narratives of “indigenous ecological wisdom”, 
deployed in postcolonial ecocritical narratives of indigenous individuals ex-
periencing loss and trauma, and challenged in examinations of indigenous 
peoples’ relationship with the environment based on empirical cases of how 
indigenous groups have related to conservation and sustainability (Hames 
2007) . 

The idea of people unspoilt by civilization has re-emerged in various 
forms in diverse settings and temporal strata . During the Romantic Peri-
od, it provided a positive counterpoint to contemporary concerns about the 
effects of industrialization which brought with it an impoverished work-
ing-class, growing cities and pollution (Fairchild 1928) . However, there have 
also been different narratives highlighting the superiority of western mo-
dernity, progress and enterprise . A central theme of postcolonial studies is 
the dichotomization between the west and the rest, expressed in literature 
from western colonial powers (JanMohammed 1985) . Classics like Said’s 
Orientalism (Said 1978), Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin’s The Empire Writes 
Back (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin [1989] 2009), and Bhabha’s The Location 
of Culture (Bhabha [1994] 2008) all emphasize the construction of binaries 
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between colonizers and colonized as an intrinsic component of colonialism . 
As part of colonization, the physical environment was reshaped (Smith L .T . 
[1999] 2008) . Settlers took over the use of land, roads and dams were built 
and extractive industries and hydro-electric power plants established . From 
the vantage point of a critical postcolonial indigenous literacy expressed in 
literature and art, this represents an abuse connected with disruption of 
traditions and dislocations of groups of people .

During the recent decades, the trope of the noble savage has become a 
familiar figure also in popular culture, for example in the movies The Gods 
Must be Crazy (1980), Dances with Wolves (1990), and Avatar (2009) . A cen-
tral element of narratives of people who pose a positive contrast to modern 
western man is the idea that certain people may function as role models 
for the building of ecologically sustainable societies . In romanticized narra-
tives, wars and greed are unknown to these people . This is one backdrop to 
why the trope re-emerges in contemporary criticism of western modernity 
encompassing consumerism, climate change, the Anthropocene and pollu-
tion, but also colonialism and speciesism . This book examines intersections 
of constructions of indigeneity and ecocriticism . The vantage point of the 
analysis is that literacy underlies constructions and readings of narratives 
that make sense of the world . Traditionally, literacy has been connected 
with reading and writing . Today the meaning of the concept has been ex-
panded to include the ability to construct and communicate meanings that 
challenge dominant western modernity through the use of narrative in di-
verse media . 

Colonialism, Hierarchizations and Ecocriticism 
Bordering practices have also shaped relationships between various groups 
(JanMohammed 1985) . In 1970, the English psychologist and animal rights 
advocate Richard Ryder coined the term speciesism in order to highlight the 
discrimination of animals . The term was first used in a privately printed 
leaflet (Ryder 2011) . Since then, it has been used also in criticism of a hier-
archization of species which favours privileged, white westerners in con-
structions of colonial subjects, and certain groups of people as being “not 
quite human” . This is a central theme of critical race and whiteness studies 
(Roediger 2006, Wray 2006), which is also found in Scandinavia in studies 
suggesting that the Sámi of the North Calotte were not categorized as white 
(Nyssönen 2007) . In various shades, ideas about certain groups of people 
being unfit to rule themselves and manage their lands underlie colonialism .5 
Comparisons of species and groups of people interconnect with categoriza-
tions of certain groups of people as inferior, or, in their extreme, as not quite 
human (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2009, 215) . The idea of the white man’s 
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burden, i .e ., the civilizing mission of white westerners, has provided a ra-
tionale for colonialism . Thus, there are two powerful competing narratives 
in western culture that have had an impact on ideas about relationships 
between indigenous peoples and westerners . These narratives have shaped 
notions of land management, land rights, sustainability and the building of 
a good society .

The western cultural tradition concomitant with a hierarchization of 
species and division of culture and nature has been targeted in postcolonial 
ecocriticism (Huggan & Tiffin 2010), and also by indigenous authors, art-
ists, academics and activists . The works of influential researchers like Latour 
and Plumwood (Latour 1993, Latour 1999, Plumwood 2001) have had a great 
impact on the development of environmental humanities (Oppermann & 
Iovino eds 2017) . In Plumwood’s analysis of the “standpoint of mastery”, 
built on a dualism between reason and nature, the natural world which in-
cludes women, indigenous people, and non-humans, is subordinated (Plum-
wood 1993, Mulligan & Hill 2001, Davion 2009) . Plumwood uses the con-
cept ecofeminism in her analysis of the oppression of nature and women: 
“Ecofeminism has contributed a great deal both to activist struggle and to 
theorizing links between women’s oppression and the domination of na-
ture over the last two decades .” (Plumwood 1993, 19–40) . 

The concept ecofeminism is also used in discussions of indigenous wom-
en authors who combine the use of traditional myths and stories with fem-
inism, ecocriticism, and activism . According to Snodgrass, “Silko fosters the 
preservation of life on earth through ecofeminism, an alliance of ecology 
and feminism for the common good .” (Snodgrass 2011, 103) . This is relat-
ed to Silko’s Laguna upbringing which has given her “a sense of intimacy 
and belonging to terrain” which “comes naturally to an author shaped from 
childhood by her regard for all creation .” (ibid .) . Snodgrass connects this 
with Silko’s “glimpses of oneness with nature” (ibid .) . It is not proposed that 
this approach is unique to Silko and other authors of indigenous descent, 
but it is suggested that experiences of oneness with nature and interdepen-
dency in the case of Silko and other indigenous authors is related to a Native 
American point of view which existed before the arrival of whites in the 
New World: “In pre-Columbian times, aboriginal values demanded the con-
servation of natural resources, which Amerindians considered sacred rather 
than exploitable .” (ibid .) . This is a perspective found in contemporary narra-
tives of indigenous ecological knowledge which contrast indigenous respect 
for nature with the disastrous effects of western exploitation . However, it is 
not a proposal that has gone unchallenged (Krech 2000, Clapperton 2016) .

In imaginative writing, the environment is represented as part of set-
ting, which plays a central role for describing characters and time and estab-
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lishing the meaning(s) of the text . The way the story is narrated and the use 
of focalization contribute to creating a storyworld .6 Competing or dissonant 
environmental imaginations may be put into play by an author . While the 
trope of the noble savage contrasts modern westerners with their Others 
– natives, tribes and indigenous peoples uncorrupted by modernity – con-
temporary postcolonial indigenous literatures give multifaceted depictions 
of how indigenous people engage with the world in an epoch characterized 
by loss of indigenous cultures and land . These are typical elements of post-
colonial storyworlds which, according to James, “can provide illustrations 
of a locally informed and highly subjective experience of a particular space 
and time that is not dependent upon Western ideas of literary realism or 
environmentalism .” (James 2015, xv) . James proposes that this illustrates 
an alternative realism “that subscribes to non-Western ontologies .” (Ibid .) . 

The activation of non-western ontologies is a central theme also of con-
temporary narratives from other genres than fiction which highlight indig-
enous peoples’ relationships with nature and the environment (Adamson 
2014, Adamson & Monani 2017) . In indigenous literatures, this theme plays 
a central role in the creation of alternative realities and experienced geogra-
phies in which lost and traumatized indigenous individuals engage in quests 
for healing and redemption . However, in the contemporary discourse on the 
rights of indigenous peoples, the theme of indigenous alternative ontologies 
and worldviews is approached from a human rights perspective related to 
the spatial turn in the humanities which has resulted in an acknowledge-
ment of the rights of indigenous peoples and minorities (Westphal 2011) . A 
discourse of indigenous ecological knowledge is also being activated in con-
temporary environmentalism, whose proponents may, or may not, recog-
nize the rights and wishes of groups of indigenous peoples . A theme which 
will be discussed below is that of diverse interests and agendas which may 
lead to conflicts between indigenous and non-indigenous interpretations of 
what the stakes are in representations of nature and environment in tradi-
tional indigenous territories . 

This study aims at examining depictions of nature and environment 
in a selection of texts written by authors who highlight their indigenous 
background and affiliation to specific tribes or groups . These depictions are 
related to movements and contexts of importance for indigenous peoples’ 
struggle for justice and recognition . Critical literacy is an important concept 
because an issue in focus is interpretations of the world and relationships 
between different life forms . The method used is comparative analysis of 
indigenous literatures from three continents that will be analyzed using 
perspectives from critical literacy research and studies of postcolonial ecol-
ogies (DeLoughrey and Handley 2011) .
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Linda Hogan (b . 1947), mentioned above, is an author of mixed back-
ground who has consistently highlighted her Native American heritage . 
Hogan’s Chicksaw family roots have a deep impact on her writing, which is 
shaped by intersections of traditional Native American’s views on relation-
ships between nature, humans and animals and feminism . In the preface 
of her volume of essays, Dwellings, Hogan explicitly draws attention to the 
issue of conflicting worldviews which have an impact on how humans are 
in the world:

It has been my lifelong work to seek an understanding of the two views 
of the world, one as seen by native people and the other as seen by those 
who are new and young on this continent . It is clear that we have strayed 
from the treaties we once had with the land and with the animals . It is 
also clear, and heartening, that in our time there are many—Indian and 
non-Indian alike—who want to restore and honor these broken agree-
ments . (Hogan [1995] 2007, 11) .

Hogan repeatedly depicts a special union between women and nature in the 
shape of animals and plants . There are numerous readings of her writings 
in diverse genres highlighting her depictions of connections between envi-
ronmental and feminist causes (Schultermandl 2005, Erickson 2006, Sadek 
2013, Grewe-Volpp 2016, Du 2018, Benabed 2020) . The aspects of her work 
that are of interest for this study are related to her activations of a specific 
Native American holistic worldview which clashes with the contemporary 
western worldview (see quote above) .

Constructions of western culture and modernity as separate from na-
ture have been criticized by proponents of a holistic worldview found among 
indigenous peoples who maintain, or reactivate, traditional beliefs . Adam-
son and Monani claim that new western understandings of multi-natural 
worlds and pluriversal, rather than universal, understandings of the cosmos 
are emerging through influence from indigenous peoples’ view of the world 
and the cosmos (Adamson & Monani 2017, 2) . The traditional knowledge of 
indigenous peoples has been acknowledged by the United Nations in The 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) . 
The suppression of this kind of knowledge is connected with colonialism 
by some indigenous researchers (Smith, L . T . 2008) . A focus on traditional 
knowledge is a central element of contemporary decolonization (Smith, L . 
T . 2008) . There are links between Latour’s criticism of western dichotomi-
zations between nature and culture, Plumwood’s “standpoint of mastery”, 
and the mobilization of indigenous peoples . One effect of this development 
which will be explored in this book is the emerging discourse on intersec-
tions between ecocriticism and the traditional knowledge and worldviews 
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of indigenous peoples . The concept of traditional knowledge is connect-
ed with that of Indigenous Elder’s knowledge which has been highlighted 
in indigenous communities as a viable alternative to mainstream western 
knowledge . According to Sámi researcher Harald Gaski, “Indigenous Elders’ 
knowledge belongs to the realm of traditional knowledge, which is experi-
ence-based and often holistic in its approach to Life, Land, and Spirituality .” 
(Gaski 2019, 261) . 

Discourses on Indigenous Ecological Knowledge and 
Contexts for Activism 
Discourses on the stereotype of the noble savage are thematically connect-
ed with discourses on indigenous ecological knowledge . However, there 
is a difference between cannibalistic discourses used by non-indigenous 
groups and discourses activating traditional indigenous worldviews in in-
digenous literatures criticizing colonialism in the spirit of decolonization . 
As a backdrop to the analyses of specimens of postcolonial, ecocritical, in-
digenous literature below, a detour to discourses on indigenous ecological 
knowledge and historical contexts that have influenced indigenous activism 
and cultural production may be clarifying . It is a matter of fact that there 
are conflicting indigenous and non-indigenous interpretations of the en-
vironment . Clapperton examines three different narrative embeddings of 
indigenous and non-indigenous claims to know the environment made by 
scholars and activists, using his own work with an indigenous community 
in Canada, the Tla’amin First Nation, as a point of departure (Clapperton 
2016) . According to Clapperton, the first narrative framework for judging 
indigenous and non-indigenous claims of environmental authority includes 
arguing that indigenous ecological knowledge is structurally superior to 
western scientific knowledge . Indigenous knowledge is described as holistic 
and as a means of empowerment, and as being open to diverse interpreta-
tions of the world that may exist side by side: indigenous knowledge “does 
not impose itself onto other ways of ‘seeing’ the world and allows for many 
other modes of knowledge to exist alongside it .” (Clapperton 2016, 10) . The 
second narrative framework, which is often called “knowledge integration”, 
involves intertwining indigenous and scientific knowledge in order to cre-
ate a more complete and accurate understanding of the environment . This 
is the position that environmentalists most often espouse, following Clap-
perton (Clapperton 2016, 11) . As a contrast, the third narrative claims that 
environmental science and indigenous knowledge are incommensurable 
(Clapperton 2016, 12–13) . 

Hames approaches the theme of “the ecologically noble savage” from a 
different angle, namely the debate on conservation in the USA in the wake 
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of Krech’s much discussed book The Ecological Indian: Myth and History, 
which has been both applauded and criticized (Hames 2007) . Krech’s gen-
eral claim is that Native American practices were not aimed at conservation 
of resources (Krech 2000) . Even though this is supported by a number of 
studies (Hames 2007, 182), Krech has nevertheless been criticized for claims 
he has made regarding the relationship between Native Americans and na-
ture . Hames points out that critique of “ecological nobility” is to some ex-
tent related to a reexamination of the stereotype of the noble savage in nu-
merous studies from various disciplines (Hames 2007, 178), relating to social 
egalitarianism (Boehm 1999), cultural psychology (Edgerton 1992), racism 
(Ellingson 2001), and peaceableness (Keeley 1995, LeBlanc 2003) . The eth-
nographer Rambo uses the term “primitive polluters” in the title of a field 
study (Rambo 1985) and cultural geographer Diamond presents examples 
of environmental indifference or destruction by tribal peoples (Diamond 
1986) contradicting the claim that indigenous peoples are more ecologically 
oriented than other groups . 

In “The Ecologically Noble Savage”, Redford claims that the idea of 
deliberate conservation by native peoples is a myth (Redford 1991) . The 
emphasis on “deliberate conservation” is of importance here as the debate 
highlights differences between sustainability related to certain life styles, 
traditions and degree of social development, on the one hand, and deliberate 
and planned conservation of natural resources, on the other . Hames points 
out that a number of studies suggest that there have been no substantial 
efforts to conserve natural resources by native peoples, and that, if they oc-
curred, they were side effects of low population density, simple technology 
and lack of external markets stimulating exploitation of resources (Hunn 
1982, Krech 1981, Alvard 1993) . Hunn argues that low population density and 
limited technology or consumer demand are connected with the life worlds 
of indigenous peoples before they were affected by modern western cul-
tures . The argument goes that the sustainability of pre-colonial life styles is 
related to concrete factors like these and not to beliefs and worldviews, and 
that when population density increased and more efficient technologies 
were introduced, for example shot guns, this had a negative impact on game 
populations and the environment . However, here are also studies suggesting 
that although native peoples can be agents of environmental damage, their 
overall effect is to enhance the environment (Balée & Erickson 2006, 10, also 
see Hames 2007, 180) . These differences in views on indigenous ecological 
knowledge, exemplified by scientific contributions to diverse disciplines, 
show that the discourse on “ecological nobility” contains multiple threads, 
some of which present contradictory claims .

This study proposes that the variation in competing interpretations of 
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indigenous knowledge and their political and social role is connected with 
variations in uses of critical literacy relating to diverse interpretations of 
the world, and to different agendas . An issue connected with this is the use 
of diverse genres . The focus of this book is representations in a selection of 
literary works by Native American, Sámi and Australian Aboriginal authors 
who have had a major breakthrough on the literary scene in the latter part 
of the 20th century . Most of these authors have in common that they are 
activists struggling for the cultural survival and rights of their own tribes, 
and, more broadly, for the rights of indigenous peoples . A central point of 
departure is that various individuals and groups of people construct and 
communicate diverse and multiple meanings and that engagement with 
narrative in meaning-construction is connected with temporal strata, for 
example in the shape of memories and history that are activated in contem-
porary re-presentations of the past in cultural products like literature, art, 
film, and popular music . 

The Recognition of Indigeneity
In the 1970s, the pan-Sámi movement and the Nordic Sámi Council took 
part in the setting up of a collaborative organization for all the world’s indig-
enous peoples for the purpose of paving the way for further rights (Minde 
2003, 80, also see Bremmer 2012, 72) . Minde points out that the Latin Amer-
ican delegates initially questioned the indigenous status of the Sámi: “As far 
as they could tell, the Sami were white European people who had no reason 
to be there .” (Minde 2003, 85) . According to Minde, there were two circum-
stances that convinced the other delegates that the Sámi are indeed an in-
digenous people . Helge Kleivan, leader of the International Work Group for 
Indigenous Affairs (IWGIA), gave a speech in which he outlined the history 
of the Sámi people in Spanish in a way that convinced the other delegates 
that they were “White Indians” (Minde ibid .) . Secondly, there were per-
formances by Sámi artists, among them Nils-Aslak Valkeapää, who joiked . 
Thus, the Sámi were credited with the status of indigenous peoples on an 
international scale prior to the Alta conflict, which had a great importance 
for shaping a collective Sámi identity . (Minde ibid .) . This shows the role of 
history and culture in defining indigeneity, more specifically the history of 
land loss and colonization and a specific culture with an oral tradition and 
spirituality built on other premises than those of modern western cultures 
and their concomitant worldviews . 

The Alta conflict mentioned above arose in the 1970s when the Nor-
wegian state decided to build a hydroelectric power plant on the Alta-Kau-
tokeino River . This would result in the flooding of Sami villages, farmland 
and pasture land . In spite of protests that received massive media attention, 
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a divided Norwegian Supreme Court ruled in 1982 that the dam on the Alta 
River was legal and could be built . In spite of this outcome, the protest 
movement was of great importance in the shaping of a Sámi collective iden-
tity as distinguished from that of the majority population, and in creating 
conditions for “a redefinition of ‘Saaminess’, a Saami society and political 
unity .” (Seurujärvi-Kari 2005, 11) . The importance of the protests is empha-
sized by Bremmer: “The Alta conflict became a watershed moment in re-
claiming Sami identity and Sami pride . This watershed moment brought 
environmentalists, Norwegians and Samis together as one voice raising an 
environmental justice issue .” (Bremmer 2012, 108) . There were groups with 
diverse affiliations and backgrounds among the protesters, and it is hardly 
accurate to say that they all had the same agenda and that they spoke in one 
voice . Seurujärvi-Kari points out that there were in fact two concurrent 
issues at stake: “on the one hand, an international movement for the protec-
tion of nature and the environment; on the other, a clash between the Saami 
and the Norwegian government and the formers’ ever-increasing awareness 
of their own rights as defined in the collective rights of indigenous peoples 
and other minorities .” (Seurujärvi-Kari ibid .) . The fact that the Sámi had 
been recognized as an indigenous people before the Alta conflict strength-
ened their position in the negotiations concerning rights . 

Conservation for Tourists or Indigenous Management 
of Traditional Land?
Previous to the Alta conflict, the protest movement against the develop-
ment of Mardøla in Romsdal, Norway, the highest cascade in northern Eu-
rope, met the same fate . The protest movements succeeded in reducing the 
scale of the projects, but were unable to stop them . One of the protesters 
at Mardøla who had chained themselves to the ground to prevent the ma-
chines from reaching the mountains was Arne Næss, who, together with 
other protesters, was removed from the site by the police . (Reed & Roth-
enberg 1992, 26) . In 1962, the first Norwegian national park was established 
and this is also the year when a nationwide environmental education cam-
paign was launched: “Bruk Naturvett!” (Use Common Sense in Nature!) . 
Reed and Rothenberg highlight the impact Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring had 
at this time in bringing pollution problems to the fore: “Gradually the Nor-
wegian people became aware that the Norwegian environment was being 
encroached upon by its industrial growth .” (Reed & Rothenberg 1992, 23) . 
The following decade saw a blossoming of the Eco-Movement in Norway . 
This goes hand in hand with the new Nature Conservation Act of 1970 . The 
introduction to the act reads: 
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“Natural habitats and the wild flora and fauna (the natural environ-
ment) are national assets that must be protected . Nature conservation 
means the management of natural resources on the basis of the close in-
terdependence between mankind and nature, and the need to maintain 
the qualities of the natural environment for posterity .” (Act No . 63) . 

The Norwegian Nature Conservation Act of the 1970s reflects the concerns 
of environmentalists and activists struggling for the preservation of threat-
ened wilderness areas . This form of environmentalism is being problema-
tized by DeLoughrey and Handley in their discussion of postcolonial ecolo-
gies . They use the term “environmentalism of the privileged north” in order 
to highlight that environmentalism may go hand in hand with hierarchical 
notions of nature which justify colonial expansion and the repression of 
nonnormative others . (DeLoughrey and Handley 2011, 21) . This theme is 
analyzed by Guha, who criticizes the Deep Ecology movement, founded by 
Arne Næss, for its lack “of concern with inequalities within human society” 
(Guha 72) . Another topic raised by Guha is that constructions of pristine, 
nonhuman wilderness areas benefit elite tourists rather than local people, 
and positions “the enjoyment of nature (as) an integral part of the consum-
er society” (Guha 79, also see DeLoughrey and Handley 2011, 21) . This is a 
topic shaping conflicts between Sámi people living in the mountain areas 
of northern Sweden and entrepreneurs who wish to exploit the lands as 
recreational areas for tourists . It is also a theme of Linnea Axelsson’s poetry 
book Aednan, which includes references to the Girjas case initiated when 
the Girjas Sámi District petitioned the Swedish Supreme Court to rule that 
Sámi administrative districts have the sole right to decide whether others 
should be allowed to hunt and fish in their district above the cultivation 
line (Axelsson 2018) . The case reveals conflicting views on the mountain 
area, on the one hand the view that it is a wilderness which may be used for 
tourism, and on the other that it is traditional Sámi land used by the Sámi 
for hunting, fishing and reindeer husbandry . The Girjas case is used by poet 
Linnea Axelsson as an example of present-day Sámi resistance to Swedish 
colonialism . 

Ecocritical postcolonial indigenous literacies target interconnections 
between western domination, modernity and colonialism on the one hand, 
and decolonization among indigenous peoples on the other . This book pro-
poses that this gives rise to a new discourse based on a critical reading of the 
world in diverse temporal strata as a response to marginalization, transfor-
mation of traditional lands and ecological catastrophes . At times, this goes 
hand in hand with proposals of contemporary narratives of sustainability 
which are at the core of ecological literacy (Orr 1992) and sustainability 
literacy (Stibbe 2009) .
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There are some overlappings of theories of the world sprung from a 
critical interpretation of relationships between humans and nature . The 
Deep Ecology Movement with roots in Norway considers humankind an 
integral part of its environment and refutes the notion of a hierarchy of 
life forms with humankind at the top . (Drengson 1995, Bender 2003) . The 
term “deep ecology” was coined in 1973 by the Norwegian philosopher Arne 
Næss (Næss 1973) . As mentioned above, Næss and the movement he started 
have been criticized for not being sensitive to human needs and for dehis-
toricizing nature (Guha 1989) . Since then, Deep Ecology has had a great 
impact on environmental and green movements and the development of 
environmental ethics . The core principle of deep ecology is that the living 
environment as a whole has the same right to live and flourish as humanity . 
One point made by Guha is that Deep Ecology according to Næss privileges 
respect for nature, while downplaying the needs of humans, and that this 
stance is particularly problematic for groups who are dependent on the use 
of land for their survival (Guha ibid .) . 

Indigenous Literatures from Three Continents
Native American, Australian Aboriginal and Sámi literatures are of a plu-
ral nature . Whitson highlights that there were over three hundred separate 
cultures populating the American continent at the time of the European 
conquest, “each culture with its own language, history, religion, customs, 
and bodies of oral literature” (Whitson 1999, xvi) . This plurality is also 
found in Australian Aboriginal and Sámi literatures . In spite of this, there 
is a collective identity based on indigeneity . Native Americans, Australian 
Aboriginals and the Sámi are all recognized as indigenous peoples . 

The analysis will focus both on seminal authors like Nils-Aslak 
Valkeapää (1943–2001), Leslie Marmon Silko (b . 1948) and Alexis Wright (b . 
1950), and other contributors to the fields of national and transnational in-
digenous literatures . Ethnicity and belonging to a certain tribe, or group, 
is a vital element of indigenous identity which may go hand in hand with 
engagement for indigenous rights nationally and globally . The Sámi of the 
North Calotte consist of diverse groups with different languages and live-
lihoods . While the traditionally reindeer herding North Sámi have come 
to symbolize Sáminess in various contexts, there are other groups, like the 
Forest Sámi, who do not differ very much from the majority population . 

Nils-Aslak Valkeapää is a Sámi author rooted in the North Sámi rein-
deer-herding culture . Leslie Marmon Silko is of mixed Laguna Pueblo Indi-
an, Mexican and white ancestry . She exemplifies an author of mixed back-
ground who publicly cherishes her indigenous background .7 This is also the 
case with Alexis Wright, whose father was a white cattleman and whose 
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mother was of the Waanyi people in the highlands of the southern Gulf of 
Carpentaria . Wright has foregrounded her Aboriginal background, which 
has shaped her engagement as a land rights activist . She has written non-fic-
tion on the history of the land rights movement and engaged publicly in 
this issue . The anthology Take Power Like this Old Man Here: An Anthology 
Celebrating Twenty Years of Land Rights in Central Australia highlights a nar-
rative of aboriginal agency, resistance and struggle for justice (Wright ed . 
1998) .

Mixed background is a theme in a body of written literature from the 
time when authors of indigenous ancestry had a breakthrough in the liter-
ary field in the latter part of the 20th century . Being successful in the literary 
field (Bourdieu 1996) implies that the works of authors of indigenous ances-
try were received favourably by professional critics for their literary quali-
ties . This is interconnected with exposure in the media and awards in the 
form of literary prizes . A Swedish example of an author who explores mixed 
background is Ann-Helén Laestadius whose series about the teenager Ag-
nes centres around the main character’s identity formation, problematized 
by her having a father who is a majority Swede and a mother who is of Sámi 
descent (Laestadius 2007, 2010, 2011, 2012; also see Heith 2020, 75–78) . The 
books’ main theme is Agnes’ quest for a Sámi identity and her explorations 
of what being a Sámi of mixed background implies . This suggests that in-
digeneity is related to performance, uses of narrative and the building and 
maintenance of an author persona which in the cases of Valkeapää, Silko 
and Wright includes elements of activism . This does not, however, imply 
that claims of indigeneity by people with no indigenous ancestry are seen 
as legitimate . The Australian controversy concerning the successful author 
Mudrooroo’s Aboriginality led to Colin Johnson, known under the name 
Mudrooroo, being rejected by the Nyoongah community that he had pre-
viously become a member of (see Clark 2007) . The reason for this was that 
genealogical research had revealed that there were no traces of Aboriginal 
ancestry in the Johnson family . The scandal and public debate over authen-
ticity and what constitutes Aboriginal identity affected Mudrooroo’s career 
as an author negatively . He is no longer an acclaimed Aboriginal author, but 
a controversial figure seen by many as a fake .

Valkeapää was born into a reindeer herding family in Enontekis in 
northern Finland . He was one of the most influential among the Sámi activ-
ists, artists, politicians and students who engaged in the indigenous move-
ment and introduced the concept of “indigenous people” into national pol-
itics . This has promoted significant changes in the Sámi people’s political 
and social position in Norway, Sweden and Finland: “It has contributed to 
the indigenous citizenization of the Sámi .” (Valkonen & Valkonen 2017, 145) . 
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According to Valkonen and Valkonen “Their interpretations and articula-
tion of indigeneity, as well as concrete international and national political 
activism, have set the scene for concrete changes on the part of the state .” 
(ibid .) . 

Articulations of indigeneity represent performances based on a critical 
postcolonial indigenous literacy . A theme which will be discussed is the 
activation of traditional spirituality and beliefs in performances expressed 
in literary writing . Romero approaches this theme through a discussion of, 
among others, Leslie Marmon Silko, whom she categorizes as “a woman of 
colour”, pointing out that since the 1980s, writing by women of colour has 
increasingly used spirits and other beliefs held by people of colour to en-
vision spiritually inspired relations and political alliances that collectively 
resist injustice (Romero 2012) . 

Like other authors of indigenous descent, Valkeapää, Silko and Wright 
use elements from the oral tradition of their respective people in writing . 
Adaptations of the traditional genres of chanting, or singing, and story-tell-
ing are used in modern indigenous writing that emerged in the 1970s . Myth-
ical stories about creation and the interconnectedness of humans, nature 
and the cosmos play a central role in depictions of contemporary issues .

The breakthrough of Sámi literature took place in the early 1970s (Hir-
vonen 2005) . Valkeapää, who received the Nordic Council’s Literature Prize 
in 1991, is the most prominent figure on the Sámi cultural scene from that 
decade and onwards . Leslie Marmon Silko has been characterized as the 
foremost among the writers of the “Native American Renaissance”, which 
took off in the late 1960s (Lukens 2017, Lundquist 2004, Whitson1999, 
Wiget ed . 2012) . She has received numerous prizes and awards for her writ-
ing (Snodgrass 2011, 18, 22, 25, 28, 31, 32) . In recognition of her “nature con-
sciousness”, she received the American Indian Festival of Words Author 
Award (Snodgrass 2011, 32) . 

Ecofeminist Linda Hogan, whose father was a Chickasaw, is another au-
thor connected with the Native American Renaissance . In her novel Solar 
Storms, she depicts the period when protests against invasive technologies 
started to emerge among Native Americans who were becoming organized 
(Hogan [1995] 2008) . The Native American grassroots movement AIM 
(American Indian Movement), which was founded in 1968, is mentioned as 
a source of fascination and inspiration for the main characters of the novel . 
In the novel, people take great interest in TV reports at the time of the end 
of the Vietnam War in which the movement was mentioned . The Native 
Americans who are focalizers are upset about the fact that AIM gets very 
little TV exposure, and that “the dams and diversions of rivers to the north 
were even more absent . They were a well-kept secret, passed along only by 
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word-of-mouth .” (Hogan [1995] 2008, 156) . In the storyworld of the novel, 
this “secret” is one example of how nature and Native Americans with a 
holistic worldview are violently abused . 

Aboriginal Literature is a new field in academic study . The term “Ab-
original literature” was first used in an anthology published in 2008 (Heiss & 
Minter eds 2008) . In a later companion to Australian Aboriginal Literature, 
Alexis Wright is highlighted as a successful author who has won prestigious 
literary awards (Wheeler 2013) . In 2006, she received the Miles Franklin 
Award for her novel Carpentaria . 

Adamson’s American Indian Literature, Environmental Justice and Ecocrit-
icism is a pioneering work on ecocriticism as a theme in literature by Native 
American authors (Adamson 2001) . There are numerous studies of Leslie 
Marmon Silko’s authorship that highlight her ecofeminism and interest in 
the role nature and environment play for indigenous people . There are also 
studies of Wrights novels and of the writings of Valkeapää . Ecocritical per-
spectives have been used in the analysis of Australian Aboriginal literature 
during the last decade (Huggan & Tiffin eds 2010) and in the analysis of 
Sámi texts (Heith 2020) . In 2018, an English language anthology that pres-
ents ecocritical research on northern European literature and cultures was 
published (Hennig, Jonasson & Degerman eds . 2018) and in the same year, a 
volume on Nordic children’s literature and ecocriticism appeared (Goga et 
al . eds 2018) . The combination of ecocriticism and indigenous studies (Ad-
amson 2001, Adamson 2014, Adamson & Monani 2017) emerged in the USA 
and spread to Australia . The early English language volumes on ecocritical 
perspectives on Northern European literature do not specifically discuss in-
digenous challenges of a western worldview and cosmology (Hennig, Jon-
asson & Degerman 2018, Goga et al . eds 2018) . This study proposes that this 
development is connected with the emergence of an indigenous, ecocritical 
and racial literacy . 

The concept of racial literacy is used by American sociologist and criti-
cal race scholar Frances Twine Winddance in a study of the development of 
new understandings of how race works in families with white British moth-
ers with children of mixed background (Twine 2011) . The concept is exten-
sively used in analyses of strategies for coping with racism: “Racial literacy 
is the ability to read, recast, and resolve racially stressful encounters .” (REC, 
accessed 13 February 2020 ) .8 Racism is a prominent theme in indigenous 
literatures depicting psychological and social vulnerability, trauma, loss and 
displacement . Tayo, the protagonist of Silko’s first novel Ceremony, is a World 
War II veteran suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder . In his mind, he 
relives memories of having had to kill Japanese soldiers whom he feels look 
“Indian” like himself, enemies whose “skin was not much different from his 
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own” . (Silko [1977] 2016, 6) . Racism is also a prominent theme in Wright’s 
second novel Carpentaria’s storyworld where marginalized, displaced and 
dispossessed Aboriginals confront extractive violence and invasive technol-
ogies . While skin-colour is a major theme in North American and Austra-
lian indigenous literatures, this is not the case with Sámi literature .9 Still, 
racism is a major theme which relates both to categorizations of the Sámi 
connected with race biology in previous temporal strata and to contempo-
rary racism . Both in literature and film, hiding one’s Sámi background is 
a theme explored in depictions of people disconnecting from their Sámi 
background in order to pass as members of the majority population . One 
example is the movie Sámi Blood from 2016 . The protagonist, a young Sámi 
girl, leaves northern Sweden in the 1930s to move south where she hides her 
background . The theme of hiding one’s background is also found in Ann-
Helén Laestadius’ books about the teenager Agnes set in the contemporary 
Stockholm area . Agnes’ mother has concealed her Sámi background and be-
cause of this, Agnes has lost that part of her family history . 

Racism as part of a shared Sámi history is a prominent theme of the 
North Sámi original of Valkeapää’s The Sun, My Father (Valkeapää 1997): 
Beaivi áhčážan (Valkeapää 1988) . Unlike the translations, Beaivi áhčážan 
includes a large number of photographs from various scientific collections 
that document the Sámi (Heith 2014) . Some of these images were produced 
by people affiliated to the State Institute for Race Biology, Statens institut för 
rasbiologi, founded in Uppsala in 1922 . The director of the institute, Herman 
Lundborg, made journeys to Lapland for the purpose of collecting biomet-
ric data about the Sámi, at the time called “Lapps”, and the Tornedalian 
Finnish minority . In a volume about “the racial characters of the Swedish 
nation”, Lundborg compares “the Nordic racial character” with “Lapps” and 
people of Finnish descent (Lundborg & Linders 1926) . Some of the plates in 
The Racial Characters of the Swedish Nation are included in Beaivi áhčážan, 
which Valkeapää called a Sámi family album . In contemporary Sámi liter-
ature and art, Swedish race biology and its examinations of Sámi people is 
highlighted as a painful memory interconnected with shame and trauma 
(Heith 2020, 69–71) . A vantage point for this study is that racial literacy is 
a useful concept in examinations of interconnections of indigenous liter-
atures and the themes of racism and speciesism related to colonialism and 
decolonization, and that proficiency in racial literacy may function as a 
strategy for decolonization . 

Indigeneity and Place-Attachment 
Modernity is connected with the disruption of traditional village life and 
migration . The building of modern industrial societies with urbanization 
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and depopulation of rural areas resulted in psychological responses cap-
tured by the phrase “all that is solid melts into air” used by Marx and Engels 
in The Communist Manifesto . In the influential study All that is Solid Melts 
into Air, Berman highlights two different responses to modernity’s disrup-
tions of traditional life, on the one hand feelings of dislocation and loss, and 
on the other sensations of freedom and possibilities (Berman [1982] 1991) . In 
the era of global migration highlighted in studies of the post-colonial world, 
new cultural and literary spaces are foregrounded in proposals of new cul-
tural constellations emerging in migrant cartographies shaped by hybridity 
and experiences of multiple belongings (Ponzanesi & Merolla 2005) . Al-
though societies and communities have never been homogeneous or static, 
there have been influential narratives of people sharing a common history, 
culture and future that form the basis of national identity (Anderson 1983, 
Özkirimli 2010) . However, with postmodernism’s influence on the role of 
narratives in nation-building, grand master narratives have been subjected 
to critical scrutiny (Lyotard [1979] 1992) . As a response to essentialism, con-
cepts like “hybridity” and “the third space” have been proposed as useful in 
narratives which take flux and heterogeneity into account . In these narra-
tives places are conceived of as contact zones which undergo transforma-
tions over time, instead of as being static and harmonious . 

Emotional bonds between people and their physical surroundings play a 
central role for the creation of belonging . Consequently, when people have 
moved – voluntarily, by necessity or as a result of forcible transfers – this 
has resulted in narratives of disruption, dislocation and loss, and sometimes, 
more positively, of multiple belongings . The discourse on place attach-
ment emerged in the 1990s (Low & Altman 1992, Manzo & Devine-Wright 
2014) . Its theme is the “bonding of people to places” (Low & Altman 1992, 
2) . Since then, place attachment theory and methodology has developed, 
but although the emotional bonds that form between indigenous peoples 
and their physical surroundings is a prominent theme of a postcolonial in-
digenous ecocritical discourse that emphasizes interconnections between 
humans, nature, and the cosmos, this has not been examined in the field of 
place attachment studies . One element of disruptions explored in indige-
nous literatures is the transformation of the ancient landscape when mod-
ern western invasive technologies have been used in the ancient landscapes 
of Native Americans, Sámi and Australian Aboriginals . 

In indigenous literatures, shaped by a critical literacy which targets co-
lonialism, land loss and the effects on indigenous people when the sense 
of belonging in a cultural landscape is disrupted through transformations 
of the environment, modern western technologies frequently represent a 
threat to cultural survival . This theme is central in the writings of Austra-
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lian Aboriginal literary activists Jack Davis (1917–2000), Oodgeroo Noonuc-
cal (1920–1993) and Lionel Fogarty (born 1958): “In developing a critique 
of invasive technologies that adversely affect the environment and culture, 
their poetry also invokes the Aboriginal technologies that sustained (and, 
in places, still sustain) people in reciprocal relation to country” (Ryan 2015) . 
Thus the poetry of Davis, Noonuccal and Fogarty represents a contribution 
to a discourse on indigenous ecological knowledge which challenges the dis-
course on western modernity and colonialism . 

The theme of transformations of the environment is addressed explic-
itly in Alexis Wright’s second novel Carpentaria, set in the fictional town of 
Desperance, situated on the Gulf of Carpentaria in northwest Queensland 
(Wright [2006] 2008) . Desperance is depicted as an extremely segregated 
town in which white people live uptown, while Aboriginal people live in 
shacks and old car wrecks outside the town . Desperance is built on Aborig-
inal land . A recurring theme is Aboriginal people’s attachment to the land 
which is seen as sacred and inhabited by the spirits of ancestors and myth-
ological creatures . While the white colonizers transform the land, the Ab-
original people are cautious not to disturb the sentient beings, spirits and 
creatures that are connected with the land . 

In philosophy, instrumentalism is a variety of pragmatism developed by 
John Dewey (Bloom et al . 1958) . According to Dewey, the truth of an idea is 
determined by its success in the active solution of a problem, and the val-
ue of ideas is determined by their function in human experience . The role 
of instrumentalism in mainstream philosophy has been problematized by 
Plumwood who draws attention to dualism and to the account of the self 
and of human identity as hyperseparated from nature:

Mainstream environmental philosophy is problematic not just because 
of restriction to ethics . Most mainstream philosophers continue to view 
environmental philosophy as primarily concerned with an extension of 
ethical frameworks . For example, instrumentalism is viewed as a prob-
lem in ethics, and its solution seen as setting up a theory of intrinsic 
value . But this neglects the further aspects we have been examining, of 
dualism and the account of the self and of human identity as hypersep-
arated from nature, the connection between this and the instrumental 
view on nature, as well as the broader historical and political aspects 
of the critique of dualism and instrumentalism . (Plumwood 1993, 173) .

The idea that there is an absolute dichotomy of human and nature, a “hy-
perseparation”, is emphatically contradicted in indigenous literatures that 
depict worldviews based on an alternative ontology without strict borders 
between humans and nature . This is the case in the specimens of Native 
American, Sámi and Australian Aboriginal literatures examined in this study .
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In the opinion of the white inhabitants of Desperance, mentioned 
above, the building of the town is a success . The establishment of mines 
is seen as a good strategy for creating jobs and wealth . However, the logic 
of this is contradicted by the end of the novel . Aboriginal men set a fire at 
the mining site, which leads to the destruction of the mine, and a cyclone 
wipes out the entire town of Desperance which by then has been evacuat-
ed . When the Aboriginal man Norm Phantom returns with his grandson 
after having been away from Desperance for some time, the town does not 
exist any more . This does not deter Norm, who returns to the site where his 
house used to be in order to build a new home . It is tempting to read this 
end symbolically as a depiction of the fragile character of a modern life style 
in Aboriginal territories where the powers of nature may have devastating 
effects on buildings and constructions in ways not foreseen by the white 
colonizers . 

The idea that a modern life style entails success and rationality is un-
dermined through the novel’s depiction of the Aboriginal protesters’ de-
struction of the mine and nature striking back in the shape of a cyclone 
which wipes out the town of Desperance . With this in mind, the building 
of a town in an area with cyclones and a mine on traditional Aboriginal ter-
ritory is not successful and does not solve any problems . By highlighting the 
experiences of Aboriginal characters, the novel presents an alternative way 
of seeing the relationship between humans, land and nature which rests on 
dependency and mutuality instead of dualism and hyperseparation . 

The theme of connections between family, the land, culture and history 
is explored by indigenous writers in family histories that emphasize bonds 
with the traditional homeland . The title of Valkeapää’s poetry book The 
Sun, My Father refers to a Sámi creation myth according to which the Sámi 
are the children of the sun . The North Sámi original depicts Sámi from var-
ious parts of Sápmi, the traditional homeland of the Sámi people covering 
parts of northern Norway, Sweden, Finland and the Russian Kola peninsula, 
through a large number of photographs included in the book . A substantial 
number of these are from various museum collections worldwide (Heith 
2014) . These have been left out in the translations which consist of a lyri-
cal monologue . The lyrical I is a noaidi, a shaman, who can travel in time . 
The past is depicted as a period when people lived in harmony with their 
environment . This was disrupted with the arrival of the colonizers and the 
subsequent marginalization of the Sámi people . The collection depicts di-
verse temporal strata: a past when indigenous tribes prospered, colonization 
when this was disrupted, and the present with emerging resistance on the 
part of the Sámi . 

Emotional bonds between indigenous people and their tribe’s physical 
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surroundings are also a central theme of the Australian Aboriginal novelist 
Kim Scott’s and his elder, Hazel Brown’s, family history of the Wilomin 
Noongar People, Kayang & Me (Brown & Scott 2013) and Native Ameri-
can Leslie Marmon Silko’s Storyteller (Silko 1981) . Storyteller is a collection 
including photographs of the Laguna reservation and its surroundings, po-
etry and short stories . Like Valkeapää and Brown and Scott, Silko highlights 
the long-time presence of her people in the land by using elements from 
the oral tradition including myths and stories which testify to a people and 
culture that were there before colonization . This is a central theme of the 
novel Ceremony whose protagonist’s journey towards healing interconnects 
with his becoming aware of his and his people’s bonds to the land: “we came 
out of this land and we are hers .” (Silko [1977] 2016) . 

Attachment to the land is a trope in indigenous literatures . The quote 
above connotes a strong feeling of belonging to and unity with the land . 
This does not necessarily reflect that indigenous peoples have inhabited the 
traditional land “forever” . Silko depicts dislocations and relocations in Al-
manac of the Dead related to conflicts between Native American tribes . The 
theme of power asymmetries and the stronger forcing the weaker to leave 
is commented on by Sámi literature researcher Harald Gaski who discusses 
historical reports about how the Sámi came to Sámiland . According to these 
historical sources, the first Sámi migrants to arrive were not accustomed to 
the harsh Arctic climate, and “they learned survival techniques from those 
who were living in the land but who were driven away by the new race [i .e ., 
the Sámi] .” (Gaski accessed 20 April 2020, 2) . These sources indicate that 
there are no essential or static bonds between people and land, but that 
bonds are connected with emotions, memories and narratives . The trope 
of place attachment in decolonizing indigenous narratives functions as a 
rhetoric device used in order to legitimize claims of land rights . In this con-
text, the notion of being the first people using the lands plays an important 
role . This notion is reflected in the lyrics of Sámi singer-song-writer Sofia 
Jannok . Her fourth album ORDA – This is my Land from 2016 includes the 
claim “We [i .e ., the Sámi] were here first”, which, together with the title of 
the album, expresses place attachment and protest against land loss typical 
of contemporary postcolonial narratives .

In Native American Linda Hogan’s writing, people’s relationship with 
land, animals and each other are examined from “a Chickasaw-feminist-hu-
manist perspective that recognizes the precariousness and complexity of 
these relationships in the nuclear age .” (Wilson 2012, 450) . This implies that 
place attachment may involve elements of trauma for people who have been 
forcibly transferred, and for those experiencing the vulnerability of rela-
tionships between humans and nature at a time when invasive technologies 
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and extractive violence threaten life . This is the case with Tayo, the protag-
onist of Silko’s Ceremony, who suffers from posttraumatic stress disorder 
caused by his experiences of war, but also by a combination of factors such 
as being disconnected from his roots, and sensing pain caused by nuclear 
blasts on ancient tribal territory .10 

Another thread in indigenous narratives of place attachment is related 
to responses to globalization implying a focus on the local . This is expressed 
by a shaman-like character, Mozzie Fishman, in Alexis Wright’s novel Car-
pentaria (Wright [2006] 2008) . Towards the end of the novel, after having 
implemented the destruction of a large mine which is part of globalized 
economy, Mozzie gives a speech to his followers: “‘I says .’ He says like he is 
singing, ‘we mobs got to start acting locally . Show whose got the Dreaming . 
The Laaaw .’ He liked to empathise ‘The Laaaaw’ whenever he was heating 
up around the ears on the subject of globalization .” (Wright 2008, 392) . In 
the novel, the mining company’s lack of concern for local nature and en-
vironment is contrasted with Aboriginal people’s sense of place and place 
attachment which is connected with temporal strata stretching back to 
time immemorial and with myths about creation and ancestor spirits whose 
marks on the land are still experienced by Aboriginal people proficient in 
reading this world:

Country people, old people, said it was the sound of the great spiritual 
ancestors roaring out of the dusty, polluted sea all of the time nowadays . 
Will believed this . Everyone clearly saw what the spirits saw . The coun-
try looked dirty from mining, shipping, barges spilling ore and waste . 
(Wright 2008, 385) 

Like Mozzie Fishman, the young man Will represents an indigenous charac-
ter with strong bonds to the land whose readings of the world recognize the 
fragility of local, indigenous values in a globalized economy . 

According to a traditional indigenous literacy, nature is sentient . Spir-
its and mythical beings inhabit this traditional world which is experienced 
by indigenous characters who have not lost touch with their origins . The 
notion that Earth is alive and that there are multiple realities is found in 
Native American, Sámi and Australian Aboriginal literatures that challenge 
western worldviews . In Alexis Wright’s novel Carpentaria, this forms part 
of an Aboriginal literacy which constitutes one axis in representations of a 
clash between ontologies and worldviews . In Wright’s novel, the ancestral 
creator serpent is a recurring motif alluding to an Aboriginal worldview: 
“The earth murmured, the underground serpent, living in the underground 
river that was kilometres wide, responded with hostile growls .” (Wright 
[2006] 2008, 453) . 
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Land loss is a prominent theme of contemporary indigenous literatures . 
The loss is related to a colonial history with forcible transfers of people and 
the transformation of the landscape when settlers came, roads and dams 
were built and extractive industries established . During recent decades, new 
themes have been introduced related to climate change, lack of respect for 
non-human species, extinction of species and the establishment of new ex-
tractive industries on lands used by indigenous peoples or on lands that are 
important in the spiritual history of indigenous people . These are all prom-
inent themes of Wright’s The Swan Book and Silko’s Almanac of the Dead . 
These themes are also found in Sámi literature . The issue of land rights was  
as mentionel above extensively covered in the media in connection with the 
Alta conflict in Norway, which stands out as a major event in the history 
of interconnections between the emerging Sámi protest movement against 
land loss and threats to a traditional life style . 

Traditional Spirituality Co-Mingles with Contempo-
rary Ecocriticism and Activism 
In the political resistance of indigenous peoples, which emerged in the 
1970s, manifest in the Native American “Red Power” movement (Wiget 
2012, 315) and the Alta conflict in northern Norway, authors, artists and ac-
tivists protested against being run over by the state (Paine 1982) . In this 
ideological context, indigenous traditional culture was activated as a distin-
guishing marker and positive alternative to western mainstream culture .11 
Wiget points out that “Native American ‘Red Power’ was a militancy with 
a decidedly spiritual and environmental base .” (Wiget 2012, 315) . Adamson 
and Monani, on the other hand, describe the activation of traditional indig-
enous worldviews and ontologies as elements of contemporary indigenous 
ecocriticism expressed in texts from diverse genres (Adamson & Monani 
2017) . 

Spiritual beliefs about the earth being a mother and the sky a father 
are found among indigenous peoples all over the world (Griffin-Pierce 1995, 
Majid 2010) . These ancient beliefs are activated in contemporary indigenous 
cultures in narratives of a pluriverse without boundaries between humans, 
nature, and the cosmos (Adamson & Monani 2017), as well as in legislation 
that challenges the notion of a culture-nature split . Recent developments in 
legislation which explicitly reactivate indigenous worldviews and cosmov-
isions challenging western binaries between nature and culture exemplify 
the spread of a discourse that problematizes western modernity . In 2008, 
Ecuador recognized the legal rights of its mountains, trees, rivers etc ., giv-
ing them rights similar to the way rights and interests have been given to 
corporations (Hernandez 2016) . Another document that has had an impact 
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on ideas of environmental justice is the Universal Declaration of the Rights 
of Mother Earth, launched at a conference hosted by the Bolivian president 
Evo Morales in 2011 . The Law for the Defense of Mother Earth was passed in 
Bolivia in 2010 . Another example is a law agreed upon in New Zealand in 
2012 giving the Whanganui River the rights and interest of a legal person . 
In order to protect the river’s interests, an indigenous representative and a 
representative from the crown were appointed guardians, “ombudsmen,” 
of the river . Attention to the traditions of indigenous peoples is a theme 
highlighted in The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples (UNDRIP) which states that the General Assembly recognizes: “that 
respect for indigenous knowledge, cultures and traditional practices con-
tributes to sustainable and equitable development and proper management 
of the environment” (accessed 15 January 2020) . The declaration, which was 
adopted in 2007, is not legally binding, but functions to indicate a direction 
for future action . It is still the most comprehensive international instru-
ment on the rights of indigenous peoples . 

The General Assembly’s recognition expressed in the quote above 
reflects the fact that elements of the discourse on indigenous ecological 
knowledge which emphasize traditional knowledge and beliefs are found 
in texts from diverse genres and contexts . This is in line with the spatial 
turn in the humanities and social studies . While ecological sustainability is 
a central theme in contemporary debates on future scenarios for ecological 
development, there is yet another central catalyst for the discourse on in-
digenous ecocriticism related to human rights and justice . This is pointed 
out in the declaration’s emphasis on the need to recognize: “the urgent need 
to respect and promote the inherent rights of indigenous peoples which de-
rive from their political, economic and social structures and from their cul-
tures, spiritual traditions, histories and philosophies, especially their rights 
to their lands, territories and resources” (ibid .) . 

There are political actions aiming at the protection of “Mother Earth” 
and an interest in “indigenous ecological wisdom” (Adamson 2014, Adamson 
and Monani 2017, Hernandez 2016), but there is also American and Austra-
lian research criticizing the propagation of ideas of supposedly “authentic” 
premodern peoples who live in harmony with nature (Krech 1999, Wohling 
2009) . Wohling undertakes a critical analysis of the interpretation and ap-
plication of indigenous knowledge and its relationship with resource man-
agement in northern Australia, arguing that indigenous knowledge is not 
adapted to the scales and kinds of disturbance that contemporary society 
is exerting on natural systems . This book addresses this issue by its focus 
on the examination of an emerging discourse about indigenous peoples’ 
relationship with nature and the cosmos in creative practices, primarily 
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literature, paying attention to the existence of multiple, sometimes con-
flicting, discourses on interconnections between indigeneity and ecocriti-
cism . A central issue is that narratives are situated and connected with so-
cial movements and transformations . A central movement that constitutes 
a backdrop for a new discourse of indigeneity based on criticism of western 
modernity and colonialism is that of the International Movement of Indig-
enous Peoples (Minde 1996) which has inspired authors, artist and activists . 
The World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP) was founded in Port Al-
berni, Canada, in 1974 for the purpose of having aboriginal rights accepted 
on a worldwide scale . The council was dissolved in 1996 . In July 2000, the 
United Nation’s Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues was established as 
an advisory body to the Economic and Social Council . The Forum has a 
mandate to discuss indigenous issues related to economic and social devel-
opment, culture, the environment, education, health and human rights .

Interconnections between humans, nature and the cosmos are a theme 
found in contemporary Native American, Sámi and Australian Aboriginal 
literature, together with the idea that nature is alive and sentient . The no-
tion that nature has rights, reflected in laws granting rights to rivers, moun-
tains and forests, has resurged in contemporary indigenous politics . The 
idea as such is also found among western conservationists . The American 
Conservation Movement aiming at preserving and protecting America’s 
wildlife, wild lands and other natural resources evolved in the 19th centu-
ry, with people like John Muir who was engaged in the establishment of 
national parks . Muir wrote about the rights of nature and the need to treat 
nature respectfully . These notions are central in indigenous worldviews 
represented in fiction . One of the central conflicts of Silko’s novel Alma-
nac of the Dead is that between those who treat nature disrespectfully and 
those who have learned that nature is sacred through traditional stories and 
beliefs that have been passed down through generations . Story-telling is 
a strategy that enables indigenous communities to preserve memories and 
stories about their past . The spoken history includes individual life stories, 
personal biographies, stories about relatives, friends and neighbours, tradi-
tional knowledge and historical and collective narratives . These character-
istics of indigenous spoken history are reflected in the multitude of stories 
presented in Silko’s Almanac of the Dead and they are also a theme of this 
novel which highlights the diversity of stories that shape the life world of 
individuals and groups .12

One example of how opposing views are represented is found in the 
novel’s depiction of contrasting views on insects and bugs . Among the 
details describing Charlotte, wife of emperor Maximilian of Mexico, her 
disgust of the insects in her new home in Mexico is emphasized . Max-
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imilian and Charlotte have come from Europe to settle as rulers of a  
country in a continent they have never visited before . Charlotte’s abhor-
rence of all the insects in the new country is highlighted in the story-line 
of her husband’s and her own failures to cope in their new environment . 
It is a historical fact that the emperor was executed, and that Charlotte 
suffered from mental illness and returned to Europe . As a contrast to these 
foreign, white, upper-class rulers without any ties to the land and local 
culture, the Native Americans’ ties to the land and living creatures are 
presented as elements of place-attachment based on an indigenous on-
tology according to which all living creatures, including insects and bugs, 
are seen as interconnected in a world without borders between humans 
and nature . One example of this is found in the novel’s depiction of the 
traditional Native American perception of ants as messengers to deities in 
the underworld . 

The contrasting views of Charlotte and Maximilian and those of Native 
Americans depict a clash of cultures and worldviews . One of the characters 
of Almanac of the Dead, Root, remembers a colour plate from school “of 
Maximilian and Charlotte in their gold and jewel-crusted regalia as emper-
or and empress of Mexico . Blond and blue-eyed, they had been surrounded 
by legions of short, dark soldiers and honor guards .” (Silko 1992, 215) . The 
incompatibility of the European worldview and that of Native Americans is 
emphasized by the narrator:

Maximilian and Charlotte had got as far as any Germans were going 
to get with Mexican Indians . Charlotte went crazy; she kept trying to 
get maids and servants to kill the flies and spiders crawling and flying 
through the royal apartments . The chastised German ladies-in-waiting 
had complained to Maximilian . The Indians and mestizos refused to kill 
insects in the palace or garden because spirits would be offended . When 
Maximilian began to execute palace chambermaids for spiders and flies 
found in the royal bedchamber, the days of their reign had been num-
bered . (Silko 1992, 215) .

As examples of contradictory views on nature represented in Silko’s Alma-
nac of the Dead indicate, these are related to different worldviews and litera-
cies which make sense of the world . The European worldview exemplified 
in the depiction of Empress Charlotte’s disgust of insects intermeshes with 
a demythologization of nature . Edelstein emphasizes tensions between im-
ages of noble savages in the vein of Rousseau and 17th century authors who 
did not see the New World in a positive light drawing attention to the role 
of colonialism: “Indeed, given the complicated relations between natural 
right theory and European colonialism / .  .  ./, it was in the interest of the 
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imperial powers to quite literally demonize indigenous peoples and to deny 
that they obeyed the laws of nature .” (Edelstein, 53) . 

Native American mythology and spiritual beliefs play a central role for 
those characters of Almanac of the Dead who start marching north in order 
to reclaim Native American land and culture . Among these are two twin 
brothers who communicate with macaws who give them guidance . The nov-
el attaches great importance to the power of stories that may empower peo-
ple . This is commented upon explicitly in a chapter about the manuscript 
of the almanac which highlights the role of stories and narrative: “Narrative 
as analogue for the actual experience, which no longer exists; a mosaic of 
memory and imagination .” (Silko 1992, 574) . The importance of the almanac 
lies in its presentation of a story of justice and retribution: “Justice shall 
descend from God to every part of the world, straight from God, justice 
shall smash the greedy hagglers of the world .” (Silko 1992, 576) . While the 
novel asserts the power of stories and narrative for inspiring change, the 
authenticity of the manuscript of the almanac as such is presented as dubi-
ous, which gives the novel a postmodern touch: “Whole sections had been 
stolen from other books and from the proliferation of “farmer’s almanacs” 
[ .  .  .] . Not even the parchment pages or fragments of ancient paper could be 
trusted; they might have been clever forgeries, recopied, drawn, and colored 
painstakingly .” (Silko 1992, 570) . This suggests that the theme of the novel 
is the power of stories and narrative for inspiring social movements . With 
this in mind, the stories using Native American mythology and spirituality 
referred to function as a source of inspiration, such as the stories about the 
twin brothers being guided by macaws . 

Yoeme, the grandmother of the keeper of the almanac, the old wom-
an Lecha, “believed the almanac had living power within it, a power that 
would bring all the tribal people of the Americas together to retake the 
land .” (Silko 1992, 569) . For those who believe in the narrative of the al-
manac, it functions as an emancipation story using elements from Native 
American mythology and spirituality, which implies that these story ele-
ments are interconnected with the themes of justice and retribution in the 
contemporary struggle of Native Americans . The recurring theme of Native 
American uprisings throughout history evokes the theme of a history of 
indigenous resistance and resilience against colonization, a theme that is 
central in contemporary empowering story-telling, expressed in the manu-
script of the almanac as follows: “One day a story will arrive in your town . [ . 
 .  .] [A]fter you hear the story, you and the others prepare by the new moon 
to rise up against the slave masters .” (Silko 1992, 578) . The role of stories 
highlighted in Silko’s text illustrates one aspect of indigenous knowledge 



42

according to which a story is not merely a story . Story-telling, as a way of 
conveying indigenous knowledge, is mentioned by Gaski as a traditional 
pedagogy that has contributed to cultural survival (Gaski 2019, 263) . 

Carpentaria and The Swan Book 
Alexis Wright’s novels Carpentaria (Wright [2006] 2008) and The Swan 
Book (Wright [2013] 2016) both depict clashes between Aboriginal beliefs, 
traditions and worldviews, and interconnections of modernity and coloni-
alism . As in Silko’s Ceremony and Almanac of the Dead, there is a strong 
emphasis on theft of land which has left indigenous tribes uprooted, dis-
empowered and marginalized in the modern world . Other recurring motifs 
are pollution, poisoning of the environment and climate change related to 
exploitation of natural resources, and lack of sustainability . Wright explicit-
ly draws attention to the importance of roots and connections with the land 
for shaping an indigenous worldview manifest in the dreams of Aboriginal 
people: “In these times it was assumed that any outsider to these dreams 
would never see the stones of Desperance [the town], if he carried a differ-
ent understanding of worldly matters originating from ancient times else-
where . The outsider to these dreams saw only open spaces and flat lands .” 
(Wright 2008, 57) . A recurring theme is that indigenous persons’ experienc-
es of their traditional territories is connected with place attachment and 
that this is interconnected with a literacy shaped by myths, dreams, stories, 
and traditions . As the end of the quote indicates, this mode of experiencing 
is contrasted with the perspective of “outsiders” who only saw open spaces 
and flat land .

Intersections of Aboriginal spirituality and activism is a central theme 
of Carpentaria . The Aboriginal characters Norm Phantom and his son Will 
are marginalized and disempowered in modern Australia . Their life world 
in the present time of the novel reflects the motifs of colonialism, land loss, 
and racism . Through the use of satire, Wright expresses resilience by sug-
gesting that the land is Aboriginal . Norm Phantom and Will are repeated-
ly referred to as the traditional owners of the land, and they have strong 
bonds with the land as well as other elements . In particular, they are con-
nected with the element of water . Both men interact with spirits whose 
presence they experience . Will can hear “a thudding of ancestral footsteps 
[ .  .  .] pounding loudly in his head” (Wright 2008, 157) and senses “his own 
spirit shadow, one old ancestor [ .  .  . who] limped along to keep up with him” 
(Wright 2008, 168) when he is escaping from mining men chasing him from 
a helicopter . The focalizer here is Will, it is his thoughts and feelings that 
are presented . Another example is the old man Norm experiencing a disso-
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lution of borders characteristic of a pluriverse without boundaries between 
the sea and the sky when he is at sea . Norm watches big tank fish, gropers 
swimming together:

As each group moved upwards, they surfaced loudly in volumes of wa-
ter, raising their bodies high out of the sea, which was splashing down 
like waterfalls behind them . The creatures did not stop when they 
reached the highest level they could before falling back into the sea . 
Norm wiped their salty spray from his face, as he studied them swim-
ming through the ocean of air, to ascend into the sky world of the Milky 
Way . They became specks in the sky until they were so far away in the 
distance, they were a cloudy blur in the celestial heavens of stars and 
spirits . (Wright 2008, 248) .

In the novel’s gallery of fictitious characters, Norm and Will represent 
members of the Aboriginal community which has preserved an attachment 
to the traditional land and other elements inhabited by spirits, as opposed 
to Aboriginals who have lost the bonds and white people who are strangers 
to this mode of viewing the world . As in Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, differ-
ent perspectives and worldviews are contrasted, and like Silko, Wright uses 
satire to express protest and resilience to the colonizers’ mastery of nature 
which has disrupted the balance and symbiosis between humans, the cos-
mos and nature . In the novel, Will represents the young generation fighting 
back, while men like Norm belong to an older generation having scruples 
about confrontation . Within the framework of a critical indigenous litera-
cy, Will’s viewpoint represents insight and hope for the future . Will reflects 
on this theme when on his mission to sabotage a mine established on tradi-
tional Aboriginal territory: 

Life had no meaning in this new war on their country . This was not a 
war that could be fought on Norm Phantom’s and old Joseph Midnight’s 
terms: where your enemy did not go away and live on the other side of 
town, and knew the rules of how to fight . This war with the mine had 
no rules . Nothing was sacred . It was a war for money . (Wright 2008, 363) 

The quote highlights a conflict between a worldview according to which 
the creation is sacred, and a world ruled by economic interests . Following 
Will’s reading of the world, the establishment of the mine represents vio-
lence and abuse towards an indigenous ontology without borders between 
different life forms: 

This was kingfisher country . A lone, deep-sea blue kingfisher dashed 
across the sky in fright . Will watched its path across the hills . Its flight 
was part of the larger ancestral map which he read fluently . He does not 
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have to speak to ask the spirits to keep the birds away from the mine . 
See! Mine waste everywhere. The grounds were covered in contaminated 
rubble . (Wright 2008, 378–379)

 With the character of Will, Wright draws attention to a way of experienc-
ing reality connected with a critical indigenous literacy according to which 
extractive violence represents exploitation and hopes for a better future lie 
in fighting against the destruction of traditional Aboriginal beliefs and cul-
ture . A theme that Wright explores in both Carpentaria and the dystopic 
novel The Swan Book is that of the ecological crisis resulting from “the mas-
tery of nature” connected with modern consumer societies and how this has 
disrupted the cosmic balance by angering the spirits: 

Country people, old people, said it was the sound of the great spiritual 
ancestors roaring out of the dusty, polluted sea all of the time nowadays . 
Will believed this . Everyone clearly saw what the spirits saw . The coun-
try looked dirty from mining, shipping, barges spilling ore and waste . 
Something had to run a rake across the lot . (Wright 2008, 385)

As the quote suggests, the effects of this crisis on Aboriginal people are 
both trauma and resilience . The latter is exemplified by Will’s blasting of 
the mine which has desecrated Aboriginal sacred country . In Will’s reading 
of the world, theft of land interconnects with desecration: “This is our own 
sanctified country, not theirs .” (Wright 2008, 409) .

Traditional spirituality plays a central role in Carpentaria . Some charac-
ters, like Norm and Will, experience the spiritual world, but they are not re-
ally shamans in the sense that they are traditional leaders of their tribe . Will 
has a potential of becoming a leader figure in the role as an activist fighting 
for land rights . This is related to a human rights and land rights perspective, 
and not primarily to his connections with the world of spirits . Another Ab-
original character who has followers in the role as a spiritual leader is Mozzie 
the Fishman . Like Norm Phantom and Will, he has traits of the traditional 
visionary who is connected to the people’s past (see Heith 2018, 108) . Unlike 
them, he actually has followers who see him as a pathfinder . In traditional be-
lief, the visionary capacity of the shaman was seen as a resource for the com-
munity’s physical and spiritual wellbeing . (DuBois 2009, also see Heith ibid .) . 
With this in mind, Norm and Will do not qualify as shamans . The character 
who comes closest to the shaman figure is Mozzie the Fishman in his capacity 
of a person with followers who see him as a spiritual leader connected to the 
ancient spiritual world . However, Mozzie is a leader with limited powers who 
also suffers from the effects of racism and violence in colonized Australia .

Indigenous identity and bonds with the land is a theme highlighted 
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already at the outset of Alexis Wright’s novel Carpentaria (Wright [2006] 
2008) . The first chapter, “From time immemorial”, introduces a mythi-
cal creator serpent who descends from the sky and creates the landscape 
around the Gulf of Carpentaria, including the rivers flowing into it . The 
river people are closely connected with the mythical snake which “perme-
ates everything . It is all around in the atmosphere and is attached to the 
lives of the river people like skin .” (Wright 2008, 2) . The theme of indige-
nous literacy and knowledge is highlighted: “The inside knowledge about 
this river and coastal region is the Aboriginal Law handed down through 
the ages since time began .” (Wright 2008, 3) . This Aboriginal Law is violat-
ed through the establishment of mining industries that create wealth for 
miners and entrepreneurs, while the Aboriginals are left impoverished . The 
Aboriginal Phantom family, who are the main characters, live in a shack 
in “a human dumping-ground next to the town tip” (Wright 2008, 4) . Like 
other Aboriginals, the Phantoms are denied rights to the land where the 
town has been built: “The descendants of the pioneer families, who claimed 
ownership of the town, said the Aboriginal was really not part of the town”, 
thus foreclosing them from their traditional land . (ibid .) .

The character Norman Phantom is introduced as a kind of Elder with 
close bonds with the river . As in Silko’s Almanac of the Dead and Valkeapää’s 
The Sun, My Father, land loss, marginalization and disempowerment in con-
nection with colonization are presented as elements of a disruption and 
violation of bonds with the sacred nature . Another shared characteristic 
is the focus on the role of indigenous history as a remedy and cure: “The 
old Gulf country men and women who took our besieged memories to the 
grave might just climb out of the mud and tell you the real story of what 
happened here .” (Wright 2008, 11) . “Real story” here refers to an emancipa-
tory story which poses an alternative to that of history as seen by settlers, 
immigrants and miners, whose arrival changed the landscape and disrupted 
the life style of local tribes . 

Indigenous spirituality and the appearance of spiritual leaders are 
themes found in contemporary Native American, Sámi and Australian Ab-
original literatures . In Wright’s novel Carpentaria, one of the characters, 
Big Mozzie Fishman, is described as a spiritual leader who evokes diverse 
reactions from his surroundings . Wright presents him using shifting focali-
zation which provides a portrait of him as a man who inspires enthusiasm, 
contempt, distancing and disbelief . In the words of the narrator, his follow-
ers are described as “religious zealots”, “Bearers of the feared secret Law cer-
emony”, and “holy pilgrims of the Aboriginal world” (Wright 2008, 114) . The 
description is rather ironical considering that Mozzie is also described as a 
rather shabby character living at the outskirts of society . Nonetheless, for 
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some members of the Aboriginal community, he stands for hope with his 
project to keep the ceremony alive that preserves traditional law . This cer-
emony is described as essential, and the maintenance of it is performed by 
Mozzie and his followers who are driving a convoy of old cars through their 
traditional land: “Their convoy continued an ancient religious crusade along 
the spiritual travelling road of the great ancestor, whose journey continues 
to span the entire continent and is older than time itself .” (Wright 2008, 114) . 

Mozzie’s role is that of a keeper of an ancient tradition, a ceremony, 
passed down orally through ages (Wright 2008, 119) . As in Silko’s novel Cer-
emony, the ceremony performed by Mozzie and his followers is connect-
ed with healing and the survival of Aboriginal identity and culture . As a 
spiritual leader with access to traditional oral wisdom and with the project 
to preserve Aboriginal identity and culture for the future, Mozzie is a kind 
of shaman character in the guise of an Aboriginal man who has experienced 
being marginalized and Othered in contemporary Australia . Like other Ab-
originals depicted in Carpentaria, Mozzie is subjected to exclusion from ar-
eas occupied by white people, and like his fellow Aboriginals, he is told to 
stay away from the whereabouts of white people where he does not belong . 

The narrative thread about exclusion of Aboriginals effected is con-
trasted with the ceremony which is related to “their eternal, ancient homes” 
being kept alive by Mozzie and the convoy (Wright 2008, 115), and “keeping 
the one Law strong by performing this one ceremony for the guardians of 
Gondwanaland .” (Wright 2008, 119) . Gondwanaland refers to a continent be-
lieved to have existed in the southern hemisphere, comprising present-day 
Arabia, Africa, South America, Antarctica, Australia and India . Diverse no-
tions of land rights are introduced and contrasted . While the legitimacy of 
the claims of white inhabitants is connected with a western legal tradition 
and a tradition of mastering nature and humans seen as incapable of manag-
ing themselves, Aboriginal claims rest on traditional narratives and customs 
that existed long before the arrival of whites . The role of the shaman is di-
rectly related to the preservation of these ancient narratives and traditions . 

Mozzie the Fisherman is a spiritual leader for those who follow him and 
believe in his spiritual powers . However, he believes that another character, 
Norm Phantom, is more powerful than he is . In some respects, the charac-
ters of Mozzie and Norm have traits of Elders who know about traditional 
wisdom and customs that may help people in the present . In Mozzie’s mind, 
Norm has the powers of a shaman who can make storms and “fly through 
storms like an angel” (Wright 2008, 468) . Some of Norm’s powers seem to 
have been passed on to his son Will, who, like his father, experiences trance-
like dreams . When Will is searching for his wife and son, he enters into a 
special state in order to find out how he can reach them (Wright 2008, 468) . 
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When Will becomes aware of the destruction of the town of Desperance by 
a cyclone, he believes that it is “his father’s payback to the town” which has 
caused it (Wright 2008, 169) . Through the focalization of Mozzie and Will, 
it is suggested that Norm has the power to conjure up storms to destroy his 
enemies . 

Norm is seen from the perspective of diverse characters who have dif-
ferent and shifting opinions of him . Nonetheless, through the recurring 
focus on Norm’s bonds to the sea and land, spirits and mythological crea-
tures, and, towards the end of the novel, on his extraordinary powers, he is 
a shaman-like character in a colonized space where traditional knowledge 
has been subdued . The resilience of traditional worldviews and knowledge 
is suggested by the depiction of how these have been passed on to the young 
generation . When Norm’s son Will returns to Desperance looking for his 
wife and son, he experiences the world in a traditional way: “he heard the 
spirit waves being rolled in by the ancestral sea water creatures of the cur-
rents, and conspiring with the spirits of the sky and winds to crash into 
the land as though it was exploding .” (Wright 2008, 452) . The cosmos is 
experienced by Will as being alive with interacting sentient beings: “The 
earth murmured, the underground serpent, living in the underground river 
that was kilometres wide, responded with hostile growls .” (Wright 2008, 
453) . Throughout the novel, Wright’s depiction of Aboriginal people’s ex-
periences of the world contradicts the kind of hyperseparation of human 
and nature discussed by Plumwood (Plumwood 1993, 173) . In the traditional 
worldview of Mozzie, Norm and Will, there is no dualism or dichotomies 
which may legitimize exploitation and mastery of nature .

Dystopian Futures
Silko, Wright and Valkeapää use elements from mythology in depictions of 
clashes between worldviews and life styles that have caused contemporary 
environmental crises . In some cases, as in The Swan Book, a dystopian fu-
ture is depicted when climate change has gone so far that living conditions 
have deteriorated and life on earth as we know it is threatened . A recur-
ring theme is that, as a consequence of extractive industries, pollution and 
poisoning of the environment, ancient spirits and deities are disturbed and 
annoyed . In Norwegian Sámi Inga Ravna Eira’s poetry book Ii dát leat dat 
eana, the goddess Uksáhká returns to the earth that has changed beyond 
her recognition as a consequence of climate change (Eira 2018) . The title in 
North Sámi, which means “this is not that earth”, refers to environmental 
crises that have changed living conditions . The goddess accuses humans for 
not having guarded harmony and balance . The poem is written as a mon-
ologue spoken by Uksáhká, who expresses her worries and concerns saying 
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that the earth she encounters is not the earth that was handed over to hu-
mans by the gods . The poem reflects a remythologization of the nature of 
the contemporary North Calotte, based on an ancient Sámi view on reality 
and natural vision . Like the other indigenous authors discussed, Ravna Eira 
activates traditional spirituality in literature by addressing contemporary 
environmental concerns . Factors that have changed the earth encountered 
by the goddess are climate change, air and water pollution, extinction of 
local plants, the appearance of new invasive trees and plants, and changing 
habitats for animals . The goddess notices a lack of balance and harmony 
which in its extension is life-threatening .

Intertwinings of ecological crisis and negative aspects of Australian co-
lonialism are also the central theme of The Swan Book . The setting is fu-
ture Australia smitten by an environmental crisis that has disrupted the old 
world order, forcing climate refugees to escape destroyed territories . Some 
of these refugees manage to get to Australia, a country suffering the effects 
of drought, flooding and poisoning of the environment, providing a con-
taminated, inhospitable habitat for humans and animals . The central char-
acter is Oblivia, a young abused Aboriginal woman who has become mute . 
At the outset of the novel, she resides in a heavily polluted detention camp 
with high levels of radioactivity, together with other marginalized people 
who have been forcibly transferred there by the Government . 

As a contrast to Oblivia, the young man Warren Finch, who is of mixed 
ancestry, becomes a successful politician cherished by white, liberal Austra-
lians supporting the rights of Aboriginal people . After having become Aus-
tralia’s first Prime Minister of Aboriginal descent, he is murdered . Before 
this, he has married Oblivia and taken her from the camp to live in a city . 
When heavy rains and flooding force people to escape from their homes, 
Oblivia is among the people leaving the city, heading for the site of the de-
tention camp which is the place where she is rooted . By then, the camp no 
longer exists, as it has been blown up at the order of Warren Finch . Obliv-
ia is left in a landscape destroyed by natural disasters and contamination 
caused by humans . She has no access to an inner world that might comfort 
her . Neither does she have a voice . Her muddled memories contain flashes of 
the abuse she has suffered . She has no ability to read the world in a manner 
that might give her recourse to an empowering narrative in which the past 
and present cooperate for a better future – a prerequisite for hope . In the 
world of the novel, Aboriginal people like Oblivia do not have any hope for 
a better future . 

From the framework of a critical literacy, Wright depicts a dystopic fu-
ture in which Aboriginal people, like Oblivia, are muted, dispossessed and 
lost, or accepted and cherished by the majority society as long as they do not 
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fundamentally threaten the interests of those in power in the majority so-
ciety . The time-limited success of Warren Finch relies on support from the 
social elite and his adaptation to the life style of a political elite at home in 
the global media landscape . He and Oblivia represent two extremes of the 
Aboriginal population . In the dystopic world of the novel, neither of them 
has a positive future . 

Ceremony
Interconnections between a positive indigenous identity and place-attach-
ment is a central theme of Silko’s first novel Ceremony (Silko [1977] 2016) . 
Through the story of the development of the protagonist Tayo, the novel 
depicts identity as negotiable . Tayo, who is of mixed Native American and 
Mexican ancestry, becomes increasingly influenced by Native American 
myths about forces competing for power over the world . Following these 
myths, the arrival of white people and the marginalization and disempow-
erment of Native Americans are related to the increasing impact of negative 
powers, called “destroyers” in the novel . Ultimately, these threaten all life 
on earth . A similar theme is depicted in Wright’s The Swan Book which pre-
sents a gloomy picture of a future with ecological collapse . 

In Ceremony, Tayo’s sufferings of trauma caused by his experiences in 
World War II are related to the letting loose of life-threatening powers . To-
wards the end of the novel, when he visits the place where the first atomic 
bomb was exploded in Los Alamos, he experiences a revelation that he has 
reached a point of convergence “where the fate of all living things, and even 
the earth, had been laid .” (op . cit . 228) . The negative powers are connect-
ed with witchery in the shape of ceremonial use of sand paintings which 
tell the story of the end of life on earth, “witchery’s final ceremonial sand 
painting” in which human beings and all living things are united by the fate 
planned by the destroyers: “united by a circle of death that devoured people 
in cities twelve thousand miles away” (op . cit . 228) .

The story element of the protagonist seeing the pattern which makes 
sense of the world introduces the theme of literacy to the novel . For Tayo, 
this implies that Native American mythology provides him with both a 
framework for interpretation and a tool for counteracting the somber con-
sequences of the “witchery’s final ceremonial sand painting” which he be-
comes aware of at the desert site where the first atomic bomb was exploded . 
In the world of the novel, the insight Tayo gained in the desert is vital for 
his, and the earth’s, healing as it becomes the vantage point for a new cere-
mony counteracting that of the destroyers: 

He cried the relief he felt at finally seeing the pattern, the way all the 
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stories fit together – the old stories, the war stories, their stories – to 
become the story that was still being told . He was not crazy; he had 
never been crazy . He had only seen and heard the world as it always was: 
no boundaries, only transitions through all distances and time . (op . cit . 
229)

There are ample references to stories and story-telling in the novel pointing 
to the theme of interpretation and making sense of the world . For Tayo, 
the acquisition of a literacy which decolonizes his mind functions as a cure 
against his personal trauma and the trauma of the impoverished and mar-
ginalized Native Americans socialized into seeing themselves as second 
class citizens . In the process, Tayo has been helped by old Native American 
stories from his childhood, encounters with a medicine man and mytholog-
ical beings who guide him to the goals of seeing the pattern which makes 
sense of life, history and the world, and performing the ceremony which 
counteracts destructive witchery . 

While Native American identity, history, mythology and worldviews are 
central elements of Tayo’s development, Silko does not essentialize indigeneity . 
There are several central characters of the novel who represent Native Ameri-
cans of mixed background . The young woman who married the old medicine 
man Betonie and the young woman who is Tayo’s helper are both powerful 
medicine women of mixed descent . Betonie also imprints in Tayo that cer-
emonies are not fixed, but change in the course of time . In the novel, both 
indigeneity and cultural wisdom are flexible categories that change over time . 

When Tayo first meets the old medicine man Betonie, he performs a 
chant telling the story of how destruction and destructive witchery entered 
the world (Silko [1977] 2016, 122 ff) . In the mythology presented, witches 
from all the Pueblos and tribes had a contest in “dark things” (Silko 2016, 
123) . One of the witches tells a story of the arrival of “white skin people” 
who objectify the world which they fear and destroy: “The world is a dead 
thing for them/ the trees and rivers are not alive/ the mountains and stones 
are not alive . / The deer and bear are objects/ They see no life .” (Silko 2016, 
125) . Respect for living creatures is something Tayo has learned through 
his Native American upbringing . Through Betonie’s chant, this traditional 
knowledge is put in the wider framework of a story about clashing ontolo-
gies and worldviews . Tayo’s learning process includes becoming aware of the 
negative aspects of modern western culture and gaining confidence in the 
usefulness of traditional Native American knowledge . 

Almanac of the Dead
Traditional Native American spirituality, as well as activism, environmen-
talism and land rights, are central motifs of Silko’s wide-ranging second 
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novel Almanac of the Dead (Silko [1991] 1992) . At the outset, two old Na-
tive American sisters, Zeta and Lecha are introduced . Lecha has employed 
a young white woman to type transcriptions of old notebooks into a word 
processor . These notebooks include old tribal texts of the Americas known 
as the Almanac of the Dead . An ancient prophecy foretelling the arrival 
of the Europeans and the later disappearance of everything European are 
prominent elements of the almanac . 

The novel presents multiple story lines that converge in a narrative of 
losses and abuses which have marginalized Native Americans through cen-
turies . Abuses against the land, “Mother Earth”, is a recurring theme which 
serves to explain the dramatic upheaval of the dominance of white people 
and the natural disasters that characterize the prophetic end of the novel . In 
the story world of the novel, the prophecy of the almanac is moving towards 
completion when diverse groups with shifting agendas are mobilized in a 
march towards the north . Among the protesters, there are Native Amer-
icans reclaiming the land that has been lost and their culture and history 
that have been repressed, homeless Vietnam veterans and other poor and 
homeless people . Among these Native Americans, there are both peaceful 
marchers who believe in non-violence and an armed fraction that foresees 
that the land will not be given back voluntarily . 

Almanac of the Dead is narrated in the third person by an omniscient 
narrator . The novel does not have just one protagonist, but a collection 
of characters whose thoughts and feelings are presented in the novel’s 
many chapters . Life in Arizona, which is the main setting, is seen through 
the perspective of Native Americans, people of mixed background and 
whites, of various ages and social positions and with diverse backstories . 
This provides a panoramic view of Arizona as a state where people have 
conflicting interests, ranging from white real estate developers like Leah 
Blue who is planning to build a village called Venice with canals and golf 
courses in the desert, to environmentalists, homeless people, drug addicts, 
criminals, and activists engaged in reclaiming Native American land, his-
tory and culture . 

Almanac of the Dead is not narrated in a realistic mode . By using satire, 
Silko exposes and ridicules vices, follies and abuses that contribute to the 
present-day situation of Native Americans and ecological catastrophes .13 
Often, satire aims at inspiring social reform – a dominant theme of Silko’s 
novel connected with the acquisition of a critical literacy that provides a 
tool for interpreting the world in a manner which inspires resilience, pro-
test and action for improvement . Silko uses direct satire in which the nar-
rator speaks directly to the reader . This is exemplified in a chapter entitled 
“Illegal refugees” in which the ruthlessness and racism of the character  
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Menardo and a general who is his business partner are exposed . In the chap-
ter, measures to deal with illegal refugees are discussed: 

Menardo agreed with General J . that the bands of illegal refugees trying 
to make a run for it should be gunned down from the air like coyotes or 
wolves . A little blood here and there was better than big pools of blood 
flashed across the globe by satellite TV . [ .  .  .] Menardo agreed with the 
general that the best policy was to kill them as you found them . Other-
wise, you ran into all the logistical problems the Germans had encoun-
tered with disposing of the Jews . (Silko 1992, 495)

The quote highlights a form of speciesism and instrumentalism, described 
by Plumwood as characteristic elements of colonialism . The satire targets a 
worldview based on exploitation of humans and nature, which, when seen 
from the standpoint of human rights activists and the exploited, represents 
cynicism and abuses complicit with loss of Native Americans’ lives, culture 
and land: “Indians were a waste of time and money . No refugee camps for 
them – the best policy was quick annihilation on the spot, far, far from sat-
ellite TV cameras . The general and Menardo had agreed on that . Menardo 
and his friend had agreed on nearly all things .” (Silko 1992, 495) . 

There are several references to the Holocaust during World War II in 
Almanac of the Dead . In the novel, this dark chapter of human history is 
not seen as a singular atrocity . Recurrent parallels are established between 
atrocities and genocide during World War II and earlier periods in indige-
nous history . The old Native American man Calabazas draws parallels be-
tween his family history and World War II atrocities when talking about his 
great-grandmother’s grandmother who was from the mountains where the 
Yaquis tribe used to hide from the soldiers: “Hitler got all he knew from the 
Spanish and Portuguese invaders . De Guzman was the first to make lamp 
shades out of human skin . They just weren’t electric lamps, that’s all .” (Silko 
1992, 216) . 

Angelita, a militant Native American woman fighting to reclaim land, 
culture and history, repeatedly highlights indigenous history as important 
for the contemporary struggle . She is a strong woman who is not impressed 
by a Cuban Marxist, Bartolomeo, whom she sees as being ignorant of the 
history of Native Americans, and thus unable to understand what they 
are striving for: “Comrade Bartolomeo denies the holocaust of indigenous 
Americans! Seventy-two million people in 1500 reduced to ten million peo-
ple by 1600!” (Silko 1992, 531) . For Angelita, as well as for other Native Amer-
ican characters, this colonial history has shaped how they see themselves 
and how they view the world . 

In the novel’s panoramic representation of groups with diverse agendas 
and people representing different life styles and social classes, Bartolomeo, 
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the Cuban Marxist, is not depicted as a supporter of the Native American 
project to reclaim land, culture and history . On the contrary, it is pointed 
out that Bartolomeo does not trust the Native Americans he has been work-
ing with: “They could not be certain any longer which groups of Indians 
were true Marxists, and which tribes were puppets for the U .S . military, 
or worse, tribes which were corrupted by nationalism and tribal supersti-
tion .” (Silko 1992, 504) . Silko uses shifting focalization in order to depict 
conflicting views, ideologies, and agendas . The focalizer of the quote, that 
is, the angle of vision which is verbalized by the narrator, is Bartolomeo, 
who represents one of the adversaries of the Native American struggle for 
reclaiming land, history and culture . 

The theme of reclaiming interconnects with the activation of an indig-
enous ontology and traditional worldview according to which the earth and 
nature are sacred, sentient beings . (cf . Adamson 2014, Adamson & Monani 
2017) . This theme is highlighted by the old man Calabazas: “‘We don’t be-
lieve in boundaries . Borders . Nothing like that . We are here thousands of 
years before the first whites . We are here before maps or quit claims . We 
know where we belong on this earth . We have always moved freely .’” (Silko 
1992, 216) . Towards the end of the novel, the character of a barefoot Hopi 
Indian, who functions as a prophet and inspiration for the crowds march-
ing north, which include Native American activists, holds speeches on the 
traditional indigenous worldview: “Earth was their mother, but her land and 
water could never be desecrated; blasted open and polluted by man, but 
never desecrated .” (Silko 1992, 625) . The old man Calabazas, thinks about 
how the world has become crazy after the atomic bombs were dropped by 
white Americans (Silko 1992, 628) . He has seen how the environment has 
gradually deteriorated and how the attitudes of the exploiters, called “de-
stroyers”, have changed: 

Human beings could expect to be forsaken by the rain clouds, and all 
the animals and plants would disappear . All over the world Europeans 
had laughed at indigenous people for worshipping the rain clouds, the 
mountains, and the trees . But now Calabazas had lived long enough to 
see the white people stop laughing as all the trees were cut and all the 
animals killed, and all the water dirtied or used up . (Silko 1992, 628) 

By contrasting the views and agendas of characters like Leah Blue, who initi-
ates large-scale drilling for water for her desert luxury village Venice which 
will result in the pumping up of water wells and ground water essential for 
the life of humans, animals and plants, with those of indigenous people to 
whom nature is sacred, Silko depicts a clash between greed and short-term 
desire for profit, on the one hand, and long-term sustainability, on the oth-
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er . This is also a theme of Wright’s The Swan Book, which in its image of a 
dystopian future depicts the long-term consequences of exploitation and 
pollution . 

A theme which interconnects with the conflict between ruthless ex-
ploitation and sustainability is that of corruption and acting in bad faith . 
This theme is developed through the character of Judge Arne in Almanac 
of the Dead, who helps Leah Blue to get all the necessary permits to drill for 
water, even though he knows that there is a severe water shortage which 
jeopardizes life in Arizona . The judge is one of the novel’s racist, snobbish 
characters who enriches himself, not caring about the environment or the 
survival of Native Americans or other people:

Let Tucson slide back to its rightful place in history, which was as a 
dusty, flyblown village of bootleggers, whores, and soldiers . Mexicans 
and Indians the judge didn’t count because they had lived in Tucson so 
much longer and were, in any case, much different than white people . 
Mexicans and Indians grew connected to a place; they would not leave 
Tucson even after all of Arizona’s groundwater was polluted or pumped 
dry . He had seen the evidence, the exhibits by hydrologists, in the water 
rights law suit . Arne didn’t care: he would probably not live to see it: 
Tucson and Phoenix abandoned by the hundreds of thousands after all 
the groundwater had been consumed . (Silko 1992, 651)

While the judge is a helper in the making of Leah Blue’s Venice develop-
ment, Native American tribes and environmentalists are her opponents . 
Silko uses the technique of satire to expose and criticize corruption, as in 
the case of the character of Judge Arne who increases his wealth by help-
ing unscrupulous developers like Leah Blue, and also in depictions of peo-
ple with social ambitions ready to sidestep the law in order to become rich 
and admitted to the social elite . The latter is exemplified by a business man 
called Menardo . Before he is killed, Menardo makes large sums of money 
through the sale of security services and the smuggling of arms . Menardo 
represents the self-made man of humble origin, eager to climb the social 
ladder, which involves denying his Native American family ties . Like Leah 
Blue and Judge Arne, he represents negative forces of destruction which 
lead to deterioration for Native Americans and poor, vulnerable people of 
diverse backgrounds . Contrasting to these, there are positive forces con-
nected with the prophecy of the almanac that at some point everything 
European will be gone, a future development connected with the survival 
of Native Americans and nature . 

The prophecy involves the reactivation of traditional spirituality, 
worldview and cosmology that work together to protect the earth . Far from 
representing the prophecy and almanac as undisputable facts, Silko depicts 
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diverse characters’ opinions and views . Some believe in the message of the 
almanac, while others refute it . The manuscript in Lecha’s possession is de-
scribed as a compilation of fragments of mixed quality, made at different 
times through history and with parts missing . Some parts of it are unin-
telligible, others are incoherent . Nonetheless, this almanac has the role of a 
seminal Native American narrative which explains the world and the histo-
ry and fate of Native Americans . It has been passed on through generations 
in oral culture that has changed the content of the almanac through the 
centuries . Still there are constants in this story in the shape of a narrative of 
the arrival of Europeans and the subsequent deterioration for Native Amer-
icans, which, according to the prophecy, will be ended when people listen to 
ancient spirits and reclaim Native American land, culture and history, thus 
saving Mother Earth from destruction . Place attachment is a central theme 
considering that bonds to the land and nature function as catalysts for the 
project of reclaiming Native American land, which will make the prophecy 
alluded to in ancient oral culture and the fragments of the almanac come 
true . 

According to Powers, Almanac of the Dead is a companion work to Cer-
emony which gives a broader view of environmental catastrophes and the 
plights of indigenous and dispossessed people . Powers characterizes Silko as 
a rejecter of “the role of gentle and noble savage” (Powers 2001, 83, also see 
Snodgrass 2011, 25) . But Silko’s depiction of indigeneity in the novel is not 
uniform . Certainly, her depiction of marginalized and dispossessed people 
contradicts narratives of noble savages living in harmony and peace with 
their surroundings . 

In the novel, the themes of deterioration and disconnection are evoked . 
According to Snodgrass, Almanac of the Dead presents a dichotomization 
between “evil sadists and noble eco-warriors” (Snodgrass 2011, 24) . However, 
the eco-warriors in question who are introduced towards the end of the 
novel are not Native Americans reclaiming their land and culture, but mem-
bers of the Green Vengeance group, an extreme environmental movement 
that uses terrorist actions like destroying the Glen Canyon Dam to promote 
their cause (Silko 1992, 726) . In the opinion of the old Native American 
woman Zeta, the alliance between Native Americans reclaiming land and 
the Green Vengeance group is a tactical one: “Green Vengeance eco-war-
riors would make useful allies at least at the start . Green Vengeance had a 
great deal of wealth behind their eco-warrior campaigns .” (Silko 1992, 726) . 

Intersecting and at times overlapping agendas are a recurring theme, 
but this does not interfere with the goal of reclaiming land, history and 
culture, which both peaceful and militant Native American groups want to 
implement . This implies that, although the theme of activism and protest 
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is related to diverse groups with different backgrounds and collective histo-
ries, the novel does not conflate the agendas of Native Americans and other 
groups . Wright’s The Swan Book gives a more disillusioned image of Aborig-
inal agency in the portrait of Warren Finch, who becomes a successful pol-
itician by tactically using support from White liberals . The novel suggests 
that through his close contacts with the political elite and adaptation to the 
life style of a global celebrity, he is being compromised and becoming in-
sensitive to the preferences of disempowered Aboriginals . This is illustrated 
by his treatment of Oblivia whom he takes, contrary to her will, from the 
detention camp where she has grown up to a town where he installs her in 
an apartment on her own while he leaves for the capital in order to pursue 
his political career . 

Almanac of the Dead and The Swan Book tell stories of how the land and 
nature are spoiled after the arrival of Europeans by unpredictable weather 
conditions, rising water levels, drought, and extinction of species . Environ-
mental deterioration is represented as an effect of western modernity and 
colonization . This is one element of the formation of a contemporary indig-
enous identity connected with a reactivation of an indigenous worldview 
which supports the notion that indigenous peoples have access to ecological 
knowledge which constitutes a positive alternative to western exploitation 
of nature and humans . In Almanac of the Dead, this theme is highlighted 
through the use of motifs from traditional Native American spirituality and 
lore, such as the story of a couple of twin brothers who are being advised 
by macaws . The Pueblo people that Silko writes about saw the macaw as a 
symbol of fertility and healing . This popular belief is used as an intertext 
of Almanac of the Dead in the story line about the male twins being guided 
by macaws which according to the mythological narrative will bring about 
healing, fertility and good times . This is one example of how respect for 
nature is connected with indigeneity, cultural as well as ecological sustaina-
bility and ultimately survival . In the novel these brothers function as path-
finders who can lead their people to a better future because of their status as 
intermediaries communicating with the spirit world through the macaws . 

The Return of the Shaman and Remythologization  
of the Environment
The study of shamans14 and shamanisms has increased immensely in var-
ious fields of research since the late 20th century (Atkinson 1992, DuBois 
2011) . An important point of departure is that shamanisms occur in particu-
lar cultural and temporal settings (DuBois 2011, 102) . Various elements of  
shamanism have been highlighted in diverse studies . One element of rel-
evance for this volume is that of healing . These studies tend to focus on 
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shamanistic  rituals as therapeutic acts (see DuBois 2011, 104) . These acts 
may aim at symbolic healing or catharsis (DuBois 2009, 133–150, Laderman 
and Roseman eds 1995) . 

Connected with the motif of healing is that of ethnobotany, the use 
of plants, which in shamanistic traditions is part of traditional knowledge . 
Use of plants and methods for healing more generally are motifs found in 
indigenous literatures that depict revitalization of traditional culture and 
possible strategies for healing trauma and psychological vulnerability in 

Illustration: Noaidi drum from the cover of Nils-Aslak Valkeapää’s Beaivi áhčážan (English title: The 
Sun, My Father), published by DAT in 1988.
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contemporary societies where indigenous people suffer from the conse-
quences of colonialism . 

Histories of the fate of shamans within particular historical settings 
have served as backdrops for examinations of indigenous efforts to revital-
ize discontinued shamanistic traditions (DuBois 2011, 107) . This is reflect-
ed in a Sámi study of shamanism as a contemporary practice (Gaup 2005) . 
More important for this study’s discussion of specimens of Native Amer-
ican, Australian Aboriginal and Sámi literature, is that shamans have be-
come symbols of indigenous resistance to colonial powers and worldviews 
(cf . DuBois 2011, 109) . 

Shamanism is also a theme of ecotheology in which sacralization of 
nature and environment is a central element . DeLougherty and Hand-
ley specifically mention that indigenous and non-western traditions 
have influenced the development of ecotheology since the 1970s (De-
Lougherty and Handley 2011, 15) . This shows that there are intertwin-
ings between various fields of research focusing on the resacralization of 
nature, which is a central theme of the specimens of literature discussed 
in this volume .

The Sun, My Father and Pathfinder
The character of the shaman plays a central role in Silko’s first novel Cer-
emony from 1977, Valkeapää’s poetry book Beaivi áhčážan, published in 
North Sámi in 1988 and in English translation (The Sun, My Father) in 1997 
and in Wright’s novel Carpentaria from 2006 . A shaman, called noaidi in 
Sámi, may be defined as: ”a religious or mystical expert [ .  .  .] who, in tradi-
tional Aboriginal societies, functions as a healer, prophet and custodian of 
cultural tradition” (Smith D . G . 2006) . The noaidi was the most important 
person in the ancient Sámi religion (Kulonen et al . 2005, 244) . In connec-
tion with the spread of Christianity in colonized areas, indigenous religions 
and spiritual traditions were actively thwarted . In Sámi territories, noaidi 
drums were collected and destroyed in attempts to erase traditional Sámi 
spiritual practices and beliefs . (Rydving 1993) . Drums were also taken from 
Sápmi to museums where they were exhibited as exotic items . There were 
beliefs that Sámi culture would not survive in the modern world and col-
lecting objects was a strategy for preserving fragments of a culture which 
was believed to be doomed . (Mebius 1999) . 

According to Pollan, the most important task of Sámi shamans was that 
of healing (Pollan 1993, 10) . The healing of an ailing person takes place in 
a ceremony led by the shaman (Pollan 1993, 11) . This kind of ceremony is a 
central plot element of Silko’s novel Ceremony, whose protagonist must un-
dergo a shamanistic ritual in order to recover . This is one example of the use 
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of traditional spiritual beliefs in contemporary fiction in order to address 
indigenous people’s traumatic experiences . 

In contemporary indigenous cultures, the shaman has been reactivat-
ed as a symbol of traditional indigenous culture and a worldview in which 
spiritual beliefs play a central role for guiding people and shaping how they 
interact with the environment . The character of the shaman is furthermore 
central in decolonizing narratives that present alternative stories of rela-
tions between humans, nature and the cosmos . In the 1980s, the shaman 
figure was reactivated in contemporary Sámi literature and film . Nils Aslak 
Valkeapää’s poetry and photography book Beaivi áhčážan was published 
in 1988 in the North Sámi language (Valkeapää 1988) . In 1997, an English 
translation, The Sun, My Father, appeared which lacks the large number of 
photographs included in the original (Valkeapää 1997; see Heith 2020 ff) . 
The text of the poem constitutes a dramatic monologue in which the lyri-
cal I is a noaidi . One of the drastic changes to Sámi ways of life and culture 
in connection with colonization is that the old shamanism had to yield to 
Christianity . Sámi literature researcher Harald Gaski points out that one 
consequence of this was that there was no longer a need for “the shaman as 
a mythopoetic person” (Gaski accessed 20 April 2020) . The shamans “were 
the ones the missionaries most strongly went after”, and the noaidis were 
also seen as being in charge of Sámi values and as representing opposition 
to colonization (ibid .) . 

The role of the noaidi was also that of being a pathfinder for the Sámi 
people who could connect to the past and give advice about the future . 
With this in mind, there are similarities between the role of the noaidi and 
that of the male twins with macaws in Almanac of the Dead . In both cases, 
traditional spirituality and mythology contribute to identity formation in 
the present, and to inspiring action aimed at healing, cultural survival and 
prosperity in the future . This function of the shaman is a central element 
of the story-line of the first major Sámi movie Ofelaš, Pathfinder, whose 
Norwegian premiere took place in 1987 . The movie is directed by Sámi Nils 
Gaup . Nils-Aslak Valkeapää played the role of the leader of a siida, a rein-
deer herding community, and he also composed the music for the film . 

The movie is set in Finnmark in northern Norway around AD 1000 . 
The main character is a young Sámi named Aigin who comes home one 
day to find that his family has been massacred by a band of blood-thirsty, 
looting Chudes from the east . Aigin escapes to a Sámi community some dis-
tance away . He has been wounded and is treated by the community’s noaidi . 
The Chudes who are following him are approaching . Some members of the 
community escape to the coast while others stay to fight the Chudes . The 
remaining hunters are killed, but Aigin manages to escape . The old noaidi, 
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the pathfinder, is kept alive and tortured . To stop this, Aigi reveals himself 
and offers to act as a pathfinder for the Chudes and lead them to the coastal 
settlement where a large number of Sámi people live . In spite of this, the old 
pathfinder is killed . However, Aigi tricks the Chudes, leading them to their 
deaths, and thus saving his people . When he arrives at the coastal settle-
ment, he shows the people a noaidi’s drum given to him by the old pathfind-
er . By virtue of his cunning and courage, he becomes the new pathfinder for 
the Sámi community . 

The plot is highly symbolic, telling a story of the Sámi people being 
threatened by foreign, looting and killing bandits . Aigin’s display of cun-
ning and bravery highlights the motifs of resilience and resistance in the 
face of threatening circumstances, and his becoming the new pathfinder 
alludes to the theme of cultural survival . The historical background to some 
of the stories about the looting Chudes in Sámiland is found in the Sámi 
classic Johan Turi’s Muitalus sámiid birra (Turi 1910), An Account of the Sámi 
(Turi [1910] 2012), the first secular book published in Sámi language . Gaski 
highlights that this book takes a clear stand against the colonization of 
Sámiland (Gaski accessed 20 April 2020, 7) . One of the stories in the book is 
that of the ravaging Chudes, which is central to the plot of Pathfinder . In the 
last chapter, Turi writes about “Sámiland’s unfamiliar animals” . According 
to Gaski, this is an obvious parable about the situation of the Sámi, seen as 
“unfamiliar animals” by the new immigrants: “the new immigrants knew 
that they were taking the land from those who had used it since time im-
memorial, but because these animals (read: the Sámi) were so shy and easy 
to frighten, the colonization thus didn’t really represent so great a moral 
problem for the encroachers” (Gaski accessed 20 April 2020, 7) . 

Gaski discusses the use of irony in Sámi texts as a form of double-cod-
ing expressing the viewpoint of the colonizers, but also that the Sámi are 
aware that they have been disempowered and robbed of their lands . This 
narrative strategy has resemblances with Silko’s use of satire in Almanac 
of the Dead in the sections presenting the views of the characters who rep-
resent those who disrespect nature and marginalized groups like Native 
Americans . Turi’s discussion of “unfamiliar animals” draws attention to the 
themes of speciesism and racism long before these became themes of post-
colonial studies . 

Not only does Pathfinder activate Sámi spiritual traditions related to the 
noaidi, it also makes use of mythological elements, such as the appearance of 
a heavenly reindeer in the midst of a display of aurora borealis which sup-
ports Aigin on his way to the coastal settlement . This kind of positive de-
piction of the shaman is typical of decolonizing narratives produced in con-
nection with the mobilization of indigenous peoples starting in the 1970s . It 
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is also in line with the role of the noaidi in Valkeapää’s The Sun, My Father . 
The noaidi’s monologue consists of a flashback starting with memories of 
precolonial times when the Sámi people lived in harmony with nature, and 
subsequent colonization with land loss, marginalization, and disempower-
ment . The text imitates the oral genre of yoik . Gaski points out that the 
tradition of old epic yoik poetry has survived in the Sámi’s collective cul-
tural heritage and that it still “represents an important sounding board for 
modern Sámi writing” (Gaski accessed 20 April 2020, 2) . The noaidi is the 
focalizer, and the history rendered is coloured by resistance and solidarity 
with other indigenous peoples mentioned in the poem . 

As opposed to in Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, the focalization is not 
shifting . The history presented is seen from a critical Sámi vantage point, 
and the role of the noaidi is to be both a container of the history and mem-
ories of the people and a pathfinder to the future . Gaski emphasizes the role 
of the shaman and his drum as a pathfinder also in the everyday life of the 
hunters: “the shaman could prophesy with the help of his magic drum, and 
he could travel with his free soul over wide areas in a short time to locate 
the game .” (ibid .) . As in Silko’s novel, an indigenous history of subjugation 
and disempowerment functions as a catalyst for contemporary resistance 
and activism . The theme of activism is not as explicit in Valkeapää’s poem 
as in Silko’s novel, but it is there, as the noaidi’s flashback, coloured by an-
ticolonial resistance, provides a motivation for indigenous peoples’ struggle 
for rights, later described in The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), adopted by the General Assembly in 2007 . 

The use of the character of the shaman in indigenous literatures is re-
lated to the activation of distinguishing markers highlighting that there are 
indigenous worldviews, cultures, and histories that have been suppressed 
because of colonization and its concomitant Christianization . Uses of the 
shaman figure forms part of a remythologization of the environment in 
accordance with traditional indigenous views on ontology and spiritual-
ity . Challenges of a western worldview based on the mastery of nature (see 
Plumwood 1993) are central in contemporary indigenous narratives on re-
lationships between humans and nature that are being activated in fiction 
and art . In this context, use of the shaman character is related to a remythol-
ogization of the environment and nature and an indigenous ontology with 
cosmic elements . According to this ontology, earth is a sentient being with 
bonds with humans . This is reflected by the concept “Mother Earth”, used 
in indigenous literatures worldwide . 

The notion of earth being a mother figure and the sun a father is reflect-
ed in the titles of Valkeapää’s poetry books The Sun, My Father (Valkeapää 
1997) and The Earth, My Mother (Valkeapää 2017) . A myth of the creation of 
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the world from the parts of a reindeer reflects the idea that the earth is alive 
and that this is experienced by humans . This is captured by the metaphor of 
the beating heart in the ground, expressed as follows in The Sun, My Father: 
“the earth itself / moves / pounds” (Valkeapää 1997, stanza 559) . This motif 
can be traced to a myth according to which the most high-ranking god, 
Jubmel, created the world from the parts of a reindeer cow (Stiessel 1995, 
14–16, also see Gaski 2019, 263) . The bones became the framework of the 
world, the meat the ground, the veins rivers and her hairs forests . The cow’s 
heart was buried deep in the ground and, following the myth, this is why 
the sound of heartbeats may be heard occasionally . The myth alludes to a 
North Sámi life world with reindeer and a cosmology which has shaped the 
traditional Sámi worldview . In this worldview, the earth and the celestial 
bodies interact with humans, like the reindeer appearing in the sky in the 
movie Pathfinder . 

A traditional Sámi worldview which includes the notion that earth, na-
ture and the cosmos are sentient beings are also central to the Sámi anticolo-
nial literacy permeating Valkeapää’s poetry book Trekways of the Wind, pub-
lished in English in 1994 (see Heith 2020, 42 ff), and his last book, published 
in English in 2017, The Earth, My Mother (see Heith 2020, 53 ff) . The title 
The Sun, My Father refers to the Sámi ancestral myth that the Sámi are the 
children of the sun, while the title The Earth, My Mother refers to mythical 
subject matter found among indigenous peoples worldwide, namely that 
the Earth is a mother . Both titles evoke indigenous ontologies and world-
views with multiple life forms that are connected and related .

Invasive Technologies and Extractive Violence
In a study of Sámi and Aboriginal views on extractive industries, Sehlin 
MacNeil emphasizes that asymmetrical conflicts and power relations be-
tween extractive industries and indigenous groups have often had devas-
tating consequences for indigenous peoples (Sehlin MacNeil 2017) . These 
conflicts and relations are themes of imaginative writing offering images 
of the effects of colonization of indigenous lands . This is the case in Silko’s 
Ceremony and Almanac of the Dead . In the latter, a Native American man, 
Sterling, is exiled from his village by the Elders, because he has taken a Hol-
lywood film crew to a site where a sacred snake is believed to have appeared . 
This is seen as a sacrilege by the Elders and other villagers . Other, more 
severe, examples of sacrileges include the establishment of mines and the 
blasting of an atomic bomb in Los Alamos . 

A central theme of Linda Hogan’s Mean Spirit, first published in 1990, is 
the effects of the establishment of oil fields in Oklahoma in 1922 and 1923 . 
Previous to the discovery of oil, Native Americans had been offered to claim 
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allotments of land . The women Grace and Sara: “in total ignorance, selected 
dried-up acreages that no one else wanted . No one guessed that black un-
dercurrents of oil moved beneath that earth’s surface .” (Hogan [1990] 1991, 
8) . Mean Spirit is a historical novel about conflicts related to white people’s 
attempts at getting hold of the land after oil has been found . Although it is 
a historical novel in the sense that it depicts historical events from specific 
years, it is also a novel about conflicting value systems and a story about 
Native Americans’ feelings of not belonging in a world where ancient bonds 
are broken . In the new reality brought about by the value system of greedy 
white exploiters, recently oil-rich tribal people are depicted as losers no 
matter what, either by losing their ties with traditional beliefs and customs, 
or by being swindled and murdered by white people wanting their valua-
ble land . The novel opens with the murder of the Native American woman 
Grace who has become the richest person in the Territory when oil was 
discovered on her land . 

Already in the opening of the novel, a character who is a “river proph-
et” is introduced (Hogan [1990] 1991, 5) . The old Hill Indian woman Lila 
Blanket “was a listener to the voice of water, a woman who interpreted the 
river’s story for her people” . (ibid .) . The river communicates with her and 
warns her about the consequences of the white people’s encroachment on 
Native American land: “One day the Blue River told Lila that the white 
world was going to infringe on the peaceful Hill People . She listened, then 
she went back to her tribe and told them, ‘it is probable that we’re going 
to lose everything . Even our cornfields .’” (Hogan [1990] 1991, 5–6) . In the 
storyworld of Mean Spirit the river is a truth-teller and Lila is its reliable 
intermediary . 

In spite of having been warned, the Hill People are not able to counter-
act the disastrous consequences of the encroachment of white people . A Na-
tive American shopkeeper disappears, and a white man takes over his shop . 
A young woman dies “of an illness spread by white men who worked on 
the railroad” (Hogan [1990] 1991, 7) and Grace Blanket is murdered by white 
men chasing her in a car . Oil is extracted from the ground and the blue Riv-
er is dammed . According to the critical indigenous literacy which colours 
Hogan’s story of the years 1922 and 1923, the encroachment of whites is con-
nected with violence that disrupts the communication between humans 
and nature, and which has lethal consequences for people, animals and sen-
tient nature . In this scenario, it is the Native American life world that is 
threatened by, and subjected to, deterioration and extinction . The threats 
are conveyed through Native American characters who are being humiliat-
ed and whose spiritual beliefs are being ignored or consciously trampled on 
in the name of modernity and progress . A group of white hunters arrives 
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and kills a large number of sacred eagles that are sent to taxidermists . The 
Native Americans viewing this are shocked and abhorred . 

A parallel incident occurs when white people are attempting to exter-
minate sacred bats because they believe that the bats cause rabies . Accord-
ing to the narrator and focalizer commenting on this, this belief is inaccu-
rate . For the Native Americans the bats are essential for healing ceremonies 
and medicine . As in Silko’s novel Ceremony, healing of the interconnected 
tribal people and nature is achieved through ceremonies based on an indig-
enous traditional holistic view of the world (Hogan [1990] 1991, 216) . In the 
storyworld of the novel, hopes of salvation lie in the activation of rituals 
that may heal the injured people and earth . In this story-line of healing, old 
people with spiritual skills and Elders play a central role for the well-being 
of the people and earth: 

He [an old Native American man] was going to set up an altar and per-
form a sing, a ceremony for healing everyone, even the injured earth 
that had been wounded and bruised by the oil boom . He knew he could 
not stay long or he, too, would lose his inner core of harmony . This was 
the problem with places in the world that had been broken . (Hogan 
[1990] 1991, 213)

As the quote indicates, Native Americans who hold on to a traditional 
worldview feel that they are contaminated by the effects of extractive vi-
olence and invasive technologies disrupting the harmony and balance be-
tween diverse life forms . In the novel, Hill Indians represent a tribe that 
has withdrawn to the hills in order to preserve their values and way of life . 
A motif depicting their view of the white encroachers is the cleansing of a 
Hill Indian woman who has visited the world of whites and mixed bloods . 
Each time she comes back to the Hill Indian community, she undergoes a 
thorough process of cleansing in order not to compromise the Hill Indian 
community (Hogan [1990] 1991, 339) . As in Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, the 
term “destroyers” is used to denominate forces and life forms that threaten 
the holistic traditional Native American pluriverse (Hogan [1990] 1991, 277) .  

While traditional Native American spirituality is depicted as a positive 
contrast to modern western values when it comes to ecoogical sustainability 
and the preservation of species and life forms, Hogan does not essentialize 
indigeneity in the respect that indigenous people are depicted as complete-
ly detached from white people . Among the characters, there are people of 
mixed background, Native Americans who have lost their connection to 
the land and traditions and beliefs, as well as white people who have be-
come members of Native American families . The latter is the case with 
the Graycloud family in Mean Spirit, which includes a white man who has 
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married one of the daughters and who lives with the family and shares their 
life . Thus, like Silko, Hogan does not essentialize indigeneity . However, she 
does highlight that there is a bond between Native Americans and their 
traditional land . 

The theme of encroachment of white people on Indian traditional land 
is further developed in Hogan’s novel Solar Storms (Hogan [1995] 2008) . In 
1972, seventeen-year-old Angela Jensen, who has lived in foster care ever 
since she can remember, arrives in a town in the far north called Adam’s 
Rib . Angela has come to search her origins . She meets her grandmother and 
great grandmother who tell her about her biological mother Hannah Wing, 
who caused scars in Angela’s face when she was a baby and who is the rea-
son why Angela was taken from the family . Hannah’s mother Loretta is de-
scribed as being cursed: “There was no love left in her . There was no belief . 
Not a bit of conscience . There wasn’t anything left in her .” (Hogan [1995] 
2008, 39) . Loretta is one of few survivors of her tribe on Elk Island, many of 
whom starved and died of poisoning when they ate the poisoned carcasses 
of deer that the settlers had left out for the wolves . In a section in which 
Angela’s grandmother Agnes is the narrator, she connects Loretta’s trauma 
with the extinction of her people and the abuses she suffered as a child: 

The curse on that poor girl’s life came from watching the desperate 
people of her tribe die . [ .  .  .] How she’d lived, I didn’t know . But after 
that, when she was still a girl, she’d been taken and used by men who 
fed her and beat her and forced her . That was how one day she became 
the one who hurts others . It was passed down . (ibid .) 

The theme of a bond between Native Americans and their traditional land 
is a major theme of Solar Storms, in which the young woman Angela finds 
her Native American roots and as part of this process experiences that the 
land of her ancestors and its flora and fauna communicate with her . In a 
situation when rivers are being dammed, land flooded and lakes dried up, 
trees cut down by loggers, animals killed by trappers, and animals becom-
ing eradicated because of drastic changes of the natural environment, this 
proves to be painful . Solar Storms depicts a conflict between officials and 
Native Americans related to different views on the relationship between 
humans and nature . In the story told by Agnes, the extinction and abuse of 
Native Americans is connected with the killing and extinction of animals . 
The bond that once existed between humans and animals has been broken . 
A man living with Angela’s grandmother and great grandmother tells her: 
“There had once been a covenant between animals and men . [ .  .  .] They 
would care for one another . It was an agreement much like the one between 
land and water . This pact, too, had been broken, forced by need and hunger .” 



66

(Hogan [1995] 2008, 35) . On a journey north, Angela and her female relatives 
see great damage to and destruction of the environment resulting from the 
construction of the dams of a hydroelectric plant . In the narrative present-
ed in Solar Storms, humans, animals and nature suffer violent exploitation 
and abuse, and the harmony and balance of a pluriverse of life forms that 
respect one another is broken .

In Wright’s Carpentaria, multinational mining companies’ search for 
minerals near the fictitious town of Desperance plays a central role in the 
novel’s depiction of a clash of worldviews and suppression of indigenous 
claims and history . Already from the outset, it is established that, according 
to an aboriginal worldview, the land is sacred and that there are no bound-
aries between the land and the people (Wright 2008, 1–3) . The violent na-
ture of the loss of land is conveyed through the introduction of a character 
called Micky who collects bullet cartridges “used in the massacre of the local 
tribes .” (Wright 2008, 10) . This history is not recognized in the storyworld 
introduced at the beginning of the novel, which is the history of the min-
ing industry being highlighted in the marketing of local tourist attractions 
(Wright 2008, 11) . This exemplifies the use of place attachment in branding 
and marketing from a vantage point that clashes with an indigenous critical 
literacy according to which mines were established on stolen land . 

As in Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, the use of satire and irony highlights 
abuses of Aboriginal people . As a counterweight to the negative forces that 
oppress Aboriginals, ancient myth is proposed as a remedy . The creator ser-
pent from times immemorial introduced at the outset is mentioned by the 
narrator as a force to be reckoned with also in the present: “The serpent’s 
covenant permeates everything” (Wright 2008, 11) . The novel depicts a clash 
between the mining industry, which has enriched entrepreneurs and min-
ers and impoverished Aboriginals . Subdued Aboriginals are living in a “hu-
man dumping-ground next to the tip” (Wright 2008, 4) . The clash implies 
that the land that has been desacralized through the transformations of the 
land and landscape, enters into a phase of remythologization in which the 
“serpent’s covenant permeates everything” . This process is interconnected 
with an indigenous literacy imbued with spiritual beliefs and stories of the 
creator serpent . 

Both the land and the people have been subjected to abuses in Carpen-
taria . In accordance with a brutally exploitative literacy, exemplified in the 
novel by Mayor Bruiser, land and Aboriginal people are viewed as nonhu-
man in accordance with a colonial classification of indigenous peoples . De-
Lougherty and Handley point out that this way of classifying indigenous 
Australians persisted until 1967, implying that indigenous peoples were 
classified “as fauna rather than as human beings” ( DeLougherty and Hand-
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ley 2011, 12) . It was not until 1967 that The Australian Flora and Fauna Act 
was changed and Aboriginal peoples granted citizenship . 

The mayor who has made a fortune from the mining boom brags about 
chasing Aboriginal women on horseback: “Everyone in town knew how he 
bragged about how he had chased every Aboriginal woman in town at var-
ious times, until he ran them into the ground then raped them .” (Wright 
2008, 39–40) . The character of Bruiser embodies an instrumentalist ap-
proach, a standpoint of mastery (cf . Plumwood), whereby the white man in 
power subjugates and abuses nature and indigenous women . While Bruis-
er stands for one extreme in a colonizing literacy, stories and memories of 
the sacred serpent who imbues everything living, following an Aboriginal 
worldview, represent an emancipatory potential . Like Silko’s Almanac of the 
Dead, Carpentaria highlights the role of stories for providing hope which 
may heal traumas:
“THE GHOSTS IN THE MEMORIES OF THE OLD FOLK WERE LIS-
TENING, AND SAID ANYONE CAN FIND HOPE IN THE STORIES” 
(Wright 2008, 12) . 

A central theme of Carpentaria is how invasive technologies and extrac-
tive industry in the shape of mining have abused and wounded the land . A 
road in the desert is described as “a wound cut in the country” (Wright 2008, 
116) . It occurs to the character Mozzie that silent spirit men, that is, ances-
tors’ spirits, are listening to the “dull, monotonous clanging made by heavy 
machinery churning and gouging into the land .” (Wright 2008, 144) . The old 
man Mozzie, a prophet character intent on “renewing the strength of the 
country” (Wright 2008, 144) has told the young man Will about “the poison 
festering in the souls of the men who disturbed the earth”, which refers to 
men in the mining industry (Wright 2008, 168) . Norm Phantom’s son Will, 
who belongs to a younger generation than Mozzie, represents resistance . 
In the latter part of the novel, it is revealed that he is “the most hated and 
fearful man in the Gulf” and that he “had dragged the whole town down, 
when he tried to stop the mine from going ahead .” (Wright 2008, 335–336) . 
The focalizers here are the inhabitants of Desperance and a policeman with 
the ironical name Truthful, who blame Will for causing trouble . 

The view that Will is a trouble-maker is held by both the white in-
habitants of Desperance and Aboriginals like his father Norm, who does 
not confront the white establishment concerning Aboriginal rights: “He 
[Norm] wanted nothing to do with him [Will] . Called him a no-good mon-
grel breed, talking about land rights and all of that crap . Yes! Norm told him 
what Uptown wanted to say . ‘We don’t want any of that Southern black 
rights activism stuff up here’” (Wright 2008, 336) . Through the use of shift-
ing focalization, Wright presents diverse views on the establishment of the 
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mine, ranging from the opinion that the mine is a good thing providing job 
opportunities and wealth, to the negative view that the mining industry 
exploits and destroys Aboriginal land that has been unjustly taken from the 
indigenous population . 

In Will’s mind, the effects of the mining industry have caused damage 
to the land: “the flesh of the earth had been shunted there by pipelines, 
tying up the country with new Dreaming tracks cutting through the old .” 
(Wright 2008, 372–373) . The Dreaming tracks referred to, are elements of 
Aboriginal mythology, essential for the survival of Aboriginal identity, his-
tory and culture .15 Will is aware of threats to the environment and of shady 
businesses emerging in connection with the mining industry: 

A riproaring black market trade spinning off the mines in the Gulf . 
Who was involved? Who knows? Who cares? What was the environ-
mental hazard to his traditional country? Some little operation like this 
could be very lucrative for any of the miners wanting to make their 
retirement package . (Wright 2008, 372)

One of the environmental threats envisioned by Will is ships carrying un-
official cargo like uranium . Like Norm, Will has literacy skills which enable 
him to read the traditional Aboriginal world . He watches a kingfisher and 
the narrator remarks: “Its flight was part of the larger ancestral map which 
he read fluently . He does not have to speak to ask the spirits to keep the birds 
away from the mine . See! Mine waste everywhere . The grounds were covered 
in contaminated rubble .” (Wright 2008, 378–379) . The narrator draws atten-
tion to the disastrous consequences of the mine waste which pollutes na-
ture and threatens life . The birds being exposed “bred a mutation” (Wright 
2008, 379) . Will is the focalizer here, which implies that it is his views and 
experiences that are represented . As these are not contradicted by other 
interpretations, the novel highlights that mining industries threaten nature 
and life . The novel is narrated in the third person by an omniscient narrator 
who is not neutral . This is revealed through the slant of descriptions which 
present an evaluative image of the mining industry’s effects on nature . One 
example is when the sea is described as “the dead grey waters of poisonous 
mine ore .” (Wright 2008, 457) . 

Norm is aware of negative effects on the environment, but he is not 
an activist . While his father Norm does not want to disturb the status quo, 
this is exactly what Will wishes . Will becomes an activist who blocks a 
pipeline from a mine in a number of places along a 150-kilometre stretch . 
When the pipeline bursts this is seen as sabotage by the mining company, 
which threatens to withdraw and halt further building of the mine . Will 
becomes a hunted public enemy . The plot of this narrative thread is indige-
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nous activism and violent protests against extractive industries established 
in indigenous territories . This kind of plot is also central in the Sámi novel 
Överskrida gränser, (Transgressing borders), published in Swedish, and later 
in the North Sámi language (Svonni 2005) . The main theme of the novel 
is a Sámi terrorist attack against a state-owned hydroelectric power plant 
(see Heith 2020, 59 ff) . The attack is directed against Swedish colonialism 
which has disempowered Sámi people and, following the Sámi group re-
sponsible for the attack, has made them second class citizens . In the mind of 
the leader, the river that has been regulated is a sentient being that has been 
captivated . When preparing to blow up water dams the leader addresses the 
water, saying:

Water from the sources of the Lule River, I give you liberty after all 
these years in captivity . May you never again become the prisoner of 
humankind . I hope your freedom means that the state will finally un-
derstand that it must give us space to live . (Svonni 2005, 51, my transla-
tion) 

Indigenous literary characters who view nature and the cosmos as being 
alive and inhabited by sentient beings experience the world in another way 
than people with a worldview based on hyperseparation of human and na-
ture into two opposing categories (see Plumwood 1993, 173) . Experiences of 
the world are not static or homogeneous, but in depictions of indigenous 
characters who have a traditional worldview which goes back in history to 
ancient times, myths, history and stories underpin the understanding of 
the contemporary world in which the past has not been erased . In Wright’s 
Carpentaria, the old Aboriginal man Joseph Midnight makes the follow-
ing reflection: “What contemporary world? It’s the same world as I live in, 
and before that, and before that . No such thing as a contemporary world .” 
(Wright 2008, 364) . Old Joseph Midnight expresses the idea that diverse 
temporal strata in the shape of history and stories from the past are acti-
vated in place-making (see Westphal 2011) . This implies that the world ex-
perienced by him is shaped by the past, which means having been brought 
up on traditional Aboriginal land with Aboriginal people who have specific 
myths, historical experiences and stories . The quote indicates that this tra-
ditional Aboriginal world does still exist and that it has not vanished with 
the arrival of white people with a different worldview .

As in Native American and Australian Aboriginal literature, extractive 
violence and invasive technologies are prominent themes of Sámi literature 
and art from the last decades (Heith 2020b) . On the contemporary cultural 
scene, these themes have been addressed by the artists Anders Sunna and 
Katarina Pirak Sikku (Heith 2015), the artist, singer and songwriter Sofia 
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Jannok (Heith 2020b, 135–136) and poets Linnea Axelsson (Heith 2020, 65–
68) and Inga Ravna Eira (Eira 2019) . Sunna, Pirak Sikku and Axelsson all use 
elements from their family histories . In Pirak Sikku’s and Axelsson’s case 
this include being a Sámi in Sweden with ties to previous generations that 
have experienced compulsory transfers related to the damming of rivers in 
connection with the establishment of electric power plants . 

The colonization of Sápmi and land loss are prominent themes also in 
the art of Sunna and the songs of Jannok . Both have used the protracted 
conflict between the Girjas Sámi village and the Swedish State concerning 
the right to control the use of the village’s traditional lands in the mountains 
as subject matter (Heith 2020b, 135) . The case was concluded in January 2020 
when the Swedish Supreme Court ruled that the village held exclusive rights 
to decide who gets to hunt and fish within the village’s land management 
area . In the album ORDA: This Is My Land from 2016, Jannok uses a record-
ing from the court proceedings in the title song “This is my Land” . This 
allows us to hear the representative of the state express his view that the 
Sámi have no right to the disputed land, which is contradicted and refuted 
by Jannok’s lyrics insisting on Sámi rights to the land . Through this literary 
device, Jannok illustrates the clash between a colonizing discourse depriving 
the Sámi of their rights, and an emancipatory Sámi literacy demanding jus-
tice, which in its turn elucidates tensions and conflicts between worldviews 
and interpretations of reality . Northern Sámi Ravna Eira also uses motifs 
and themes from the contemporary life of reindeer herders on the North 
Calotte, where she was born (Eira 2019) . The theme of Dette er ikke den jorda 
(“This is not that earth”) is that this world is threatened and changing for the 
worse because of climate change and ecological crises (ibid .) .

Diverse and Conflicting Narratives of Indigenous 
Knowledge 
In Sámi media, literature and art, as well as in the United Nation’s policy 
documents, it is suggested that “Indigenous knowledge is an important tool 
in the climate struggle” (Sjöstedt & Karlsson 2019) .16 According to Sweden’s 
former Minister for the Environment, Isabella Lövin, indigenous peoples 
have great knowledge of how to maintain sustainable ecosystems . Listening 
to indigenous peoples, she claims, contributes to the prevention of threats 
to the planet and humanity (ibid .) . At the United Nations Climate Change 
Conference in Madrid, COP25, in December 2019, there was an indigenous 
platform, Indigenous Climate Action@COP25, speaking up against western 
exploitation . Previous to this, the Local Communities and Indigenous Peo-
ples Platform was established in 2015 at the UN Climate Change Confer-
ence COP21 for the purpose of giving indigenous peoples a voice alongside 
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governments, enabling them to more effectively participate in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process 
“drawing on their traditional knowledge for ambitious climate action .”17

The notion of indigenous ecological knowledge as a solution to con-
temporary problems has also been promoted by individuals and groups on 
the activist scene . One influential activist who has used her position to pro-
mote ideas of indigenous ecological knowledge being useful for solving the 
climate crisis and environmental catastrophes is Swedish Greta Thunberg, 
who was chosen as Person of the Year in 2019 by Time Magazine . Times’s 
editor-in-chief motivated the choice as follows: “Meaningful change rare-
ly happens without the galvanizing force of influential individuals, and in 
2019, the earth’s existential crisis found one in Greta Thunberg .” (Felsenthal 
2019)18 In a speech delivered in Jokkmokk in northern Sweden on 6 February 
2020, the Sámi national holiday, Thunberg said that it is important that the 
world should listen to indigenous peoples, expressing the opinion that the 
world’s indigenous peoples have the knowledge to solve the climate crisis: 

– The solution to the climate issue must include wisdom and knowledge 
from indigenous peoples . We must learn from those who live from and 
with nature . Make room for indigenous peoples worldwide, because we 
depend on them, even if we don’t realize it [ .  .  . ] . (Ekström 2019, my 
translation)19 

Indigenous ecological knowledge is also presented as a resource on the Aus-
tralian Government’s National Landcare Program webpage . It is claimed 
that “Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK) and its role in Indigenous 
people caring for their country play an important role in preserving Aus-
tralia’s biodiversity .” (“Utilizing Knowledge”) . 

However, examples of how narratives of indigenous ecological knowl-
edge are used are contradictory . As the examples above show, this form of 
knowledge is attributed an important role in environmental protection, but 
there is also criticism of the ideas of IEK (Krech 2000, Hames 2007, Woh-
ling 2009) . Clapperton points out that western science is not uniform . Ac-
cording to Clapperton, it is implied that there is a binary between science 
and indigenous knowledge which works to reify each . (Clapperton 2016, 10) . 
In other words, neither the dynamics and diversity of connections between 
science and indigenous knowledge, nor the existence of overlappings, are 
taken into account . Another problem is the risk of presenting “a one-di-
mensional view of Indigenous identity in which Indigenous peoples are ro-
manticized as all-knowing ecologists .” (Clapperton 2016, 11) . The quotes re-
lating to indigenous ecological knowledge above also point to the discourse 
of “knowledge integration” which argues that indigenous traditional knowl-
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edge should be integrated into environmental protection (Clapperton 2016, 
11, also see Knudtson & Suzuki 2006, Turner 2005) . 

Non-indigenous activists, politicians and groups working for the pro-
tection of environment, for example by proposing measures against climate 
change, have often assumed that they have the same agenda as that of in-
digenous peoples . As shown by reactions to proposals that large-scale wind-
farms should be built in sparsely populated mountain areas on the North 
Calotte for the production of “clean” energy, there are problems with this 
assumption . The conflict between Sámi reindeer herders and windfarm ad-
vocates was illuminated in the Sámi news program Ođđasat, a Sámi televi-
sion news program, in a news feature concerning the Fosen reindeer area 
in northern Norway . Fosen is both a reindeer region and Europe’s largest 
land-based windfarm venture (vindkraftsnyheter .se) .20 

There has been enduring Sámi resistance to the establishment of a 
large-scale windfarm in the Fosen region . When a member of the Sámi Par-
liament, Silje Karine Muotka, was asked whether or not she believed that 
windfarms contribute to ecological sustainability, she called the establish-
ment of windfarms against the wish of local reindeer herders, “green colo-
nialism”, which she connected with a disregard for human rights (Ođđasat 
18 February 2020) . This example illuminates conflicts between non-indige-
nous environmentalists and power companies, on the one hand, and indig-
enous stakeholders, on the other . It has been something of a mantra of the 
Swedish Green Party, Miljöpartiet, which former Minister for the Environ-
ment Isabella Lövin represents, that energy produced by fossil fuels may un-
problematically be replaced with energy produced by renewable sources like 
wind and water . A bone of contention is where the large-scale windfarms 
that would be needed should be located . 

The theme of the diverse agendas of indigenous people and non-indig-
enous environmentalists is addressed with the use of parody in Silko’s Al-
manac of the Dead . Among the crowd listening to a Barefoot Hopi giving a 
speech at the International Holistic Healers Convention are Native Amer-
icans, Vietnam veterans, poor and homeless people, New Age practitioners 
believing in the power of crystals, and affluent young whites “fearful of a 
poisoned planet” (Silko 1992, 734) . Although the novel presents the tradi-
tional Native American view of humans, nature and the cosmos as being 
dependent on each other and interconnected, and as a positive contrast to 
western consumer society, Native Americans are neither idealized, nor is 
indigeneity essentialized . Silko does not recirculate the stereotype of the 
noble savage . Several of the Native American characters are of mixed back-
ground . A category mentioned on several occasions is the Black Indians, de-
scendants of runaway slaves and Native Americans . 
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In the novel’s overview of the history of Native Americans, negative 
blood-thirsty spirits called “destroyers” appear prior to the arrival of Euro-
peans, forcing groups of Indians to migrate north in order to escape blood-
shed . The novel’s story line highlights that the killings of people are in-
tensified in scale with the arrival of Europeans, leading to genocide . This 
narrative thread is a central element of the suppressed Native American 
history that the activists strive to reclaim . Silko’s novel does not paint a 
black and white picture in which Native Americans are good and whites are 
bad . The Blackfoot Hopi is described as crazy and unrealistic by some and 
as a major prophet foretelling the future by others . The old prosaic Native 
American woman Lecha questions his motives, reckoning he has figured 
out how to make money through his appearance at the International Holis-
tic Healers Convention: 

Affluent young whites, fearful of a poisoned planet, men and women 
both, had fallen in love with the strong, resonant voice which prom-
ised that all human beings belonged to the earth forever . He promised a 
force was gathering that would counter the destruction of earth . Lecha 
could tell the Hopi knew when he had a winner; she imagined the Hopi 
had been able to raise a great deal of money in Europe and Asia, because 
even in a dirt-water town that hated brown people as Tucson did, the 
Barefoot Hopi already had people fumbling for their checkbooks, and 
he was only getting warmed up . (Silko 1992, 734)

As the examples indicate, the notion of indigenous knowledge as a solution 
to climate change and ecological crises has been promoted from both indig-
enous and non-indigenous points of departure in diverse media and genres . 
There are also challenges of narratives of indigenous ecological knowledge 
being useful for solving the climate crisis and environmental issues threat-
ening humans and nature . Challenges of notions of indigenous ecological 
knowledge have questioned the very idea that indigenous peoples are more 
ecological than other groups of people (Krech 2000) . One strand of this 
criticism is related to an uneasiness with suggestions of essentialism, and 
romanticizing narratives resembling that of the noble savage in western 
culture (Dennis 2009) . The idea of a divide between traditional indigenous 
knowledge and western science is criticized by Clapperton for constraining 
indigenous peoples’ identities and political power: “there is a prominent ten-
dency to restrict Indigenous knowledge of the environment by emphasizing 
an authenticity that is devoid of scientific knowledge” (Clapperton 2016, 
9) . Clapperton points to the dangers of narratives of indigenous knowledge 
that create rigid boundaries between indigenous and western ways of know-
ing (Clapperton 2016, 14), highlighting that this does not acknowledge con-
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tributions of indigenous researchers to modern science, and at worst “serves 
to entrench a colonial structure .” (op . cit . 15) .21 

Another brand of critique is concerned with the scope of indigenous 
traditional knowledge, questioning its usefulness for solving the contem-
porary global crisis in view of the scale of the crisis and implying that large 
scale solutions are needed (Wohling 2009) . However, studies suggest that, 
on a smaller scale, indigenous ecological knowledge constitutes a positive 
contribution to the management of local ecosystems and landscapes (Jiao et 
al . 2011) . In an analysis of the ecosystem of the Yunnan province in China, 
for example, it is claimed that the indigenous Hani people of the province 
possess rich ecological knowledge, and that they play an important role in 
the conservation of local biodiversity and the region’s unique terraced agri-
cultural landscape (ibid .) . In this case, ecological knowledge is synonymous 
with the concept of Indigenous Elder’s knowledge which is experience-based 
and transmitted from the Elders to younger generations . Gaski points out 
that this knowledge comes from a lifetime of practice: “It is an incontro-
vertible fact that much indigenous knowledge both assumes and requires / . 
 .  ./ that the knowledge possessed and protected by the Elders is a product of 
a long life based on traditions, values, and worldviews that have taken a long 
time to acquire .” (Gaski 2019, 261) .

Summing up
As the Alta conflict and conflicts relating to the establishment of windfarms 
in reindeer areas in northern Scandinavia show, environmental groups and 
indigenous communities do not necessarily share the same agenda . For the 
Sámi protesters at Alta, the issue at stake was not only protection of the 
environment, but also the shaping of a Sámi collective identity seen as im-
perative in the struggle for rights . For the Sámi, it was of importance that 
they were recognized as an indigenous people with the same rights as other 
indigenous peoples globally . 

There are multiple movements based on a critical interpretation of 
western modernity and the effects of invasive technologies and extractive 
violence on nature . Speciesism and constructions of boundaries and bina-
ries that disadvantage certain life forms, species or groups of people are tar-
geted from multiple points of departure . Ethics is a theme of Deep Ecology, 
and the issue of human rights is central to indigenous peoples’ movements . 
The latter is connected with the reactivation, maintenance and construc-
tion of cultures of indigenous peoples in which spiritual beliefs play a role 
in shaping worldviews without borders between humans, nature and the 
cosmos . In this context, the concept of indigenous ecological knowledge 
interconnected with traditional spirituality functions as a distinguishing 



75

marker in constructions of indigeneity . Indigenous agency and self-deter-
mination are interconnected with an indigenous racial literacy contributing 
to an awareness of the risk that the causes of indigenous peoples may be 
appropriated and used by various non-indigenous groups . This is a theme of 
Wright’s The Swan Book which depicts the character Warren Finch, a suc-
cessful politician of mixed background, as problematically entangled with 
non-Aboriginal stakeholders . 

Valkeapää’s poetry book The Earth, My Mother, highlights the theme of 
a colonial history and continuing marginalization and disempowerment as 
the descendants of the colonizers continue to speak for the Sámi: “STILL 
WE ARE/ supposed to view their offspring as/ martyrs/ great heroes/ sav-
iors/ rescuers/ heroes” (Valkeapää 2017, 197) . There is sensitivity among 
indigenous authors, artists and activists about continuing marginalization 
and exploitation also in manifestations for environmental protection . This 
became evident in some indigenous responses to Greta Thunberg’s engage-
ment for environmental protection . While she has been praised by repre-
sentatives for indigenous tribes, she has also been accused of being a new 
version of the “white saviour” character .22

Not only does the concept of indigenous ecological knowledge function 
as an identity marker, it has also been appropriated by advocates of eco-
logical sustainability affiliated to environmental groups and organizations . 
Politicians, artists, authors and activists alike have highlighted indigenous 
ecological knowledge as a tool for achieving sustainability . This being said, 
there are also strands in western philosophy that have inspired environ-
mental movements which are not explicitly connected with narratives of 
indigenous ecological wisdom . The Deep Ecology movement, for example, 
draws on eco-philosophical currents in western culture which have provid-
ed counter narratives to that of progress interconnected with exploitation 
of nature .

The utilization of traditional beliefs and worldviews in a discourse 
about relationships between humans, nature and the cosmos in contem-
porary indigenous literatures involves the appropriation and active use of 
a past that to a large extent has been suppressed in dominant western nar-
ratives . In the present, both Elders and story-telling function as preserv-
ers of traditions that are reactivated in contemporary decolonization . The 
strategies of appropriation and reactivation interconnect with a critical 
literacy aiming at decolonization, retribution and justice . The analysis of 
indigenous literatures and texts related to indigeneity shows that there is 
no uniform discourse on indigenous ecological knowledge . Narratives trans-
form and there are multiple contradictory narrative threads in indigenous 
literatures . There is a discourse on indigenous peoples’ relationship with 
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nature and the cosmos shaped by perspectives from postcolonial indigenous 
ecocritical studies, environmental and indigenous activism, as well as Na-
tive spirituality . Gaski points out that experience-based knowledge, which 
is often holistic in its approach to life, land and spirituality, is typical of in-
digenous Elders’ knowledge (Gaski 2019, 261) . The discourse on indigenous 
knowledge plays a positive role in indigenous identity formation, but there 
are also potential problems in using narrative elements that may suggest 
essentialism and naïve uses of traditional beliefs in contemporary politics . 

This dilemma may be approached from different vantage points . In a 
study of Native American literature, Dennis criticizes the “romanticization 
of the ‘ecological’ Indian” expressing appreciation of “texts that perform 
cultural hybridity” and which endeavour to “construct a third space of lit-
erary appreciation that is correspondingly fluid and mixed .” (Dennis 2007, 
180) . Dennis’ target is Native American authors’ romanticized essentialist 
narratives of Native Americans’ relationship to nature . However, there are 
other modes of interpretation connected with the use of critical literacy 
based on approaches from postcolonial theory, indigenous studies and envi-
ronmental humanism . This form of literacy may deploy tools like strategic 
essentialism and distinguishing markers in the production of decolonizing 
counter narratives to the grand narrative of western modernity . Strategic 
essentialism refers to “A political tactic employed by a minority group acting 
on the basis of a shared identity in the public arena in the interests of unity 
during a struggle for equal rights .” (Oxford Reference) . As a rhetorical device 
of critical literacy, strategic essentialism connotes the ability to use a specif-
ic linguistic strategy for the purpose of supporting an argument or agenda . 

Essentialism may also be used in a naïve manner, but when decoloniza-
tion is a goal, marginalized groups may make use of it to become recogniza-
ble, or visible, in their struggle for justice, survival and sustainability . With 
this as a backdrop, strategic essentialism may function as an element of a 
critical literacy employed by a group performing unity . Various indigenous 
peoples like Native Americans, Australian Aboriginal People and the Sámi 
consist of diverse tribes with different languages, customs and traditional 
territories . This diversity is reflected in the literatures of these groups, but 
is played down in political activism and documents on the rights of indig-
enous peoples . 

Distinguishing markers play a central role in the organization of ethnic 
groups (Barth 1998) . In the context of decolonization and the quest for ret-
ribution, this implies that historically disadvantaged groups are prone to use 
distinguishing markers in constructions of a collective identity . Like the use 
of strategic essentialism, this is a strategy of a critical literacy aiming at the 
creation of a postcolonial discourse on indigeneity . 
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Threats to nature and traditional indigenous cultures connected with 
the use of land are approached from diverse geographical settings and tem-
poral strata connected with the respective histories of Native Americans, the 
Sámi, and Australian Aboriginals depicted by, among others, Silko, Valkeapää 
and Wright . The history of the Sámi includes forcible transfers when hy-
droelectric power-plants were built . Dislocation and land loss are recurring 
themes of literature and art . The younger generation of authors and artists 
highlight other threats, for example from extractive industries, as in the case 
of Beowulf Mining’s plans to establish a mine in northern Sweden . 

Forcible transfers are also a prominent theme of Wright’s The Swan 
Book in which Aboriginal Australians are detained in a camp with pollution 
and radioactivity . Pollution and ecological catastrophes are at the centre of 
Silko’s and Wright’s ecocriticism . Both have highlighted the disastrous ef-
fects of extractive industries in narratives of clashes between western ex-
ploitation of nature and people, and crumbling indigenous lifeworlds . This 
is particularly pressing in the postcolonial narratives describing indigenous 
peoples’ losses and experiences of discrimination affecting their psycholog-
ical well-being . Petrolle characterizes Silko’s novel Ceremony as “an allegory 
infused with theological, cosmological, and salvational discourses from non-
dominant traditions” (Petrolle 2007, 130) . Like the Aboriginal main char-
acters of Wright’s novel Carpentaria, the rootless protagonist of Ceremony 
experiences redemption through myth, nature and ritual (see also Snod-
grass 2011, 19) . This implies that traditional spirituality is given the role of 
a cure for counteracting negative consequences related to indigeneity in a 
predominantly western world .23 In the literary works of Silko, Valkeapää and 
Wright, the shaman figure plays a central role in a remythologization of the 
present essential for psychological healing which involves connecting with 
nature and the cosmos . 

In the discourse of traditional indigenous knowledge, it is suggested 
that indigenous spirituality is healing and redemptive for indigenous peo-
ples . In creative writing and art, traditional beliefs of interconnections be-
tween culture, nature and the cosmos are also proposed to function as a 
cure against ecological catastrophes . Reactivations of indigenous spiritual-
ity challenge an instrumentalist, exploitative view on nature . Holm calls 
the indigenous landscape that is being reactivated geosacred: a “landscape 
encompassing the animate matrix between and including land and sky and 
all plants and beings within” (Holm 2008, 243, also see Snodgrass 2011, 6) . 
This geosacred landscape forms a contrast to an ecology which has been 
”desacralized by those who have reduced it to a commodity: tourists, anthro-
pologists, railroad moguls and mining companies, among others” (Carsten 
2006, 123) . 
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Desacralization of traditional indigenous territories as an effect of 
colonization and land loss is a prominent theme in the writings of Silko, 
Valkeapää and Wright . Against this backdrop, remythologization of the 
land, interconnected with the activation of traditional indigenous spiritual 
beliefs, functions as a strategy for decolonization . The result of this is the 
emergence of a discourse of indigenous ecological knowledge which is based 
on an indigenous ecological literacy . The analysis of literary texts in this 
study suggests that this form of critical literacy is based on a mode of inter-
pretation and reading of the world which questions definitions, facts and 
knowledge produced by actors complicit with colonization, and which is 
manifest in land loss and exploitation of nature and people . This theme is 
commented on in Almanac of the Dead in the last part of the novel, entitled 
“One World, Many Tribes”, in the speech of the Barefoot Hopi (Silko 1992, 
707 ff) . The Hopi talks about eco-warriors who have destroyed water reser-
voirs by the Colorado River, disputing that they are terrorists:

The eco-warriors have been accused of terrorism in the cause of saving 
Mother Earth . So I want to talk about terrorism first . Poisoning our 
water with radioactive wastes, poisoning our air with military weapon’s 
wastes – those are acts of terrorism! [ .  .  .] . (Silko 1992, 734)

The Barefoot Hopi’s way of reading the world forms part of a postcoloni-
al counter discourse aiming at reclaiming Native American land, history 
and culture . In the novel, this way of reading the world is related to Native 
American activism which interconnects the aims of reclaiming the land 
and achieving ecological sustainability . Implicitly, this is also a theme in 
The Swan Book’s depiction of the consequences of an exploitative life style 
causing ecological collapse . Inga Ravna Eira’s poetry book Dette er ikke den 
jorda explicitly highlights climate change and ecological vulnerability and 
also provides a critique of lack of sustainability (Eira 2019) .

There is no static or homogeneous discourse of indigenous ecological 
knowledge, but a number of discourses that are activated for various pur-
poses . These purposes are connected with the agendas and interests of di-
verse individuals and groups . This implies that variations of critical litera-
cies are used in the production of decolonizing narratives of retribution 
and justice, as this study highlights, sometimes through the activations of 
precolonial spiritual beliefs which include a remythification of nature and 
traditional worldviews . This does not necessarily mean that indigenous peo-
ples do not value modern technology and science, but that there are multi-
ple, fluid discourses about indigenous peoples’ relationship to nature . This 
view on indigenous environmental knowledge is proposed by Clapperton, 
who highlights the importance of viewing scientific knowledge produced 
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by indigenous peoples as “just as authentic, authoritative, culturally impor-
tant, and “Indigenous” as other types of knowledge, while still recognizing 
claims to ‘traditional’ knowledge as legitimate .” (Clapperton 2016, 14, see 
also McGregor 2004) . 

As the conflict concerning the establishment of windfarms on the 
North Calotte indicates, there are intersecting interests . The establishment 
of large-scale windfarms in the Fosen region, which may be seen as a viable 
solution for tackling carbon dioxide emissions by environmentalists advo-
cating the use of renewable energy sources, may represent green colonialism 
for local reindeer herders . (Ođđasat 18 February 2020) . There are multiple 
story-lines in indigenous peoples’ narratives of the environment, some of 
which relate to traditional uses of land as a livelihood and means of cultural 
survival, and others that highlight the healing power of traditional spirit-
uality and myth through a remythification of the world . These story-lines 
do not necessarily coincide with narratives used by environmentalists or 
industrial enterprises claiming to work for environmental protection and 
sustainability . 

To conclude, this study of Native American, Sámi and Australian Abo-
riginal imaginative writing shows that a contemporary discourse of indige-
nous ecological knowledge is activated in postcolonial narratives depicting 
indigenous peoples’ relationship with nature and the environment in di-
verse temporal strata . In the present-day situation, this knowledge is given 
the role of a cure for psychological and social traumas imposed on indige-
nous peoples by western values, life-styles and practices which threaten the 
well-being of people . The particular interpretation of the world underly-
ing this springs from an indigenous postcolonial ecocritical literacy and an 
activation of traditional knowledge possessed and protected by Elders (see 
Gaski 2019, 261) . 

Simultaneously, the discourse on indigenous ecological knowledge is 
activated in environmentalist and political discourses aiming at creating a 
politics of sustainability to counteract pollution, climate change and ex-
tinction of species . These goals may overlap with the indigenous discourse 
which activates and maintains myths and traditions, but there may also be 
conflicts, as shown in the case of the Fosen wind park . This example shows 
that a discourse of indigenous ecological knowledge used for the preserva-
tion of traditional reindeer husbandry, and an international discourse on 
human rights, may conflict with an environmentalist discourse, which is 
described as green colonialism by Sámi inspired by a postcolonial critical 
literacy . 

There has been a lively debate around “the ecologically noble savage” 
in the USA after the publication of Krech’s The Ecological Indian in 1999 
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(Hames 2007) . From the vantage point of analyzing conservation in the dis-
ciplines of anthropology and human geography, Hames argues that claims 
of indigenous ecological nobility should be related to human environmental 
impact and not to human beliefs about the environment and their place in 
it . For real conservation, “beliefs and world views are not sufficient” (Hames 
2007, 181) . One target of Hames’ criticism is that claims of “indigenous eco-
logical nobility” are to a large extent not supported by empirical studies 
of indigenous peoples’ use and management of the environment, but on 
beliefs connected with worldviews, clichés and stereotypes . (ibid .) . Hames 
in particular problematizes the image of Native Americans as conservation-
ists . According to Ridley, this exemplifies an essentialized belief about Na-
tive Americans which is promoted by anthropologists, conservation groups, 
and the general public (Ridley 1996) . Krech highlights that this belief is 
being used by native groups to forage arguments about identity, land rights 
and self-determination (Krech 2000) . 

Not surprisingly, Krech’s motivations and goals have been questioned 
and heavily criticized . One thread of critique claims that anything that un-
dercuts beliefs that ecological legitimacy underlies Native American iden-
tity and political leverage is damaging to Native Americans (Ronco 2007) . 
The legitimacy of this critique is questioned by Hames: “Ronco’s criticism 
does not hinge on whether Krech is correct or incorrect but how his find-
ings affect the political agendas of Native Americans and their identity .” 
(Hames 2007, 183) . As the discussion of Silko’s novel Almanac of the Dead 
above suggests, indigenous worldviews emphasizing that nature is sentient, 
sacred and interconnected with humans do not necessarily involve essen-
tialism in the sense of belief in a static and pure Native American identity . 
Through the characters of the novel, transformations of indigeneity over 
time are emphasized, for example through Native American characters of 
mixed descent, such as Black Indians . 

From an Australian point of departure, positive and negative aspects 
of uses of the noble savage stereotype have been highlighted by Rowland . 
He points out that while criticism of the concept may be regarded as an 
attack on indigenous peoples, or as being insensitive and politically dan-
gerous, there are serious problems with notions that indigenous peoples are 
frozen in the past, and therefore have little to contribute to human history . 
Rowland asks for a more positive engagement with indigenous peoples on 
environmental issues (Rowland 2004) . The Australian Government’s Na-
tional Landcare Program, which actively engages Aboriginal Elders in order 
to ensure that practices protecting the environment are preserved, indicates 
that the ecological knowledge of Australian indigenous people is seen as a 
positive asset in conservation . 
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Following Gaski, “Elders possess a wealth of knowledge and experience 
that Indigenous cultures have always valued highly .” (Gaski 2019, 260) . He 
describes this knowledge as “reservoirs of cultural knowledge” on the basis 
that “people do what they’ve always done because experience proves this 
way of doing things to be the best working option .” (ibid .) . This defini-
tion clearly illustrates why this kind of knowledge is of limited use in en-
vironmental work in contemporary industrialized societies . When activist 
Greta Thunberg and former Swedish Minister for the Environment Isabella 
Lövin claim that indigenous peoples have the key to solving environmental 
problems, they seem to have in mind indigenous practices, life-styles and 
worldviews that evolved in the pre-industrialized era which are based on 
the notion of the existence of “reservoirs of cultural knowledge” evolving 
in static societies . In a world of rapid change this is not a credible claim . As 
Hames points out, it is problematic if scholarly discussions on “indigenous 
ecological nobility” aiming at conservation and viable models for ecological 
sustainability are based on beliefs and worldviews rather than on empirical 
data . 

However, the activation of beliefs and alternative worldviews may be 
useful in identity politics, decolonization and in political and activist dis-
courses speaking to people’s emotions . Edward Said has highlighted the role 
of imagination and literature for decolonization emphasizing the impor-
tance of the restoration of place and land:

For the native, the history of colonial servitude is inaugurated by the 
loss of locality to the outsider; its geographical identity must thereafter 
be searched for and somehow restored .[ .  .  .] Because of the presence of 
the colonizing outsider, the land is recoverable at first only through im-
agination . (Said 1994, 77) 

While the specimens of indigenous literatures discussed in this volume re-
flect indigenous concerns and politics, they also contribute to a cultural res-
toration of indigenous localities by means of literature .

The specific characters of discourses on indigenous ecological knowl-
edge are related to genres and contexts . The genre in focus in the analyses 
of Native American, Sámi and Australian Aboriginal literature above is that 
of fiction . By definition, fiction is literature created from imagination . It 
is not presented as fact, but may be based on true stories and fact . When it 
comes to referentiality, Westphal highlights that spaces in literature are rep-
resentations and that “representation fictionalizes the source from which it 
emanates .” This implies that representation “amounts to a staggered updat-
ing of this source in a new context .” (Westphal 2011, 76) . Representations 
may be presented in diverse genres with different claims concerning accu-
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racy in depicting the world . As opposed to authors of non-fiction, authors 
who write fiction have a great freedom to use facts as they wish . 

Places are not static or perceived in the same manner by different peo-
ple, either in the real world or in fiction or non-fiction . Fiction may pres-
ent images of the world and reality from diverse perspectives . To a certain 
extent, this is also true of science . According to a postcolonial criticism of 
colonizing knowledge production, indigenous peoples and minorities have 
been made colonial subjects through a scientific discourse that has margin-
alized and disempowered indigenous peoples (Smith L . T . 2008, 58 ff) . The 
works by Silko, Valkeapää and Wright discussed above may be connected 
with an activist discourse in which claims of indigenous traditional knowl-
edge play an important role for identity formation and struggle for justice . 
They also present alternative worlds and multiple realities that indigenous, 
as well as non-indigenous, readers globally can immerse themselves in .

Regarding the theme of intersections between indigeneity, ecocriticism 
and critical literacy, a discourse of indigenous ecological knowledge, con-
nected with traditional knowledge related to the role attributed to Elders 
in indigenous cultures, has evolved in connection with the development 
of indigenous research methodologies and ethics, and as a theme of fiction . 
However, the narrative of indigenous ecological knowledge has also been 
disseminated by environmental activists, conservationists, politicians and 
movements . This implies that different versions of the narrative exist in 
different ideological, social and political contexts, and that they are being 
propagated by stakeholders with diverse, not necessarily conflating, agen-
das . In accordance with a critical indigenous literacy that shapes the sto-
ryworlds of the specimens of literature discussed in this volume, the trope 
of the abusive destroyer, exploiter and colonist is used in order to point out 
enemies of indigenous peoples, cultures and pluriverses, while indigenous 
holistic traditions with people and nature living in balance and harmony 
constitute a remedy and a positive contrast to western colonialism . 
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NOTES
1 See the webpage of The Indigenous Literacy Foundation, ILF: https://www .indigenou-

sliteracyfoundation .org .au/, accessed May 18, 2021 .
2 Gaski points out that the Sámi word used for denominating the genre is muitalus, 

meaning “true story”, as opposed to máinnas, which means “a made-up story” (Gaski 
2019, 263) .

3 There are versions of the story that do not include the theme of literacy in the form 
of listening to and for, and reading the environment highlighted by Gaski (see Stiessel 
1995) . The version recounted by Stiessel does not deal with the theme of traditional 
indigenous knowledge and the role of Elders in Sámi culture . (ibid .) . 

4  In a discussion of a poem about Amager fælled, a commons outside Copenhagen, Friis 
discusses this theme, concluding that: “There does not seem to be any difference be-
tween the environment that is “natural” and the environment that is “unnatural,” the 
environment that is “manmade” and the environment that is not “manmade” within 
the space brought forth by the poem” (Friis 2020, 34) .

5  Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin point out that “relationships between powerful human 
groups and what they have traditionally designated as ‘animal’ are increasingly import-
ant in post-colonial studies .” (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 2009, 214) .

6 I use the term storyworld as an analogue to the narratological concept diegesis which 
refers to the world in which narrated events and other elements occur .

7 I use the term “mixed background” descriptively in order to point out that indige-
nous identity is connected with identification, choice and performance . The authors 
described as having a “mixed background” have all themselves emphasized this . In 
Sweden, the notion of being ethnically “mixed” is seen as offensive by some . In the 
discussion of the topic, which I followed in a Facebook group, it was pointed out that all 
people are mixed in various degrees, and that there are no pure ethnicities . The ques-
tion was raised what the opposite would be of “being of mixed background” . The aim 
of my focus on the topic is to highlight that identities are to some extent negotiable and 
flexible .

8  In Sweden there is an uneasiness concerning the concept of race which often is con-
nected with racism . The reason for proposing that racial literacy is a useful concept in 
examinations of indigenous peoples and decolonization is that indigenous peoples have 
been subjected to racism and that it is imperative in contemporary decolonization that 
strategies leading to decolonization be used, that is that racial literacy forms part of a 
critical mindset: “This literacy can be increased via racial socialization strategies [ .  .  .] 
that protect and affirm racial self-efficacy (RSE), recast racial stress, and negotiate racial 
conflicts .” (REC accessed 13 February 2020) .

9 There are instances of depictions of ethnic minorities in Sweden which highlight that, 
for example, the Sámi and Tornedalian Finns have a tone of skin which differs from 
that of “majority Swedes” . In the novel Hitom himlen (“On this side of heaven”), Stina 
Aronsson describes a Tornedalian Finnish woman as having a small, flat Mongolian 
face (Aronsson [1946] 1989, 48), a yellow Mongolian face (Aronsson [1946] 1989, 119), and 
a head as round as a cat’s (Aronsson [1946] 1989, 78) . This way of describing a person 
reflects the race biological currents of the 1940s when the novel was first published . In 
this context, the shape of the skull was believed to be of importance for racial differ-
entiation, as well as attribution of Mongolian traits . The racialization of Sámi people 

https://www.indigenousliteracyfoundation.org.au/
https://www.indigenousliteracyfoundation.org.au/
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and Tornedalian Finns is examined in Curt V . Persson’s thesis from 2013 . (Persson 2013) . 
Racial differentiation is also the theme of Herman Lundborg’s and F . J . Linder’s The 
Racial Characters of the Swedish Nation (Lundborg and Linders 1926) . 

10 Dennis points out that Tayo’s crisis is multifaceted . In particular, she highlights the 
impact of childhood experiences, of having been abandoned by his prostitute mother 
and brought up by a relative who did not accept him as a real Native American because 
of his mixed background (Dennis 2009, 62 ff) . Thus, Tayo has experienced racism in the 
army and mainstream society, but also from Native Americans in the pueblo where he 
grew up .

11 Wiget mentions Native American political resistance that gave voice and form to a 
pan-Indian militancy which involved a celebration of traditional culture (Wiget 2012, 
315) . 

12 The theme of how a small indigenous Nenet community in the Russian Federation pre-
serves memories and stories about their past is examined by Laptander in a thesis from 
2020 (Laptander 2020) . There are interesting parallels between her discussion of the 
role of oral story-telling among the Nenets, and Silko’s depiction of this theme among 
Native Americans in Almanac of the Dead .

13 See Robert C . Elliott’s article “Satire” in Encyclopaedia Britannica, https://www .britan-
nica .com/art/satire, accessed 15 April 2020 .

14 There is a critique of the terms shaman and shamanism which are associated with  
“Western racism, a willful denial of the complexity of ‘primitive religions’, and the 
reduction of their diversity to a simplistic unity” . (DuBois 2011, 111) . This is not my 
intention . While I analyze specimens of texts about shamans and shamanism as being 
connected with particular cultures and contexts, I also wish to highlight that there 
are correspondences between shamanisms found in various locales (cf DuBois 2011,113) . 

15 A Dreaming track is: “A path across the land (or, sometimes the sky) marking the route 
followed by an Aboriginal ancestor made during the Dreaming which is often recorded 
in traditional songs, stories, dance and painting .”, https://www .yourdictionary .com/
dreaming-track, accessed 18 May 2020 .

16 “Urfolkskunskap är ett viktigt redskap i klimatkampen” (Indigenous knowledge is an 
important tool in the climate struggle) is the title of an article by Sjöstedt and Karlsson 
published on the Sámi Radio website and the television channel SVT Sápmi, 9 Decem-
ber 2019: https://sverigesradio .se/sida/artikel .aspx?programid=2327&artikel=7363619

17 “Indigenous Peoples Obtain Stronger Voice in Climate Action”, article published 1 
July 2019: (https://unfccc .int/news/indigenous-peoples-obtain-stronger-voice-in-cli-
mate-action accessed 9 February 2020 . Also see “New UN Platform to Boost Indig-
enous Peoples and Local Communities’ Climate Action ”: https://unfccc .int/news/
new-un-platform-to-boost-indigenous-peoples-and-local-communities-climate-action 
accessed 9 February 2020 .

18 Felsenthal, “TIME’s Editor-in-chief on why Greta Thunberg is the Person of the Year” 
https://time .com/person-of-the-year-2019-greta-thunberg-choice/ accessed 9 February 
2020 .

19 Thunberg was invited to the celebrations of the Sámi national holiday at Jokkmokk 
market by the Sámi youth organization Sáminuorra which held a climate demonstra-
tion on the occasion . (Ekström 2020) . A theme highlighted was that of deteriorating 
conditions for reindeer herding connected with climate change . 

https://www.britannica.com/art/satire
https://www.britannica.com/art/satire
https://www.yourdictionary.com/Dreaming
https://www.yourdictionary.com/dreaming-track
https://www.yourdictionary.com/dreaming-track
https://sverigesradio.se/sida/artikel.aspx?programid=2327&artikel=7363619
https://unfccc.int/news/indigenous-peoples-obtain-stronger-voice-in-climate-action
https://unfccc.int/news/indigenous-peoples-obtain-stronger-voice-in-climate-action
https://unfccc.int/news/new-un-platform-to-boost-indigenous-peoples-and-local-communities-climate-action
https://unfccc.int/news/new-un-platform-to-boost-indigenous-peoples-and-local-communities-climate-action
https://time.com/person-of-the-year-2019-greta-thunberg-choice/
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20 Vindkraftsnyheter .se, “Statkraft tappar tron på vindkraft i Norge”, published 28 March 
2019, https://www .vindkraftsnyheter .se/20190802/5763/statkraft-tappar-tron-pa-vind-
kraft-i-norge accessed 21 February 2020 .

21 I have drawn attention to problems with claims that there is a specific indigenous po-
sition that differs fundamentally from the position of non-indigenous peoples in a dis-
cussion of Wright and Valkeapää (Heith 2018, 99) . 

22 Diverse opinions about Greta Thunberg’s role as an activist are highlighted in the article 
“Local (Native) Activists find an ally in Greta Thunberg: a Mother and Daughter Reflect” 
(Cameron, Deb & Zoe 2019) . It is pointed out that there is a criticism among some in-
digenous persons who feel that Greta Thunberg is getting all the attention while indige-
nous young activists are not getting the same treatment by the media . It is a fact that she 
has received a great deal of media attention and become a celebrity and that indigenous 
young activists have not had a similar breakthrough . However, the status of celebrity 
and media magnet has not been one sought by Greta Thunberg herself, who consciously 
has tried to involve other young people and to direct media’ interest towards them . : 
https://yellowscene .com/2019/10/16/local-native-activists-find-an-ally-in-greta-thun-
berg-a-mother-and-daughter-reflect/

23  Snodgrass gives the following characteristic of Silko’s use of traditions and spirituality: 
”To defeat injustice and racism, she championed aboriginal tradition and sacred ritual 
that realigned and healed fragmented first peoples .” (Snodgrass 2011, 32) .

https://www.vindkraftsnyheter.se/20190802/5763/statkraft-tappar-tron-pa-vindkraft-i-norge
https://www.vindkraftsnyheter.se/20190802/5763/statkraft-tappar-tron-pa-vindkraft-i-norge
https://yellowscene.com/2019/10/16/local-native-activists-find-an-ally-in-greta-thunberg-a-mother-and-daughter-reflect/
https://yellowscene.com/2019/10/16/local-native-activists-find-an-ally-in-greta-thunberg-a-mother-and-daughter-reflect/
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