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ABSTRACT 

This study of Canadian adventure romance for adolescents seeks to demon
strate the cultural significance of the genre through close readings of Jam es 
Houston's Frozen Fire and The White Archer, Monica Hughes's Hunter in the Dark 
and Ring-Rise, Ring-Set, as well as Markoosie's Harpoon of the Hunter . By means 
of a s emiotic-structuralist approach I examine the texts as a signifying system 
conveying discourses that constitute a code of connection to the social context 
of contemporary young-adult readers. 

Structured on the formula: separation-initiation-return and informed by the 
symbolism of death-rebirth, the stories hold out the promise of a life-enhancing 
return. Roland Barthes's definition of myth as a mode of sig nification under
pins my discussion of how the narrative conventions become vehicles of exis
tential truths by replicating and intensifying adventurous experiences. With the 
quest for identity and the polarization between two worlds as structural de
terminants, the selected books juxtapose the values of Western civilization with 
those expressed through the Canadian North and its indigenous population. As 
a defining category of Canadian identity, the northern wilderness provides the 
space and the challenges for the protagonists' initiatory experiences. My appli
cation of th e dichotomy self-other to the selected books provides a number of 
polarized positions such as civilization-wilderness, white-native, male-female, 
and conscious-unconscious, polarities through which the different discursive 
levels of the texts are generated. Arguably, the formulaic character of the jour
neys into the unknown allows the stories to signify on various levels, thus invit
ing both psychological and ideological readings of the texts. 

It is primarily through a recycling of narrative conventions that Houston and 
Hughes invest their work with significance. By focusing on the structural and 
thematic similarities of adventure romance, my examination attempts to eluci
date the parallels to mythic adventure and archaic rites of in itiation with the 
aim of va lidating the role of the genre as symbolic representations of th e pro
cess of maturation and vicarious rites of passage. The conclusions I draw have a 
bearing on much of Houston's and Hughes's fiction, on the genre of romance as 
a whole, and to some extent on the adjacent genres of fantasy and science fic
tion. 

Keywords: Adventure romance; quest for identity; unit of the monomyth; 
Canadian North; polarized worlds; myths; first and second-order system; psy
chological discourse; cultural critique; vicarious rite of passage. 
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ABSTRACT 
This study of Canadian adventure romance for adolescents seeks to demonstrate the 
cultural significance of the genre through close readings of James Houston's Frozen Fire 
and The White Archer, Monica Hughes's Hunter in the Dark and Ring-Rise, Ring-Set, as 
well as Markoosie's Harpoon of the Hunter. By means of a semiotic-structuralist 
approach I examine the texts as a signifying system conveying discourses that consti
tute a code of connection to the social context of contemporary young-adult readers. 

Structured on the formula: separation-initiation-return and informed by the symbol
ism of death-rebirth, the stories hold out the promise of a life-enhancing return. Roland 
Barthes's definition of myth as a mode of signification underpins my discussion of 
how the narrative conventions become vehicles of existential truths by replicating and 
intensifying adventurous experiences. With the quest for identity and the polarization 
between two worlds as structural determinants, the selected books juxtapose the val
ues of Western civilization with those expressed through the Canadian North and its 
indigenous population. As a defining category of Canadian identity, the northern 
wilderness provides the space and the challenges for the protagonists' initiatory expe
riences. My application of the dichotomy self-other to the selected books provides a 
number of polarized positions such as civilization-wilderness, white-native, male-fe-
male, and conscious-unconscious, polarities through which the different discursive 
levels of the texts are generated. Arguably, the formulaic character of the journeys into 
the unknown allows the stories to signify on various levels, thus inviting both psycho
logical and ideological readings of the texts. 

It is primarily through a recycling of narrative conventions that Houston and 
Hughes invest their work with significance. By focusing on the structural and thematic 
similarities of adventure romance, my examination attempts to elucidate the parallels 
to mythic adventure and archaic rites of initiation with the aim of validating the role of 
the genre as symbolic representations of th e process of maturation and vicarious rites 
of passage. The conclusions I draw have a bearing on much of Houston's and 
Hughes's fiction, on the genre of romance as a whole, and to some extent on the adja
cent genres of fantasy and science fiction. 

Keywords: Adventure romance; quest for identity; unit of the monomyth; Canadian 
North; polarized worlds; myths; first and second-order system; psychological dis
course; cultural critique; vicarious rite of passage. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The attention that "stars" attract in sports, pop music, and film suggests 
a function not only dictated by commercial interests. It may well be that 
young people need heroes and heroines with all but inimitable qualities 
in order to project the positive expectations they entertain for the 
development of their own lives. Through its focus on Canadian adven
ture romance,! a genre which demands acts of heroism from the young 
protagonists who set out into the northern wilderness, this thesis seeks to 
elucidate the potential of literature for adolescents to meet these require
ments.2 

The common features of fiction for young people, and of the 
adventure story in particular, provide a point of departure for the present 
study. In Perry Nodelman's generalizing view, most "children's books 
are 'simple/ undetailed, and consequently, so similar to each other that 
their generic similarities and their evocations of archetypes are breath-
takingly obvious."3 This assertion of generic sameness as a salient 
feature is corroborated by Jerry Griswold's book-length study of twelve of 
America's classics, including Little Women (1868), The Adventures of Tom 

! Very loosely, romance is characterized by exotic adventure, usually a quest, 
rather than by realistic depiction of character or scene. The male dominance of the 
genre might be explained by the demands for physical strength and survival skills 
which until recently have excluded female protagonists. The concomitant gender-biased 
terminology of my source material, to a great extent dependent on its focus on male 
adventure and initiation, will only occasionally be commented on or adapted to 
contemporary standards of gender neutrality. 

2 Literature for adolescents will be referred to interchangeably as young-adult or 
juvenile literature. The term "adolescents" here embraces young people between 
roughly the ages of twelve and seventeen. The protagonists of the stories included in 
this study are adolescents according to the above definition, and it would seem 
plausible to assume a readership within that age range. 

3 Perry Nodelman, "Interpretation and the Apparent Sameness of Children's 
Novels," Studies in the Literary Imagination 18.2 (1985): 5. Throughout the thesis 
"children's literature" will be used as a comprehensive term including literature for 
adolescents. 
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Sawyer (1876), The Wizard of Oz (1900), Tarzan of the Apes (1914), and 
The Secret Garden (1911): 

The similarities are, in fact, so extensive and so remarkable 
that it seems possible to say that each of them tells the same 
story over and over again. . . . Even in the smallest of details, 
the magnitude of their similarities and the unanimity of 
their plots are extensive and striking.4 

Yet, in spite of, or perhaps rather because of their formulaic patterns, they 
were all top-selling books in the United States round the turn of the 
century and they still belong to the classics of children's literature. 

When approaching a text critically it is necessary to take into 
account these alleged characteristics of literature for young people. So 
what is it that attracts readers to books of such essential uniformity? 
Peter Hunt calls attention to the great social and educational influence of 
children's literature, emphasizing its formative force in the process of 
acculturation and maturation.5 This instructive impact of fiction is 
likely to be enhanced by the receptivity of i ts young readers. Describing 
his own experiences, Graham Greene poignantly observes: "It is only in 
childhood that books have any deep influence on our lives. . . . What do 
we ever get nowadays from reading to equal the excitement and the 
revelation of those first fourteen years/'6 Hence, the similarities must 
not be dismissed as caused by lack of artistic imagination on the part of 
the authors, but should rather be regarded as narrative conventions that 
are a prerequisite for the symbolic potential through which children's 
literature conveys its messages. 

The socio-cultural significance of juvenile fiction for young readers 
on the look-out for guidance into adulthood is an issue of prime concern 

4 Jerry Griswold, Audacious Kids: Coming of Age in America's Classic Children's 
Books (New York: Oxford UP, 1992) 4. 

5 Peter Hunt, Criticism, Theory, & Children's Literature (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1991) 17. 

6 Graham Greene, The Lost Childhood and Other Essays, qtd. in Jim Trelease, 
The Read-Aloud Handbook (1982; Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984) 27. 
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for this study. My aim is to bring into perspective the scope, meaning, 
and uses of young-adult adventure romance. In order to provide a 
manageable area of investigation I have selected a limited number of 
books by James Houston and Monica Hughes, two prolific English-
Canadian authors of great literary merit who have brought new 
dimensions to the genre. Through close readings of The White Archer 
(1967) and Frozen Fire (1977) by Houston, and Hunter in the Dark (1982) 
and Ring-Rise, Ring-Set (1982) by Hughes, I shall examine how the 
structural and thematic similarities of the stories, which feature protag
onists who embark on adventurous quests in the Canadian North, make 
the texts "signify." Markoosie's Harpoon of the Hunter (1970), the first 
Canadian children's book in English written by an Inuit, is included to 
illuminate the importance of narrative conventions and what a violation 
of the narrative code implies for the culturally conditioned signification 
of the story. My analyses of these five Canadian adventure and survival 
stories attempt to demonstrate the generically engendered interpretative 
possibilities of adventure romance with the additional aim of authen
ticating its supportive function as vicarious rites of passage for modern 
readers.7 

Vitalization of the genre 

Adventure plays an important role as a theme in the fiction of Houston 
and Hughes. Though written for contemporary readers, their stories 
share certain motifs and structural characteristics with earlier versions of 
Canadian adventure romance. The anthropological and ecological 
considerations, the emphasis on survival and heroic behaviour, and the 
significant settings are examples of common narrative elements. 

7 Rite de passage, in English rite of p assage, is an anthropological term coined by 
Arnold van Gennep. The OED offers the following definition: "Any of the rites of 
separation, transition, and incorporation that mark an individual's social existence 
from birth to death as he [sic] passes from one stage of life to another; ritual that 
marks the end of one phase and the start of another." 
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Catharine Parr Traill's Canadian Crusoes (1852), the first Canadian 
outdoor adventure story for children, displays overtly didactic ambitions 
in its detailed description of f lora and its presentation of practical advice 
for survival. Moralistic in tone, it tells the story of how two boys and a 
girl on an excursion in the Ontario backwoods lose their way but manage 
to live for three years sustained by their survival skills and their 
Christian faith. The initiatory adventures and the encounter with a 
Mohawk girl, Indiana, would seem to involve personal development for 
the children, but the superficial characterization leaves little room for the 
representation of their expected inner growth. In the same educational 
tradition, Ernest Thomson Seton's Two Little Savages (1903) describes the 
experiences of two boys who play at being Indians. During a month 
spent in the woods they acquire a vast practical knowledge which 
qualifies them for entrance into the adult world. Though explicitly 
didactic, Seton's own instructive drawings of plants, animals, tools, 
teepees, and weapons are essentially sprung out of his love for nature 
and his genuine interest in native lore.8 These are concerns that also 
permeate Grey Owl's The Adventures of Sajo and Her Beaver People (1935), 
which combines elements of t he animal story and the conventional rite of 
passage of adventure romance.9 The Indian girl Sajo's act of restoring 
two beaver kittens to their natural habitat heralds the conservationalist 
commitment of writers such as Roderick L. Haig-Brown and Farley 
Mowat for whom the preservation of nature is an overriding concern. 
Haig-Brown's Starbuck Valley Winter (1943) depicts Don Morgan's 
growth to maturity during a winter's trapping in Vancouver Island. As 
the adventurous dimensions of the plot are complemented by de
scriptions of Don's inner development the book constitutes a link to the 
more psychological contemporary adventure story. As with Houston's 
books, Farley Mowat's Lost in the Barrens (1956) is inspired by a 

8 The term native will be used interchangeably with indigenous and aboriginal 
to refer to the Canadian Indian or Inuit population. Indian occasionally occurs in the 
text as there is no better specific term available. 

9 Grey Owl is a pseudonym of A rchibald Stansfeld Belaney. 
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fascination with the Arctic. However, it relies on the clichéd charac
terization of the white boy Jamie and his Indian friend Awasin, who 
both survive the tests in the North through reciprocal support and 
learning. Though focusing on the development of self-reliance through 
initiatory experiences, these earlier versions of adventure romance are 
essentially informed by the necessity to strike a balance between 
civilization and nature, an issue of central interest in the fiction of 
Houston and Hughes as well. 

Adventure romance may be characterized as a formula, a concept 
that John G. Cawelti defines as "a means of generalizing the character
istics of large groups of individual works from certain combinations of 
cultural materials and archetypal story patterns/'10 Subsumed under 
the umbrella of romance the selected novels by Houston and Hughes are 
examples of how the conventional patterns of a formula can be vitalized 
through variations in narrative emphasis. "Formulaic evolution and 
change," continues Cawelti, "are one process by which new interests and 
values can be assimilated into conventional imaginative structures."11 

The increasingly existential concerns of modern Canadian adventure 
stories for adolescents, most visibly demonstrated in the fiction of 
Houston and Hughes, may illustrate the "recycling" of the formula. In 
Cawelti's view, this is a process "probably of particular importance in a 
discontinuous, pluralistic culture like those of modern industrial 
societies."12 It seems reasonable to assume that the narrative con
formity of the genre may function as a cohesive and stabilizing force 
inviting the assimilation of new material. 

The adaptation of the conventional patterns of adventure romance 
to a contemporary context involves a representation of experiences that 
are identifiable by modern young readers. My study will examine the 
"new interests" of the genre by centring on its psychological and 

10 John G. Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and 
Popular Culture (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1976) 7. 

11 Cawelti 35. 
12 Cawelti 35. 
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ideological implications. In their role as innovators, Houston and 
Hughes see the ethical and moral dilemmas of the protagonists through 
the filters of the "other world/' in the present sample constituted by the 
Canadian North. For both authors the metaphorical potential of the 
northern wilderness offers new perspectives from which to address 
adolescent problems of identity. Their fascination with the Canadian 
North originates in two almost contrary experiences. For Houston the 
Arctic appears to have exerted an irresistible attraction, borne out by his 
reactions to his first arrival by air at an Arctic trading post: "I had never 
been so excited in all my life. Out on Hudson Bay, long skeins of ice were 
drifting south from the Foxe Basin. Behind me, the treeless tundra rolled 
endlessly to the skyline."13 English-born but resident in Canada since 
1952, Hughes, on the contrary, attests to the shock she felt at her con
frontation with the Canadian landscape, the Laurentian Shield in 
particular, which, she explains, "seemed to me to deny humanity com
pletely."14 

Consequently, Hughes's literary output is structured by a concern 
with place as "other," reflecting what Judith Saltman describes as "the 
Canadian experience of b eing a lonely outsider, a stranger to a land that 
is too primal and vast to admit a human presence,"15 an experience 
also shared by some of Houston's non-native protagonists. The majority 
of Houston's books, however, are saturated with a fascination for the 
Canadian Arctic, which forms an arena for adventures of almost mythic 
or legendary character. Supported by anthropological knowledge he 
addresses the issue of cultural relativity in a tone of personal admiration 
and respect for the Arctic and its inhabitants. Writing for an audience of 
non-native children and young adults, his representation of the 
indigenous population is never reduced to mere background for white 

13 James Houston, "A Primitive View of the World/' Top of the News 43.4 
(1987): 395. 

14 Monica Hughes, "The Writer's Quest/' Canadian Children's Literature 26 
(1982): 9. 

15 Judith Saltman, Modern Canadian Children's Books: Perspectives on Canadian 
Culture (Toronto: Oxford UP, 1987) 89. 
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protagonists' rites of passage into maturity, but it points to values that 
have been lost in the "civilized world." Houston's fiction, though 
ostensibly uniform in structure and carrying subtitles such as "A Tale of 
Courage," or "A Search for Arctic Treasure" (an echo of the tone of the 
turn-of-the-century Boys' Own Paper), contains sub-texts which, at least 
for a critical reader, invite subversive interpretations. Houston, in Sheila 
Egoff's and Judith Saltman's view, "is today our most prolific and 
articulate spokesman for the Arctic, for its people in crisis, and for a way 
of life that has still much to offer other cultures."16 Through the 
symbolic implications of his fiction the life and problems of a minority, 
the Inuit, are raised to a level of general significance. 

Most of Houston's stories pivot on male adventure. Before the 
middle of the 1970s the majority of his books were set in a mythic past 
and featured native protagonists, whereas his later novels have dramat
ized the contemporary clash of cultures in the North, the conflict between 
Western values and indigenous ways of life. The White Archer and 
Frozen Fire, selected to represent these two periods of writing, rely in 
large part on symbolism, whereby the formulaic adventure plots are 
overlaid with symbolic significance which interrogates the seemingly 
"male" values of the genre. Like Houston's first book Tikta'liktak (1965), 
The White Archer is based on a story told to him by an Inuit. Books of the 
same legendary or mythic character, describing the lonely struggle for 
survival, are Akavak (1968) and The Falcon Bow (1986), the latter a sequel 
to The White Archer. Frozen Fire with its contemporary setting illuminates 
the ravaging effects of Western intrusion into the Arctic. As in Whiteout 
(1988) and Drifting Snow (1992) Inuit culture offers alternatives to 
Western values and attitudes. 

Hughes is Canada's most prominent author of juvenile science 
fiction, but her production also includes realistic and historical novels. 
With a'profound knowledge of sociology and human psychology she 
addresses existential, ecological, and ideological issues; she advocates 

Sheila Egoff and Judith Saltman, The New Republic of Childhood: A Critical 
Guide to Canadian Children's Literature in English (Toronto: Oxford UP, 1990) 27. 
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tolerance between people, simultaneously giving voice to her mistrust of 
technology as a blessing for humankind. Hughes's holistic view satu
rates both Ring-Rise, Ring-Set, an example of her science fiction set in a 
future Canada and featuring a female protagonist, and Hunter in the 
Dark, chosen as an illustration of her realistic fiction with a contempo
rary Alberta setting. This selection represents approaches, motifs, and 
settings that recur in a number of her novels. The setting of Ring-Rise, 
Ring-Set evokes the same kind of alienation as the lunar landscape of 
Earthdark (1977), the post-disaster scene of Beyond the Dark River (1979), 
or the extraterrestrial unknown space of The Keeper of the Isis Light (1980). 
Hughes's mistrust of technology is also dramatized in The Tomorrow 
City (1978) and Devil on My Back (1984), which focus on the dehuman
izing effects of technological progress when cut loose from the human 
needs of consideration and relatedness. The value orientation of the indi
genous population plays an important role in her work. In Log Jam 
(1987) the natural wisdom of the native Isaac Manyfeathers saves the 
troubled white girl Lenora Rydz, and in Beyond the Dark River the Cree 
girl Daughter-of-She-Who-Came-After cures the Hutterite community 
through her healing skills. Analogous to my sample, The Beckoning 
Lights (1982), Devil on My Back, and Sandwriter (1984) are structured 
on Hughes's pervasive idea of a lternative worlds, the heroic journey, and 
the symbolism of death-rebirth. The complication of p arental relations or 
even the absence of them is a motif that recurs in Log Jam and The 
Golden Aquarians (1994). All the above concerns with place, technology 
out of control, indigenous values, and parental relations are issues 
embraced by the two selected books. 

But "however global or universal her issues and themes/' notes 
Saltman, Hughes's writing "is informed by the Canadian immigrant and 
pioneer experience/'17 The journey into the unknown, the focus on 
survival in hostile environments, the cultural encounters, and the moral 
and personal growth of the protagonists are narrative elements she 

17 Saltman 89. 
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shares with Houston. Canadian in expression and with adventurous 
quests for identity as a common denominator, the fiction of both authors 
is inspired by the ideological ambition to interrogate the ethos of Western 
society. 

Theoretical framework and generic context 

The alleged simplicity and narrative conformity of fiction for children 
and adolescents long discouraged literary critics. Traditionally, studies 
in this field have taken place within the disciplines of librarianship and 
education rather than in English departments. This indicates an ambi
valence about the usefulness of applying literary theory to children's 
literature or even about the general value of fiction for young people as a 
field for critical studies. As U. C. Knoepflmacher points out, "a large 
number of professionals still believe that a spirited 'appreciation' of this 
or that children's book suffices to merit publication/'18 However, the 
contribution of criticism and theory to a comprehensive understanding 
of children's literature is stressed by Hunt: "Good work with children's 
literature depends, ultimately, on coherent and thoughtful criticism, and 
good criticism depends on coherent and thoughtful theory."19 Con
sequently, children's literature in Canada has attracted intensified 
academic attention concurrently with its growth in publication, popular
ity and literary sophistication. The increase in the number of a rticles that 
maintain high critical standards and the obvious boost in publication of 
critical works on children's literature testify to an awareness of the 
necessity to approach the wide spectrum of texts written for young 
people with scholarly ambitions. This is of importance not least with 
regard to the fact that the study of children's literature now has 
established its position in college courses across Canada. 

The present study is the first book-length investigation of the 

18 U. C. Knoepflmacher, introduction, Teaching Children's Literature: Issues, 
Pedagogy, Resources, ed. Glenn Edward Sadler (New York: MLA, 1992) 5. 

19 Hunt 1. 
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cultural significance of Canadian adventure romance for adolescents. 
The challenge of examining a literary field with such sameness in 
narrative patterns and central cores of m eaning has led me to an eclectic 
theoretical approach and to the use of various interpretative tools. With 
its focus on the issue of identity seen from an English-Canadian per
spective, my examination will attempt to show the relative complexity of 
the genre. I mean to attain a more comprehensive view of the generic 
characteristics and potential function of juvenile adventure romance by 
drawing on a wide range of c ritical sources, a majority of which have so 
far mostly been applied to adult literature. Thus, many of my assertions 
have a bearing not only on the books analysed but on a large part of 
Houston's and Hughes's fiction, on romance as a genre, and to some 
extent on the adjacent genres of fantasy and science fiction. Essentially, I 
shall follow a semiotic-structuralist approach in the sense that the 
literary text will be examined as a signifying system and conveyer of 
discourses within which the sameness of patterns and the intertextual 
influence constitute a code of connection to the social context of its 
readers. 

My discussion of narrative conventions and thematic ancestry will 
situate these modern identity quests in the generic context of the ancient 
adventure stories of mythic heroism analysed by Joseph Campbell and 
Paul Zweig. Northrop Frye's definitions of the patterns of adventure 
romance and Cawelti's study of formula fiction will also help to 
underpin my hypothesis that this ostensibly formulaic genre retains 
much of its value by means of underlying narrative conventions. 
Saltman specifies the formulaic character of Canadian young-adult 
fiction: 

[It] most often emphasizes the alienated outsider's separa
tion from the social order, which is followed by a search for 
a personal, less cultural identity, climaxing in a coming-of-
age ritual. In Canadian writing, this pattern of separation 
and quest is often depicted in the outdoor-adventure and 
wilderness-survival story.20 

20 Saltman 72. 
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This classic genre of Canadian exploration literature attracted my critical 
attention because of t he position it still holds in literature for adolescents. 
In the pluralistic cultural ambience of modern Canada new themes and 
approaches have been assimilated into these conventional structures. 
Saltman notes that the "traditional male outdoor-adventure story has 
persisted, but it has been altered to include female protagonists and has 
shifted the focus from physical survival to a more symbolic, psycho
logical struggle in the wilderness/'21 By discussing the rites of passage 
represented in the books as inner quests for identity, for the individual as 
well as for society, my study will elucidate this development of the genre. 

Mircea Eliade argues that "one of the characteristics of the modern 
world is the disappearance of any meaningful rites of initiation."22 By 
drawing attention to the analogy between Eliade's descriptions of 
archaic initiatory rites and the almost ritualistic identity quests of 
adventure romance, my analyses will seek to substantiate the role of the 
genre as provider of fictionalized initiatory experiences. This compens
atory function is validated by Frye's belief that in "literature itself the 
mythos or narrative of fiction, more especially of r omance, is essentially a 
verbal imitation of ritual or symbolic human action."23 I argue that it is 
the ritualistic and initiatory character of the adventurous quests that 
allows them to work as vicarious rites of passage for the reader. In this 
sense fiction becomes what Zweig calls a sort of mythology, 

a language spoken not by individuals but by cultures. Pur
suing this image, I assume that many, perhaps all cultures 
speak dialects of one 'language'; that the experiences of risk, 
of domestic security, of authority, of death, of birth, give rise 
to a permanent vocabulary, adaptable to the social configura
tions of any time.24 

21 Saltman 13. 
22 Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and 

Rebirth, trans, by Willard R. Trask (1958; New York: Harper, 1965) ix. 
23 Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance 

(1976; Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 55. 
24 Paul Zweig, The Adventurer (New York: Basic, 1974) 17-18. 
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It is primarily through an evocation of a strong sense of p lace and a focus 
on indigenous values and characters that the English-Canadian 
"dialect" of this "language" is distinguishable. Though discussed within 
a restricted national perspective, the more general implications of the 
selected stories will become obvious as they rely on almost archetypal 
narrative elements and motifs. Cawelti comments: 

[Since] formula stories involve widely shared conventions, 
what one could call a form of collective artistic behavior, 
we must also deal with the phenomenon in relation to the 
cultural patterns it reveals and is shaped by, and with the 
impact formula stories have on culture.2^ 

Accordingly, an examination of how the cultural characteristics of the 
English-Canadian "dialect" are attuned to the conventional story 
elements of the formula necessarily involves an interpretation of the 
cultural significance or function of th e formula itself. 

The authority and significance of adventure romance rest in large 
part on its structural and thematic conventions. Roland Barthes's 
structuralist definition of myth will help to supply theoretical support for 
my investigation of the symbolic potential of the genre.26 Barthes 
characterizes myth as a type of speech or a mode of s ignification. "Myth 
is not defined by the object of i ts message," he states, "but by the way in 
which it utters this message."27 Regarding the text as a system of 
communication, Barthes distinguishes between a first system and a 
second-order semiological system. In my sample, the first system is 
constituted by the fabula of adventure romance featuring a heroic pro
tagonist who sets out on a quest, confronts the challenges of the 
wilderness and eventually returns with new insights. Structured by the 

25 Cawelti 2. 
26 In general terms, a myth may be defined as a story structured by certain 

archetypal elements and narrative conventions which allow the reader to recognize the 
universal import of it s message. The core of a society's verbal culture is constitutive of 
myths, the interconnecting body of which may be termed a mythology. 

9 7 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans, by Annette Lavers (1957; London: 
Vintage, 1993) 109. 
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pattern of the quest the stories rely on an anticipated course of e vents, a 
narrative "skeleton" waiting to be "fleshed out." This skeleton is essen
tial to the function of myth, as mythical speech is "made of a material 
which has already been worked on so as to make it suitable for 
communication,"28 in Barthes's phrasing. By leaving the text open to 
appropriation by the second-order system, the emblematic characters 
and the archetypal narrative pattern allow it to signify beyond the first 
system, since myth in general, according to Barthes, "prefers to work 
with poor, incomplete images, where the meaning is already relieved of 
its fat, and ready for a signification, such as caricatures, pastiches, 
symbols, etc."29 The set of narrative conventions structuring the formu
laic adventure story establishes the first system, while the second-order 
system is manifested through an interpretative act carried out by the 
reader, whereby the ritualistic development expressed through the quest 
motif is used as the basis for a narrative amplification of t he text. 

Emphasizing the subordinate role played by the content of the 
"mythical" message for his structuralist definition of myth, Barthes 
claims that "everything can be a myth provided it is conveyed by a 
discourse."30 Hence, the mythical implications of the archetypal quest 
motif are expressed through the psychological and ideological dis
courses, which invite a reading of the formulaic pattern as quests for 
individual and societal development. This would mean that the adven
ture story qualifies as myth by virtue of its second-order system, that is 
its potential to signify on various discursive levels. The representations of 
inner development and ideological reorientation conveyed by the 
discourses also trigger a discourse of the reader's own prospect of 
development. It is my intention to demonstrate how the conformity and 
reassuring narrative pattern of t he first system generate the psychological 
and ideological discourses of the second-order system, both promoting a 

28 Barthes 110. 
29 Barthes 127. 
30 Barthes 109. 
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positive attitude to the problems implied in the process of maturation 
and inner growth. 

The title of this thesis, Identity through the Other , refers to the role 
played by "the other" in the process of maturation when discussed from 
an English-Canadian point of view. In the books to be analysed, the 
dichotomy self-other provides a number of useful polarized positions, 
such as civilization-wilderness, white-native, male-female and con
scious-unconscious. Whether represented by the wilderness itself, 
indigenous or "female" values, or the workings of the unconscious, the 
other is essential to the development of the protagonists and a pre
requisite for the discursive potential of the genre. When reading the 
journey into the wilderness in terms of an inner quest, a psychological 
discourse is engendered by the first system. The outer world, represented 
by the Canadian North, defines the inner world of the unconscious. This 
"narrative doubleness" of the genre is borne out by Zweig's contention 
that 

adventure and action literature - including folktales, epic, 
and myth - may well be attempts to objectify the vertigo of 
inward disorder which is our most intimate knowledge of 
the unknown. It is possible that in man's early experience, 
the psychic unknown and the outward unknown seemed 
related, each supplying a means for expressing the other.31 

The study of the psychological dimensions of adventure romance 
benefits from an application of psychoanalytic theory, which supplies a 
mapping of the "inner wilderness." The increasingly psychological 
concerns of modern adventure romance will be demonstrated through 
my use of the Jungian terms individuation, Self, and shadow as anchor
ing points for my analyses of Hu nter in the Dark an d The White Archer. 
Marie-Louise von Franz, Julius Heuscher and Edward Whitmont will 
provide the theoretical instruments for my examination of the inner 
symbolic quests of the protagonists. 

By discussing the selected books as identity quests, this thesis tries 

31 Zweig 29-30. 
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to clarify the role of adventure romances as symbolic renderings of the 
hardships and ordeals implied in the process of maturation and as 
representations of concomitant psychic growth and ideological insights. 
In their capacity as rites of passage, the stories draw on the archetypal 
initiatory pattern of death and rebirth. Ritualistic rebirth in this context 
involves individual maturation and status change for the protagonists. 
Since ritual may be regarded as "myth in action" it refers, by implication, 
to an underlying shared "mythology," expressing, in Frye's phrase, "a 
vision of reality in terms of human concerns and hopes and anxi
eties."32 This means that the ritualized adventurous quest for identity 
involves an ideological element as adventure may be seen as "a struggle 
against the diminished values of the modern world."33 In their pre
scriptive role the selected stories formulate their "vision of reality" 
through an ideological discourse expressed by means of a dialogue 
between the polarities self-other. The polar opposites of Frozen Fire and 
Ring-Rise, Ring-Set will be examined in their role as a structuring dicho
tomy, primarily represented through the juxtaposition of the values of 
Western civilization with those expressed through the Canadian wilder
ness and its inhabitants. Being an essential element of the process of 
maturation and quest for identity, the ideological insights gained 
through the cultural encounters are voiced by the young protagonists" 
relativization and redefinition of their values through a move from the 
Western world of self to the indigenous world of other. 

The stories included in this study, however, strive for a synthesis of 
the sets of opposites represented by the dichotomy self-other in the sense 
that the symbolism of d eath and rebirth suggests renewal through a har
monization of the polarities. Thus, the main distinguishing feature of 
children's literature, as Nodelman argues, 

may turn out to be, not necessarily the simplicity of style 
that children's fiction shares with all popular writing, not 
even the shared set of archetypal plots and characters that 
children's fiction shares with most fantasy; it may be a 

32 Frye 14. 
33 Zweig 239. 
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fascination with the same basic sets of opposite ideas, and a 
propensity for bringing them into balance, so that both can be 
included in a vision of what life is.34 

The symbolic potential of adventure romance as well as its initiatory and 
ritualized patterns will be examined as narrative properties required for 
the genre to function as recognition stories and exemplary models of 
individual development. 

The first two chapters of this study are intended to provide a back
ground for the analyses of my sample of books by seeing the quests for 
identity from national and structural points of v iew. In the first chapter I 
shall discuss the growth of Canadian children's literature as a post-
colonial phenomenon prompted by the search for national identity. 
Focusing on what I term the spatial and temporal aspects, my exam
ination will elucidate the role of the Canadian North and the indigenous 
population in giving fictionalized shape to a discourse of Canadian 
identity. The purpose of chapter two is to define the role and prevalence 
of the narrative determinants of adventure romance, the polarization of 
two worlds and the quest motif. Beginning on a linguistic level, I discuss 
the polarity of self-other as essential to the symbolic potential of the 
stories through which the protagonists' concepts and views are invested 
with new meaning. My third chapter will illuminate how the ampli
fication of t he first system of H unter in the Dark and The White Archer 
engenders the psychological discourses that describe the protagonists' 
inner development. Markoosie's Harpoon of the Hunter is more loosely 
attached to the chapter with the aim of illustrating how the inclusion of 
values from a disparate cultural sphere reduces the possibilities for non-
native readers to relate to the protagonist's rite of passage. The analyses 
of Frozen Fire and Ring-Rise, Ring-Set in chapter four highlight the 
cultural clashes between Western civilization and indigenous culture, 
dramatized as a discursive interrogation of values which occupies a 
central place in the rites of passage of the protagonists. These cultural 

34 Nodelman 19-20. 
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concerns will be approached by discussing the quests not only as 
examples of individual maturation but also as a cultural critique and a 
recommended ideological reorientation for Western society itself. My 
examination in chapter five focuses on the "mythical" potential of 
adventure romance. The role of the stories as vicarious rites of passage 
will be substantiated through an elaboration of Barthes's definition of 
myth. When readers, with the help of their imagination, experience the 
fictionalized quests for identity as representations of possibilities for their 
own development, the rites of passage assume the discursive form of 
what may be termed "the myth of oneself." 
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Chapter One 
CANADIAN IDENTITY: SPATIAL AND TEMPORAL ASPECTS 

Place as shaper of identity 

Through the 1940s and 1950s a modest total of some thirty to forty 
Canadian books for children were published annually. Though limited 
in output, Canadian children's literature had its strengths in the 
traditions of genres such as the outdoor adventure and survival story, the 
animal story, the novel of Canadian history, and the retellings of Indian 
and Inuit myths and legends. 1 There were also a large number of 
classic British and American titles offered to children, a reflection of what 
Judith Saltman describes as a colonial mentality, in that non-Canadian 
writing was considered a more valuable literary heritage than children's 
fiction from Canada.2 A rising Canadian nationalism surrounding the 
centennial celebrations of Confederation in 1967 was a contributory 
factor to a strong need felt by teachers, parents and other concerned 
adults for books conveying images of Canadian life. The middle of the 
1970s, with its growth in publishing opportunities, the founding of the 
critical journal Canadian Children's Literature, as well as the opening of 
the Children's Book Store and the Children's Book Centre in Toronto, 
represents a turning point in the writing and publishing of Canadian 
children's books in English. Concurrently with the rise in publication of 
Canadian children's literature, as Saltman points out, Canadians 
became increasingly conscious of it s potential for 

transmitting the nation's political, social, and imaginative 
culture, thereby giving children an awareness of Canada's 
physical and emotional geography and history. A sense of 
heritage and identity could be nurtured if children encountered, 
in their reading, their own personal world, validated by the 
power of the imagination. Children's literature was viewed as 

1 Judith Saltman, Modern Canadian Children's Books: Perspectives on Canadian 
Culture (Toronto: Oxford UP, 1987) 1, a reference to an assessment by Sheila Egoff. 

2 Saltman 3. 
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a potentially unifying force that could transcend the country's 
fragmentary regionalism and vast scale giving shape to local 
experience and helping to foster a national culture.3 

With the contribution of James Houston and Monica Hughes, among 
many others, the positive trend in the publication of Canadian children's 
books led to a rise in the early 1990s to about 450 titles a year.4 This is 
still a modest figure, though, when compared to the thousands of 
English-language children's books published elsewhere in the world. 

The intensified search for Canadian identity, a consistent motif of 
Canadian studies over the last decades, has involved an accentuation of 
the role of place as a shaper of identity, a function explained by Bill 
Ashcroft et al.: 

A major feature of post-colonial literatures is the concern 
with place and displacement. It is here that the special post-
colonial crisis of identity comes into being; the concern with 
the development or recovery of an effective identifying rela
tionship between self and place.5 

Fiction prompted by the urge to answer questions like Who am I? and 
Where is here? displays tensions that may be seen as literary responses 
to Canada's multicultural mosaic, to the conflict between native and 
imported cultures and the attempts made at bringing them together in 
order to create a sense of identity. However, as Ashcroft et al. go on to 
postulate, 

all post-colonial societies realize their identity in difference 
rather than in essence. They are constituted by their differ
ence from the metropolitan and it is in this relationship that 
identity both as a distancing from the centre and as a means 
of self-assertion comes into being.6 

3 Saltman 5. 
4 Mary Rubio and Elisabeth Waterston, "Children's Literature (Canada)/7 

Encyclopedia of Post-Colonial Literatures in English, vol. 1, ed. Eugene Benson and L. W. 
Conolly (London: Routledge, 1994) 234. 

5 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: 
Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial Literatures (1989; London: Routledge, 1994) 8-9. 

6 Ashcroft et al. 167. 
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Thus, the characteristics of a culture engender a discourse of national 
identity by means of both a centrifugal and a centripetal force, to use 
Bakhtinian terminology. In Richard Terdiman's formulation, discourses 
are "what give differential substance to membership in a social group or 
class or formation, which mediate an internal sense of belonging, an 
outward sense of otherness/77 The centrifugal force, in seeking to keep 
things apart, achieves this distancing from the centre through its dis
cursive assertion of difference. Identity is an ambiguous term, however, 
as is reflected in Edward W. Said's comment on American identity: 

[A] s an immigrant settler-society [like Canada] superimposed 
on the ruins of considerable native presence, American 
identity is too varied to be a unitary and homogeneous thing; 
indeed the battle within it is between advocates of a unitary 
identity and those who see the whole as a complex but not 
reductively unified one. This opposition implies two differ
ent perspectives, two historiographies, one linear and sub
suming, the other contrapuntal and often nomadic.8 [My 
emphasis] 

This contrapuntal perspective parallels the image of Canadian identity 
as multicultural, a mosaic, a kaleidoscope, a salad bowl or a complex of 
"multiple solitudes/' Gaile McGregor points to "the tendency for self-
identified groups to be insular, isolated, and self-referencing"9 as a 
distinguishing feature of Canadian identity. This implies that the view of 
American identity as informed by the unifying melting-pot metaphor is 
not applicable to Canada's multicultural frame of identification. 
"Identity is local and regional," states Northrop Frye, "rooted in the 
imagination and in works of culture; unity is national in reference, 

7 Richard Terdiman, Discourse/Counter-Discourse: The Theory and Practice of 
Symbolic Resistance in Nineteenth Century France (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1985) 54. 

8 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993) 
xxix. 

9 Gaile McGregor, "The Frontier Antithesis/' A Passion for Identity: An 
Introduction to Canadian Studies, 2nd ed., ed. David Taras, Beverly Rasporich, and Eli 
Mandel (Scarborough, ON: Nelson Canada, 1993) 287. 
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international in perspective, and rooted in a political feeling/'10 The 
question of political unity in contemporary Canada seems to be over
shadowed by the issue of self-rule. Nevertheless, a clearer definition of 
the "parts of the mosaic," achieved by giving literary voice to the con
cerns of minority groups, may contribute to a better mutual under
standing between the various groups. 

Canadian literature, argue Ashcroft et al., "remains generally mono
lithic in its assertion of Canadian difference from the canonical British or 
the more recently threatening neo-colonialism of American culture."11 

As identity is realized in difference rather than in essence it is attained 
mainly through a sense of sharing the difference. One could say that the 
inner sense of belonging is to a great extent energized by the outer sense 
of otherness. It is essentially by detailing a regional sense of place that 
Canadian children's literature establishes its distinguishing features. 
Kevin Major's Newfoundland, Brian Doyle's Ottawa, the Arctic settings 
of most of Houston's stories and the Alberta wilderness of some of 
Hughes's fiction engender a centrifugal force vis-à-vis the US through a 
manifestation of difference. The northern wilderness in particular is a 
distinctive component of Canadian imaginative production and forms 
an important part of the iconography of Canadian nationhood. Serving 
as a backdrop or even adopting the role of participating force, the 
wilderness landscape, this "alienation-inducing setting"12 in David 
Ketterer's phrase, is invaluable for its power to define and clarify the 
Canadian experience. It promotes Canada as different, set off from 
metropolitan Britain or the United States, by emphasizing its "north-
ness" as a distinguishing feature. The "foreign" elements of the adven
ture stories focussed on in this study, especially their particularized 
northern settings, are combined with the familiar elements of adventure 

10 Northrop Frye, The Bush Garden: Essays on the Canadian Imagination 
(Toronto: Anansi, 1971) ii. 

11 Ashcroft et al. 36. 
12 David Ketterer, Canadian Science Fiction and Fantasy (Bloomington: Indiana 

UP, 1992) 90. 
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romance in order to explore the overriding question of identity by linking 
it to place. Though relying on formulaic narrative patterns, Canadian 
writers for young adults employ very individualistic voices when 
approaching social issues and the psychological aspects of the teenage 
struggle for independence. Through the imaginative potential of the 
North the formulaic representations of the universal theme of adolescent 
development towards maturity assume what may be termed "mythical" 
dimensions by virtue of their striving for the general and their significa
tion on various discursive levels. 

The North as a landscape of the mind 

Not only does the northern Canadian wilderness give shape to local 
experience, but, as Eleanor Cook suggests, it also takes on the role of a 
category of cultural identity in that it provides "various filters through 
which we see and read actual, palpable place."13 Through its catego
rization it presents the codes for structuring reality. "Categories are best 
understood," continues Cook, "not just as pigeonholes where we put 
things after seeing or reading them but as problem-solving models 
without which we can hardly see or read at all."14 Consequently, the 
North becomes a landscape of the mind, both psychological and 
ideological, which plays an essential role in the creation of identity. As a 
cultural category embraced collectively by a people it constitutes a 
symbolic landscape of nation-wide significance. Though it is for most 
Canadians an imaginary landscape, a place where they have never been 
themselves, the conceptual impact of t he North is considerable. 

The defining capacity of the northern wilderness resides in its 
specificity and difference from primarily American representations of 
wilderness. Although both Canada and the United States have shared an 
experience as "frontier" societies, the connotations of the wilderness as 

13 Eleanor Cook, "'A Seeing and Unseeing in the Eye': Canadian Literature and 
the Sense of Place/' Taras et al. 290. 

14 Cook 291-292. 
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frontier differ considerably. McGregor explains: 

A western frontier, depending on one's perspective, is the 
limit of knowledge or the limit of control, and as such 
denotes a temporary and arbitrary boundary that may not 
only be transcended but actually redefined - moved, ad
vanced, or even eradicated - by human effort.15 

As this frontier is essentially culturally defined, it encourages crossing 
through its suggestion of opportunity. The temporariness and arbitrari
ness of the frontier indicate that the "hostile" environment that lies 
beyond can be conquered through an effort of c ourage and cunning. The 
northern frontier of Canada offers no such optimistic perspective, 
however. "A northern frontier, in contrast," McGregor goes on, "denotes 
the limits of endurance."16 During the period of the now much ques
tioned thematic studies of the 1970s, Margaret Atwood advocated 
Survival as the unifying and informing central symbol of Canada, a 
choice based on its occurrence as a theme in both English and French 
Canadian literature.17 In the present sample of adventure stories 
survival is an essential thematic feature and energizer of the plot. In 
Ketterer's view, the "Canadian attitude seems to be that nature is simply 
too vast, too threatening, too powerful; man is nature's victim rather than 
the reverse. Survival, not conquest, is the issue."18 The starkness of the 
wilderness landscape makes the frontier an existential one as death is an 
ever-present threat. By suggesting vulnerability rather than opportunity, 
the crossing of the northern frontier does not hold out promises of land 
and riches but rather of encounters with a landscape which offers "an 
exercise in ontology, an exploration into the nature of being,"19 in John 

15 McGregor 283. 
16 McGregor 283. 
17 Margaret Atwood, Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature 

(Toronto: Anansi, 1972) 32. 
18 Ketterer 3. 
19 John Moss, "The Imagined Landscape: Perception and Desire in the Arctic 

Narrative/' Literary Responses to Arctic Canada, ed. Jörn Carlsen (Lund: The Nordic 
Association for Canadian Studies, 1993) 123. 
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Moss's phrasing. Transcending the futile hopes of material gains often 
implied in the crossing of t he Western frontier, the wilderness encounter 
prompts the formulation of an ideology for existential guidance by 
providing the filters and codes to interpret reality. 

The temporal aspect of Canadian identity 

The accentuation of Canada's "northness" often involves fictional rep
resentation of native life. Through their prehistoric origin the aboriginal 
peoples offer an alternative world, free from the deleterious effects of 
civilization and invested with a strong sense of place. The obvious 
interest in indigenous cultural expressions among white writers may 
originate in a feeling of cultural displacement. The "tedium of a per
manent identity crisis has afflicted English Canada for a century/'20 

states Frye, and the dream of o rigins has been at the core of this crisis. In 
the process of establishing Canadian identity, native history authen
ticates the fact that Canada has been inhabited as long as most countries 
and is neither new nor empty, thus heavily questioning the imperialist 
view that, in Said's wording, the "outlying regions of the world have no 
life, history, or culture to speak of, no independence or integrity worth re
presenting without the West."21 The reasons for making use of this 
native imaginative storehouse are to be found in the quest for national 
definition. According to Robin McGrath, 

Canadian writers who find themselves out of harmony with 
their European roots often turn to Native Canadian culture 
to try and develop a synthesis out of the two displaced 
cultures. When this garrison/forest synthesis is successful, as 
in James Houston's work, both cultures benefit.22 

20 Northrop Frye, "Sharing the Continent," Taras et al. 253. Originally 
published in Divisions on a Ground: Essays on Canadian Culture (Toronto: Anansi, 
1982). 

21 Said xxi. 
22 Robin McGrath, "Genuine Eskimo Literature: Accept No Substitutes," 

Canadian Children's Literature 31-32 (1983): 23. 
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The attraction of the aboriginal forms of cultural expression cannot be 
accounted for solely by the search for national definition. Though 
nourished by the wish to establish a unity with the past, it may also be 
fuelled by the possibilities implied in the motion away from Western 
civilization into the wilderness, away from "sophistication" towards 
"simplicity." As representatives of spirituality and close connection to 
nature, the native population, the Inuit in my selection, supply an 
alternative view of l ife. Terry Goldie argues that "this valorization of the 
Inuit is dependent on a semiotic field which shows the commodities of 
the northern Other to be those which the southern self desires."23 The 
representations of aboriginal life in both Houston's and Hughes's work 
display a genuine interest in a value system that has been marginalized 
by forces that in the name of progress have left Western civilization in a 
state of ontological confusion. This use of the wilderness with its 
indigenous population for ideological or psychological purposes may be 
interpreted as a striving for an ontological reorientation necessitated by 
Western society's alienation from nature and the ensuing ecological and 
spiritual crisis. 

Homi K. Bhabha sees nations themselves as narrations,24 a view 
which finds support in Said's contention that the "power to narrate, or to 
block other narratives from forming and emerging, is very important to 
culture and imperialism."25 This seems to imply that cultural produc
tion is a field of struggle where "the ideological concern over identity," in 
Said's view, "is understandably entangled with the interests and 
agendas of various groups - not all of them oppressed minorities - that 
wish to set priorities reflecting these interests."26 The argument 
inevitably highlights the question of appropriation, as there is a risk that 

23 Terry Goldie, "A Northern People?" The Canadian North: Essays in Culture 
and Literature, ed. Jörn Carlsen and Bengt Streijffert (Lund: The Nordic Association 
for Canadian Studies, 1989) 58. 

24 Homi K. Bhabha, ed., Nation and Narration (London: Routledge, 1990). 
25 Said xiii. 
26 Said xxviii. 
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native life is represented for symbolic purposes or, as Leslie Monkman 
puts it, used by white writers as "a unique focus for the exploration of 
their own concerns and culture/'27 Undoubtedly, white authors writing 
mainly for white middle-class children tend to transfer their own sets of 
values and to apply Western narrative patterns. Through this cultural 
appropriation of representations of native life by individuals outside of 
the culture, the risks of cultural distortions are obvious. The appropri
ation must be seen as "additive" to the mainstream culture through its 
capacity of providing ideological models and supplementary ways of 
representing rites of initiation, but it is equally capable of subtracting or 
even deleting elements from the aboriginal culture. Perry Nodelman 
clarifies: 

In the act of speaking for the other, providing it with a voice, 
we silence it. As long as we keep on speaking for it, we won't 
get to hear what it has to say for itself - and indeed, that may 
be exactly why we are speaking in the first place. . . . The final 
result of the silencing of the other is that we actually do make 
it incomprehensible to us.28 

This means that if the image of indigenous peoples in Canadian 
literature is analysed in semiotic terms, one could say that the literary 
image does not lead back to the implied signified but rather to other 
images.29 

Echoing Said, the Ojibway poet and storyteller Lenore Keeshig-
Tobias concludes: "Stories are power. They reflect the deepest, the most 
intimate perceptions, relationships and attitudes of a people. Stories 
show how a people, a culture, thinks. Such wonderful offerings are 
seldom reproduced by outsiders."30 The possibility of promoting a 

27 Leslie Monkman, A Native Heritage: Images of the Indian in English-Canadian 
Literature (Toronto: U of Toronto P, 1981) 3. 

28 perry Nodelman, "The Other: Orientalism, Colonialism, and Children's 
Literature/7 Children's Literature Association Quarterly 17.1 (1992): 30. 

29 Terry Goldie, Fear and Temptation: The Image of the Indigene in Canadian, 
Australian, and New Zealand Literatures (Montreal: McGill-Queen's UP, 1989) 3-4. 

Lenore Keeshig-Tobias, "Stop Stealing Native Stories," The Globe and Mail 
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sense of cultural identity and heritage through McGrath's "garrison 
/forest synthesis" is called into question by Keeshig-Tobias: "But why 
are Canadians so obsessed with native stories anyway? . . . Have 
Canadians run out of stories of their own? Or are their renderings just 
nostalgia for a simpler, more 'at one with nature' stage of human 
development?"31 The role of the aboriginal peoples as reluctant 
providers of narrative raw material is corroborated by Raymond E. 
Jones: 

Lacking the mythologized white cowboys and settlers of 
American culture, as well as a history of prolonged and 
bloody wars against the Indians, many Canadian writers have 
had to look at indigenous peoples as more than props for a 
white boy's initiation into brave manhood.32 

Though most often informed by knowledge and sympathy, the 
motivating force of the appropriation is essentially a response to the 
imaginative and literary needs of English-Canadian culture. The 
difficulty of conveying a "spirit" that is not one's own precludes authen
tic representation of the contemporary predicament of the Indians and 
the Inuit by an outsider. 

Four of the adventure stories included in this study deal with Inuit 
culture and values. The risks involved in a representation from an 
outside perspective emanate from the conflicting functions of 
"difference" both as an invigorating force for a culture and as a 
preservative force that tends to perpetuate the "vertical ethnic 
mosaic."33 Jon C. Stott observes: 

26 Jan. (1990): A7. 
31 Keeshig-Tobias A7. 
32 Raymond E. Jones, "Foreign and Familiar: Introducing Canadian Children's 

Literature/' Children's Literature Association Quarterly 15.4 (1990): 198. 
33 The expression refers to the stratification of the population into three major 

groups, the first of which is composed of two founding nations, according to the Meech 
Lake Accord, that is, the Anglo-Canadian and Franco-Canadian populations, the 
second being later immigrant populations from Europe, and the third the Indian, Inuit 
and Métis populations, which have the lowest status. 
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To write a conventional survival story about the Inuit people 
may raise false literary expectations in many readers. More 
significant, it may distort a culture in the interests of the 
story form and, in so doing, give readers an incomplete, 
superficial, or inaccurate picture of that culture.34 

The need for Inuit stories to be adapted in order to make them work for 
white readers has been justified by their frequent depiction of violence, 
spirituality, sexuality, and the seemingly non-existing endings. As Said 
points out, "one must connect the structures of a narrative to the ideas, 
concepts, experiences from which it draws support."35 Through the use 
of a literary convention the stories become "writerly" (invested with 
meaning), that is interpretable for the reader. Moss argues: "Houston, 
who conveys a native sense of place among the Inuit characters in his 
Arctic fiction, inevitably accedes through the use of literary convention to 
his readers' outside perspective."36 In an interview Houston expresses 
his awareness of the problem: Often "when you hear a story you hear one 
side of it, say from the white point of view. You don't really know the 
Inuit side of it. Then I might try to reconstruct that. . . . But their own 
stories would be very different."37 The process of reconstruction, in 
Houston's case based on anthropological knowledge and an almost life
long experience of Inuit life, offers one basic problem discussed by 
Nodelman: "The paradox is that we can claim objectivity for our 
observations only by being other than what we observe; but in being 
other, we have no choice but to interpret what we observe in terms of 
ourselves and [our] own previously established assumptions."38 For 
English-Canadian ambitions of creating cultural identity narrative 
reconstruction may have an invigorating effect, whereas this process for 

34 Jon C. Stott, "Form, Content, and Cultural Values in Three Inuit (Eskimo) 
Survival Stories/' American Indian Quarterly 10.3 (1986): 225. 

35 Said 79. 
36 Moss 116. 
37 Mary Marker, "An Interview with James Houston," Canadian Children's 

Literature 61 (1991): 26. 
38 Nodelman 30. 
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the native population tends rather towards the preservation of social 
power structures. However, Jones is of the opinion that it is still "fair to 
say that, in all forms, natives have generally received dignified treatment 
in children's books,"39 a view paralleled by Stott's statement on the 
publication of books about Blacks, Indians, and Eskimos as being 
informed by an "awareness of and sensitivity towards minority cul
tures."40 Nevertheless, this dignified treatment, awareness, and sensi
tivity involve an element of appropriation. 

The representation of attitudes and experiences of a different 
cultural field assumes the form of self-definition through its demon
stration of cultural values missing in Western culture. "Although the 
post-colonial text can operate as ethnography," explain Ashcroft et al., 
"its use of language incorporates the warning that the site of the shared 
discourse - the literary text - is not the site of a shared mental experience, 
and should not be seen as such."41 Thus, rather than aspiring to 
authenticity, the stories written by knowledgeable and sympathetic out
siders encourage a questioning of commonly held Western cultural 
values through the voice of fictionalized native Canadians whose 
communities are formed around other values and priorities. The white 
writers seem to seek alternatives to the Western rationalistic belief system 
rather than being sincerely committed to improving the present situation 
of the indigenous population. 

Recent political development in Canada indicates a drastic change 
of atmosphere. According to David Taras, "the country has endured a 
series of upheavals that have shaken its confidence and widened 
dramatically the fissures of disunity."42 He emphasizes the failed 
Meech Lake Accord with its proposed recognition of Quebec's claim to be 
treated as a distinct society and the Free Trade Agreement, NAFTA, as 
contributive to the disunity. These inner tensions have entailed a weak

39 Jones 198. 
40 Stott 215. 
41 Ashcroft et al. 59. 
42 David Taras, introduction, Taras et al. 2. 
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ening of the centripetal force that creates the internal sense of belonging. 
But there is also an external threat. "On the cultural frontier/' asserts 
Taras, "Canadians are being bombarded by American cultural products 
as never before. Canadians are saturated by American television, books, 
magazines, videos, and music. . . . Because of this flood, Canada remains 
an undiscovered country for many Canadians/'43 This tendency to
wards increasing assimilation into the American cultural sphere has a 
negative effect on the efforts made to define and promote Canadian expe
riences in fiction. 

In Taras's opinion the search for identity will remain fundamental 
to what it means to be a Canadian, the only difference being that the 
stakes are so much higher than before. In the perspective of cultural 
impoverishment, the role of Canadian children's literature as a poten
tially unifying force must not be disregarded. It is of importance, though, 
to see the proportions of its possible influence. As Jones contends: 

It would be naive to suggest that books will prevent what so 
many are currently predicting - the eventual separation of 
Quebec and the ultimate breakup of Canada - but each book 
read with pleasure brings Canadians closer to understanding 
each other, and it is only understanding tolerance that will 
save Canada in the future.44 

To boost the publication of stories, by different minority groups, that give 
authentic voice to their own values and views may be a viable path 
towards a more tolerant attitude and a way of counteracting the out
siders' interpretative privilege. The ideal development, which Sheila 
Egoff and Judith Saltman regard as probable, would lead to a situation 
where literary contributions from marginalized cultural groups are not 
considered minority or ethnic but simply Canadian.45 Confronted with 
the problem of acquiring a literary form of expression, representatives of 
native oral cultures, like Markoosie, have to conform to certain literary 

43 Taras 3. 
44 Jones 198. 
45 Sheila Egoff and Judith Saltman, The New Republic of Childhood: A Critical 

Guide to Canadian Children's Literature in English (Toronto: Oxford UP, 1990) 18. 
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Conventions borrowed from the "outside." Hence, the claims for "pure" 
representation seem futile as the cross-cultural influences in a post-
colonial society like Canada tend to foster literary hybridization. The 
portrayal of diversified local and cultural experiences by both outsiders 
and insiders may generate a discourse of national belonging that 
promotes and enriches readers' own quests for individual identity. 
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Chapter Two 
ADVENTURE ROMANCE AS RITE OF PASSAGE 

The quest for identity has become almost a staple in modern Canadian 
fiction for young adults, particularly in the genre of the outdoor adven
ture and survival story. The protagonists" opposition to society, their 
existential confusion and their feeling of abandonment pull them into the 
wilderness to be tested in initiatory rites that require courage and 
selflessness. In its formative role as a shaper of identity the wilderness 
supplies the arena for the tests, and through its imposition of existential 
restrictions it guides the protagonists towards new insights into them
selves. In consequence, the far-flung and unknown space urging to be 
occupied represents a realm of possibilities, a liberation from the old 
constraints, a kind of tabula rasa that will help to bring order to the 
protagonists' inner turmoil. It also offers challenges and dangers to be 
overcome, whereby the process of maturation can be illustrated in 
symbolic and condensed form. 

These tests in the Perilous Land evoke ancient heroes such as 
Gilgamesh, Odysseus, Heracles, Beowulf, and the knights of medieval 
romance, "characters for whom life declared itself in the energy of their 
exploits, as they explored the margins of the human world, where men 
and gods, the known and the unknown, the human and the monstrous, 
were mingled/'1 The archaic origin of the modern adventure story for 
adolescents is readily traceable. According to John G. Cawelti, the 
adventure story is "the simplest and perhaps the oldest and widest in 
appeal of all story types. It can clearly be traced back to the myths and 
epics of earliest times and has been cultivated in some form or other by 
almost every human society."2 Cawelti's argument highlights the 
connection between simplicity and popularity on the one hand and 

1 Paul Zweig, The Adventurer (New York: Basic, 1974) 16. 
2 John G. Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and 

Popular Culture (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1976) 40. 
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mythology and universality on the other, a connection of great interest for 
the purposes of this study. The parallels of the formula of adventure 
romance to the mythological adventure story are accentuated by Paul 
Zweig's assertion that "the raw material of mythologies throughout the 
world seems largely to be made up of perilous journeys, encounters with 
inhuman monsters, ordeals of loneliness and hunger, descents into the 
underworld."3 The fact that these components are part of the pattern of 
the Canadian adventure story for adolescents, providing the "raw 
material" of its symbolic quests, is the starting point for my contention 
that the stories fulfil a necessary cultural function. 

The adventure story, being highly predictable in structure and in its 
fulfilment of conventional expectations, has often been relegated to the 
secondary status of formula fiction. However, the quest plot fills a deeply 
felt human need, validated by its structural role in storytelling for 
thousands of years. Northrop Frye has pointed to the prevalence of 
romance and its narrative determinant, the quest: 

Romance is the structural core of all fiction: being directly 
descended from folktale, it brings us closer than any other 
aspect of literature to the sense of fiction, considered as a 
whole, as the epic of the creature, man's vision of his own 
life as a quest.4 

The individual fictional expressions of the genre are characterized by the 
artistic principle of variations on a theme. Cawelti confirms that 
originality is considered valuable only insofar as it creates an intensifica
tion of the expected experience without altering it by transcending the 
limits of the formula.5 Experience, in this context, does not refer to the 
readers' experience of reality but rather to their previous experience of the 
formula itself, which constitutes a field of r eference of its own by striving 

3 Zweig 6. 
4 Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance 

(1976; Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 15. 
5 Cawelti 9-10. 
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for the general instead of the unique. 

Thematic and structural characteristics 

The narrative parameters of separation and return encompass the 
traditional formula of romance: "Most romances end happily/' declares 
Frye, "with a return to the state of identity, and begin with a departure 
from it."6 This sequential form is readily identifiable in mythological 
adventure as well: "The standard path of the mythological adventure of 
the hero," argues Joseph Campbell, "is a magnification of the formula 
represented in the rites of passage: separation-initiation-return: which 
might be named the nuclear unit of the monomyth."7 In an elaboration 
on the universality and uniformity of the formula, Campbell remarks: 

[W]hether presented in the vast, almost oceanic images of the 
Orient, in the vigorous narratives of the Greeks, or in the 
majestic legends of the Bible, the adventure of the hero 
normally follows the pattern of the nuclear unit above 
described: a separation from the world, a penetration to some 
source of power, and a life-enhancing return.8 

The archetypal pattern of the quest, which involves separation and a 
subsequent journey into the unknown, plays an important role in 
structuring modern Canadian adventure stories. There are two important 
energizers of the fictionally represented rites of passage into maturity. 
The first is an urge or desire for explanation and change fuelled by the 
psychologically strained situations of the protagonists. The need for 
separation almost invariably originates in the emotionally crippled lives 
of the adolescents caused by their loss of parents or the existence of a 
"parental void" and its concomitant lack of communication. The 
perilous journey into the unknown is often undertaken not as a 

6 Frye 54. 
7 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a T housand Faces (1949; Princeton: Princeton 

UP, 1973) 30. The term "monomyth" is borrowed from James Joyce, Finnegans Wake 
(New York: Viking, 1939) 581-

8 Campbell 35. 
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consciously contemplated act but rather as prompted by an inner 
pressure for redefinition of what is essential in life. The narrative 
structure of these adventure-romance stories could be said to be 
syntagmatic or metonymical in that the narrative of the first system 
moves from event to event on a horizontal axis. As metonymical contact 
implies an eternal deferral of meaning, the protagonist's journey could 
go on for ever without reaching a point of recognition. "Metonymy, 
then," states Jill Matus, "is that which desires but can never reach, an 
endless transference of absence and desire."9 Consequently, this hori

zontal movement must intermittently come to a stop through a change 
from the metonymical axis to the vertical, metaphorical one. The second 
energizer is thus the paradigmatic and metaphorical process of 
relativization and redefinition. 

The protagonist's separation from the "social order," triggered by 
disasters or self-imposed challenges, offers an opportunity to see things 
from a new perspective through encounters with the unknown other. The 
inherent relativity of terms and values is based on the fundamental 
semiotic principle that a new context offers a fresh connection between 
signifier and signified, to use the Saussurean division of the verbal sign. 
The word is shaped in "dialogic interaction with an alien word that is 
already in the object,"10 argues Mikhail Bakhtin. This alien word, the 
other, comes into existence as a result of t he polarization of two worlds in 
romance. The protagonist's crossing of the boundary between the world 
of self and the world of o ther involves an immersion in cognitive content 
different from what is usual and taken for granted. Hence, the meaning 
of the sign is variable, since the signifier is invested with meaning only 
when it enters a discourse. A discourse can be said to consist of a 
semiotic system of signifiers where the word (the signifier) acquires 
meaning not by corresponding to a single concept or signified, but rather 

9 Jill Matus, "Proxy and Proximity: Metonymie Signing/' University of Toronto 
Quarterly 58.2 (1988/89): 317. 

10 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, 
trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (1981; Austin: U of Texas P, 1985) 279. 
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to a whole system of signifieds. This property accounts for the possibility 
of inte rpreting the rites of pa ssage of Hunter in the Dark and The White 
Archer as psychological quests for wholeness, an illustration of the 
workings of the second-order system. 

Triggered by the metaphorical impulse of s eeing one thing in terms 
of another, the relativization of values that is carried out with the 
protagonists as catalysts generates an ideological discourse as well. Frye 
draws attention to the polarizing in romance between "the world we 
want and the world we don't want."11 When setting out to investigate 
the ideological implications of the vision of "the world we want," the two 
worlds of romance will help to structure my discussion. The possible 
subversive potential of the modern Canadian adventure story is to be 
found in its capacity for conceptual redefinition. Since it is always 
possible for a signifier to be interwoven with signifiers from other dis
courses to produce a different meaning, the linguistic privileging of any 
single signified or meaning is put into question. Richard Terdiman 
regards this intrinsic binarism as the first moment in "the process of de-
absolutizing the sign."12 The ideological function of adventure ro
mance, enacted through its discursive potential, is basically fuelled by 
this process. It is therefore by becoming conscious of the relativity and 
arbitrariness of any feature of a culture that its hegemony may be put into 
question. A search for a synthesis between the polarities of self-other 
through a deconstruction of the dominant Western values prompts the 
dialogic process of Frozen Fire and Ring-Rise, Ring-Set. Accordingly, the 
polarity that structures the adventure story is essential to its function as a 
fictionalized rite of passage, implying a status change for the individual 
through a higher degree of ideological consciousness. As self-knowledge 
develops through knowledge of the other - whether, as in my sample, the 
other is represented variously by the Canadian wilderness, the "inner 
wilderness" of the unconscious or the native population and their values 

11 Frye 58. 
12 Richard Terdiman, Discourse/Counter-Discourse: The Theory and Practice of 

Symbolic Resistance in Nineteenth Century France (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1985) 26. 
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- the dialogic character of the encounter between self and other leads to 
recognition through a relativization of concepts and values brought 
about by interaction with this alien context. 

In archaic rites of initiation the adolescents have to be separated 
from the cultural group, and from their mother in particular, before 
puberty initiation can begin. The parallels to the acts of severance rep
resented in my selection of stories are obvious. "To gain the right to be 
admitted among adults/' explains Mircea Eliade, "the adolescent has to 
pass through a series of initiatory ordeals: it is by virtue of these rites, and 
of the revelations that they entail, that he will be recognized as a res
ponsible member of the society."13 Eliade regards initiation as equiva
lent to a basic change in existential condition as "the novice emerges 
from his ordeal endowed with a totally different being from that which 
he possessed before his initiation; he has become another,"14 The 
process of integration of new insights and values forms part of the 
initiation of the fictional protagonists. Whether carried out symbolically 
or through a more realistic representation, the integrative aspect of the 
quest is essential as the purpose of the initiatory period is to achieve a 
change of status based on growth in one way or other. In the present 
sample of books it means for example an increased capacity for self-
knowledge or a recognition of the necessity to relativize one's culturally 
conditioned referential frame. This change of s tatus is often symbolically 
rendered, since the initiatory ordeals of the protagonists more or less 
explicitly involve a ritual death followed by an experience of being 
reborn. Death in this context may be symbolized by darkness, descents 
into the underworld, the womb, the hut, or the belly of the whale. As 
symbols of ritual death, Eliade confirms that they are inextricably 
connected with germination, hence holding out the possibility of a new 

13 Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and 
Rebirth (1958; New York: Harper, 1965) x. The preponderance of descriptions of male 
initiation may be explained by the fact that female initiation is an individual experience 
related to the first menstruation and not carried out by a group of participants at a 
certain age. 

14 Eliade x. 
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life in the making.15 As my analyses will demonstrate, the rites of 
passage of the protagonists display symbolic and structural similarities 
to these ancient initiatory rituals. 

The change of focus from adventure to character development can 
be traced in most so-called realistic fiction. Though the patterns of 
identity development differ in the sample to be examined, the books all 
involve a change of perspective through separation and a period of 
initiation within a framework of new relations essential to the rite of 
passage of the protagonist. In her discussion of Canadian fiction with a 
northern setting, Allison Mitcham asserts that this environment is "the 
exceptionally dramatic background for the age-old conflicts between the 
material and the spiritual, . . . between wilderness freedom and settle
ment security, between primitive native and civilized intruder."16 The 
transcendence of t he material creates a sense of freedom and primitivism 
echoing Henry David Thoreau's wish to return to a simpler way of life. 
The alternatives for existential renewal presented by the northern 
wilderness are primarily defined through the value system and beliefs of 
the native population as manifested in their attitudes and relationship to 
each other, to nature and to the spiritual world. Whether expressed as 
receptiveness to the irrational, a capacity for personal love, feeling for 
nature, or relatedness to the unconscious (all psychological tendencies 
denoting the feminine according to Marie-Louise von Franz),17 these are 
qualities encompassed by the relational disposition of the indigenous 
population. Thus, the rites of passage into maturity represented in the 
selected books are to a great extent fuelled by the quest for self through an 
integration of the feminine. It is by feeling in tune with their outer and 
inner environment, by emulating the native as it were, that the protago
nists achieve inner harmony. 

15 Eliade xiv. 
16 Allison Mitcham, The Northern Imagination: A Study of Northern Canadian 

Literature (Moonbeam, ON: Penumbra, 1983) 10. 
17 Marie-Louise von Franz, "The Process of Individuation," Man and His 

Symbols, ed. C. G. Jung and Marie-Louise von Franz (London: Aldus, 1964) 177. 
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Adventure romance has traditionally been a genre of male enter
prise and has consequently presented a number of positions for the 
implicitly male reader to identify with. Featuring male protagonists, the 
genre demonstrates a gender imbalance which is reinforced by its 
emphasis on values such as physical strength and survival skills. The 
masculinity of adventure literature has often involved a relegation of 
feminine presence to the domain of symbolic representation. In Antony 
Easthope's view, "men are offered a position of dominant specularity as 
active bearers of the look while women are accorded a position of 
identification with images of themselves as passive objects."18 When 
subjected to a reductive reading, the psychological language of adventure 
romance, describing the interplay between male and female psychic 
energies, runs the risk of being conceived by young modern readers as 
confirming unequal gender roles. The adventure story may be criticized 
for not offering satisfactory models for girls to identify with, models 
equipped with a voice of their own. But the complication of modern life 
has led to a development of the genre towards psychological depth and 
ideological concerns. This thematic amplification has included an in
crease in the number of female protagonists, which has facilitated identi
fication for female readers. Therefore, modern adventure romance is not 
necessarily a recommendation for a male-voiced society, but rather an 
analysis of one, a formulation of a diagnosis of its condition. 

The physical and psychological journeys, involving encounters with 
the other, conclude with a return. The structural pattern of Campbell's 
monomyth is paralleled by what Jerry Griswold terms "The Three Lives 
of the Child-hero."19 Beginning with a state of exposure triggered by the 
death of parents, vanished happy times, dispossession or disapproval, 
this model also involves a journey and a transition to a new life. 
Griswold states that 

18 Antony Easthope, Literary into Cultural Studies (London: Routledge, 1991) 
133. 

Jerry Griswold, Audacious Kids: Coming of Age in America's Classic Children's 
Books (New York: Oxford UP, 1992) 5. 
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while the "lost child" returns, it does so in some changed 
way - as someone now on the threshold of maturity. For 
this reason, it is not surprising . . . that in the conclusion the 
child-heroes [sic] must strike some accommodation bet
ween their two lives - between what they were and what 
they have become.20 

By passing a number of tests the protagonists have achieved a higher 
degree of s elf-definition and maturity. After their return the transition to 
a new life presupposes an accommodation of values that will qualify 
them for admittance to the world of adults. In my sample the initiatory 
rites involve a recognition of the need for a value reorientation, not only 
for the individual but to an even greater degree for Western society. The 
images and rituals provided by the books emphasize the necessity of 
human relatedness and of a harmonious relationship to one's inner and 
outer worlds. The quests for identity may thus be seen as attempts at 
fictionally representing the urgency of a transcendence of one-sided 
materialism and rationalism. A society where the primary concerns are 
rational and materialistic runs the risk of alienating itself from its own 
life-blood by fostering the belief that manipulation and exploitation of 
human beings and nature's resources can be carried out without 
problems. 

The selected stories acquire their potential for meaning to a great 
extent through their close generic connection with mythological 
adventure and folktale, notably displayed in their narrative similarity of 
cyclical movement, polarized worlds, and initiatory experiences. My 
subsequent analyses will attempt to demonstrate that these widely 
shared narrative conventions of adventure romance are essential to the 
cultural significance of the stories. "Hence in the criticism of romance," 
as Frye points out, "we are led very quickly from what the individual 
work says to what the entire convention it belongs to is saying through 
the work."21 By means of its structural constriction, its archetypal 
narrative patterns, imagery and symbolism, the formula invests the 

20 Griswold 12. 
21 Frye 60. 
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stories with normative potential. This potential finds one of its 
expressions in the psychological discourses of the second-order system 
which inform the quests for identity. In the following chapter my 
examination of the dramatizations of psychic growth, with the "inner 
wilderness" of the unconscious representing the other, will demonstrate 
how the narrative patterns of the first system assume psychological 
dimensions within the structural framework of romance. The emphasis 
on ritualistic initiation and rebirth does not preclude variation in the 
depiction of these inner rites of passage. 
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Chapter Three 
PSYCHOLOGICAL QUESTS FOR IDENTITY 

While rites of i nitiation no longer perform the same ontological function 
as in archaic societies, they still retain an important psychological role in 
their fictionalized form. Mircea Eliade asserts that "they continue to 
function" since "the process of initiation seems to be co-existent with any 
and every human condition."1 All five novels included in this study 
dramatize initiatory experiences in the wilderness, which like other 
"regions of the unknown (desert, jungle, deep sea, alien land, etc.)," 
according to Joseph Campbell, "are free fields for the projection of un
conscious content."2 Thus, the modern adventure romance, like myths 
and folktales, transcends the "realistic" by mapping the inner wilderness 
of the protagonist. John G. Cawelti elaborates on the socio-cultural func
tion of literature: 

[I]n literature as in dreams unconscious or latent impulses 
find some disguised form of expression. Formula stories may 
well be one important way in which the individuals in a 
culture act out unconscious or repressed needs, or express 
latent motives that they must give expression to but cannot 
face openly.3 

By providing the symbols and imagery for this inner mapping, the 
selected books engender a psychological discourse at the same time as 
they give fictional expression to the therapeutic value of the northern 
wilderness. 

My focus in this chapter will be on the potential of the stories for the 
representation of inner development. By using the Jungian concepts 

1 Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and 
Rebirth, trans, by Willard R. Trask (1958; New York: Harper, 1965) 128. 

2 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a T housand Faces (1949; Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 1973) 79. 

3 John G. Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and 
Popular Culture (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1976) 26. 
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individuation, Self, and shadow as interpretative tools, my examination 
will try to demonstrate how these inner quests find their externalized 
symbolic expressions as initiatory rites, describing the protagonists' 
development towards a reconciliation between their inner and outer 
reality. Marie-Louise von Franz defines individuation as a process of 
psychic growth that cannot be brought about by a conscious effort but is 
guided by the Self, the nucleus and organizing centre of the psyche. The 
shadow represents the unknown or unacceptable aspects of the person
ality, qualities and impulses that are often repressed.4 These concepts 
are intended to serve the structural purpose of providing the focal points 
for my discussion of the psychological discourses, though without my 
swearing allegiance to the whole of Jungian psychology. 

The first two books under scrutiny utilize two different approaches 
for the depiction of psychological development guided by the Self. With 
theoretical support from Rachel and Stephen Kaplan my discussion of 
Monica Hughes's Hunter in the Dark will deal with the restorative func
tion of nature in its role as existential instructor. James Houston's The 
White Archer centres on male initiation guided by a mentor, a symbol of 
the Self. The initiatory rite of becoming an archer runs parallel to the 
protagonist's symbolically articulated quest for inner harmony, which I 
shall describe in terms of a striving for balance between Yang and Yin, 
the male and female energies of Chinese philosophy as defined by 
Edward Whitmont. In both books the alienation-inducing settings turn 
out to be restorative when approached with a preparedness to be exposed 
to their threatening properties. This exposure may represent the 
necessary confrontation with the shadow elements of the unconscious in 
the process of i ndividuation. The rite of passage in Markoosie's Harpoon 
of the Hunter, on the other hand, lacking the polarized structure of 
romance and distinguished by its distortions of the monomyth, will il-

4 Marie-Louise von Franz, "The Process of Individuation/' Man and His 
Symbols, ed. C. G. Jung and Marie-Louise von Franz (London: Aldus Books, 1964) 
160-164, 168-176. Very briefly, the psyche is described as a dark sphere in Jungian 
psychology. Covering part of its surface is a bright field which represents consciousness 
with the ego as its centre. The Self is at once the nucleus and the whole sphere. 



53 

lustrate how the deviations from the formula cause the book to lose its 
symbolic potential as a psychological quest. 

Individuation through the Restorative Function of Nature 
Hughes's Hunter in the Dark 

The secure world of sixteen-year-old Mike Rankin, the protagonist of 
Hughes's Hunter in the Dark, falls to pieces when he finds out that he 
suffers from leukaemia.5 His struggle to survive assumes the form of a 
year-long rite of passage, a process of psychological maturation that 
enables him to realize the implications of death and to reach a point 
where he is reconciled to his fate. The progressive physical stages of 
Mike's illness are mirrored by the different reactions of his parents, his 
girlfriend, and his best friend Doug O'Reilly. The doctors offer little 
support in his state of bewilderment and fear, and his mother and father 
are unwilling to discuss his predicament with him throughout his year 
of treatment. Contrary to his parents' instructions, he decides to go alone 
on a hunting trip in the Alberta wilderness. Prompted by the therapeutic 
power of nature itself, Mike's own psychic growth, his rite of passage 
towards understanding and acceptance of his new identity as someone 
who suffers from a lethal disease, parallels the process of individuation. 
As von Franz argues, the "individuation process is more than a coming 
to terms between the inborn germ of wholeness and the outer acts of fate. 
Its subjective experience conveys the feeling that some supra-personal 
force is actively interfering in a creative way."6 Mike's lost wholeness, 
occasioned by the fatal disease, may be restored by the supra-personal 
force engendered through his encounter with the wilderness, a setting 
which provides a sense of connectedness and a space for reflection. His 

5 Monica Hughes, Hunter in the Dark (1982; New York: Avon Books, 1984). 
All further references to the book will be given parenthetically in the text. 

6 von Franz 162. 
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quest for identity is actuated by the confusion caused by the disease. The 
necessary awakening to the possibilities of inner growth through a 
definition of his predicament may be achieved by means of what Joseph 
Henderson has described as "man's release from - or transcendence of -
any confining pattern of existence, as he moves toward a superior or 
more mature stage in his development/'7 In his efforts of coming to 
terms with his situation, Mike's attempts are supported by his friend 
Doug. In stark contrast to his own parents, his girlfriend, and the doctors, 
who are all part of this "confining pattern of existence," Doug becomes a 
helper figure. 

Mike's release from the pattern is brought about by his decision to 
go on the hunting trip. In his new role as a hunter, which implies a 
return to a primordial human state where nature provides the instruc
tions and the healing power, he transcends the conceptual limitations of 
the "modern world" through close contact with the "other world" of the 
wilderness. The restorative force of the wilderness brings about Mike's 
return to an earlier experienced inner wholeness, what Terence Cave 
calls a "'re-cognition/. . . a recovery of something once known rather 
than merely a shift from ignorance to knowledge."8 As the polarities of 
life-death are endowed with new dimensions, he arrives at an under
standing of the fragility and perishableness of life and an acceptance of 
the fact that life and death are irrevocably intertwined. 

Existential crisis and the need for transcendence 

Initial misfortune and subsequent emotional turmoil are staple 
energizers of the plot of children's literature and folktales. The existential 
disorientation caused by Mike's predicament is reinforced when 
contrasted with the harmony of his materially privileged life: "[H]e had 

7 Joseph L. Henderson, "Ancient Myths and Modern Man/' Man and His 
Symbols 149. The quotation applies equally well to Liza, the protagonist of Ring-Rise, 
Ring-Set. 

8 Terence Cave, Recognitions: A Study in Poetics (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988) 
33. 



55 

the kind of security that went with a home on Adrian Drive, and a 
Mother and Dad he was really proud of. He was a lucky guy, he told 
himself. By grade eleven he had it made, keeping up his grades, on the 
senior basketball team, and even going out with Gloria Hlady" (15). In 
spite of his seemingly happy existence there are flaws revealed by his 
parents' reactions to his disease, but also defined through comparison 
with the life-style and views of the O'Reillys: "The thing about the 
O'Reilly house, Mike figured,... was that you didn't have to worry about 
things. At home it was different. At home you lowered your voice and 
took off your shoes even if i t hadn't been raining" (13-14). The "barren
ness" of his own family life, juxtaposed with the creativity, warmth, and 
generosity of Doug's family, is borne out by the emotional artificiality of 
his father, who always gives him expensive presents, and the cool per
fection of h is mother, who is "always right for every occasion. Fresh and 
neat and smelling of her special perfume" (14). 

Analogous to many myths and folktales, barrenness or a wounding 
symbolically signify the initial stage of the individuation process. As von 
Franz points out: 

The actual process of individuation - the conscious coming-
to-terms with one's inner center (psychic nucleus) or Self -
generally begins with a wounding of the personality and the 
suffering that accompanies it. This initial shock amounts to 
a sort of "call," although it is not often recognized as such. 
On the contrary, the ego feels hampered in its will or its 
desire and usually projects the obstruction onto something 
external.9 

Mike's wound is physically as well as psychologically inflicted by his 
contracting the illness. The evasive attitude and secretiveness of parents 
and doctors concerning the diagnosis cause him further emotional 
suffering through his loss of confidence in them. The "call" is experi
enced by Mike as an urge for a definition of the seriousness of his 
situation and a relativization of i t. His rite of passage cannot begin until 

9 von Franz 166. 
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he has transcended the earlier mentioned "confining patterns of 
existence." Mike's parents and even the expert, Dr Gage, hamper the 
fulfilment of his wish to have the diagnosis confirmed and specified. 
This obstruction of his desire to know the truth is an impediment to be 
overcome. For his parents the probability of t heir son's being seriously ill 
fosters an over-protectiveness seen in their unwillingness to disclose 
what they know about his illness. The effect of their lack of sincerity is 
aggravated by Dr Hinton's flippant and facetious attitude: "I'm afraid 
you'll have to take life fairly easy for a while, no marathons - oh, it's 
basketball, isn't it?" (33). Gloria's inability to show empathy as well as 
the decision made by parents and doctors to treat him with toxins 
without his knowledge further exacerbate his emotional wound. 

Hence, the call for separation and clarification, primarily caused by 
the illness, is accentuated by the collapse of Mike's confidence in adults. 
His frustration has built up inner pressures to such a critical point that 
he has to escape. The inner call, materializing on the conscious level as 
an obsession with killing a white-tail deer, a wish Mike has nourished 
for a long time, leads him into the wilderness for an initiatory period of 
reflection and restoration. Mike's psychological journey is prompted by 
his wish to come to terms with his inner chaos through a move to an 
"alien context," a different signifying system that will enable him to 
redefine his situation. 

When he approaches the final goal of his escape in his four-wheel-
drive Toyota, Mike's loyalties are expressed through identification with 
the wilderness and through rejection of his earlier life: "For a moment the 
fear had jolted him into that other world, the one most people lived in, 
but soon the familiar feeling of separateness was back. It gave him a 
comfortable feeling of invisibility. So long as he didn't feel part of their 
world, he wasn't" (1). The comfort he experiences at this feeling of 
invisibility and separateness, connoting his symbolic death, is further 
indicated by his hope that "it would snow again soon. Just a skiff, just 
enough to dust over the pickup's tread marks, so that there would be no 
sign of him at all, as if he didn't exist" (3). Mike's separation and self-
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chosen isolation provide him with a clean slate and an opportunity for 
renewal. 

By entering the other world of the wilderness he concurrently enters 
the "darkness" of the inner world of the unconscious. His own role as a 
hunter is paralleled in the inner world by death, "the hunter in the dark," 
tracking Mike down, thus emphasizing the doubleness of the victimiza
tion as Mike is both hunted and hunter. The hunting image recurs in von 
Franz's description of how one may experience the Self, the inner 
guiding centre or "inner friend," who "comes at first like a trapper to 
catch the helplessly struggling ego in his snare."10 Mike is definitely 
snared in a situation where he has to cope not only with people's 
reactions but also with his own inner fears and impulses. The first 
dramatic encounter with the Self finds expression in a nightmare in 
which his distorted recollections from the hospital come to represent his 
inner disorder, echoing the trapper snaring the struggling ego: "They 
were holding him down, and he was fighting, yelling, begging them to 
leave him alone. His body was filled with liquid fire and agony" (6). At 
this stage Mike refuses to face the challenge involved in a confrontation 
with the repressed inner anxiety. He prefers to see it as a dream that 
"was all over, all in the past" (6). So far his reactions attest to his inability 
to decode the signals from the unconscious. There is a tone of dis
harmony reflected by the juxtaposition of the outer and inner worlds, the 
wilderness landscape and the repressed material of the nightmare: "The 
chickadees were still busy, tweaking at pine seeds and berries. The water 
chuckled at some private joke in the loop of the river behind him. It was 
all so beautifully uncomplicated, it made his dream seem even more 
bizarre" (6; emphases added). Mike's reaction to this sudden and un
conscious outburst discloses his ambivalence about how to handle the 
situation in spite of his earlier resolve while still in hospital: "If learning 
to die was what his life was supposed to be all about, then he was going 
to have to learn to face the dark, not try and run from it" (97). This 
determined attitude displays his readiness to consciously surrender to 

von Franz 167. 
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the power of the unconscious. "One must simply listen/' states von 
Franz, "in order to learn what the inner totality - the Self - wants one to 
do here and now in a particular situation."11 The dissonance between 
his inner and outer reality points to a need for a harmonization of the 
two, which also implies a recovery of identity. 

The restorative function of nature 

By going into the wilderness in his role as a hunter, Mike establishes a 
close relationship to the land. The threatening cold and the primitive 
existential conditions bring about an intensification of life through a 
focus on responsible behaviour and good judgement as a precondition 
for survival. Having examined people's attitudes to wilderness experi
ences, Rachel and Stephen Kaplan postulate that many aspects of 
simplicity, such as "unity of purpose, lessening of distraction, emphasis 
on the basics of survival" make the participants experience a sense of 
"'wholeness' or 'oneness'" as there is "less conflict between what one 
wants to do and what needs to be done and less that seems arbitrary or 
irrelevant."12 This would mean that the distillation of life carried out 
through the reduction of distracting and irrelevant factors opens up the 
channels for communication with the land. Mike's "oneness" is 
illustrated by his ability to hear "the voice of the river" (4), but also 
through his receptivity to communication with animals, as when "a 
squirrel scolded him for invading its territory" (4; emphases added). The 
serenity of the landscape evokes Mike's sense of connectedness, 
harmony, and scope: 

He stood on a ridge of land that ran upwards, northwest, 
rounded like the back of a great sleeping animal, an animal 
whose muscles rippled beneath a dense fur of spruce, pine 
and poplar. ... It was very quiet up here on the fire road. The 

11 von Franz 163-164. 
12 Rachel and Stephen Kaplan, The Experience of Nature: A Psychological 

Perspective (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge UP, 1989) 145. 
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air was cold and clean and above him the sky had the same 
freshness, a piercing, transparent blue-green that went on 
forever. (3) 

This scene suggests that Mike has become part of a larger whole, but also 
that everything may turn against him. The image of the ridge as a 
sleeping animal is an index of potential threat, reinforced by Mike's 
observations of "the dog-like prints of a wolf or coyote" and "the 
unmistakable fat footprints of a bear" (9). But even the freshness of the 
cold air is threatening in that it simultaneously intimates a risk of 
freezing to death. The distance between the two poles of li fe and death is 
considerably reduced by his exposure to the climatic circumstances and 
to the hazard of being attacked by animals in what is "[b]ear country, not 
people country" (2). In spite of these threatening circumstances, Mike 
seems confident and relieved, though well aware of the risks: "Thinking 
about it [his escape from home] was marvellous, but scary too. There was 
so much that could still go wrong" (3). The dangers involved in his rite of 
passage are indispensable for his development. As Henderson asserts 
about male initiation, "the youthful ego must always run this risk [of 
being over-confident], for if a young man does not strive for a higher goal 
than he can safely reach, he cannot surmount the obstacles between 
adolescence and maturity."13 

By providing an atmosphere of connectedness and harmony on the 
one hand and deadly threats on the other, the wilderness formulates a 
message about itself as both restorative and frightening. This property 
makes it appropriate for symbolic representation of Mike's inner world, 
which may be distinguished by the same characteristics. By going into 
the wilderness he experiences liberation from the restricting forces of his 
life. Through a sense of relatedness, and not least his own fascination, 
his inner space is opened to restorative influences. "This would make 
possible the simultaneous exploration of other thoughts," argue Kaplan 
and Kaplan, "including confusing material that has been made tolerable 

Henderson 122. 
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by the presence of pleasurable stimuli/'14 When regarded from an 
epistemological point of view, the wilderness may be equated with a 
condition of the mind, since interrelatedness can also be experienced at 
"a more conceptual level, encompassing the imagined as well as the 
seen/'15 This means that the outer reality can be read as a mental map 
of the "inner wilderness" expressed in terms of the dangers and ordeals 
Mike has to face. This state of the mind is described by the Kaplans: 

The sense of being in a whole other world implies extent -
either physically or perceptually. To achieve the feeling of 
extent it is necessary to have interrelatedness of the imme
diately perceived elements, so that they constitute a portion 
of some larger whole. Thus there must be sufficient con
nectedness to make it possible to build a mental map and 
sufficient scope to make building the map worth while.16 

Mike's interior urge for definition and his apparent fascination with wild 
life have facilitated his transcendence and adaptation to the other world. 
Through his feeling of interrelatedness, his being part of this larger 
whole, the wilderness may function both as his inner and outer world, 
allowing the externalization of his "confusing material." Mike's coming-
of-age experience can be said to take place in his inner wilderness, since 
the outer wilderness provides the practical conditions for the events and 
actions that with their symbolic overlay represent the process of his 
individuation. These two dimensions of outer and inner development are 
closely intertwined. The primary conscious objective of killing the deer is 
circumscribed by imperatives expressed by the landscape itself, its 
topography and climate. Mike's own fascination and unity of purpose 
prompt the required actions based on practical knowledge of survival, 
hunting skills, mental control and creativity. On this conscious level, the 
possibility of hunting down a white-tail deer constitutes the active force, 
the fascination that moves the process of recognition and maturation 
forward. The unconscious objective, however, is not hunting so much as 

14 Kaplan and Kaplan 192. 
15 Kaplan and Kaplan 184. 
16 Kaplan and Kaplan 184. 
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inner development, for which the environment provides the mental map. 
On the unconscious level, Mike's urge for psychological balance is the 
primary source of energy for his quest. The imperatives voiced by this 
inner landscape include certain actions, notably a confrontation with the 
confusing and threatening material of his unconscious. Mike's commit
ment in this respect is clearly stated: "It was like during the war - kids 
enlisting because they felt they had to, no matter how much their 
mothers cried and carried on. This was the same. This was his own 
private war" (2). 

Facing the dark 

Through his feeling of o neness with the environment, Mike's decision to 
embark on his own private struggle takes the form of an initiatory rite in 
which the wilderness dictates his actions. The challenges involved may 
be seen as a narrative externalization of the inner problems that have to 
be confronted, and by presenting Mike's dilemma within a constricted 
time span, possibly ending with his own death from leukaemia, the story 
dramatizes three stages of human development. Robert A. Johnson 
explains: 

The archetypal pattern is that one goes from the unconscious 
perfection of childhood, to the conscious imperfection of 
middle life, to conscious perfection of o ld age. One moves from 
an innocent wholeness, in which the inner world and the outer 
world are united, to a separation and differentiation between 
the inner and outer worlds with an accompanying sense of 
life's duality, and then, at last, to enlightenment - a conscious 
reconciliation of the inner and outer in harmonious whole
ness.17 

Leading an ostensibly carefree life characterized by material and social 
security (equating "the unconscious perfection of childhood"), Mike 
suffers a wound inflicted on him through the disease itself, compounded 

1 7 Robert A. Johnson, He: Understanding Masculine Psychology, rev. ed. (New 
York: Harper, 1989) 6. 
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by the deceitful and irresponsible behaviour of the adult world. His state 
of "innocent wholeness" turns into a split between his inner and outer 
worlds that gives rise to an existential crisis. The wound, as Johnson 
points out, triggers a realization that "our capacity for love or beauty or 
happiness is limited."18 Mike's previously experienced nightmare, a 
reminder from the inner world, illustrates the split, but these distorted 
and frightening recollections are also a starting point for the process of 
recovering identity and wholeness. Thus, the wilderness as ontological 
mentor can assume its guiding function in Mike's rite of passage. His 
exposure to the natural forces parallels his inner victimization to "the 
hunter in the dark," that is, his own fear of dying. His strong feeling of 
connectedness to nature, despite its threatening properties, parallels the 
necessary surrender to the power of the unconscious, which is a pre
requisite for fruitful communication with it. 

Through his voluntary move into this other world Mike has taken a 
step which indicates a willingness to be instructed or initiated, a situa
tion where his "ego is willing to listen to the messages of the Self,"19 as 
von Franz puts it. The effectiveness of this supra-personal force resides 
in the change of episteme or method of knowledge provided by the 
wilderness. The reassuring sense of connectedness to nature encourages 
a more contemplative and introspective attitude to one's inner fears. 
Open to the messages of the unconscious, Mike experiences anxiety at the 
prospect of confronting his inner reality and the possible consequences of 
his illness. Julius E. Heuscher points to the effects of a repression of 
unconcious material: "What is neglected, denied or pushed aside in this 
process, remains back as Shadow, as a complex of forces that are 
hindering but that could become useful if the individual were able to 
face, accept and enjoy them as unavoidable counterparts of his 
established conscious personality."20 To reach a larger and more 

18 Johnson 10. 
19 von Franz 162. 
20 Julius E. Heuscher, A Psychiatric Study of Myths and Fairy Tales: Their 

Origin, Meaning and Usefulness, 2nd. ed. (Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas, 1974) 32. 
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comprehensive identity or wholeness Mike has to overcome the 
psychological barriers that cause his victimization. Consequently, his 
readiness to listen to the advice from nature in its instructive role implies 
an awareness of the necessity to integrate conscious and unconscious 
material. 

Snared by the Self, Mike is trapped by a vague inner pressure to sort 
things out. His vacillation between hope and despair involves moments 
of total abandonment: "'I don't want to die!' He hurled a silent shout up 
into the uncaring sky. He knew it was uncaring, that no one was 
listening, because he had been screaming the same silent phrase ever 
since last Christmas, and it hadn't helped" (68). His wound is a pre
requisite for his individuation, though, since genuine growth occurs in 
the experiencing of or even despairing over something frightening and 
unpredictable. By repressing the shadow elements of his personality 
through an inability to articulate and confront his frustrating fear of 
dying he runs the risk that they will turn against him. These potential 
forces for good and evil remain in his unconscious until they finally 
erupt arbitrarily into his conscious life. When the shadow is realized it is 
a source of renewal. Mike's intention to face the dark is indeed necessary; 
in Whitmont's formulation, there is "no access to the unconscious and to 
our own reality but through the shadow. Only when we realize that part 
of ourselves which we have not hitherto seen or preferred not to see can 
we proceed to question and find the sources from which it feeds and the 
basis on which it rests/'21 

In his study of fa iry tales, The Uses of E nchantment, Bruno Bettelheim 
regards the splitting of everything into opposites as a method for the 
child to bring some order into his or her world.22 The differentiation 
between Mike's outer and inner world in its various narrative ex
pressions is achieved through the juxtaposition of the following polar-

91 Edward C. Whitmont, The Symbolic Quest: Basic Concepts of Analytical 
Psychology (New York: Putnam's, 1969) 165. 

99 Bruno Bettelheim, The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of 
Fairy Tales (1975; New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1991) 74. 
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ities: 

Outer world 
Conscious 

Inner world 
Unconscious 
Darkness 
Cold 

Light 
Fire 
Hope 
Life 

Despair, fear 
Death 

The polarization becomes a means of interpreting the conflicting feelings 
that create Mike's overwhelming inner ambivalence. His struggle bet
ween hope of survival and fear of dying illustrates a lack of harmony 
between the two worlds. As the psychic realities of Mike's inner world 
find symbolic expression in the wilderness landscape, this outer world 
constitutes a space of t ranscendence. Heuscher explains it well: 

Any genuine change or development implies the abandon
ment of the habitual, everyday consciousness, the entering 
into something which is still obscure, the risking of non-
being, or, in more psychological terms, the confrontation 
with the forces from the unconscious.23 

Mike's actions and decisions are to a great extent dictated by environ
mental factors that leave him in little doubt about what needs to be done. 
Through the elimination of distractions the wilderness facilitates his 
inevitable encounter with the dark: 

There had always been something he could use to turn away 
the dark, turn away his thoughts about the dark. 

But not out in the bush. There was the fire, but that 
wasn't enough. In fact, by its very act of dying down it made 
the dark seem even closer and more real. (11) 

His preparedness to face the dark is symbolically illustrated: "Reluc
tantly Mike stepped out of the golden circle that the fire made, the circle 
where he felt safe" (11). By venturing into the unknown to confront the 

23 Heuscher 301. 
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shadow, he has chosen to "'suffer7 it in a constructive manner/'24 in 
Whitmont's phrase. Mike's conscious surrender to the workings of his 
unconscious is clearly stated, but his foetal position also indicates a 
prospect of rebirth and a new beginning: "He lay cocooned in his 
sleeping bag, his knees bent, his arms hugging his chest, and let the dark 
come . . . the anger, the frustration, and then the cold fear that was like a 
sickness itself" (12). Outside the tent the red-gold glow of the fire 
represents warmth and hope. 

When he wakes up the following morning the cold air rushing 
down the sleeping bag and the solid darkness in the tent indicate that he 
is still in his inner world: 

He had the crazy feeling that even to breathe might be dan
gerous, that he might suffocate if he drew this blackness 
down into his lungs. 

He lay rigid in his sleeping bag and stared at the dark as 
one might stare at an enemy, waiting for it to make the first 
move. (47) 

The dark is the enemy waiting to catch him, but outside is "his friend, the 
fire" (48). The move from the inner to the outer world means that his 
earlier feeling of despair is replaced by hope. When breathing "new life 
into the wood" (48) the flames rise high and cause the darkness to move 
back. But there is a sudden temporary return of the dark: "A long 
wavering howl shivered through the dark trees. . . . The silence between 
the howls was like the dark beyond the fire, but more fearful, more 
intense" (48). Mike's oscillation between the two worlds ends in a scene 
where his tent, illuminated by the fire, becomes "a cosy cave flooded with 
flickering rose-gold" (49). He can hear the nothingness filled with 
sounds and he seems to have developed a renewed sensitivity: "He 
heard several kinds of small rustlings. A patter among dry leaves. A 
miniscule [sic] thud. There was nothing frightening about these noises" 
(49). His partial rebirth is mirrored by his joy of l iving: "God, it was good 

24 Whitmont 165. 
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to be alive! . . . That was it! That was the feeling he had woken with, a 
feeling as unfamiliar as an unexpected gift" (49-50). 

The subsequent process of harmonization of his inner and outer 
worlds is represented by his successive accommodation to the dark 
through repeated confrontations. Caught in the middle of a howling 
blizzard he arrives at the conclusion that panic is the killer in the bush -
"Not lack of food or water. Not the grizzlies. Just man, destroying 
himself with his own fear" (60) - thus emphasizing the dangers of not 
confronting one's shadow elements. In spite of a relapse into despair, the 
fire once again illustrates his hope and his determination never to give 
up: "He shielded the small living thing [the fire], coaxed it into growth, 
fed it gently, slowly" (67). 

Harmonization between the two worlds 

Mike's wound is beginning to heal because of the mental map and the 
scope for reflection offered him by the wilderness. His own clear
sightedness enables him to analyse, understand, and accept the motives 
behind his parents' behaviour and the sad incidents of his childhood, 
which were "like signposts leading towards the dark wood of this last 
year. . . . When he got back he was going to have to be strong enough to 
find a way past his own fear to his parents' fear for him, and somehow 
cancel that out" (53-54). When out hunting the deer, his working his way 
uphill illustrates the process that Northrop Frye describes as central to 
romance: "This movement upward toward self-recognition [which is] 
what all recognition scenes really point to."25 Mike's balancing between 
life and death shows him that the polarity is not an either-or question. 
His understanding of the complementarity of the two is mirrored by his 
speculations: "But maybe it was that if you were strong enough to face 
up to death, then life became more real too" (81). Mike's path of initiation 
leads him further into the forest to his final confrontation with the white-

25 Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of R omance (1976; Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 152. 
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tail deer, a moment when the outer and inner hunts converge in a 
recognition scene. His preparations for the hunt, the required knowledge 
and equipment, make the expedition assume almost ceremonial 
proportions, constituting the final stage of his coming-of-age ritual. As 
Frye has pointed out, "ritual is a conscious waking act, but there is 
always something sleepwalking about it: something consciously being 
done, and something else unconsciously meant by what is being 
done."26 On the unconscious level, the inner hunt represents what 
Heuscher regards as a basic cycle of human evolution, that is a move 
from "safely established structures" into a state of "unstructuring and 
deconstitution," with a return brought about through the "restructuring 
of an ever wider world."27 The moment of enlightenment and psycho
logical recognition is essential to psychic growth. The recognition scene, 
which implies a return to a state of balance between inner and outer 
worlds, between conscious and unconscious material, materializes as 
Mike's final encounter with the deer. Focusing on the animal, with his 
hand on the trigger, he comes to think of the game tag he is going to stick 
to its antler. This reminds him of his own hospital tag, "that badge of 
slavery" (129), and the mutual victimization they suffer. His recognition 
of the transitoriness of life and the irrational normality of death makes 
him refrain from killing the deer, an act which enhances the value of his 
own life: 

He wasn't going towards either life or death. That wasn't 
what it was all about, he'd got it wrong all this time. It was 
on through life towards death, which had to be there at the 
end, or else life itself would become as flat as bread without 
yeast, as tasteless as a wiener without mustard. (130) 

Mike's rite of passage has come to an end through his confrontation with 
his shadow elements, his frustrations and fear of dying, which have been 
transformed into a positive force: "The dark didn't bother him any more. 
In fact it was comforting. . . . Face to face he had recognized it, and 

26 pry€/ jhe Scripture 55. 
27 Heuscher 196. 
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known that the enemy from whom he had been running for so long was 
in fact his friend" (131). Through its reduction of distracting factors, its 
provision of s cope and interconnectedness the wilderness has promoted 
Mike's interpretation of the outer world as a mental map of the inner 
world by means of which his repressed unconscious material has been 
externalized and "disarmed/' The restorative force of the wilderness 
requires subordination, openness, and suffering in order to come into 
effect. By "facing the dark," Mike has achieved psychic growth which 
materializes as a harmonization of the two worlds. His recovery of 
identity and a sense of wholeness, his integration of conscious and 
unconscious material, is epitomized by the recognition scene through 
which he is finally reconciled to his fate. 

Male Initiation as Quest for the Feminine 
Houston's The White Archer 

Set in a mythic past, The White Archer dramatizes initiation in almost 
archaic terms.28 The obvious ritualization of the initiatory process, the 
symbolic representation of death-rebirth in terms of a descent into a 
whale's belly, and the quest for the feminine provide ample evidence of 
the myth-related properties of Houston's tale. Frye describes this feature 
of romance: 

Myth . . . is one extreme of literary design; naturalism is the 
other, and in between lies the whole area of romance, 
using that term to mean . . . the tendency ... to displace myth 
in a human direction and yet, in contrast to "realism," to 
conventionalize content in an idealized direction.29 

Virginia L. Wolf considers the tendency towards generality a generic 

28 James Houston, The White Archer: An Inuit-Eskimo Legend (1967; San Diego: 
Harcourt, 1990). All further references to the book will be given parenthetically in the 
text. 

29 Northrop Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (1957; Harmonds-
worth: Penguin, 1990) 136-137. 
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characteristic of c hildren's novels, which "displace myth much less than 
many adult novels and make one wonder if the children's novel as a 
genre should not be defined in terms of its reliance on myth."30 The 
frequent use of the narrative patterns of romance as a structural basis in 
children's fiction lends support to her assertion, and it is certainly valid 
for the present story. The hero, Kungo, though thin and rudimentary in 
characterization, is carried beyond stereotype through his acts of 
exceptional determination. However, rather than illustrating the indi
viduality of a hero these acts give expression to a spirit that speaks 
through him. The conventionalization of his relentless quest for inner 
harmony, achieved through the formulaic structure of the monomyth 
with its reassuring promise of return and completion, points to the 
generality rather than the specificity of his disposition. 

On Kungo's path towards maturity and psychic growth, his male 
energies, represented by what Whitmont calls "that attitude which 
expects to vanquish through reliance upon aggressive courage,"31 are 
juxtaposed with the female energies of nurture and receptivity re
presented by an old Inuit woman. Emphasizing the significance of the 
dichotomy Whitmont argues: "One of the most basic forms in which we 
experience the universal conflict of opposites in ourselves and in our 
encounter with others is in the male-female polarity. . . . [In] our daily 
reality we experience it in terms of duality and conflict: conscious-
unconscious, light-dark, spirit-nature."32 This duality is traditionally 
explicated through the two basic principles of Yang and Yin, repres
enting the male and female energies. Whitmont provides further elabora
tion: 

In Chinese philosophy the Yang principle . . . symbolizes the 
experience of energy in its driving, moving aspects of 
strength, impulsation, aggressiveness and arousal. . . . [I]t is 

30 Virginia L. Wolf, "Paradise Lost? The Displacement of Myth in Children's 
Novels Set on Islands," Studies in the Literary Imagination 18.2 (1985): 63. 

31 Whitmont 22. 
32 Whitmont 170. 
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divisive and phallic as sword, spear or penetrating power, 
... it is in motion from a centre outward; ... it is manifested 
in discipline and separation, hence individualization. . . . 

The Yin principle, on the other hand, is represented as 
receptive, yielding, withdrawing, cool, wet, dark, concrete, 
enclosing, containing (cave and hollow), form-giving, and 
gestating, centripetal, in-going; it is not spirit but nature, the 
world of formation, the dark womb of nature that gives birth 
to drives, to urgings and instincts and sexuality; it is seen in 
the symbolism of earth and moon, darkness and space.33 

Through the application of Whitmont's definitions of these ancient 
concepts I intend to demonstrate the symbolic expression of Kungo's 
individuation through which the psychological discourse of the second-
order system manifests itself. 

The call to adventure 

Kungo, his parents, and his sister Shulu live in a remote Arctic settlement 
on the Ungava peninsula. In an attack by the people of the Land of L ittle 
Sticks, his parents are killed and his sister is carried off by the attackers, 
leaving Kungo himself wounded. This describes a state of extreme 
misfortune where Kungo's severance from his sister may be symbolically 
interpreted as a split in his personality through the loss of his feminine 
side. The outcome of the attack, as a parallel to the folktale end of the 
Golden Age, constitutes a point of separation, and a call to adventure. In 
his examination of mostly male initiation experiences in disparate 
cultures all over the world, Eliade explains that "the puberty initiation 
begins with an act of rupture - the child or the adolescent is separated 
from his mother, and sometimes the separation is performed in a 
decidedly brutal way."34 The brutality of Kungo's separation is obvious. 

33 Whitmont 171. "Yang and Yin include 'maleness' and 'femaleness' as general 
principles or symbolic images/' declares Whitmont, "but this use of t he symbols is not 
to be confused with masculinity or femininity as directly characterizing men or women. 
Everything in the world of concrete manifestation is held to partake of various 
proportions of Yang and Yin, including both men and women" (Whitmont 170). 

34 Eliade 4. 
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This drastic symbolic expression of the need for young men and women 
to be weaned from their dependence on their parents is informed by what 
Eliade describes as an "archaic mentality/' that is "the belief that a state 
cannot be changed without first being annihilated."35 The attackers' 
obliteration of the emblems of Kungo's culture completes this annihila
tion: 

Several of them were shooting arrows into the igloo and 
into the bearskin and the two sealskins that were stretched 
out to dry. With their knives they had slashed the pelts and 
cut the sealskin dog lines into pieces. They had pulled the 
kayaks from their racks, had ripped them open, and had 
smashed their long, delicate frames. (20) 

In the attack Kungo feels a sharp cut on his ankle, which can be 
interpreted as a symbol of the psychological wound caused by the death 
of his parents and the loss of his sister. The situation brings about a 
violent change by forcing him, without parental support or cultural 
feedback, into a totally unknown world. This critical condition, equating 
his symbolic death as the person he was, strongly activates his need for 
initiation and a meaningful period of transition, which involves a 
promise of renewal and rebirth. Thus, Kungo embarks on a extended 
initiatory journey, a process of individuation which will lead to a final 
discovery of a source of power. His escape from the pursuers is brought 
about by the cunning of h is aunt. As a first indication of t he feminine as a 
possible way towards rescue and recovery of inner harmony, she 
disguises him as an old woman which helps him to avoid attention and 
to get away. Equipped with a broken ivory-bladed snow knife Kungo, 
though worn out by starvation and fear, manages to survive through a 
demonstration of remarkable endurance and survival skills. The atmo
sphere of symbolic death, enhanced by his experience of "the frozen sea" 
and "the killing cold" (23), is further reflected by his inner emotional 
paralysis, the "dark and fearful quietness that seemed to brood inside 
him" (23). 

Eliade xiii. 
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Kungo is saved by a hunter and after spending two years with the 
hunter's family he listens one evening to a visiting seal hunter's story 
about "a strange old man full of mystery, with a knowledge of the ways 
of men and animals" (24). The story attracts Kungo's interest and makes 
him want to find the man. He persuades the visitor to guide him on a 
hazardous quest across a frozen sea where dark "patches of open water 
and frightening black holes showed dangerously against the whiteness 
of t he snow-covered ice" (26). The perilous crossing of t he ice to reach the 
island where the man lives connotes the entering of a new phase of the 
process of maturation, and the dangers implied in the crossing may be 
seen as a reminder of the fact that there is no easy way towards develop
ment. 

Descent into the belly of the whale 

Finally Kungo and the seal hunter reach their destination, an island 
called Tugjak. After climbing a steep passage they find entrances into the 
dark caves , but they also find a stone house with roof beams made from 
the ribs of whales. On either side of the entrance are the jaw bones of a 
whale. Kungo's arrival at the end of h is adventurous journey involves an 
encounter with the feminine world. By entering the stone house and the 
surrounding caves he can be said to pass into the dark womb of nature. 
As Campbell states: 

The idea that the passage of the magical threshold is a transit 
into a sphere of rebirth is symbolized in the worldwide 
womb image of the belly of the whale. The hero, instead of 
conquering or conciliating the power of the threshold, is 
swallowed into the unknown, and would appear to have 
died.36 

Kungo and the hunter are received by a dwarf who lets them in. The 
dwarf with his "powerful arms and shoulders and a twisted back" (29) 
could be seen as a threshold guardian. Symbolically evoking the 

36 Campbell 90. 
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gargoyles flanking the entrances to churches, his function is to ward 
away all incapable of encountering the higher silences within. 

It is dark inside the stone house but Kungo distinguishes an old 
woman as well as an old man kneeling on a platform. After finishing 
their meal, the seal hunter and Kungo lie back on the furs. "Kungo looked 
up and wondered at the mighty ribs that curved across the low ceiling, 
and as he drifted off to sleep, he imagined himself inside the living body 
of a whale as it plunged into the depths of the sea" (32). Campbell 
regards a passage into the belly of a whale as a form of s elf-annihilation 
and compares it to the passing of a worshipper into a temple: "The 
temple interior, the belly of the whale, and the heavenly land beyond, 
above, and below the confines of the world, are one and the same."37 

The kneeling old man, the serenity and relative darkness in the stone 
house, lit only by a lamp in the shape of a half-moon, invest the scene 
with an atmosphere of sanctity. Suggesting both self-annihilation and 
rebirth, the belly of the whale imagery is further elaborated by Campbell: 

Once inside he [the hero] may be said to have died to time 
and returned to the World Womb. . . . Allegorically, then, the 
passage into a temple and the hero-dive through the jaws of 
the whale are identical adventures, both denoting, in picture 
language, the life-centering, life-renewing act.38 

When entering the temple, the hero undergoes a metamorphosis by 
leaving his secular character behind. 

Echoing the prophetic role of the blind sooth-sayer Tiresias of the 
Odyssey, Ittok, the old man with his knowledge of the ways of men and 
animals, is not only growing blind but he is also disabled. Finding it 
difficult to walk he has to lean "heavily on the powerful dwarf, one arm 
draped across the little man's hunched shoulders" (33). The prophetic 
quality, "as it is in the figure of the crippled smith Weyland or 
Hephaistos, and in the story of the blessing of Jacob,"39 according to 

37 Campbell 91-92. 
38 Campbell 92. 
39 Frye, Anatomy 193. 
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Fry e, very often involves some form of mutilation or physical handicap. 
Partly crippled and almost blind, Ittok is willing to investigate Kungo's 
inner wound in the role of mentor, a symbolic parallel to the guiding 
force of the Self : "'You have come to learn, and I am here to teach'" (33). 
Kungo's preparedness to court dangers, prompted by his yearning for 
initiation and renewal, has led him to this prophetic man of mystery. In 
spirit this echoes the rites of initiation of tribal societies supervised by an 
old warrior. 

Initiation and inner development 
The wise old man is in possession of an extraordinary bow, Kigavik, 
"'the dark falcon, swiftest hunter of them all'" (33). It takes enormous 
strength to draw the bow, which is beautifully shaped, polished smooth 
and bound with the finest braided caribou sinew. Kungo holds it in his 
hands like a "precious treasure" (33), an appellation connoting not only 
the value of the bow but the wealth of wisdom and power that must be 
acquired in order to become an archer, accomplishments that epitomize 
the highest values of his culture. After Kungo has passed the test of 
drawing the bow, Ittok is prepared to start the initiatory process that will 
lead to the possible acquisition of the treasure: "'Perhaps he will be a 
great archer. Tomorrow our long task will begin'" (35). 

In myths and dreams a solitary journey is often a symbol of 
liberation through transcendence, a way of going beyond the limits of 
human experience. The "soul-journey," declares Paul Zweig, "unites in a 
remarkable way the experience of p hysical adventure and that of p sychic 
adventure. It establishes between them a relationship in which the 
adventure story is called upon to describe the experience of a 'soul' 
unstuck from its attachments to conventional reality."40 Kungo's "soul-
journey" unites the "physical adventure" of his initiation into the secrets 
of archery with the "psychic adventure" implied in his quest for inner 
balance. As Ittok sees the two worlds as equally important, Kungo's 

40 Paul Zweig, The Adventurer (New York: Basic, 1974) 88. 
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gradual initiation into this highly respected position in his society also 
involves guidance on how to relate to his inner world. 

Ever since the attack on the settlement, Kungo has harboured strong 
feelings of revenge: "[H]e swore inside himself that he would avenge the 
terrible wrong done his family by the people from the Land of Little 
Sticks" (22). The dark and fearful quietness that seems to brood inside 
him is caused by the recurring reminders of these constantly repressed 
experiences: "He never spoke of t he fate of his parents, or of h is sister, or 
of the people of the Little Sticks, but they were always in his mind" (23). 
Kungo's practical skills as an archer must be couched in the wisdom and 
power that distinguishes a man of i nner harmony. The hunter "succeeds 
in the hunt only if h e is a good man, a wise man, who obeys the rules of 
life. If th e animals or birds or fish see that a man is cruel and stupid, they 
will not give themselves to him" (49). Since the adventure hero can be 
seen as "an ontological voyager, a traveler between the worlds,"41 

Kungo's initiatory process may be interpreted as a symbolic rendering of 
his progress towards understanding and handling his own shadow 
elements through exposure and receptivity to the restorative effects of the 
feminine realm. 

Quest for the feminine 

When first entering the darkness of the stone house, the belly of the whale 
or the womb, Kungo distinguishes the woman who sits "tending her 
stone lamp that was shaped like a half-moon" (29). Designating the 
possible rising power of the moon and the world of the feminine, the 
lamp evokes "the virginal, as yet unopened mystery of e motion, of love, 
generativeness, renewal and change; the mystery of the womb, the 
feminine as yet unrevealed."42 The description of the old woman's 
physical appearance relies on references to the shaping power of nature 
and her close connection to the physical world: "Her eyelids had been 

41 Zweig 95. 
4^ Whitmont 22. 
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drawn narrow by a whole lifetime in the wind and snow and sun. 
Around her eyes and mouth and spreading up across her forehead, there 
appeared countless tiny wrinkles like the fine grain in an ancient piece of 
driftwood" (29-30). The passivity inherent in the notion of driftwood as 
well as its implication of water symbolically suggest the feminine. Water, 
endowed with a regenerative quality, is a symbol of birth or rebirth in 
myth and rites, for example in the birth of Aphrodite and in baptism. 
Though prompted by the Yang energies of aggressiveness and will-
determination, Kungo reacts positively to the old woman and her 
warmly shining eyes that reveal "all the hidden power of life within her" 
(29). Her influence constitutes a point of departure for his gradual 
yielding to the Yin principle, "the 'eternally feminine/ . . . compensating 
and complementary, different from the merely rational, conscious and 
will-determined, driving, straight-to-the-point Yang world of the 
male."43 

The Yang principle, manifested in discipline, separation, and 
individualization readily lends itself to the characterization of Kungo "s 
initial disposition. His discipline in becoming an archer, his separation 
from his family, and his resolve to return to find his sister all point to a 
strong sense of individuality. The motion is centrifugal, outward, and the 
driving and moving aspects of s trength and aggressiveness are inherent 
forces. His thoughts of r evenge have developed into an obsession in that 
he has become victimized by drives he cannot define. These shadow 
elements make repeated attempts to be obeyed: "'Revenge! Revenge! 
With a bow such as this I could have revenge!' The thought cut through 
him like a cruel wind" (35). Kungo "s predicament calls for a channelling 
of this inner disorder. Therefore he must find a way of visualizing this 
dark side to himself by letting it speak to him rather than through him. 

Kungo's first step to come to terms with his shadow is taken by 
revealing to the old woman his innermost feelings, "every hidden 
thought within him, every hate and joy, fear and longing" (36). Through 

43 Whitmont 23. 
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their subsequent encounters the woman's emotional and receptive 
disposition counteracts his aggressiveness by exuding security and 
authentic concern, which engenders in him an in-going force of intuitive 
love and understanding of life: 

To Kungo she did not seem like other people. She was some
how like the earth itself. Speaking with her, he had the same 
feeling he had when he lay on soft tundra, warmed by the 
summer sun, and looked up at the wide blue sky. Then he 
felt he could understand every word of the wind's song. She 
was that kind of person. (36) 

Kungo's observation mirrors symbolically the inner process of a 
harmonization of the Yang and Yin principles. His sense of connected
ness and "oneness" with the sun (male) and the earth (female) make him 
experience wholeness, suggested by his ability to understand "every 
word of the wind's song." 

The possibility of rebirth is also mirrored by the rhythmicity of the 
change of the seasons. "Everywhere the soft gray tundra moss appeared 
through the snow, and the tiny Arctic flowers unfolded like colored stars. 
Small birds returned from warm lands in the south and sang their songs 
as they hopped about gathering dry moss for their nests" (41). The 
reassuring regularity of seasonal change and the renewal of vegetation 
indicate the ever present possibility of new life, simultaneously empha
sizing the temporal aspect as essential to a life-enhancing return from 
the "soul journey." 

Return to harmony 

After Kungo's abrupt severance from his supply of Yin energy, 
symbolically rendered by his separation from his sister and mother, he 
experiences the feminine as something threatening. The space of the 
frozen empty land, the great tides, and the dark patches of open water 
and frightening black holes echo mortal danger with feminine overtones, 
the possible symbolic implication being "that the exclusively heroic 
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attitude is bound to perish if it disregards the power of the feminine 
realm/'44 Kungo's predicament triggers his quest for the feminine and a 
possible reconciliation with his shadow elements through a period of 
inner healing. The Yang energies of aggressiveness and penetrating 
power lead to a centrifugal movement of escape into the wilderness. 
Through his symbolic descent into the underworld and his encounter 
with the old man, Kungo's rite of initiation has begun. The man, an 
emblem of wisdom, strength and inner harmony, and the woman, a 
representation of Yin energy, enact the role of instructors. Victimized by 
his shadow, Kungo expresses his purpose in becoming an archer: "T 
seek eleven bowsmen. Those will I harm. Those I will kill'" (41). This 
explicit intention, essentially fuelled by Yang energies, makes Ittok give 
him the following advice: 

"Do not give men cause to fear you, for one who does that is 
no better than a dog gone mad, wishing only to bite and 
kill. ... You must learn to shoot the bow and guide the arrows 
with your mind, for it is only with the power of your 
thoughts that you will become a great archer/' (41-42) 

The long process of becoming an archer is an externalized representation 
of Kungo's inner development towards maturity. The symbolic quest, 
illustrating the interplay within Kungo between Yang and Yin, aims at a 
harmonization of his aggressive side with what is intuitive and emo
tional. 

A wedge of passing snow geese attracts the attention of Ittok and 
Kungo. Symbolic of liberation through transcendence, the geese, 
"sending their wild music down to the earth" (65), represent a link to the 
Yin energies of the unconscious. Hence, they illustrate a channel of 
communication and a possibility of transforming the stream of negative 
energy from Kungo's shadow elements. The aspect of integration and 
complementarity implied in the use of goose feathers for the arrows is 
borne out by the old man's comment that "These are feathers for a white 
archer'" (67), the archer being the epitome of inner balance and harmony. 

44 Whitmont 22. 
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Emblematic of communication with the feminine realm, the geese may 
symbolize Kungo's recovery of his Yin energies. As Ittok assures him: 
"'They are part of you'" (67). This recovery is also indicated by his 
gradually growing closer to the old woman: "So well did Kungo and the 
old woman understand each other that they did not often feel the need to 
speak" (55). Having reached this point of maturity and wholeness makes 
him worthy of the bow, and as a sign of his inner growth he is awarded 
Kigavik by Ittok: "'With this bow I give you all my strength and power, 
my gift to see and understand'" (71). 

Kungo's initiatory period of learning to handle the bow has come to 
an end but he still nourishes thoughts of revenge. As Heuscher points 
out, the "willingness to see ourselves the way we truly are leads to the 
experience of wholeness, whereas the consistent avoidance of one aspect 
of ourselves leads to stagnation."45 This implies for Kungo that he has 
to be put to a final test through a confrontation with his shadow before he 
will gain full recognition as a white archer. When he sets out with his 
own dog team on the final part of his soul-journey he is dressed com
pletely in white, at one with the land, knowing that "the whiteness of his 
clothing and the white sled and team had caused him to disappear like 
magic" (72). After a series of hardships Kungo arrives at the settlement of 
the people who had killed his parents and carried away his sister. 
Roaring out to call their attention he is soon confronted by a group of 
enemy hunters. At this crucial stage a "vision of the old woman's face 
seemed to drift before his eyes. Kungo remembered all her gentleness and 
the wise things she had said to him" (83). Influenced by the feminine, he 
shoots with the power of his mind not to kill but to terrify, the arrows 
being "guided by the wild-goose feathers" (83). 

The definitive integration of Yin energy finds its symbolic expres
sion in the final reunion with his sister, who turns out to be married to 
one of the attackers. The fact that Kungo refrains from revenge by not 
making use of his exceptional killing capacity as a trained archer shows 

45 Heuscher 260. 
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his understanding of t he destructive forces of his unconscious drives. His 
initiatory period has thus brought about a change of attitude: "The old 
woman had tempered his feelings for revenge and had helped him to 
understand himself" (93). The scene of d eparture from his sister demon
strates this inner change through the emotional reactions it causes: "He 
looked back once and saw his sister, Shulu, standing silently beside her 
husband. A warm feeling spread through his body as he thought of her, 
alive and happy. All his anger was gone from him, gone, he hoped, for 
ever" (93). Through this transformation of the uncontrollable energy of 
the repressed material, Kungo's obsession with revenge and its irrational 
freezing of his human potential has come to an end and the possibility of 
a new phase of development is held out. His return to the old couple, 
referred to as "his people" (93), and his subsequent integration into a 
new family relationship parallels his rebirth as their son. 

Violation of the Literary Code of Romance 
Markoosie's Harpoon of the Hunter 

Markoosie's Harpoon of the Hunter,46 which Michele Landsberg has 
characterized as "Canada's most thrilling, poignant and poetically 
intense story of Inuit life,"47 will serve to illustrate some radical depar
tures from the literary code structuring the English-Canadian adventure 
stories of this study. The repetitive and episodic structure of the story, 
originating in the narrative form of the oral tradition, conforms to the 
structure of the adventure story, which does "not move principally from 
beginning to end, but from peak to peak."48 Set in the Arctic before the 
colonial period and told from an "insider's" point of view, it comments 
obliquely on my earlier discussion of the need for adaptation of native 

4^ Markoosie, Harpoon of the Hunter (1970; Kingston: McGill-Queen's UP, 
1982). All further references to the book will be given parenthetically in the text. 

47 Michele Landsberg, Guide to Children's Books (Markham, ON: Penguin, 1988) 
242. 

48 Zweig 191. 
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stories. The book is informed by values and beliefs that to a great extent 
are unfamiliar to Western readers, and the narrative pattern of the story 
deviates from the conventions of the Western tradition of a crisis/ 
resolution pattern. The main concern of my examination is to demon
strate how the dependence on a value system based on animism, 
fatalism, and collectivism invalidates the significance of the structural 
characteristics of adventure romance. This, of course, does not detract 
from the strengths of the story as a valid representation of Inuit expe
riences, but then its purpose is other than guiding Western adolescents. 

Authentic initiation 

Like Houston's The White Archer the story is set in a mythic past, and the 
initiatory character of the protagonist's quest is made clear from the 
beginning. Kamik, the 16-year-old son of Suluk, is learning to become a 
hunter under the guidance of h is father: "Now, at sixteen, he was almost 
as good as a man and felt he was ready to go as one of the hunters" (12). 
As the provider of food for the family and the dogs, the hunter's role is 
crucial for survival. The exposure to hazardous weather and the risk of 
being attacked by bears make hunting a precarious occupation. The 
likelihood of being killed fosters a fatalistic attitude to violence and 
death: "The bear, if cornered, can kill many good dogs or men, if he gets 
the chance. But that is life. To survive in this wild land, man and beast 
kill for food. This is the land where the strong survive. The weak do not 
survive" (12). 

Essentially, the narrative is structured on the model of the mono-
myth, beginning with a need for separation caused by disaster. The 
attack on the settlement by a rabid polar bear puts Kamik's courage to the 
test. "He was paralysed with fear and had frozen in his tracks. Now he 
was ashamed of himself. Maybe he was not ready to become a hunter yet, 
he thought" (13). However, when a party of n ine hunters set out to hunt 
down the bear, Kamik is one of them. This adventurous and heroic hunt 
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is necessitated by considerations of group survival: "If that bear was not 
killed, it would endanger the whole north country, and sooner or later it 
would attack again" (15). As a rite of passage into maturity the hunt 
becomes a decisive test in order for Kamik to qualify for admission into 
the adult world of "experienced hunters who had faced a thousand 
dangers from beasts, hunger and sickness, and the fury of nature" (15-
16). 

Triggered by the first bear attack, Kamik's ritualistic initiation into 
the role of hunter consists of three further encounters with bears. In 
pursuit of the rabid bear the hunters are attacked a second time in their 
igloo, though this time not by the same bear. Kamik's father Suluk is 
killed in a fierce struggle, but Kamik actively contributes to the final 
killing of the bear: "Kamik threw his harpoon without thinking of aiming 
carefully, just throwing it toward the bear" (18). Though this is an 
important step towards full recognition as a hunter, he rues the fact that 
he does not manage to kill the bear himself: "'Remember, I am only half 
a hunter'" (24). When countered by the other hunters he realizes that by 
throwing the first harpoon, "According to the hunters' law, he had the 
right to claim the bear as his" (25). Before dying, Suluk's fatalistic 
disposition finds expression in his acceptance of death: "Tor the first 
time in my life, I feel there is a peace for me somewhere'" (19). The same 
fatalistic attitude seems to prompt the hunters to fulfil their objective of 
protecting the settlement from further attacks by continuing the hunt. 

The next encounter leads to the death of the rest of the hunters. 
Through a display of courage and skill Kamik manages to comply with 
his father's order to kill the bear at all costs. Without the distracting 
movements and final assistance of the dying Soonah, who is one of his 
fellow-hunters, the outcome would have been different. Kamik's heroic 
qualities are played down by his initial reluctance: "Kamik knew that the 
hunters didn't have a chance. He wanted to rush out and fight beside 
them, but he knew that he wouldn't have a chance" (34). The concise and 
matter-of-fact style, devoid of adjectives and adverbs, lends the descrip
tion of the struggle a tone of neutrality: 
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The bear completed his turn and slashed, knocking Kamik 
off his feet. Now Kamik was at his mercy, without a harpoon. 
As the bear came for the kill, another shock came to Kamik. 
He saw Soonah get up with the harpoon and strike the bear 
from behind. The bear went down. Kamik got up, took his 
harpoon, and struck the bear again and again. The bear 
roared its last. (35-36) 

The Inuit believe that animals are not inferior beings but living creatures 
possessing an inua, or soul. This animistic belief finds expression in the 
structural feature of letting the narrator describe the situation from the 
point of view of the bear: "His hind leg is in pain. He doesn't remember 
why his leg is in pain, his only thought is to get food. He cannot see 
clearly, his head is full of pain" (31). The description of the predicament 
of the bear caused by its natural right to hunt for food authenticates the 
Inuit reverence for nature and its animals. 

Neutralization of polarities 
The equality which finds expression in the cinematic technique of 
shifting perspective from the hunters to the bear partly invalidates the 
polarization between hero and enemy. The normality of the hunt further 
reduces the heroic character of the feat. Zweig clarifies: 

By hero, we tend to mean a heightened man who, more than 
other men, possesses qualities of courage, loyalty, resource
fulness, charisma, above all, selflessness. He is an example of 
right behavior; the sort of man who risks his life to protect a 
society's values, sacrificing his personal needs for those of the 
community.49 

The heroic disposition of the hunters by and large conforms to Zweig's 
description though essentially informed by the everyday prerequisites for 
survival. Qualities such as courage, loyalty and selflessness constitute a 
basic condition for inclusion in the group. The risk of being killed is 
stoically accepted, as personal needs and security have to be sacrificed in 

49 Zweig 34. 
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order to save the community. In a conventional adventure and survival 
story, "the central characters must display considerable physical ability 
and inner courage" in life-threatening situations, explains Jon C. Stott, 
and "by the very nature of their situations, they are unique. They face 
inner and outer pressures not normally encountered by members of the 
culture. Thus, unlike traditional native narratives, the characters are not 
representative."50 Kamik, however, representative of his culture though 
not a "heightened man," is prepared to "fight to revenge his father's 
death and for the safety of the people" (34). Yet he qualifies for the expe
dition more as an apprentice and displays fear and petrification in 
critical situations. The role as cultural hero must rather be attributed 
collectively to the group of hunters. The emphasis on collective effort 
epitomizes the extreme requirements for survival and contrasts with the 
heroic uniqueness reflected in non-native stories. As Stott observes, Inuit 
stories are "almost ritual celebrations of the general traits which enable 
the Inuit to survive in a harsh and violent environment."51 

The fatalism informing the story originates in the double role of 
nature as both generating physical dangers and providing food and 
protection. "The ocean, the extreme winter cold, and the snow and ice are 
at once the greatest dangers they face and the source of their life," argues 
Stott and goes on: "Because of the dangers of hunting and the threat of 
starvation, death was always near and was not feared."52 This nearness 
is emblematically represented by the harpoon "which can mean life or 
death. The harpoon, which is so small, yet holds such power" (47). Stott 
points out that the "harpoon with which Kamik gathers food, slays the 
polar bear, and finally kills himself, symbolizes the confrontation 
between life and death."53 Thus, the emblematic significance of the 

50 Jon C. Stott, "Native American Narratives and the Children's Literature 
Curriculum/' Teaching Children's Literature: Issues, Pedagogy, Resources, ed. Glenn 
Edward Sadler (New York: MLA, 1992) 46. 

51 Jon C. Stott, "Form, Content, and Cultural Values in Three Inuit (Eskimo) 
Survival Stories," American Indian Quarterly 10.3 (1986): 218. 

52 Stott, "Form" 216-217. 
Stott, "Form" 220. 
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harpoon is defined by its life-preserving role as food provider and 
protector. Simultaneously, however, its role as a lethal weapon illustrates 
a representational doubleness that epitomizes the fatalism informing 
Kamik's society. The ending of the story, Kamik's own suicide on the 
harpoon in particular, further accentuates this fatalistic disposition. 

Culturally conditioned deviations 

The departures from the conventions of romance may be explained as a 
consequence of cultural divergencies. The polarization civilization-
wilderness has lost significance as the wilderness with its animals is no 
"alien context" but an integral part of Inuit society. Violence and en
counters with death are part of everyday reality, making Muriel A. 
Whitaker assert that "Many of the Eskimo tales seem to embody a 
dubious morality for mere survival takes precedence over all other con
siderations."54 Violence is admittedly an important narrative element, 
justified as a precondition for survival. Robin McGrath notes that "edi
tors have twisted and mutilated Eskimo stories so that they often more 
closely resemble European fairy tales."55 As Markoosie's story is based 
on Inuit beliefs and values and informed by a wish to be authentic, it 
deviates from the expected Western pattern. It is true that it partly 
conforms to the pattern of the monomyth in its dramatization of the 
separation from the settlement and the period of initiation, but there is no 
conventional happy ending or life-enhancing return, or rather the return 
is not to life but to reunion in death. 

After coming back to his people, Kamik accepts the decision to move 
to a neighbouring settlement because of the loss of almost all of their own 
hunters. This move involves the crossing of a channel that never freezes. 

54 Muriel A. Whitaker, "Canadian Indian and Eskimo Legends as Children's 
Literature/' Children's Books in Translation: The Situation and the Problems, ed. Göte 
Klingberg, Mary 0rvig, Stuart Amor (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wikseil, 1978) 165. 

55 Robin McGrath, "Genuine Eskimo Literature: Accept No Substitutes/7  

Canadian Children's Literature 31-32 (1983): 23. 
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Having followed the pattern of the monomyth one would expect a return 
or a recognition scene, but here is where the story presents its most 
apparent violation of the conventional Western pattern: "Then without 
warning disaster struck" (80). Kamik's mother and wife-to-be drown 
when the ice gives away and Kamik himself is carried out to sea on a 
drifting ice-floe. Instead of bringing home the boon of mythic heroism for 
the benefit of the group, Kamik's return materializes as a return to his 
family through death: 

Kamik looked at the harpoon in his hands. Now the time had 
come. Now was the time to find peace, and to find the family 
and people he loved. He kneeled and put the tip of t he harpoon 
to his throat. Suddenly he pushed it in. And, for the last time, 
the harpoon of the hunter made its kill. (81) 

In its demonstration of the unyielding quality of fate and the constant 
threat of death the story shares the spirit of c lassic Greek tragedy. Anne 
Craggs writes in a review that from "its terse, direct language emerges 
the picture of the basic struggle for survival which each man and beast 
must daily face in a land uncompromising in its vast harshness. Death is 
accepted as an integral part of the battle to live."56 This attitude to 
death, echoed by Mike's conclusion in Hunter in the Dark, permeates 
Kamik's initiatory encounters with the bears and his concurrent display 
of courage. The return from the period of transition involves a status 
change achieved through his physical and psychological development. 
This new stage of maturity is of no avail, though, since the cultural 
imperatives of his society, informed by fatalism and Inuit family bonds, 
prompt him to act the way he does. Thus, his period of initiation does not 
imply a happy return to the group according to the crisis/resolution 
pattern ending in a scene of final reconciliation and symbolic rebirth. 

The possible role of the juvenile adventure story as a vicarious rite of 
passage, invigorating and helping young readers on their journeys 
towards self-definition and maturity, is not fulfilled by Harpoon of the 

56 Anne Craggs, "Harpoon of the Hunter/7 In Review: Canadian Books for 
Children 5.3 (1971): 35. 
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Hunter. The partial failure of the book in this function is most likely due 
to its departures from the formula of adventure romance and its devia
tions from Western cultural norms, in particular Kamik's breaking the 
Western taboo of committing suicide. The cultural features of collec
tivism, animism, and fatalism neutralize the metaphorical potential of 
the story since polarities such as hero-enemy and life-death are con
sidered to be equally natural components of life itself. This means that 
the first system does not promote the necessary familiarity of patterns, 
the points of identification, or the expected closure that would allow the 
text to generate a second-order psychological discourse. The difficulties 
in presenting authentic native stories to non-native readers are inherent 
in the process of reconstructing or recasting the orally transmitted 
material of another cultural field. The discrepancies in mode of presenta
tion as well as cultural function for the audience cause problems for the 
writers. Making the stories palatable to non-native readers involves the 
risk of distortion, but anthropological authenticity, on the other hand, 
makes identification difficult for a Western readership, a dilemma which 
would seem to advocate a positive attitude to the literary production of 
both outsiders and insiders. 

All three books included in this chapter offer comments on Western 
ethos. The cultural values of Harpoon of the Hunter may be said to rela-
tivize modern Western attitudes to the world of nature, whereas The 
White Archer and Hunter in the Dark, through their focus on psychic 
growth, formulate an oblique critique of Western civilization and what 
Tzvetan Todorov describes as "the illusion that all communication is 
interhuman communication/'57 By demonstrating the important re
generative potential inherent in a working relationship to nature and the 
unconscious, the books point to possibilities that are to a great extent 
ignored or repressed in modern urbanized society. In the next chapter, 
which will deal with the ideological implications of Frozen Fire and 
Ring-Rise, Ring-Set, I intend to elaborate on these issues through a 

57 Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other, trans, 
by Richard Howard (New York: Harper, 1984) 97, 
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juxtaposition of two disparate "visions of the world." 
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Chapter Four 
CULTURAL CLASHES AS IDEOLOGICAL INTERROGATION 

My analyses of James Houston's Frozen Fire and Monica Hughes's 
Ring-Rise, Ring-Set will highlight the representation of cultural encoun
ters between the so-called Western or metropolitan world and the indige
nous population. Through their portrayal of native experiences the 
novels illustrate the temporal aspect of Canadian identity by articulating 
this presence of the past. However, the "dominant model of power- and 
interest-relations in all colonial societies/' argues Abdul R. Jan-
Mohamed, "is the manichean opposition between the putative superi
ority of the European and the supposed inferiority of the native."1 The 
dialogic character of the encounters presupposes duality, which in the 
following two novels assumes "manichean" proportions through the 
expression of hierarchies and polar opposites such as centre-margin, 
self-other, and good-evil. In Frozen Fire the encounter gives voice to an 
ideological stance which describes Western materialism and technology 
as conducive to an exploitation of people and nature carried out in the 
name of progress. This cultural critique of Western values finds a more 
explicit expression in Ring-Rise, Ring-Set through a polarization of two 
atomized societies. The novel formulates a recommendation for a society 
where rationality is balanced by human relatedness. Rather than con
firming prevailing ideology, the books call into question the legitimacy of 
Western superiority and dominance through a demonstration of i ts con
ceptual restrictions. 

"[A]ny genuine human growth," asserts Julius E. Heuscher, "goes 
hand in hand with a changing world design, and that, therefore, most 
worthwhile literary products must reflect this."2 In the present sample 

1 Abdul R. JanMohamed "The Economy of Manichean Allegory: The Function 
of R acial Difference in Colonialist Literature/' Critical Inquiry 12.1 (1985): 63. 

2 Julius E. Heuscher, A Psychiatric Study of Myths and Fairy Tales: Their Origin, 
Meaning and Usefulness, 2nd. ed. (Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thomas, 1974) 321-322. 
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the cultural clashes dramatize a dialogic interrogation of values and 
reversal of the manichean hierarchies which inform the initiatory 
experiences of the protagonists. It is through their discovery of existential 
alternatives that the formulation of the cultural and ideological con
clusions of the novels is carried out. The post-colonial perspective also 
implies a focus on the spatial aspect of Canadian identity, that is, the 
threatening northern landscape and the inhospitable climate which 
present a distinctly Canadian setting and a metaphoric framework ap
propriate for the exploration of existential alternatives. 

Episodic Heroism as Recognition Story 
Houston's Frozen Fire 

Assuming almost heroic proportions, the theme of t he adventurous quest 
is emphatically pursued in Frozen Fire.3 "The central fantasy of the 
adventure story," states John G. Cawelti, "is that of t he hero - individual 
or group - overcoming obstacles and dangers and accomplishing some 
important moral mission."4 The adventures and victories over death 
are constitutive parts of the sequential form of romance. Romance is 
"sensational," says Northrop Frye, in that "it moves from one dis
continuous episode to another, describing things that happen to 
characters, for the most part, externally."5 Thus, outer events tradition
ally illustrate character development in romance. As Cawelti explains, by 
"giving narrative emphasis to a constant flow of action, the writer avoids 
the necessity of exploring character with any degree of complexity."6 

3 James Houston, Frozen Fire: A Tale of Co urage (1977; Toronto: McClelland & 
Stewart, 1991). All references to the book are given parenthetically in the text. 

4 John G. Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance: Formula Stories as Art and 
Popular Culture (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1976) 39. 

5 Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance 
(1976; Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 47. 

6 Cawelti 19. 
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This tendency towards cliché can be explained by the symbolic require
ments of the genre, since a successful adventure story presupposes a 
protagonist that can be conceived in heroic terms. "The dangers in most 
Arctic tales/' observes Raymond E. Jones, "are tests by means of which 
characters prove their worth and establish their identities. As the 
Perilous Land, the Arctic is, thus, the land of heroic adventure."7 In 
this context a too complexly human characterization would jeopardize 
the function of t he formula as provider of empty matrices left open to be 
filled in by the reader's imagination. 

By reading Frozen Fire as romance and recognition story my discus
sion will focus on what Edward W. Said regards as the great topoi of 
colonial culture: the quest and the voyage into the unknown.8 The 
awareness of the doubleness of romance will necessitate an analysis of 
recognition on different narrative levels. The first level is represented by 
the face value of the story, the "realistic adventures" through which the 
protagonist's experiences prompt him or her to a recognition which 
brings about a change from ignorance to self-knowledge. The second 
level, the symbolic ritual of death-rebirth is interpretable through what 
Terence Cave in Recognitions calls the "annexation of recognition by the 
reader."9 In analysing these two intimately intertwined levels my pri
mary concern will be to show how the structure of the book prompts the 
gradual emergence of its ideological discourse. 

Build-up of polarization 

The protagonist of Frozen Fire, Matthew Morgan, has left Arizona in the 
company of his father, a prospecting geologist. They have gone to 

7 Raymond E. Jones, "Heroes in the Perilous Land: Pattern and Meaning in 
Arctic Fiction for Children/' Canadian Children's Literature 31/32 (1983): 30. 

8 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993) 
34. 

9 Terence Cave, Recognitions: A Study in Poetics (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988) 
197. 
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Montreal from where they intend to continue to Frobisher Bay, a remote 
Arctic settlement on Baffin Island. The story begins in an atmosphere of 
psychological tension, indicated by Matthew's loss of his mother and his 
father's precipitate departure from Arizona. The narrative energy of the 
book is engendered by the polarity between Matthew's world of reference 
and the Arctic world, a polarity qualified as hierarchal by its establish
ment of power positions. 

In the scene at the airport in Montreal a tone of cultural dissonance 
is clearly discernible, borne out by the inappropriateness of Arctic 
clothing and the encumbrance of equipment. Matthew's "Arctic boots 
squealed on the polished floor" (3) and he and his father saw "a little 
huddle of people struggling like themselves with Arctic gear" (4). The 
structural opposites of the novel are gradually taking form through an 
evaluation and attribution of qualities primarily carried out by 
Matthew's "gaze." As Perry Nodelman points out: 

Representations of those who can't see or speak for them
selves are and must always be engendered by outsiders -
those who can see and speak. According to Lacan's theory of 
the gaze, all such representations imply the right of he who 
observes and interprets to observe and interpret; he who can 
fix others in his gaze, and thus define who they are AS no 
more and no less than what he sees, has authority over 
them.10 

Matthew's ignorance tends to distort reality by fostering a fragmented 
view of the Arctic: 

He remembered again a colored photograph he had once 
seen of a polar bear crouching over its kill. In his mind's 
eye he saw the terrifying image of the white bear. It was a 
frightening vision that had troubled Matthew since the day 
his father said they would go together to the Arctic. (4) 

In addition to Matthew's prejudiced view of t he Arctic, there is a tinge of 
resignation in the description of the people preparing to go there. 

10 perry Nodelman, "The Other: Orientalism, Colonialism, and Children's 
Literature/7 Children's Literature Association Quarterly 17.1 (1992): 29. 
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Seemingly devoid of p ositive expectations at the prospect of going north, 
the waiting passengers are unable even to notice the beauty of the 
morning, "when the frosted east windows touched by the first rays of the 
early morning sun, flared like gold" (4). The "little huddle of people" in 
the departure hall illustrates a position of inferiority and dependence, 
mirrored by the implication of the word huddle, which suggests close
ness prompted by the intention of seeking shelter and protection. 

In spite of Matthew's reluctance to go north, his father's enthusiasm 
knows no limits, obsessed as he is by the idea of finding valuable 
minerals, preferably copper. He seems to be motivated by the same 
simple greed as the characters of Treasure Island (1883). His materialist 
and pecuniary penchant is further articulated by his comments that their 
"overweight is going to cost a fortune" (4) and "a helicopter eats money" 
(5). Travelling with three huge aluminium trunks, transom level and 
claim stakes, the "gazer's" intention is apparently not only to observe but 
to exploit the "gazee," an activity imperialist in essence. 

When boarding the plane, they have their first encounter with the 
Inuit population: "In front of them a nurse was helping a man on 
crutches" (5). In establishing the governing conceptual dichotomy the 
man on crutches may be seen as an emblem of the displaced cultural 
field of the Inuit. By connoting injury and loss of basic functions such as 
mobility and balance, the emblem symbolizes the "conceptual mutila
tion" and cultural depletion of Inuit culture carried out by the gradual 
encroachment of Western values and technology. The site of Inuit 
culture, the Arctic North, is conceptualized by the "gazers," Matthew 
and his father, in terms of negativity, self-interest, and undisguised love 
of adventure. 

Approaching their destination and with "civilization" left far 
behind, the passengers see that the Hudson Straits have "cracked into an 
enormous jigsaw puzzle of moving ice, with seawater as black as night 
glinting between each slowly grinding pan of ice" (9). This observation 
combined with their experience of the land as an "almost endless field of 
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snow" (9) invests the scene with an enigmatic quality and an element of 
threat simultaneously suggesting monotony and sterility. The icy 
runway and the subsequent landing difficulties attest to the dangers 
implied in the encounter with the Arcitc: "Suddenly, without warning 
the big plane lurched and skidded violently sideways, tipping its port 
wing" (11). The landing also brings to mind analogies with what 
Richard Terdiman has described as 

two symmetrical figures for representing the confrontation 
with the Other. These might be termed penetration (the 
forcible imposition of the dominator and of his discursive 
system within the dominated space) and appropriation 
(the consumption enforced by the dominator of what 
belongs to the dominated).11 

The aeroplane's descent into a long fiord may indicate penetration and 
the claim stakes connote intended appropriation. As Terry Goldie 
contends, "The image of the female as receiver of the male power 
provides an explicit opportunity for the white patriarchy to enter the 
land."12 By taking possession of the female land with the intention of 
using it for egoistic purposes, the act implies violation or rape. Seen from 
an ecological perspective this intrusion of Western technology articulates 
what Frye describes as "the main focus of guilt in Canada," that is the 
"rape of nature."13 

From the moment of arrival, Matthew's quest proceeds by virtue of 
his observations of the displaced culture and its "otherness." Through 
his friendship with an Inuit boy, Kayak, he embarks on a process of 
initiation within this new cultural field. While his father continues to fix 

11 Richard Terdiman, "Ideological Voyages: Concerning a Flaubertian Dis-
orient-ation," [sic] Europe and Its Others 1, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, Margaret 
Iversen, and Diana Loxley (Colchester: U of E ssex P, 1985) 32. 

12 Terry Goldie, Fear and Temptation: The Image of the Indigene in Canadian, 
Australian, and New Zealand Literatures (Kingston: McGill-Queen's UP, 1989) 65. 

13 Northrop Frye, "Sharing the Continent," A Passion for Identity: An 
Introduction to Canadian Studies, 2nd ed., ed. David Taras, Beverly Rasporich, and Eli 
Mandel (Scarborough, ON: Nelson Canada, 1993) 256. Originally published in 
Divisions on a Ground: Essays on Canadian Culture (Toronto: Anansi Press, 1982) 57-70. 
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others in a gaze characterized by indifference or inability to observe, 
Matthew's gaze is informed by a wish to learn. Representing a Western 
field of reference, he is able to relate to what he sees in an evaluative 
mode. His gradual understanding of the predicament of the displaced 
and alienated Inuit population is juxtaposed to his father's irresponsible 
"treasure hunt" ambitions. Kayak's description of his drunken uncle 
epitomizes the problem of Inuit alienation: 

"I don't know what makes him like that. When I was little, 
out at camp, he used to be the best hunter, best dog-team 
driver in this whole country. Now he lives here. He 
doesn't do anything. He's got no dogs, no rifle. He's just sad 
in the daytime and gets drunk when night comes." (39) 

The background of this alienation is didactically explained by Charlie, 
the Australian prospector who is a partner of Matthew's father: 

"Because suddenly the war came, and we flung a whole new, 
noisy, crazy world at them, and now we wonder why they 
have such trouble getting used to it. When this place, 
Frobisher, was being built, a lot of Eskimos gave up hunt
ing and stopped living off the land and came and helped us 
win the war at our request." (18) 

Hence, it is their cultural eradication and displacement that have led to 
the erosion of their sense of self. 

The values inherent in aboriginal culture, a prerequisite for survival 
in the precarious environment, have been superseded by an essentially 
materialist attitude to life. Through this change of view snowblowers, 
snowmobiles, helicopters and other "blessings" of technology, repres
enting what Allison Mitcham has referred to as "the destructive march of 
civilization and technological progress into the pure northern wilder
ness,"14 have been imposed on the aboriginal population. Not 
susceptible to the complexity of these issues, Matthew's father seems to 
be governed solely by his own materialist interests: "'Just the two of us, 

14 Allison Mitcham, The Northern Imagination: A Study of Northern Canadian 
Literature (Moonbeam, ON: Penumbra P, 1983) 86. 
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enough to eat, and a good warm place to sleep. What else could one want 
. . . except maybe about five million pounds of pure red copper at the 
current market prices!'" (22). The father's obsession with the treasure 
hunt and his apparent lack of interest in his son's school situation trigger 
a recognition within Matthew, which, structured by the narrative pattern 

of adventure romance, takes a sequential form of expression. Matthew's 
gradual exposure to Inuit values, for example his experience of the strong 
ties of Kayak's extended family and their material unpretentiousness, 
opens his eyes to certain connections. In the light of the warmth and 
consideration of Kayak's family, the desire for gain that prompts 
Matthew's father is brought into perspective. His materialist attitude 
seems to have resulted in an inner void, a lack of interest or under
standing for the relational needs of human beings, whereby empathy has 

been replaced by greed. The contrast in attitudes between the two fields of 
reference leads to Matthew's recognition of the existence of his own inner 
void, prompted by his father's departure on an expedition by helicopter: 
'The door closed and Matthew could hear the snow beneath his father's 
boots squeal in the bitter cold. Matthew waited, listening to the big house 
creak in the Arctic silence. He thought of his mother. He had never felt 
more lonely in his life" (49). 

Matthew's quest for identity is educational in essence in that it 
provides him with an increased depth of vision. His emotional reactions 
corroborate his recognition of the need for an assimilation of aboriginal 
cultural values into his own cultural matrix. By a change of perspective, 
seeing himself as "other," his ethnocentric view is deconstructed, a 
process through which Western values are seen to have caused the 
cultural depletion and loss of identity of t he Inuit. 

Circular journey and symbolic quest 

When Matthew's father and his friend Charlie fail to return from their 
expedition as a result of a massive Arctic storm, and the efforts made to 
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find them from the air seem in vain, Matthew and Kayak decide to set out 
on a secret search. The boys in their role as "dual hero/'15 represen
tatives of their respective cultures, bring about an inversion of the 
hierarchy of the two fields of reference in that Kayak is no longer a victim 
of displacement but rather in a position to apply the knowledge of his 
cultural field. What Cave describes as the "Greek notion of métis, the 
practical skill or cunning which enables man to survive in a hostile 
physical environment,"16 captures Kayak's heritage well. In this en
vironment, Matthew, on the other hand, is the one to be displaced, his 
role being that of the observer. The reversal of the hierarchy implies a 
position of inferiority for the "gazer" and a willingness to learn from the 
"gazee." Thus, together the boys embody what is active and know
ledgeable as well as what is passive, receptive, and supportive. This 
"composite hero" lends credibility to the prospect of a positive outcome 
of the adventurous quest, which, in Margery Fischer's formulation, 
involves dangerous action that "must be successfully encountered by 
heroes too young and inexperienced for . . . success to be guaranteed or 
even probable."17 

Matthew's separation is twofold. The first part, his departure from 
Arizona and subsequent arrival at Frobisher Bay, has brought about a 
partial acquaintance with Kayak's frame of reference and a subsequent 
recognition of the negative influence of Western civilization. Without 
parental support and confronted with the imperatives of an environment 

that does not tolerate weakness or thoughtlessness, the boys set out on 
the second part of Matthew's initiatory journey. At this point of the 
narrative, following the pattern of t he rites of passage of m ythic heroism, 
the search takes on a more symbolic value. Fuelled by the objective of 
finding the missing helicopter, the quest becomes an enlargement of life 
in its intensification of the physical and moral challenge. 

15 Margery Fischer, The Bright Face of Danger (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1986) 212. 

16 Cave 253. 
17 Fischer 51. 



98 

Frye's definition of the narrative pattern of romance illustrates well 
the development of this adventurous quest: 

The complete form of the romance is clearly the successful 
quest, and such a completed form has three main stages: 
the stage of the perilous journey and the preliminary 
minor adventures; the crucial struggle, usually some kind 
of battle in which either the hero or his foe, or both, must 
die; and the exaltation of the hero. We may call these three 
stages respectively, using Greek terms, the agon or conflict, 
the pathos or death struggle and the anagnorisis or dis
covery, the recognition of the hero.18 

As romance is inherently polarized, "everything is focussed on a conflict 
between the hero and his enemy," continues Frye, "and all the reader's 
values are bound up with the hero."19 The enemy in this case is con
stituted by the land itself and its wild animals. The climatic and 
environmental conditions prescribe courage and endurance, hence 
providing an arena for the display of heroism. The dangers and risks are 
part of the tests the dual hero will have to face. 

Kayak's métis, his practical survival skills (represented by his keen 
eyesight and his knowledge about the appropriate equipment), are 
essential for a successful quest. Out of necessity he has learnt how to 
estimate the quality of the ice and his orientation skills, inherited from 
his ancestors, enable the boys to continue. Kayak's unflagging commit
ment combined with his skills are juxtaposed to Matthew's displacement 
and subsequent disorientation in this new environment: "Matthew 
stared ahead, but saw nothing except a blank wall of drifting fog" (71). 
His insufficient physical strength and the gradual build-up of climatic 
threat, making him totally dependent on Kayak, evoke negative associa-
ions within him: "His muscles trembled with exhaustion and he hated 
the thought of the twisted frozen river hiding like a white serpent in the 
dark shadows of the mountains" (74). The hostile environment, this 

18 Northrop Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (1957; Harmonds-
worth: Penguin, 1990) 187. 

19 Frye, Anatomy 187. 
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"dead world where no creature moved or breathed" (76), threatens the 
boys" survival by claiming almost heroic behaviour. Kayak's indefatig
able educational activity, fuelled by his traditional cultural heritage and 
combined with his unerring practical skills, provides the driving force for 
Matthew to go on. A series of minor adventures and subsidiary tri
umphs, including a strenuous climb of a frozen water-fall followed by a 
blizzard and an encounter with an Arctic wolf, lead up to a crucial scene 
where Kayak falls into an icy canyon. Kayak's rescue is brought about by 
his friend's resolve, a fact that indicates a psychological turning-point for 
Matthew. As every "successful action hardens the adventurer's 
identity,"20 according to Paul Zweig, this event increases Matthew's 
self-confidence and points to the boys' reciprocal dependence on each 
other. 

The dual hero's physical struggle has now reached a decisive stage. 
Divested of most of their equipment and with the hostile environment 
closing in on them, the boys are confronted with a further deterioration of 
their precarious situation as "they, themselves, faced death" (100). Their 
continued quest involves an encounter with an old man living with his 
wife in a hole under the snow of the Arctic wastes, a situation which 
stands out as another representation of the displaced cultural field. The 
man is not only displaced like Inuit culture as a whole, but he has been 
ostracized even by his own people. His rejection of schools and medical 
care in Frobisher, originating in his explicit preference for a traditional 
life style, has resulted in what Tzvetan Todorov calls "a double 
exteriority."21 The old man's existential disposition is illustrated by his 
assertion that "1 only want the sun and the moon to tell me when to 
wake and sleep'" (106). As Mircea Eliade explains, "the man of the 
archaic and traditional societies . . . feels himself indissolubly connected 
with the Cosmos and the cosmic rhythms."22 Accordingly, the man 

20 Paul Zweig, The Adventurer (New York: Basic, 1974) 24. 
21 Tzvetan Todorov, The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other (New 

York: Harper, 1984) 249. 
22 Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return or, Cosmos and History, trans. 



100 

wears a dozen wristwatches, all with the hands pulled off, an act of 
protest against the "civilized" concept of time and the cultural im
poverishment caused by the alleged progress through technology. His 
underground room is cluttered with the waste of modern society. 
Echoing the American classic Julie of the Wolves (1972), reflectors from 
old military jeeps, metal grills from freezers, and coloured-glass bottles 
serve as monuments of the cultural devastation caused by the domi
nance of Western value standards. 

Frye regards romance as expressing "the passage from struggle 
through a point of ritual death to a recognition scene."23 The boys' 
descent into the Inuit wildman's underground house parallels the 
mythic hero's journey to the underworld. In this "land of death," the 
possibility is held out of rescue for the dual hero. Representing the 
underworld, a place of oracles and secrets, the wildman presents the 
boys with three gifts, a bow and arrows, a snow-knife, and instructions 
of how to get back home to Frobisher. The restorative visit and the gifts 
may symbolize rebirth as they enable the boys to continue with renewed 
confidence and strength. 

When they arrive at the "devil's kettle," a fast-flowing waterfall that 
never freezes, Matthew sees something shiny at the bottom. Simul
taneously with his discovery, a snowy owl swoops down. Its aggressive
ness, borne out by its curved talons "hooked as though to strike," and its 
ominous behaviour when "ruffling out its feathers as a threatening 
warning signal" (111), epitomize its symbolic role as prophetic bird and 
messenger of death. Representing Providence or Fate, the bird is invested 
with regenerative potential as well.24 As in Cinderella and Hansel and 
Gretel, providential birds are helper figures. Closely connected to the 
spiritual world, they demand to be approached with respect. The offence 
inherent in Matthew's attempt to shoot the bird with his laminated bow 

by Willard R. Trask (1954; Princeton, NY: Princeton UP, 1971) xiii. 
23 pryG/ Anatomy 187. 
24 Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess (London: Thames and 

Hudson, 1989) 322. 
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from the US Army store causes the bow to break. The failure could also be 
interpreted as another example of the inadequacy or inappropriateness 
of equipment produced by Western technology. The helicopter, the snow
mobile and now the bow all fail to function in crucial situations, leaving 
the protagonists to rely on Inuit moral values and survival skills. The 
snowy owl perching on an ice-block makes the ice beneath its talons 
begin to "flash and glow like flames in the dying rays of the Arctic sun" 
(112). This "fire" turns out to be caused by the nuggets of gold frozen into 
the ice-block. The context-dependent nature of all values is emphasized 
by the warning issued by the owl. Though being the epitome of fortune 
and wealth as well as the ultimate goal of Matthew's father, gold is also 
the colour of death.25 Prompted by greed, struggling along with his 
overload of gold, Matthew himself is a threat to their survival, as Kayak 
warns him: "'You make us go too slow. After tonight well have no food. 
You 11 kill yourself" (117). Since Kayak refuses to help carry the load 
Matthew reluctantly agrees to dumping it on the snow. 

"A threefold structure is repeated in many features of romance,"26 

explains Frye. The sequence of episodic events that constitute the heroic 
quest leads up to a climactic struggle. Looming in his mind's eye ever 
since his father's decision to go north, Matthew's terrifying image of a 
white polar bear suddenly materializes. This ferocious animal may be 
seen as a symbol of unconscious drives. Since it is by confronting inner 
and outer threats that the hero gains identity, Matthew's encounter with 
the bear also involves a confrontation with his inner fears. When moving 
in its natural environment, fulfilling its normal predatory function as 
part of nature, the bear is no longer invested with the distorted qualities 
of Matthew's dreams. Indirectly it even becomes a helper figure by 
providing the boys with the remains of a dead seal, thus bringing about 
not only the boys' survival but also Matthew's rebirth through inner 
growth. 

After two encounters with death symbolized by Kayak's fall into the 

25 Gimbutas 323 
26 Frye, Anatomy 187. 
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icy canyon and the dual hero's descent into the wildman's underground 
house, the third ritual death finds expression in the confrontation with 
the bear. Crouching on the ice to avoid being attacked by the bear the 
boys get soaking wet. The little ice cave they build from sheets of ice offers 
only crude shelter: '"It's just as cold in here/ said Matthew. 'We've only 
built a grave for ourselves"' (131). However, by using the seal's frozen 
heart as a lamp stove over which they roast seal meat, the boys manage 
to survive on the ice-pan. As the ice breaks because of the rising tides 
their shelter slips into the water as do their sleeping bags and pack. The 
prospect of death is symbolized by another appearance of the snowy owl 
and by the ice-pan assuming the shape of "a broken marble tombstone" 
(140). The boys' final return to life is achieved through measures taken by 
both of them. Preparing to die, Kayak had drawn a ring of seal's blood 
around their shelter. By attracting attention from the air, this ring and 
Matthew's flashing of a mirror from the snowmobile bring about their 
rescue by "a giant bird" (140), that is, Charlie's helicopter. Back in 
Frobisher the boys learn that Matthew's father, who set out on foot to seek 
assistance in the emergency because of a deficient rotor blade, had finally 
been picked up by Kayak's cousin on a snowmobile, another indication 
of the reciprocal dependence of the two worlds. 

Recognition 

Matthew's recognition takes the form of a heuristic process in that it is 
based on his own personal discoveries and experiences. By being forced 
out of his known world into the displaced world of the Inuit, he can 
relativize the values held by his father. The quest into the wilderness 
offers him a realistic demonstration of Inuit culture in practice, but it 
leads primarily to self-enlargement. He gains an increased sense of 
identity through the ordeals or, to apply Eliade's formulation, "only after 
having solved a series of desperately difficult and even dangerous 
situations; that is, after having undergone 'tortures' and 'death.'"27 The 

27 Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and 
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progression of Matthew's rite of passage is thus defined by his acts and 
the symbolism of death and rebirth. 

By requiring moral strength and physical endurance, the tests in the 
wilderness assume the form of a ritual of initiation into maturity that 
entails an enhanced sense of identity. Matthew finds a way out of his 
adolescent existential crisis in this rite of passage, which involves an 
element of growth by enrichment of his emotions and a stretching of his 
capacities. Kayak, on the other hand, in his role as culture hero, embodies 
the métis of his people, the timeless skills which illustrate what Jones 
calls, "the Inuit's profound understanding of his land/' which indicates 
that "his lack of the material benefits of white civilization has not made 
him inferior/'28 

In their almost archetypal roles as heroes, pursuing their quest 
according to the pattern of romance, the two boys become exemplary 
models of moral behaviour, courage, and resolve. As Fischer points out: 

The story-teller's role in society is, by tradition, to record 
events and celebrate people in such a way as to confirm 
and perpetuate codes of conduct which will benefit that 
society: conversely, the story-teller may be said to exist in 
order to prepare the way for change by criticising, deriding 
or contradicting currently established views.29 

It is through its narrative doubleness, tending towards the ideological 
and psychological, that romance ranges beyond its adventure frame
work. This also implies a shift towards the interpretive through the 
annexation of recognition by the reader, or what Cave calls "the point at 
which the reading of the 'plot' culminates in a grasping of total relations 
at an interpretative level."30 Thus, the formulaic pattern need not be a 
liability but rather an indication of the myth-related character of the 
genre. 

Rebirth, trans, by Willard R. Trask (1958; New York: Harper, 1965) 128. 
28 Jones, "Heroes" 36. 
29 Fischer 345. 
30 Cave 211. 
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Technology brought to its limits, as represented by the helicopter 
and the snowmobile, becomes an articulation of the vulnerability of a 
materialist society essentially based on a reliance on technological 
progress. The emotional sterility engendered by individualism and 
competition finds expression in Matthew's father's obsession with the 
hunt for treasure. Through their ordeals father and son have established 
a closer relationship, since the father seems to have realized the im
plications of his own acts: "T wanted to find copper so much I almost 
caused all of us to lose our lives'" (148). His experiences in the wilder
ness have obviously led to a change of attitude: "T decided then and 
there that if I got back alive, I would take some kind of a steady job; go 
back to teaching and settle down awhile, the way you've always hoped 
we would'" (147). The killing of the "dragon" of materialism, symbolic
ally implied in the boys' realization of the limited value of gold, the 
prime emblem of wealth and happiness in Western culture, points to the 
possibility of a conceptual rebirth for both Matthew and his father. At the 
same time, the ending of the book suggests that the treasure hunting will 
continue, a fact which indicates that, in spite of the insights gained 
through their ordeals, they are still to some extent the victims of the 
materialist view of their society and its reification of happiness. 

However, the ideological message of Houston's story is primarily 
conveyed by the denouement of the heroic quest. The final rescue of the 
boys and of Matthew's father is achieved through a linking of Inuit métis 
and white technology. This emphasis on the advantages of mutual 
cultural support through a joining of capacities between the two osten
sibly incompatible value systems equals a call for a harmonization of the 
values of the two worlds. 

Cultural critique through aboriginal values 
Hughes's Ring-Rise, Ring-Set 

With the northern landscape of a future Canada as the setting for her 
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novel Ring-Rise, Ring-Set, Monica Hughes also addresses the theme of 
survival.31 She brings the issue to a head through a dramatization of a 
deadly threat to our planet. A drastic change of climate is imminent in 
large parts of the world due to the presence of an opaque ring of particles 
round the equator possibly caused by meteor wreckage. This prevents the 
sun's energy from reaching the temperate and polar latitudes, resulting 
in a prolongation of the winters and an expansion of the existing 
glaciers. The threat of world-wide disaster is dramatized as a futuristic 
vision presenting "more of an abstract case/'32 in Hughes's phrasing, 
which is true insofar as it depicts the encounter between the conflicting 
value systems of two fictitious and stereotyped societies. Through this 
distinct polarization, the representation of the two worlds accordingly 
becomes emblematic. One world is the City in the Hill, the highly 
technological and ordered society of a group of scientists, "the Techs," for 
whom the main preoccupation is to find methods to prevent a new ice 
age. The other world, in stark contrast to the life style and ethos of the 
people in the City, is represented by the aboriginal "Ekoes" (a name 
which evokes associations to both Eskimo and ecology), who have 
reverted to their traditional nomadic life in the arctic wastes of Canada's 
far North. Totally unable to conceive of the extent of the impending 
danger, they try to explain the threatening situation by integrating it into 
their system of archaic beliefs. 

The dichotomy between these two disparate worlds finds its 
discursive expression in the novel. There is a dominant discourse 
generated through the value system and perceptual framework of the 
Techs' "civilized Western society" which is closely associated with 
rational order and technological supremacy. This hegemonic centrist 
system is continually interrogated by the Ekoes' low-key, peripheral 
counter-discourse. My aim is to demonstrate the cultural critique voiced 

Monica Hughes, Ring-Rise, Ring-Set (London: Julia MacRae Books, 1982). 
All references to the book are given parenthetically in the text. 

32 Raymond E. Jones, "The Technological Pastoralist: A Conversation with 
Monica Hughes/7 Canadian Children's Literature 44 (1986): 8. 
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by the dialogue between the value orientation of these two fictitious 
societies. The polarities of the two contending discourses can be seen as 
legacies of a colonial situation since the binary constriction implied in 
the juxtaposition of the dwellers in the "metropolis" with those on the 
"periphery" is substantiated by a counterpointing of two frames of 
cultural reference, one "enlightened" and rational and the other archaic 
and "barbaric." 

Liza Monroe, the young protagonist who lives in the City, becomes a 
catalyst or mediator between the two societies by spending ten months 
with the Ekoes. By her impulse to move away from what she experiences 
as sophistication and bondage in the City toward simplicity and freedom 
in the wilderness, she triggers a counter-discourse which manifests itself 
in the value orientation and collective wisdom of the Ekoes. Through its 
description of a movement away from the Western world as a source of 
salvation back to a world governed by native values, the novel relativizes 
the authority and stability of the dominant system. Hence, the counter-
discourse initiates the process of de-absolutizing the sign by demon
strating its intrinsic binarism, with the result that what has been 
considered to be absolute turns out to be relative. 

The discourse of the City in the Hill 

Beleaguered by the cold, the scientists of the City in the Hill are 
practically walling themselves in. A garrison mentality permeates life 
there, echoed by Liza's comment that she "knew no other home, and she 
hated it. It was like a prison" (3). But the circumscribing boundaries of 
imprisonment are also dictated by an institutionalized sanctioning of 
patriarchal power. "The masculine myth has always tried to perpetuate 
its power by feigning invisibility," argues Antony Easthope. "As soon as 
masculinity can be seen as masculinity, its power is challenged, it is 
called into question."33 It is by featuring a female protagonist con

33 Antony Easthope, What a Man's Gotta Do: The Masculine Myth in Popular 
Culture (1986; Boston: Unwin, 1990) 167-168. 
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fronting an expressly male-dominated society that Ring-Rise, Ring-Set 
achieves this visualization. Liza opposes the highly structured society 
with its clear dividing line between male and female duties, the women 
being in charge of cooking and cleaning while the men are "battling the 
cold" (3) that creeps relentlessly out of the north. The prevailing 
discourse of this society is informed by what Fredric Jameson has termed 
the "strategy of containment," which "allows what can be thought to 
seem internally coherent in its own terms, while repressing the 
unthinkable . . . which lies beyond its boundaries."34 Entrenched in 
their shelter, the people of the City try to exclude from their world the 
"hostile forces" represented by nature and the Ekoes. An internally 
coherent system of rules has thus been created, characterized by a freight 
of societal restraints and a repressive penal system. For Liza the whole 
organization exudes stasis and monotony due to the petrified value 
system based on old-fashioned sex-typing. The apparent unsusceptib-
ility of the inhabitants of the City to the beauty of the landscape as well as 
their indifference to aesthetic values such as music are accounted for by 
there being "no time for the arts, no time for anything but work" (11). 
Legitimised by the severe demands of the climatic emergency and the 
overriding goal to stop the expansion of the ice, the value system of the 
City in the Hill leaves no room for the satisfaction of personal needs, 
hence enacting a totalizing tendency. Liza's view that there is "nothing 
whatever to look forward to" (12) reflects her inability to find a viable 
path out of conformism or even of sustaining a vision of release from the 
strictures of the City. 

Quest for selfhood 

Liza feels an inner urge to escape the City, an urge which materializes as 
an adventurous trip into the wilderness. Her denied wishes and 
unresolved emotional conflicts with her parents have precipitated her 

34 precjric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic Act 
(London: Methuen, 1981) 53. 
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confusion about selfhood, which has finally developed into a crisis of 
identity. In pursuit of a dream through which she can hope to become an 
individual, she is longing to enter what Mitcham has called the terrible 
and cold "reservoir of enchantment/'35 After secretly sneaking out of 
the City she almost immediately perceives a pronounced affinity with 
nature and what Leslie Monkman describes as the "cyclical flow of 

continuing existence."36 In spite of the deadly cold of the approaching 
winter she runs across the grass, leaps over tussocks and stones and 
flings herself to the ground and lies gasping (2). The water is "sweet and 
living" and "the northern sky, a huge empty bowl, glazed blue-green, 
clean and flawless. Not a cloud, not a bird. Nothing but a going on for 
ever" (2). The whole scene illustrates Liza's wish to be included in a 
world unknown to the inhabitants of the City, excluded as they are 
through the assertion of the dominant discourse that there's "'nothing 
out there but cold and emptiness'" (13). Liza yields to an indefinable 
yearning to bring about a change in her stereotyped existence: "She 
wasn't going to turn into a typical housewoman, without an idea of her 
own. She was going to think her own thoughts, have her own adven
tures" (15). In the sense that she is neither selfless nor loyal to her society, 
Liza conforms to Zweig's definition of an adventurer, who "undermines 
the expected order."37 

Liza's quest for selfhood is psychologically prompted by her urge 
for change and personal development. If she is to evolve past adoles
cence she feels she must break the value domination of the male-voiced 
discourse of the City in the Hill. This dominant discourse with its 
orientation towards rationality instead of relatedness dictates inter-
human communication in the City as well as the inhabitants' relation
ship to the outer world. Liza's rebellious attitude, however, is not only 
caused by the obvious lack of relatedness in her society, but also by the 

35 Mitcham 17. 
36 Leslie Monkman, A Native Heritage: Images of the Indian in English-Canadian 

Literature (Toronto: U of T oronto P, 1981) 76. 
37 Zweig 35. 
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ineptitude of the dominant discourse to realize and acknowledge the 
rational capacity of women. The difficulty for the City dwellers to define 
and come to terms with this imbalance between rationality and 
relatedness is due to the hegemony of the dominant discourse. As 
Terdiman explains: 

The inherent tendency of a dominant discourse is to "go 
without saying." The dominant is the discourse whose 
presence is defined by the social impossibility of its 
absence. Because of that implicit potential toward auto
matism, the dominant is the discourse which, being every
where, comes from nowhere: to it is granted the structural 
privilege of appearing to be unaware of the very question of 
its own legitimacy.38 

Liza's subordination is taken for granted by her society, but instead of 
complying with the routines and rules of the City she follows her inner 
conviction. By opposing and destabilizing the dominant discourse she 
acts counter to what Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan, in their 
studies of young women's psychological development, have found to be 
almost the norm, that is "a giving up of voices, an abandonment of self, 
for the sake of becoming a good woman and having relationships."39 

Liza is definitely not prepared to give up her voice for the relational 
structures by means of which women are silenced and adjusted to 
merely supportive functions. Challenging the hierarchal inflexibility of 
the value system of the City, she prepares to cross the border between 
what she conceives to be the world of order and restriction and the world 
of f reedom and spontaneous feeling. At the same time the crossing of the 
border between civilization and wilderness is a self-affirming act of 
independence; she "goes beyond the dividing line to face death in order 
to live,"40 in Jack Zipes's formulation. 

38 Richard Terdiman, Discourse/Counter-Discourse: The Theory and Practice of 
Symbolic Resistance in Nineteenth Century France (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1985) 61. 

39 Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan, Meeting at the Crossroads: Women's 
Psychology and Girls' Development (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1992) 2. 

40 Jack Zipes, Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion: The Classical Genre for 
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Transition 

Liza wants to see life from a different angle, attracted by what she has 
heard about the Ekoes, the totally marginalized representatives of the 
"unthinkable." This forces her to leave the City in order to achieve 
renovation by entering the "alien context" which generates the counter-
discourse voiced by the Ekoes, the "exterior and remote other."41 Liza's 
redefinition of human values through a change of perspective is fuelled 
by the métonymie process of naming and renaming, a process made 
possible by the instability of the verbal sign. When the scientists set out 
on a regular expedition, she is hiding in one of the sleds with the inten
tion of being pulled by a snowmobile into the arctic wastes. She is ill-
equipped for the encounter with the wilderness as a decoding of 
métonymie continuity presumes familiarity with the prevailing condi
tions. Hence, Liza's fears when confronted with the new environment 
may be explained by her lack of "cultural literacy," as "signs always 
come linked together," according to Terdiman, implying an "inclusion 
within the sign of the vast stores of social knowledge."42 

In view of the desperation and innocence which seems to inform 
Liza's search for fulfilment, one would doubt whether she has a deeper 
understanding of the implications of her decision to leave the City. 
Unlike the rest of the inhabitants of the City, however, she displays an 
openness to change and a preparedness to relativize what is taken to be 
absolute in the City. By transcending the garrison mentality of her 
society, Liza hopes to come to terms with her social alienation caused by 
the insularity and the biased views of a society which has developed 
xenophobia through its marginalization of t he Ekoes. 

The polar opposition between the Techs and the Ekoes reflects what 
Stephen Slemon has described as a "dialectic operative in post-colonial 
cultures between inherited, sure, and constraining codes of imperial 

Children and the Process of Civilization (London: Heinemann, 1983) 30. 
41 Todorov 3. 
4^ Terdiman, Discourse 25, 30. 
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order and the imagined, precarious, and liberating codes of post-colonial 
'original relations'/'43 Enticed by these precarious and liberating forces, 
Liza's crossing of the boundary is attended by particular difficulties. 
Under the command of the dominant discourse and protected by the 
sled, its symbolic extension into the wilderness, Liza's ability to 
conceptualize the environment is dependent on the value system of the 
City. The marginalization of the outside world, carried out by the 
dominant discourse, entails a simplistic and distorted view of possible 
connections. Liza automatically relates snow to death: "The snow was 
death" (31) in this white and featureless northland. "She was a dot, a 
zero, in an illimitable expanse of snow" (32). Through her move from a 
position of centrality and familiarity in the City, into one of marginality 
and otherness in the wilderness, Liza's interpretive tools have become 
inadequate. Zweig pinpoints the problem when stating that "the 
adventurer's most serious obstacle is himself [herself]. The world extends 
before him [her] like a fabulous text. Only his [her] ability to 'read' it is in 
doubt."44 

In its capacity as interpretive community, the City has failed to 
provide Liza with the appropriate knowledge to enable her to com
prehend the interrelationship of things outside. The snow, ice, and cold 
connote a deadly threat to the inhabitants of the City, as do the 
marginalized Ekoes, a threat fuelled by prejudice and groundless fear of 
the other, "the savage hairy creatures, who could talk to animals and 
who lived under the snow" (17). This egocentric attitude has led to an 
incapacity to recognize the other's human identity. Seeing the environ
ment as the site of the strange and unknown fosters an illusion of the 
savagery and animal behaviour of the Ekoes, simultaneously denying 
the possibility of their possessing human qualities and cultural values. 
By investing the environment with an explicit quality of threat, the 
dominant discourse has included the Ekoes among the menacing factors. 

43 Stephen Slemon, "Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse/' Canadian-
Literature 116 (1988): 15. 

44 Zweig 24. 



112 

Their role becomes almost emblematic of this threat. The dominant note 
of Liza's description of the wilderness suggests an absence of positive 
values. Her sense of alienation and lack of control is borne out by her 
bewilderment and apparent inability to orientate herself in the feature
less landscape. The objectification of the Ekoes, caused by the deletion of 
their positive human qualities as indicated by the metonym "savages," 
has led to a dehumanization which makes Liza associate them with 
animals. 

When she sees one of the Ekoes outside the sled her immediate 
reaction is fear. "The creature had seen her now. It was facing her, 
waving its front paws menacingly. Did it smell her? Was she/bod?" (35). 
Instead of enabling her to see a chance of being assisted in her precarious 
situation, the encounter evokes associations to a bulky, dark and furry 
bear with "teeth and claws, enormous claws" (35). By taking refuge on 
the sled, the ultimate outpost in the wilderness of her world of r eference, 
this "blessed safety of the inside" (35), she makes a final attempt at 
saving herself, but she is lifted down by two furry paws, an event which 
in her state of shock causes her to faint. Liza's prejudiced view of the 
Ekoes informs her estimate of "the other-as-object, identified with the 
surrounding world," which constitutes a barrier to her understanding of 
"the other-as-subject, equal to the I but different from it."45 (They "lived 
in the uninhabitable land of ice" and "could turn themselves at will into 
animals and then back into human form;" they even "lived beneath the 
snow . . . ate meat and drank blood" [36]). Surrounded by unfamiliar 
sounds and smells, wrapped in fur and tied to a sled, Liza hopes that 
everything is just a bad dream. Her fear, energized by her disorientation 
in the inhospitable environment, is projected onto the Ekoes as the "bad 
object," whereby what is associated with fear becomes the cause and 
hence the target of that fear, a metonymy acting as a displacement of "the 
real object or the untranslatable object, or the emotion that looks for an 
object."46 

45 Todorov 247. 
46 Jill Matus, "Proxy and Proximity: Metonymie Signing/7 University of Toronto 
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The sled, pulled by "wolves," comes to a stop and a "pack of bear-
creatures" appear, "all standing on their hind legs and yipping shrilly" 
(37). A high-pitched scream from one of these "creatures" is followed by 
a woman's voice, "soft and so full of love and wonder that Liza's eyes 
shot open. . . . and Liza found herself staring into a woman's face, broad, 
brown, shining with grease and tears" (37). This outburst of feelings and 
display of personal concern by the woman stands in stark contrast to the 
emotional destitution of the City. Liza's realization of the humanity of 
the Ekoes constitutes the peripeteia of t he novel and a point of departure 
for her gradual immersion in the counter-discourse. With her fate 
symbolized by her fainting, she can be said to have gone "beyond the 
furthest limit of the culture itself, into wilderness, trance, or death,"47 as 
Zweig puts it. As her arrival is mistaken for the return of Iriook, a girl 
who had earlier disappeared, she can be said to be reborn through a 
forced change of identity. 

Interhuman communication 

Through Liza's metamorphosis the process of counter-discursive 
interrogation can begin. From a position within the new society of which 
she has now become a full member the dominant discourse is questioned 
by the new standards she encounters. In "their opposition to the 
dominant," explains Terdiman, "counter-discourses function to survey 
its limits and its internal weaknesses."48 My examination will attempt 
to elucidate the relative complexity of the polar opposites of Hughes's 
novel through an elaboration on the emblematic polarity rationality-
relatedness. 

The relational disposition of the Ekoes is necessitated by short-term 
objectives such as providing food and protection for all members of the 
group. On Liza's arrival, mistaking her for the missing Iriook, the Ekoes 

Quarterly 58.2 (1988/89): 314. 
47 Zweig 93. 
48 Terdiman, Discourse 68. 
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carry her into a snow house, where she is offered food. "Kidlak, sitting 
next to Liza, reached into the pot and fished out a big chunk of food. She 
held it out, an oddly anxious look in her eyes. 'Eat/ she pleaded" (40). 
Initially Liza reacts strongly to Kidlak's overwhelming scent of f ish and 
rancid oil and to the apparent lack of hygienic arrangements: "Hands 
dipped, shook off the excess gravy and pushed the chunks of food into 
mouths. Liza swallowed saliva. Fingersi" (40). The juxtaposition of the 
futility of the hygienic demands of the City with the warmth and care of 
the Ekoes highlights what Liza calls their "loving kindness". This 
natural will to share worldly goods and food with each other, powered 
by the urge to survive, ties the group closely together into a cooperative 
and egalitarian system, where the members through their individuality 
are indispensable parts of the whole. People share each other's lives as in 
an extended clan system based on affection and mutual respect. Liza, 
however, seems embarrassed when she is introduced to her three 
brothers and two sisters from the new family: "In the City a couple was 
allowed one child, and if it were healthy and had a high I.Q., then a 
second might be permitted. But five, never!" (41). Thus, the strict rules for 
family planning in the City are called into question through an act of 
"defamiliarization" brought about by the absurdity of these rules when 
considered within the "alien context" of the Ekoes. 

Since the primordial disposition is to survive, both friendship and 
hostility, love and hate are feelings prescribed by this society. It is 
considered equally reprehensible to be good to one's enemies as to be bad 
to one's friends. This fact accounts for the instinctual behaviour of 
Agaguk, the leader of the Ekoes. Accusing Liza/Iriook of having caused 
the death of the caribou he attacks her physically: "With a shriek Agaguk 
leapt across the circle to where Iriook huddled close to Kidlak, and 
caught her by the neck with two powerful wiry hands" (65). In a social 
relation informed by instinctual reactions, people remain essentially 
united, though, in spite of all discriminating factors, since the harsh 
environment, as Mitcham puts it, "demands the preservation of such 
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qualities as generosity, trust and loyalty as the price of survival."49 

The relatedness of the Ekoes' society is juxtaposed with the indi
vidualistic orientation of the society of the City in the Hill, where people 
are essentially separate in spite of a ll uniting factors. As Liza comments, 
"we did not live close and warm like this, but apart from each other. We 
did not touch each other much" (55). The inhabitants of the City seem to 
regard people as friends or enemies only in relation to the goal they strive 
for, that is, the destruction of the ring of particles. They are neither good 
to the former nor evil to the latter, as love as well as hate to them appear 
to be irrelevant and irrational feelings. This is borne out by the total 
absence of a ffection on Liza's return home to the City, when she receives 
"a cool kiss on the cheek" from her mother and "a pat on the shoulder" 
(84) from her father. The focus on the goal to stop the expansion of the ice 
by continuing to spray poisonous black spores on the snow, even at the 
cost of the extinction of the culture of the Ekoes, further attests to the lack 
of empathy in the City. 

Communication with nature and the spiritual world 

Daily life among the Ekoes, as experienced by Liza, is saturated with a 
sense of closeness, not only between human beings but also in their 
intimate communion with the land and the spiritual world. The Ekoes 
live in harmony with nature, having "the skills to bend to Nature and 
learn her ways" (120). Their relatedness to all living and non-living 
things, the bond between humans and nature, is explicitly expressed in 
the shaman's chant: "We are the caribou. . . . We are the land" (123). This 
concept permeates their attitude to the environment and results in a 
peace of mind based on unity with the elemental forces. The Ekoes' 
expertise for living rests on a reverence for the Arctic wilderness and an 
ability to take from nature without jeopardizing its balance. Informed by 
the idea of adaptation to the power of nature through knowledge, this 
view emphasizes the aspect of human beings as the "ecological 

49 Mitcham 19. 
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custodians" of the land. 
Spirituality underlies all aspects of existence, based on the belief that 

each creature and object in nature is an integral part of an overall design, 
part of the Great Spirit. In giving spiritual shape to nature, the Ekoes 
invest physical phenomena with mythical potential. Accordingly, the 
passing aeroplanes become spirit birds, Liza's sled a spirit nest and the 
ring of particles assumes its mythical form as "the Mouth of Paija," to 
give a few examples. Such inexplicable phenomena are regarded by the 
Ekoes as signs of the Great Spirit's discontent: "'Paija is angry/ Agaguk 
muttered, and no one denied it" (62). The origin of this conceptual 
pattern is to be found in the belief system of the Inuit. Jon C. Stott ex
plains: 

The traditional Inuit lived in a physically and spiritually 
dangerous and violent world. Both the weather and the 
animals they hunted could quickly bring death. Moreover, 
the spiritual beings who peopled the lands and seas could 
angrily turn on them for violating taboos.50 

When discussing with Master Bix, the leader of the Techs, Liza 
formulates the following conclusion after her return from the Ekoes: 
"The only real things are the People, the land, the caribou. Anything that 
doesn't fit into all that is explained as a kind of leaking over from the 
spirit world'" (93). In The Conquest of America Todorov describes the 
reactions of the native population to the arrival of the conquistadors as 
an attempt to "integrate it into a network of natural, social, and 
supernatural relations, in which the event thereby loses its singularity; it 
is somehow domesticated, absorbed into an order of already existing 
beliefs."51 This strategy of i ntegrating unforeseen events into an existing 
mythological system informs the Ekoes' reactions to the threats they are 
faced with, a method of dealing with the problem which turns out to be 
inappropriate in view of the seriousness of their situation. By favouring 

50 Jon C. Stott, "In Search of Sedna: Children's Versions of a Major Inuit Myth/' 
Children's Literature Association Quarterly 15.4 (1990): 199. 

51 Todorov 74. 
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what Todorov terms "paradigm over syntagm, code over context," 
improvisation as a means of countering the imminent danger is ruled 
out. This inflexibility or preference for "conformity-to-order" imposes 
restrictions on their "efficacy-of-the-moment,"52 hence emphasizing 
the vulnerability of the society of the Ekoes. 

The natural and spiritual co-exist for the Ekoes. The shaman acts as 
a connecting link between these two worlds by altering the Ekoes' state of 
consciousness, thereby enabling them to live in both worlds for optimal 

well-being. The communication with the spirit world maintains their 
intimate connection with the natural world through ritual and myth. But 
the myth of "the Mouth of Paija" not only attempts to explain the 
creation and existence of the ring of particles round the equator, but it 
also offers a moral lesson and an illustration of the evil consequences of 
selfishness. When Liza listens to the stories and myths of the Ekoes she 
realizes their ontological value: they are "history and religion and a 
sense of being important and belonging to each other and to the land " 
(57). 

In marked contrast to the Ekoes the Techs consider nature as 
something to be conquered or used for their own purposes. The idea of 
blackening the snow by spraying poisonous spores in order to attract the 
warmth of the sun is justified by Master Bix: "'It is only the caribou who 
get sick when they eat the moss and lichen that the black spores have 
infected. Only the caribou will die'" (104). This non-ecological view of 
nature as something to be manipulated is called into question by 
Namoonie, one of the Ekoes and Liza's husband-to-be. His assertion that 
the "'caribou have been here always. The Great Spirit put the caribou on 
the land so that the People would always have shelter and food and 
clothing'" (114) articulates the indigenous dependence and spiritual 
closeness to nature and the wild animals. The Techs' ignorance of the 
spiritual dimensions of nature is a result of their exaggerated belief in 
rationality: "There were no gods in the City, unless you chose to call 

^2 Todorov 87. 
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Science a god" (30). This lack of spiritual practices in the City in the Hill 
has its roots in the refusal of the rational Techs to realize that some 
aspects of reality might be beyond human control or comprehension. 
Master Bix declares that our "'way of life is purposeful. The Ekoes' is not. 
It is a dead end, Liza'" (103). Liza's own observations contradict this 
assertion, though. The Ekoes apparently acquire insight and guidance 
from their spiritual experiences which also promote a strong sense of 
connectedness. 

The Ekoes' concept of time further illustrates their dependence on 
communication with both nature and the spiritual world. Chronology 
has two dimensions, one linear and one cyclical, which could be 
symbolized by the arrow and the wheel respectively. The Ekoes conceive 
of time as cyclical and repetitive, approximating Todorov's description, 
"frozen in an unalterable sequence, where everything is always predicted 
in advance, where the singular event is merely the realization of omens 
always and already present."53 Hence, life and its events are viewed as 
a reassuring and predictable rhythm informed by seasonal change. A life 
not "paced by clocks" (48) also implies respect for life as a continuing 
experience where the past, the present and the future are intertwined. By 
retelling the stories and singing the songs, the inherent accumulation of 
wisdom merges with the knowledge of the present to form a cultural 
legacy for the future. In spite of the fact that interhuman communication 
among the Ekoes is informed by a mutual concern for survival, the 
aboriginal ability to cherish the present permeates their lives. The whole 
procedure of hunting and killing the caribou, the staple food of the Ekoes, 
forms a temporal whole from intention to final result, a procedure that 
cannot be rushed but requires both endurance and patience, as the 
activity itself takes precedence over time. In the City in the Hill, however, 
people are "governed by bells" (24). Time is considered to be linear, 
moving from past to present to future. Because time is measured in exact 
units the possibility of being able to fully "'enjoy the now'" (129) is 
precluded in that time takes control of the inhabitants' lives, imposing 

53 Todorov 86-87. 
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restrictions on their spiritual and aesthetic practices. The City becomes a 
one-dimensional society where people are cut off from communication 
with the land and their own inner worlds. 

Mutual deconstruction of discourses 

The dismantling of the false images and the debasement of concepts 
entertained by the people in the City vis-à-vis the Ekoes is carried out by 
the counter-discourse, thus pointing to the illusory claims of the domi
nant discourse to totality. But Liza's return to the City and her sub
sequent attempt to persuade the Techs to stop spraying the poisonous 
spores involve a change of vantage point which reverses the decon-
structive process. By addressing the primary concern of global survival 
through a two-way dialogue between these isolated and stereotyped 
societies in crisis, the novel demonstrates the limits and weaknesses of 
both value systems. The Techs' prioritizing of rationality and inventive
ness has produced an uncommitted and distanced attitude between 
people in the City, a lack of social competence which has led to Liza's 
alienation. The natural-scientific viewpoint of the City disregards the 
central human needs of relatedness by embracing values that neglect the 
inner lives of the inhabitants. But instead of presenting an idealized 
image of native life, the novel illustrates the shortcomings of the emo
tional and spiritual attitude of the Ekoes as well. Though governed by 
ecological and human concerns their paradigmatic and codified values 
and beliefs turn out to be inadequate in a situation which prescribes 
improvisation and adaptation to new existential conditions. 

Prompted by her urge for redefinition, Liza's encounters with the 
two disparate worlds have brought her to the end of her rite of passage 
into maturity: "Liza/Iriook felt a warmth grow inside her. She felt as if 
she were finally breaking out of a chrysalis to become whatever she was 
destined to be from the beginning" (129). Her quest for identity has 
resulted in an awareness of the destructive effects of xenophobia and an 
understanding of the arbitrariness of cultural values. A cultural critique 



120 

is transmitted by the ongoing dialogue, made possible by Liza's double 
role as Liza/Iriook, which implies familiarity with both discourses. With 
interhuman communication and the relationship to the natural and 
spiritual worlds as focal points, the counter-discourse foregrounds 
alternative values that provide Liza with a readiness to accept difference 
and new standards by which to measure the value orientation of the City. 
The cooperative and egalitarian system of the Ekoes epitomizes the 
standards through which the counter-discourse deconstructs the 
totalizing view of the dominant discourse. The emphatic message of the 
dialogue is articulated by the deconstruction of the false myth of progress 
entertained by modern Western society, according to which human 
development is regarded as synonymous with rational and technological 
advance. Simultaneously, a statement on the dangers of isolation and 
polarization in society between cultural groups is formulated through a 
demonstration of how xenophobia causes communicative collapse. By a 
reversal of focus, the deconstructive process works two ways by illumi
nating the weaknesses of both systems. When talking to Namoonie she 
characterizes the Techs' way of living: "Tt is not better than yours or 
worse. Only different'" (120), an expression of the relativity of human 
value systems. Ending on a pragmatic note, Liza's quest points to the 
necessity of finding a synthesis of the polarities rationality and related-
ness, symbolically borne out by her eventual marriage to Namoonie. 
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Chapter Five 
VICARIOUS RITES OF PASSAGE 

The rite of passage from adolescence to adulthood involves for the 
individual one of the most overwhelming and drastic changes in life. In 
our modern multifaceted society young adults are left with little 
guidance at this crucial stage in their development. The complexity of 
contemporary society and the gradual decrease in institutional authority, 
declares Rollo May, mean that "[e]ach one of us is forced to do delibe
rately for oneself what in previous ages was done by family, custom, 
church, and state, namely, form the myths in terms of which we can 
make some sense of experience."1 The absence of initiatory rites in 
modern society and the prolongation of t he interim period between child 
and adult are factors that have further accentuated this predicament. It 
might be argued that graduation from school, reaching the drinking or 
voting age, or acquiring a driver's license mark a transition to adulthood, 
but the initiatory value of these events cannot compare to the ontological 
instructions given in archaic rites. In our times of value relativity and 
existential disorientation, young people are thus compelled to find their 
own models to identify with, whether they are to be found in real life or 
in the worlds of television or literature. 

In Mircea Eliade's view, the adventures of the heroes or heroines in 
fairy tales and medieval romance are "almost always translatable into 
initiatory terms/'2 an observation that is also applicable to the modern 
Canadian adventure story. Eliade ascribes the popularity of the 
Arthurian legends to their initiatory function. They were essential to the 
medieval "consumers'' of romance by furnishing their imagination with 
initiatory scenarios, which may be seen as expressions of "a psycho-

1 Rollo May, The Cry for Myth (New York: Norton, 1991) 29. 
Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and 

Rebirth, trans, by Willard R. Trask (1958; New York: Harper, 1965) 126. 
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drama that answers a deep need in the human being."3 As initiation 
is a basic existential experience, he says, "it is always possible to revive 
archaic patterns of initiation in highly evolved societies/'4 Hence, 
Eliade finds it natural for modern human beings to seek to satisfy this 
need "by reading certain books that, though apparently 'secular/ in fact 
contain mythological figures camouflaged as contemporary characters 
and offer initiatory scenarios."5 In adventure romance these archaic 
patterns are kept alive as representations of initiatory motifs, which, like 
life itself, involve losses, crises, ordeals, symbolic deaths and rebirths. As 
John F. Specht explains, this "may not be the well-planned, ritualistic 
guidance imparted through initiation ceremonies, but it illustrates the 
usefulness of literature to someone, especially an adolescent who is 
searching for answers. "6 

The didactic features of literature for children and young adults 
have often been considered almost a generic characteristic, a view borne 
out by Zohar Shavit's categorical statement that "children's literature is 
not regarded as part of literature, but more as part of the educational 
apparatus."7 However, the adventure story does have an escapist 
function as well since it provides a controlled arena in which the reader's 
fascination with hazardous quests and successful struggles can be 
satisfied. Yet, according to Paul Zweig, the dismissal of adventure by 
modern society as a largely "entertaining but minor experience" is based 
on our willingness to "tempt the gods" through what he terms "the 
arrogance of our cultural values."8 When degrading adventure to mere 
entertainment, important traditional generic dimensions are overlooked 
or undervalued. Emphasizing the ancient origin of the genre, Zweig 

3 Eliade 126. 
4 Eliade 131. 
5 Eliade 135. 
6 John F. Specht, An Examination of the Rites of Passage in Selected Adolescent 

Novels, diss., U of Northern Colorado, 1982 (Ann Arbor: UMI, 1986) 16. 
7 Zohar Shavit, The Poetics of Children's Literature (Athens: U of Georgia P, 

1986) 35. 
8 Paul Zweig, The Adventurer (New York: Basic, 1974) vii. 
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observes that the "most widespread stories in the world are adventure 
stories, about human heroes who venture into the myth-countries at the 
risk of their lives, and bring back tales of the world beyond men."9 

Inherent in these tales from the "myth-countries" is an instructive 
dimension engendered by their metaphorical potential. 

"Fictions are for finding things out," asserts Frank Kermode, "and 
they change as the needs of sense-making change."10 This accounts for 
the decline of the adventure story written for adults, a genre associated 
with the frontier days, and the demise of its role as upholder and 
transmitter of cultural values. Literary fictions, he continues, "are not 
subject, like hypotheses, to proof or disconfirmation, only, if they come to 
lose their operational effectiveness, to neglect."11 The contemporary 
appeal of the Canadian adventure story for adolescents repudiates any 
such suggestion of loss of operational effectiveness. The analogy between 
what is experienced through these fictitious adventurous quests and 
what is implied in a young person's authentic development towards 
maturity, involving periods of transition through confrontations with 
inner and outer challenges, makes adventure romance ideal for the 
purpose of representing vicarious initiatory experiences. 

The universality of the experience of maturation and the need for 
guidance offer a partial explanation of the thematic and structural same
ness of much adolescent fiction. Margery Fischer argues that in "the 
widest sense any adventure story is educational. Whatever the relative 
importance of action and character, there will be some direction towards 
an implied statement about human behavior."12 The discursive 
analyses in the foregoing chapters, essentially concerned with "human 
behavior," demonstrate how the quests for identity signify beyond the 

9 Zweig vii. 
10 Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of F iction (1967; 

London: Oxford UP, 1973) 39. 
11 Kermode 40. 
12 Margery Fischer, The Bright Face of Danger (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 

1986) 346. 
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surface level of the first system through the import of the "implied 
statements" conveyed by the psychological and ideological discourses. 
Elaborating on the "mythical" dimensions of adventure romance, I shall 
examine how the archetypal narrative pattern of the monomyth gains 
significance as a vicarious rite of passage by offering the hope of c hange 
for the reader through the depiction of the end of one phase of life and the 
beginning of another. 

Mythical intentions 

The narrative progression of adventure romance describes a movement 
of ritualistic change and development. According to Northrop Frye, 
"essentially the whole human action depicted in the plot is ritualized 
action."13 This ritualization is carried out through the application of the 
sequential form of the monomyth: separation-initiation-return. The first 
system, which equals the summarized narrative of the rite of passage, 
i.e., the ritualistic pattern of outer events as distilled into the unit of the 
monomyth, constitutes what Barthes regards as a semiological chain. 
Through this chain the conventional story pattern is endowed with 
narrative face value and meaning. In its condensed form it could be 
described as a rite of passage, with misfortune and separation, initiation 
through adventures, and a life-enhancing return as focal points. This 
structure of romance, characterized by a narrative moving from episode 
to episode, is metonymical in essence as it constitutes a horizontal chain 
of contiguity. By means of this syntagmatic quality of the pattern, the 
vertical moves along the metaphorical axis are directed back to the 
coherent perspective of the metonymical axis. The view of r itual as myth 
in action obliquely suggests that the ritualistic character of these quests 
for identity allows them to work on a deeper symbolic level. Frye's poetic 
description of this phenomenon emphasizes the importance of a 
formulaic first system: "The sense that more is meant than meets the ear 

Northrop Frye, The Secular Scripture: A Study of the Structure of Romance 
(1976; Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1982) 56. 
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in romance comes very largely from the reverberations that its familiar 
conventions set up within our literary experience, like a shell that 
contains the sound of the sea."14 The genre-specific polarity between 
two worlds generates the narrative doubleness that allows the Canadian 
wilderness to supply the "alien context" through which signifier s may 
be invested with new meaning. Frye describes this doubleness of 
romance: 

This principle of action on two levels, neither of them cor
responding very closely to the ordinary world of experience, 
is essential to romance, and shows us that romance presents a 
vertical perspective which realism, left to itself, would find it 
very difficult to achieve.15 

The capacity of romance to convey existential instructions in symbolic 
form is dependent on the "ultra-signification"16 of the genre. Conse
quently, myth thrives on the double system of romance which makes 
possible a "vertical" signification beyond the first system, produced 
primarily by metaphor and analogy. 

As "myth is speech stolen and restored,"17 an act of appropriation 
is carried out. The restoration of the narrative pattern of romance by the 
young-adult adventure story provides the vehicle for the ultra-significa-
tion of the rites of passage, a signification which is the myth itself. In 
their depiction of possibilities for psychic growth and societal change, 
the myths of the second-order system demonstrate a universalizing 
tendency, but at the same time their existence is elusive since they are 
dependent on an interpretative act to materialize. This act is culturally 
conditioned by the needs of the reader and carried out within the 
ideological framework of contemporary Western society. 

14 Frye 59. 
15 Frye 49-50. 
16 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans, by Annette Lavers (1957; London: 

Vintage, 1993) 133. 
17 Barthes 125. 
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Discourse of Psychic Growth 

When describing the nature of myth as a condition of an interpretative 
act, the semiological view of myth as a mode of signification is fore
grounded. Romance helps to make the interior exterior as it often 
deliberately, in Frye's phrasing, "descends into a world obviously related 
to the human unconscious."18 This descent engenders the psychologi
cal discourse that describes the psychic growth of Mike in the Hunter in 
the Dark and of Kungo in The White Archer. Like the forest in fairy tales, 
the wilderness of adventure romance provides the symbols for the 
representation of the unconscious, since archetypal birds, animals, and 
nature itself are invested with psychological value, as are the dangers 
encountered by the heroes and heroines. In its demonstration of the 
interchangeability of the outer and the inner worlds, adventure romance 
enacts the role of mediator between these two levels, a process in which, 
as Eric Gould points out, the "archetypal motif becomes a triggering 
device for interpretation which will lead us to some understanding of the 
absent element in knowledge."19 In consequence, the "exterior" quest 
motif can be said to trigger the reader's interpretation of the "interior" 
psychological development described by the second-order discourse. 
From a Jungian perspective one could point to the trans-rationality of 
myth, which implies that interpretation of myth is to a great extent 
carried out unconsciously. 

The existential crises experienced by Kungo and Mike are described 
by the first system as caused by Kungo's loss of family and Mike's 
contraction of leukemia. The second-order system amplifies this descrip
tion by characterizing the situation as a split or separation between the 
inner and outer reality of the protagonists, and a loss of their earlier sense 
of wholeness. Their extreme misfortune, compounded by their inner 
turmoil, are narrative elements the reader can easily identify with. 

18 Frye 57. 
19 Eric Gould, Mythical Intentions in Modern Literature (Princeton: Princeton 

UP, 1981) 69. 
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Kungo's objective of becoming an archer and Mike's wish to hunt down 
a deer are paralleled by their "second-order" striving for inner recon
ciliation. "In identity stories," explains James Roy King, "the actor 
begins to tap power sources deep within himself/herself."20 In order to 
come to terms with their frustrating conditions, the protagonists set out 
on quests for identity, subjecting themselves to a series of ordeals that 
equate the second-order inner challenges. Kungo's obsession with 
revenge and Mike's fear of dying prompt a process of inner growth 
which finds expression in the psychological discourses of the second-
order system. The readers learn that it is by realizing earlier unknown 
dimensions of their personality that the inner development of the 
individual is made possible. The implied message is that there is no easy 
solution to the problem. 

"The passage of the mythological hero," argues Joseph Campbell, 
"may be overground, incidentally; fundamentally it is inward - into 
depths where obscure resistances are overcome, and long lost, forgotten 
powers are revivified."21 Accordingly, the rites of passage imply a tran
scendence of the earlier stages of confusion and alienation, caused by the 
protagonists' limited awareness of the psychological ramifications of 
their existential crisis. When embarking on the inner path towards 
transformation, a return to a state of wholeness is the implicit goal. The 
attainment of this inner goal is represented by the first system as a scene 
of recognition, such as when Mike arrives at an understanding of death 
as a natural part of life and Kungo resists his inner urge for revenge. 
"More specifically," suggests Roy King, "'individuation' refers to a 
determined effort on the part of the individual to integrate the conscious 
or rational parts of the personality with the shadowy or unconscious 
elements so that 'all the possibilities immanent in the individual' might 
be realized."22 The lesson to be drawn is that, in spite of the frightening 

2^ James Roy King, Old Tales and New Truths: Charting the Bright-Shadow 
World (Albany: State U of New York P, 1992) 113. 

21 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949; Princeton: 
Princeton UP, 1973) 29. 

99 Roy King 114, including a quotation from June Singer, Boundaries of th e Soul: 
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perspective, one must confront the shadowy elements within in order to 
achieve existential harmony. 

The symbolism of death-rebirth plays an important role in the 
illustration of the positive outcome of this inner process. Mike's 
experience of a state of i nvisibility and Kungo's descent into the belly of 
the whale are both symbolic representations of a transition into the 
domain of the unconscious through a symbolic death. The description of 
Kungo's rite of passage is primarily informed by archetypal imagery 
through which his maturation finds its externalized textual expression 
in the initiatory ritual of learning to become an archer. Mike, on the other 
hand, sets out on his inner quest with nature itself enacting the role of a 
guiding force. He is gradually led towards an inner reconciliation, which 
for him, as well as for Kungo, implies a recognition which triggers the 
feeling of being reborn as a new person of inner balance and maturity. 

The circular pattern of Hunter in the Dark and The White Archer, this 
move from unconscious perfection or innocent wholeness to conscious 
imperfection, or a split between the outer and inner worlds followed by a 
return to conscious perfection or harmonious wholeness, dramatizes 
essential human experiences in the process of individuation. "These 
ongoing cycles of loss of b lissful harmony, existential anxiety or despair, 
and new integration seem to reflect/' argues Julius E. Heuscher, "the very 
pulsation of life and lead to new levels of consciousness."23 Relying on 
the narrative pattern of romance, the "language" of the stories becomes 
rich in psychological insight by translating inner realities into concrete 
images and events. It is primarily by presenting a model for inner 
development that the psychological discourses of the second-order 
system may offer a reassuring feedback to the reader's quest for individ
ual identity. 

The Practice of Jung's Psychology (New York: Doubleday, 1972) 140. 
23 Julius E. Heuscher, A Psychiatric Study of Myths and Fairy Tales: Their 

Origin, Meaning, and Usefulness, 2nd. ed. (Springfield, IL: Thomas, 1974) 196. 
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Discourse of societal change 

The "identity between individual and social quests has always been 
latent in romance/'24 states Frye. This means that the identity quests of 
Matthew in Frozen Fire and of L iza in Ring-Rise, Ring-Set have a bearing 
on the predicament of society itself. "In romance," Frye points out, "it is 
much more frequently the individual, the hero or heroine, who has the 
vision of liberation, and the society they are involved with that wants to 
remain in a blind and gigantic darkness."25 Thus, the quests for identity 
described in the selected books deliver their messages to the reader not 
only through a discourse of inner psychological development but also 
through an ideological relativization of societal priorities. Frye postulates 
that there is not only "an inner model" but also a "social vision to be 
created out of our 'lower' world experience."26 The two protagonists, 
Liza and Matthew, act as catalysts through whose observations and 
recognitions the juxtaposed value systems are filtered down to a "social 
vision" that can be read as a suggested "rite of passage" for Western 
society itself. 

The dialogic positions of Ring-Rise, Ring-Set and to some extent of 
Frozen Fire involve an emblematic juxtaposition of rationality with 
relatedness. The one-sidedness of modern society, causing "the tunnel 
vision of consciousness and its over-rationality,"27 in Sibylle Birk-
häuser-Oeri's phrasing, is laid bare through a process of dialogic inter
rogation. It is carried out by the otherness of the indigenous world, 
encouraging the protagonists and the reader to judge their world by the 
standards offered by this alien context. The use of the native population 
as a source of knowledge establishes a link to the past through which the 
archaic elements of these modern myths are accentuated. In this way the 
present is connected to the past, and by formulating a cultural critique 

24 Frye 58. 
25 prye 139 
26 Frye 184. 
27 Sibylle Birkhäuser-Oeri, The Mother: Archetypal Image in Fairy Tales, trans, 

by Michael Mitchell (1977; Toronto: Inner City Books, 1988) 44. 
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the stories point to the future through their prescriptive strategies which 
focus on values that are considered of subordinate importance in con
temporary Western society. In the quest for an understanding of the, at 
times, chaotic experiences of adolescence, the reader is told not only what 
life is, but also what life could be. In the fairy tale mode discussed by Jack 
Zipes, the books "provide and reflect upon the cultural boundaries 
within which the reader measures and validates his or her own identi
ty/'28 The paradigm of Western culture is called into question through 
the juxtaposition with a world where people feel more like links of a 
chain than pawns in a game. 

The limiting cultural boundaries of W estern society may be defined 
in terms of a belief in rationality, technology, and materialism as the 
criteria of human development. These priorities have led to a split 
between rationality and relatedness and the subsequent existential crisis 
of modern society. "The human intellect has contributed greatly to man's 
separation from nature and has led to a gigantic technologic chain reac
tion causing human presumptuousness (hybris) and megalomania/'29 

contends Heuscher. The social vision is formulated by the initiatory 
encounters with the value system of the indigenous world. "The 'simple 
society' does not allow the intellect to lead," asserts Terry Goldie, "and 
thus maintains the balance of mind and body and the integration of 
mind/body/nature, unlike the white technology which attempts to 
situate mind over both body and its larger self, nature."30 Through its 
emphasis on relatedness it demonstrates a way from separation and 
split towards a possible return and restoration of b alance for society. By 
adopting a holistic view, a "healing" of the split can be achieved. Hence, 
the recommended "rite of passage" for society highlights the value of 
human interrelatedness, close connection with nature, and a working 

28 Jack Zipes, Fairy Tales and the Art of Subversion: The Classical Genre for 
Children and the Process of Civilization (London: Heinemann, 1983) 55. 

29 Heuscher 209-210. 
30 Terry Goldie, Fear and Temptation: The Image of the Indigene in Canadian, 

Australian, and New Zealand Literatures (Kingston: McGill-Queen's UP, 1989) 36. 
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relationship with the unconscious. The ideological discourse prescribes 
that it is by rediscovering these qualities of t he indigenous life that Liza's 
and Matthew's societies may arrive at a new sense of wholeness. A 
reversal of the manichean oppositions can be said to have taken place, 
since the "putative superiority" is represented instead by the native 
world and the "supposed inferiority" by the Western world. 

The myth of oneself 

As my analyses in chapters three and four have shown, the initial 
disorientation or alienation of the protagonists gradually develops 
towards a drastic shift of attitude. By being separated from their 
frustrating situation they finally arrive at a definition of their problem 
and a recognition of how to solve it. The frequent use of this pattern in 
Canadian young-adult literature can be explained by its value as a kind 
of iconographie representation of the process of positive development. 
The semiotician Maria Corti points out that a literary genre offers an 
"initial physiognomy" which "conditions the sign quality of the 
characters, the themes, the motifs."31 This means that the genre-specific 
qualities of adventure romance raise certain positive narrative expecta
tions within the reader. Through its initiatory character and anticipated 
narrative pattern the fabula of the first system catches the reader's atten
tion by holding out the promise of inner growth and of a reassuring 
closure to the adventurous quest. Through self-abandonment to the 
adventure story young-adult readers are allowed to leap out of time into 
a world of risk and violent action that will enable them to experience life 
symbolically as a series of struggles with death. But "it is only in 
initiation," Eliade points out, "that death is given a positive value."32 

By means of the reassuring connotations of symbolic death and rebirth 
the initiatory scenarios contribute to creating an optimistic attitude 

31 Maria Corti, An Introduction to Literary Semiotics, trans, by Margherita Bogat 
and Allen Mandelbaum (1976; Bloomington: Indiana UP, 1978) 117. 

32 Eliade 136. 
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within the reader to the problems implied in the coming-of-age process. 
The formulaic character of adventure romance seems, indeed, to be a 
prerequisite for its supportive function, performed through the 
embodiment of experiences relevant to the readers. 

With metamorphosis as the implied result of the rite of passage, its 
beneficial outcome is guaranteed by the intertextually engendered 
authority of the ritualistic pattern itself. The rite becomes a sort of 
enactment of gestures that illustrate transcendence to a state of greater 
knowledge and maturity. The main characters, though culturally re
modelled as modern youths, are emblematic representatives of heroism. 
By facing danger, the adventurer, contends Zweig, "pokes holes in the 
walled city, and we breathe more freely for having seen that it is possible 
to do so, for someone, though not for us/'33 Their emblematic qualities 
offer a wide framework for the readers' personal inferences and specula
tions, as they know that they can safely leave themselves in the hands of 
the hero or heroine to be guided to new insights and experiences beyond 
themselves. "A fictional text provides a scenario," postulates Antony 
Easthope, "one with points in which he or she will identify themselves 
so that the imaginary story will perform an act of wish-fulfilment in and 
for the reading subject."34 It is primarily by supplying these points of 
identification that adventure romance is of value to the adolescent. The 
near-death experiences of the protagonists extend the parameters of what 
is endurable human suffering, and their encounters with disparate con
ditions of existence, characterized by the contrast between harsh outer 
climatic circumstances and inner relational warmth and concern, 
relativize readers' values. 

Through a change of perspective the transition to the other world 
turns out to provide a status change for the protagonists. In consequence, 
"the quest romance takes on a spiral form," notes Frye, "an open circle 
where the end is the beginning transformed and renewed by the heroic 

33 Zweig 60. 
34 Antony Easthope, Literary into Cultural Studies (London: Routledge, 1991) 

68. 
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quest."35 The lesson to be learnt is that, in spite of obstacles that seem 
all but insurmountable, there is most often a solution for the individual. 
By venturing into the unknown the young adults are equipped with 
knowledge and energies through which they will be guided on their way 
to maturity. 

May points out the importance of childhood events, whether ex
perienced in reality or through fiction, for the creation of a self-image.36 

Serving as a source of events and characters to relate to, the modern 
adventure story with its consoling narrative pattern and supportive effect 
on the reader, may be characterized as a guiding fiction. The distilled or 
summarized narrative with its meaning "relieved of i ts fat," manifests its 
mythical qualities when fleshed out with the readers' hopes and ex
pectations concerning their own lives. Through the metaphorical im
pulse these projections may turn into an exemplary model of individual 
development. "As we have seen," Frye points out, "the message of all 
romance is de te fabula: the story is about you."37 

The influence of l iterature on the individual's development of iden
tity can be seen as an experiencing of t he private adventures of the mind. 
This view of literature as a tool for investigating one's own self finds 
further support in Kermode's comment that "the instrument of change is 
the human imagination."38 The credibility and authenticity of the 
ordeals and challenges encountered during the rites of passage are of less 
importance to the function of the stories. "The child should not 'believe' 
the story he [sic] is told; he should not disbelieve it either, but send out 
imaginative roots into that mysterious world between the 'is' and the 'is 
not' which is where his own ultimate freedom lies."39 

By encoding experiences relevant to most people, medieval romance 
maintained its position, as did the adventure stories informed by the 

35 Frye 174. 
36 May 69. 
37 Frye 186. 
38 Kermode 31. 
39 Frye 166. 
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dreams of British imperialism, written by Rider Haggard, John Buchan, 
and Rudyard Kipling. "Every era applies its own reading codes, its 
changed vantage points/' states Corti, and "the text continues to accu
mulate sign possibilities which are communicative precisely because the 
text is inside a system in movement."40 Consequently, the signifying 
possibilities of the formulaic patterns are culturally conditioned as 
genres are more linked to their socio-cultural context than are single 
works. The possible function of the myth of oneself originates in the 
generic potential for narrative amplification through which the reader's 
need for an articulation of vital psychological realities and the analogous 
need for modern society to integrate long lost values are thrown into 
prominence. 

It is primarily by their representation of adventure as an initiatory 
experience that the selected stories, and possibly the genre as a whole, 
enact their role as vicarious rites of p assage. With their generic potential 
to satisfy the need for vicarious initiation the books examined offer a 
codification of the process of maturation. By leaving the field open to the 
private adventures of the reader's mind they encourage identification, 
wish-fulfilment, and the formation of what Heuscher has called the 
"basic blueprints for his [sic] own evolution."41 I argue that these 
stories for young adults fulfil a compensatory function by providing 
ritualized transition rites. Through their conformity of patterns they 
encourage a positive attitude to the difficulties and identity problems that 
have to be encountered during adolescence. The narrative skeleton of the 
monomyth, with its ritualization of action, guarantees a return, a status 
change followed by a new beginning. The sameness of adventure 
romance is therefore a precondition for its generic authority. By respond
ing to the needs of i ts targeted readership of a dolescents it may lead to a 
higher degree of self-knowledge and a definition of contemporary 
human concerns. Young-adult readers learn that identity is gained in 

40 Corti 5-6. 

41 Heuscher 386. 
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relationship with other human beings and with the surrounding world, 
but also through a recognition of the important role played by the un
conscious in the process of human growth. The symbolic potential of 
romance invites the psychological and ideological readings of the stories 
while simultaneously promoting the "myth of oneself" by alleviating the 
anxieties of the reader and by imparting a social vision of a better world. 
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Centring my examination of Canadian adventure romance on a repres
entative selection of young-adult fiction by James Houston and Monica 
Hughes, I have demonstrated the structural and thematic similarities of 
the genre and its parallels to mythological adventure and ancient rites of 
initiation. The conclusions I have drawn are pertinent to much of these 
two authors' fiction but also to adventure romance in general and to 
some degree to the related genres of fantasy and science fiction, genres 
which are often structured by the narrative conventions of the quest and 
the polarization of two worlds. My analyses have sought to validate the 
hypothesis that the structural conformity of adventure romance is 
essential to its contemporary significance. By illustrating a development 
from existential anxiety to inner harmony, the fictionalized initiatory 
experiences become a kind of regulatory gestures in the young-adult 
readers' quests for identity. Relying on the ritualistic quest motif as the 
structural element, the stories analysed describe adventurous episodes 
that form both a temporal sequence and a cyclical movement through the 
symbolism of death-rebirth. This archetypal pattern allows the values 
and symbols inherent in the adventure story to be arranged as a narra
tion, a myth, which speaks to the reader's conscious and unconscious 
self. The ancestry of the genre anchors it in the past while the con
temporary recycling of its formal unity emphasizes its social role and 
communicative ambitions for modern young-adult readers. 

The identifying theme of most juvenile literature is the hardships of 
growing up and the quest for identity. This theme is often given fictional 
shape as a journey into the unknown which implies transition and 
change. I have attempted to show that the formulaic pattern becomes a 
conveyer of existential truths by replicating and intensifying ordinary 
experiences. The hostile environment and the necessary fight against 
odds symbolize the difficulties and intimidating perspective implied in 
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the process of maturation. These generic properties make the adventure 
story appropriate for the fictional representation of the rite of passage 
into adulthood. 

Through their observations and experiences in the "alien" context 
presented by the northern wilderness, the protagonists de-absolutize 
their values and invest signifiers with new meaning. The Canadian 
North presents the symbolic scene for the initiatory rites, a scene that 
must be different from everyday reality, a kind of other world beyond the 
world where the protagonists and readers normally spend their lives. 
Adventure romance demonstrates that it is possible to enter this other 
world and that strength can be drawn from the experience. However, the 
hero or heroine is a symbol to be contemplated rather than an example to 
be followed. The initiatory experiences and brave achievements of the 
protagonists become explorations of human potentialities within the 
physical context of the Canadian North. Thus, the identity of the 
protagonists develops through their handling of the critical situations 
they are faced with and the psychological barriers they have to overcome. 

The written text is capable of evoking deep responses by leaving 
ample scope for the reader's inferences and reflections. My analyses have 
demonstrated that the amplification of the bare, stripped narrative 
pattern of the monomyth enables the texts to signify on various dis
cursive levels. By formulating messages that are implied rather than 
didactically asserted, the discourses function as manifestations of both 
ideological priorities and approximations of inner rites of passage. 
Through their articulation of a vision of a better world and their depic
tion of a rchaic patterns of psychological development, the discourses can 
be said to fulfil a progressive as well as a regressive function. Their 
normative potential is dependent on a happy ending. As the narrative 
pattern holds out the promise of a harmonization of polarities, it also 
indicates a possible resolution. Hence, the Jakobsonean horizontality 
and verticality of t he narrative pattern make the genre a problem-solving 
model. 

Structuring something that can only be expressed through symbol
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ic language, the stories define aspects of life that would otherwise remain 
unnameable. By striving towards universality a myth transcends time to 
become a source of universal significance. It is essentially by unifying the 
historical and the present, the conscious and the unconscious, and the 
individual and the social that the mythical function of adventure 
romance comes into effect. Without myths helping to make sense of 
existence we would lack the tools for interpreting our inner selves as well 
as the narrations that are culturally unifying. As a forceful means of 
acculturation the adventure story provides the medium through which 
the human predicament of growing up can be illustrated and to some 
degree made conceivable. As when one reads fairy tales, the synthesizing 
operations of full interpretative understanding of adventure stories are to 
a great extent carried out unconsciously in an intuitive and immediate 
psychological process. 

In these times of rapid cultural change characterized by fluid and 
shifting values, the cry for myth and stories that define reality and offer 
existential guidance becomes more articulate. Arguably, the formula of 
adventure romance provides a basic narrative pattern which may have a 
stabilizing, psychologically conditioned effect as a representation of 
positive development and a vehicle of existential instruction. It is by 
modifying traditional forms through a diversification of conventions 
within the limits of the genre that James Houston and Monica Hughes 
can be regarded as innovators. With their introspective quality and 
ideological implications, the stories of both writers constitute a vital 
socializing force, a means of moulding the inner worlds of young 
readers, simultaneously promoting a sense of belonging by giving shape 
to local Canadian experience. It does not seem wise to attribute too much 
importance to any one cultural product in the process of promoting 
national and individual identity, but the mythical character of modern 
adventure romance, its ancestry and discursive potential to signify on 
different levels are narrative properties that would seem to validate the 
formative role of the genre. By inspiring hope and confidence the adven-
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ture story plays an important role as a catalyst for self-discovery, in this 
sense serving the purpose of myth, a culturally conditioned language of 
self-reflection. 
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This study of English-Canadian adventure romance for adole
scents seeks to demonstrate the cultural significance of the 
genre. By means of a semiotic-structuralist approach the selec
ted books by James Houston, Monica Hughes, and Markoosie 
are examined as a signifying system conveying discourses that 
constitute a code of connection to the social context of contem
porary young-adult readers. 

Structured on the formula: separation - initiation -
return and informed by the symbolism of death-rebirth, the 
sample of stories holds out the promise of a life-enhancing 
return. 
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