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Abstract

Shifting Stories, Changing Places: Being Caribou and Narratives of
Transformational Climate Change in Northwestern North America

Shirley Roburn, Phd.
Concordia University, 2015.

In April of 2003, Leanne Allison and Karsten Heuer set out on skis, from north of the
Gwich’in village of Old Crow in the Canadian Arctic, to follow the Porcupine caribou
herd on its annual migration. The goal of their expedition was to tell the story of the
caribou, so that policy makers and ordinary people would understand the importance of
protecting their calving grounds, which President George W. Bush had vowed to open to
oil and gas leasing. This dissertation traces the Being Caribou expedition story, as told
through the Being Caribou film, book, children’s book, website, blog posts, slideshows,
and speaking presentations, to analyse its impact in promoting calving grounds
protection.

The research builds upon established forms of film and media analysis by
situating the Being Caribou stories within a thousands of years long relationship between
caribou and Gwich’in and Inuvialuit people. Taking this long view brings forward the
vital role of northern indigenous communities in shaping all aspects of the Being Caribou
journey, from the parks and protected areas Allison and Heuer passed through, to the
tenor of the expedition’s media products and outreach.

In the 2004-6 period, the Being Caribou film was systematically used by the
Alaska Coalition to build participation and leadership in a broad-based movement to
influence crucial Congressional votes on the fate of the Arctic Refuge calving grounds.

Through an analysis that combines film and participatory culture research frames with
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insights from civic engagement literature, this dissertation demonstrates how the
storywork of Being Caribou house party and community screenings not only educated
individuals about the calving grounds, but moved individuals up an “activist ladder”
(Hahn 34) of social movement participation. Hundreds of thousands of North Americans
who attended Arctic Action Day Being Caribou screenings wrote letters, signed petitions,
attended demonstrations, met with their elected officials, and otherwise took leadership to
oppose development within the Arctic Refuge. Over time, the Being Caribou film, books,
blog posts, slideshows and speaking presentations helped to challenge the dominant
values of North American petroculture, growing an ‘ecology of story’ in which the

caribou, and their calving grounds, have flourished.
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RESUME

Récits en mouvement, lieux changeant: Being Caribou et les récits de
changements climatiques transformationnels dans le nord-ouest de
I’Amérique du Nord

Shirley Roburn, Ph.D.

Université Concordia, 2015

En avril 2003, Leanne Allison et Karsten Heuer se sont mises en route par ski, partant du
nord du village Gwich'in de Old Crow dans 1'Arctique canadien, pour suivre la harde de
caribous de la Porcupine pendant sa migration annuelle. Le but de leur expédition était de
raconter I'histoire des caribous, afin que les décideurs politiques et les gens ordinaires
puissent comprendre I'importance de protéger leurs terrains de mise bas, que le président
George W. Bush avait promis d’ouvrir aux concessions gazieres et pétroliéres. Cette
these retrace I'histoire de 1'expédition Being Caribou, comme décrite par 1’oeuvre Being
Caribou (y compris le livre, le livre pour enfants, le site web, le blogue, et les diaporamas
et présentations orales) a fin d'analyser son impact sur la promotion de la protection des
aires de mise bas.

La recherche s’appuie sur des formes établies d'analyse de film et de médias en
situant le projet Being Caribou dans le contexte d’une histoire de mille ans de relations
entre les caribous et les peuples Gwich'in et Inuvialuit. Cette vision a long terme souléve
le role essentiel des communautés autochtones du Nord dans 1'élaboration de tous les
aspects du voyage Being Caribou, dont les parcs et zones protégées qu’Allison et Heuer
ont traversés, jusqu'a la teneur du rayonnement et des produits médiatiques de
l'expédition.

Pendant la période 2004-6, le film, Being Caribou, a été systématiquement utilisé



par la Coalition de I'Alaska pour encourager la participation, le leadership et I’appui d’un
mouvement social de base élargie cherchant a influencer les votes critiques du Congres,
qui détermineraient le futur des terrains de mise bas des caribous au Refuge Arctique.

Grace a une analyse qui fusionne des cadres de recherches cinématographiques et de
cultures participatives avec des perspectives tirées de la littérature de 1'engagement
civique, cette these montre comment le travail de transmission des récits de 1’expédition
Being Caribou, par des projections communautaires et privées, a non seulement instruit le
public au sujet des terrains de mise bas, mais a amené des individus a grimper «1’échelle
militante» (Hahn 34) de la participation aux mouvements sociaux. Des centaines de
milliers de nord-américains qui ont assisté aux projections de Being Caribou pendant la
«Journée d'action pour I'Arctique» ont écrit des lettres, signé des pétitions, assisté a des
manifestations, rencontré leurs élus, et par autres maniéres ont pris de I’initiative en
s’opposant au développement dans le Refuge Arctique. Au fil du temps, Being Caribou -
le film, les livres, le blogue, les diaporamas et les présentations orales -- ont contribué a
remettre en question les valeurs dominantes de la pétroculture nord-américaine, et ont
contribué a la croissance d'une «écologie de récit » dans laquelle les caribous et leurs

aires de mise bas, ont prospéré.
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Note on Terminology

Researching in a cross-cultural context, I have had to choose between conflicting
conventions in my use of terminology and associated stylistic conventions. In the spirit of
respecting people’s rights to self-determination, rather than standardize spellings, I have
used the names that individual groups use to represent themselves. This sometimes
creates inconsistencies in the text. For example, I have used “Gwich’in” when referring
to the Gwich’in Steering Committee, but “Gwitchin” when referencing the Vuntut
Gwitchin First Nation. Another example is that “Yukon” and “the Yukon” refer to the
same territory; the official designation changed from “the Yukon Territory” to “Yukon”
on April 1, 2003. T have used “Yukon” to refer to the territory in modern times, but kept
“the Yukon” within historical references.

The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) is the official designation for the
lands in which the Porcupine caribou calving grounds are located. However, the
conservation community prefers “Arctic Refuge” to “ANWR” as the term for use in
public debate, as Arctic Refuge is considered to be a phrase more evocative of the
landscape. I have used Arctic Refuge as the term of choice in the context of discussing
public awareness raising about the calving grounds.

The use of different terminology to distinguish First Peoples is especially fraught.
Different people and communities have different preferred terminology. This is made
more complex by the fact that, within Canada, words such as First Nation and Aboriginal
have particular legal meanings. Many northerners do not like the term ‘aboriginal,’
viewing it as an imposed category from the federal government. I have used aboriginal in

some discussions, as the term is often used in academic theory, but I have not capitalized
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aboriginal as Aboriginal refers to an official designation made by the Government of
Canada. Similarly, I have not capitalized Northerners or North when it is used as a
general designation; what and whom are encompassed by ‘north’ is fluid and contextual.
Western, when referring to Western civilization is capitalized in keeping with
convention; Arctic, which I view as a corresponding category/designation is also
capitalized. My preference has been to refer to individual Nations where possible rather
than using broad terms such as ‘indigenous’ that elide together many different
communities and cultures. In using the term First Nations (and Inuit/Inuvialuit), I
recognize that such First Nations are often transboundary—as is the Gwich’in Nation—
and the term in these contexts includes people living in both the U.S. (who might be
referred to as “Native Americans” in other contexts) and Canada.

In using acronyms, I have strived for clarity. Thus, names are written out in full
the first time they appear in the text after an absence, whether or not the reappearance is
in a new chapter or section. A glossary is also provided to help the reader keep track of
acronyms.

I have chosen an in-text citation style for personal interviews similar to the style
for published interviews and other written texts, rather than citing oral interviews as
‘personal communications’ which are not included in the bibliography. This choice was
made in order to give equal textual weight and authority to knowledge whether
transmitted orally or in writing. For clarity, personal interviews are listed separately at the
beginning of the Works Cited list, and location of interview is listed. Both Erica Heuer
and Karsten Heuer are frequently cited. “Heuer” refers to Karsten Heuer, who is most

frequently quoted, while Erica Heuer is referred to by her full name.

Xviii



Although MLA style usually double-spaces both between and within entries on a
works-cited list, I have single-spaced within entries in order to save space, a style that is
commonly acceptable in other formats such as the Chicago Style.

The 7™ edition of the MLA Handbook emphasizes that MLA style is flexible,
there is more than one correct way to cite a source, and that researchers must use their
best judgment in including pertinent information for their readers about an electronic
source. My guiding principle has been to provide the information necessary for a
researcher to locate the source. The style modifications have been made to sources are as
follows.

I have included URLSs for works that exist or existed primarily as web pages. If
the information provided on the page is dated, that date is included. Date accessed is not.

Sites accessed through the Internet Archive are noted as such. In the case of larger
campaign websites or non-governmental organizational websites accessed via the Internet
Archive, the main URL for the overall domain is referenced, with a date indicating the
year or other general time period in which this incarnation of the site was active.

In the case of Internet Archive accessed pages, if a particular page is cited from a
particular date, the URL is given to access that page, and date information is included if
available.

Many sources had multiple forms of access, such as books that exist both in hard
copy and as identically laid out ebooks. I have not indicated a format in these instances,
as both electronic and hard copy may have been accessed and there is no relevant
difference. Films and multimedia works are listed by director, in order to be consistent

with the principle of listing a work by its author. In the case of newspaper articles that
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appear in multiple online databases, I have not cited the specific database used. Rather
than indicate print or web for every title, I have provided URLs for titles that exist
exclusively online or that might not be easily accessible through archives, for example in

the case of community newspapers not included in major databases.
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Prologue

If this were a story, it would start with images:

The broken remnants of a beader’s sewing box, each plastic drawer labeled with tape,
lying in a jumbled mess of wires, a lampshade, woody debris, rock, pieces of plastic and
aluminum siding, broken furniture, even a spatula. This detritus, baking in the August sun
not two hundred meters from the Yukon River, is all that remains of the lower village of

FEagle, completely obliterated by ice not four months prior.

Norma Kassi and 1, sitting on a picnic bench near the Yukon River, as she describes
arriving with her extended family at their traditional summer camp on Zelma Lake in the
Old Crow Flats—only to find the lake completely drained, the muskrat and fish gone,

replaced with mile after mile of drying, cracked mud.

If this were a public talk, it would start with a greeting, a calling forth to the listener, a
mindfulness and appreciation of their ears, their time, their talents. An invitation to join

with me, to set off on a journey together.

If this were a classroom, I would jump right into a conversation. After a few

preliminaries (deadlines, reminder of the readings, introductory remarks), or even without



them, I would plunge in: turn to your neighbor and tell a story; turn to your neighbour
and come up with three things; take a moment to draw out an image from the readings

that strikes you most.

If this were a journal article, I would know the limitations of the form. I would accept the
contours of the expected, embrace the productivity that delights in the structure of a
defined container: abstract; introduction; literature review; methodology; results;

discussion; conclusion.

But this is a dissertation.

It has no rehearsal. It does not have, as stories do, the benefit of a many thousand year old
schema—that of narrative, which most scholars now believe to be hardwired in some

formation into our individual and collective consciousness—to fall back on.

I cannot broach it backed by decades of personal experience, of play and permutations in
workshops and classrooms. I cannot look up, as at a lecture or rally, to gauge interest. It
is one thing to spark and sustain conversations with people who are present. It is another

to weave a meeting of minds out of text.



There is no doubt that my formation shapes my intentions: as a campaigner, storyteller,
and popular educator, my ambition is a text that touches, one that challenges and changes

people: a conversation with beings and the world.

But a dissertation is a conversation mediated by text, and more specifically by academic
texts. It is a form I am not yet practiced in. It is tempting to wander: to chase the stories
that pop up in my path, to pitch the reader and myself into conversational dalliances, into
dances with spaces and words that invite possibility, companion readers, newness into the

world.!

Yet this may do a disservice to the form. It is more natural to tell a story than to struggle
with an unfamiliar craft—but I do not want to turn away from a dissertation’s
possibilities because I am not practiced in its logic, its layout, the strictures meant not to

constrain but to catalyse.

A central theme of my project has been listening. Listening for possibility, listening
against type, listening as a first step in forging new relationships. But the work of
listening differently requires changing bodily schema, and crossing the cultural
specificities that contain (and constrain) our consciousness. It is a learning that involves
struggle. I must wrestle—either skillfully or stubbornly—with my inexperience, my
biases, and the constraints of an exercise so wholly unfamiliar. This holds equally for my

putative problematic of listening/perceiving how a particular set of stories has circulated

! See Bhabha.



in the body politic, and for listening to the landscape of language that has accreted in

academia, defining and detailing what a dissertation is.

In so much as this is a conventionally structured dissertation—run through with story,
and conversation as cross-current—it is an attempt to listen to the terrain, to carefully,
thoughtfully explore not just my subject matter but also what a dissertation is. Or, put
another way, this prologue presages the problematic. Whether and how stories spill into
public conversations, public culture, and public governance on questions of northern
climate change cannot be fully unspun from how stories spool into the lattice of language

in which this dissertation itself is imbricated.

There are other possibilities to explore this warp and weft: a more skilled craftsperson
would easily weave story and song, conversation and conventional text, into one smooth
composite. However, I have chosen to start with possibility at its most rudimentary, with
a structure that is standard, hoping that this frame will be flexible enough to admit free
spirits (such as story and song) yet firm enough a foundation to cultivate discipline in its
the best sense: as solid, steady practice, as the experience and expertise that allows ideas

to flow.



Introduction

In April of 2003, Leanne Allison and Karsten Heuer set out on skis, from north of the
Gwich’in village of Old Crow in the Canadian arctic, to follow the Porcupine caribou
herd on its annual migration. The goal of their expedition was to tell the story of the
caribou, so that policy makers and ordinary people would understand the importance of
protecting their calving grounds, which President George W. Bush had vowed to open to
oil and gas leasing.

The epic journey of the caribou to the coastal plain of the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge (ANWR)—the longest migration of any land mammal—was and is part of the
day-to-day lived experience of many northern indigenous communities. For thousands of
years, Gwich’in, Inuvialuit, and other northern indigenous peoples have depended on the
Porcupine caribou for sustenance. They have, in turn, stewarded the herd and advocated
in its interests. Plans to protect the Porcupine caribou through creating parks and joint
management bodies were part of land claims negotiations with Canada and the United
States. However, in the 1979 bill that created the Alaskan protected area designation
system, the US Congress deferred any final designation of the calving grounds on the
coastal plain, instead retaining the power to decide on oil and gas leases by future vote.

For decades, Gwich’in, Inuvialuit, and the conservation community have
collaborated to stave off development in the calving grounds. Votes were won on the
slimmest of margins, and even lost — though redoubled effort has always managed to
keep provisions allowing drilling out of the final texts of any law. By the time Allison

and Heuer set out on their journey to the calving grounds, this pan-continental coalition



building and public storytelling effort had been underway for more than a generation.
Yet, with Republican majorities in both the Senate and Congress to support President
Bush’s plan to open the Arctic Refuge to development, the calving grounds were entering
a period of tremendous threat.

Beginning in 2002, Allison and Heuer worked with Gwich’in, Inuvialuit,
conservation organizations, and the National Film Board of Canada (NFB) to reach as
many people as possible through the story of their journey. From 2004-6, as the calving
grounds came under increasing jeopardy, the Being Caribou film was systematically used
in campaigning and awareness raising. American conservation organizations distributed
thousands of copies of the film with Video Activist kits that encouraged people to take
part in Arctic Action Days and lobby politicians before key Congressional votes. Well
over one million people watched Being Caribou in the 2004-6 period, with hundreds of
thousands of people seeing the film at community screenings where they were
immediately asked to take specific actions in support of the Arctic Refuge. These actions
helped sway politicians on a number of close Congressional votes. The coastal plain was
not opened to oil and gas leasing. The Porcupine caribou did not see their numbers
dwindle due to industrial development, and the northern communities and cultures that
depended on the caribou did not dwindle either.

The subject of this dissertation is the story of the caribou, as told in the Being
Caribou film, book, children’s book, website, blog posts, slideshows, and speaking
presentations. The Being Caribou expedition’s storytelling made a difference. But what
difference? And how? Why was the Being Caribou project effective? How did it figure

into larger social processes of storytelling and movement building concerning the fate of



the Arctic Refuge? How did it contribute to small northern communities, thousands of
miles removed from Washington, influencing not only the decision making of elected
officials, but the public consciousness of a broad cross-section of North Americans?
What does it take for northern stories to bridge vast distances and reach lawmakers and

publics effectively?

The Bigger Picture

The Arctic Refuge calving grounds debate offers a very rare example of civil society and
indigenous communities working together, over the long term, in ways that raise deeper
questions about North American petroculture. These questions include: How far will
governments and societies go to support North American oil and gas dependence? What
will be sacrificed and who will suffer? As northern communities face significant
consequences from a changing climate, what balance will be struck between mitigating
these impacts and simply requiring that plant, animal, and human communities adapt?
Perhaps most importantly, who will decide?

With the fourth and fifth rounds of Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) reports’ raising ever more alarming predictions about the consequences of
unchecked carbon emissions, and with North American publics and politicians

increasingly facing tough choices about oil and gas development and infrastructure, such

2 All IPCC reports are available in full at http://www.ipcc.ch. The IPCC reports are
certainly not the only scientific studies raising alarm about climate change. I am citing
them here simply because they are both comprehensive (involving sweeping reviews of
other scientific research) and a part of the process of global climate change governance.
In the case of Arctic climate change, perhaps the most groundbreaking report is the 2004
Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) Scientific Report, available online at
http://www.acia.uaf .edu/pages/scientific.html.


http://www.ipcc.ch
http://www.acia.uaf.edu/pages/scientific.html

questions are increasingly coming to the fore. Concomitantly, those frustrated by the lack
of action on climate change through official channels, such as at the various Conference
of the Parties (COP) to the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,
are increasingly calling on civil society, grassroots movements, and indigenous
communities to provide leadership. In the last five years, hundreds of thousands of North
Americans have answered these calls, participating in mass mobilizations of both First
Nations and non-indigenous civil society with respect to fracking, pipelines, and oil sands
development®. Such actions reach towards a future where
the urgency of the climate crisis could form the basis of a powerful mass
movement, one that would weave all these seemingly disparate issues into
a coherent narrative about how to protect humanity from the ravages of
both a savagely unjust economic system and a destabilized climate system
(N. Klein 8).
As yet, however, civil society is not playing a decisive role in altering the policies that
contribute to fossil fuel dependence and climate change. Basic questions about how to

take on such a task remain unanswered: how does one build a strong mass movement to

3 Recent examples include Canada wide anti-fracking protests in support of the
Elsipogtog First Nation in the fall of 2014, which contributed to a moratorium on
fracking in New Brunswick; numerous protests in the last three years of the Kinder
Morgan, Enbridge Nothern Gateway, and Keystone XL pipelines, including massive
rallies in Washington where prominent North Americans such as former NASA
climatologist James Hansen were arrested; and the annual tar sands healing walks held
from 2010-2014 in northern Alberta. Many of these actions are affiliated with larger
umbrella movements such as Idle No More or 350.org.



address climate change, and what role does ‘weaving a coherent narrative’ play in
movement building?*

At a bigger picture level, this dissertation aims to contribute to climate justice
discussions through a sustained consideration of how storytelling and movement building
were intertwined in the ways that one set of stories, the Being Caribou expedition
narratives, were put into play to influence a particular ‘petroculture’ conflict over oil and
gas development in ANWR. The analysis is mutli-scalar, presenting a long view that
examines the Being Caribou expedition as nested within a series of economic, social,
political, and cultural relationships. Building on Balides’ insights into the ‘anthropology
of consumption’ (140), in which popular films are marketed as vehicles of a chain of
related media products connected through mutually reinforcing circuits of exchange, this
research documents the expedition’s narratives as an interlinked chain of stories that
circulated within mainstream media, alternative networks, and community and social
movements. Through paying careful attention to the contexts and ways in which Being
Caribou stories were adopted within broad-based coalitions of indigenous organizations
and governments, faith communities, conservation and environmental groups, and
community organizations (such as Kiwanis Clubs), the dissertation develops a model of
how social movement storytelling can build movement leadership and encourage
“Métissage” (Donald), a decolonizing practice in which individuals challenge received
wisdom about North American history, recalibrating their understandings of

colonialism’s past and present effects. Processes of métissage, or something like it, are

* Certainly, civil society movements such as 350.org, work in-practice on these questions
everyday.



essential to building strong grassroots alliances between indigenous and non-indigenous
people. In telling the story of my research, I have tried to create a process of métissage, in

which the reader can participate, within the dissertation.

Chapter Outline

Following this introduction, Chapter 1 opens by exploring the context for my personal
interest in northern stories of climate change. It then goes on to survey current science
studies and communication literature on the relative ineffectiveness of science-based
communication strategies in communicating climate change risk, before exploring
research into the promise of storytelling as a tool for better communicating such risk, and
for encouraging effective citizen action. Chapter 1 closes by introducing the concept of
trajectories as part of a broader focus on the potential of northern stories to transform
approaches to climate change, and by explaining my choice to explore the Being Caribou
expedition set of stories.

Chapter 2 provides a background to some of the complexities of “north” as a
research site for storytelling. It includes a brief survey of the “imaginaries” that freight
northern landscapes and communities with specific cultural connotations; some remarks
concerning indigenous traditional knowledge; a summary of the history of the evolution
of governance in my study region, as it pertains to jurisdiction over the lands that
encompass the range of the Porcupine caribou herd; and a review of approaches taken by
northern governance scholars contemplating shifting power balances in the region,

especially as they relate to relations between indigenous communities and state actors.
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Chapter 3 reviews my research methods. The first section, “Unknowing” focuses
on various indigenous, anthropological, and ethnographic research methods that I
explored in order to better work within the cross-cultural contexts that informed my
inquiry. “Knowing” offers a more linear narrative of how the research was structured,
before Chapter 4 turns in earnest to the Being Caribou expedition. “Taking the Long
View” starts to concretely map the pathways of the expedition and its stories, beginning
with the trajectories that first brought Heuer and Allison into contact with the caribou and
with Gwich’in and Inuvialuit communities. These are anchored in the broader story of
caribou/human interaction in the north Yukon/Alaska/NWT region over the past several
thousand years, before Chapter 5 broaches the nearer term history of how the Porcupine
caribou calving grounds in the Arctic Refuge came under threat of oil and gas leasing.

Gwich’in communities responded to threats to the calving grounds by reaching
out to tell their story to new constituencies and in novel ways. “A Storied Network”
explores how Gwich’in and the conservation community, separately and later together,
worked to reach broad swathes of the North American public and key government
decision makers. Storytelling, whether in the form of coffee-table format picture books,
or of touring slideshow and speaker tours, played a significant role in building this social
movement. The examples of Caribou Commons and Lenny Kohm’s Last Great
Wilderness slideshow tours are drawn upon to sketch the growth of community-based
storytelling as a major campaigning tool within the Alaska Coalition. In the 2004-6
period, the Being Caribou film picked up where such previous public storytelling efforts
had left off, offering a compelling story that could be used by campaigners as a call to

action.

11



The Being Caribou expedition took place on the cusp of technological changes in
which platforms and circuits of communication were rapidly proliferating. Both the
structures of film financing and book publishing, and the pace, forms, and networks in
which public storytelling about the Arctic Refuge were taking place were undergoing
significant change. Chapter 6, “Being Caribou, Being Part of a Social Movement” first
turns to recent developments in media theory and participatory culture in order to account
for these changing patterns of story circulation within the ‘life-cycle’ analysis frame. The
chapter then takes up how, as Allison and Heuer were out on the land following the
caribou, the Being Caribou expedition took advantage of these multiplying means of
communication to reach more people with their story. Simultaneously, in the wake of
bold moves by the Bush administration to open up the Arctic Refuge to oil and gas
leasing, Gwich’in and other members of the Alaska Coalition were also ramping up
efforts to raise awareness about the calving grounds. Allison and Heuer connected
powerfully with these efforts in the fall of 2003, when they brought the film rushes from
their journey to Alaska Wilderness Week (AWW). The closing pages of Chapter 6
describe how two-way exchanges with audiences, campaigners and government officials
at AWW, as well as their dialogs with northerers on a subsequent northern communities
tour greatly influenced Allison and Heuer and the Being Caribou film and books that they
came to produce.

The Being Caribou film came out in North America just as the calving grounds
were entering a period of tremendous threat. Chapter 7 walks through the release of the
film through broadcast television, mainstream theatres, film festivals, and the National

Film Board (NFB) of Canada’s distribution networks in the lead up to crucial
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Congressional votes on opening the 1002 lands’ to oil and gas leasing. After introducing
some relevant research into film impact assessment, web 2.0 community organizing, and
civil society engagement, the chapter shifts emphasis towards tracing the trajectories of
Being Caribou through the networks of the Alaska Wilderness League (AWL) and
Alaska Coalition (AC) as they systematically incorporated screenings of the film into
their grassroots campaigning leading up to a series of Arctic Action Days in 2005. The
effectiveness of Being Caribou stories in this peak period is evaluated through two
frames. Firstly, Being Caribou video parties and screenings are examined as sites of
movement leadership and capacity building, with the example of local organizing in
Whitehorse, Yukon, demonstrating such work “in-practice”. Next, Being Caribou
screenings are quantified as campaigning sites where hundreds of thousands of people
were asked to take targeted actions to influence specific upcoming Congressional votes.
Finally, the chapter ends with a focus on the Being Caribou book tour. This tour took
place as immediate threats to the Arctic Refuge were tailing off. It augured a shift in the
lifecycle of the Being Caribou project from a ‘peak’ period of campaign storytelling to a
longer-term educational effort.

Chapter 8 turns to educational and social change theory to propose Indigenous
Mgétissage as a methodology for considering the long-term trajectories of the Being
Caribou project as leading to transformational change. It then returns to Allison and
Heuer’s experiences of “thrumming” on the tundra, which they locate as the source of

their transformational insights about caribou-human relations. Thrumming is examined in

> The 1002 lands are lands within the Arctic Refuge on which Congress must still decide
whether or not to allow oil and gas leasing
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the light of Gwich’in cosmologies, to further explore and explain the transformational
power that Allison and Heuer, after their journey, have tried to communicate in their
speeches, films, and writings.

With tools for both short and longer-term evaluations of the Being Caribou
project’s effectiveness, Chapter 9 moves to consider the expedition’s lasting
contributions to public life and to caribou conservation. The chapter first assesses the
place of Being Caribou media products within the cultural cannon. Next, it turns to the
further works of Allison and Heuer, to examine how their personal trajectories have
continued to communicate their transformational insights about the caribou in order to
improve human/animal cohabitation and support the health of ecosystems at a landscape
level. Finally, returning to the north Yukon and NWT, the Being Caribou project is
situated within a broader trajectory, beginning with the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline
Inquiry and ending with the Peel case, of public storytelling being put to work in efforts
to increase the say of northern communities in land management and caribou governance
as part of public dialog promoting effective caribou governance.

The concluding chapter returns to the dissertation’s key finding to propose that
storytelling—whether in First Nations contexts or in the broader public sphere—plays a
crucial role in rebalancing relations between humans and the more-than-human world. If
social movements are to succeed in challenging the norms of petroculture, they must
challenge the constellation of stories and shared values that promote those norms. Put

succinctly, the ecology of story is vital to ecology itself.
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Chapter 1
Storytelling in a Cold Climate

A Story of Origins

My first tug towards the line of inquiry that informs this dissertation began in 2006. It
arose from a quandary I was facing at work. At the time, I was the Executive Director of
the Yukon Conservation Society (YCS), the main locally-based environmental group in
Canada’s Yukon Territory. In addition to supporting YCS’s ongoing educational efforts,
fundraising, community programming, and watchdog role with respect to resource
extraction projects and legislation, a significant part of my work involved helping to
rebuild YCS’s relationships with its members and the broader community, as the year
before my hiring, significant internal conflict had led to a number of staff and volunteer
departures.

Innumerable hours of staff and volunteer time were devoted to developing an
aware and engaged supporter base, building a strong community mandate, ensuring the
organization’s good governance, and fostering volunteer interest and leadership on
emerging issues. These were core activities, constitutive of YCS as a grassroots,
community based organization. They nurtured a strong core of passionate, committed
people, who could weather the kind of long-haul engagement that is actually behind most
significant environmental gains (M. Ganz, Why David).® YCS cultivated this
environmental leadership through public outreach and campaign work with other

community organizations and constituencies; by always being in the media explaining the

% Ganz is discussing social movement “wins” more broadly, but the logic applies to
environmental gains.
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latest issue; by running educational events and open houses; by coordinating numerous
participatory programs, such as the YCS summer hikes; and by taking part in citizen
environmental monitoring programs like Plantwatch and annual migratory bird counts.

To maintain a vibrant, active social movement requires a sustained focus of
organizational resources. But much of the most crucial work—especially the kind of
consciousness-raising necessary at the beginning of campaigns — simply didn't fit into
the logic of key grantmakers.” In a post-9/11 world in which stock market losses had
dramatically diminished endowments, philanthropists were increasingly applying results—
driven metrics to the business of grantmaking.® Granting agencies wanted “deliverables”;
in their terms, the effective grant produced measurable outcomes, whether in the form of
a reduction in tonnes of carbon emitted, in particular policy changes enacted, or in other
quantifiable criteria.

A small number recognized the need for grants for "core support” to go towards

basic office expenses and staff salaries. But the intangible organizational core— the

7 To some extent, there were work-arounds. For example, a community-building activity
such as a bird count could be incorporated or subsumed within “results-based” criteria by
setting a numeric goal for participation, which enhanced the reach of the bird count.

® Post September 11, 2001, the value of the endowments of many large American
foundations, often comprised of shares in publicly traded American companies and
particularly in "tech bubble" companies, plummeted. These foundations had financed
much non-profit conservation work through their grantmaking. Henderson offers one
example of the case of the Packard Foundation. In my personal experience working with
larger environmental grant-making foundations as an ENGO representative, through both
conversations and in confidential data shared with me, it was apparent that for many
environmental grant makers that served the Alaska/Yukon, grantmaking activity dropped
between 30-50% in the years immediately following 9/11. As TREC (Training Resources
for the Environmental Community)'s 2005 report Conservation Fundraising at a
Crossroads underlines, environmental non-profits were forced to become much more
savvy at grassroots fundraising and building an individual donor base.
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impassioned, creative matrix of individuals charged by working towards a common
vision— required a different kind of nurturing that began with capturing people's
imagination and cultivating a “story of us” (M. Ganz, “Leading Change”). Many of the
activities that Northern environmentalists intuitively turned to to build public support —
such as taking artists to at risk landscapes to create works that would be shared with the
public — were very difficult to fund. Their value, which lay in building community
backing by offering a compelling vision and story, could not be articulated within the
assessment frameworks use by grantmakers. Although I believed such work to be
essential to shifting political landscapes, the context I was working within lacked a
language and a set of concepts to support local groups engaging with these kinds of
public narrative exercises.’

Julie Cruickshank’s Do Glaciers Listen: Local Knowledge, Colonial Encounters,
and Social Imagination, which I read while engaged in yet another round of grant-writing
and grant-reporting, helped me put my finger on the problem. The book was ostensibly
concerned with historical events, such as European explorer voyages and a gold rush
murder. Yet Cruickshank’s descriptions of the colonial narratives that circumscribed
official (and real) life in Alaska and Yukon Territory during the Little Ice Age spoke
clearly to the kinds of public perceptions that YCS regularly confronted within the public
sphere. Conversations about mining, energy use, forestry, and other forms of industrial

development in the north were bound up with a public history of the Yukon as a northern

? In my experience, foundation funders tend to support only limited kinds of public
narrative exercises, usually those run by larger organizations and with very clear and
specific goals that respond specifically to a political opportunity such as an election or an
upcoming government decision.
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frontier, a “gold rush” society, and a pristine and relatively empty land rich in natural
resources. Cruikshank provided a historical analysis of the power dynamics which had
resulted in these particular animating myths gaining prominence in public discourse,
subsuming the Athapascan narratives which cast the same history in a very different light.
Cruikshank's book crystallized for me that "it is worth paying attention to what
such stories accomplish, how they move, and why they persist” (9). It hinted at the kinds
of vocabularies and frameworks that could help in arriving at a new understanding of the
work of stories in shifting the focus of public dialogues on northern development.
Finally, it convinced me of something that had been becoming increasingly apparent to
me the longer I lived in the Canadian north: that experiences from northwestern North
America, where climate volatility had been at play in social development for centuries,
had something of value to offer a global community struggling to come to grips with

climate change governance.

Paying Attention to Stories: a Chapter Guide

My study of the Being Caribou expedition and its stories arose from a desire to better
understand the power and potential of northern stories to shape how northerners and non-
northerners come to grips with climate change. This chapter begins by briefly delving
into science communications research from the last five years that has attempted to
understand why the enormous threats posed by global climate change have not translated
into concerted global action. Following up on these studies’ conclusions that fact and
theory-laden scientific communication has been insufficient in translating the risk of

anthropogenic climate change effectively to the general public, and that narrative
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strategies offer an important way forward, it returns to the contexts of indigenous and
social movement storytelling to provide an overview of theory and research exploring
how such storytelling can help to shape individual choices and communal and cultural
values, creating conditions for social action and change. Finally, I focus on why northern
stories are particularly fruitful to study in this regard, and why the Being Caribou

expedition offers a suitable avenue for engaging with such stories.

As the Stakes Heat Up: the Science of Storytelling

Since I first read Do Glaciers Listen, the need for the global community to come together
to address climate change has become more urgent. The increasing frequency and
intensity of extreme weather events such as Typhoon Haiyan, which killed more than
seven thousand and displaced over four million people, have underlined the enormous
costs of failing to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Yet emissions continue to grow at an
alarming rate (Harvey). Little progress has been made in developing road maps of
implementable and enforceable standards and targets capable of reducing emissions on a
global scale. Concrete actions to limit greenhouse gas emissions are coming on-stream in
too haphazard and gradual a fashion to prevent the significant climate forcings that could
alter weather patterns faster than species, including human beings, may effectively adapt

assol).'® This comes despite a near irrefutable scientific consensus that anthropogenic
p pog

' Media coverage of the May 2013 surpassing of the symbolic 400ppm threshold for
atmospheric CO2 is a good example of the circulation of expert discourses suggesting
rapid climate change may have catastrophic implications, and that countries are not doing
enough to limit emissions and put in place adaptation measures.
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climate change poses a significant risk to humanity and to the health of the planet,'" and
that coordinated global action is necessary to avert catastrophic losses to the economy,
the biosphere, and to human populations.'

A growing literature tackles this multifaceted quandary. Entire academic journals
are devoted not just to climate change science, but also to climate change policy, climate
and energy law, climate change strategies and management, and climate and
development." This dissertation concerns one particular, but crucial, aspect of the
climate change predicament, which communications and cultural studies are uniquely
suited to consider: how can the threats and opportunities of a changing climate enter
robustly into public discourse in ways that prompt government decision making and

action? What role can story, or rather practices of public storytelling, play in this process?

"' Cook et al.’s recent efforts to quantify the strength of this consensus within the
scientific peer reviewed literature suggest that this consensus is robust among scientists
who express an opinion on anthropogenic climate change. The consensus is also clear
among scientific agencies with responsibilities for monitoring atmosphere and climate,
such as the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), whose scientists
have coordinated research explaining some extreme weather events as climate change
related (Peterson et al.).

"2 While the Assessment Reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (in
1990, 1992, 1995, 2001, and 2007, with a new report expected to be finalized in 2014)
have been increasingly unequivocal in their findings of profound anthropogenic climate
change, the Arctic Council’s 2004 Arctic Climate Impact Assessment is widely
considered the watershed document on arctic climate change. The ACIA report models
biological, biophysical, and human impacts of climate change scenarios in the various
sub-regions of the arctic. The subregion which includes Alaska and the Western
Canadian Arctic has experienced the most dramatic warming of all the Arctic subregions.
(Hassol, 2004: 118).

1 See for example, the British Journal of Environment and Climate Change, Climate and
Development, Climate Law, Climate Policy, and the International Journal of Climate
Change Strategies and Management, to name a few.
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An expanding body of research'® addresses and attempts to understand the
aforementioned large disconnect between the level of threat attached to climate change
within the significant professional/expert discursive fields that address the issue,'* and the
threat level as taken up in mainstream public discourse. Almost all frame the issue as a
communication problem/failure on the part of those who understand catastrophic climate
change (variously scientists, policy makers, and environmental campaigners) to convey
the threats in such a way as to generate sustained and significant public pressure and
political will to act. During COP 17'® in Durban, journalist and climate campaigner
George Monbiot succinctly encapsulated the “lack of political will” frame in a piece
entitled “ Why Is It so Easy to Save the Banks, but so Hard to Save the Biosphere?” In
the same time period as, in response to a global fiscal crisis, the U.S. Federal Reserve
quickly committed 7.7 trillion to bail out American banks, negotiators at COP 17
negotiations could not reach consensus on obtaining less than one tenth of that amount —
estimated at about 1% of global GDP, or roughly $630 billion —to avert catastrophic
climate change. Monbiot's subtext was clear: money can be found and policies enacted

quickly if those with power have the will to act. Lack of political will is the true obstacle

4 Somerville and Hassol, Sterman, Klockner, and Frank offer a sampling of such
analyses.

1> 1 would include indigenous knowledge and traditional and on-the-land ecological
knowledge in the category of “expert”, recognizing that in this case the expertise is in
local observation of climatic changes, and that indigenous peoples' understandings and
explanations of these changes may not square with other expert conclusions.

16 COP stands for the Conference of the Parties and is an acronym used for the
international UN conferences where climate change negotiations take place.
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to an effective global treaty on climate, not money or various intricacies of policy
implementation."”

Generating political will, however, involves far more complex processes than
simply providing individuals with accurate information about climate change. In recent
years, significant strides have been made in improving the communication of climate
change risks by clarifying what these risks are, their likelihood, and how they result from
anthropogenic changes to earth's energy balance. This work is crucial: as Somerville and
Hassol (49) point out, recent polling data shows that many Americans “would most like
to have an expert explain how experts know that global warming is happening and is
caused by human activities.” However, better risk communication addresses only part of
the “political will” issue.

After COP 13 in Bali, veteran environmental campaigner Tzerporah Berman fell
into a deep depression. Rather than spurring her to action, she experienced her more
complete understanding of climate change and its potentially dire consequences as
completely overwhelming. It took weeks for Berman, a highly skilled movement leader,
to overcome her feelings of self-doubt, isolation, fear, apathy, and inertia — feelings that
Marshall Ganz (“Public Narrative” 276-7) describes as the major blocks to the building
of successful mass movements (“Leading Change” 509). Compounding the fact that the
scale of the problem seemed insurmountable, solutions to climate change issues were
extremely difficult to grasp, even for someone with two university degrees and fifteen
years of experience in successful, high-level, global environmental campaigns. In

Berman's words, “If I couldn't figure out the environmental agenda, how could we expect

"7 This line of argument is expounded upon at length in N. Klein (1-28).
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a soccer mom who cares about global warming and has maybe fifteen minutes in her day
between work and dinner and packing lunches to think about it and take action?” (210).
Even if Berman's soccer mom understands that climate change poses a serious medium-
term risk to her community, if she cannot decipher what would be effective political
action for her to take (a common problem when proposed solutions such as carbon
trading seem as complex as climate change itself), doesn't have a community of fellow
concerned citizens to turn to, and has other more immediate demands competing for her
time, then research suggests that she is unlikely to move from concern about climate
change to concerted action.'®

Moving individuals and publics towards taking political action is a complex and
multi-faceted process in which many factors can play a role, ranging from people’s level
of comfort and knowledge about their governments and political processes, to how
strongly they are connected into existing networks of actors (Corrigall-Brown, “From the
Balconies”). Recent research on communicating climate change risks suggests that
storytelling techniques are one key to moving North American publics towards
understanding and action (Frank). Somerville and Hassol propose that “Narrative skills
help reach people. Effective communication is usually not a lecture but a conversation
that involves what people really care about” (49), and that scientists and educators should

reframe climate change as a threat to basic human needs that will affect each and every

'8 Chapter 6 delves in more detail into research on civic engagement. Corrigall-Brown
offers a succinct summary of research that has identified the significant barriers to
engagement that would be relevant in the ‘soccer mom’ example. For instance, not
understanding what action to take fall under research done on political efficacy, which is
“"the belief that one is capable of the specific behaviors required to produce a desired
outcome in a given situation” (Corrigall-Brown, “From the Balconies” 19).

(13
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person in essential ways such as access to food, water, safety, and security. The American
Psychological Association, in its June 2014 report on the likely impacts of climate change
on mental health and well-being, includes among its recommendations for climate
educators that they “solicit people’s stories of being impacted by climate and/or taking
action to help move toward solutions in order to evoke empathy and show others how
they, too, can take action” (Clayton et al).

Within the last few years, North American social movements devoted specifically
to slowing climate change have begun to develop storytelling frameworks for
communication. For example, well known photographer and Alaskan conservation
campaigner Subhankar Banerjee founded ClimateStoryTellers.org in 2011, while since
2011 360.org, Powershift Canada, Leadnow, and the David Suzuki Foundation (DSF)
have all enthusiastically embraced workshops and toolkits that explicitly take up
Marshall Ganz’s storytelling for social movement techniques in order to build climate
leadership.'” While Ganz has promoted and published on social movement storytelling
and leadership in his role as a senior lecturer at Harvard’s Kennedy School of
Government, the eager uptake of Ganz’s ideas by social movements owes much to his
successes spearheading grassroots organizing for the 2008 Obama campaign, using a
leadership model in which organizers learned to connect to voters through telling “new

public stories: a story of self, a story of us, and a story of now” (M. Ganz, “Leading

' See http://workshops.350.org/toolkit/story/ for the 360.org climate storyteller toolkit.
On October 27", 2012, 1 attended a Powershift workshop on climate storytelling that
followed Ganz’s model and was led by Leadnow staff. Through my personal networks I
am also familiar with various educational initiatives on climate change storytelling
undertaken in BC by a DSF staffer who worked on both Obama campaigns using Ganz’s
techniques.
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Change” 522). Little research has been done either to assess the effectiveness of such
storytelling within the specific context of social movements addressing fossil fuel issues,
or to examine more closely how such storytelling might work and what kinds of stories
and techniques lend themselves to social movement storytelling. Before speaking to this
lacuna through tracing the social movement storytelling of the Being Caribou expedition,
it is worth returning to the frameworks developed in recent decades to explain processes

of social movement and indigenous community storytelling.

What Might Stories Do?

Recent academic research into First Nations and social movement storytelling hint at the
potential of stories and storytelling— as text, as performance, as experience, as social
process, as an intervention into language, and as seeds that are sown at specific places
and times — to shift the discursive fields in which decisions take place which affect
communities in northwestern North America which are grappling with climate change. In
the discussion which follows, I do not mean to elide important distinctions between the
narratives of indigenous peoples and communities and other narratives. The kinds of
narratives that I am especially interested in are really two different sets of stories about
climate change. One encompasses stories of Arctic indigenous peoples, communities, and
leadership/governments, who are grappling with climate change adaptation both in long-
range planning and for everyday life. A second set of narratives is the strategically seeded
stories environmental and social justice NGOs (both northern based organizations and
national organizations with a northern chapter or component) tell concerning Arctic

climate change. These stories, particularly as they extend from the “local” north to other
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fora, are told in contexts of movement building, to drive environmental and social justice
interventions in civil society to mitigate climate change.

Since the 1990’s, new scholarship has fleshed out the central role that storytelling
plays in indigenous cultures in North America. Archibald, Basso, Brody, J. Cruikshank,
King and Profeit-Leblanc, for example, have all written explicitly about native
storytelling traditions.?” These texts emphasize that such storytelling is an expression of
very different epistemologies:

if one were to try to give the metaphorical description of some of the
features of First Nations thought, one might say that [in order to acquire
these thoughts one would] go to school in dreams, write in iconographic
imagery, travel in Trickster’s vehicle, talking metaphor, and always walk
around (Akan, 1992: 213 in Archibald).
Rather than attempting to broach the full richness of story’s contribution to indigenous
culture and learning, I will focus here on certain functions of story that suggests its
usefulness for understanding and adapting to rapid and unpredictable environmental and
cultural change.

A great deal of scholarly research on native traditions of storytelling emphasizes

that stories perform their functions — such as healing, offering moral instruction, and

helping one comprehend one's identity — at least partially by helping listeners learn to

*% This sampling only addresses researchers who make storytelling as such their subject
matter. A wide swath of researchers in many sub-disciplines of indigenous studies,
ranging from health to elaborating indigenous research methods, also emphasize and
describe the central role of storytelling in indigenous knowledge and cultural life. See for
example S. Wilson.
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deal with their emotions and approach upheavals and uncertainty with what Keith Basso
(126-129), quoting Apache elder Dudley Patterson, describes as a smooth, resilient, and
steady mind. Indigenous storyteller Louise Profeit-Leblanc describes the role of stories in
changing the emotional orientation of listeners from fear towards a calm, action-
orientation: “Storytellers do their best to temper disturbed reactions, by telling difficult
stories (whether historical or mythological) in ways that promote emotional stability
among their listeners - a stability that can be thought of as emerging from the true inner
meaning of the stories themselves” (Profeit-Leblanc, “Stories Have Their Way”). She
offers an example through presenting a story-within-a-story in which one of her mentors,
Kitty Smith, shares a disturbing creation story in which a woman overcomes the terrible
distress of having her husband kill their newborns three times in succession. Rescued
from suicide by an old man who commands her to swallow a red-hot rock, the woman
complies, believing the rock will allow her a quick death. Instead she falls asleep and
awakens pregnant with Raven, and happy to be alive. Profeit-Leblanc situates this story
within the context of other stories Kitty shared about the personal hardships she faced as
a young woman:
In addition to this story, Kitty Smith also shared some of her personal
stories with me. She told me about her struggle with tuberculosis, and how
her first husband remarried, thinking that she had died in the sanitarium. As
in the earlier creation story, Kitty too had been forced to swallow a hot
rock, so that her life could go on despite the loss of her husband and the
hardships of her sickness and separation from her community. After

surviving all of these events, Kitty married her second husband, who
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treated her kindly - unlike her previous husband, who had been cruel

((Profeit-Leblanc, “Stories Have Their Way”).
In this passage, Profeit-Leblanc is translating a crucial aspect of oral storytelling into a
written form: she demonstrates how a skilled storyteller chooses appropriate stories that
can act as learning/healing moments for a particular listener. In this case, the story about
Raven's mother is used to help other women—both Kitty and Louise—'work through'
experiences of loss and hardship within marriage. The frame/boundaries of the story
create a safe space in which these painful topics can be addressed with empathy and
understanding, while maintaining a critical distance.”! In this instance, the traditional
story helps open up new possibilities, so that one can imagine different endings for one's
own lifestories, recognizing that other pasts and thus other futures are possible.

Life Lived Like a Story: Life Stories of Three Yukon Native Elders, Julie
Cruikshank's collaborative work with Angela Sidney, Kitty Smith, and Annie Ned, is
particularly strong in illustrating, “in-practice”, how Yukon storytellers deploy traditional
stories at particular points in listener's lives, so that these stories provide a scaffolding for
sense-making and acting, even in the face of novel circumstances. In conducting her
research, Cruickshank had quickly discovered that her collaborators had a very different
understanding of the research task than her own (2). While she had expected that the
narrative model for the elders' life histories would focus on the social impact of major
historical events in the elders' lives in the southern Yukon, such as the Klondike gold

rush and the building of the Alaska Highway, she found that

21 LaCapra stresses the importance of limits and boundedness for proper emotional
functioning, and describes how 'working through' trauma is largely a process of
establishing boundedness to traumatic experiences (142-143).
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From the beginning, several of the oldest women responded to my
questions about secular events by telling traditional stories. The more I
persisted with my agenda, the more insistent each was about the direction
our work should take. Each explained that these narratives were important
to record as part of her life story. Their accounts, then, included not only
personal reminiscences of the kind we normally associate with
autobiography, but detailed narratives elaborating mythological themes (2).
Also embedded in the women’s narratives were songs, genealogies and long lists of
names and place names. For the many years in which Cruikshank recorded the elders'
stories, she engaged in a personal project of sensemaking, attempting to puzzled out why
the narratives were being presented to her as a vast jumble of seemingly unrelated
recitations of place names, multi-generational genealogies, and stories about a variety of
animal and human characters from sacred and mythic times. What made it all coherent?
Drawing on a breadth of anthropological scholarship, Cruikshank concluded that
the key to understanding Yukon elders' stories lay in focusing on how the women use
stories and the oral tradition (2-4). Cruikshank arranged each woman's personal stories so
that they were nested within a constellation of traditional stories; this sets up for the
reader a play between each elder's life experience and the stories that provided cultural
information, knowledge, emotional connection, and inspiration and guidance as the
women made their ways through various challenges and life transitions. By juxtaposing
traditional stories appropriate to key life transitions (such as marriage) with relevant
episodes in elders' life trajectories, Cruikshank, like Profeit-Leblanc, created oscillations

that show how personal growth, maturity, acceptance of change, and the makings of one

29



consciousness (and thus better mastery of one's personal circumstances) are part of the
life journeys of those who, in Ms. Sidney's words “live (my) life right, just like a story”
(20).%

Taking up a lens of social movement analysis, this use of storytelling resonates
strongly with Ganz’s intertwined focus on storytelling and relationship building as
practices of personal leadership that build social movements. Ganz (“Leading Change”
516-19) introduces his work on storytelling and social movements by describing social
movement storytelling as an effective link between values, emotions, and action precisely
because stories can work to overcome feelings of inertia, apathy, fear, self-doubt, and
isolation. Such inhibiting emotions must be surmounted for social movements to “assert
new public values, form new relationships rooted in those values, and mobilize the
political, economic, and cultural power to translate these values into action” (509).

Echoing indigenous perspectives that storytelling can cultivate emotional and
mental stability in the face of challenges, Ganz argues that “narrative is how we learn to
exercise agency — choice in the face of uncertainty” (516), and that leadership itself is
“accepting responsibility to create conditions that enable others to achieve shared purpose
in the face of uncertainty” (509). In a wide ranging discussion of the role of emotion in
democratic politics, drawing on Marcus, Nussbaum, Bruner, Amsterdam, and Westen
among other political philosophers, Ganz posits that within democratic politics, emotion
is integral to decision making and action. Drawing on Marcus' neurobiological models

(71-76), Ganz maintains that when we are confronted with some challenge or choice that

22 In using this technique, the authors are emulating how traditional storytellers carefully
seed the stories they tell to correspond to the circumstances of the listener in a very
conscious, embodied process that is heavily dependent on relationship.
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is truly different, our emotional selves become activated and involved in the real choices
that make us creators of our own lives, communities, and futures (M. Ganz, “Leading
Change” 520). However, novelty activates our surveillance system, which tracks
anomalies, producing anxiety. According to Ganz
If we link an experience of anxiety with despair, our fear kicks in, or our
rage, or we freeze — none of which facilitates adaptive agency. On the
other hand, if we are hopeful, our curiosity will be provoked to explore the
novelty in ways that can facilitate learning, creative problem solving, and
intentional action. Thus, our capacity to consider action, consider it well,
and act on our consideration depends on what we feel. Social movement
leaders mobilize the emotions that make agency possible (“Leading
Change” 517).
Stories, which are constructed of characters and plots, are essentially narrative exercises
in tackling “choice points”. Well chosen stories, which activate positive feelings such as
hope, solidarity, and a sense of connection and purpose, can help listeners connect to
their core values and approach challenges with a confident, action-oriented outlook and
are thus “the discursive form through which we all translate our values into action” (519).
Ganz devised a simple, three step process of storytelling focused on building leadership
and actionable, shared purpose in social movements by anchoring shared stories in strong
relationships. Social movement actors are taught to articulate their values (the story of
“self”), connect those values to the values of others within the same movement (the story

of “us”), and articulate the present moment as an urgent moment when those values are
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being challenged, and therefore a choice must be made to support these values (the story
of “now”) (522-27).

Just as aboriginal storytelling practice depends on an experienced storyteller
ascertaining the appropriate story to share for a particular audience at a particular time,
social movement storytelling must also be grounded in relationship-building exercises
that support and encourage leadership, and unite individual listeners and tellers into a
common community of concern. Ganz's writings on leadership and story suggest very
concrete ways in which participatory and collective storytelling can strengthen ties within
organizations and motivate people towards achieving political goals. In order to delineate
what some of these ways are, and in particular to develop my argument concerning
storytelling's potential to shape northern governance on climate change, I will draw from

social change research done in the Great Bear Rainforest.

Social Movement Storytelling: Resonances from the Great Bear
Rainforest

Riddell, Page, Berman, and Davis all delineate in great detail the decades-long
processes involved in building strategic political narratives in support of rainforest
conservation along the BC coast, and how years of working sometimes in parallel and
sometimes in conflict led to environmental groups and First Nations communities
beginning joint processes of dialogue, visioning, capacity building, and financial support
to plan a long-term ecologically, economically, and socially sustainable development

process for a roughly 8.5 million hectares (21 million acres) area of temperate rainforest
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along the British Columbia coast.”® Page, Berman and Riddell all describe public
narrative and storytelling strategies as key to creating a transformational shift in not only
how British Columbia’s coastal rainforests are perceived, but how they are governed.**
Page describes the GBR itself as a story, using the term “to highlight the multiple forms
that the GBR takes through its mobilization in media clips, maps, and the words of its key
actors” (8).

Considerable discursive work went into environmentalists re-branding the "mid-
coast timber supply area" as the Great Bear Rainforest. As Page (32-44) documents, a
crucial factor in this re-branding gaining traction was the extensive effort spearheaded by
Karen and Ian McAllister to bring video, pictures, and stories from the region to publics
in North America and Europe through slideshows, talks, video, and a glossy, high-end
coffee table book. Berman, one of the key players in the ‘international markets’
campaign, in which the environmental community gained negotiating leverage through
organizing successful boycotts of companies sourcing forest products from the GBR,
describes it as a crucial evolution in her thinking as a campaigner when she realized "we
needed to think like storytellers. We needed to create a narrative to frame our work, to

engage people, to capture interest and focus attention" (39). Storytelling proved an

% In the official historical record, the signing of the Great Bear Rainforest Agreement in
2009 is the landmark moment for this change. However, in reality, the battles over the
interpretation and implementation of the agreement are constant, and both proceeded and
followed the signing. For example, in February 2012 a consortium of environmental
groups launched the “Take it Taller” campaign to push for more ecosystem protection in
the GBR. Campaign materials can be viewed at
http://www.savethegreatbear.org/takeittaller.

**Davis’ research is the exception: it is specifically concerned with evaluating the
relationship building between coastal First Nations and environmental groups that was a
part of the process.
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effective means of working across vast distances, generating interest and connection to
the GBR among European and North American consumers by articulating their daily
practices, such as buying lingerie, to ecosystem consequences along BC’s coast®. As
Riddell (“Multi-paradigm Perspectives” 27-59) lays out, in a number of social change
theories, ranging from social innovation theory to resilience and institutional change
theories, such cross-scalar interactions are a vital component of system transformation.
Nesting her discussion within a consideration of distributed agency and mutual
reinforcement dynamics, Riddell goes to some length to emphasize personal
transformation, arrived at as part of a process of “creating powerful personal narratives”
(93), as having a cross-scalar effect in driving transformative change in regional
governance in the GBR. Tjombo et al, Riddell, Berman and Page all credit personal
transformation work, which environmentalists undertook as part of leadership training at
the Hollyhock Leadership Institute, with changing the tenor of GBR negotiations.
Riddell, a former forest campaigner, explains that:
During the years of intense conflict, we invested time to grow our
capacities for personal leadership and authenticity, developing and sharing
in spiritual and therapeutic practices. This commitment to personal
development was grounded in the belief that our own state of being and
consciousness was affecting the perspectives of our adversaries and the
outcomes of our campaign efforts. We explored spiritual traditions,

developed personal transformative practices, found new ways to dialogue

2% One of the most successful of the boycott campaigns was the campaign launched
against the lingerie manufacturer Victoria’s Secret for using old-growth trees to produce
pulp for their catalogues (Berman 171-83).
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with our adversaries, and worked with practices to shift our motivations or
responses from anger and fear toward love and non-attachment. Several of
the women campaigners who were in protracted negotiations began to
practice loving-kindness meditations before entering into negotiations, and
to visualize agreement in areas of difficulty (“Evolving Approaches” 74).
In their first-hand accounts of negotiations, Riddell (“Evolving Approaches” 74) and
Berman describe how these practices had concrete impacts in improving relationships —
especially with First Nations negotiators (Berman 156-7) — and setting the stage for joint
solutions and the attainment of conservation objectives. Though the approach was not
without challenges, bringing a more compassionate and less adversarial perspective
helped to build a shared narrative in which all parties were invested; nicknamed “the love
strategy” the approach both helped to calm and energize the affective tenor and physical
disposition of those negotiating, and eased the way to finding points of common ground.
The evolution of the ‘love strategy’, from transforming activists’ personal “stories
of self” to changing negotiating dynamics, offers a complex example of Ganz’s
description of social movement storytelling as a process that moves beyond individual
narratives through leaders bringing people together to interpret their common experiences

and build shared stories.?® Successful negotiations require that parties move away from

26 Another often cited example (Berman 145-157; Tjombo et al. 12) from the GBR is that
of Karen Mahon, a Greenpeace campaigner out for a walk while on maternity leave, who
bumped into into her arch-nemesis Linda Coady of the forestry giant Macmillan Bloedel,
also on maternity leave pushing an identical blue polka-dot stroller while out on a walk
with her husband. This encounter triggered a series of informal coffees, walks, and talks
across the playground in which Coady and Mahon engaged in a much deeper dialogue
about their differences and the possibilities for change. This direct 'backchannel' led to
the Joint Solutions Project, an informal forum in which environmentalists and forest
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fixed positions and towards articulating shared values. Stories articulate values, and
shared stories and experiences build trust and create affective bonds across disparate
realities. Ganz describes widely shared practices of storying and relationship building as
key to social movement effectiveness (“Leading Change” 513-5), and to developing
identification and relational/social capital, and facilitating trust, motivation, commitment,
and the learning of skills and sharing of information. These connections were succinctly
described by a GBR ENGO campaigner who told Riddell that
what I am learning is that it is ‘as above, so below’ — everything is
completely connected and we can’t pull things apart from each other. My
personal process is mirrored back to me through this campaign, and the
more that each of us does our personal work and integrates that into this
broader campaign the more it becomes whole” (Anonymous qtd. in “Multi-

paradigm Perspectives” 93).

A Resilient Whole

The above quote puts the “multi-scalar interactions” that catalyse social change within a
more holistic frame that encompasses a broader social-ecological vision of
interconnection. This interpretation resonates with resilience theory, a framework for

broaching questions of systemic change and rebalancing that is becoming widely used in

company representatives attempted to jointly work out an ecologically and economically
sustainable model for coastal forestry — a move that led to MacMillan Bloedel
committing to ending all clear cutting in old growth coastal forests.
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northern studies, particularly among biologists and geographers working with indigenous
communities. Scholars such as Berkes stress the value of traditional knowledge—often
manifested through elders’ stories—both for better understanding of seemingly novel
developments in complex ecological systems, and for practical decision-making in such
circumstances. For example, in " A Story of Caribou and Social Learning", Berkes
describes how a well-timed elder's story, drawing on community knowledge of the last
disappearance of the caribou more than half a century before,”” catalyzed an important
moment of community reckoning that shifted how younger hunters decided to manage
their caribou hunts (117-138). Berkes argues that traditional knowledge is as much a
process as it is a repository of data; its effective use depends upon “dynamic social
learning process(es)” guided by the knowledge and stories of elders (134), and by the
cultivation of particular ways of perceiving, understanding, and interpreting the
environment (162). Berkes’ broader argument, supported by numerous examples from his
research with indigenous communities, suggests that indigenous knowledge systems,
which draw on narrative/story as a core component, offer flexible modalities to
understand and 'manage' evolving, complex systems.

Berkes proposes that climate change, because it must be analyzed simultaneously
at multiple scales while accounting for increasing future uncertainties, is a type of
complex systems problem that indigenous knowledge tackles effectively in certain ways
where conventional practices of science fall short. When calculations are required to

process vast amounts of data related to numerous variables interrelating across scales,

2" The cycling of the George River Caribou herd, which takes place over a very long
period of time—possibly decades or even hundreds of years—means that this particular
community was only intermittently in the caribou’s range.
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mathematical modeling collapses into its own aggregating margins of uncertainty, “until
a threshold is reached beyond which precision and significance (or relevance) become
almost mutually exclusive characteristics.”*® Berkes observes that in such contexts,
qualitative narrative data that focuses on general categories and few variables is actually
far more useful for timely decision making in changing conditions (eg. (fur condition:
mangy) + (animal body fat: low) + (liver: spotty with lesions) = do not eat), and functions
analogously to computing “fuzzy logic”/expert systems. In other words, where increasing
complexity makes it near impossible to discern meaningful patterns within huge volumes
of variables and interrelationships, creating paralyzing “information overload,” traditional
knowledge made up of succinct qualitative descriptors, chaining into narrative pathways,
may provide far clearer conceptual conduits to action.

Especially as local impacts of climate change are difficult to predict from models,
and “actual impacts of extreme weather occur on the ground, at regional and local scales”
(176), Berkes concludes that local observations and traditional knowledge are crucial to
building a better overall picture of climate change impacts. These knowledge forms “are
not model driven but are culture specific, historically informed, and geographically
rooted. They take scale into account” (180). Moreover, Berkes’ research suggests that
traditional knowledge is a critical cultural resource for northern communities coping with

climate change; in addition to including systems for observing, thinking about, and

2% Berkes explains his thesis using Zadeh's Principle of Incompatibility, which was
specifically developed in the context of using fuzzy logic in developing computerized
expert systems, which began as attempts to mimic human intelligence. It suggests, for
example, that rather than precisely monitoring a variable to the greatest degree possible,
the system will work better if the variable is monitored/categorized into a few discrete
chunks, and the extra “computing power” is used to incorporate more “fuzzy”/low
resolution variables.
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comparing conditions to the past via stories, traditional knowledge includes cultural
systems that create continuity in the face of novel circumstances, reinforcing cultural
values that support complex adaptive strategies, such as shifting harvesting patterns based
on what is available, and using traditional systems to share food (178). In such instances,
storytelling acts as part of a broader social process of community self-regulation. It is
promoting resilience, or the ability of a socio-ecological system to respond to disturbance
by adapting/learning, self-organizing, and yet maintaining basic function, structure, and

identity (Riddell, Multi-paradigm Perspectives 30-31).

Stories and Climate Change Governance: Why Study Northern Stories?

Evidence from both the GBR and Berkes’ socio-ecological research on indigenous
traditional knowledge suggest that effectively seeded stories can prompt transformational
change in local and regional governance and in regimes of ecosystem management. But
why might the Arctic be a particularly fruitful region to focus on when studying climate
change storytelling?

Pointing to a number of examples where northern indigenous peoples’
observations of ecosystem change led to major scientific discoveries,” Berkes notes that
“Northern peoples have a good record of noticing environmental change often before the

science of it is known” (172). With the northwestern Arctic projected to experience the

¥ For example, Berkes discusses Inuit observation of Arctic haze in the 1970s which led
to research on aerosol pollution and long-range contaminant transport; Inuit observations
in the 1990s that provided some of the first evidence of widespread northern climate
change; and Cree information on changes to geese migratory routes and populations that
revealed a complex chain of interactions between the James Bay hydroelectric projects
and climate change effects.
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most sweeping ecosystem changes on the planet (Sciencedaily; Hassol), stories and
observations from the region will become ever more important indicators of what future
climate effects could be. Arctic climate change stories illustrate the threats climate
change can pose to survival and meeting basic needs, something that Somerville and
Hassol (49) identify as crucial to creating the kinds of compelling social change stories
that people pay attention to.

Northern aboriginal climate stories are a particularly rich and robust knowledge
form as they have a longer history in my study region than anywhere else on the
continent. Interior peoples have lived in northwestern North America since at least the
last ice age and possibly for thirty thousand years,*” and have adapted their lifestyles to
enormous changes in climate and landscape; it is very likely that the tales of giant
beavers, bears, and other creatures that animate Gwich’in, Han, and other regional oral
tradition originate in a time when humans shared the Beringia with these creatures.
Adaptation has been a crucial facet of Gwich’in, Han, and Inuvialuit life not just in terms
of coping with changing environmental conditions, but adjusting to—and reshaping—
changing forms of governance. The last several hundred years have seen shifting patterns
of interaction as different constituencies, from Russian missionaries to fur trading
companies to Russian, Canadian, and American governments, have attempted to assert

jurisdiction over the region. Governance in the region has shifted often, including in the

39 The oldest known site of aboriginal habitation in North America, the Bluefish Caves, is
located not far from the Vuntut Gwitchin community of Old Crow and includes artifacts
that may date back thirty thousand years, but most certainly date back at least ten
thousand years. Morlan (Current Perspectives) offers a concise summary of evidence
suggesting a very ancient human presence in the Old Crow Basin.
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present as land claims and self-government arrangements are both implemented and
contested. At the same time, with “state” interests and decision making powers related to
climate change drivers in the region often involving national publics and federal
jurisdiction, and in some cases having a transboundary and/or international scope,
northern communities have had to generate political will to address climate change
among southern governments and publics. Their public storytelling on climate change
issues is not just local but translocal.

The term translocal offers another framing in which to understand some of the
cross-scalar interactions identified earlier as crucial to leveraging social change in a
complex, globalized world. Extending the insights of geographer Doreen Massey—which
will be returned to in later chapters—that places are dynamically constructed through
social linkage and exchange, and “power in relation to flows and movements” (Massey in
Grenier and Sakdapolrak), geographers have theorized the translocal in order to better
characterize placemaking not as a hierarchy of fixed categories of local, national, and
global, but as the active making and remaking of geographic experience through
“processes that transgress boundaries on different scales, which results in the production
and reproduction of spatial differences” (Grenier and Sakdapolrak, 375).

To effectively address northern climate change, it is essential that people and
political systems outside the north recognize their “geography of responsibility” (Massey,
Space, Time, and Political Responsibility 93) for what is, in fact, a translocal problem.
Cameron argues that such reckonings are sorely missing from Arctic social science,
which tends to focus questions of climate change adaptation and mitigation on how

northern communities will adapt, without addressing how southern governments and
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publics will take responsibility for curbing greenhouse gas emissions and prioritizing
policy and lifestyle changes that slow northern climate change. According to Cameron
the major strands of “human dimensions of climate change” Arctic research
share a remarkable oversight: they do not mention, let alone contend with,
the importance of colonialism in shaping their research objects, subjects,
findings, and research relations, and, relatedly, they largely overlook the
importance of resource exploration, extraction and shipping as human
dimensions of climatic change in the region (“Securing Indigenous
Politics” 103).*!
In excluding the major drivers of climate change from any serious scrutiny, Cameron
argues that the current research paradigm fails to fully and accurately apprehend the
problem, “eliding the persistence of the colonial, understood not just in cultural, social, or
historical terms, but also as the organization and re-organization of political-economic
relations . . . buttressing political and intellectual formations that underwrite a new round
of dispossession and accumulation in the region” (104). Cameron is specifically
emphasizing the absence of engagement with colonialism within northern climate change
research. More broadly, Massey (Space, Time, and Political Responsibility 155-9) argues

that such misattributions of “the local” are part of broader patterns that obscures the

31 There are, of course, many exceptions to this trend, such as the work of the GAPS
(Gas, Arctic Peoples, and Security) project. However, much of the best funded academic
arctic social science research, such as the CAVIAR (Community Adaptation and
Vulnerability in Arctic Regions) and the projects of the Climate Change Adaptation
Research Group, spearheaded by James Ford, is vulnerable to Cameron’s critique. Ford is
a strong advocate for climate change mitigation, but even his scholarship on the state of
vulnerability and adaptation research and its current gaps (J. Ford et al.) does not consider
including climate change drivers in the research scope and does not name colonialism as
a concept to be considered in assessing the vulnerabilities of northern communities.
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power relations upholding the current neoliberal economic order. The taken-for-granted
“placelessness” of this economic order characterizes it as more inevitable and pervasive
than it really is: emphasizing the translocal and interconnected trajectories along which
capital travels highlights instead the inherent possibilities for rebalancing that arise from
the interdependence of these trajectories. Indeed, Arctic climate change cannot be fully
addressed unless researchers, governments, indigenous organizations, NGOs, businesses,
and global publics are ready to include trajectories of industrial development — which
are the drivers of Arctic climate change — within their analysis and actions.

Cruikshank (Do Glaciers Listen) and Cameron (“New Geographies of Story”)
specifically point to the potential of story to shuttle between macro, micro, and meso
levels of inquiry.*® Translocal stories speak to geographies of power and knowledge in
nuanced ways that create play between the local and particular and the
hegemonic/universal, opening up new possibilities for transformational social change. It
is with this in mind that my research turns especially to the role of stories— and the
communities, alliances, and conversations that they build — as an important way
forward. For small northern communities seeking both to adapt to climate change and to
encourage other communities to act with them to mitigate climactic changes, the social
processes of storytelling build on and resonate with community strengths, local
knowledge, and cultural traditions that have evolved in some cases over thousands of

years.

32 Cameron’s article “New Geographies of Story and Storytelling” surveys how a number
of geographers have taken up story and storytelling within their research paradigms. She
anchors her discussion of scale and story around Lorimer. In arguing for the value of
‘small stories’, he discusses the power of stories to shuttle between different levels of

inquiry.
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Being Caribou, Being a Good Story

As Chapter 3 describes, narrowing my study to a particular set of stories was an
iterative and holistic process, involving consultation with a wide swathe of northerners.
No one story or set of stories can speak to the multifaceted realities of Arctic climate
change, nor the diverse needs of Arctic communities. In finalizing my choice of subject, I
looked for a set of stories that seemed to be imbued with the potentialities discussed in
this chapter. In particular, I sought out instances of “livelihood stories”, or stories that
included a livelihood dimension; issues in which aboriginal communities are strongly
involved in telling public stories not just locally but “translocally” — regionally,
nationally, and internationally; and issues in which the conservation community had a
comparatively long history of involvement.* In line with my “in-practice” orientation —
relevant both to my methods for studying public storytelling, and to my desire to have
that study feed back into real-world conversation about social change strategies — I
sought instances where there was a possibility of focusing my inquiry to include some
kind of quantitative as well as qualitative “results-based” metric. Lastly, I selected subject
matter in which I could build upon the connections that I have as a practitioner, a choice
which greatly increased my access to relevant individuals, organizations, and

communities.

3 Just as aboriginal storytelling draws from a long historical tradition, so to it is most
productive, in seeking out examples of conservation community public storytelling, to
examine cases that draw upon a robust and relatively long-term commitment to a
particular issue. This can be measured in decades for environmental groups as opposed to
centuries for First Nations, but just the same — particularly because I am interested in
how stories move through and build upon existing networks — I believe it is more
productive to look at examples where relationships and commitments are well developed.
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The Being Caribou expedition was an initiative to produce a new set of stories
about the migration of the Porcupine caribou, to complement existing efforts to raise
awareness about threats that oil and gas development posed to Alaska’s Arctic National
Wildlife Refuge (ANWR). As choices about whether to develop the Refuge are made by
Congress, the issue had a clear ‘translocal’ dimension; both aboriginal communities and
conservation groups had been raising awareness throughout North America about the
issue for decades. Because Being Caribou produced a set of discrete media products that
were circulated through particular platforms and networks, it was possible to conduct
research to quantify circulation of the Being Caribou stories. Finally, the Being Caribou
project had important roots in Yukon; my work at YCS coincided with the peak period of
circulation of the Being Caribou film in concert with the campaign led by the Alaska
Wilderness League (AWL) to influence key Congressional votes in 2005. YCS supported
the local campaign and I was acquainted with some of its organizers, including
expedition publicist Erica Heuer. Having such pre-existing relationships in Yukon was
extremely helpful for building trust and involving both environmentalist and First
Nations groups as partners in the research.

Building trust was especially key in light of the complex histories and present day
politics that play into conflicts about the Arctic Refuge, and into northern climate change
stories more broadly. In the next chapter, I will briefly review the most crucial of these
complexities as they apply to northern storytelling: the northern imaginary, traditional

knowledge, and evolving regimes of northern governance.
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Chapter 2
Setting Up a Story: Reviewing the Complexities of ‘North’

Stories from and about northwestern North America enter into a rich and complex
cultural landscape in which “imaginary norths” and “ideological norths” colour both the
lived experiences and stories of northerners.’* As Grace, Hulan, and other theorists make
clear, many of these “norths” are generated at least partly through a lens of non-
northerners’ experiences and values; in both Canada and the United States, northern
margins/peripheries have played an important economic and cultural role in constructions
of nationhood. This chapter begins by briefly situating the concept of “northern
imaginaries” as it applies to my study region. Next, I review how traditional knowledge,
central to the cultural perspectives of northern indigenous communities and to the “local”
norths these communities experience, has informed my methodological approach to
northern storytelling. Following this discussion I focus on how governance has evolved
and is evolving in my study region in response to shifting visions of “north.” Governance
is first described concretely as it applies directly to the legal status of the calving grounds
and summer and winter grounds of the Porcupine caribou, before turning to the work of
northern scholars to consider northern governance as a process of interactions and

illegibilities between indigenous and Western cultural forms.

* Rob Shields outlined ideological and imaginary Canadian norths in 1991; however, his
work on “True North” is regularly cited by others writing about the Canadian north. See,
for example, Hulan (5) and Grace (42).
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The Northern Imaginary

Both Alaska and the two Canadian territories, Yukon and the Northwest Territories
(NWT), are northern frontiers of larger nation states. As Cruikshank (Do Glaciers
Listen?; The Social Life of Stories) details, colonial encounters on these frontiers have
gone on for centuries, and include scientific expeditions, trade and commerce, and the
extension of institutions and jurisdiction including policing, administration of justice, and
building of infrastructure such as the Alaska Highway. A proliferation of texts has
accompanied these encounters, including explorer narratives, sketches made by official
artists on scientific expeditions, personal and official correspondences such as letters,
police reports, and newspaper articles that accompanied the Klondike gold rush® and
other resource booms, and notes and drawings of American naturalists such as John Muir
and Margaret and Olaus Murie. As these texts found their way from northern regions into
broader circulation in Canada, America, Europe, and parts of the Commonwealth and
other colonial and postcolonial states, they were quickly supplemented, and to a degree
even supplanted, by speech, writing, painting, music and other forms of expression that
took “north” as its subject matter.

Since the millennium, a number of academic works have attempted to survey and
analyze Canadian cultural texts whose circulation contribute to the “imaginary north” or
northern imaginaries that animate not just discussions of the Canadian north but of

Canadian cultural identity.*® Whether focusing on ‘official’ discourse such as government

3> In fact, there were any number of gold rushes in BC, Alaska, and the Yukon in the 20"
and 21% centuries, such as near Forty Mile on the Yukon River, and in Atlin, BC.

3¢ These works—particularly Grace, Hulan, and more recently Baldwin et al — tend to
focus on what Bourdieu might term “high culture” products such as classical music and
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reports and the remarks of politicians, or turning to popular culture texts including
literature, artwork, and music, there is a general consensus, well expressed by Rob
Shields in 1991 that “the ‘True North Strong and Free; has a striking prominence
amongst English-speaking, central, southern Canadians in the dominant political rhetoric
it generates” of the North as a resource rich wilderness hinterland, central to Canadian
ideals of nationhood (164). Canadian artistic works tend to reproduce a “Great White
North” in which a romantic attachment to both wilderness and various “rugged”
characteristics associated with winter and cold, act to discursively efface ongoing
colonialist power relations, normalizing the dispossession of indigenous peoples and
projecting the north as a kind of pure tabula rasa for the territorial and economic
ambitions of the Canadian nation-state (Baldwin et al. 1-15).

Different scholars emphasize different aspects of this dynamic. Hulan, for
example, focuses strongly on gender, associating narratives of ruggedness with “the

inscription of traditionally defined masculinity (which) depends on the exclusion or the

novels, and on cultural products which circulate outside of northern Canada. Outside of
work focused mainly on aboriginal and Inuit cultural production, there is a lacunae in
research that applies a structured narrative analysis to discovering the “northern
imaginaries” propagated by vibrant northern local arts and culture scenes such as the
myriad music festivals, northern craft festivals, film festivals, touring theater and dance
companies, and even YukomiCom (a comics convention); work published by northern
publishing houses (such as the Lost Moose Catalogues published regularly in the 1990s,
or Beluga Books’ Writing North anthology, edited by Yukon writers Patricia Robertson
and Erling Friis-Baastad); numerous high-profile northern plays such as work by Mitchell
Akiyama, Leonard Linklater, and Patti Flather; and the “grey literature” of northern genre
novels. While these genre novels used to be published primarily out of Alaska, in the
self-publishing era, there has been a very significant increase in Yukon on-the-land
narratives, ranging from thriller and mystery stories to work such as Eleanor Millard’s
fiction and memoir writings about FASD and other issues affecting Yukon communities.
The applied research I cite on Yukon imaginaries and Yukon tourism cannot entirely
close this gap, as it is largely focused on the impressions of “outsiders” rather than the
imaginaries of the local population.
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opposition of the feminine, represented as the other, the unknown, the wilderness” 24).Y
The authors of Great White North situate their discussions of nature and race within a
critical analysis of “whiteness” as a historical and present day category (Baldwin et al. 6).
While I have focused more narrowly on northern imaginaries, and their particular
animating tropes, these imaginaries take their place within a broader conceptualization of
the role “imagined communities” play in the nation state (B. Anderson), and within much
more comprehensive accountings of the role that racial imaginaries play in constructing
colonial and post-colonial societies, as put forward by such theorists as Fanon, Said, and
Spivak.

Although American discursive formations of the “Great White North” are linked
more closely to imaginaries rooted in a “frontier mentality” and less to the mythologies of
the British Empire, like their Canadian counterparts they have deep roots in the European
constructs of wilderness, civilization, and territory that characterize the colonial
imaginary. For example, Bordo anchors “new world” wilderness paintings first within a
Christian ethos where wilderness is a “textual condition of scripture” and of savagery cast
out from the Edenic garden (228), and then within a Cartesian logic that renders the
North American ‘wild’ landscape as a terra nullus evacuated of the figure of indigenous
inhabitance and smothered in a European wilderness sublime, becoming a “declaratory

apparatus for the constituting of territory™ (245).

37 In contrast de la Barre found present day Yukon tourism narratives to be suffused with
masculinist culture, a reading consistent with Shield’s description of the northern
Canadian imaginary.
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As Cruikshank notes, the narratives that gain official sanction within northwestern
North America, becoming “authorizing statements, the foundation on which policy
decisions were made” (The Social Life of Stories 5) have overwhelmingly being those
based on cultural understandings from Europe. Recent research on tourism narratives in
present-day Yukon (Cooke; de la Barre) suggests a strong continuity between the place
identities articulated by Yukon tourists and tourism operators, and the northern
imaginaries of wilderness sublime, ruggedness and independence that have circulated

within North American and European culture for at least the last two hundred years.

Traditional Knowledge

While studying the impact of present day public storytelling about climate change in
northwestern North America requires some understanding of the dominant narratives
which shape public discourse in the region, it equally necessitates a grounding in a
crucial framework for understanding story from an aboriginal perspective: traditional
knowledge. Storytelling is one of many practices taken up to share aboriginal traditional
knowledge, and it is difficult to take a broader perspective on aboriginal storytelling
without recognizing traditional knowledge’s constitutive role in aboriginal culture and
governance.

For my research, I have largely focused on understanding traditional knowledge

from the perspective of northern and coastal First Nations and Inuit groups either with
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ties to my study areas or adjacent to them.*® While no doubt some insights from other
aboriginal cultures are germane to the work, in my experience traditional knowledge
holders are very careful to circumscribe their knowledge within a specific culture and
lineage. Following their example, and given the limitations of my understanding, I have
preferred to err on the side of caution, rather than risk eliding difference and generalizing
into a totalizing category aspects of "traditional knowledge” that are distinct to individual
cultures.

In addition to more widely-read anthropological works (particularly Julie
Cruikshank, whose previously discussed books have made a tremendous contribution to
understanding the social life of stories), I have, where possible, drawn on the available
research produced by northern First Nations themselves. Two books authored in
conjunction with the Vuntut Gwich’in First Nation (VGFN) have been especially helpful:
the multiple award winning People of the Lakes: Stories of Our Van Tat Gwich’in Elders,
produced as part of a multi-year oral history project spearheaded by the VGFN Heritage
Department, and its antecedent oral history The Land Still Speaks: Gwich’in Words About
Life in the Dempster Country.

As the stories I seek to pay attention to are those related to the Porcupine caribou,
I have sought out not just anthropological literatures, but scientific literature on
traditional knowledge, resource co-management, and climate change. Berkes’ as well as
Nadasdy’s (Hunters and Bureaucrats) thorough studies of traditional ecological

knowledge as it has been or has failed to be incorporated into resource management

3% Athapascan linguistic groups extend far into the continental United States. I have found
Keith Basso’s Wisdom Sits in Places quite useful: although its subjects live in Arizona,
theirs is an Athapascan language.
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regimes have been particularly informative. However, I have also drawn on more general
cultural and natural histories relevant to my study region® and on a number of scientific
reports, especially the chapters of the Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) that
were authored in conjunction with northern indigenous organizations.

My exposure to traditional knowledge has come through three routes: academic
literature and coursework; interactions with indigenous people in the context of my work
and personal life; and (as will be further elaborated in the methods section) through my
own efforts, through wilderness travel and other perceptual exercises, to change my
perceptions, to "see the world with Aboriginal eyes" (Rice 1). I have been particularly
influenced by my exposure to the work and philosophy of the Tr’ondek Hwech’in
Heritage Department, with whom I co-authored a research paper on cultivating traditional
knowledge of environmental change within Tr’ondek Hwech’in traditional territory,
which includes part of the migratory route of the Porcupine caribou.* While traditional
knowledge includes specific information, skills, and practices, I understand it as being a

dynamic approach to knowledge cultivation, a worldview, and a particular orientation to

% Herschel Island/Qikiqtaryuk: a natural and cultural history of Yukon’s Arctic Island,
which is discussed more extensively in Chapter 4, particularly comes to mind.

*T worked under contract for the Tr’ondek Hwech’in Government, which owns the
traditional knowledge that is discussed in the paper. More broadly, however, being
exposed to the philosophy and research methods of the Tr’ ondek Hwech’in Heritage
Department, and spending time with Heritage Department staff on the land and at
community events with Tr’ondek Hwech’in citizens hugely influenced my perspective
and understanding. This was especially the case as Tr’ondek Hwech’in people hunt
caribou, and I was able to attend a “First Hunt” camp sponsored by the Heritage
Department.
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being, thinking, and problem-solving that integrates heart, mind, body and spirit, and is
profoundly relational . *!

My research interest is in the “in-practice” work that stories do: within aboriginal
communities, storytelling is part of an oral tradition that has been practiced for thousands
of years as part of the exercise of aboriginal culture and governance. Although my
discussions will focus particularly on aboriginal story and storytelling, these should be

understood more broadly as embedded in the lived practice of traditional knowledge

(Tr’ondek Hwech’in and Roburn; Parsons et. al).

Evolving Governance Regimes

Within my study region, the changes in governance regimes over the last many decades
have been as dramatic in reconfiguring the political landscape as climate change has been
in altering the physical landscape. To play a role in reconciling or regulating responses to
dramatic fluctuations in climate, public storytelling must effectively insert itself into
regimes of governance that are far from sedimented, and prone to unpredictable
alterations and shifts. Two main forces have driven these modifications: firstly, Canada
and the United States have acted to bring northern territories more firmly within their
jurisdictions, and secondly, in order to do so both nation-states have had to come to new
governance and territorial arrangements with the aboriginal inhabitants of these regions.
Although purchased from Russia in 1867, it took many decades for Alaska to

become first a territory and then a full-fledged state with a representative government.

*1 T am inspired in this definition both by Tr’ondek Hwech’in (Tr’ ondek Hwech’in and
Roburn) and by Archibald’s description of indigenous education and storywork.
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The 1958 Statehood Act for Alaska allowed "a remarkably generous settlement that
included a grant of 104 million acres ... Approximately 30% of Alaska. Moreover,
Alaska's leaders could select the land piecemeal over the next quarter — century" (Nelson
5). However, in 1967, after oil was discovered near Prudhoe Bay on Alaska’s North
Slope, the Secretary of the Interior issued a "land freeze" blocking the state from
selecting and claiming lands to which aboriginal title had not been successfully resolved
with the federal government (Ganapathy). The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act
(ANCSA) of 1971 was negotiated in relatively short order, and reconfigured the legal
arrangements in which Alaskan native communities operated by organizing Alaskan
natives into for-profit regional corporations (twelve based on ethnolinguistic groupings of
tribes, with one corporation later designated for natives living out-of-state), and
approximately 200 village corporations. The Gwich’in villages of Vashraii K’00 (Arctic
Village) and Viihtaii (Venetie) —communities that are dependent on the Porcupine
caribou herd within my study area and that have been especially vocal in its defence —
were among seven villages that opted out of the ANCSA arrangements. They were
unwilling to have communal land transferred to a corporate form of title and elected
instead to have lands that were previously part of their reserve under the reservation
system administered by the Viihtaii Reserve Tribal Government (Ganapathy). However,
battles over what kind of jurisdiction the Gwich’in could claim continued for decades

before finally being decided at the Supreme Court level in 1998 (Dixon).* The traditional

*2 This is a greatly simplified summary of the result of centuries of American Indian
policy. While technically Alaskan natives did not fall under the same jurisdiction as other
Native Americans, because their land claims had not been addressed by treaty prior to
1971, in practice the political subjectivity of Alaskan natives as well as their concrete
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territories of Arctic Village and Venetie Gwich’in remain profoundly affected by the
changes wrought by ANCSA, because surrounding native corporations are heavily
involved in resource development,® but do not have as robust a mandate when it comes
to the protection of culture, language, and traditional territory.**

Alongside Alaskan native constituencies, in the second half of the twentieth
century a highly organized, well-funded environmental movement — mainly spearheaded
by conservation leadership anchored in the continental United States, but including
Alaskan constituencies — lobbied powerfully to reshape governance in Alaska,
consolidating networks and evolving tactics that continue to be relevant in the present
day. The Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act (ANILCA), which passed in
December 1980, "preserved more than 107 million acres, more than one quarter of
Alaska and one — half the federal land in the huge state, including a large percentage of
Alaska's most spectacular mountains, fjords, wetlands, and unusual geological features.”

(Nelson 3). Its provisions put significant constraints on resource development by

living conditions cannot really be separated from the consequences of official American
government policies such as Manifest Destiny or the Dawes Act. Case and Voluck offer a
more comprehensive treatment of Alaskan natives under American laws. Additionally,
while the Venetie decision has stood since 1998, legal definition of ‘Indian Country’ are
both contested and in flux. DeMarban provides an update on the situation as of February
2015.

* The native corporations pay dividends to their shareholders, but also contribute to the
cash economy in numerous ways, such as by creating jobs; some corporations have been
very financially successful, and there are now much greater disparities in income among
Alaskan natives, particularly between those who financially benefit from resource
extraction and those who receive marginal or no benefit.

* As part of the Venetie decision it was ruled that the lands of the Venetie Tribe,
including Venetie and Arctic Village, no longer had ‘Indian Country’ status because of
the passage of ANCSA. Without this status, tribes lost important kinds of local
government powers, constraining possibilities for tribal sovereignty.
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designating various levels of protection to sensitive ecosystems, backed by the resources
and protocols of designated federal authorities.

In Canada, northern First Nations have frequently negotiated for parks and for
conservation management regimes such as co-management boards as part of the settling
of land claim and self-government agreements. For example, Vuntut Gwitchin negotiated
for the creation of two new national parks as well as an additional large conservation area
within its traditional territories. The first of the modern northern treaties signed in my
study region was the Inuvialuit Final Agreement (IFA) in 1984. In Yukon, an Umbrella
Final Agreement (UFA), finalized in 1990, paved the way for individual Yukon First
Nations to settle their land claims and negotiate self-government agreements. Vuntut
Gwitchin settled its claims in 1993, with its agreements coming into effect in 1995.
Further south, Tr’ondek Hwech'in agreements were settled and came into effect in 1995.

At the territorial level, both Yukon and NWT governments have sought to make
devolution agreements with the federal government in order to increase self-
determination and service provision at the territorial level of jurisdiction. Yukon achieved
a devolution transfer agreement in 2001 which came into effect April 1, 2003, whereas
NWT’s devolution agreements (which were stalled by jurisdictional disputes with First
Nations) have only recently been signed more than a decade later.

Much of the academic literature on northern governance in Canada stresses the
shortcomings of new arrangements as far as giving a fair and equal voice to indigenous
communities. Among others, Irlbacher-Fox, Nadasdy, Sandlos, Bocking, and Kulchyski
describe the systemic character of incidents in which the capacity of northern aboriginal

communities and civil society to assert themselves in regional, national, and international
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decision making fora is restricted by the proscribed, procedural based instrumentality of
state bureaucracy.

Kulchyski and Irlbacher-Fox reference discursive patterns deployed by the State
to shut out aboriginal realities. Irlbacher-Fox describes as 'dysfunctional theodicy' the
tendency of the Canadian state and territorial authorities to script aboriginal-state
relations to position the aboriginal as dysfunctional and the state as redeemer. So, for
example, poor educational attainment is framed in terms of the failure of aboriginal
students, although the culture of low aboriginal educational attainment is a direct result of
the many dysfunctions of the residential school system (31-34). In Kulchyski's terms, the
“form” of the state, and particularly the language that proscribes it, preempts genuine
interaction with aboriginal realities: “The State will not address Aboriginal people until
they learn (its) writing, (its) form. Negotiation, indeed discussion, cannot proceed without
it. But learning this form of writing means engaging in the logic of the dominant order: a
paradox. A precondition for playing the game is surrender” (Like the Sound of a Drum
17).

A more optimistic view is that First Nations have consistently engaged with the
Crown since the Royal Proclamation, and that rather than succumbing to the dominant
order, northern First Nations have gradually carved out a larger space within it.*

Empowered by self-government and land claims agreements, First Nations and Inuit

* Yukon and NWT First Nations were key instigators of the federal government policy
changes that ushered in the modern land claims era. In 1973, in response to Indian
Affairs Minister Jean Chretien’s infamous 1969 White Paper, Yukon chiefs travelled en
masse to Ottawa to present their counterproposal, Together Today for Our Children
Tomorrow, to Prime Minister Trudeau. The document became a foundation for Yukon
land claims negotiations.
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groups in Canada have in a few short decades build governance institutions and co-
management arrangements, taken charge of cultural heritage promotion and language
instruction, launched a number of successful business ventures such as the 49% Vuntut
Development owned Air North, and through various mechanisms exerted a significant
influence in designations of the land base and of marine resources for conservation or
development.*® As Tr’ondek Hwech’in and Roburn suggest, traditional knowledge is
woven into these new institutions and governing arrangements in subtle ways. If, in
keeping with Berkes’ arguments,*” traditional knowledge can be characterized as a form
of flexible and adaptive thinking well suited to complex systems, it may simply be too
early to definitively assert that traditional knowledge cannot take a meaningful place in
modern state governance, especially as there is good evidence that individual First
Nations are integrating traditional knowledge practices and protocols into their
governance™. It is possible that over time, elements of these successful models will
spread, and that more equal power relations between different knowledge forms will
evolve into northern governance through shifting political power among actors, through
the building of strong relationships, and through creative thinking, co-operation, and
commitment to develop new approaches. If traditional knowledge is understood as
knowledge-in-process which “undergoes continual generation and regeneration as people

interact with the environment; observing, learning, and adapting” (Berkes 162) and

% An excellent example of this influence is the current protracted political maneuvering
over the adoption of a final land use plan for the Peel watershed in North Yukon. First
Nations are leveraging the powers gained in the UFA to push for increased conservation.
7 See Chapter 1’s “A Resilient Whole.”

*® Some of this evidence is discussed more fully in Chapter 9, for example with reference
to the Teslin Tlingit Constitution.
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involves frequent stumbles, or “mistakes” that are critical to learning and responding
dynamically to emergent conditions and divergent values,* such an outcome is likely. In
this case, dispositional change may precede the discursive; without trivializing the
dispiriting nature of the displays of State ignorance and denial that Irlbacher-Fox
describes encountering in Gwich’in and Inuvialuit self-government negotiations, the
scenes she describes—in which native delegations respond articulately and with feeling
to challenge and educate government negotiators—can also be occasions of meaningful
engagement and education of the government bureaucracy.

In governance contexts that are far from static, discursive surfaces can be
deceiving — texts are tactical and may mask tensions, change processes, and internal
struggles that are reshaping political terrain. Studying the impact of public storytelling in
such conditions requires taking a probing and nuanced approach not just towards what is
said and not said, but towards the actions and relationships that define political, social,

cultural, and environmental commitments.

A Coda on Governance and Forms

Any multi-stakeholder decision-making forum — be it a parliament, a working group or
committee of an intergovernmental body, or a formal negotiation between parties —is a
dense agglomeration of discursive practices and formal and informal protocols that
structure the proceedings. While Western democratic states encapsulate governance

within the very prescribed and often legislated boundaries of bureaucracies and their

** Berkes argues that indigenous conservation ethics actually emerge from the processual
knowledge of making mistakes and recalibrating, and that aboriginal knowledge must be
understood in this frame and not as the innate wisdom of the “noble savage” (134).
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procedures and exercises of power, a growing number of northern and indigenous
scholars are exploring governance as a social force that is both suppressed (by western
forms of governments colonizing the spaces once filled by traditional indigenous forms
of governance) and expressed within the social life of communities and their stories.
Indigenous legal scholars such as Napoleon and Borrows, in order to make their
arguments legible to Western legal systems, use the word ‘law’ to describe these social
forces.”® Kulchyski, who incorporates performance studies and critical theory into his
political analysis of northern governance, places a heavier emphasis on the discursive,
describing this as a “politics of forms” that moves beyond defining governance as the
exclusive realm of formal political structures and processes (legislatures, elections, etc.)
to include community level interactions, and cultural norms and practices in their
enaction/performance. It is Kulchyski's first thesis that “in Aboriginal self-government,
the politics of form is of considerable importance ... the form in which power is deployed
not only reflects the cultural values of those who deploy it, but it embodies, enacts, and
perpetuates those cultural values” (Like the Sound of a Drum 15-16). For Kulchyski,
“form” is a broad category. He variously discusses social forms (by which he means the
protocols and traditional parameters of social relationships within aboriginal cultures)
(104), storytelling and narrative as indigenous cultural forms (8); form as the rules that
structure government bodies; the community as a form of social being (15) and even
subversion as a 'form' of contested intentionality (26). The concept of forms serves to blur

the lines between daily community living and governance.

%0 The final chapters of this thesis will delve further into Borrows and Napoleon’s
thinking.
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In practice, the evolution of the forms of which Kulchyski speaks is deeply tied to
language. In Like the Sound of a Drum, Kulchyski tries to disrupt the instrumentality of
institutional writing®® by breaking up the sections of the work which conform to standard
academic writing practices with sections that are written in a narrative style and 'work' on
the reader as stories do. The return to story as a conversational tool, in which the
experiences of northern aboriginal peoples can be put into conversation with Western
notions of governance, is surprisingly common within scholarship that addresses northern
Canadian land claims and governance issues. Whether in early mapping/land use studies
and other land claims explorations (Brody, Maps and Dreams),” or in new work on
northern self-government (Irlbacher-Fox), a wide range of northern scholars intersperse
narrative sections and/or testimonies and academic writing.*® Partially, this strategy
serves to convey whatever particular experiences and meanings that these authors feel are
best conveyed through story. Partially, however, these forms of writing are a deliberate
intervention, at the level of language, that is meant to shift or shake up the parameters of
academic writing. It is as if by balancing between a form that privileges logical

argumentation (the essay) and a form that privileges the logics of lyric and gesture (the

*! Kulchyski is writing from an academic/institutional setting. Although his research and
life experiences bring him into contact with northern communities, sometimes for
extended periods of time, his work is informed by the parameters of discourse in which it
takes place, which is academic writing. This form has protocols and practices, such as
peer review, that regulate what constitutes valid and valued academic speech and writing.
*? Like Kulchyski, Brody broke up his more standard academic writing with narrative
sections describing experiences with Beaver community members.

%3 A full discussion of lyric and creative theorizing on the Canadian north is not possible
within the scope of this thesis, however, it should be acknowledged that this writing style
has a long history and encompasses many sub-genres and approaches, ranging from the
more strictly lyrical writings of John Moss, to feminist texts such as Van Herk’s Places
far from Ellesmere, to lyric styles that are braided into critical and cultural theory
analysis, such as Van Wyck’s The Highway of the Atom.
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story), the writer is performing a re-calibration, shifting power relations such that the
knowledges supported within each form can equally be given their due.

Van Wyck, for example, uses an alternation between the accessible stories of his
‘field notes’ (often supplemented by scrapbook-like illustrations: a snapshot of the edge
of araven’s wing; a reproduction of a past postage stamp) and denser theoretical
passages, to highlight a frustrating quandary both he and the Dene people of Deline
faced: the complex bureaucratic obsfucations, pointless paper trails, and flat-out denials
of access to information (be it proprietary or classified as national security information)
to answer basic questions about how much radiation Dene people had been exposed to,
and how, during the operation of the Eldorado uranium mine. Van Wyck’s journal
fragments about the land, its characters, and its stories, invoke a lived reality of northern
experience that contrasts sharply with the cool language of a government fact-finder
whose report on Dene radiation exposure oscillate between “no evidence, on the one
hand, and we couldn’t access the information that would assist in answering the question,
on the other” (Van Wyck 188). Here, the instrumentality of the writing of the Canadian
state is put on full display.

The rather interesting corollary to such academic writing strategies is that if it is
successful—if indeed, story portions speak to essay portions, creating new kinds of
connections and possibilities in the mind of the reader—it suggests that the limitations of
form are not absolute. Storytelling can in fact converse with more analytic and
instrumental knowledge forms. Juxtaposing stories with other text creates oscillations
between the different forms, binding them more closely together by creating a relational

coherence in which each text is imbued with meaning by the other, and made more
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profound through this connection. The very act of telling a story, of inserting story into
relationship — be it with another text, with a listener, or with institutional forms which in
fact are not static but become what they are through the practices of everyday life’* —
shifts the discursive field.” Roth et al. illustrate how such storytelling can shift
aboriginal/non-aboriginal power dynamics on the page in their three intertwined stories
of media coverage during the 1990 Oka crisis. The two ‘insider’ (Mohawk) and one
‘outsider’ (non-native journalist and media trainer) stories are laid out as three parallel
columns. The chapter “is not meant to be read as a dialogue among its authors, but rather
as a series of parallel voices framed within a broader argument for the necessity to
rethink the writing practice of Canadian journalism” (Roth et al. 53). The three column
layout was chosen to show equal perspectives, a fraction of many, and to challenge the
‘bipolar’ two-sides-to-the-story structure of mainstream media, “leaving room for the
reader to access what Raymond Williams calls the “structure of feeling” — the emergent
and uneven texture of a series of events and their after-effects (Williams, 1977, pp. 128-
135)” (53).>°

In Kulchyski's terms (Six Gestures), the story is performing a gesture. This

gesture towards the analytic text exceeds the limits of language it spills out of the

**The previous chapter only briefly referenced institutional change theories, however it is
generally accepted within the field and within social innovation theory that organizational
cultures, as well as more formal rules, are crucial to shaping institutions, and that cultures
are created by the repeated, everyday enactment of patterns of behaviour.

>°I am here invoking Foucault's notion of what a discursive field is — a complex matrix
of language, institutional practice, and other relationships.

%6 I have focused on the use of such literary techniques in academic writing aligned with
northern and aboriginal studies in Canada, however such writing strategies have far
broader application, whether in aboriginal studies in Australia (the work of Stephen
Muecke especially comes to mind), or in more general postcolonial cultural criticism,
such as the work of Trinh T. Minh-Ha.

63



container of form, creating a moment of disorganization, of disorientation — a moment
in which the reader must reorient him or herself in an act of sense making. McKay (Vis a
Vis) might argue that this moment exposes language as apparatus. The leap that language
makes, like the leap of metaphor “always says . . . that language is not commensurate
with the real, that leaps are necessary if we are to regain some sense of the world outside
it” (McKay, Vis a Vis 69). It is a moment of poetic attention, in which “language is
experiencing its uselessness and the consequent need to stretch itself to be adequate to
this form of knowing” (30). The story is an open hand, a gifting that invokes reciprocity.
It offers up a glimpse of the potentiality that elude language' s grasp, an “entry point(s)
where wilderness re-invades language” (McKay, “Baler Twine” 85), inviting the reader
to engage in storywork,” in sense-making, in stitching its narrative to others (the analytic
text; a memory of the reader's; the thread connecting this particular anecdote to the ones
that break the text before and after). Perhaps the effect is ephemeral: a moment of
recognition that disrupts the established order. Or perhaps it is more: a subtle shifting of
the text towards lyric resonance. As described by Zwicky, “Lyric resonance is a function
of the attunement of various distinct components. It thus requires an open structure with
distinct elements or distinct axes of experience which stand in a non-linear relation to one
another. Being drawn apart, it is brought together with itself” (“Bringhurst’s
Presocratics” 111).

In other words, the juxtaposition of northern stories with written analysis can be
understood as particular examples of storytelling-as-gesture, as incremental, repeated,

lived practice that, consistently applied, can move beyond tactical intervention to shift

> See Archibald for further explication of this term.
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engagement, create mutuality, and strengthen connection and community. This coherence
operates differently from the coherence of academic argument, whose 'glue' is systematic
and logical consistency. Instead, the forms of coherence in the elders' lives and stories are
relational and elliptical, and grounded in the qualities of spoken language.

In “Oracularity,” Jan Zwicky describes the oracular utterance — a particular
example of the lyric prose of spoken storytelling — as variously “(divinely) inspired,
veiled, ambiguous, enigmatic, mysterious, or obscure” (486). She contends that
philosophy has increasingly come to depend on analytical reason: that philosophical
clarity has more and more been assessed based on whether a given claim can be
systematically broken down or disassembled into logical assertions (501-2). By their very
nature — lyrical, sonorous, grown from a radical but non-systemic integrity (491) —
oracular pronouncements are not amenable to such interpretation.” Zwicky argues that in
modern times and especially within North America, lyric utterances, including but not
limited to the oracular, have been increasingly misunderstood as either false or
inconsequential.

Nevertheless lyric speech comprises important forms of human connection, and
maintains powerful purchase in organizing human behaviours and thoughts, both
individually and in terms of the collective regulation and structuring of social relations
that are important aspects of all cultures. Zwicky further describes that “There is an
astonishing unanimity among lyric writers on the perceptual metaphor of choice for
focused attention to non-articulate beings or aspects of the world: not seeing, but
listening” (“Bringhurst’s Presocratics” 101). In describing the work of lyric prose in

articulating lyric coherence, Zwicky argues that this form of speech “rejects the primacy
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of words as bearers of meaning, and locates meaning's roots in the prelinguistic gestures
of music and rhythms of the non-human world” (110). Zwicky, like Bringhurst, McKay,
and other ecopoetic writers, locates the ecopoetic project as an effort to shift language, to
open it to the lyric and the poetic, such that we will be better able to intuit, experience,
and work with the life forces located in the pre-lingual gestures of the world and their
vestigial traces within the physical soundings that make up language. This perspective
resonates deeply with aboriginal cosmologies that locate the origin of sound in the
creation of the universe. Rice argues that within many aboriginal cosmologies, language
itself is structured and oriented to act as a conduit for expression by the natural world.
Story, for the purpose of my research, encompasses this further reach of story, these
idiosyncratic — yet deeply attuned — leaps beyond language.

But how to leap beyond human language? How to explore the potentialities of
“practice, materiality, embodiment, affect, ontology and the emergent” that Cameron
describes as key to new geographies of storytelling? Perhaps these call for a kind of co-
creation: method and material making each other in the medium of the scholar. How? It is

best to just plunge right®® in.

>% Right — write — rite (a tertiary triptych).
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Chapter 3
Knowing and Unknowing: A Meditation on Methods in Two Parts

Part I: Unknowing

Figure 1

Three weeks before a recent visit to the Yukon, I had a visitor. This visitor came in the

form of a dream.

The dream was powerful. And clear. It said: pay attention! It said: I have business

with you.
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I didn’t tell anyone about the dream. I didn’t know what to make of it. Or rather, I
knew that I was lacking the information to form a meaningful understanding, and I didn’t

know how to go about finding this information. At least not where I was living.

Within my personal experience, one of the things First Nations elders and
spiritual leaders are quite clear on, is that one must pay attention to dreams. Dreams
convey important information. They are a portal for communication with animals, the

spirit world, and an ancestral time that exists in parallel to our own.

When I was in the north, I was lucky. I had an opening to speak with someone
knowledgeable so I asked about my dream. I got some important information. For now, it
is information that sits: I have noted it and keep it in the back of my mind, and I will try

to keep alert should an occasion arise when this information opens a path.

Part of what I was told was clear. Part was cryptic, a gesture towards a direction
that was both obvious and confounding. Like someone pointing to a library when one
doesn’t know how to read a book. Obviously it would behoove one to learn how to

read—but it is no easy task.

Prefiguring

I began this section with a figure rather than words because it offers a different kind of

opening. Perhaps that opening is not immediately legible: what is the white square? Is it a
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“tabula rasa”, the tacit assumption of a blank white slate which so many northemists
claim characterizes southern imaginaries of Arctic and sub-Arctic regions (Kobayashi,
Cameron and Baldwin; Hulan; Grace), and which has been regularly invoked by
American elected officials in real-world public debates over loosening restrictions on oil
development in the Arctic Refuge?>” Is it a window, and if so is this form carving open a
different kind of textual space, or, as Friedberg might argue, is it invoking an
architectural and figurative trope with a deep cultural history, “an analog for the
perspectival frame of painting” that acts as a marker indexically freighted with the entire
history of “epistemic changes in representational systems from painting to photography
to moving — image media and computer display” (5)?

Certainly the ‘window’ reminds me that an investigation of the type I have
undertaken necessarily takes place within a larger consideration of epistemological
terrain; any cross-cultural inquiry must address the question of what prejudices we bring
to our knowing, and what efforts have been undertaken to unpack tacit assumptions that,
like Friedberg’s window, appear invisible/transparent yet delimit our perspectives.
Perhaps the very opacity of the white square—signifying particular things to me, but

obliquely so, and thus equally open to a variety of interpretations—foregrounds the

*® Frank Murkowski, Senator from Alaska, famously held up a blank sheet of paper on
the floor of the Senate to describe the lifelessness/blankness of the Arctic Refuge in
winter. See McCarthy. In a highly contentious Senate debate in March of 2003, pro-
refuge Senator Barbara Boxer specifically displayed images from Subhankar Banerjee’s
first book of Arctic Refuge photographs “to show that the refuge is not “a flat white
nothingness” and a “frozen wasteland of snow and ice,” as drilling proponents have
described it. See “Subhankar Banerjee interview with Lily D. Burke and Catherine
Whitney,” in The Last Wilderness: Photographs of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge
catalog, Gerald Peters Gallery, New York-Santa Fe-Dallas, 2004.
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problem of intelligibility in its myriad dimensions: individually, cross-culturally, and
across language and scholarly conventions.

However, the foremost reason for the placement of the blank square is intuitive: it
seemed right as a way to acknowledge the centrality of some approaches that undergird
my investigation without being readily apparent. When I look at that white square I see

my dream.

Dreams of the Extraordinary

My dream is a challenge I am not yet equal to. I lack the requisite relationships, time in
communities, and cultural familiarity to interpret the dream with any meaningful level of
cultural competency. In the words of Inuvialuit filmmaker Dennis Allen,*® I may have
information, but I do not have knowledge.

Yet this very un-knowing provides a crucial opening. My dream fits squarely
within David Young and Jean-Guy Goulet’s classification of “extraordinary experiences”
or “experiences that anthropologists themselves regard as unusual or extraordinary” —
and generally inexplicable— “but that are received as normal by people in their host
culture” (Nadasdy, “The Gift in the Animal” 36). In his discussion of animal-human
relationships among northern hunters, Nadasdy argues that extraordinary experiences are
both “largely impervious to standard forms of academic inquiry” (36) and highly relevant

and useful for understanding other cultures and gaining powerful insights into our own

% Mr. Allen is both Inuvialuit and Gwich’in by heritage. I have identified him as
Inuvialuit because for administrative purposes he identifies as a beneficiary of the
Inuvialuit Final Agreement. Allen’s distinctions between information and knowledge will
be returned to in the closing chapters.
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embedded (and embodied) assumptions. Citing Povinelli he posits that to truly take
seriously the knowledge of northern hunters—to take this knowledge as literal as well as
metaphoric—requires reconceiving basic tenets of social theory such as the concepts of
“personhood, agency, knowledge, power, labor, exchange” (26). In Nadasdy’s view, “an
education in emotion” —what Ranciére might conceptualize as a re-partitioning of the
sensible—is a necessary part of this work.

Without such an education, the intellectual project of taking northern stories
seriously is limited by my shortcomings in recognizing storywork that operates in ways I
cannot conceive of and therefore do not perceive. Perhaps a story serves best to explain
this challenge. In the fall of 2009, while working as a contractor on a climate change and
traditional knowledge project with a northern First Nation, I was interviewing a
particularly intelligent, experienced, and well-respected elder at a community mapping
session, when he stated unequivocally and in fairly exact terms that the sun had moved
since his youth and did not rise nor set in the same place. As he was saying this, I felt
profoundly challenged. In theory, I held that traditional knowledge was just as valid or
more valid than scientific information. But in truth, I believed that the sun rose and set
exactly as it always has. Copious reading of the literature and evidence on the accuracy of
traditional ecological knowledge made no difference: my gut reaction, which I could not
rationalize away, was that my worldview was correct. I found myself prey to exactly the
insidious thoughts I mistrusted in those who devalued traditional knowledge: perhaps the

elder was simply repeating what other, Inuit elders had told him,*" perhaps it was not

°! The observation that the sun has moved was and is a fairly common IQ (Inuit
Qaujimajatuqangit, or Inuit traditional knowledge) observation in the eastern Arctic.
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accurate observation but a kind of over-susceptibility to anecdotal evidence and
mystical/apocalyptic/prophetic thinking that had caused him to speak in such a way.

For months, I was regularly bothered by this irresolvable paradox: traditional
knowledge or mechanical universe? One winter afternoon I found the solution in an
account of European ideas of north from antiquity to the 20™ century that described
“Another form of northern wonder is the Arctic mirage, refraction of light, creating the
appearance of islands, ships or cities where none could actually be” (P. Davidson 60).
The penny dropped: 1 realized that the index of refraction of the atmosphere had
changed. The apparent movement of the sun was actually a change in the composition of
the atmosphere itself, a change that had become pronounced enough that light travels (or
diffracts) measurably differently compared to a few decades ago, causing a distant object
in the sky to appear moved with respect to the horizon. Much as in the 1970s and 80s,
Inuit were the first to notice the phenomenon of Arctic haze that was later interpreted as
an indicator of ozone depletion and the ozone hole, leading to the Montréal protocol
banning CFCs, so the elder had accurately observed atmospheric change of a type I had
not considered observable to the naked eye.® The elder was right, I was wrong. But more
germane to my work as a scholar, I had not been able to recognize a truthful observation
because I did not trust something so far outside my belief system.

My difficulty was not unique to me: study after study of public perceptions of

climate change suggests that empirical and statistical information—as opposed to Dennis

62 A few months later, as I live-streamed the discussion following the world premiere of
Inuit Knowledge and Climate Change at the imagineNATIVE Film + Media Arts Festival
in Toronto I was surprised to hear co-director lan Mauro state that in producing the film,
and taking seriously the assertions of Inuit elders, they had made an important scientific
discovery: that the index of refraction of the sky had changed!
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Allan’s “knowledge’—rarely impacts on beliefs.® It is for this very reason that my
research into shifting public perceptions and policy on climate change seeks to assess if
stories are able to accomplish something that argument alone cannot. But if part of my
research looks to indigenous storytelling traditions, and much in these traditions is deeply
unfamiliar to me, how can I address the reality that I may subconsciously reject and
‘miss’ important information? How can my research practice go further than occasionally
surfacing my own cultural and analytic biases, and undertake the difficult affective and
imaginative work of unlearning taken-for granted core beliefs in order to cultivate a
deeper openness to other ways of knowing? How can I decolonize not just my thinking
but my perception?

It is in this context that the extraordinary experience has value. When one’s own
worldview comes up completely short, but another smoothly and easily integrates a
significant experience, consciousness shifts. The extraordinary experience offers a
moment of defamiliarization—an unmasking of ingrained cultural tenets that are
ordinarily difficult even to perceive —coupled with a flash of insight in which another
worldview suddenly makes visceral, bodily sense. Emotional, physical, and spiritual

stakes realign, creating possibility for the integration and recalibration of core beliefs.

% Somerville and Hassol, Sterman, Klockner, and Frank offer a small sampling of studies
of climate change communication that suggest that factual communication of climate
change risks is rarely effective with general publics.
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Defamiliarization: Sensory Ethnography as Method for Encountering
the Unknown

Extraordinary experiences offer an example of what sensory ethnographers
categorize as “disorienting experiences” in fieldwork that create a type of liminality in
which researchers come to reflexive realizations that ‘jolt’ them to new understandings
(Hahn 2006: 94 qtd. in Pink). No methodology can guarantee such an encounter;
however, various fieldwork strategies can increase their likelihood and prepare
researchers to engage reflexively and analytically with the opportunities they offer (Pink
45, 65). Sensory ethnography in particular offers various strategies for the researcher
seeking to “develop an awareness of and * overcome’ her or his own ‘sensory biases’ and
then train oneself to be sensitive to a multiplicity of sensory expressions” (Howes and
Classen, 1991: 260 qtd. in Pink 51). However, as “other cultures do not necessarily divide
the sensorium as we do” (Howes and Classen 1991: 257-8 qtd. in Pink 51) — indeed, the
aboriginal philosopher Brian Rice emphasizes that aboriginal sense perceptions “are
culturally distinct and depend on a person’s orientation to the cosmos” (Rice 16) —
sensory ethnography incorporates sensory, emotional, and kinetic dimensions. It is only
through embodied practice that indigenous hunters achieve an “education of attention” in
which the hunter learns to sense the environment in a culturally specific way as he moves
through the landscape (Ingold, Perception 37). Culture and movement are inseparable:
Casey contends that our very gestures and bodily schema are profoundly inflected by
culture— that something as simple as learning to swim is shaped by “a loose assemblage
of memories, thoughts, and perceptions” (Casey 27) that guide our movements to follow
an idealized template or image of what swimming looks like. In Casey’s interpretation,

“The list of culturally specified ways of carrying corporeal constraints into the realm of
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meaning — carrying them, I would insist, on the backs of habitually structured schemata
of the body — could continue indefinitely” (32).

While cautioning that “processes or methods for analyzing sensory ethnography
materials are as yet underrepresented in existing literature” (130), Pink extends a useful
general framework for sensory ethnography as the interaction between practices that
cultivate cross-cultural, sensorial openness, and analytic, self-reflexive work that draws
on corporeal experiences to expand, enrich, and challenge one’s research methods,
practices, and conclusions. Thus, in parallel to the more traditional research activities of
reading, writing, and conducting fieldwork, I have attempted to build on my exposures to
traditional knowledge — which have largely arisen outside the research context, often
explicitly so —to cultivate personal practices that attempt to take indigenous knowledge
seriously in an embodied and holistic way that includes but also exceeds conscious
intellectual choices. This work built upon the understanding of local sensibilities I gained
living in the north prior to beginning my dissertation, and also grew out of my learnings
from the aforementioned traditional knowledge and climate change project, which
included both a fairly extensive review of relevant traditional knowledge literature and
project results, and opportunities to engage with the community out on the land, for
example as part of a caribou hunt. Finally, in attempting to understand northern
indigenous values attached to “being on the land,” my own experiences of non-motorized
backcountry travel—particularly trips of longer than a week— have given me something

to “think with.”®* Pink emphasizes that developing one’s sensory subjectivity (and

%4 In the same sense as Cruikshank (The Social Life of Stories) and others speak of stories
as being good to think with.
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intersubjectivity) often involves a process of using one’s “own sensory values and
practices as the means of comparison and a reference point through which to situate the
different approaches of [my] various research participants” (52). This is both an analytic
and an embodied process. In particular, concomitant with a more “corporeal” self-
reflexivity, I have strived to cultivate an awareness of how my particular subject position
within a society fraught with systemic racism and ongoing extensions of colonialism
influences my analysis and worldview.®’

When researching in indigenous community contexts, I tried to be mindful: to
acknowledge but still my anxiety and approach mistakes as a possibility important to

learning, and ignorance as an opportunity to practice humility.® In discussing his efforts

to apprehend®” a contemporary Dene political meeting, Kulchyski observes that

5% I have made a deliberate choice not to include these reflections within this text. As
Andrea Smith highlights, too often the “confessional narrative” of the privileged subject
is performed in a way that reifies exactly the hierarchies it seeks to trouble: such
narratives individualize problems that must be tackled systemically, and focus energy on
the already privileged “confessor,” further reinforcing power based on social
identities/categories. Much like Smith, I consider self-reflexivity about one’s privilege to
be an essential precursor to social scholarship, but believe that collective spaces for
advancing scholarship and social change (such as an essay or intellectual discussion) are
most productively used either to flesh out existing problems at a systemic level, or to
envision and build alternatives to the present order.

% Kulchyski (“Speaking the Strong Words™) characterizes humility as a
Dene/Athapascan value. Attempting to approach my discomfort in this way is not an
attempt to ‘go native.” Rather, following Andrea Smith, it is an effort to be receptive to a
given experience, rather than letting the impulse of self-reflexivity divert my attention to
concerns and anxieties that, while well-intentioned, ultimately focus on the interior world
of the self rather than on the potential of the moment of encounter.

%71 hope this is a suitable word choice: “comprehend” goes too far, as I doubt Kulchyski
would judge himself culturally competent to fully understand the interactions at the
meeting. “Apprehend” focuses more on the earlier stage of simply perceiving; much of
Kulchyski’s efforts are devoted to trying to sense the underlying structure and protocols
that act as a container for the meeting and its speech act, particularly as — as Kulchyski
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“Compared with Dene, we are childlike in our eagerness to express ourselves and in our
inability to follow simple ethical speech protocols” (“Speaking the Strong Words” 298).
Gwich’in and Inuvialuit cultural contexts include elaborate protocols and skills related to
communicating — such as an emphasis on careful listening, elegant and often concise
expression,”® and the use of silence — that I only partially understood or was even aware
of Pink (52) points out that sensorial self — awareness is often generated during rather
than before the research process. While phenomenological writings (Abram; Casey) were
helpful, in minding Nadasdy’s caution about the importance of cultural and emotional
education in developing perception, I found it necessary to supplement my practices more
directly with psychological techniques focused on cultivating awareness of the
connection between thought and feeling (Beck and Beck; Beck and Clark) in an effort to
become more attuned to the underlying emotional resonances that drove my reasoning
and actions within research contexts. For example, I tried to move away from my near
automatic association of silence in public spaces as corollary to submission, oppression,
or absence — what Kidron labels as Western, “logocentric paradigms of silence” — so as
to sense how silence might function in active and politically productive ways.

Particularly when it came to observing dynamics in communities, meetings, and other

points out—outwardly the majority of the meeting time lacks any clear moderator or
articulated set of protocols such as Robert’s Rules to give it structure.

5% By this I mean that in my experience Gwich’in and Inuvialuit speakers are not prone to
flowery descriptions with a lot of detail. Because modes of communication are quite
different, I have sometimes heard non-aboriginal people express frustration at the long-
windedness and repetition of certain examples of indigenous public speech. This may be
because in the Western tradition we are conditioned to expect concise, “on-point”
contributions to a debate that are expressed as points in an argument, whereas rhetorical
devises such as storytelling are more elliptical and require more effort of interpretation on
the part of the listener.
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public culture situations, my efforts were aimed at slowing down unconscious responses
so that I could better begin to sense the protocols and dynamics that were guiding the
exchanges. This proved particularly useful to the cross-cultural work of seeking
resonances between indigenous storywork and popular-movement building uses of story
to emotionally engage with apathetic publics.

Kulchyski believes that “Dene speech ethics are as much about when not to speak,
how to show a degree of restraint, which ensures that listening is also taking place”
(“Speaking the Strong Words” 298). In trying to learn Athapascan/Dene speech ethics,®
and to listen differently, I became more inclined to leave some spaces and silences in the
research — not necessarily permanently but for a time — in order to consider what that
silence or space could offer and what resonances it had. Was each lacuna a gap in my
intellectual foundation that needed to be filled by seeking theory, guidance, and
information? Was it a lack that would be filled by maturity, that was best left fallow as I
grew into new understanding through practice, experience, and reflection? Or was this
space an opening, a portal to be propped open to the dynamic flow that is knowledge co-
creation (Hunt and O'Flaherty (2007: 293) qtd.in Berkes)?

There is much to be gained through dwelling in the “calm rhythms of lived
silence” that Covarrubias argues permeate American Indian speech forms. However, not
asking questions may have impoverished my direct understanding, and increased the
possibly of substituting my own speculations for corrective information: the approach
had the precarity of always courting failure. But perpetual (partial) failure is also the risk,

or perhaps the precondition, of connection to the sensual world. McKay (Vis a Vis)

% The Athapascan groups I worked with fall under the broader term of “Dene.”
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argues that the most imaginative and insightful language—metaphor and other figures of
speech that call us to poetic attention—arises from our attempts to reach that which
always escape our grasp. According to McKay, “the capacity of all things to elude the
mind’s appropriation” (Vis a Vis 21) strikes at the heart of what constitutes both
wilderness and our ability to encounter the duende or lifeforce of the world.

In aboriginal cosmologies, such lifeforce is integral to the unknown/not fully
knowable, and acts in equilibrium with knowledge. Thomas King describes western
stories as bound up in a cosmology where dichotomies such as knowledge/ignorance,
rich/poor and white/black are engaged in a grand narrative of struggle to eliminate their
opposite, for example through the ascendancy of good over evil (24). This is a world of
“easy oppositions” where “we are suspicious of complexities, mistrustful of
contradictions, fearful of enigmas.” In this model, a hierarchy of knowledge minimizes or
obliterates ignorance. In contrast, story (as a form of knowledge) works in native
cosmologies to create coherence and harmony in a world that is always partially
unknowable, and see-sawing between continual rebalancing dualities. Because the
universe is dynamic, knowledge is also in-process, a constant relational effort of
assessing and responding to the environment (Berkes, 171-2). The training for developing
such knowledge is dynamic and relational: communicating with another person is always
contingent, always uncertain, always open to an element of surprise. One must learn to
dance with uncertainty, leaning in and leaning away, opening to some possibilities while
steering away from others.

Cheney describes ethical action, as conceived via First Nations storytelling and

knowledge practices, as
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first and foremost an attempt to open up possibilities, to enrich the world. It
is not an attempt to respond to the world as already known. On the usual
view, for example, we must first know what animals are capable of, then
decide on that basis whether and how we are to consider them ethically. On
the alternative view, we will have no idea of what other animals are
actually capable — we will not readily understand them — until we
already have approached them ethically: that is, until we have offered them
the space and time, the occasion, and the acknowledgment necessary to
enter into relationship (90).
Cheney argues that the protocols of respect and reciprocal relations that are usual
described as part of the epistemology of First Nations worldviews, and which are
inextricably bound up with storytelling, are methodologies for producing knowledge
which are tailored to approach the unknown and to consider that unknown through an
evolving relationship built with respect, openness and calm contemplation as opposed to
tear. Humility, respect, and reciprocity are important parts of such a relational knowledge
dynamic. With various constraints (time, money, location) limiting the relational and
reciprocal elements of my research, especially with regards to northern communities, I
found myself sometimes stepping back in the interest of balance: my research could offer
only limited returns, so I did not want to demand too much of busy individuals. At other
times, I found myself stepping up, for example when the chair of the Porcupine Caribou
Management Board (PCMB) invited me to sit in on the PCMB meetings rather than

interview him.,
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Cultivating a relational approach to knowledge —an apprenticeship in finding
balance in uncertainty — can, in this instance, be understood as a counterpoint to the
apprenticeship of writing a thesis, which is an embodied training in isolation, submitting
to intellectual hierarchies, and ‘fixing’ a foundation of knowledge upon which more
knowledge can be built (Ikeda, personal communication 2013).”° It would be
disingenuous not to surface the tension inherent in trying to bridge these two approaches.
I initially approached this tension intending to “give unto Caesar what is Caesar’s”:”" as
an apprentice not just in indigenous ways of knowing, but in higher academic learning, it
seemed wisest to gain a more robust understanding and practice of existing conventions
before stepping too far outside of their bounds in attempting to reconcile differing
knowledge traditions. Intending to keep the written dissertation component within
standard norms and conventions, I made separate commitments, outside of the formal
exigencies of the thesis process itself, to share my findings in other ways with the
partners and audiences for whom the research is relevant.”> However, this proved not so

clear-cut in practice: my commitment to relational knowing provoked both questions and

new pathways. For example, I intended to apply conventional forms of citation. However,

7 In the words of Satochi Ikeda: “Has there ever been a co-written thesis? (in the
humanities)” (Ikeda, pers. comm 2013)”.

! This is a reference to Matthew 22:15-22, a biblical New Testament story in which the
Pharisees try to trap Jesus by asking if they should pay tax to Roman Emperor, an
occupying power. Jesus asks them for a coin, and asks whose head is on it? When they
reply it is the Emperor’s, he tells them to give to the Emperor what is his, and to God
what is God’s.

> An example would be that I wrote a blog post about Alaska Wilderness Week for the
Gwich’in Steering Committee, and that I attended and tabled at the Gwich’in Gathering
in summer 2014. I also hope to share my results, in a short and accessible format, with
the Canadian Environmental Grantmakers Association, and the Circle on Aboriginal
Grantmaking.
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these forms can minimize indigenous contributions, for instance through a shorthand that
credits the academic author without acknowledging the indigenous individuals and
cultures to whom certain insights or knowledge were originally attributable (Roburn and
Tr'ondek Hwech’in). In coming to understand conversations between indigenous and
Western knowledge traditions as central to my research (a project of Métissage (Donald)
which will be expanded upon in later chapters) I came to view the dissertation text itself
as a site of engagement between Kulchyski’s ‘forms.” In consequence, I have chosen
variants of in-text citation stylings that create an equal textual weight or style for oral
interview citations.”

This play between forms worked two ways, with how I approached indigenous
and western knowledge traditions influencing one another. I found that the building in of
a number of returns to communities and to checking interview knowledge shaped how I
returned to the “toolboxes” provided by the academic disciplines informing my work.
Thus, while this dissertation retains a recognizable standard of organizational scaffolding,
beginning with literature review and methods sections, the sections describing and
discussing substantive findings are broken up with returns to and expansion of theoretical

threads that can weave the findings/knowledge together in new ways.

7 Interviews and oral remarks can be cited as ‘personal communication,” which tends to
connote that such information is more on the level of private conversation than, as is
often be the case with oral traditional knowledge, a carefully verified result arrived upon
by the pooling of community knowledge. I have chosen to cite interviews instead as I
would written text, with ‘personal communication’ reserved to describe more informal
conversations only.
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Sensory Ethnography in Practice

My “sensory apprenticeship” (Pink 70), which is the component of my research that
relied most on less conventional research practices, involved several techniques. In
reviewing literature, I paid particular attention to descriptions of the sensory cosmologies
of northern cultures, and to elements within descriptions of traditional knowledge and
storywork that derived from different perceptions of time and space. I have questioned
how I might perceive/imagine the world differently if I shared these perceptual

assumptions. As a simple example, the coatrack below hung in my first Yukon home.

Figure 2

I assumed it showed purple elephants in a tropical scene, until one day I looked again and

realized that it depicted woolly mammoths in exactly the landscape where the house
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stood, on the cliffs above the Yukon River, thousands of years ago during the Beringia.
Later, coming face-to-face with a life-size wooden replica of a giant beaver at the
Beringia Centre, I realized that the mythical creatures in northern Athapascan stories
were not so mythical at all, but might be artifacts in oral culture dating back to the
Beringia, when indigenous peoples shared the landscape with giant bears, beavers, and
other ‘fantastical’ creatures. Could I imagine a continuity between myself and my
cultural landscape which stretched back thousands and thousands of years to the last ice
age? Could I adopt, in my everyday awareness, a sensibility in which a connection to
such a distant past was real and relevant? What might it mean if I did? Does
storywork/public narratives about caribou accomplish anything in this regard? What
might it mean to “think forward” for the same number of generations, which is also a key
orientation in indigenous cosmologies?

I began to read science fiction, such as Kim Stanley Robinson’s Mars trilogy and
parts of Le Guin’s Hainish Cycle , to broaden the timescale of my imagination of the
future possibilities of human cultures, to create more play in my thinking, and to practice
conceptualizing a broader trajectory of connection between different life forms and life
forces, as is characteristic of indigenous cosmologies. I tried also to cultivate an openness
to stories, dreams, and intuition, and to how these and other forms of traditional
knowledge may ‘work’ subconsciously and over a long period of time. I have been
fortunate to have experienced story ‘work’ in which a Yukon master storyteller told me
two extraordinarily prophetic stories that I often returned to—and often understood
differently—during a particularly trying period in my life. This experience gave me a

more visceral understanding of what, psychologically, traditional stories can accomplish.
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Although my understanding is limited by my ‘outsider’ status in northern indigenous
cultures, I believe this bias is generally true in terms of what traditional knowledge is
shared in non-indigenous contexts; in my experience—which is in keeping with much
literature about storywork in particular (Basso; Archibald) —knowledge holders make
very deliberate choices to share something that they deem relevant to a particular
individual at a particular time. My thesis research is less concerned with apprehending
traditional knowledge as a whole than with understanding particular indigenous teachings
that have been shared cross-culturally because they are perceived to have a broader
application to relationships with non-indigenous people. However, it is also not
surprising that the teachings I have found most useful were those directed personally to
help me; the affective and relational component of traditional knowledge and storytelling
is emphasized over and over again in the relevant literature.

Another example of this favoring of the relational is that indigenous interviewees
were extremely judicious in responding to questions about the challenges of working with
environmental groups, or the difficulties they or their communities had experienced as a
result of involvement in political education efforts”*. Several times, interviewees either
decided not to say more, asked that I redact some comments, or during the checking-back
process removed details that touched too keenly on these challenges. One respected Old
Crow community member who offered some critical feedback on the Being Caribou
community consultation process followed his comments by noting that some may

disagree, “because of the respect.” The Gwich’in stress on maintaining good

74 By this I mean what would be referred to by the conservation community as advocacy
efforts, although Gwich’in do not use the term as it is not fitting with their approach to a
nation-to-nation relationship with state actors.
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relationships, in this case at the expense of downplaying some of the harm individuals
experienced, became a bias within my data, but a bias that can be understood as
strategically chosen by Gwich’in as better aligned with their core cultural values than the
alternative of too pointedly criticizing valued partners.”

As Pink describes, developing one’s sensorial subjectivity in a research context
may shift one’s research approach (Edvardsson and Street 2007:26 qtd. in Pink 67).
Consistent with my interest in listening and orality, I made it part of my methodology to
re-listen regularly to my research interviews, particularly as I was cooking or doing
household chores, as I found that this gave me a different perspective on the material than
the ‘choppier’ process of starting and stopping the conversations to note-take and
transcribe. It allowed me to listen for the kinds of content embedded in tonality, rhythm,
and other embodied qualities of voice, as well as the traces of indigenous modes of
address and speech such as holophrases (Neuhaus) that I will later argue are of relevance

to questions of storytelling and governance.

1 do not fully know the reasons for this restraint; while I assume, because it was
frequently mentioned, that respect and wanting to preserve good relationships was a
major motive behind the tendency for criticism to be careful and muted, there may have
been other factors. For example, another thing that many elders I spoke with mentioned,
was that modern technologies made it easier to do things and in a sense to put less
thought into them, which in a round-about way makes one less respectful. For example,
when one has many bullets it’s easy to be wasteful rather than if one has to make just six
or ten bullets count to feed the community. So there is perhaps a more general tendency
at work in which learning to be respectful/measured in one’s responses is not just a
means-to-an-end (of good relationships with environmental groups), but a part of
developing as a thoughtful, respectful, and effective community member.
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A Question of Balance

In exploring the differences between a traditional knowledge orientation and a more
Western one, it is not my aim to be categorical, but to suggest that my knowledge project
involves a trick of balance, mediation, transposition and translation between what are in
fact overlapping worldviews. Sterne (“The Theology of Sound”) in particular cautions
against the ways in which an overly deterministic “oral-literate-electronic schema” (209)
create “antiquated notions of sensation and cultural difference” that limit the possibilities
of a global history and anthropology of communications (222). Sterne calls for careful
ethnographies of communication that examine cultural patterns in communications,
especially as inflected by the introduction of new technologies—but understand
technologies as affordances.

The white square, for me, is just such an affordance. I invoked it first as a blank
cipher for a dream I cannot recognize. As such it was a visceral prompt demanding an
affective, imaginative, and moral accounting to the experiences that gazed back at me
from beyond its frame. This first iteration reminded me that the best cross-cultural work
is often unsettling.

I wish now to re-align (or square) the square to its more common indexicality, and
turn to its more practical provocation. I have laid out the theories and approaches that
screen and scope my inquiries, but what practices support them? What methods stitch

together my research frame?
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Part II: Knowing

Refiguring: Tracing the Schema of Self in the Action of Research

This chapter began with a focus on methods that unsettle knowing through exercises that
help the practitioner to extend and challenge his or her existing perceptions. I have used
these ethnographic and self-reflexive practices to attempt to take indigenous worldviews
seriously, to find a research process that resonates with the insights of Shawn Wilson that
it:
has become apparent to me [is] that for Indigenous people, research is a
ceremony. In our cultures an integral part of any ceremony is setting the
stage properly. When ceremonies take place, everyone who is participating
needs to be ready to step beyond the every day and to accept a raised state
of consciousness. You could say that the specific rituals that make up the
ceremony are designed to get the participants into the state of mind that
will allow for the extraordinary to take place ... It is fitting that we view
research in the same way — as a means of raising our consciousness
(Wilson 69).
Practices that open a place for newness in thinking, however, must be supplemented by
practices of encounter that bring one into contact with new information and ideas. Before
delineating the methods of encounter I applied in my research, I offer a brief reflection on
the foundations of professional and personal experiences onto which my new encounters
accreted.
Earlier I discussed the idea of cultural schema—how a complex mix of gesture,

habit, intuition, received ideas, memories, thoughts, and perceptions are at work in daily
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actions and affective experiences. Schema offer another way of thinking about implicit,
shared norms. As with Casey’s earlier example of swimming, while we may all do the
front crawl differently, its pattern is coded not only through people’s kinetic experiences
of learning to swim but through exposure to activities such as swimming lessons and
competitions, watching others do laps at the pool, and of course through the diagrams and
standardized rules and manuals of both water safety and competitive sport. Earlier
sections of this chapter discussed the importance to my research efforts of attempting to
better apprehend some of the cultural schema at work in how Gwich’in and Inuvialuit
communities told stories about caribou. In the case of my fieldwork with conservation
organizations, in interpreting the schema of social movement conversations and
leadership building practices, include storytelling, I drew heavily on many years of in situ
experience of movement building and facilitation.

Prior to working at the Yukon Conservation Society, I had worked or volunteered
in just about every kind of non-profit position within small environmental and social
justice groups,’® from administrative (and financial) coordinator, to researcher,
communications coordinator, youth and action co-ordinator, and board member. I had
been active in social movement storytelling since I was a teenager and travelled Canada
as part of a youth-organized environmental speaking tour that reached over 250 000
elementary and high school students, helping to build participation in the Environmental
Youth Alliance (EYA). In speaking with others about Arctic Refuge slideshow and film

tours discussed in later chapter, I had my own experiences of organizing and taking part

76 I also worked for some national level, better resourced groups such as Amnesty
International, but these groups have more specialized jobs such as in-house accountant
and IT professionals that I have not done.
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in an environmental slideshow tour to fall back on; these experiences prompted me to ask
specific questions about how the tours were organized and worked behind the scenes, and
what the experience of being on tour was like for the participants, which led to findings
and discussions considering such tours practices of social movement leadership building.
Equally important to my orientation towards the ‘schema’ of story in social
movement leadership have been my more recent experiences as a practitioner helping to
spark and shape containers to hold social movement conversations on community and
capacity building. Both through my work as a facilitator, and through 2 1/2 years of
serving on the board of a major capacity building organization for Anglophone and
Allophone community sector groups,”’ I have gained experience with Montreal-based
communities of practice focused on nurturing social innovation in the civil society sector.
I have also learned specific vocabularies and frames of reference for these processes,
which have arisen from exchange between the sector and local academic institutions.”

The affective skills that I have developed through such work form an important analytical

7 During this time, organization was going through a major internal reorganization
towards a non-hierarchical staffing structure, a process that took close to two years of
organizational conversations and experimentation. My facilitation work in Montreal also
builds on other facilitation work I have done since the 1990s, including community
organizing in northern Canada.

78 For example, the now defunct Institute for Community Development and the currently
operating Human Systems Intervention program within Concordia's Department of
Applied Human Sciences have trained and supported many individuals involved in local
community development work. The Institute was a fixture in the community development
scene in and from Montréal for approximately 20 years, propagating new social
movement conversations and strategies through such projects as its Summer Institute, and
the University of the Streets. Another example of community/academic linkage is Warren
Nilsson’s doctoral research at the McGill School of Management, based on a study of
social purpose organizations in Montréal, was taken up so enthusiastically within parts of
the Montréal community sector that his community published plain-language book The
Southern Wall: the Art of Engagement at Santropol Roulant has gone into reprint.
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underpinning to my research: they have given me tools for exploring “notions like
practice, materiality, embodiment, affect, ontology and the emergent” (Cameron, “New
Geographies of Story” 575) in collective contexts. As Cameron discusses in her survey of
geographers who are reexamining “the concept of story as part of a relational and
material turn within the discipline, as part of a renewed focus on the political possibilities
afforded by storytelling, and as a mode of expressing non-representational,
(post)phenomenological geographies” (573), new meanings, associations, and
possibilities flow from research which engage with such lived elements of story. For
example, I found dissonances between the public communications of organizations and
their members, and the practices, positions and feelings that were sometimes expressed to
me as a researcher. Wrestling with these contradictions and exploring the alignment
between values, statements and actions was a productive exercise for gaining greater
insight into the schema/culture within communities and organizations.” Without the “soft
skills” of years of training in supporting organizational conversations, and in working out
the subtleties of how alignment and resistance are expressed within organizational
contexts, it would have been difficult to assess or apply Marshall Ganz’s theories of
social movement storytelling to the coalitions, communities, and networks whose public
storytelling I studied.

Additionally, my experiences as a facilitator helped me better follow the flow of

the emergent within the fluid contexts in which movement stories were told. Facilitation

7 As discussed in Chapter 1, Ganz argues that story catalyses the link between values,
emotions, and action within social movements; a social change mentor of mine, Deborah
Barndt, whose work is further discussed in Chapter 8, emphasized repeatedly in a class I
took on critical education for social change, that “wrestling with the contradictions” is
often at the heart of productive social change work.
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scenarios are often highly emergent, such as when I arrived at a workshop and all but one
of the scheduled presenters had been unable to get into the country due to Canada’s
increasingly stringent policies on issuing visas to third world citizens. In such a situation,
one must be able to rapidly assess and establish a rapport with session speakers and
organizers, read the mood in a room, draw out suggestions for structure and shape them,
find creative and quick “moments” to engage the audience with the speakers and each
other, and project a relaxed but energetic optimism that helps spark openness and
enthusiasm in others. The skills that are required are affective and kinetic as well as
analytical. Although one can learn particular tricks to assist in maintaining the ‘flow’ of a
conversation, such as summarizing what’s been said and verifying common
understandings, or asking everyone to contribute a one word takeaway from the
discussion, these tricks are not useful unless one has developed the primary skill of the
facilitator, which is to follow the exchanges and energy flows between participants. One
must develop practical judgment to know which intervention or lack thereof will best
guide the conversation. This kind of practical judgment is constantly at play in social
movement storytelling; having a greater awareness of it allowed for a different kind of

analysis of the lived, affective experiences of storytellers and their audiences.

A Short Description of the Research Process

As both Leavy describes in her discussions of the principle of recursiveness and the spiral
model of research design (57-59) and Pink broaches through concepts such as researcher
intersubjectivity, self-reflexivity, and the serendipity associated with longer-term

fieldwork practices, sensorially-engaged research within communities necessitates an
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iterative research design process, in which the researcher adjusts her tools and methods as
new information suggests what knowledge gathering strategies best facilitate productive
encounters. The act of narrating the research process, as I am doing here, in itself knits
together and creates coherence within a process that in reality had a number of paths-not-
taken and false starts.

My field research process began in 2008 with a scoping process in which I
interviewed over two dozen Yukoners, ranging from government scientists to politicians,
bureaucrats, and indigenous, community and business leaders, about their perceptions of
the most important climate change issues and challenges facing Yukon.* The next year, I
returned for further exploratory field work at three sites in Alaska and Yukon. None of
these sites figure prominently in the final dissertation work, although my time in and
around Dawson City led to my working on the climate change and traditional knowledge
project discussed in Chapter 2, which significantly enriched my understanding of
traditional knowledge, caribou, and climate change in a portion of the range of the
Porcupine caribou herd.

In the final project proposal developed subsequent to my second research trip, as I
was spending more time in the north doing contract work, the overarching framework of

encounter that I proposed was that of “lifecycle” analysis. Building on research I had

% The interviewees included government scientists and planners, researchers at the
Northern Climate Exchange and from elsewhere at Yukon College, First Nations
spokespeople and individuals working for Yukon First Nations (individual nations and
the Council of Yukon First Nations), grassroots environmental activists and
representatives of Yukon environmental NGOs, and other relevant Yukon professionals,
such as Prix de Rome winning architect Tony Zedda. The goal of these interviews was to
better appreciate northern concerns with climate change, and what gaps existed in the
present research.
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begun for a coursework paper, I proposed to follow the media products of the Being
Caribou expedition, and their circulation through North American popular culture.
Following the methods pioneered by Balides (2000), Acland and Wasson, and other film
theorists who have sought to understand the political economy of films by following their
lifecycles as well as the logic of circulation of their various spinoff products, my plan was
to trace the political impact of Being Caribou by mapping conditions of production and
distribution, and the strategic alliances used to situate the expedition and its narratives
within the larger political economic context in which they were intended to have an
impact. This tracing has chronicled the appearance over a five year period of several key
“products” of the expedition, such as a regularly updated website; media coverage and
expedition reports issued during the journey; integration of the journey with web-based
educational tools/initiatives geared at schoolchildren; and two books on the Being
Caribou journey — that derived from the multiple community engagement, educational,
and media strategies that characterized the Being Caribou expedition. It also included a
chronology of the expedition itself, encompassing consultations with local First Nations
and other stakeholders; the building of relationships with project funders and with
environmental groups; and the creation of a media and educational infrastructure to report
on the expedition.

Inspired by Acland and Wasson’s conception of “useful cinema” (3)— which
draws on techniques pioneered by Jenkins, Balides, Schwartz and other film scholars in
order to qualify and quantify the circulation of film in both commercial and
community/subcultural realms beyond the multiplex—my research focus especially

traced the “storywork” of the Being Caribou film by paying attention to the contexts in
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which the film and other media products were shown and circulated. In particular, I
concentrated on the sharing of the film within social movement networks as part of
efforts to protect the Porcupine caribou calving grounds in the Arctic Refuge during the
2005-6 period. This included the use of the film at Alaska Wilderness Week, and at
thousands of screenings organized by Alaska Wilderness League and Alaska Coalition
members, as these organizations campaigned with Gwich’in representatives and the
Canadian government in the weeks in which the calving grounds repeatedly came within
a few Congressional votes of being opened to industrial development.

My study draws on primary source material from the expedition; data from the
National Film Board and other distributors or distribution nodes of the film; “grey
literature” about the expedition including websites and educational and media
publications; “grey literature” documenting the use of other similar story/media in the
Arctic Refuge campaign such as Subhankar Banerjee's arctic photographs; data provided
by organizers with the Alaska Coalition; interviews with the filmmaker, with film
distributors including environmental organizers/campaigners, and with local activists;
and interviews with indigenous and non-indigenous leadership in northern Canada, and
with northern agency and community members in Canada involved in the Arctic Refuge
campaign and the Being Caribou expedition. Key field research included a March 2012,
trip to Washington to take part in “Alaska Wilderness Week”, the biannual training for
grassroots environmental lobbyists at which the rushes from Being Caribou were first
screened, and a winter 2012 trip to Inuvik, Old Crow, and Whitehorse, during which I not
only conducted interviews but attended a multi-day meeting of the Porcupine Caribou

Management Board as well as a multi-day meeting on community-based monitoring
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knowledge-sharing workshop in Inuvik, and did research at the Yukon Archives. While
in Inuvik T also undertook some relationship-building and research scoping related to
local indigenous perspectives on whales and ocean regulation.

In keeping with Leavy’s reflections on the process of transdisciplinary research
design,® my encounters with indigenous communities contributed to a re-evaluation of
my research focus and scope while the research was still in progress. It became apparent
that, through the “relational knowledge” perspective of indigenous communities, the
Being Caribou expedition could only be understood within the broader context of
Gwich’in, Han, and Inuvialuit relationships with the caribou, stretching back thousands
of years. More narrowly, the film and expedition also had to be understood within the
context of the many decades of advocacy undertaken by indigenous leadership, often in
collaboration with environmental groups, to protect the caribou herd as Canadian and
American governments more concretely brought their northern territories within their
jurisdiction. I revised my research plans, drawing on my existing connections and
background within Yukon, to further situate the Being Caribou expedition within a
broader perspective and longer timescale. With this increased scope, it became apparent
that including a smaller parallel study on indigenous whalers and Arctic Ocean
development and regulation made for too large a project: to truly appreciate indigenous

perspectives, I would have to consider the relationship between whales and indigenous

81 Leavy argues for transdisciplinary research to be problem-focused and to follow a
responsive methodology, by which she means that a research project must include regular
reflection on the study design, and the flexibility to make changes in the study design if
new information or insights suggest that the current methods are not appropriately
focusing the project, or that information is being left out, or that a new perspective is
warranted. (Leavy 54-59)
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peoples in a way that I lacked the research capacity and pre-existing relationships to
meaningfully include. I shifted the bulk of my research interest in whales into a
postdoctoral research proposal. It is my intention to carry forward the conclusions and
further questions arising from the Being Caribou work into building a more robust
research framework for analyzing how public storytelling efforts impact climate change
policy as it relates to pipelines, aquatic oil and gas drilling, and ocean governance in
regions where Canadian indigenous communities engage in subsistence harvesting of
whales and other marine life.

Deepening my research into Being Caribou through re-imagining how the
“lifecycle” frame could be applied over a longer timescale both opened further towards
the “un-knowing” research practices detailed earlier, and prompted a return to some of
the more classical modes of inquiry of critical cultural studies. I revisited the work of
Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams, and other UK intellectuals, and how this work was taken
up in America by James Carey and others. In particular, works in the field of reception
studies, such as Janice Radway’s early work on women reading romance novels,
informed my search for methods to both qualitatively and quantitatively account for the
circulation and interpretation of “public stories” within different social strata/networks. I
further drew on historical, ethnographic, and anthropological perspectives to situate the
products of public storytelling, be they literary, from the oral tradition, or presented in a
multi-modal, multi-media form, more broadly within the social, political, and cultural
currents of their time.

Prior to offering the detailed breakdown of Being Caribou’s circulation in the

2004-6 period, and in the chapter preceding my consideration of the Being Caribou
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expedition’s trajectory over the longer term, I elaborate on some of the conceptual
evolutions that accompanied these returns, offering up more apposite methods for my
inquiry. One general template that [ have found particularly useful is Desbien’s Power
from the North, a work that seamlessly weaves considerations of Quebecois literature and
years of publicity materials and political propaganda on Quebec hydroelectric
development projects into a broader analysis of how a “culture of hydroelectricity” has
functioned to define and support a particular vision of the Quebecois nation which has
“marginalized aboriginal territories through a manipulation of Northern Quebec’s
material landscape” (Desbien book jacket)®. Similar to Desbien’s project, my research is
an attempt to understand the storytelling modes of a particular moment of political
struggle in northern community/southern State relations, how these have both shaped and
been shaped by a broader set of political and social relations, and how these particular
enactments of “power politics” speak to the ongoing challenges northern communities
face in bringing their stories to bear on the regimes governing the intertwining of

northern climate, energy, and food security.

A Coda on Interpretation of Research Pertaining to Indigenous
Perspectives

Earlier, in describing my research methods, I focused on the rather broad

spectrum of personal practices I undertook to become more aware of my cultural biases

%2 Desbien is one of a number of Québecois scholars contextualizing relations between
the Quebec state and indigenous peoples within the broader evolution of Québecois
culture. Because much of this work is published in French—for example, see Salée—it is
less ‘in conversation’ than perhaps it should be with other work on the cultures of
aboriginal- relationships with provincial, territorial, and federal governments within
Canada.
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in an attempt to understand indigenous perspectives on their own terms. In the case of the
materials actually presented in this dissertation, these more unconventional practices of
exploration and interpretation have been bounded within a framework of fairly
straightforward expressions by mainly Gwich’in, but also Inuvialuit and other northern
indigenous peoples, of their perspectives on their relationships to the land, water, and
animals of their traditional territories, and how these relationships should be governed.
Gwich’in leadership has been advocating on the Arctic Refuge issue, within the context
of Canadian and American state structures, for several decades. The positions of the
Gwich’in are clear, well documented, and have evolved through the articulations of many
different interactions between Gwich’in and non-Gwich’in governance structures. There
is a broad-based consensus across all the Gwich’in communities in Canada and America
on the importance of the calving grounds in the stewardship of the Porcupine caribou
herd; there is also consensus on the political strategy to be pursued.** The Vuntut
Gwich’in of Old Crow, among whom my interviews are concentrated, have been
developing their methods of political engagement on issues relating to the Porcupine
caribou herd for not just decades but generations. A number of interviewees had taken a

leadership role either in land claims self-government negotiations, land management

%3 The Gwich’in Steering Committee (GSC), whose mandate is to ensure protection for
the calving grounds, was founded in 1988 as an outcome of the clearly articulated,
unanimously adopted consensus of a meeting of all Gwich’in communities at Arctic
Village. Banerjee (Arctic Voices) includes in his text the original testimonies of Gwich’in
leadership to Congress in 1988 immediately following the formation of the GSC, as well
as the declaration that was past in Arctic Village in June 1988). Through the GSC and
formal political structures, the Gwich’in have adopted and supported a clear official
position on their goals for the refuge and their pursuit of their objectives.
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within Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation (VGFN), or political leadership for the whole region
(three of the people I interviewed had been Members of the Yukon Territorial
Legislature, including one current member; two interviewees were past and present
spokespeople for the Gwich’in Steering Committee). In interpreting the public strategies
for awareness raising used by Gwich’in, I could refer back not only to these interviews
and interviewees, but to numerous other texts by Gwich’in who are very experienced and
skilled at transmitting their concerns within various cultural forms (academic texts,
Western democratic political speech, etc). Of particular note, in recent decades Gwich’in
have formalized the documentation and interpretation of their heritage through the
archives and other projects of the Vuntut Gwich’in Heritage Department. For example, an
elder-driven oral history project of the Vuntut Gwich’in produced the University of
Alberta press publication People of the Lakes, which quite clearly and compellingly lays
out the concerns of the Vuntut Gwitchin with regards to the stewardship of the Porcupine
caribou herd and the protection of the calving grounds. While there is always the danger
of being presumptive and overstepping the bounds of one's actual understanding of
another culture, the indigenous communities in my study have been publicly and quite
successfully advocating and communicating cross-culturally on the issues in question for
decades; one can assume a reasonable degree of legibility in the remarks made,
particularly by leadership, in the context of the interviews I conducted. The interviewees
knew how to communicate to outsiders clearly, and had both the structures (the VGFN
Heritage Committee; the Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute) and the know-how to
voice their concerns if an interpretation did not sit well with them. Furthermore, the goal

of my observations is not to definitively describe Gwich’in or other northern peoples’
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positions on the political issues at stake — communities are quite articulate at doing this
on their own — but to attempt to explore what implications and possibilities their
discourses on storytelling and their uses of storytelling can offer to a broader theoretical
contemplation of shifting public perceptions and policy choices on the climate change
issues that affect northern communities. The next chapter begins this examination
through taking a multi-generational perspective, as Gwich’in and Inuvialuit communities

do, on human-caribou relations within the Porcupine caribou’s range.

101



Chapter 4
A Being Caribou Lifecycle Analysis: Taking the Long View

Beginning at the Beginning
When you sit along the river in fall time, or in the spring, they’re either
going south or they’re going north, and you know where they’re going
when they’re going north in spring. They’re going to their birth ground.
That’s when I start to think about the cow caribou in the cold water,
carrying its young, carrying it all the way up to the coast to give birth. That
caribou is carrying another caribou to carry on its generation. When I think
that way, then you sit on the riverbank and then you see that same caribou
swim across again, but it's a different caribou. You’ll never see that caribou
in your lifetime again, that same caribou. But the next caribou comes, just
another shadow, it’s a life revolving. I try to explain that all the time but
it’s so hard, difficult to explain (Schafer).
The first parameter to set in undertaking a lifecycle analysis of the Being Caribou
expedition is this: Which cycle? Whose life? Does the cycle begin with the expedition
itself? Is it embedded in the larger cycle of expeditions and films undertaken by Karsten
Heuer and Leanne Allison as they came into their own as filmmakers, writers, and
environmental advocates? Does this picture fit more broadly within an almost century
long history of aboriginal and non-aboriginal advocacy for the American legislative
protection of the coastal plain of northeastern Alaska? Does it reach still further back,
through the many generations in which Gwich’in and Inuvialuit people lived alongside
the Porcupine caribou herd, accompanying their migration in what Sakakibara would

describe as ‘collaborative reciprocity’ a state in which “humans and animals physically
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and spiritually constitute one other; [such] that the soul, thoughts, and behaviours of
animals and people interpenetrate in the collaboration of life” (1007)? Or is it necessary
to go back beyond historical time, to the origins of the first known appearance of caribou
and people in the region, and of the intertwined cycles of migration and regeneration that
compelled Heuer and Allison to attempt to tell the story of the Porcupine caribou in the
first place?
Heuer’s account of the genesis of the Being Caribou project (Heuer, Being
Caribou 1-4) begins with a scene much like the one Esau Schaefer describes: in June
2001, as a park warden on his first patrol in Ivvavik National Park, Heuer and another
warden found themselves on the banks of the Firth River
amid a sea of animals coursing northwest. Caribou cows and their newborn
calves dotted every hillside, pouring over dark rocky slopes and lingering
snowdrifts in waves and streams that spread like shadows towards the Firth
River ... All night long, group after group of grunting cows spurred their
hesitant newborns over the canyon rim. Cries of protest drifted up from the
river as the young struggled in the first big swim of their life. The current
tore orderly strings of caribou into the spreading chaos of calfless mothers
and motherless calves, the air filling with bellows and bleats (Heuer, Being
Caribou 3).

Heuer could not shake the incredible surge of life — and struggle, and death — that he

had witnessed, nor how the migrating herd’s “energy had passed right through me” (4).

He was seized with curiosity to follow the caribou, to inhabit the landscapes they

inhabited and to tell the story of the incredible challenges — raging rivers, deep snow and
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high mountain passes, predation, mosquitoes, violent storms — faced by the caribou on
their journey to the calving grounds. The more Heuer researched the Porcupine caribou
and the controversies surrounding protection of their habitat, the more he felt that “all I
was hearing were politicians, environmentalists, and scientists citing numbers and
statistics ... Nowhere was there a hint of energy and power that I felt out there on the
tundra. Nowhere did I find this story of the caribou herd itself” (8—9). But if Heuer was
moved to undertake his expedition by an urge to tell the same story of struggle,
migration, and renewal that Schafer describes — a story about the bedrock of Gwich’in
culture, as the lifeforce of the Porcupine caribou and the Gwich’in have been intertwined
for centuries — does it follow that the lifecycle of the expedition must be understood
within the thousands of years long trajectory of the caribou migration?

From the perspective of Esau Schafer, Lorraine Netro, and other Gwich’in I
interviewed, the cycle of life of the caribou and the cycle of life of the Gwich’in reach far
back in archaeological time, intimately entwined.®* Caribou and the ancestors of the

Gwich’in® roamed the windswept, dry steppes of Beringia — an ice-free subcontinent

#Archaeological time may be the most appropriate term for referring to the time period
covered by Gwich’in ‘long ago stories.” Smith and Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation (VGFN)
use the term distant history (XXXVII), in order to emphasize the continuity between
these stories and the lives of present day Gwich’in. The continuous transmission of such
accounts over thousands of years of continuous habitation of the region lend these
accounts a weight that is perhaps misrepresented by anthropological/folkloric terms such
as origin myths or legends.

¥In the broadest sense, these human inhabitants were ancestors of the Gwich’in. While it
is impossible to verify beyond about 1200 years that inhabitants of the region were of
Gwich’in lineage, evidence of caribou-dependent, nomadic peoples in the area stretches
back approximately 40 000 years. In particular, the kinds of tools found from towards the
end of the last ice age are likely to be those of ancestors of Gwich’in and Inuvialuit.
Artifacts believed to be tools made from the bones of caribou and other large mammals
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surrounded by glaciated North America and western Asia®® —alongside the short faced
bear, giant beaver, woolly mammoths, the American scimitar cat, and numerous other ice
age mammals who did not survive the glacial retreat (Morlan, “Beringia Research” and
“Current Perspsectives”; Kyikavichik; Njootli Jr.). An oft-cited Gwich’in creation story
describes how the relationship between Gwich’in and caribou became established when
animals and humans separated into distinct beings, with Gwich’in retaining a part of the
caribou heart and the caribou retaining part of the Gwich’in heart (P. Matthiessen 41-2;
Gemmill; Elias). After opening our conversation by explaining “It started in my mother’s
womb, the relationship with the caribou,” Darius Elias, ML A for Old Crow, described
growing up in a wall tent on Crow Flats, and how
the caribou would come, and we’d harvest and we’d look after it, look after
the caribou, give back to the land, make offerings. Use every piece of the
caribou, and prepare it, dry it, look after it. Then we’d all have a family
dinner and thank the caribou for giving themselves to us once again so that
our families can live. That tradition has been going on for thousands and

thousands and thousands of years (Elias).

Just as it is an important spiritual obligation to giving thanks to caribou at the end of their
lives and to respect the animal’s gift of life by caring for the body properly and using all
parts, so the Gwich’in treat the grounds where the caribou give birth as sacred, “lizhik

Gwats’an Gwandaii Goodlit” or The Sacred Place Where Life Begins (Gemmill; Kassi;

found in the Bluefish Caves near Old Crow and radiocarbon-dated to about 25 000 years
ago (VGFN and Smith XLI-XLV; Morlan, Beringia Research and Current Perspectives)
%Asia and North America were linked by a land bridge as water became trapped in
glaciers, ocean levels dropped, and Beringia emerged.
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Netro;, Gruben). Gwich’in have an obligation to protect the place that sustains the
lifeforce they share with the Porcupine caribou. This obligation, like the life force it
subtends, is intergenerational and exceeds the bounds of any given life. Interestingly,
because the calving grounds are sacred, many Gwich’in will not go there, and instead
know the calving grounds as a storied place (Gruben; Netro). As such, the Gwich’in
connection to the calving grounds as a birthing place is both very tangible — Gwich’in
see the pregnant caribou pass on their way north, and in return in the fall time nudging
their calves to swim the Firth, Porcupine, and other rivers — and metaphysical. For
example, in describing giving birth as a sacred time for humans and animals, Lorraine
Netro referred to the late Sarah Abel’s description of the calving grounds as equivalent to
a hospital or nursery;®” it was fairly common for Gwich’in women I spoke with to relate
to the caribou needing a protected place to give birth by reflecting upon their own
experiences of birthing and becoming mothers. As a storied place, the calving grounds
are generative not just for the Porcupine caribou herd, but for Gwich’in who feel kinship
with the experiences of the caribou in the powerful act of giving birth and renewing the

cycle of life, be it Gwich’in or caribou.®®

To place the lifecycle of the Being Caribou project within a genealogy extending

back to the caribou’s origin story — a story of caribou and Gwich’in as mutually

¥’Sarah Abel was an important Gwich’in elder who lived to be 102 years old. She was a
leader in both the traditional and modern sense, and was the first female council member
of the Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation. A more detailed biography is available at

http://www civilization.ca/gwichin/storytellers/sarah-abel/.

%The calving grounds are also nesting grounds for more than 130 migratory bird species,
and denning and rearing sites for polar bears and small mammals (Heuer, Being Caribou
6-7). Several essays in Seasons of Life and Land describe this biological diversity in great
detail.
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constitutive of one another — is thus to understand the project’s story within a continuum
of passages: the cyclical migrations of caribou, shifting through geological time as
glaciers retreated and drainage basins altered; the waves of technological change, from
bone tool to caribou fence to guns, motorized travel, and digitized devices, through which
caribou/aboriginal relations have cycled and restabilized; and the transition from a
landscape marked only by the traces of hunter-gatherers to one integrated within an
industrial infrastructure and subject to the governance regimes of two nation states, and
subject to increasing precarity and variability from the forces of anthropogenic climate

change.

To understand the Being Caribou project in this way is also to engage in a
longitudinal study of the transmission of story and life force over time and across
changing biological and cultural communities. The fight for the Arctic Refuge is a case of
community organizing across generations, with the children of both native and non-native
activists taking up the work of their parents. The Being Caribou expedition took place on
the cusp of a major shift towards the mainstream uptake of social media; the expedition’s
accumulation of narratives and community media engagements — themselves accruing
onto existing networks and communities, built through previous cycle of storytelling and
community connection — offers an excellent entry point for considering continuities in
social movement organizing during the passage from an analog to a digital age. Much
scholarship on digital culture and civic engagement, particularly work being funded by
large American granting agencies, such as the Pew Internet and American Life Project (a
project of the Pew Research Center, itself a subsidiary of the Pew Charitable Trusts), or

the Youth and Participatory Politics Network of the MacArthur Foundation’s Digital
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Media and Learning Research arm, focuses on how Facebook, Twitter, the widespread
use of the internet, and the increasing affordability and accessibility of citizen media have
inflected politics through shaping the stories communities tell and how they are spread.
Less research contextualizes these developments within a broader consideration of what
stories communities tell, how they are spread, and how these trajectories co-evolve
through dedicated, long term social movement organizing. The Being Caribou project
offers a window onto a particular moment in the cyclical, intergenerational efforts that
have grown and sustained a remarkable grassroots movement — which has successfully
prevented oil drilling in the 1002 lands of ANWR for decades —across shifting cultural
and technological norms. This chapter contextualizes the Being Caribou expedition
within a ‘long view’ of the thousands of years long human/caribou relationship in
northwestern North America, as well as within a consideration of the formative
experiences that shaped Allison and Heuer’s orientation towards living and sharing the

story of the Porcupine caribou migration.

Borne and Reborn: Stewarding the Porcupine Caribou

Standing on the banks of the Firth River, watching a last caribou cow disappear over the
far bank with her calf in June of 2002, Heuer was not just a witness to a recurring cycle
of migration; he was, in his presence on the landscape, part of the latest articulation of
aboriginal stewardship of the Porcupine caribou herd. Ivvavik, which means ‘a place for
giving birth, a nursery’, in Inuvialuktun (/vvavik 4) and which protects the portion of the
calving grounds that lie in Canada, was the first Canadian national park created as a

consequence of an aboriginal land claim agreement (the Inuvialuit Final Agreement or
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IFA, signed in 1984). It is a nursery not just for caribou, migratory birds, and other

wildlife, but also for a new set of relationships.

In 2002, as a warden in a park jointly managed through Parks Canada and
Wildlife Management Advisory Council (North Slope),* in consultation with
surrounding Inuvialuit and Gwich’in communities, Heuer was responsible for ensuring
that the landscape supported not just wildlife, but subsistence hunting and the continued
presence of Inuvialuit and Gwich’in — including the preservation of cultural heritage
such as campsites, gravesites, rock caches and caribou fences, and cabins and sod
houses.” Martin contends, in the case of Ivvavik and other northern parks, that “how the
new park(s) operated and the philosophy that underpinned them” were “dramatically
shaped” by their being the result of resurgent native political power and land claims
negotiations, and that “These parks were fundamentally different from most of their
southern counterparts because they were created through a process of negotiation with
indigenous leaders” (Negotiating a Partnership 275). In the case of Ivvavik, the park
structure, mandate, and vision come directly out of provisions negotiated into the IFA,
and include several measures to ensure indigenous involvement in park management,

with a focus on local hunters and trappers.

The “wilds of northern Yukon” (Heuer, Being Caribou 3) where Heuer found his
inspiration, is, in fact, a region governed by the vision statement, developed in

partnership with local indigenous communities and the federal government, that “the land

®The full name is abbreviated as WMACNS. WMACNS is a comanagement body,
whose provisions are also laid out in the IFA, that is jointly supported by the Inuvialuit
Game Council (IGA) and the Federal and Yukon Territorial governments.

“Heuer’s own photographs of such heritage, for example of a sod house, continue to be
used on the park website.
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will support the people who protect the land” (/vvavik 1). Ivvavik is administered as a
lived and storied landscape in which Inuvialuit, their Gwich’in neighbours, other locals,
visitors, and wildlife and natural features all have their place. This qualitatively different
approach to governance, one adopted by the three northern parks, Ivvavik, Herschel
Island-Qikiqtaruk, and Vuntut, that have jointly been nominated as a UNESCO World
Heritage Site, both tangibly shapes the on-the-ground practices of park administration,
and intervenes in the globalized discourses that shape how parks and protected areas are
conceived. Articulated within Ivvavik’s park management plan are a series of steps to
ensure the living presence of Inuvialuit people and culture, ranging from a policy to hire a
majority Inuvialuit ranger staff’’ and to favour Inuvialuit for economic opportunities in
the park (for example, as outfitters), to “developing community-based interpretation
programs, providing learning opportunities for youth within the park, and promoting the
preservation of traditional knowledge” (Ivvavik 4). As a warden, Heuer regularly
encountered and took part in processes that supported an aboriginal presence on the land,
such as monitoring the caribou migration and assisting in sending this information to the
Porcupine Caribou Management Board (PCMB) and other management bodies, helping
to locate and assess the significance of camps and other historic sites, or checking
hazards and navigability of the Firth River for rafting groups (often led by aboriginal
outfitters). These activities help constitute the park not as a nature apart from human
cultures, but as a common space, shared by past and present human cultures, migrating
birds, caribou and other fauna, and cycles of plant life, and shaped by flows of air, water,

rock, and ice. In Ranciere’s terms, Heuer’s work — and the discursive work it performed

'So Heuer was often on patrol with Inuvialuit wardens such as Mervin Joe (Joe).
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on him and others — played a part in the reconfiguring of the park landscape through a

repartitioning of the sensible.

Making Sense of a Sentient Landscape

Park operations and heritage interpretation within Ivvavik and Vuntut national parks
carry out an important discursive function of enunciating aboriginal presence and
aboriginal worldviews as part of the processes on the land that form the collective body
politic. This is a continuation of work that Inuvialuit and other northern indigenous
people began at a national and international level decades ago. Before Inuvialuit and
Gwich’in hunters and trappers could negotiate access to the park and a management
regime that supported subsistence lifestyles, their subsistence activities had to be
rendered visible as something that was part, and had for centuries been part, of the
landscape.

Ranciere describes the distribution of the sensible as the “distribution of spaces,
times, and forms of activity that determines the very manner in which something in
common lends itself to participation and in what way various individuals have a part in
this distribution” (Ranciere 12). He further describes that “The distribution of the sensible
reveals who can have a share in what is common to the community based on what they
do and on the time and space in which this activity is performed” (12). Ranciere argues
that the partitioning of the sensible— the determining of which forms, positions,
communities, social positions, and functions are visible/perceivable and which are not—
is at the heart of politics. This awareness reshapes political terrain by shifting the

consciousness and sensory experiences of individuals: specific measures, such as
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regulations and policies on hunting and trapping, flow from this change in perception, but
in Ranciere’s schema, the true moment of meaningful politics prefigures such changes.
Much of the work of politics, for marginalized groups, is simply to render their
experiences and their agendas “sensible” and thus a part of the “aesthetico-political
field,” where it becomes common and part of a shared reality in which forms of

governance emerge and communities and social forms become meaningfully enacted.

During the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry (1975-6), hundreds of Gwich’in,
Inuvialuit, and Inupiat from Alaska were vocal in their concerns for the future of the
Porcupine caribou, which many communities depended on.”® In his final
recommendations, Justice Berger proposed an international wildlife preserve to protect
the herd’s range in Alaska and Canada, with a 5000 square kilometre wilderness park on
the Yukon Arctic coast.”> Martin (“Global Values, Local Politics”) traces these and other
developments that led to the establishment of Ivvavik within a context of Inuit
internationalism: since the arrival of industrial whalers in the 1890s, through to the
discovery of significant oil reserves off Prudhoe Bay in adjacent Alaskan waters, the
western Canadian Arctic has been an international arena in which Inuvialuit leadership
has been in active communication with other indigenous northerners, most especially the

Inupiat leadership with whom they share a homeland and whaling heritage, and who had

*The Inquiry’s final report was issued in 1977. The final chapters of this dissertation
return to the Inquiry and its aftermath. Like the Trudeau government’s 1969 White Paper,
announced by Jean Chrétien, Minister of Indian Affairs, the Inquiry was an important
catalyst for northern aboriginal people to organize themselves into new political
formations and assert their sovereignty. See Watkins for a selection of primary texts that
speak to the development of Dene political expression in this era.

*In 1977, Berger also drew on the arguments made by indigenous witnesses to suggest a
new kind of wilderness designation that incorporated subsistence harvesting rights
(Martin, “Global Values, Local Politics” 163; Ivvavik 8).
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important experiences and advice to share emerging from their own experiences
negotiating the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act. Martin argues that in the 1960s,
70s, and 80s, as Inuvialuit were mobilizing and later negotiating to have their land and
self-government claims addressed, they were involved in sophisticated transboundary
networking, organizing, research, and learning aimed at creating the most political
leverage and tactical advantage to pioneer new kinds of agreements that would balance
conservation with continuing their subsistence lifestyle, and balance the economic
advantages of potential resource development with measures to ensure development was

appropriate and benefited local people.

Achieving new forms of governance required more than negotiating at a local or
regional level; Inuvialuit leadership had to actively challenge land use categories and
regimes. In the case of creating protected areas, testimony at the Mackenzie Valley
Pipeline Inquiry, among other interventions, acted to unseat traditional understandings of
protected areas as “wild nature” devoid of human presence, and to propose another model
of management for such areas in which human cultures, including subsistence harvesting,
played a significant part. To do so required contesting not just local, regional, or even
national frameworks,”* but international frameworks for protected area management,
such as those of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). Tracing

their analysis back to the 1973 Arctic People’s Conference in Copenhagen—which

**1 do not mean here to discount the importance of changes to national frameworks.
Martin (Negotiating a Partnership) offers an excellent, detailed analysis of how Parks
Canada changed its national park establishment and governance policies in the latter half
of the twentieth century, specifically in response to northern indigenous political
advocacy.
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Inuvialuit representatives attended (Martin, “Global Values, Local Politics”) — Gissibl,
Hohler, and Kupper describe this work of indigenous communities as transnational
movements to “contest(ed) the territoriality of parks from below,” which “did not erase
but transform(ed) territoriality,” (13) renegotiating the ways in which parks civilized
nature and brought territory into the narratives of nation-states.”® One useful way of

conceptualizing these activities is through a “translocal” frame.

Translocal Trajectories

As noted in Chapter 2, geographers have theorized the translocal in order to trouble
hierarchies of placemaking that assume fixed scalar categories (local, national, and
global). The conception of the translocal instead stresses cross-scalar, transboundary
processes that actively produce geographic experience and spatial difference (Grenier and
Sakdapolrak 375). The term “translocal” keeps local conditions — particularly
environmental conditions — at the forefront, with the local as the core that interactions
grow out of. It echoes the concentric circle model which, as will be further discussed,
Norma Kassi described as animating Gwich’in uptake of political organizing to protect
the calving grounds.

Translocal frames encourage thinking about how local-to-local connections
function across a variety of spatial and temporal scales (Grenier and Sakdapolrak 378,;

Brickell and Datta, 1-18), which is particularly germane to understanding the ongoing

»Much excellent research examines the evolution of the philosophy of national parks
internationally (Gissibl, Hohler, and Kupper), and nationally (Campbell). This work must
also be understood more broadly within the evolution of European and North American
imaginaries of wilderness, which will be addressed later in this text.
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influence of northern aboriginal networks and political formations that first came to the
fore in the 1970s. For example the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC), which arose from
the 1973 Arctic People’s Conference,”® and which acts as a pan-Arctic representative of
Inuit communities in Greenland, United States, Canada, and Russia, has played an
important strategic role in asserting the rights of northern aboriginal people
internationally as nation states have attempted to reconfigure their maritime boundaries in
order to claim rights to resources, which are intimately bound up to climate change
issues’’. As one of six indigenous permanent participants on the Arctic Council, it also
regularly contributes to improving pan-Arctic relations and governance on a wide variety
of issues, from marine transportation to conservation of Arctic flora and fauna and
monitoring of pollution, and climate change assessment.

“Translocal assemblages” offer a useful way of thinking through “spatial
connectedness as mediated by processes of disassemblage and reassemblage of ‘history,

labour, materiality and performance’” (McFarlane, 2009: 566 qtd. in Grenier and

Tt was at this meeting that Inuit visionaries decided a pan-Arctic, Inuit political
organization should be formed, and took the first steps towards building the organization,
which officially met for the first time in Barrow, Alaska in June 1977. See
http://inuitcircumpolar.com/section.php?ID=15&Lang=En&Nav=Section for the ICCs
description of these events. At the time, the ICC was the Inuit Circumpolar Conference,
but it has since changed names.

7 A complete accounting of the ongoing jockeying surrounding nations trying to map and
claim Arctic waters (and the minerals and oil and gas under the sea floor) as extensions of
their continental shelves is beyond the scope of this narrative. However, under the terms
of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, (UNCLOS), nations have ten
years after ratification to make claims to extend their maritime borders to increase their
Exclusive Economic Zones. The ICC has reacted quite strongly to some of the more
exclusionary diplomatic positioning that has accompanied these efforts, for example by
issuing a robustly worded statement asserting Inuit circumpolar peoples' rights in
response to the 2008 Ilulissat Declaration: http://inuitcircumpolar.com/files/uploads/icc-
files/PR-2008-06-02-IlulissatResponsePressRelease08Jun2 . pdf
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Sakdapolrak)’®. Brickell and Datta (18) particularly stress the storying dimensions of the
translocal, describing that “daily practices of translocality reside not only in physical
movement but also extend to often mutually constitutive acts of visualizing and
imagining connections between places and spaces.” The translocal imagination is
mobilized on a daily basis, not only through the circulation of stories, but in how these
stories are articulated to other flows of individuals, populations (including animal
migrations), materials, symbols, ideas, stories, knowledgegg, and phenomenological
experiences of place-making. In the case of Ivvavik and Vuntut parks, policies and daily
practices enacted what could broadly be labelled Gwich’in and Inuvialuit “heritage
interpretation” schema, which narrated the landscape with a different partitioning of the

19 Much like the framing that

sensible than similar southemn territories would afford
opened this chapter, this schema narrates the landscape so that localized, living human
interactions on the land are practiced and understood within their particularities (for
example, the detailed technique, technology, and skill of drying meat), but geographically

and historically situated within broad spatial and temporal scales, with an emphasis on

the continuity of relationships through these passages.

*Geographers such as Verne (2012: 23-31 qtd. in Grenier and Sakdapolrak) have taken
this a step further, drawing on the work of Deleuze and Guattari to think through the
rhizomatic character of such assemblages. This perspective has much to offer, and is an
avenue of analysis I would like to pursue in future.

In this respect, theorization of the translocal owes a debt to Appardurai’s work on the
five “scapes”.

'%This is vividly apparent in the difference in documentation for national park plans in
southern Canada, such as Banff and Jasper, and the much less bureaucratic language of
the Ivvavik National Park management plan, which was collaboratively constituted
through consultative co-management processes. The 2012 cultural and natural history of
Ivvavik’s sister park, Herschel Island/Qikiqtaryuk (Burn), offers an extremely detailed
example of this type of heritage interpretation as inflected by the influence of indigenous
governance of the park and surrounding lands.
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Long-ago Times: Cycles of Stewardship, Cycles of Story

When I was working at Vuntut National Park, I’ve seen remnants of
caribou fences that are hundreds of kilometres long. Like unbelievable.
Right from the Firth River to Timber Creek caribou fence. I found that
fence and I walked as far as I could for days and days and days and it’s
absolutely phenomenal, the technology and the infrastructure that the
Gwich’in used to ensure that our people survived and that the relationship
to the caribou was there. ... When those caribou used to get harvested
within the corral there, the respect ran so deep that they would cut the grass
and take it out of the inner corral just so the caribou wouldn’t smell or
touch their own blood when the harvest was over. That’s how much they
respected that inner corral there where the majority of the harvesting took

place (Elias).

Darius Elias’ narrative about caribou renders visible several critical elements of the
context in which the Being Caribou journey was embedded. As Elias describes, the
dozens of caribou fences scattered across the Western Arctic, many of which are more
than ten kilometres long, are remarkable feats of engineering, especially as many are built

across barrenlands and tundra with little easy access to timber. ! Yet, although the fences

""Gwich’in fences are largely made of driftwood, whereas Inuvialuit used stones to
channel the caribou’s path. Further information on Gwich’in fences can be found at
VGFN’s Caribou Fence Interactive (http://www.vgfn.ca/heritage/), or through Parks
Canada’s information on Vuntut National Park (http.//www.pc.gc.ca/eng/pn-
np/yt/vuntut/natcul/natcul2.aspx). Inuvialuit fences are discussed in materials on Ivvavik
Park put out by the Wildlife Management Advisory Council (North Slope)
(http://www.wmacns.ca/north_slope/Areas/ivvavik/).
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were an important technology for large-scale, well coordinated group hunts, they scarcely
entered Canadian cultural heritage discourses'®” prior to Inuvialuit and Gwich’in
communities negotiating for the creation of Ivvavik and Vuntut National Parks — valued
for both their wildlife habitat and because they contained important cultural sites,
including the caribou fences — as part of their land claim and self-government

agreements (Martin, “Global Values, Local Politics” 157-168; Elias; Bruce).

Much of the literature and media on caribou fences emerged as a result of two
multi-year VGFN Heritage oral history and toponomy projects conducted from 1999-
2007 (Smith and VGFN XII-XITIT). As this work progressed, VGFN helped instigate the
participation of Parks Canada, the Canadian Museum of Civilization, and university
researchers to work with Gwich’in to locate and study extant caribou fences, and to
include caribou fences in their programming.'® Within the community of Old Crow, the
existence and importance of the caribou fences is well known.'® However, the process of
disseminating information about the caribou fences beyond areas in which the Gwich’in
have significant jurisdiction (such as in parks interpretation or in education within their
own First Nation) is slow; for example, the Yukon government has developed and made

available a series of K-12 curricular materials on caribou which includes passing mention

' In other words, the fences are not monumentalized as archaeological sites on the scale
of pyramids, Roman ruins, the moai statues on Easter Island, Stonehenge, or other ruins.
Nor do the parks and caribou fences have the same public history presence that the
buffalo jumps and buffalo hunts have, for example with Head-Smashed-In Buftfalo Jump
being a UNESCO World Heritage site, although in recent years Canada has put
Ivvavik/Vuntut/Herschel Island (Qikiqtaruk) forward on its tentative list for World
Heritage Sites. See http://www.pc.gc.ca/progs/spm-whs/page08/site04.aspx.

'“An excellent example of this is the Caribou Fences Interactive that was a joint project
of Parks Canada and VGFN: http://www.vgfn.ca/heritage/.

'“Several interviewees, especially current and former park wardens as well as various
young adults in the community, mentioned the fences.
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of the fences,'” but these are only optional supplemental materials to the standard

curriculum which is that of British Columbia.

Cruikshank (Do Glaciers Listen; The Social Life of Stories 71-97) goes into some
detail on larger historical patterns of colonial and postcolonial administration in Yukon
that support cultural erasures through the institutional uptake, distribution, and circulation
of British and Canadian processes, narratives, and cultural norms at the expense of local
knowledges. In the case of the caribou fences, the admiration that Gwich’in express for
the technological innovation and craftsmanship evolved by their ancestors tends to be
erased in encounters with popular culture, in favour of characterizations of northern
aboriginal peoples — for example as living simply and in harmony with nature and being
‘noble savages’ — that resonate much more with the discourses that circulate widely

P . 106
among non-aboriginal publics

. In the case of the Being Caribou expedition, the caribou
fences are acknowledged and also indirectly alluded to in the background materials

produced for the journey,'®” but within the more widely circulating versions of the

'“Known as “Project Caribou: An Educators Guide to Wild Caribou of North America,”
the project was headed by Remy Rodden, the Conservation Education Coordinator at the
Yukon Department of Environment. Materials are freely downloadable as pdfs via
http://taiga.net/projectcaribou/. The project appears to have started publishing materials
in 2005.

'“Kobayashi et al., Hulan, and Grace each trace these associations in popular culture with
respect specifically to northern aboriginal peoples. More broadly, King and Francis
provide a history of the aboriginal as noble savage in North American popular culture.
"For example, the Being Caribou website includes a one-page backgrounder on
“Caribou People” which equally discusses ancient caribou harvesting (the caribou fences
are indirectly discussed as “corrals”) and traditional technologies using materials from
caribou, and modern management of the herd as well as how dependence on the herd is
integrated with modern life: “Beside the satellite dishes are caribou antler fences and
drying racks. Behind the techno music on teenager’s headphones are the drumbeats of the
traditional dances that continue in the community today. Prized caribou slippers sit beside
the latest Nike shoes, and stories of a boy’s first caribou hunt circulate the streets with
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expedition story (books; film; media reports) these storylines are largely subsumed
beneath more cross-culturally legible currents. The education about caribou fences by
Vuntut Gwitchin and Inuvialuit has principally been through forms of participatory
engagement such as park wardens coming into the schools; elders going out to the fences
to share stories either directly to youth who are present or through recordings that are
later made into multimedia presentations; youth making short films;'®® non-linear user-
directed multi-media projects such as the joint Parks Canada/VGFN caribou fence
interactive; and talks given out on the land by park wardens to visitors to the national

parks.

Whether in the case of such park interpretation activities or of translocal
educational efforts to protect the Arctic Refuge, Gwich’in work to shift perceptions to
acknowledge their rich and complex historical and present relationship with the
Porcupine caribou closely parallels what Norma Kassi has described as the “concentric
circle” model advocated by Gwich’in elders for raising awareness about the calving
grounds. Broad support is built first through intensive work in one’s own community,
engaging with as many as possible to create a strong local consensus. Next, one works
with nearby communities with which one has established relationships, so that these

communities can be enlisted to help grow the circles of support outward from their

concerns of a US-Iraqi war”. See
http://www.beingcaribou.com/beingcaribou/backg/people. htm.

""For example, Brandon Kyikavachik’s short film Caribou Fence was made as part of a
collaboration between Old Crow high school students and the NFB’s Our World program
in which aboriginal youth combined filmmaking with using their traditional languages.
For further details see http://www3.onf.ca/blogs/ourworld/about-our-world/ and
http://www3.onf.ca/blogs/ourworld/2009/01/13/old-crow-blogger-brandon-kyikavachik-
talks-about-the-taste-of-convenience/.
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source. This grassroots approach to raising cultural awareness shares commonalities with
processes of community organizing but grows out of Athapascan principles of traditional

109
governance.

Elias’s description of the caribou fences puts forward both a more fluid and a
more comprehensive perspective on aboriginal governance: the formal establishment of
self-governance and the powers to have jurisdiction or at least a say over traditional lands
is subtended by a continuous exertion of Gwich’in governance, made through the broader
“story” of generations of everyday decisions about how Gwich’in communities live on
the land and influence it by their presence. Brandon Kyikavachik, a young VGFN

councillor, echoes this view in explaining:

The Vuntut Gwitchin have been using ingenuity to survive in this very
harsh, very unforgiving but very beautiful environment for a very long
time, and when I say very long time I mean up to 23,600 years long. We
have always found a way. Whether we were building caribou surrounds
and working together to survive hundreds of years ago, or simply using
vice grips and pliers for a makeshift handlebar on our snow machines

today, we always find a way to get the job done (Kyikavichik).

"“For example, consensus is valued in decision-making, and as Kulchyski (“Speaking the
Strong Words™) describes, people take the time to engage in careful dialog and sharing of
viewpoints and to grow consensus as far as possible, even if this is often a slow process.
Roburn and Tr’ondek Hwech’in goes into some detail on the Tr’ondek Hwech’in
Heritage Department’s “public history’ approach to working with both Han people and
their aboriginal and non-aboriginal neighbours in a grassroots way that respects and
arises from traditional knowledge approaches. Parsons et al. specifically examines how
such an approach is applied to working with heritage artifacts of the type that might be
found in museums.
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This way of seeing goes further than rejecting the traditional-modern dichotomy foisted
on aboriginal people by popular culture, which aboriginal peoples and anthropologists
have been challenging for decades (Brody, Living Arctic 169-86): it suggests that
technological innovation is a necessary quality for indigenous cultural survival, and one

that was in play long before contact with Europeans and industrially produced goods.

Similarly, negotiating self-government and land claims could be understood as
finding a way to continue being Gwich’in and Inuvialuit, within a new reality of the
jurisdiction of nation states. In this context, the Inuvialuit Final Agreement (IFA), the
Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation (VGFN) land claims and self-governance agreement, and
the various governance regimes and lands designations growing out of them (including
the Porcupine Caribou Management Board (PCMB), Ivvavik and Vuntut National Parks,
the Fishing Branch Special Management Area, the Wildlife Management Advisory
Council (North Slope) (WMACNS), and the North Yukon Renewable Resource Council
(NYRRC), among others) are simply modern extensions of indigenous stewardship and
governance, adapted to present circumstances. However, in my conversations with
Gwich’in and Inuvialuit, it was clear that, no matter the circumstances, traditional law
was very strict with regards to appropriate behaviour governing relationships between
Gwich’in, Inuvialuit, and caribou (Elias; Kyikavachik; Bruce; Gruben), and careful
thought went into ensuring that those values were incorporated into new governance
regimes (for example, the mandate to create the Porcupine Caribou Management Board

(PCMB) was part of the IFA in 1981), into formal and informal regulation of caribou
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hunting, and into cultivating awareness among younger hunters of how different

technologies can impact caribou and how to use them appropriately.''’

Like much traditional knowledge (Parsons et al.; Trondek Hwech’in and Roburn
441-2), many of the technologies evolved to hunt and process caribou are best
appreciated through a kinetic engagement with their crafting. For example, one
interviewee who had worked for many years doing heritage interpretation in Vuntut
National Park described how it was through working with caribou meat that she deepened

her respect for and connection to her culture:

Working with meat was kind of the first big learning curve for me with
that. Because it is very specific. You do need to know where every little
joint is, where every little piece of bone is. You need to know how to cook
and roast and boil different parts for different reasons. And also that every

part of it has its own nutrition value (Confidential 1).

It is through such intricate learning that the technology of Gwich’in and Inuvialuit
becomes apparent, whether this is in feeding a child the most nutritious food for a
particular stage of development, in making sled runners with caribou forelegs aligned so
the hairs are all sewn in the same direction, or in any of the myriad other ways caribou
are rendered into shelter, tools, containers, clothing, and food (Tr’ondék Hwéch’in First
Nation). In referencing the caribou fences as part of Gwich’in technology and
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