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Apirana Taylor

Poems

south west Taranaki

where the wild wind whips your ears

and hauls away at your scarf

where driftwood lies strewn

on black sand like stranded whales

where the rocks bathe like beached seals

in pools of dying light

where night falls, one minute after midday
shadows reach out from the foot of sentient cliffs
where red veins bleed down the tear ducts of whakapapa®
the creeks charge heedlessly to the ocean

where waves froth and smash themselves

on the shore

where the under tow washes you away

forever

speaks the mana® of Turuturumokai

Pohutukawa®

untoppled by the storm

the roots of the Pohutukawa

spread wide and delve deep

the summer blossoms

are red as blood

the trunk is gnarled and weather worn
like an old man

the branches give shelter

from the burning sun

when the bulldozers chain snapped
trying to uproot the mighty one

' Turuturu Mokai is an ancient Maori fortified village known as a Pa. There was a great battle here.
> Whakapapa is ancestry; mana means power, prestige.
3 New Zealand coastal evergreen tree (Metrosideros excels).
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and succeeded

only after it’s third attempt
something more than just a tree
was lost, torn and uprooted from
the earths heart

Ruamoko

i rage in the molten
heart of this earth

i shake the mountains
i drive tsunami
across sea

i smash your

mighty cities

i am Ruamoko*

rank

where once the mighty fotora®
grew, the rimu the ngaio

and puka, now stands

rank upon rank like soldiers
an army of pines amassed

in the valley and on the hill
soon the man will fell

King Pinus Radiata leaving

a deep gouge on Papatuanuku®

Apirana Taylor is a nationally and internationally published Maori poet, storyteller, play-
wright, novelist, actor, painter and musician. He was 1996 ‘Writer in Residence’ at Massey
University and 2002 ‘“Writer in Residence’ at Canterbury University. His poetry and short
stories, are studied in secondary schools (for NCEA Levels 1 and 2) polytechnics and uni-
versities, and have been translated into German, Italian, Spanish, Norwegian and Russian.
He has twice been invited to India to read his poetry, and is frequently invited to Europe

* The Maori god of earthquakes and volcanoes.

5 Totora (Podocarpus totara), rimu (Dacrydium cupressinum), ngaio (Myoporum laetum) and puka (Meryta sinclairii)
are evergreen trees endemic to the forest of New Zealand.

¢ In Maori tradition she is the mother earth figure.
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to tour and read his work at festivals, schools and universities. In 2012 he was invited to
South America to present his work at the Medillen International Poetry festival in Meddilen,
Colombia. He has written several books of poetry and short stories, a novel, and several
plays, and won awards for his poetry and short stories. His work has also been published in
most major New Zealand anthologies, and broadcast on radio and television. Apirana visits
schools, prisons, libraries, universities, and tertiary institutions, doing poetry performances,
storytelling and taking creative writing workshops.

haka@paradise.net.nz
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Lance Henson

Poems

I

Where are you looking for me ...
With the forest burning

With the footprints of wolves escaping
our nightmares ...

Something weeping in our eyes ...
That believed we would remember it ...

And carry its bloodied stones
Toward the sea ...

This darkness and its mirroring pain
Is what we have become ...

Sitting by the frightened waning
Breath of the forgotten ...

From The Dead Zone Texts
5/8/17
11

Where the light mirrors through
Broken glass

These are the ones who know silence
Is their keeper ...

In what is mistaken for song

Is a scream in a language

Henson. Poems 11
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Made of prayer

It will brush your hair

With its wind

It reaches toward you leaving its tracks
Suspended in the air

Where children left their clothing ...
Before their shadows

Took them home ...

Psalm from The Dead Zone Texts
9/2/16

III

I am this pulsing motion of being
Waiting for dawn

Arriving from its one mother

To fill the world with light ...

Here in this desert

A strong wind moves the smallest stones ...
How as the way the heart moves

Toward the unknown ...

From The Dead Zone Texts
New York 3/30/17

Henson. Poems 12
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IV

Carrying things by their names
The passageways

Filled with shapes

We have loved ...

Not with this life....

But another life...

Whose shadow we are following...
From The Dead Zone Texts

New York 3/31/17

\Y

Dawn disguised as sorrow
Stands before the wintered plain
A wolf track fills with snow ...
Crow lands ...

Shaking its shimmering being
From the solitude of flight ...

Winter
Winter

The badger watching ...
Mahago domiutz ehiwoh

(Walking badger said this)
Bologna 14/01/17

Henson. Poems 13



Le Simplegadi ISSN 1824-5226

Vol. XV-No. 16 November 2016 DOI: 10.17456 / SIMPLE-51

Lance Henson is a poet of the Cheyenne nation of Oklahoma. He has published 43 books in
23 languages. An ex-marine and mixed martial artist, he has maintained a cultural indige-
nous world-view that opposes the mistreatment of indigenous peoples the world over. His
literary project Words from the Edge has invited poets from endangered tribal peoples to Eu-
rope to share their stories and poems. He is an adjunct Professor of the Cheyenne Arapaho
tribal college of Oklahoma. He lives in Bologna, Italy.

lancehens@yahoo.com
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Raphael D’Abdon

Poems

purple has style

my city, usually
ugly, in spring
becomes the
prettiest place
on the planet

sunday,

6 am,

i walk through the
purple tunnels of
brooklyn, thswane

prince
on repeat
in my earphones

purple is music
purple is wind
purple is rain
purple is snow
purple is the rising sun
purple has a sound
purple has a name
purple has eyes
purple has wings
purple has ears
purple has a voice
purple has style
purple pops
purple yawns
purple sings
purple cries
purple glides
purple dances

D’Abdon. Poems 15
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purple rises

purple falls

purple lives

purple dies

purple on rooftops
purple on cars

purple on fences
purple on sidewalks
purple on road signs
purple on dustbins
purple on roads
purple on flowers
purple on my head
purple on my shoulders
purple on my shoes
purple in my mouth
purple in my lungs
purple in my thoughts
purple in my blues

and the old ladies walking their tiny dogs,
and the runners in their fluorescent clothes,
and the bougainvillea,

oh yeah, the bougainvillea,

make all this look

even prettier.

fucking colonizers,

i hate to say it, but:

when you brought purple to this land
you keep raping every day,

you nailed it.

when dawn arrives

she finds me between

open windows

behind a candle

drawing hearts and flowers
on the back of

my grandma’s pictures

D’Abdon. Poems 16
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she would have turned
94 today

i hear the wind that
took her away

in the curtains’ swishing
in the butterflies’ flitting
in the trees’ rustling
half-silences

where sound abounds

mirror names

mirror names with
no word for religion

time does not count
in the deep life

wherever we are
shadows follow us

doors open for visitors

a silver owl glides in
and speaks in a lost mother tongue

“the spirit does what
spirits do”

it says

and then glides on
into the future

and stories,
oh well,

stories must just end like this

sometimes

pretoria, 17 february 2017

D’Abdon. Poems 17
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medicine pathways

i am of the
insomniac race

traces of songs
stolen by winds
have arrived here
in a muted moon

medicine pathways
clear
as a note by coltrane

unveil

light

mirrors

Raphael d’Abdon is a lecturer at the English Studies Department of the University of South
Africa and the author of two poetry collections, sunnyside nightwalk (Geko, 2013) and salt
water (Poetree Publishing, 2016). He has also edited the volumes I nostri semi — Peo tsa rona.
Poeti sudafricani del post-apartheid (Mangrovie, 2008), and Marikana. A Moment in Time (Geko,
2013).

dabdor@unisa.ac.za
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Bill Ashcroft

A Climate of Hope

AbstractI:  L'ecocritica postcoloniale € emersa gradualmente nel corso degli ultimi

Abstract II:

decenni, a mano a mano che le differenze tra postcolonialismo e ambien-
talismo venivano superate. Tali differenze si sono incentrate sul presun-
to conflitto sul modo che ciascuna delle due correnti di pensiero ha di
vedere il mondo. Tuttavia, le radici coloniali del degrado ambientale e
la crescente critica postcoloniale sugli effetti dell’imperialismo hanno de-
terminato una sempre pit forte collaborazione tra le due correnti, sfocia-
ta nella disciplina dell’ecocritica postcoloniale. La critica postcoloniale
e I’'ambientalismo hanno trovato un interesse comune nel ruolo giocato
dall’imperialismo e dal capitalismo nell’antropocene in rapida distruzio-
ne. Tuttavia, la critica non ha portato spesso ad una chiara visione di
un mondo possibile. Il presente saggio suggerisce una nuova confluen-
za tra critica postcoloniale, ambientalismo e utopismo. Tale confluenza
emerge dalla consapevolezza postcoloniale che nessuna trasformazione
puo avere luogo senza la speranza di una visione del futuro. Il saggio si
interroga su che cosa la letteratura possa fare in un conflitto ambientale
in cui i popoli colonizzati sono tra i piu colpiti. Il ruolo della letteratura
postcoloniale € quello di fornire un modello per trasformare lo spirito
creativo in resistenza politica. Nessuna vera resistenza puo avere luogo
senza una visione di cambiamento e la letteratura e la pit1 potente sede
deputata ad accogliere quella visione — nessuna trasformazione puo ave-
re luogo prima di essere innanzitutto immaginata.

Postcolonial ecocriticism has emerged gradually over the last couple of dec-
ades as the differences between postcolonialism and environmentalism have
been overcome. Those differences have centred on an assumed conflict in the
way the two discourses see the world. However, the colonial roots of envi-
ronmental degradation and the growing postcolonial critique of the effects of
imperialism have seen a growing alliance focused in the discipline of postco-
lonial ecocriticism. Postcolonial critique and environmentalism have found
common interest in the role of imperialism and capitalism in the rapidly de-
grading anthropocene. However critique has not often led to a clear vision of
a possible world. This paper suggests a new alliance — between postcolonial
critique, environmentalism and utopianism — one that emerges from the post-
colonial realisation the no transformation can occur without the hope inspired
by a vision of the future. The paper asks what literature can do in an environ-
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mental struggle in which colonized peoples environmental struggle in which
colonized peoples are among the worst affected. The role of postcolonial liter-
ature provides a model for the transformative function of the creative spirit in
political resistance. No true resistance can succeed without a vision of change
and literature provides the most powerful location of that vision — no trans-
formation can occur unless it is first imagined.

The growing alliance between postcolonialism and environmentalism seems to have over-
come several apparent incompatibilities to form what is now called postcolonial ecocriticism.
But the discourses of postcolonialism and environmentalism have always been deeply united
in the concept of place. Place is not merely physical location, but emerges out of the interac-
tion of language, history, visual perception, spatiality and environment in a people’s experi-
ence. The importance of one’s ‘place’ in the business of forming cultural identity, the myriad
cultural connections it evokes, its importance as a context for cultural knowledge, make it par-
ticularly resonant in the experience of colonialism. Similarly, despite the tendencies of some
deep ecologists, the environment is not simply there — an a priori that transcends cultural
construction, the environment is itself a product of human interaction and representation.
Both the postcolonial and the environment hinge on a struggle over the very concept of place.

Postcolonial ecocriticism arose because environmental degradation — what colonisers
would call “improvement’, the clearing of land and the creation of property — is one of the
most prominent features of colonial invasion. But importantly this critical discourse recog-
nises that the degradation of place and people go hand in hand. If we look to the history of
human efforts “to subjugate nature”, we find that this is also a history of humans subjugat-
ing humans. The “Domination of nature”, according to Horkheimer, inevitably “involves
domination of man” (1974: 93), such that civilization produces “the alienation” of human
beings “from extrahuman and human nature” (169)

As the principle of the self, endeavouring to win in the fight against nature in general,
against other people in particular, and against its own impulses, the ego is felt to be
related to the functions of domination, command, and organization [...] Historically,
it belongs preeminently to an age — marked by a cleavage — between conquerors and
conquered (105).

The process of domination continues today in the consequences of capitalist imperial-
ism. When the 2012 Marikana miner’s strike in South Africa was broken up with violence
not witnessed since the Sharpeville massacre in 1960, the legacy of colonialism became im-
possible to ignore! (Mason et. al. 2014: 2). The continuing degradation, and indeed destruc-

! The Marikana platinum mine, owned by Lonmin, a British mining company, employed thousands of work-
ers on very low wages who went on strike on 11" August 2012. South African police fired on the strikers on
16" August killing thirty-four miners and injuring seventy-eight. Astonishingly two hundred and seventy
miners were charged with murder under an Apartheid law. The violence directed by white police at Sharpe-
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tion of the environment by capitalism and the continuing exacerbation of global inequality
are clear enough?® But what is the place of literature in this? What can literature do? Surely
the reports of the death of coral reefs, of the increase in extreme weather events should make
us aware of the urgency of an ever-warming world. Apparently not! Where climate change
is concerned human society demonstrates the boiling frog effect. The destruction of the en-
vironment seems so gradual that for the majority of the population it goes unnoticed and
will continue do so until we are boiled. So do art and literature have a role to play?

There is a well-worn slogan in postcolonial criticism called “The Book or the Barri-
cade” and this becomes intensified in ecocriticism: what works better, narrative or activism?
Are writers only successful as activists? In Postcolonial Ecocriticism Huggan and Tiffin ask
“to what extent have postcolonial writers, in doubling as cultural and environmental activ-
ists been successful in pursuing and anti- or counter-developmental approach?” (2010: 29).
Arundhatoi Roy is an interesting case in point: she is a writer activist and sees her fiction
and political activism as being united in the business of telling stories (Barsamian 2001).
But her imaginative fiction and political non-fiction are in entirely different registers. The
creative imagination anticipates possibilities beyond the present reality in ways that critique
the present, not by railing against it but by presenting the possibility of a different world. In
the words of Ben Okri “writers are the dream mechanism of the human race” (1990: 77) and
social dreaming is a key principle of the creative imagination.

What can Literature Do?
Reading, says Ross Chambers, can change desire and recirculating desire can change the
world (1991: 253). He proposes the potential oppositionality of reading that can reconfigure
desire by operating in the interstices of the narrative. Working within the system, reading
can introduce a degree of play or flexibility into the landscape of desire. The very marginali-
ty of literature, like that of the courtjester, allows it to call into question the established order
of things, and to attempt to recruit the power of the narratee in the interests of the narrator.
The most powerful instrumentality of the literary text may also be its most obscure.
Australian critic Kate Rigby argues that it is in moments of revelation of a poem’s very ina-
bility to represent the outside world, its representation of the unrepresentable sublime, that
the outside world is made manifest in the text. For her,

Only to the extent that the work of art is self-cancelling, acknowledging in some ways
its inevitable failure to adequately mediate the voice of nature, can it point us to that
which lies beyond its own enframing (2004: 437).

Some ecocritics suggest that it is by such deixis rather than mimesis that the natural
world may be best represented. William Howarth writes that:

ville had now been directed by black police at workers, a massacre carried out to protect the interests of mul-
tinational capital.

2 See Marcuse 1966; Carlin et al. 2001; Foster & Brett 2009; Bellamy et al. 2010; Harvey 2011; Wright 2015.
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Ecocriticism, instead of taxing science for its use of language to represent (mimesis),
examines its ability to point (deixis). More developed in Asian than European lan-
guages (Liu), deixis locates entities in space, time, and social context. Through deixis,
meaning develops from what is said or signed relative to physical space (Howarth
1996: 80).

This suggests a form of knowledge that exists beyond interpretation, one that Hans
Ulrich Gumbrecht calls an experience of unmediated Presence. In his Production of Presence,
he challenges “a broadly institutionalised tradition according to which interpretation, that is,
the identification and / or attribution of meaning, is the core practice, the exclusive core prac-
tice indeed, of the humanities” (2004: 3). Interpretation is so institutionalised in the Human-
ities, that we take its core function for granted. But Gumbrecht’s dissatisfaction arose from a
sense that “materialities of communication” were completely ignored in the Humanities.

To cover the range of textual formations in which this may occur we can call this the
‘material resonance’ of the text (Ashcroft 2014). Material resonance occurs in written, au-
dible and visual texts, but it may be present in other sensory stimuli as well, such as touch
and smell. It is obviously most pronounced in the auditory impact of music itself and I am
tempted to call this particular quality the ‘music’” of the text, along the lines of Aldous Hux-
ley’s claim that: “After silence, that which comes nearest to expressing the inexpressible is
music” (Huxley 1949: 10). Material resonance illuminates the possibility of a postcolonial
aesthetic in a transcultural space. More broadly, the power of literature for conceiving a
different world lies partly in the fact that there are ways of experiencing, responding to, of
‘understanding’, the world apart from structures of meaning, that is, apart from the kind of
interpretation that can be fixed in language.

But in all this, whether redirecting desire, employing deixis or enhancing the material
resonance of the text, the key function of the literary text is to present a different world. This
is where I believe a third discourse must be brought into play with postcolonialism and en-
vironmentalism - that of utopianism. Utopian theory has undergone a vigorous renaissance
during the post-Cold War period of global empire. A curious combination of Marxist theory
and science fiction has led the way in utopian thought in the latter part of the twentieth cen-
tury. The concept of the utopian remains an anchor to any theory of a better world, any hope
for social change and amenity. The issue is not what is imagined, the product of utopia so to
speak, but the process of imagining itself. Climate change is an ideal topic for the utopian
because no change can occur unless it is driven by a vision of a different world. Activism
can only operate on the premise of a belief in the possibility of change. Utopia is a vision of
possibility that effects the transformation of social life.

Imagination forms the basis of the utopian in literature and the process of imagining
— the process of utopian thought — forms the basis of the utopian in postcolonial transfor-
mation. Simply by imagining the world differently the creative work shows the possibility
of a different world and both utopia and dystopia share a common goal, that of critiquing
the present. Any utopianism worth the name, says Zygmant Bauman “must engage in a sig-
nificant polemic with the dominant culture” (Bauman 1976: 47). By speaking of a different
world this difference is the key to the importance of art and literature in summoning forth
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the hope for a better world. Utopia is a vision of possibility that effects the transformation
of social life.

But utopia is not only “eutopia”, it also includes dystopian visions of the future, which
characterise the growing genre of ‘cli-fi’ or climate fiction, a term coined in 2007 by Taiwan
based blogger Dan Bloom. Margaret Atwood’s Maddaddam Series — Oryx and Crake; After the
Flood and Maddaddam — is among the best known example of this. But when we look closely,
the future of the environment has been pervasive in most science fiction, whether utopian
or dystopian. The rapid rise of cli-fi has come about as a 21* century phenomenon because
of the unprecedented vulnerability and rapid deterioration of the environment. As one com-
mentator put it: “Cli-fi novels humanise the science of climate change” (Johns-Putra 2015).
The problem is that the more literature insists the less effective it is. Literature can only in-
spire change by changing desire with a vision of hope.

In hoping for an environmental revolution we must remember that ‘revolution’ has two
meanings: it is not simply a revolt but a revolving, a spiral into the future. Seeing this, we can
understand that the belief in the future remains part of the continuous spiralling of hope, a
hope that counteracts the apparently depressing downward spiral of climate change. Crea-
tive work continues to spiral into the future, continues the revolution, and that movement
into the future must first be a movement of the imagination. Art and literature have a par-
ticular facility for projecting into the future. For Ernst Bloch, whose magisterial The Principle
of Hope (1986) defined the utopian as fundamental to human life, literature has a significant
utopian function because its raison d’etre is the imaging of a different world — what he calls its
vorschein or “anticipatory illumination”. Of course not all creative works are utopian, or even
necessarily optimistic, but the anticipatory illumination is the revelation of the

possibilities for rearranging social and political relations to produce Heimat, Bloch’s
word for the home that we have all sensed but have never experienced or known. It is
Heimat as utopia [...] that determines the truth content of a work of art (Zipes 1989:
XXxxiii).

Heimat may lie in the future but the promise of heimat transforms the present. Heimat
suggests but is not synonymous with the nation or the democratic state, but as the object of
desire it can be foreshadowed by the imagination.

There are a number of ways in which the anticipatory consciousness may work in
postcolonial environmental literature, ways that invoke the deep interrelation of people and
place. Most of them are not directed at the future but all of them invoke a different world.
Three of them are: a) hearing beyond the (indigenous) silence; b) thinking beyond the hu-
man world; ¢) inhabiting the future.

Hearing Beyond the Silence: Colonising Land and People

The link that Horkheimer makes between subjugating the environment and subjugating
people has been nowhere more evident, not more catastrophic than in the encounter with
indigenous peoples. One form of the utopian process of conceiving a different world begins
by penetrating the silence of the disappeared. The expansion of Aboriginal literature is a
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significant intervention into this silence. The appropriation of English and the interpolation
of literary discourse have led to a revelation way of relating to the land completely different
from the ocularcentrism of European culture. The idea that an individual may be connect-
ed to country in ways that are inconceivable to the western consciousness is a powerful
demonstration of the anticipatory consciousness at work. In Archie Weller’s ironically titled
“Aboriginal History” he says:

From the bottomless waterhole
calling Pidja! Pidja!

like the illusive wind, you came
and you settled in my hair.

As quiet as a thought

you crept upon my woman'’s leg
and we both dreamed a dream.
Like a pounding kangaroo

you kicked her to let us know
and then I could remember

And now we watch you crawl, you crawl.

in the ashes of the dying fire

you leave your track.

It is time for your Grandfather to come

to name you from your mother’s totem

for now, child, you are a woman (Gilbert 1988: 65).

The belief that human life is conceived by the proximity of a Dreaming spirit is beyond
modern experience but not beyond our understanding. This sense of embodiment breaks
the silence of Aboriginal oppression with the view of an entirely different world, a view
that is utopian in its presentation of a completely different way of being in place. A silenced
people and a silent landscape are one.

The Dreaming is perhaps the archetypal demonstration of the infusion of the present
and future with the hope of a mythic past, a fusion of time and place, because the Dreaming
is never simply a memory of the past, but the focusing energy of the present. The Dreaming
is a supreme example of the circularity of time in postcolonial visions of a future that are
embedded in a cultural past. The utopianism in Australian Aboriginal novels such as those
by Alexis Wright, Carpentaria (2006), and Archie Weller, Land of the Golden Clouds (1998),
owes very little to the western utopian tradition, for the Dreaming is a radical infusion of the
present by a myth that encompasses both past and future. But one thing all literary versions
of postcolonial hope share is a vision of heimat whether in a geographical region, a culture,
a local community, a racial identity — all conceived in a disruption of conventional bounda-
ries, a dynamic operation of memory?®.

The silence of the land and people has occupied historians and cultural critics for some

* See Kelly 2007.
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time. In a real sense silence is only silence to the colonizing society whose culture of subjuga-
tion has brought with them an inability to hear. Studies by scholars as varied as William Stan-
ner, Paul Carter, Deborah Bird Rose and Val Plumwood all suggest that a silent landscape
is not only grounded in an inability to speak about the land, but the absence of many of the
voices that were once present to articulate it, and ignorance of the presence of those that re-
main. While historians Stanner and Carter, cultural critics Bird Rose and ecologist Plumwood
all speak of the silence of the land, literature has an unmatched capacity to evoke a presence,
a knowledge in the silence that cannot be spoken except by the creative imagination.

Alexis Wright's Carpentaria, a vast sprawling novel, addresses the range of issues that
affect Aboriginal life in the north. But most interesting is the way in which it begins by in-
serting the Dreaming into the contemporary text as she describes country in terms of the
rainbow serpent:

Picture the creative serpent, scoring deep into — scouring down through — the slippery
underground of the mudflats, leaving in its wake the thunder of tunnels collapsing to
form deep sunken valleys [...] This is where the giant serpent continues to live deep
down under the ground in a vast network of limestone aquifers. They say its being is
porous; it permeates everything. It is all around in the atmosphere and is attached to
the lives of the river people like skin (2006: 1).

The description includes no concessions to the contemporary reader for the passage
simply interpolates Aboriginal reality into the contemporary English text, breaking the si-
lence with a transformative account of the environment as the place of the Dreaming,.

One of the most resonant voices in breaking silence of place and people is that of
Australian poet/activist Judith Wright. Wright's awareness of the indigenous silence comes
very early in her childhood when she sensed the presence of the disappeared as she walked
across her father’s sheep station: “old men, dark-skinned and shadowy, standing with
spears in their hands among the few trees left standing on our sheep-ridden land” (Wright
1999: 296). In the poem “The Bora Ring” she describes a squatter coming upon an aban-
doned bora ring. The “grass that stands up/ to mark the bora ring” the only physical rem-
nant, still haunts the landscape. Tragically “the earth-sky- water-tree-spirit-human complex
existing in space- time” is a spectral presence, overlaid with a concept of place as property,
commodity and landscape. The poem implicates the squatter in the history of colonialism’s
“whirlwind destruction” and at the end

The song is gone; the dance

is secret with dancers in the earth,

the ritual useless and the tribal story

lost in an alien tale [...]

Only the rider’s heart

halts at a sightless shadow, an unsaid word
that fastens in the blood and the ancient curse,
the fear as old as Cain (Wright 1994: 2).
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For Wright the ideology of progress and economics destroyed not only the indigenous
population but also the environment and the poetic impulse it inspires. In “Two Dream-
times” written for Aboriginal poet Oodjeroo Noonuccal she writes:

are you and I and a once loved land
peopled by tribes and trees;

doomed by traders and stock-exchanges,
bought by faceless strangers.

And you and I are bought and sold

our songs and stories too,

though quoted low in a falling market

(publishers shake their heads at poets) (Noonuccal 1994: 315).

The poet sees her role to expose the silence that falls across the indigenous presence.
In “Space Between” she says:

however close our touch

or intimate our speech,

silences, spaces reach

most deep, and will not close (1994: 315).

Silence, in Wright’s poetry is not simply absence but an opening to Presence as
the poetry offers its version of material resonance, intimating “an interruption of the si-
lenced colonial landscape by voices and beings that Wright is in turn unable to convey”
(Kankahainen 2015: 2). In reading the silence Wright sees the possibility that indigenous
culture might in time affect the settler’s relationship with place. Like Arundhati Roy,
Wright's imaginative writing intersects her activism and in her case the penetration of
the silence, the ability to imagine the silenced world offers the possibility of a changed
consciousness:

In Australia we could become something new in the world, “people who have seized
the chance to make a new kind of consciousness out of new conditions” (Preoccupa-
tions xvii). In “Landscape and Dreaming”, she outlines what such a “new conscious-
ness” might entail. In her desire to “live [her] own meaning”, as opposed to that of the
Aboriginal meaning, the essay blends evolutionary ecology, archaeology, and reflec-
tions on conservation and indigenous rights. It is a contemporary form of inhabiting
the land, which is radical in both its social and ecological import, dealing with envi-
ronmental deterioration, the problematics of ownership, and the political insurgency
of indigenous Australians (Clark 2006: 159).

So out of a deep sense of grieving for what has happened to Aboriginal society Wright
generates the vision of a different world, a different form of habitation.
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Thinking Beyond the Human World

The inability to hear the indigenous world characterises the relationship with the non-hu-
man world as well and this area offers remarkable potential to imagine a very different
way of being. In his environmental history of the Monaro, Keith Hancock quotes from the
unpublished eulogy written by a forester Baldur Byles who was passionate about retaining
an unspoilt environment and challenged people to think like a snow gum. We cannot “ap-
preciate anything fully unless we understand it” says Byles:

until we pick up its wavelength so to speak, until we learn to think in the way it
thinks [...] So, if we wish to understand this particular Australian tree we must try to
understand its point of view, realising that it is a living organism just like you and me
[...] We must try to understand its manner of living, its philosophy of life, its place in
the world of natural things and the spirit that keeps it going in spite of great adversity
(Griffiths 2016: 47).

We might raise an eyebrow today at such anthropomorphism but Byles” admonition
was very much like that of American forester and conservationist Aldo Leopold who, in the
1940s advocated ‘thinking like a mountain’ in order to understand the holism of ecology.
And where is the most powerful, most strategic place for the exercise of such imagination,
but literature. To think like a tree, a mountain or an animal we must find a place completely
outside ourselves, we must find a future in which humans are one part of a complex envi-
ronment. Perhaps only by imagining a world in which humans are not the beginning and
end of all meaning can the catastrophe of the anthropocene be diverted. The literary imagi-
nation is not the only way but it is a powerful one.

Huggan and Tiffin give prominent place in postcolonial ecocriticism to zoocriticism,
which, among other things, overturns the habit in literature for animals to represent hu-
mans, as in Orwell’s Animal Farm. Canadian writer Barbara Gowdy’s 1998 novel White Bone
addresses this problem by telling the story from the elephant’s point of view. As she says
“The White Bone is an attempt, however presumptuous, to make a huge imaginative leap
[...] imagining what it would be like to be that big and gentle, to be that imperilled, and to
have that prodigious memory” (Huggan & Tiffin 2010: 150). Gowdy’s techniques include
lexical shifts that replace “he said” with “he rumbled”, descriptive language that imagines
what it would be like to inhabit an elephant’s body.

But it may be the particular province of poetry to extend this level of imagining. In
literary writing, poetry is one of the most obvious examples of the importance of materi-
ality, producing a simultaneity of presence effects and meaning effects, for, as Gumbrecht
says, “even the most overpowering institutional dominance of the hermeneutic dimension
could never fully repress the presence effects of rhyme and alliteration, of verse and stan-
za” (Gumbrecht 2004: 18). Australian poet Les Murray describes his dialogue with nature
in his Presence sequence as a shamanistic one, when he states in an interview that the ani-
mals ‘spoke through me’. In “Migratory” the words are justified along right-hand margin
as though they themselves had migrated across the page, and Murray’s language seems to
enter the consciousness of the bird:
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I am the right feeling on washed shine,

in wing-lifting surf, in running about
beak-focussed: the feeling of here, that stays
and stays, then lengthens out over

the hills of hills and the feedy sea

I am the wrongness of here, when it

is true to fly along the feeling

the length of its rightness, while days

burn from vast to a gold gill in the dark

to vast again, for many feeds

and floating rests, till the sun ahead
becomes the sun behind (Murray 2002: 377).

The poem articulates the instinctual life of birds, particularly the impulse to migrate,
where “I am the wrongness of here, when it is true to fly along the feeling the length of its
rightness”. Importantly, the poem’s language makes no concessions to human conscious-
ness or human experience. Understanding must bridge the huge space between us and the
other.

A similarly adventurous imagining a different consciousness occurs in “The Cows on
Killing Day” which attempt to view the world from the cows’ perspective:

All me are standing on feed. The sky is shining.

All me have just been milked. Teats all tingling still
from that dry toothless sucking by the chilly mouths
that gasp loudly in in in, and never breathe out.

All me standing on feed, move the feed inside me.

One me smells of needing the bull, that heavy urgent me,

the back-climber, who leaves me humped, straining, but light

and peaceful again, with crystalline moving inside me (Murray 2002: 367).

The cows experience is not rendered in terms of the lack of human qualities and there-
fore less important. The cow’s consciousness has its own poetic vision. In his essay “The
Human-Hair Thread” Murray states that:

my abiding interest is in integrations, in convergences. I want my poems to be more
than just national Parks of sentimental preservation, useful as the National Parks are
as holding operations in the modern age. What I am after is a spiritual change that
would make them unnecessary. And I discern the best hope for itin [...] convergence
(1977: 569).

After suggesting that such convergence between Aboriginal and European “is a fact,
a subtle presence, hard to discern often”, Murray states that the Jindyworobak poets “were
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on the right track, in a way; their concepts of environmental value, of the slow mounding
of all people within a continent or region towards the human form which that continent
demands, that is a real process” (569). There is no expectation that we will or need to expe-
rience the animal’s way of being in the world but the capacity of poetry to engage that way
of being is a profound demonstration of possibility. More pertinently it engages with the
reality of the human animal’s way of being in then world by offering a presence, a material
knowledge that exists beyond understanding.

Living Beyond the Present: Inhabiting the Future

The vision of the future is in some respects the least of the utopian functions of literature, for
Vorschein is captured in the resonance of the artistic or literary work itself. But with the ques-
tion of climate change there is a very urgent need to disrupt the boiling frog syndrome. De-
spite the growing number of climate records being broken, the actual rate of climate change
is almost imperceptible to the experience of ordinary people. Add to this the pernicious bom-
bardment of anti-climate rhetoric and the result is deafness to any form of alarm or critical
warnings. We can probably all confess to moments of helplessness in the face of our society’s
stupidity. But this is where the utopianism of the aesthetic work is most crucial, because no
change is possible without social dreaming, the belief in the possibility of a different world.

Australian author James Bradley’s Clade set in the late 21 century traces the lives of
a family over three generations as collapsing family relationships mirror the collapsing en-
vironment. “Clade” is the biological term for an ancestor organism and all its descendants,
and that ancestor is a scientist named Adam. Each chapter moves forward in time telling the
story of a successive generation observing the intense personal upheaval of the characters
against the backdrop of gradual global catastrophe.

The key strategy here is to record the human experience of a world in which extraordi-
nary environmental tragedies become a matter of everyday experience, relentlessly worsen-
ing over the generations. Perhaps this is why the urgency of action is deferred. Early in the
novel Adam identifies the problem in human consciousness:

One of his colleagues sometimes talked about the deep structures of intelligence, the
way in which human brains had been shaped by evolution, “We don’t change be-
cause we don’t believe in the problem”, he would say, at least not at that deep intu-
itive level we need to. We can see it when it’s in front of us [...] we know we have to
change [...] but as soon as we're away from it our old thinking asserts itself, our desire
to reproduce, to build power (Bradley 2015: 14).

Knowing something has to be done does not lead inevitably to action. In many respects
the novel’s record of a collapsing world as everyday experience provokes the imagination.
This is starkly revealed late in the novel when sixteen year old Li Lijuan keeps a diary in
which she simply records:

These are the things we’ve lost
Birds

Ashcroft. A Climate of Hope 29



Le Simplegadi ISSN 1824-5226

Vol. XV-No. 17 November 2017 DOI: 10.17456 / SIMPLE-53

Bananas
Tigers
Frogs

Bees
Coffee
Polar Bears
Coral

These are the things we’ve saved

Seeds

Elephants

Dolphins

Each other (Bradley 2015: 163-164).

The simplicity of this is chilling. The future of this novel is uncompromisingly dysto-
pian. In India “the rains that usually arrive in July or August failed to appear, leaving the
subcontinent to bake in record heat. Crops failed, leading to food shortages and starvation.
Then in November torrential rain and massive floods killed more than a million and left
another hundred million homeless. And finally, in the aftermath, the economy collapsed”
(Bradley 2015: 25). The disjunction between knowing and experiencing speaks directly to
the present. Watching the television one night, reports of power cuts, stalled climate talks
and unexplained fish deaths in Tasmania and Victoria are replaced by an interview with a
newspaper columnist who has just published a book arguing that evidence for the planet’s
warming is flawed. This is a sobering thought: even when the environment is visibly col-
lapsing the climate deniers will still be operating and still be given air time as they are now.
The treatment of refugees in the time of the novel is a continuation of our contemporary
neglect and abuse of refugees:

Where, after all, are those who have sought refuge here meant to go? The islands of
the Pacific are disappearing, Bangladesh is gone, as is much of Burma and coastal
India; hundreds of millions have been displaced and are in need of assistance. Yet in
the face of their suffering, politicians do little more than posture and parrot slogans
(Bradley 2015: 131).

In the chapter “Boiling the Frog” the frog is finally boiled when massive storms and
floods in England nearly lead to Adam and his daughter Summer’s death. The novel goes
on to record the gradual deterioration of the planet as heatwaves, storms, the disappearance
of birds, the expulsion of refugees show the collapsing world as linked to the present. Adam
is plagued by the ‘sense that things are breaking down, spiralling out of control’, and he is
powerless to do anything about it. On the face of it there is nothing optimistic about this
record of environmental collapse. The different world of this future is a warning of the pres-
ent. But the utopianism of the novel lies beyond the dystopian litany of disasters, as the nov-
el not only inhabits the future, but seems to inhabit the flow of time itself, thinking beyond
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the non-human world. A sense of possible survival emerges when Ellie comes across a hive
of bees hidden away to avoid catastrophic disease. Tasting the honey the beekeeper Amir
gives her Ellie is amazed by the taste “so sweet and rich and impossibly deep that without
thinking she closes her eyes” (Bradley 2015: 125). There is something fascinating, about the
idea of a substance that changes with the seasons in this way, a reminder of the time when
the planet still moved on its own cycles.

The hope in this account of a collapsing human world destroyed by its own stupidity
and greed is a planetary one and part of the hope of the novel is the vision of a planet out-
side human intervention. This is where the novelist, like the poet thinks beyond the human
world. Adam first senses this on a research trip to the Antarctic where he realises ‘he is in a
place of the infinite, a place that exists without reference to the human’. But the future be-
longs to Adam’s autistic grandson Noah. The gardens in which he stood as a child to look
at the stars:

are gone now, vanished beneath the sea, yet still they exist somewhere, in some possi-
ble world. As a scientist he knows that experience of time is an illusion, that all times
exist equally, all possible worlds are present in every moment. That in another uni-
verse those gardens are still there, he is still there the past never ended (223).

For Adam’s grandson, the astronomer Noah, hope for the planet lies far beyond it in
other galaxies and when he receives a signal form outer space in what is clearly language we
sense that a future beyond the disaster of a collapsing world might lie in different worlds,
worlds beyond the human world.

In a larger sense it is remarkable to Noah that language should persist in this way. Be-
ing autistic language had always appeared atomised to him. But in reality it connects him,
connects everybody, not just to each other but to the distant past. Yet what of the future, he
wonders:

What will be here eons from now? The ice is almost gone, but while it may take mil-
lions of years, there is little doubt that one day it will return, creeping back to cover
the land, and the world will change once more, the turmoil and destruction of the
past century being little more than a spasm, an interregnum in the great cycles of the
planet’s existence. Perhaps there will still be humans then [...] some of them will have
spread outward, to the stars [...] Either way they will carry within them the memory
of this time, this past [...] just as he bears the memory of those ancient travellers in
him (224).

The hope for humanity lies not only in connection but also in the flow of time itself.
They are all “part of a movement in time, a river flowing ever on, bearing them away from
the past. They have lost so much: Shanghai and Venice, Bangladesh, all those millions of
live”. This is a strange form of hope, the anticipation of a time beyond the anthropocene but
what the novel celebrates is the undefeated utopianism of the human spirit
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People sometimes describe Clade as a hopeful book, but I've never been sure that’s
quite right. For while it deliberately resists the seductions of despair, emphasising
instead contingency and the depth of time ahead of us as well as behind, it is still a
book that is suffused with grief (Bradley 2017).

Yet all that seems to fall away as Li Lijuan’s daughter Izzie, many years after Adam’s
death, watches the Shimmer. The ‘Shimmer’ is an aurora caused by the incremental chang-
es to the earth’s rotation caused by the melting of the ice and the shifting of the crust as it
adapted to its loss have destabilized the fields in new and un predictable ways:

She has seen footage of satellites moving through the aurora, the way it breaks across
them like water, rolling on and over, and as she watches the eaves of light she can feel
herself moving with them, lifted up and on into a future that may be wonderful or
terrible or a thousand things in between. And she realises that whatever else happens,
this is not an end but a beginning.

It is always a beginning (Bradley 2015: 237).

Here then lies the vision of Heimat. Home is always up ahead, and the literary work
generates that feeling of promise without which change cannot occur. The utopian power
of the text lies not in the realisation of Heimat nor in the warning about a collapsing world,
but in the process of imagining, of thinking — both ahead of and beyond the human. Only
by thinking beyond global warming imagining different world can that world come about.
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The Limits of Environmental Writing: Thirlmere Lake, Hetch Hetchy Valley & Storm
King Mountain

Abstract I:

Abstract II:

“Is then no nook of English ground secure/ From rash assault?” Con que-
sto verso si apre il sonetto di William Wordsworth “On the Projected Kendal
and Windemere Railroad”, pubblicato nel 1844, anno in cui fu insignito del
titolo di poeta laureato. La protesta di Wordsworth contro la ferrovia non fu
efficace ma fu d’ispirazione per una successiva compagna degli anni ‘70 del
1800 contro la costruzione della diga di Thirlmere Lake nei pressi della citta
di Manchester per incrementare la fornitura idrica. Neppure questo tentativo
ebbe successo ma divenne un elemento di coesione per la tutela dell’ambiente
in Inghilterra. Stesso discorso pud essere fatto per il tentativo fallito — ispirato
dal formidabile naturalista John Muir — di bloccare la costruzione della diga di
Hetch Hetchy Valley nel 1913 progettata per la fornitura idrica nella California
meridionale. In entrambi i casi, I'incontro tra letteratura e natura e stato cru-
ciale per la lotta ambientalista, ma in ciascun esempio il risultato fu deludente.
La scrittura e la cultura letteraria ambientali non si accordavano con il raziona-
lismo politico ed economico. Come mai, dunque, lo sforzo di bloccare le forze
congiunte dalla Consolidated Edison, del US Army Corps of Engineers e della
Federal Power Commission — e il loro progetto di fornire alla citta di New York
energia idroelettrica a danno della Storm King Mountain nel 1965 — alla fine
ebbe successo? La risposta a questa domanda ci dice molto sull’efficacia della
scrittura e dell’organizzazione ambientale, e solleva interrogativi sui limiti e le
possibilita della letteratura.

“Is then no nook of English ground secure/ From rash assault?” So begins
William Wordsworth’s sonnet “On the Projected Kendal and Windemere Rail-
road”, published in 1844, the year he became Poet Laureate. Wordsworth's
protest against the railroad was ineffectual but his resistance inspired a later
campaign in the 1870’s against the damming of Thirlmere Lake by the city of
Manchester to increase its water supply. That effort, too, failed but it became a
rallying point for environmental conservation in England. Much the same can
be said for the unsuccessful attempt — led by the formidable naturalist John
Muir — to stop the damming of the Hetch Hetchy Valley in 1913 for purposes
of supplying water to southern California. In both cases, the intersection of
literature and nature was crucial to the conservationist struggle, but in each
instance the result was disappointing. Environmental writing and literary
culture were no match for political and economic rationalism. Why then did
the effort to stop the combined forces of Consolidated Edison, the US Army
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Corps of Engineers, and the Federal Power Commission — which were bent on
supplying New York City with hydroelectric power at the expense of scenic
Storm King Mountain in 1965 — finally succeed? The answer to that ques-
tion tells us much about effective environmental writing and organizing, and
opens up questions about the limits and possibilities of literature.

1. Thirlmere Lake
On the Projected Kendal and Windemere Railroad

Is then no nook of English ground secure

From rash assault? Schemes of retirement sown*

In youth, and ‘mid the busy world kept pure

As when their earliest flowers of hope were blown,
Must perish; — how can they this blight endure?
And must he too the ruthless change bemoan

Who scorns a false utilitarian lure

‘Mid his paternal fields at random thrown?

Baffle the threat, bright Scene, from Orresthead
Given to the pausing traveller’s rapturous glance:
Plead for thy peace, thou beautiful romance

Of nature; and, if human hearts be dead,

Speak, passing winds; ye torrents, with your strong
And constant voice, protest against the wrong (October 12, 1844).

This sonnet by William Wordsworth, while not numbered among his best work, none-
theless does useful work for us in trying to understand the process and dynamic of organ-
ized resistance to modern instances of environmental degradation and exploitation. I will
look at three case studies, beginning with the Thirlmere Scheme - as it was called in the
1870 s in the Lake District of England — but before I do that I want to look more closely at
the Wordsworth poem because it identifies a number of key issues that will recur in my
discussion.

The poem was published in the Carlisle Journal on October 26, 1844, to protest the
proposed railway that was to link the villages of Kendal and Windermere in the Lake Dis-
trict, where Wordsworth, famously, had long resided. Wordsworth had been appointed Poet
Laureate on April 6%, 1843, and he used his new position to lobby against the railroad,
sending letters to W. E. Gladstone, then President of the Board of Trade, and to the Morning
Post (Ritvo 2007: 468). His interventions were ineffectual and belated, since the planning
was too far advanced to be undone, even by a poet. The sonnet, with its ringing opening
— “Is then no nook of English ground secure/ From rash assault?” — identifies six entities:
England, as a place to be defended; local residents native to the district; a utilitarian blight
on the landscape; Orrest Head, a hill on the eastern shore of Windermere; a traveler walk-
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ing there; and Nature, with its winds and
torrents. These six components — national
interest, local residents, a utilitarian pro-
posal, a special locale, visiting tourists, and
Nature idealized — mix repeatedly in envi-
ronmental controversies, in different ways
and to different degrees. The little room of
the sonnet turns out to be quite capacious.

While Wordsworth failed in his en-
deavor, he succeeded in establishing the
notion that industrial progress in the Victo-
rian era might be challenged not only when
it contravenes the interests of stakeholders
— landowners and people directly affected
by large-scale enterprises — but also when
it runs counter to aesthetic considerations,
the “beautiful romance/ Of nature”. That
was a novel idea, one without any cultural
Fig. 1. Raven’s Crag by Elijah Walton or legal precedent, for it was an invention

of the Romantic period and largely depend-
ed on Wordsworth’s biocentric ecological vision. For Wordsworth, and for many of his sub-
sequent readers, Nature, in the words of Geoffrey Hartman, “entices the brooding soul out
of itself, toward nature first, then toward humanity” (Hartman 1970: 308). Keeping that in
mind, we can now move three decades ahead to 1877 and the formation of the Thirlmere
Defence Association (the TDA).

As a burgeoning center of textile manufacture, the city of Manchester desperately need-
ed additional sources of clean water, both for the cotton industry and for consumption by the
quickly growing population of workers. It constructed reservoirs in the 1840s but they soon
became inadequate and the city was forced to look further afield for its needs. The Waterworks
Committee identified Thirlmere in the Lake District 100 miles away as the ideal place for the
construction of a dam. The lake had clean water; it was penned in by high cliffs that would
contain the reservoir; it was at a high elevation, thereby enabling the use of a gravity-fed
aqueduct; and there were comparatively few landowners to negotiate with and buy out. The
Victorians were already used to large public projects, especially water works and railroads,
and authorities were well versed in dealing with the opposition such projects spawned: it was
simply a matter of compensating landowners and reassuring the public that the work was
necessary for their welfare and that the money was being properly spent. Parliament author-
ized these projects through legislation but there was rarely any difficulty in getting approval;
progress was unstoppable. So it was with some surprise that the city fathers of Manchester
suddenly found themselves confronted with an organized resistance to their scheme.

About fifty landowners in the vicinity of Thirlmere banded together to stop the alter-
ation of their land (Ritvo 2007: 461). Through newspapers, pamphlets and even a three-act
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Fig. 2. Thirlmere Bridge Looking North, Cumberland by Thomas Allom

play they attacked the proposal primarily on aesthetic grounds. On the one hand, it was a
desecration of nature — and the language here suggested a religious violation or sacrilege as
well — and a despoiling of the beauty that was a national heritage, since harming any part
of the Lake District was to degrade the whole of it. These arguments gained considerable
traction amongst an influential segment of the population (including writers such as Ruskin
and Carlyle, lawyers, educators, and bishops) and, in 1878, they were able to block the nec-
essary legislation for the project.

The historian Harriet Ritvo, who has studied this controversy, notes that the key to the
argument the TDA was making was the assertion that Thirlmere, and the Lake District in
general, was an utterly natural and relatively pristine locale that needed to be protected for
the enjoyment and edification of the English people. As she puts it:

The virgin or natural condition of the Lake District seems to have become not only a
major component of its aesthetic and patriotic value, but almost a necessary precon-
dition to its defense (Ritvo 2007: 469).

This was a powerful and attractive idea but, unfortunately for the TDA, it wasn't true,
and demonstrably so. Human habitation of the Lake District went back almost ten thousand
years and the landscape was altered radically through deforestation, mining, grazing, farm-
ing, the building of houses and villages, the construction of roads and bridges; in short, it
was neither pristine nor an unoccupied wilderness. This contradiction was exploited by the
proponents of the Thirlmere Scheme, who went further to argue that, in fact, by damming
the river and increasing the size of the lake, they would be saving Thirlmere from further
human encroachment and making it more available to tourists who would benefit from
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Fig. 3. Thirlmere Lake
before the dam

Fig. 4. Thirlmere Lake
flooded

visiting it in precisely the ways the TDA was advocating. The inherent weakness in the ar-
gument against the project served to doom the resistance and the legislation was passed the
following year and the entire undertaking completed in 1894, to great fanfare.

To many of the proponents of the Manchester scheme, the opposition seemed senti-
mental, narrow-minded and elitist. The domestic and pecuniary needs of over a million
people were being ignored in favor of a nebulous notion of beauty that could only be en-
joyed by a few wealthy landowners and a limited number of tourists. Utilitarianism was far
more egalitarian and it drove the expansive progress that was making Britain the wealthiest
nation in the Western world. The counter-arguments thereby looked trivial and finally of
no account. And yet a new idea had taken root. Land owned privately could nonetheless be
claimed as the property of the nation as a whole because of its aesthetic and historic value
(Ritvo 2003: 1510). This would give impetus to the idea of setting aside land for public use
and recreation, and it would strengthen the resolve of environmentalists to fight for the
preservation of areas of unusual beauty or cultural significance. An age of environmental
activism had begun.
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Fig. 5. Hetch Hetchy Valley by Albert Bierstadt (1874-80)

2. Hetch Hetchy Valley

“Dam Hetch Hetchy!” exclaims John Muir in 1908, “As well dam for water-tanks the peo-
ple’s cathedrals and churches, for no holier temple has ever been consecrated by the heart of
man” (Muir 1908: 220). The Hetch-Hetchy Project is one of the most infamous environmental
controversies in American history, and John Muir the most prominent naturalist of the nine-
teenth century. When Muir threw himself against the project it was clear there was going to
be a fight. By the end of the nineteenth century, the City of San Francisco needed new sources
of water, especially after the devastating earthquake and fire of 1906, and the high mountains
of the Sierra Nevada range were an obvious place to look. There were a number of possibil-
ities but the engineers quickly settled on two spots for reservoirs, Lake Eleanor and Hetch
Hetchy Valley, both of which were located within Yosemite National Park, then managed
by the US Department of the Interior. The park was part of the Yosemite Grant (signed into
law by Abraham Lincoln in 1864), and was the first land to be preserved for public use. The
Yosemite Valley (a small part of the entire Grant) was given by the government to the State of
California to manage as a park (in effect, creating a state park surrounded by a national one).
In 1890, at the urging of John Muir, the Yosemite land (minus the state-owned Valley) was
further protected by the federal government and finally made into Yosemite National Park
in 1906 (Fields 1936: 591), by which time Muir had convinced Theodore Roosevelt, during a
camping trip in 1903, to include the Yosemite Valley as part of the new National Park.

And that, one would have expected, should have been the end of any possible incur-
sion into Yosemite. But San Francisco was a city thirsty for drinking water and hydroelectric
power and it continued to take measures to secure the sites it coveted. Crucial to this effort
was the passage of a bill in Congress in 1900 (introduced by a California Representative),
that provided for the municipal use of National Parks.
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Thus began a series of petitions from
San Francisco to the national government
to allow it to convert Hetch Hetchy Valley
into a reservoir. The protracted legal and
political battle, which involved many peo-
ple, organizations and agencies, took place
over the next thirteen years and ended fi-
nally with the passage of a bill allowing San
Francisco immediate access to Hetch Het-
chy in 1913. John Muir, who vigorously op-
posed the project — as did the Sierra Club,
which he helped found - died the following
year.

What Roosevelt said of Muir is worth
noting, that “he was also — what few nature
lovers are — a man able to influence contem-
porary thought and action on the subjects
to which he had devoted his life. He was
a great factor in influencing the thought
of California and the thought of the entire
Fig. 6. President Theodore Roosevelt and John Muir at country” (Roosevelt 1915: 27). Muir had
Glacier Point, Yosemite, May 1903 won many contests on behalf of environ-

mental preservation. Like Wordsworth, he
saw Nature as a sacred presence, for “In God’s wildness lies the hope of the world - the
great fresh, unblighted, unredeemed wilderness” (Teale 2001: 315). This, of course, echoes
Thoreau’s famous (and often misquoted dictum), “In wildness is the preservation of the
world,” and, like Thoreau, Muir often takes a jaundiced view of his fellow man: “fresh” is
a trope for “pristine” and “natural”; but what “blights” Nature is man; and “unredeemed”
can only be ironical, as wilderness, in Muir’s view, needs no redemption except when seen
through the dogmatic lens of a regnant Protestantism. The rhetoric of Romanticism is fully
blown in Muirm — as it continues to be in the publications of the Sierra Club — and it was
from this position that he advocated preservation, particularly in the face of what he saw as
the profane desires of benighted capitalists.

At the beginning of his defense of Hetch Hetchy, Muir writes, “it is impossible to over-
estimate the value of wild mountains and mountain temples as places for people to grow in,
recreation grounds for soul and body. They are the greatest of our natural resources, God’s
best gifts, but none, however high and holy, is beyond reach of the spoiler”. Muir goes on to
extoll the extraordinary character of Hetch Hetchy as every bit as sublime and beautiful as
the better-known Yosemite Valley:

&

The correspondence between the Hetch Hetchy walls in their trends, sculpture, phys-
ical structure, and general arrangement of the main rock-masses and those of the Yo-
semite Valley has excited the wondering admiration of every observer (Muir 1908: 215).
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Fig. 7. O’'Shaughnessy Dam at Hetch Hetchy Fig. 8. Hetch Hetchy Valley by Isaiah West Taber, 1908

Having established, in considerable detail, the features of Hetch Hetchy, Muir turns to
his main agenda, opposition to the dam:

Sad to say, this most precious and sublime feature of the Yosemite National Park, one
of the greatest of all our natural resources for the uplifting joy and peace and health
of the people, is in danger of being dammed and made into a reservoir to help supply
San Francisco with water and light, thus flooding it from wall to wall and burying its
gardens and groves one or two hundred feet deep (Muir 1920: 255-256).

At this point in the piece, any sympathetic reader is likely to read that sentence with in-
credulous alarm; Muir follows it up with a larger statement about the true utility of Nature:

The making of gardens and parks goes on with civilization all over the world, and
they increase both in size and number as their value is recognized. Everybody needs
beauty as well as bread, places to play in and pray in, where Nature may heal and
cheer and give strength to body and soul alike (Muir 1920: 255-256).

He calls this “natural beauty hunger” and sees it as a universal tonic — interestingly,
recent research has, in fact, corroborated his claim'. “Nevertheless,” he says, “like anything
else worthwhile, from the very beginning, however well guarded, they have always been
subject to attack by despoiling gain-seekers and mischief-makers of every degree from Sa-
tan to Senators” (Muir 1920: 217). To align Satan with Senators is a move Americans of all
stripes — and at all times — seem to entertain. Muir, though, follows through on the implica-
tions in this instance:

! See, for instance: Shanahan, Danielle F. ef al. 2016. Health Benefits from Nature Depend on Dose, Scientific
Reports 6, Article number: 28551, http:/ /www.nature.com/articles /srep28551 (consulted on 16/8/2017).
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Ever since the establishment of the Yosemite National Park, strife has been going
on around its borders and I suppose this will go on as part of the universal battle
between right and wrong, however much its boundaries may be shorn, or its wild
beauty destroyed (Muir 1920: 217).

To couch the controversy in terms of “the universal battle between right and wrong” is
about as uncompromising a stance as one could take. It is not dissimilar to what the Thirlm-
ere Defence Association proclaimed: faced with a choice between a utilitarian good and an
aesthetic experience, they chose the latter without hesitation. Muir’s extreme rhetoric did
give some of his supporters pause and it helped bring about a split within the Sierra Club
over the issue. It also pitted Muir against the formidable Gifford Pinchot, Chief of the Unit-
ed States Forest Service and the primary advocate of what he called the “conservation ethic”
that allowed for the controlled and profitable use of public lands. Gifford was instrumental
in keeping San Francisco’s bid for Hetch Hetchy alive, though it had widespread support
in any case. In looking at the detailed report supporting the reservoir, The Hetch Hetchy Wa-
ter Supply for San Francisco 1912, put together by the engineer John R. Freeman, we can see
that the Thirlmere experience was very much on the minds of the advocates. In citing the
Thirlmere case, Freeman writes:

There was a great popular outcry in newspapers and elsewhere, in which bish-
ops, baronets, actors and literary artists joined with great fervor, about the des-
ecration of this beautiful lake for such a utilitarian purpose, merely, as it was
said, to save the city the extra cost involved in going to some less beautiful spot
(Freeman 2005: 46).

This is exactly what opponents of the Hetch Hetchy dam were claiming as well. Free-
man goes on to say:

But in the course of their works the Water Board completed a beautiful macadam road
encircling the lake, and giving along its westerly shore many beautiful views of Mt.
Helvellyn, from points to which there had previously been no good road. The roads
about this reservoir have come to be one of the most popular holiday routes in Eng-
land (Freeman 2005: 46).

It's clear Freeman and others studied the Thirlmere Scheme with an eye to seeing just
how Manchester managed to succeed in thwarting the activists of the TDA. The dam advo-
cates used the same tactics and strategy, and got the same result: the dam was built. Once
again, it appears, utilitarianism vanquishes environmentalism. I want to come back to this
conclusion later, but first, we will consider a very different story that takes place in the Hud-
son River Valley of New York in the 1960s.
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Fig. 9. Storm King Mountain, looking west

3. Storm King Mountain

September 22", 1962, seemed an auspicious day: Rachel Carson published Silent Spring while
Consolidated Edison Company of New York, the nation’s largest electric and gas company,
announced plans to build a hydro-electric plant at Storm King Mountain in the Hudson
Highlands sixty miles to the north. Both intended to address ecological problems: Carson,
the spread of harmful chemicals, and Con Ed the air quality of New York and the need for a
non-polluting solution to the city’s burgeoning energy requirements. This need became all
the more urgent after the massive blackout in New York in 1965 that affected twenty-five
million people. Con Ed had already put on line the Indian Point nuclear power plant and
had plans for two more in the near future, but it desperately wanted a pumped-storage
plant that could generate power during off-peak periods. Con Edison, it should be noted,
was a powerful entity used to getting its way. There was no reason to suppose the Storm
King project would be problematic: as an engineering solution it was elegant, efficient and
cost effective. They simply needed to line up the appropriate landowners and local author-
ities of Cornwall, NY, and make sure they profited too. In fact, much of this work was done
quietly beforehand with a good deal of forethought.

What Con Ed didn’t anticipate, however, was that six private — and tenacious — indi-
viduals would ban together to stop the project by forming a group called Scenic Hudson
Preservation Conference to rally support for taking on the goliath Con Ed. Initially Scenic
Hudson was no more than a gnat to be swatted away, especially once permits had been
granted and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers was brought in, but the story quickly be-
comes interesting when, in 1972, the U.S. Court of Appeals, 2" Circuit, rules, in Scenic Hud-
son Preservation Conference v. Federal Power Commission, that contrary to what the federal reg-
ulatory commission held, the individuals represented by Scenic Hudson had legal standing
to challenge the government. As the judge put it:

In order to insure that the Federal Power Commission will adequately protect the

public interest in the aesthetic, conservational, and recreational aspects of power de-
velopment, those who by their activities and conduct have exhibited a special interest
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Fig. 10. Storm King of the
Hudson by Sanford Rob-

inson Gifford (1865)

in such areas, must be held to be included in the class of “aggrieved” parties under
[...] We hold that the Federal Power Act gives petitioners a legal right to protect their
special interests (Hays 1971: 20295).

This was a new and extraordinarily wide-ranging decision that has had implications
for environmental activism ever since. In the first place, it established that citizens and citi-
zen groups have the legal standing to litigate in environmental matters; and secondly, they
can do so for non-economic reasons. As the court noted:

The Storm King project is to be located in an area of unique beauty and major histori-
cal significance. The highlands and gorge of the Hudson offer one of the finest pieces
of river scenery in the world. The great German traveler Baedeker called it “finer than
the Rhine”. Petitioners’ contention that the Commission must take these factors into
consideration in evaluating the Storm King project is justified by the history of the
Federal Power Act (Hays 1971: 20294).

In the same year, building on the example of Storm King, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled
that “Aesthetic and environmental well-being, like economic well-being, are important in-
gredients of the quality of life in our society” (Stewart 1972: 735), thus opening the way to
further activism by environmentalists.

There is little doubt that the Court of Appeal was swayed by the many astonishing enco-
miums to Storm King and the Hudson Highlands, which ranged from praising its natural scenic
beauty to underscoring its historical importance during the Revolutionary War. The famous
Yale art historian, Vincent Scully, had this to say when asked why he thought Storm King was
“one of the most valuable and unusual natural formations and scenes in the United States”:
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Mountain

Storm King [...] is a mountain which should be left alone. It rises like a brown bear out
of the river, a dome of living granite, swelling with animal power. It is not picturesque
in the softer sense of the word, but awesome, a primitive embodiment of the energies
of the earth. It makes the character of wild nature physically visible in monumental
form. As such it strongly reminds me of some of the natural formations which mark
sacred sites in Greece and signal the presence of the Gods; it preserves and embodies
the most savage and untrammeled characteristics of the wild at the very threshold of
New York. It can still make the city dweller emotionally aware of what he most needs
to know: that nature still exists, with its own laws, rhythms, and powers, separate
from human desires (Scully in Dunwell 1992: 220).

Meanwhile, Con Ed called its opponents “misinformed bird watchers, nature fakers,
land grabbers and militant adversaries of progress” (Dunwell 1992: 223). Despite efforts to
discredit it, Scenic Hudson was able to amass a formidable array of supporters from around
the country and from fourteen foreign countries. Con Edison attempted to counter this ris-
ing tide by producing a full-color brochure with a dramatic and impressive rendering of
the proposed facility against the backdrop of the Hudson Highlands. It's a beautiful picture
but for that very reason it backfired: for the first time people could visualize just what the
pumped storage complex would look like and they were appalled: a huge chunk of the
mountain would be carved out and an enormous steel and concrete edifice take its place.
The artist simply did too good a job.

The Storm King case did not end quickly; Con Ed continued to try to find ways to build
at Storm King but finally, in 1980, after seventeen years of litigation, the company gave up and
furthermore agreed to undertake remedial work at its other power plants in order to reduce
fish kills. It was a resounding success for Scenic Hudson, but not for them only: Storm King is
often referred to as the birthplace of the modern environmental movement in the U.S.

While I have glossed over a lot of the detail surrounding this case, I think we are in a
position now to ask why there was success at Storm King but failure at Thirlmere and Hetch
Hetchy. The question, of course, is a bit naive because there are so many complex factors to
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take into account, including the historical development of environmental thinking in gen-
eral and the peculiar contingencies surrounding each case. But I think the question is useful
because certain overlapping considerations were at the forefront for all three, and that com-
monality, in itself, calls for some reflection.

4. Conclusions

If we recall the Wordsworth sonnet that we began with, we noted six interwoven elements:
a utilitarian proposal, a special locale, national or patriotic interest, local residents, visiting
tourists, and an idealized view of Nature. In the three case studies we have looked at, all six
of those considerations play a part to varying degrees. It is virtually a recipe for environ-
mental activism. But when we ask why two prominent and celebrated struggles failed and
one succeeded, we have to look at differences rather than similarities. Accordingly, I would
like to suggest four interrelated reasons for the favorable outcome at Storm King (though I
believe there are others too), and, also, two caveats by way of conclusion.

First, demographics.

Both Thirlmere and Hetch Hetchy are located at a considerable distance from a metropolitan
center. In 1871, the county of Westmoreland, in which Thirlmere resided, had less than 65,000
people, as compared to Greater Manchester, which had one and a half million. Yosemite lies
within Maraposa County which, in 1900, had less than 5,000 people in it, while San Francisco
at the time had almost 350,000. The village of Cornwall is nestled next to Storm King, with a
population of about 8,000, but the Hudson Highlands is bounded by the cities of Newburgh,
Beacon, and Peekskill, with the entire Mid-Hudson region having over 500,000 in 1970, and an-
other eight million in New York City, sixty miles away. As Con Edison discovered, there were a
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lot of citizens interested in what was going on in their backyard, especially once the people of
New York City turned against Con Ed. The sheer size of the opposition became overwhelming.
For all the support that Thirlmere and Hetch Hetchy garnered — and it included many promi-
nent and even famous people — the activists had to rely more on rhetoric than numbers. On the
surface, this does not bode well for environmental campaigns in more remote places, though I
think it's reasonable to argue that the Internet can now offset such deficits.

Second, sense of place

This is related to demographics, but it’s really a separate issue to proximity. Much has been
written about sense of place but, as the geographer Yi-Fu Tuan points out, we're really talk-
ing about the relationship between space and place, and the way a space becomes an expe-
riential place, a lived reality (Tuan 1977: 6). The Hudson Valley has been inhabited contin-
uously for a long time, first by Native Americans and then by settlers, first the Dutch and
then the English, and then, it seems, the rest of the world. When I referred a moment ago to
people’s “backyard”, I had in mind the fact that the inhabitants of the region were deeply
connected to it and interested, in all senses of the word. Another word for this might be loy-
alty, an emotional register that is untouched by utilitarian concerns; loyalty is what moves
people to sacrifice themselves or, at least, to put themselves on the line. Storm King became
a symbol of a certain love of place, and once that was activated, activism followed.

Third, imaginative texture

This is connected to a sense of place and is one of its causes. The Mid-Hudson has a rich
history of aesthetic production. Americans, and New Yorkers in particular, are well aware
of this texture, be it the stories of Washington Irving (“Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of
Sleepy Hollow”) or the gorgeous paintings of the Hudson River School (by Thomas Cole,
Asher B. Durand, Frederick Church, Albert Bierstadt and others). Even the singer-activist
Pete Seeger and his Clearwater sloop are part of that cultural history. This creates a deep pool
of emotional reserve that can be drawn on when the region is perceived to be under threat.
There was something similar happening in the Thirlmere Scheme, where the storied lives of
Wordsworth and his circle played a role in the desire to preserve the lake as it was. But in
1870 that texture was not as thickly woven as it is now, and I suspect that any plan to dam
one of the Lakes at this point would be met with fierce and general resistance. The same is
clearly true for Hetch Hetchy, which is why there is a contemporary movement, Restore
Hetch Hetchy, that advocates removing the dam.

Fourth, environmental impact
The Thirlmere opposition was mainly motivated by aesthetic considerations on the one
hand and the desire to avoid disrupting the local community on the other. Hetch Hetchy

was seen as a fight to preserve a unique and remarkable place as it was (and as it was being
used), so it, too, engaged in polemics that had an aesthetic basis. All of this was true for
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Storm King as well, but with one very crucial difference: the fate of striped bass. No matter
how Con Edison revised its plans to make them palatable, it could never solve the problem
of devastating fish kills that would occur in the river. The striped bass, in particular, was a
rallying point for fisherman and conservationists. Emotions on this ran high, stoked in part
by smart and eloquent articles by Robert Boyle, writing in such venues as Sports Illustrated.
This was not a trivial issue; striped bass fishing was a forty-five million dollar a year indus-
try and the Storm King project would eviscerate it. But it wasn’t just fishermen who were
concerned; the certainty that the project would do irreparable harm to the ecology of the
river and the region was a crucial motivating factor in the campaign’s effectiveness. Neither
Thirlmere nor Hetch Hetchy had a similar issue as a rallying point. The lesson here seems to
be that opposition to ecological damage per se remains a potent force in the movement for
environmental remediation and justice.

There are undoubtedly other factors we might consider as well, but I want to leave these
suppositions at this point and turn to my two caveats.

First, aesthetics is universal

What I mean by this is simply that the aesthetic arguments common to all three cases were
not limited to the environmentalists or their point of view. Such environmental struggles are
usually cast in the light of either/or, of good and bad. A rapacious utilitarianism is pitted
against a virtuous ecological concern. In his study of Hetch Hetchy, Robert W. Righter came
to understand how distorting the normative view of the controversy was. Wilderness pres-
ervation, he writes, “was not an issue in the Hetch Hetchy fight”:

The defenders of the valley consistently advocated development, including roads,
hotels, winter sports amenities, and the infrastructure to support legions of visitors.
The land use battle joined over one question: Would the valley be used for water stor-
age or nature tourism? (Righter 2006: 5-6).

Moreover, when one looked closely, it’s clear that one of the reasons the engineers were
so keen to select Hetch Hetchy and not some other possibility was because it “seemed to
work a magical spell on those who encountered it” (Righter 2006: 52). As the mayor of San
Francisco at the time put it:

The dam site and valley tended to ‘completely hypnotize every civil engineer that
sees it, and to render him forever after incapable of a rational consideration of the
larger problem of public policy relating to it" (Righter 2006: 52).

In other words, aesthetics can cut in two directions; it influences both the engineer and
the poet, though it can lead to diametrically opposite actions. It would be a mistake, then,
to underestimate the impact of aesthetic responses overall, particularly as it might open up
common ground for understanding what's really at stake.
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Fig. 13. View from Storm King Mountain

Second, the rule of law

All three of my case studies occur within the context of Western liberal democracies where
the rule of law is clearly established and largely followed. It is an obvious but necessary
point to make, since once we go outside that context, all bets are off. In terms of the risk to
cultural heritage, the obliteration of the Buddha sculptures in Bamiyan, Afghanistan, and
the systematic destruction of monuments at Palmyra, Syria, are the obvious examples. But,
of course, beyond that we face the more dire consequences of environmental degradation
worldwide and anthropocentric climate change. Global problems are also local problems,
and, as we have seen, solutions at the local level can have much wider repercussions. Storm
King tells us that.

Finally, I want to point out that the aesthetic dimension in our three examples extends
beyond the physical realm of natural beauty and sublimity. What truly galvanized people
was not so much the actual places themselves (relatively few visited them) but rather the
representation of them by writers: Wordsworth, Muir, Irving, Scully and others, as we have
seen. In both literature and journalism, it was the written word that carried furthest, for all
of these cases turned upon the rhetorical strategies employed by both sides, not only in the
law courts and but in the court of public opinion as well. There are limits to what environ-
mental writing can do, but it’s clear we can’t do without it.
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Fromthe Personal Heresy to Ecocriticism: Moving Canons, Creating Reading Communities

Abstract I:

Abstract II:

Il presente saggio esamina alcune delle forme che gli studi letterari anglofoni
hanno preso nel corso degli ultimi due secoli, ponendo un’enfasi particolare
sulle comunita di lettori. Partendo dalla controversia su “The Personal He-
resy” degli anni 30, si riassumono le origini dello studio istituzionalizzato
della letteratura inglese, nella Londra del XIX secolo, per poi affrontare la
Nuova Critica e i suoi vari approcci, ‘teoria’ che ha dominato lo studio acca-
demico della letteratura negli ultimi decenni del XX secolo. Essa si oppone al
formalismo con approcci eticamente impegnati, come il postcolonialismo e
I’ecocriticismo, concludendo che, nelle loro iterazioni pit altruiste, questi due
approcci parlino a, e per conto di, una comunita di lettori inclusiva e planeta-
ria e offrano la possibilita di un futuro eco-sostenibile.

This essay surveys some of the forms that Anglophone literary studies have
taken across the last two centuries, placing a particular emphasis on reading
communities. It opens with an account of “The Personal heresy” controversy
of the 1930s, before moving back to a summary of the origins of the insti-
tutionalized study of English, in London in the nineteenth century. Subse-
quently it discusses New Criticism and the various approaches referred to as
‘theory’ that dominated the academic study of literature in the last decades
of the twentieth century. It contrasts formalism with ethically committed ap-
proaches, such as postcolonialism and ecocriticism, concluding that in their
most altruistic iterations, these two approaches speak for, and to, an inclusive
planetary community of readers, and hold out the possibility of an eco-sus-
tainable future.

This essay offers a selective overview of forms that Anglophone literary studies have taken
across the last two centuries, demonstrating how the ways in which canons have been con-
structed reflect tacit, and not so tacit, assumptions about the reading communities to which
the curricula on offer have been directed. Needless to say, the essay is itself implicated in the
act of assuming a reading community, the audience of the Udine conference at which it was
delivered and the readership of Le Simplegadi.

As a departure-point, I should like to revisit a controversy that took place eight dec-
ades ago. In 1934, C. S. Lewis published a polemical essay that took issue with the view of
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literature expressed in E. M. W. Tillyard’s book, Milton (1930), a work that argued that the
real subject of poetry was the state of the poet’s mind at the time of writing. Literature, Lew-
is contended, was what was on the page and it was heretical to suggest an extraneous per-
sonal alternative. Tillyard replied by saying that he was not proposing simple biographical
readings of texts, but rather an approach that identified the mental pattern to be found in a
poet’s work, which was a reflection of the writer’s personality. Further essays followed and
the full debate was published at the end of the decade in a volume entitled The Personal Her-
esy: A Controversy (Tillyard & Lewis 1939). On the most obvious level, Lewis was proposing
an objective hermeneutics to counter Tillyard’s seemingly speculative subjective approach,
but more was involved than just this. Lewis also saw Tillyard’s reading of Milton as elitist,
because it was founded on the belief that poets are superior beings, a belief that had reached
its apogee in the Romantic period. Wordsworth became another touchstone in the exchange
between the two men, though Milton, or at least the poetic persona who took it upon him-
self to “justify the ways of God to men” (Milton 1957: 212), confirmed classicist though he
was, was clearly an earlier incarnation of a poet who addressed his readers ex cathedra. As
part of his rebuttal of Tillyard’s position, Lewis argued that poetry is “a skill or trained habit
of using all the extra-logical elements of language — rhythm, vowel-music, onomatopoeia,
associations, and what not — to convey the concrete reality of experience” (Tillyard & Lewis
1939: 108). This may sound something like formalism, and of course formalist approaches
had been developed in Russia prior to the 1930s, but Lewis’s supposed objectivity and his
egalitarianism were predicated on the belief that all are equal under God. He opposed the
notion that poets are spiritually superior beings in favour of a belief that saw them as the
mouthpieces of a democratic deity who shared his favours evenly among the various mem-
bers of the human race.

In some ways, the debate between Lewis and Tillyard was a controversy that was very
much of its time and, as it was mainly conducted within the walls of Oxbridge colleges,
where both were faculty members — Lewis at Oxford; Tillyard at Cambridge — it could be
seen as a product of a particular reading community talking to itself. Nevertheless, dusting
the cobwebs off this conversation offers a springboard for a consideration of what the subject
of literature might be and the related issues of how it should be studied and what should be
read — what might constitute a canon. To place this in context, I should like briefly to review
how literature had been studied in British universities prior to this and then move forwards
to review a few of the many constructions of canons and critical practices that have been in
circulation in the decades since Lewis and Tillyard crossed swords. Piecemeal though this
survey is, it illustrates the extent to which the construction of canons is linked with percep-
tions of what are appropriate objects of study for particular reading communities.

Prior to the personal heresy controversy, the constitution of English studies in Brit-
ish universities had been centrally concerned with Englishness and a belief in the disci-
pline’s power as a force for social engineering. The subject was originally introduced into
the university curriculum at London University in the second quarter of the nineteenth
century (Palmer 1965: 16). More or less simultaneously with this, it made an appearance in
the curriculum on offer at working men’s institutes, as a field that was supposed to have
the socially beneficial function of providing the masses with a moral education. As a uni-
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versity subject, it first appeared in the United Kingdom at the “godless Institution” (18) of
University College London, which was founded in 1828. Convinced of the utilitarian ben-
efits of language teaching, University College appointed a Professor of English Language
and Literature. Shortly after this, the College’s rival, King’s College London, an institution
founded by Anglican and Tory interests, which opened three years later, established a Chair
of English Literature and History (16-18). In their different ways, both colleges disseminated
an historical account of the evolution of Englishness. Queen’s College, an offshoot of King’s
College established for the education of women, also played an important part in the early
shaping of English studies, and in his introductory lecture there, no less a light than Charles
Kingsley spoke of literature as a discipline that would equip women for their allotted role
in life, while also referring to it as part of the “the autobiography of a nation” (39). So the
emergence of English as a university discipline was linked with a nationalist mission, part
of which was dedicated to the need to foster or, to take a less kind view, co-opt the energies
of intelligent women and the socially less privileged. Marxist readings of nineteenth-centu-
ry sport have seen the introduction of organized games as a means of controlling the aspira-
tions of both the middle classes and the emerging industrialized proletariat (James 1969: 160
ff.), and arguably similar agendas were involved in the promotion of English studies. In any
case, English made its academic début as a subject to be studied by workers and women.
As Terry Eagleton puts it, it was “literally the poor man’s Classics”; and its “softening and
humanizing” effects also made it “a convenient sort of non-subject to palm off on the ladies”
(Eagleton 1983: 27-28).

Battles in the culture wars of the late nineteenth century were fought over the relative
merits of teaching English and classical literature, but in the early twentieth century Greek
and Latin lost ground to the parvenu younger sister of English literature, which secured con-
verts across gender and class lines. The curriculum still nodded towards the Classics — the
classical background to English literature would remain a London University paper until
the 1960s — but the basic parameters established for the study of literature were historically
and nationally grounded. The canon that emerged offered a supposedly definitive account
of English literary history, creating an imagined community of academic readers, in which
women characteristically had to interpellate themselves as men'!, working-class students had
to resocialize themselves as middle-class, and the linear development of both English liter-
ature and the English language formed the cornerstone of study. In short, a national canon
was created, which constructed a very particular version of English studies and in the United
Kingdom this underwent few modifications until the third quarter of the twentieth century.
As late as the 1960s, the London University English Honours curriculum had eight compul-
sory papers, which took undergraduates on an earnest historical journey through English
literature and language from the Anglo-Saxon period to 1880, and three of these papers dealt
with Old English or medieval writing. The optional part of the curriculum was made up of

! Eagleton points out that Sir Arthur Quiller Couch, appointed as the first Professor of English at Cambridge
in 1912, characteristically began his lectures with the word ‘Gentlemen’, though the majority of his audience
was female (Eagleton 1983: 28), and, of course, the use of the male pronoun to refer to the reader remained the
norm until some forty years ago.
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two further papers: Old Icelandic figured prominently here and the one ‘modern’ option
on offer stopped in 1930. So a safe temporal distance was interposed between student and
object of study and the paradigm that was followed was historically determined. Inevitably
the writing being studied raised questions about spatial dislocation, translation and cultural
connections, but the curriculum privileged history over geography and any emphasis on the
intersections of time and space, as advanced in the work of cultural theorists such as Mikhail
Bakhtin and Michel Foucault, postmodern urbanists such as Edward Soja and cultural geog-
raphers such as Doreen Massey, was conspicuous by its absence. Foucault has said, “Space
was treated as the dead, the fixed, the undialectical, the immobile” (Foucault 1980: 70; qtd.
Soja 1989: 10), but if anything, this flatters the way the canon was shaped in nineteenth-, ear-
ly-twentieth- and mid-twentieth-century English studies, since space was not really treated
at all, even though a version of the English national imaginary was the cornerstone of the
curriculum. It was to change in the 1970s and 1980s, with the advent of a multiplicity of theo-
retical challenges to this exclusivist status quo, and a broadening of awareness of what might
reasonably be deemed ‘literature’, but before moving on to consider such developments, I
should like to turn back to a highly influential school of criticism that came to the fore shortly
after the personal heresy debate: New Criticism.

New Criticism, as represented by the work of American critics such as W. K. Wimsatt
and Cleanth Brooks, was very much on the Lewis side of the personal heresy debate in that
it rejected biographical and historical information in favour of an approach that concentrat-
ed exclusively on the text. Wimsatt was the co-author, with Monroe Beardsley, of the classic
essay, ‘The Intentional Fallacy’ (1946), which argued that authorial intention was both an
unknown entity and an irrelevant factor in any assessment of a literary text. Brooks’s The
Well Wrought Urn (1947) is arguably the finest example of New Criticism in practice. Its close
readings uncover meanings that may not have occurred to the majority of its readers, but
which, once they are foregrounded, are very persuasive. I remember reading Brooks’s anal-
ysis of Tennyson’s ‘Tears Idle Tears” and thinking it was considerably better than the poem
itself. Tennyson opens by saying “Tears idle tears / I know not what they mean” (Tennyson
1992: 38). Brooks finds a convincing meaning for the poem, detecting productive paradoxes,
where many readers see only a muddle, or at best a vague attempt to make sense of puz-
zling subjective emotions. Paradox is at the heart of Brooks’s approach in The Well Wrought
Urn. He takes the view that “the language of poetry is the language of paradox” (Brooks
1968: 1), but as with irony, spotting paradoxes often depends on the critic discovering am-
biguities by bringing culturally encoded assumptions to the text. Discussing The Rape of the
Lock, Brooks argues that it is mistaken to ask the question, “Is Belinda [the protagonist of
Pope’s poem, who has a lock of her hair cut off in a prank in Catholic high society] a god-
dess, or is she merely a frivolous tease?” (Brooks 1968: 66), because this is a false dichotomy.
Belinda is both. This may seem like a comment on a very narrow subject, the character of
a particular woman in a particular social group at a particular time, but Brooks sees it as a
metonym for a larger hermeneutic problem: the tendency to construct ‘either-or” opposi-
tions, when the two categories concerned are far from exclusive. The poem is mock-epic,
but in its way it is an epic for its age, as well as a fine critique of the upper-class society to
which Belinda belongs through the parodic use of the epic form. Yet, brilliant though the
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essay is, it is based on the question that Brooks chooses to ask, and many readers will come
to The Rape of the Lock without being troubled by the supposed dichotomy between goddess
and frivolous tease. As for the works discussed in The Well Wrought Urn, they are all poetic
texts that sit comfortably within what were then prevalent notions of the English canon:
they range from verse in Macbeth to Yeats’s ‘Among School Children’. And they are all by
male writers, Milton among them, who were active between the early seventeenth and early
twentieth centuries.

There was an inevitable backlash. In the U.S. in the 1960s, archetypal criticism, taking
its departure-point from Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), found
recurrent mythic patterns in texts across periods and cultures, at its best opening up new
avenues for cross-cultural dialogue, at its worst reducing cultural difference to a glib univer-
salism. The literary pendulum also swung away from close readings, particularly in the late
1970s and early 1980s, as theoretical approaches such as structuralism, poststructuralism,
Marxism, feminism and various schools of psychoanalysis travelled from mainland Europe,
particularly Paris, into the Anglo-American academy. This congeries of discourses, frequent-
ly and reductively lumped together under the term ‘theory’, unsettled the older historical
hegemony, enabling a shift towards a pluralist, more inclusive view of literature. It brought
strange bedfellows such as pre-Althusserian Marxism and poststructuralism together, but,
although these approaches may have cohabited uneasily, it opened literary studies up to
new communities of readers. The wheel had come full circle from New Criticism. Far from
being sacrosanct as objects that needed to be decoded without recourse to outside author-
ity, texts were now healthily open to being read in a multitude of ways. To the best of my
knowledge no one ever revisited Brooks’s reading of The Rape of the Lock to say that it was
not enough simply to replace ‘either-or” interpretations with ‘both-and’, because the play
of individual readers’ minds could fashion numerous other responses to Pope’s mock-epic
mode, but pluralism replaced binarism in a majority of contexts. Along with the various
theoretical “-isms’ I have just been mentioning, reader response theory further democra-
tized the study of literature, empowering individual readers to participate in a triangular
relationship with writer and text in the production of meaning. And, after all, books remain
closed and unread, devoid of meaning, until a reader opens them up and interprets them.
People read books and books read people. Under this new dispensation, everyone was a
critic. Wimsatt and Munroe had produced a second essay, ‘The Affective Fallacy’ (1949), a
companion-piece to “The Intentional Fallacy’, in which they argued that readers” responses
were as irrelevant as author’s intentions, but this was debunked by the work of reader re-
sponse critics such as Stanley Fish, who asked “Is There a Text in This Class?” (1980) and took
the view that readers generate meanings as part of an interpretive community. Seen through
this prism, C. S. Lewis’s egalitarian community of readers became a reality, albeit without
any of his sense of an overriding Christian message.

Curricular reform accompanied the various theoretical ‘-isms’, to the point where
Dead White Males were seen as personae non gratae. Now the issue was not so much what
Milton was about and how he should be studied as whether he should be studied at all.
There was a popular pun that the can(n)on had been fired and virulent culture wars raged
through the late 1960s and 1970s, particularly in America. Those hostile to the broadening
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of the canon argued that it had been infected by the shibboleths of political correctness,
and this charge would also be levelled against the confederation of approaches that have
most commonly been referred to as ‘postcolonialism’. Nevertheless postcolonial approaches
destabilized previous notions of what should be included in the canon in a more radical way
than the French-dominated methodologies then widely being used for the study of litera-
ture, by upending the pro-Western and pro-Northern biases that had continued to dominate
the discipline, even if postcolonial critics such as Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak drew heavily on poststructuralism. That said, the impulse behind postcolonialism
was invariably ethical and in this respect it had affinities with feminism’s challenge to an-
drocentric views, and the emerging discipline of ecocriticism, which challenged anthropo-
centric perspectives. Ethical approaches to literature were not exactly new in Anglophone
literary studies, but in the pre-1970s curriculum, they had usually been rooted in notions
of liberal or conservative individualism. In the Euro-American academy, that changed with
the advent of ‘theory’ and, following in the wake of various schools of Marxist and feminist
theory, postcolonialism and ecocriticism brought a new spirit of planetary ethical concern to
the study of literature. Both were loose coalitions of discourses, and like Marxism and post-
structuralism they have sometimes cohabited uneasily, but at their best they belong together
as approaches that have contested inequitable power structures and the exclusion of alterity.

Postcolonialism has meant different things to different people, but, despite attacks,
it continues as a term that denotes a range of preoccupations that address asymmetrical
power hegemonies connected with colonialism, its legacy and other geopolitical inequities.
For historians writing in the aftermath of Empire, the term referred simply to the era after
colonialism, but in literary and broader cultural contexts it soon came to mean more. For the
authors of the influential The Empire Writes Back, published in 1989, it signified “all the cul-
ture affected by the imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day”,
since they argued, very reasonably, “there is a continuity of preoccupations throughout the
historical process initiated by European imperial aggression” and so, they suggested, it is
“most appropriate as the term for the new cross-cultural criticism which has emerged in
recent years and for the discourse through which this is constituted” (Ashcroft et al. 1989: 2).

A little over a decade later Helen Gilbert summed up the term’s widening currency,
saying that:

In many contexts, the term indicates a degree of agency, or at least a programme of re-
sistance, against cultural domination; in others, it signals the existence of a particular
historical legacy and/or a chronological stage in a culture’s transition into a modern
nation-state; in yet others, it is used more disapprovingly to suggest a form of co-op-
tion into Western cultural economies. What is common to all of these definitions,
despite their various implications, is a central concern with cultural power (Gilbert
2001: 1).

Beyond this, Gilbert pointed out that in certain quarters postcolonialism had become

“a convenient (and sometimes useful) portmanteau term to describe any kind of resistance,
particularly against class, race and gender oppressions” (Gilbert 2001: 1), and in their more
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socially committed articulations, postcolonial practices have represented a form of epis-
temic activism against unevenly balanced economies, whether in the heyday of European
colonialisms, or in the late capitalist neo-colonial global order. Where literature has been
concerned, the term ‘postcolonial” has been used to demarcate particular texts and areas of
study that are variously characterized by temporal and/or geographical and/or ideologi-
cal orientation, and to refer to methodologies that contest asymmetrical power structures,
wherever they occur.

In the wake of postcolonialism’s impact on literary and cultural studies, ecocriticism
became a significant critical force in the late 1980s, though green activism had, of course,
been prominent in academia more generally from the 1960s onwards, and in canonical lit-
erary and theological texts in the East and the West, the North and the South it has a much
longer genealogy. Among classic Asian texts, Kausalya’s Arthasastra (from the fourth centu-
ry BCE) embodies the ancient Sanskrit belief in the need for sustainable eco-systems, predi-
cated on the belief that the earth is a shared inheritance (Rangarajan 2014: 528), and a similar
communal vision is encapsulated in the widely quoted Native American proverb, “We do
not inherit the Earth from our Ancestors, we borrow it from our Children”2. Similarly, eco-
logical concerns figure prominently in numerous Western texts long before the Euro-Amer-
ican academy turned its attention to them. After all, the expulsion from Eden in the Book
of Genesis can obviously be read as a trope for the loss of an idealized conception of nature
and, at the risk of privileging Milton by referring to him once more, it is possible to read
Paradise Lost as an ecological elegy for the disaster that ensues when imagined primordial
natural environments are violated. And, to take a pair of further arbitrarily chosen literary
examples, the two most obvious strains of ecocriticism, resistance to environmental dam-
age and speciesism, can be seen in Thoreau’s retreat to Walden pond and the killing of the
albatross in “The Ancient Mariner’. One should add that speciesism is itself a problematic
category, involving far more than a binary opposition between the human and the non-hu-
man — without trying to recuperate the serpent in Paradise Lost, reptiles nearly always get a
worse press than mammals. More generally, like postcolonialism, ecocriticism has embraced
a wide variety of standpoints, with particular disjunctions between Northern and Southern
approaches to environmental issues®.

Postcolonialism and ecocriticism have reshaped the contemporary canon through
their shared ethically motivated concern to challenge asymmetrical power hegemonies and
the exclusion of alterity, but they do not always sit comfortably together. Graham Hug-
gan and Helen Tiffin fix on a significant example in discussing Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart (1958) as a response to Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899). As they see it, Achebe very
reasonably offers a corrective to Conrad’s virtual exclusion of Africans from his fable about
colonial greed, but he fails to focus on the source of Kurtz’'s depraved materialism — ivory
(Huggan & Tiffin 2010: 141-149). So his response to what he has viewed as Conrad’s ‘rac-
ism’ (Achebe 1988) does not engage with the speciesism that, one could argue, is present in
the text, which makes no mention of elephants. Elephants could be the “brutes” that need

2 Quoted inter alia in Thieme 2016: 101.
3 See DeLoughrey & Handley 2011: 20-25.
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to be “exterminate[d]” (Conrad 1994: 71-72). Certainly they have been textually excluded,
and Achebe’s failure to address this could be seen as not untypical of postcolonial texts and
readings that remain locked within the Anthropocene, though there are obvious exceptions:
a novel such as Barbara Gowdy’s The White Bone (1998), which locates itself entirely with-
in elephant society, offers a striking instance of a contrary impulse. Literary work that is
attentive to the despoliation of the landscape and the threat to endangered animal species
along with human power imbalances does allow postcolonialism and ecocriticism to sit to-
gether comfortably. Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004), which debates the inequitable
treatment of subaltern minorities, the fate of species such as the Royal Bengal Tiger and the
river dolphin of the Sundarbans area of West Bengal, and the threat to the unique eco-sys-
tem of the region brings the two areas together fairly seamlessly. And in his more recently
published polemic, The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable (2016), Ghosh
provides a chilling clarion call for activism against the Anthropocene, among other things
attacking the ‘realist’ novel for its reliance on “the calculus of probability”. As he sees it,
such realism is built on a “scaffolding” that prevents it from “confront[ing] the centrality of
the improbable” (Ghosh 2016: 23) in the form of sudden disasters that stretch the bounds
of credulity by contradicting gradualist notions of meteorological change. Pace his own in-
vestment in realism in much of his fiction*, his position here could be said to be anti-literary,
because it takes issue with commonly accepted notions of narrativization. It is beyond the
scope of this essay to consider the possible ramifications of Ghosh’s position on the “calcu-
lus of probability”, but where reading communities are concerned, The Great Derangement
comes across as a work that should appeal to an ecologically aware audience, providing it
with a welter of information about the actual and potential effects of global warming, while
also serving as a consciousness-raising catalyst for readers more generally.

By way of conclusion, I should like to ask whether there are any commonalities in the
attitudes to the canon, explicit or implicit, in the various approaches I have been consid-
ering. It seems reasonable to suggest that a text such as The Great Derangement, along with
other contemporary creative and critical writing that confronts ecological issues, is helping
to shape new agendas, both by preaching to the converted and by endeavouring to win over
sceptics. Such an approach may seem a long way from the tacit assumptions about reading
communities that informed the work of critics such as C. S. Lewis and Cleanth Brooks, but
they, too, both assumed some kind of consensual understanding of what literature might
be doing and tried to persuade others of the right-mindedness of their way of approaching
the subject. There, though, any shared ground ends. There is no appeal to activism in their
mainly formalist approaches, and little more in the liberal and conservative attitudes of
mid-twentieth century schools such as Leavisism and myth criticism that did embody eth-
ical agendas. ‘Theory’ presented a diverse, if sometimes, confusing new set of orthodoxies
in which ethics were sometimes to the fore and sometimes, in derivatives of formalism,
shunned. Postcolonialism and ecocriticism have usually gone further by enfranchising new
reading communities and sensitizing the Euro-American academy to issues which, while

* The Circle of Reason (1986) and The Calcutta Chromosome (1996), which have respectively been seen to draw
on magic realism and science-fiction, are exceptions.
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they have often been latent and sometimes been explicit in the literary texts that were ad-
mitted into the canon, seldom received attention as such until comparatively recently. The
study of literary form remains as imperative as ever, as the way in which writing generates
meaning. At the same time, a divorce between form and content now seems as unsustaina-
ble as the plundering of landscape and the annexation and appropriation of animal species
that were commonplace in the colonial era in practices such as big game hunting and the
transportation of animals to metropolitan zoos as trophies of conquest (Thieme 2016: 131-
140). Ghosh'’s caveat about the “calculus of probability” deserves to be taken on board in the
evolution of new forms and critical practices that embody sustainable agendas, but what
perhaps stands out most where postcolonialism and ecocriticism are concerned is that at
their best, in their most altruistic iterations, they speak for, and to, an inclusive planetary
community of readers, holding out the possibility of an eco-sustainable future.
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The Fiction of Tim Winton: Relational Ecology in an Unsettled Land

Abstract I:

Abstract II:

A complicare il processo di appartenenza degli australiani non indigeni, c’e la
consapevolezza di vivere in una terra sconfinata e composita, un posto di cui
non sono nativi. La narrativa del celebre romanziere anglo-australiano Tim
Winton riecheggia il pensiero della poetessa Judith Wright, per la quale “Due
sentimenti sono diventati parte di me —1’amore per la terra che abbiamo inva-
so e il senso di colpa per averla invasa. E un luogo stregato” (Wright 1991: 30).
Il presente saggio esplora i romanzi di Winton nei quali si avverte un intenso
senso di malessere e perdita, in relazione ai luoghi e alla terra, da parte dei
personaggi principali. I personaggi di Winton - Wueenie Cookson che testi-
monia dolorosamente alla cattura barbarica e alla mattanza delle balene; Fish
Lamb quasi annegato in mare; Lu Fox alla ricerca di un rifugio nella natura
selvaggia, da profeta, dopo la tragedia della morte della sua famiglia — sono
tutti accompagnati da un senso spettrale di insediamento fallito ed esilio, in
cui le forze naturali — il mare e le sue creature, le distanze e i rischi del posto —
si contrappongono e fanno ravvedere gli aspiranti dominatori.

Complicating the processes of belonging in place, for non-Indigenous Austral-
ians, is the growing realization that they live in a huge, diverse land, a place in
which they are not native. The fiction of popular Anglo-Saxon Australian nov-
elist Tim Winton echoes the understanding of poet Judith Wright, for whom
“two strands — the love of the land we have invaded and the guilt of the inva-
sion — have become part of me. It is a haunted country” (Wright 1991: 30). This
essay will explore Winton’s novels in which there is a pervasive sense of unease
and loss experienced by the central characters, in relation to place and land.
Winton’s characters - Queenie Cookson and her traumatic witnessing of the
barbaric capture and flaying of whales; Fish Lamb’s near-drowning in the sea,
and Lu Fox’s quest for refuge in the wilderness, prophet-like, after the tragedy
of his family’s death - are all written with a haunting sense of white unsettle-
ment and displacement, where such natural forces — the sea and its creatures,
the land’s distances and risks — confront and re-form the would-be dominators.

Tim Winton, Australian novelist of place, land and identity, writes from a curiously am-
biguous position in Australian culture. Winton is a literary author but also a popular one,
writing in vernacular language, with a keen sense of earth and ecology, even as his prose
simultaneously reaches towards what might be called a transcendent understanding of place
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and human/extra-human relations. While Indigenous and white-settler figures are includ-
ed in his novels, critics have argued that his Indigenous characters are often seen at a dis-
tance, as ghosts or troubled souls in the land. I will argue, in this paper, that the struggle
to find oneself in place, humans in relationship to land, is a fraught, unfinished business for
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, though in different ways. The honour
and awe with which so many of Winton’s characters hold a sense of place and belonging
in Australia is informed primarily and necessarily by a white-settler, non-Indigenous set of
understandings, but the writings, in their respect for place — oceans, deserts, the hugeness
of Australian skies and distances — contribute powerfully to the dialogues around identity
and land in Australia. Winton's are not, and cannot be, Indigenous approaches; but as this
essay will argue, his works develop passionate and dialectical representations of land and
place that speak with Indigenous beliefs and practices. They are crucial dialogues which are
shaping Australians’ understanding of relational ecology.

In Winton's early novel Shallows (1984), the scene is the fictional Western Australian
town of Angelus, the last outpost of land-based whaling in Australia’s 150-year history of
whaling. The novel develops a plot that references the colonial 1830s and the postcolonial
1980s, at “the southernmost tip of the newest and oldest of continent, the bottom of the
world” (Winton 1984: xi)'. Angelus: “this town, scar between two scrubby hills [...] not a big
town [...] it has few sustaining industries. But against all odds, all human sense, by some
unknown grace, Angelus prevails” (xiv). And in this nut shell we have characteristic Win-
ton, son of white settlers in the land, aware of both the scarred, toiling struggles of whites in
Australia, and even honouring them; but at the same time Winton, here and throughout his
writing life, is aware that another element — “some unknown grace” — has brought non-In-
digenous and Indigenous Australians to live alongside each other — sometimes violently
and brutally, sometimes for each other’s good — in this place.

What sense can be made of these colonial struggles towards a post-colonial world,
the desire to imagine a land in balance? What sense is Winton making with these historical,
ecological imaginary landscapes? The two young white protagonists of Winton’s early
novel Shallows, Cleve and Queenie, are differently shaped by this history and this place.
Cleve pores over the violent history of settlement and whaling through old diaries and
novels, finding pleasure in the heroism of these tales; but Queenie, as “a little girl [...]
[had] heard the voice of God calling from down in the bay [...] this thunderous splash
and the whole farm shook and in the moonlight [when she] saw this glistening black [...]
whale inching up towards the house” (1).

Winton weaves together, and at the same time questions, two grand narratives — of
masculine, colonial heroism and imperial adventure, and feminine lyricism and empathy
for otherness — through these two characters and their passionate relationship, as each seeks
meaning and purpose in relation to the ocean, the land and the whaling history of Western
Australia. We read that:

When she was a child Queenie climbed the windmill to see the whales surfacing in
the bay, spouting vapour like gunsmoke. Up there among the winter green of the

! Tim Winton (1984). All quotations are from this edition.
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farm, she had thought about the story of Jonah, how the whale was God’s messenger,
and she had hooked her limbs about the salt-stained legs of the mill and watched the
big backs idling, and waited for a message from God, the one she was certain would
come. She waited for the whales to belly up at the foot of the mill to attend to her
queries. Each winter she climbed and waited, each year the questions were modified;
one year the whales did not appear at all [...] (16-17).

Old and New Testament scriptural references ripple through Queenie’s imagination,
reflections of her grandfather’s upbringing, personalized into an intimate but also vast god
figure with a message just for her, the whales her own massive, glistening, angelic messen-
gers. However, childhood gives way to a less enraptured fate for Queenie, with marriage
to Cleve and his fixation on heroic tales of whaling and colonial versions of adventure. A
startling scene occurs in Shallows shortly after the just-married Queenie has somewhat acci-
dently joined the anti-whaling activists. She is drawn in curiosity to the protests against the
current-day whalers, but soon finds herself an enraged witness to bloody, visceral scenes as
the whales are caught, hauled on land, disemboweled and cut into pieces. Winton depicts
Queenie “settled into the pink slush” (38), lying prone and bloodied on the flenching floor
of the Angelus whaling station. She has become a protester.

Going afterwards to visit her young husband at his night watchman’s station, in order
to explain to him what has happened, she finds him pouring over the colonial journals yet
again, excited by their heroic tales of men conquering land and sea. Queenie, after her day
of horrified protest, angrily knocks to the floor the hefty historical journal Cleve is reading
admiringly. She is frustrated that he devours Moby Dick and the whaling journals with such
relish, as stories of heroism, but fails to understand the present moment’s political realities,
the pointless, barbarous killing of whales. In the hut, perched above the deep-water pier,
Queenie

[...] was suddenly on all fours with the book tight in the space between floorboards
with all her weight pushing down on it and him screaming at the thought of years
falling away unread, sinking into the Sound [...] and his fist came down on her back
and she went flat (65).

The scene is a turning point in the novel. Queenie lies prostrate for a second time that
day, “[h]er cheek rest[ing] against the upright spine of the bitter-smelling book”, (65) and
Cleve is immediately repentant. But Queenie departs, the word “unforgivable” echoing be-
tween them, and “the journal stuck up out of the floor, wedged between the planks, like a
tombstone” (64). This is a scene reeling towards abjection. Words — writing and reading and
speaking, and meaning-making — falter in the space between the two characters. The abject
processes of flenching, stripping the whales of flesh and life fill Queenie’s mind - “do you
know how big a whale’s brain cavity is?” (64) — and such practices have become increasingly
horrific to her. However, for Cleve, “[t]hey’re just animals you know” (64). Both characters
are depicted as still in the process of formation, coming lurchingly into their adult identity,
not yet knowing what that might mean. Both are confronting the anxiety of not being ful-
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ly-formed, still in search of meaning and identity, starting here from the place of the abject,
where meaning is unresolvable, in a place that threatens to obliterate meaning.

Abjection is also one way to describe the relationship of non-Indigenous, white Aus-
tralians to the land. For colonial men and women arriving in Australia in the nineteenth
century, the land and its Indigenous peoples were abject, divorced from any European sense
of form and meaning, antipodean. However, Shallows explores white attitudes to the ocean
and its whales which start to move beyond abjection, as it posits a dialogue between im-
mensely violent whaling histories, and a new era which is beginning to refuse such savagery
against the natural world. To understand this question of new relationships between the
human and the other than human in Winton’s imagination, we need to return to Queenie’s
childhood sense of the divine in nature, the whales as God’s messengers; as well as to the
choices — ethical and spiritual — of humans acting in concert with, rather than against nature.
And we return also to Winton's resonant phrase, the need for “some unknown grace” to
intervene in this question.

Dirt Music, Winton’s 2001 novel, was reviewed in The Guardian by expatriate Austral-
ian poet Peter Porter in a wry mood. Porter placed the novel in the following ecological
context:

For years now Australia has been the last frontier. Those who flock to its scattered
wild places come from all over the planet, not least from within Australia itself. The
crowds at Darwin or Broome, or scouting through the Red Heart, are as likely to start
out from Macquarie Street Consulting Rooms or Collins Street Legal Chambers as
from Detmold or San Diego. Only a few will be ecological pilgrims: most are attracted
by the combination of rugged landscape and hi-tech convenience. Nature may still be
bleaker there than anywhere on earth, but its visitors can expect the latest in aircraft,
refrigeration, personal hygiene and haute cuisine (Porter 2002).

Porter’s chary view of the popular modern sport of frontier tourism has some hu-
morous justice to it, but it also forgets (or doesn’t know) that many Australians who live
in Australia, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, are increasingly registering the material re-
alities of the land in multiple ways, and arguably have a growing, grounded awareness of
the unsettled, dynamic nature of living in this land. There is, of course, not one register of re-
sponse but many. Australia is responded to in multiple ways by her peoples, with its always
encroaching deserts and droughts, its volatile weathers and vast distances, its country-big
city differences, and its unique mix of Indigenous/white settler/ multicultural / refugee in-
habitants. Not all Australians have visited Coober Pedy or Uluru or the Kimberleys, or the
Great Barrier Reef, but living here, there are constant reminders in school curricula, in the
media, on local television and film, in the literature, of the diverse attitudes towards place
and land in Australia. There is arguably a growing recognition of the need to think about
human and non-human ecological relations here.

For example, much respected Australian ecofeminist Val Plumwood was a strong pro-
ponent of the need to protect the interaction between land, humans, and non-humans. She
argued passionately in 2008:
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A rigid division that makes us choose between human and non-human sides pre-
cludes a critical cultural focus on problems of human ecological identity and rela-
tionship [...] It assumes a fallacious choice of self/other, taking an us-versus-them
approach in which concern is contaminated by self-interest unless it is purely concern
for the other. Most issues and motivations are double-sided, mixed, combining self /
other, human and non-human interests, and it is not only possible but essential to
take account of both. Both kinds of concerns must be mobilised and related (Plum-
wood 2009).

Porter’s ironic attitude to the global tourist who can be seen “scouting through” fron-
tier places, expecting the provision of modern facilities, is understandable. However, a new-
er, fuller awareness such as Plumwood’s is growing in Australia, and is related to under-
standing the realities of global warming and the finiteness, fragility and wildness of land
and weathers, as well as concern for the fate of Indigenous inhabitants of such so-called
frontier places. Plumwood’s is a pragmatic stance, not speaking from absolute idealism or
absolute pragmatism, but from a philosophy that understands the desires of humans to be
in relationship to place, acknowledging the intimate bonds between human and non-hu-
man, the needs and processes leading hopefully to a belonging in place.

In a more recent Winton work, the collection of short stories entitled The Turning (2005),
another aspect of grace in response to the land and the forging of relationship is explored.
In the poignant ending of the opening story “Big World”, (1-15) Winton draws a complex
portrait of place as both humanly perceived, but also as non-human. Biggie Botson, with “a
face only a mother could love” (Winton 2004: 4)? and his mate, the unnamed narrator, are
drifting from boyhood to adulthood, just as Cleve and Queenie are in Shallows. Having just
finished school, they have no jobs yet, and things seem unpromising, with work offered
only at the old whaling works in town; so they decide to head north along the liminal West-
ern Australian coast, to escape for a while. In their precarious trip, with little money and
no real destination, they are momentarily caught up beyond the human, in the “big world”
of nature, and a powerful experience of transience, and even transcendence. Enjoying the
last freedoms of their adolescence, escaping in their “gutless old Volksie” (4), at day’s and
story’s end, “two mad southern boys” (5) stand watching their fizzling car, as it implodes.
They are stranded on the long highway between sea and desert,

taking in the vast, shimmering pink lake that suddenly looks full of rippling water.
We don’t say anything. The sun flattens itself against the saltpan and disappears. The
sky goes all acid blue and there’s just the huge silence. It’s like the world’s stopped
[...] Right now, standing with Biggie on the salt-lake at sunset, each of us still in our
southern-boy uniform of boots, jeans and flannel shirt, I don’t care what happens be-
yond this moment. In the hot northern dusk, the world suddenly gets big around us,
so big we just give in and watch (14-15).

2 Tim Winton (2004). All quotations are from this edition.
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An understated, deflationary humor pervades this lyrical moment, as the young men
register their pipe dreams of escape fizzing out in the shape of the collapsing old car, and
the emptiness around them. As they stand gazing, there is a realization in them that time
wavers and warps around them, beyond their control. The vast, rippling, illuminated lake at
sunset provides the boys with a glimpse of peace, and a fitting sense of their own smallness
in relation to the big world. They are two working-class boys without much clue, but in this
final image they are paradoxically embraced and transfixed, as “the world suddenly gets big
around us”. The present tense narration contributes to this sense of embrace, of time paus-
ing. However, it is also the intelligence of the narrator that enables him to register his own
growing sense of selfhood and its relation to the natural world. He is in fact drawn beyond
himself, to observe and measure the world outside himself with a wry perspective on the
comedy of their callow human situation. The narrator’s sense of becoming entails an intui-
tive understanding of the immensity of life beyond human self, stirred as he is for a moment
by the huge acid blue sky and the beauty of the salt-lake at sunset. In this moment Biggie
and his mate do not expect or look for bourgeois comforts, or solutions, or supremacy over
the situation; they cannot express in words their understanding of this quiet, transforming
moment in the embrace of the “big world”, but Winton can, and offers it to his readers.

How does place — the land and its non-, or other-than, or greater-than human agency
in the human struggle to become — shape moral, ethical and spiritual selves? South African
critic Bridget Grogan argues, in regard to place and Winton’s male figures, that

at their most complete and tender Winton’s men embrace transience and the inevita-
ble loss this entails; simultaneously, they acknowledge the wide beauty of the tempo-
ral world and the love of and for others that is both impermanent and yet eternal [...]
(Grogan 2014: 217).

What Grogan is suggesting here about the story “Big World” and its examination of
place and the processes of becoming and belonging, is that Winton is no straightforward
pantheist of place and nature. Nor is he simply an escapist moving Romantically beyond
words to an unsayable transcendence which seeks to escape the world. The interchange be-
tween nature and humanity in Winton’s novels and short stories is an often fraught, tangled
and traumatic one. But nature is also imagined in the Burkean sense, where:

The passion caused by the great and sublime in nature [...] is Astonishment; and as-
tonishment is that state of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, with some
degree of horror. In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its object, that it cannot
entertain any other (Burke 1958: 58).

Nature in Winton’s fiction teaches stern and trenchant lessons about temporality,
about the fierce, material, non-human power of earth, its oceans and deserts and creatures,
and the demand that humans bend the knee, both in awe and in labor. “Becoming”, in this
framework, is an entering into the irreducibility or unfinishedness of the self and its diverse
relations with others, including the non-human other.
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For Indigenous peoples in Australia, the dialogue with the land has sustained them and
speaks to them of the deep past and of the future. For non-Indigenous Australians in a large-
ly secular Australia there is much to be learned from Indigenous peoples about bending the
knee, acknowledging human humility, and continuing to enter into that passionate debate
which is centered on the land, the oceans, and non-human creatures. This, Winton shows us,
is a conversation needing the constant intervention of “some unknown grace”.

More recently, Winton has written a graceful essay entitled “The Corner of the Eye”
which appears in his memoir Island Home (2015):

At last it seems we’ve begun to see past Dampier’s infernal flies, to behold in our re-
markable diversity of habitats, landforms and species the riches of a continental isola-
tion that so long troubled us. Things once seen as impossibly homely, weird or simply
perverse are now understood as precious. The irreplaceable organic estate informs
our aesthetics and politics, our notions of pleasure and recreation. In short, it shapes
our mentality. Not only have we started to integrate and internalize all these lessons,
we're learning to appreciate the fragility of what sustains us (Winton 2015: 111).

The often-painful processes of learning to belong to the earth, and to this land, par-
ticularly for European Australians, are evident in this passage, and are recurrently repre-
sented in Winton’s fiction of ecology and place. Island Home makes broad and, for some,
over-idealistic claims about the general awakening of Australians to the value of what he
calls “the irreplaceable organic estate”. However, such prophetic confidence here needs to
be understood as emerging, for Winton, in tension with the unsettled nature of white Aus-
tralia. Winton can make these claims to a new awareness, but he is still, in his latest fiction
and his memoir, radically aware of the distance still to travel.

For all those who share Winton’s optimism and postcolonial sense of history, there
are many who refuse to acknowledge or value such lessons. But Winton’s work is soundly
in the spirit of Christopher Hitt’s influential essay, “Toward an Ecological Sublime”, which
seeks to balance human awe at nature and wilderness, and a knowing humility in the face
of earth’s non-human imperatives:

In an age of exploitation, commodification, and domination we need awe, envelop-
ment, and transcendence. We need, at least occasionally, to be confronted with the
wild otherness of nature and to be astonished, enchanted, humbled by it. Perhaps it
is time — while there is still wild nature left — that we discover an ecological sublime
(Hitt 1999: 26).

While Winton’s work resonates with Hitt’s here, he is also constantly asking what work
(disciplined thinking, imagination, policy-making, changing of discourse) is still needed in
order for non-Indigenous Australians to enter into a respectful relationship with the land
and the other-than-human. Winton is direct in his criticism of white Australians who, for ex-

3 Tim Winton (2015). All quotations are from this edition.
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ample, make claims to protect the integrity of the land, including the rock art of Aboriginal
Australia, and who

are keen to preserve what they view as artefacts of antiquity, [but who are] far less
passionate about the sacred power and ongoing cultural role these [Aboriginal] sites
retain for living people [...] making a trophy of another people’s living culture (149-
150).

Winton is here calling for an openness to the knowledges and cultures of Indigenous
Australia, cultures which embrace the land, and the more or other-than human, what is
lived, believed, practiced, handed on. The imposition of European culture as only museum
culture, or preservation culture, seems to be what he has little time for.

In the chapter of Island Home entitled “The Power of Place”, Winton takes a further
step, focusing on the ways in which European Australians, as well as Indigenous Austral-
ians, need to share in a living place, with an openness towards learning relationship to the
land. He invokes a sense of sacredness, of energy in the land:

There are of course, many places in Australia where this primal energy has been
known since time immemorial and where it continues to be refreshed by ritual visits
and ceremonial relationship. My acquaintance with these kinds of places is largely re-
stricted to the far north Kimberley, home to the world’s oldest extant tradition of icon
painting. In rock shelters throughout coastal archipelagos, behind mainland beaches
and out into a rugged hinterland the size of California, the conjoined pasts of people
and country endure and continue in sites of rare power (147-148).

For many white Australians, Winton’s invoking of the “primal energy”, even the sa-
credness of place, is challenging. His approach here can be appreciated as both audacious
and humble. It is audacious in depicting himself as having the right to be in such places of
“primal energy”, and as possessing the capacity, even as an outsider, to experience the “rare
power” of these places. But he is, arguably, not claiming aboriginality, or special access. He
humbly describes his relationship as still only an “acquaintance”, as “largely restricted”
(148). He is bearing witness to places of power that he has not constructed or lived with, but
which speak to him, enabling him to recognize his own smallness in the face of “the world’s
oldest extant tradition”, “the conjoined pasts of people and country” (148).

Of course, this stance cannot reflect every Australian’s understanding of what is need-
ed, in coming to a place of balance between human and non-human forces in Australia.
What Winton does achieve, I would argue, is a shaking of the deepest values and beliefs of
both Indigenous and white-settler Australians. He seeks to find the mutual seams of ecolog-
ical value, shared by many Australians, in relations between human and land, drawing on
a deeply ecological, relational imaginary.
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Antonella Riem

Places of the Imagination: Ecological Concerns in David Malouf’s “Jacko’s Reach”

Abstract I:

Abstract II:

Nell’opera di Malouf, in poesia e in prosa, ¢ presente un’esplicita attenzione
per l'ecologia e un forte interesse verso il mondo naturale, in particolare nel
suo rapporto con quello culturale. Spazio e luogo, come la wilderness e il giar-
dino, la steppa e I'Impero Romano, il bush e la citta, sono elementi fondanti
del modo in cui Malouf delinea i rapporti individuali, sociali, politici e cul-
turali con la terra. Questo articolo si concentra sul racconto “Jacko’s Reach”
(Malouf 2002), dove, sotto I'etichetta del progresso, la globalizzazione impone
lo “sviluppo” di un luogo di natura. Jacko’s Reach, “la nostra ultima macchia
di vegetazione”, sara distrutta da “pale meccaniche e gru”, per costruire “un
nuovo centro commerciale” (124), pubblicizzato in modo ingannevole come
una necessita per il bene della comunita. La voce narrante in apparenza de-
scrive un evento consueto, la costruzione di un nuovo centro commerciale, e
contemporaneamente critica la distruzione del mondo naturale voluta dallo
‘sviluppo” che porta alla disintegrazione della wilderness per poterla addome-
sticare e acculturare. L'articolo si focalizza in particolare sulle strategie nar-
rative di Malouf, che, in modo pit rilevante, enfatizzano il potere mitologico
del luogo immaginato o ricordato come forma di resistenza alla distruzione
dell’ambiente naturale. Nella “dimensione del simbolico” (132), attraverso il
ricordo, 'immaginazione, la creativita e il sogno, la totale cancellazione della
wilderness — sia nel mondo naturale che in noi stessi/e — non puo essere com-
piuta del tutto. Costantemente re-immaginata e ri-configurata nella nostra
memoria, la wilderness per sempre continuera a “crescere con forza sotto il
cemento” e “nella nostra testa” (133), in una profonda interconnessione visio-
naria e creativa tra mondo naturale ed essere umano.

Malouf’s ecological concerns and interest in the natural world and their re-
lationship with the cultural can be traced in most of his works, both in prose
and poetry. Space and place such as the wilderness and the garden, the steppe
and the Roman Empire, the Australian bush and the city are fundamental
elements in Malouf’s delineation of individual, social, political and cultural
relationships with the land. This article focuses on “Jacko’s Reach” (Malouf
2000), where, under the label of progress, globalisation is enforcing the devel-
opment of a local natural place. Jacko’s Reach, “our last pocket of scrub”, will
be destroyed by “mechanical shovels and cranes”, to build “a new shopping
mall” (93), deceptively advertised as a necessity for the benefit of the commu-
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nity. The narratorial voice on the surface describes a usual event, the building
of a new shopping centre, and at the same time criticises the destruction of
the natural world for the sake of progress, which leads to the annihilation of
wilderness in order to domesticate and acculturate it. This article focuses in
particular on Malouf’s narrative strategies, which, more relevantly, empha-
sise the mythological power of the imagined or remembered place as a form
of resistance to the devastation of the natural environment. In “the dimension
of the symbolic” (99), through memory, imagination, creativity and dream,
the total erasure of wilderness — in both the natural world and ourselves —
cannot be fully achieved. Constantly re-imagined and re-configured in our
memory, it will be forever “pushing up under the concrete” (99), and “in our
head” (100), in a profound visionary and creative interconnectedness between
the natural world and the human being.

1. Partnership and Postcolonial

This article connects postcolonial criticism to Riane Eisler’s socio-historical work, which the
international Partnership Studies Group' applies to the study of world literatures, languag-
es and education. Riane Eisler is a macro-historian who uses an interdisciplinary paradigm
to examine cultural differences, gender relationships and, more extensively, creative pro-
cesses of reinvention and re-imagination, in order to find new ways of making difference
fruitful rather than destructive, as “diversity is not automatically equated with inferiority or
superiority” (Eisler 2002: 161). Eisler founds her work? on what she calls the Cultural Trans-
formation Theory (Eisler 1987: xvii ff), tracing the cultural evolution of Western societies
from a “gender holistic perspective”:

The first [model], which I call the dominator model, is what is popularly termed either
patriarchy or matriarchy — the ranking of one half of humanity over the other. The
second, in which social relations are primarily based on the principle of linking rather
than ranking, may best be described as the partnership model. In this model — begin-
ning with the most fundamental difference in our species, between male and female
— diversity is not equated with either inferiority or superiority (Eisler 1987: xvii).

Eisler’s Cultural Transformation Theory shows the interaction of two cultural para-
digms present in most Western and Westernised cultures: the partnership and the dominator.
The dominator model centres on “ranking” and operates through “technologies designed to

! The Partnership Studies Group (PSG) was founded in Udine in 1998: http:/ /all.uniud.it/?page id=195. On
partnership and postcolonial, see also: Riem 2017.

2 FEisler’s seminal texts are: The Chalice and the Blade (1987); Sacred Pleasure (1995), which focuses on the
biological rewards for loving and caring behaviours, representing a more evolved way of living on this Earth
that is ingrained in our genetic system; The Real Wealth of Nations (2007), which proposes a “caring” economics
as a response to the world economic crisis. See also: http:/ / centerforpartnership.org/.
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destroy and dominate” (Eisler 1987: xx). On the other hand, the partnership paradigm, works
on the principle of “linking” rather than “ranking”, and otherness and diversity (both in
gender and cultural terms) are positive and enriching elements. Drawing from many schol-
arly fields, such as macro-history, intercultural studies, sociology, anthropology, archaeolo-
gy, mythology, archetypal psychology, biology, economy and others, Eisler shows how our
cultural paradigms are constructed, not only in literature and art, but also in our everyday
reality, by what stories we are told and how these shape our frame of mind, culture and be-
lief-systems (Eisler 1987: 75-77). Eisler’s work, within the frame of Partnership Studies’ liter-
ary criticism, forms my critical approach and methodology (Riem 2017: 12 ff), which, in this
article, aims at highlighting dominator and partnership narratives and cultural belief-systems
in Malouf’s short story “Jacko’s Reach” (Malouf 2000: 93-100).

I employ the words partnership and dominator according to Riane Eisler’s perspective,
where the word partnership is not related to the economic world of finance, but rather to the
way we human beings are partners with one another and with the cosmic dance of life. Cen-
tral to Eisler’s perspective is also an investigation and study of stories, myths, archetypes
and symbols as instruments for denouncing and rejecting the dominator-androcratic model
and creating and supporting a cultural transformation towards a partnership-gylanic para-
digm (Eisler 1987: 105, 198-203). This attention to the mythologising and creative function of
narratives is central to Malouf’s work.

Dream Stuff (2000), the collection from which my focus story “Jacko’s Reach” is taken,
displays an interesting ensemble of perspectives on postcolonial Australia. As usual in Ma-
louf, the stories seem at a first reading simple, but they maintain till the very end a strong
flavour of mystery, they envelop us in a sort of “luminous halo”, engaging us from begin-
ning to end. The narrative voice is often subtly ironical (but never cynical) and at the same
time it enfolds us in an imaginative space and time where every contour and limit dissolve
to create a Dreaming tapestry. Malouf describes “the little sacraments of daily existence,
movements of the heart and intimations of the close but inexpressible grandeur and terror
of things that is our other history” (Malouf 1990: 283-284). He focuses on the small details of
everyday life and distils a profound essence from them, enabling the reader to understand,
be there with his characters and feel like them: “Even the simplest objects are imbued with
mystery, with an inner light” (Ashcroft 2014: 4).

Malouf’s ecological and ecocritical concern against the global wreckage of our envi-
ronment and planet and his interest in the natural world in its relationship with the cultural
can be traced in most of his work, both in prose and poetry. Space and place, such as the
wilderness and the garden, the steppe and the Roman Empire, the Australian bush and the
city, are fundamental elements in Malouf’s definition of individual, social, political, ecolog-
ical and cultural relationships with the land, which is also “an emotional and philosophical
landscape” (Lindsay & Griffith 2014: 2), and their reverberations on the self. The biosphere,
human beings and all other creatures in it, sentient and so-described non-sentient, need to
be preserved from human exploitation, enslavement and destruction. Malouf’s vision of the
Earth-as-sacred and a mystery is very close, if not coincident, with most indigenous ances-
tral traditions, like in Aboriginal lore, where humans are only custodians of the land, not
proprietors, settlers, colonisers:

Riem. Places of the Imagination 74



Le Simplegadi ISSN 1824-5226

Vol. XV-No. 17 November 2017 DOI: 10.17456 / SIMPLE-57

I think the sacred is entirely in this world [...]. I don’t see this world as fallen or as less
than sacred. [...] I think that to do that is to enter a very dangerous area where you
think that the world and the people in it are not sacred and the sacred is somewhere
else. That's what seems to me to allow evil in the world. I think that this world is the
only world and it is utterly sacred. But the sacred, whatever that is, is absolutely in it
(Malouf & Indyk 2014: 6).

2. Settling and Wilderness

Malouf’s writing, together with its intensely poetic and imaginative beauty, presents an eth-
ical and historical discourse aiming at analysing and unmasking Australia as a dominator
settler colony, with its violence and absurd holocaust of the Aboriginal world, with its need
to rank, map and organise an “unmapped” place: “Malouf describes a settler society which
hasn’t succeeded in settling” (Kerrigan 2000: 26).

The wilderness of the bush, also in the urban landscape, is presented as something that
a part of white Australia wants and needs to dominate and colonise, to ‘settle’, creating bor-
ders, palisades, barriers of so-called civilisation. This attitude is typical of what Riane Eisler
describes as the dominator model.

In “Jacko’s Reach” the idea of settling the wilderness (in place and the self) is funda-
mental for white dominator society, represented by an anonymous ‘council’. Under the label
of progress, dominator globalisation and colonisation enforce the so-called development
of a local natural place, which actually will mean its total destruction, as it often happened
with the original / Aboriginal land in all postcolonial countries.

As Eisler says, dominator technologies are “designed to destroy and dominate” (1987:
xx), and Jacko’s Reach will be destroyed by “mechanical shovels and cranes”, to build “a
new shopping mall” (93), which is deceptively advertised as a necessity for the benefit of the
narratorial we (i.e. us, the local community, the world). This leads instead to the annihilation
of the wilderness in order to domesticate, neutralise and acculturate it. This is functional to a
dominator undermining of the Aboriginals’ natural and ancestral connection with the coun-
try, in order to deviously and treacherously annihilate their land-rights and their partner-
ship perspective on life and place. ‘Progress’, evolution, advance, improvement, expansion
and all the other fashionable terms connected to unlimited financial and exploitative growth
require the council’s action.

On the other hand, for the partnership model Malouf is enforcing in the mythical un-
dercurrent of the story, sustainable economy, slowing down, caring for place and self, loving
and playful relationships are the actions that truly matter and that should be focal to our
world view. As an ancient Native American proverb says: “Treat the Earth well: it was not
given to you by your parents, it was loaned to you by your children. We do not inherit the
Earth from our Ancestors, we borrow it from our children”3.

“So, it is settled” (93), the first short and categorical sentence of “Jacko’s Reach” delib-
erately gives the impression of something decisive and final, with no possibility of doubt
or impediment. The conjunct adverb “so”, meaning “therefore”, “thus”, “consequently”,

> Native American proverb quoted in Smith 2006: 41.
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implies a final and crucial decision, taken after long rational discussion and reasoning. The
past participle of the verb settle, “settled”, has a whole series of echoes in Malouf’s nar-
ratives, where it refers to Australia as a land of “settlers”; a category often investigated in
postcolonial criticism (Ashcroft et al. 1989: 133 f).

The statement may seem to imply that the process of settlement will be completed soon,
if not for the whole of Australia, at least for this small plot of bush, dangerously intruding into
the city, for the place now “has been won for progress” (93). The council’s dominator idea, typ-
ical of a predatory colonising approach, is that “those four and a half acres” of bush “were an
eyesore” (93) and must be levelled down and developed, because, being unkempt, wild, open,
dark, strange, uncultivated, they represent a danger for white civilised people, so that now:

Our sterner citizens and their wives will sleep safe at last in a world that no longer
offers encouragement to the derelicts who gather there with a carton of cheap wine or
a bottle of metho, the dumpers of illegal garbage, feral cats, and the few local Aborig-
ines who claim an affinity with the place that may or may not be mystical (93).

The narratorial voice is obviously male, and is seemingly expressing his satisfaction for
what is happening, putting himself among the “sterner citizens” who approve the dominator
idea of progress and “improvement”. However, already in this opening passage, there are
obvious signals of another register and meaning, where the narrator’s imagination is at least
curious and fascinated by the secret and maybe mystical events taking place in Jacko’s Reach.
Only outsiders take refuge there — they are refugees, escaping from civilisation / globalisation,
drug addicts, alcoholics, the few local Aborigines left (an obvious hint at their systematic
extermination) and feral cats, which represent the uncultivated wilderness and the ferocity of
the bush, of untamed, unsettled nature. This wild place in Nature, recollection and dreaming
will completely captivate the narrator at the end of his journey in memory and imagination.

3. Unsettling the Settler
Typically in his work, Malouf immediately starts to deconstruct the absolute statement and
assertion of the first sentence, and to instil doubts, counter-meanings, other possibilities in the
reader’s mind. Until the council’s decision, Jacko’s Reach was a sort of recess, outside the flow
of time and as yet untouched by the progressive concreting of the city. This thin line of wilder-
ness acquires multifarious meanings in the minds and hearts of those who, like the narrator,
now grown up, look back with nostalgia to the secret pleasures and mysteries of the place.
Jacko’s Reach, was “once known, and so marked on older maps, as Jago’s” (94). The
Shakespearian reference connotes this last vestige of the bush as something that can betray
civilisation as enforced by the council. It can unsettle, deceive, awaken dark memories, base
instincts, unruly dreams, sex, violence. Mapping is another typical Maloufian topos, and it
seems to be an action involving not only space and place but also time and the inner time of
the self. Malouf here has in mind an older geographical, psychological and mythical map.
Jacko’s Reach is an area of nature, related to the sensual (and sexual) pleasures of the
body, traversed by undaunted adolescent passions, adult fears and rage, vindictiveness,
drunkenness, loose habits, sin. It is an area akin to the ancient Pagan world of medieval fes-
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tivals and carnival days of licence, excess and sensuality, like “Fool’s Day, when the spirit of
mockery was let loose and a place found for disorder within the world of order and rule” (Ma-
louf 2001: 115). Moreover, “Jacko’s Reach” has a dangerous “affinity” with the local Aborigi-
nes, “which may or may not be mystical”; it is in communication with “native” animals and
birds, and even “seeds”, freely travelling “miles on a current of air” (93).The council needs to
put an end to this proliferate life, its seeds flying freely in the air and wildly inseminating the
carefully organised, civil space of the rational dominator mind. There is an implicit fear that
Aboriginal seeds may travel freely to white girls and women, or vice versa, in a contamination
of purity. In this sense Jacko’s Reach is a clear reminder for the council that the land:

had received the imprint of culture long before we [non indigenous Australians] came
to it. It had been shaped by use and humanised by knowledge that was both practical
and sacred. It had been taken deep into the consciousness of its users so that all its
features, through naming and storytelling and myth-making, had a second life in the
imagination and in the mouths of women and men (Malouf 2001: 49).

The council, the law, wants to keep at bay this repressed knowledge of the existence of
an Aboriginal Indigenous Australia and therefore also eliminate an unacknowledged sense
of guilt for wanting to settle it. They aim at pulling down the area, because it is still full of
Aboriginal storytelling and myth-making. It is an appropriative dominator act to destroy
those stories and those myths, together with the more recent ones, belonging to the narrator
and his friend’s youths. These personal and collective stories and mythologies have been
mixed together in an unorthodox and unacceptable fashion, thus presenting a permanent
challenge and provocation to dominator stability and fixed law, as juxtaposed to partnership
fluidity and interconnected creative intricacy. Jacko’s Reach is also symbolic and evocative
of an uncontrollable area of the unconscious, where old memories, ideas, hopes, phantasies,
can slither into the characters’ “unruly” dreams and unsettle the settlers (93-4). In the domi-
nator idea of control, life needs to be restrained in its overgrowth and contained within the
limits of what is acceptable, moral, right, decent, proper.

4. The Mythic and Symbolic Dimension

However, from a symbolic and mythic perspective, if Jacko’s Reach may disappear from
the physical world, it will still resist complete forgetfulness and obliteration. It will be-
come an inner place of darkness, a secret space, a sort of black hole in the cosmic spiritual
realm of the soul. From there, stories, myths, legends, dreams will be allowed to seep
through, flourish and thrive. These stories and dreams manifest repressed areas of the
psyche, memories willingly forgotten as bearers of truths the civilised and “sterner” Ego
does not want to see anymore: “Daydreams by themselves remain unproductive. But
art and literature that has anything to say to people, by denying ideology’s hold over
their imagination, is utopian” (Ashcroft 2014: 2). Because art and imagination cannot be
controlled, dominator ideology represses creativity and pushes it into the subconscious.
However, from the partnership perspective, imagination is more powerful than any form
of constraint and limitation.
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All of Jacko’s mythic force will come to the surface even when the place is destroyed.
Myth will push upwards and forwards, upsetting the dominator order of the scientistic
mind, geared to control and repress. Myth will take things back into a sort of white Dream-
ing, lulling citizens into another understanding of the Self and others:

[the wilderness] still lies like a shadow over even the most settled land, a pocket of the
dark unmanageable, that troubles the sleep of citizens by offering a point of re-entry
to memories they have no more use for — to unruly and unsettling dreams. Four and
a half acres (93-94).

Indeed, relevantly, the story focuses on the mythological power of the imagined or
remembered place as a form of eco-psycho-logical resistance. The characters in the story well
know that, in a “ghostly, dreamy area of [themselves]” (98), even if Jacko’s Reach will disap-
pear under concrete and improvement, its wilderness will forever stay, alive and present, in
their hearts, dreams and memories:

The possibility of building over it was forestalled the moment it got inside us. As a
code-word for something so intimate it can never be revealed, an area of experience,
even if it is deeply forgotten, where we still move in groups together, and touch, and
glow, and spring apart laughing at the electric spark. There has to be some place
where that is possible.

If there is only one wild acre somewhere we will make that the place. If they take it
away we will preserve it in our head. If there is no such place we will invent it. That's
the way we are (99-100).

This intimate inner place/space is akin to the mundus imaginalis (Corbin 1977), situated
between the pure intelligible world of the spirit and the sensible one of matter. Before enter-
ing creation, things reside in this middle world of imagination, and go back to it, once they
dissolve from the physical plane. In “the dimension of the symbolic” (99), through memory,
imagination, creativity and dream, the total erasure of wilderness — in both the natural world
and ourselves — cannot be fully achieved. Constantly re-imagined and re-configured in our
memory, subconscious mind and heart, it will be forever “pushing up under the concrete”
(99), and “in our head” (100). As Ashcroft points out: “The name alone can secure a place in
the imagination that remains protected from the destruction of its possibilities. It will be a
‘wild place’ not locked down by predictability, or ‘development’” (Ashcroft 2014: 6).

In spite of dominator physical destruction, for Malouf it is the partnership mythic,
symbolic, imaginative energy that prevails:

Aland can bear any number of cultures laid one above the other or set side by side.
It can be inscribed and written upon many times. One of those forms of writing is
the shaping of the landscape. In any place where humans have made their home, the
landscape will be made one. Landscape-making is in our bones (Malouf 2001: 51).
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Landscape-making through the visionary power of the dialogical partnership word is
more powerful and resilient than landscape-destroying. In Jacko’s Reach, Aboriginal dream-
ing creatively intersects with non-indigenous memories, visions and imaginative pursuits,
as Toibin observes, “by imagining others in all their humanity, we are actually participating
in something pure and strange and mysterious but also direct and powerful” (Lindsay &
Griffith, 2014: 3).

Imaginative power is also what Eisler stresses as instrument for positive transforma-
tion and change:

[...] as evolutionary theorist Ervin Laszlo points out, “bifurcations in human social
systems also involve a large element of choice”. Humans [...] “have the ability to
act consciously and collectively”, exercising foresight to “choose their evolutionary
path” (Eisler 1987: 186-187).

There is nothing that can stop us from imagining and ever creating things, myths and
stories anew, that then become our realities, for that is the way human beings are. As human
beings on a frail and ecologically endangered Earth, we should all remember and embody
the following Aboriginal definition of our earthly passage: we are all visitors to this time,
this place. We are just passing through. Our purpose is to observe, to learn, to grow, to love
... and then we return home. To say it with Malouf, from another intense story of this col-
lection, “Closer”: “Open your heart now. Let it happen. Come closer, closer. See? Now reach
out your hand” (2000: 25-32).
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Biancamaria Rizzardi

“A garden of green lace”: P. K. Page’s Ecolect

Abstract I:

Abstract II:

Introduction

Scopo del mio intervento e quello di analizzare una strategia retorica ricor-
rente in una scelta di poesie di P. K. Page che hanno per oggetto la natura. In
generale, I'indubbia crescita di attenzione e sensibilita verso 1’ecologia nelle
opere pitl recenti e nella critica letteraria pare dimostrare che le analisi tema-
tiche, orientate verso una concezione oppositiva tra natura e paesaggio, sono
definitivamente sorpassate.

Molti sono gli scrittori che cercano di ridefinire il rapporto con 1’ambiente
utilizzando un approccio olistico che riconosce I'uguaglianza e I'interdipen-
denza tra le forme di vita umane e quelle non umane. L'analisi dell’ecoletto
(Sykes Davies 1986: 274, 319) impiegato da P. K. Page in una selezione di testi
esemplari, dimostra quanto la poetessa sia piu interessata a cogliere il rap-
porto scrittore /natura piuttosto che a riflettere sul rapporto uomo/natura in
termini oppositivi.

The aim of my paper is to analyse a recurring rhetorical strategy in some eco-
logically informed poems by P. K. Page. The growing amount of ecological-
ly-informed writing and literary criticism seems to demonstrate the fact that
thematically oriented analyses that regard nature and landscape as adversar-
ies have been finally superseded. Many writers are now attempting to rede-
fine their relationship with the environment by using a holistic approach that
recognizes both human and nonhuman life-forms as equal and interdepend-
ent. The analysis of the ecolects (Sykes Davies 1986: 274, 319) employed by P. K.
Page in some exemplary texts I shall discuss, shows her to be more interested
in capturing the relationship between writer and nature than to reflect on the
man /nature relationship in oppositional terms.

The growing amount of ecologically-informed writing and literary criticism seems to
demonstrate the fact that thematically oriented analyses that regard nature and landscape
as adversaries have been finally superseded. In much recent Canadian poetry, nature is no
longer seen merely as what Northrop Frye once called ‘a kind of existence which is cruel
and meaningless [...] the source of the cruelty and subconscious stampeding within the
human mind” (Frye 1971: 141-142). Many writers are now attempting to redefine their re-
lationship with the environment by using a holistic approach that recognizes both human
and nonhuman life-forms as equal and interdependent. In her essay “Contemporary Ca-
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nadian Poetry from the Edge”, Gabriele Helms points out that there is a curious, to say the
least, dichotomy between the amount of Canadian writers preoccupied with nature — from
Robert Bringhurst to Don McKay, Anne Campbell and Fred Wah, to name just a few of the
many possible examples of environmental visions in contemporary Canadian poetry — and
critical analyses that seem almost dogmatic in reinforcing the idea of nature as an adver-
sary (Helms 1995).

The aim of my paper is to analyse a recurring rhetorical strategy in some ecologically
informed poems by P. K. Page. The texts that I will discuss (P. K. Page’s “Summer”, “After
Rain”, “Ecology” and “Planet Earth”) all share common semantic fields that emphasise the
relationship, reciprocal influence and interconnectedness between writer and nature. The
analysis of the ecolects employed by the poetess shows her to be more interested in captur-
ing the relationship between writer and nature than to reflect on the man/nature relation-
ship in oppositional terms.

The Ecolect

One of the notions I will employ in my eco-critical reading of some P. K. Page’s poems is
that of ecolect. The concept of “ecolect” as a language “variation peculiar to a particular
household, or kin group” has been introduced to literary studies by Hugh Sykes Davies
in Wordsworth and the Worth of Words (Sykes Davies 1986: 274, 319) and has been slightly
revised and expanded by James C. McKusick who, in a more global sense, considers the
whole earth as the household or home (McKusick 2000: 243). In McKusick’s expansion of
the term, ecolect functions as a form of language that creates a linguistic analogue to the
natural world and, in doing so, conveys a sense of locality and describes the interaction of
writer and nature. The ecolect can thus capture a distinctive form of expression related to
the conceptual paradigm of ecology. Detailed analyses of poems will be necessary to explore
the specifics of a writer’s/poem’s ecolect, since ecolect not only implies subject-matter but
also particular uses of language.

P. K. Page

Author of over 30 published books of poetry, fiction, travel diaries, essays, children’s
books, and an autobiography, P. K. Page can be listed among one of the most prolific Ca-
nadian writers. Critics have praised her for the luminous precision of her language, for
the vastness of her poetic imagination, for the profoundness of her poems about looking
and seeing, for her exquisite sensibility, for the coherence of the imaginative world cre-
ated by her. According with Rosemary Sullivan (Sullivan 1998: 16). I would suggest that
Page’s poetry moves between two worlds, the green world of myriad physical details (the
sensuous detail of her poetry has a painterly exactness) and the white resonant space of
those symbols which we use to suggest another dimension of reality. In Page’s writing the
world is thus integral, without being fixed or static; it is, quoting Branko Goriup’s defini-
tion, a “compass rose” (Goriup 1998: 9, 11), which continually reconstitutes itself from all
its existing components into new configurations. In reading P. K. Page’s poems one can al-
most perceive some of Gregory Bateson’s most profound reflections about the (frequently
ignored) interconnectedness between the world and human beings (Bateson 1979). Page
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offers a remarkable example of this connection in her poem “Kaleidoscope” (its two parts
subtitled “A Little Fantasy”and “A Little Reality”), when she states, self referentially, that
the kaleidoscope is “the perfect, all-inclusive metaphor” (Page 2010). A Jungian and famil-
iar symbology is accompanied by Page’s well-known themes, especially her sense of the
inexplicable coherence of life in all its forms: “each single thing is other - / all-way joined
/ to every other thing”. These lines echo similar ones from “Chinese Boxes”, published
ten years earlier, in 1981. Both poems insist on the unity of the cosmos, a kind of Jungian
individuation that unifies the heavens and the human consciousness. In short, the world’s
reality cannot be pared down in a binary structure. Rather, P. K. Page’s texts often neutral-
ize boundaries of all sorts.

In many poems the poetess blurs the boundaries between fact and fiction, the whole
and the part, and the highest and the lowest (it is worth remembering that her intellectual
insights are rooted in the Cabbala, Gnosticism, Sufism, St. John of the Cross, seventeenth
century metaphysical poets and the works of Jung). To mention but one example, the oneiric
atmosphere of “Before Sleep”, which is sustained by metaphors rooted in the semantic field
of water, underlines once again the interconnectedness between human beings and nature:
“we stir / and stars swim in our arteries” (11.1-2); “the silver room becomes a “pond’ / and 1
an object if removed from this / environment in which I act my part as perfectly as frond or
fish / then “pond’ becomes an “eye’ reflecting ‘sky’” — The human being is seen as a part of
the universe and her/his role is not seen as superior to that of a frond or a fish.

As I have argued above, this interconnectedness between human and the natural en-
vironment results in a particular rhetorical device which may be observed throughout the
work of the poetess and which consists in a double movement. On the one hand, Page
attributes human terms to nature and describes nature through human traits and charac-
teristics. On the other hand, while referring to human beings, she describes them through
metaphors drawn from nature. Through the close analysis of a few examples, I will show
that this particular use of language may be seen as a reflection of the mutual relationship
between the writer and her environment, an expression of the reciprocal influence of writers
and nature in the ecotone, and a clear sign of the need and desire to redefine the terms of
human-nature interaction and to develop another mode of human behaviour.

If in “Personal Landscape” the poetical voice refers to the land as “A lung-born land,
this, / a breath spilling, / scanned by the valvular heart’s field glasses” (Poems 1944-1954
1991), in the superbly embroidered “After Rain” Page goes a step further and invites the
reader to participate in the transformation of the mutable world of nature (her “garden”)
into a fabulous lacework, reminiscent of a woman’s “wardrobe”. Snails and spiders are de-
picted as talented designers who have made a “garden of green lace”:

The snails have made a garden of green lace:
broderie anglaise from the cabbages,
chantilly from the choux-fleurs, tiny veils-
I see already that I lift the blind

upon a woman’s wardrobe of the mind.
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The perceptual shift from cabbages to “broderie anglaise”, from nature to art(efact),
allows the speaker, before slipping in the mud, to see the garden as an “unknown theorem
argued in green ink”, “Euclid in glorious chlorophyll”.

The attribution of human characteristics to nature can be most clearly observed in the
ecologically informed poem “Planet Earth” (Hologram: A Book of Glosas 1994). Read simulta-
neously in New York, the Antarctic, and the South Pacific to celebrate the International Year
of Dialogue Among Civilizations in 2001, this poem is also part of a larger artistic project
which reflects Page’s work on the glossa, a metrical form that consists of an opening quat-
rain written by another poet and of four ten-line stanzas with their concluding lines taken
consecutively from the quatrain. Used by the poets of the Spanish court, this form dates
back to the late 14" and early 15% century.

In “Planet Earth” the opening quatrain is taken from “Oda para planchar” (“Ode to
Ironing” 1961) by the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda, a poem in which an initial analogy be-
tween poetry and water is superbly interwoven with the semantic field of the gentle and
compassionate smoothing of our planet’s crumpled skin:

La poesia es blanca:

sale del agua envuelta en gotas,

se arruga, y se amontona,

hay que extender la piel de este planeta,
hay que planchar el mar de su blancura
y vany van las manos,

se alisan las sagradas superficies

y asf se hacen las cosas:

las manos hacen cada dia el mundo,

se une el fuego al acero,

llegan el lino, el lienzo y el tocuyo

del combate de las lavanderias

y nace de la luz una paloma:

la castidad regresa de la espuma’.

In her poem P. K. Page reuses the semantic field of domestic activities already encoun-
tered in Neruda'’s text and attributes it to the relationship that human beings should have
towards the world that surrounds them:

It has to be spread out, the skin of this planet,
has to be ironed, the sea in its whiteness;
and the hands keep on moving,

! “In Praise of Ironing”: Poetry is pure white./ It emerges from water covered with drops,/ is wrinkled, all
in a heap./ It has to be spread out, the skin of this planet,/ has to be ironed out, the sea’s whiteness;/ and the
hands keep moving, moving,/ the holy surfaces are smoothed out,/ and that is how things are accom-
plished./ Every day, hands are creating the world,/ fire is married to steel,/ and canvas, linen, and cotton
come back/ from the skirmishings of the laundries,/ and out of light a dove is born -/ pure innocence returns
out of the swirl (translation by Alastair Reid 2001: 74).
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smoothing the holy surfaces.
(In Praise of Ironing by Pablo Neruda)

It has to be loved the way a laundress loves her linens,
the way she moves her hands caressing the fine muslins
knowing their warp and woof,

like a lover coaxing, or a mother praising.

It has to be loved as if it were embroidered

with flowers and birds and two joined hearts upon it.
It has to be stretched and stroked.

It has to be celebrated.

O this great beloved world and all the creatures in it.

It has to be spread out, the skin of this planet.

The trees must be washed, and the grasses and mosses.

They have to be polished as if made of green brass.

The rivers and little streams with their hidden cresses

and pale-coloured pebbles

and their fool’s gold

must be washed and starched or shined into brightness, the sheets of lake water
smoothed with the hand

and the foam of the oceans pressed into neatness

It has to be ironed, the sea in its whiteness.

[...] and pleated and goffered, the flower-blue sea
the protean, wine-dark, grey, green, sea

with its metres of satin and bolts of brocade.

And sky - such an O! overhead - night and day
must be burnished and rubbed

by hands that are loving

so the blue blazons forth

and the stars keep on shining

within and above

and the hands keep on moving.

It has to be made bright, the skin of this planet

till it shines in the sun like gold leaf.

Archangels then will attend to its metals

and polish the rods of its rain.

Seraphim will stop singing hosannas

to shower it with blessings and blisses and praises
and, newly in love,

we must draw it and paint it

our pencils and brushes and loving caresses
smoothing the holy surfaces.
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The poem is imbued with a sense of urgency that derives from the iteration of verbs, as
if to demonstrate the need for human beings to be aware of the necessity to change their de-
structive attitude towards the surrounding world. As emerges in the first stanza, the planet
has to be “loved”, “caressed”, “known”, “coaxed”, “praised”, its skin has to be “stretched”
and “stroked” and “spread out”, “celebrated”. What is implied in the first stanza, a contrario,
is that our planet’s skin is crumpled and old and, what is more, that instead of knowing and
celebrating it, we frequently tend to ignore and underestimate its needs.

In the second stanza, dominated by the accumulation of details, indicating the threat-
ened richness of the natural world, the poetic voice stresses the need to “wash and polish”,
“to wash and starch” into brightness the grasses, the trees, the rivers, the lakes, the streams
and the pebbles. Again, what is implied is the contrary: that the environment, which needs
to be washed, polished, shined into brightness and lovingly smoothed with the hands, is,
instead, polluted, stained, contaminated.

The urgency of action (which is expressed not only through the rhythm of the verse
but also by the last line of the stanza “and the hands keep on moving”) is also at the centre of
the third part of the poem, in which the reader encounters again the analogy between cloth
and nature and also the semantic field of “washing” (expressed here through the verbs “bur-
nishing” and “rubbing”). What is implied in this case is the idea that human passiveness,
indifference or carelessness can lead to a progressive darkening of the sky: “by hands that
are loving / so the blue blazons forth / and the stars keep on shining”. Human beings are
invited to “burnish and rub” the sky, unless they do not want to see the stars stop shining

This leitmotiv is positioned in the opening line of the last stanza (“It has to be made
bright”), a sentence that concludes the poem with a sense of religious awe in front of the
sacredness of the planet, and of the urgency for human beings to celebrate and take care of
it: by coaxing and praising it as we usually do with a lover or a child, by keeping it clean as
we do with the clothes that protect us.

The second rhetorical strategy I was referring to at the beginning of this paper looms
large in the poem “Summer”. If in “Planet Earth” the dominating metaphor was the one
that saw the world as a cloth to be ironed (I referred to this linguistic strategy as “human
characteristics applied / attributed to nature”), in “Summer” we see the metamorphosis of a
human being into something which is thoroughly part of the natural world, a process which
is charged with erotic connotations:

I grazed the green as I fell

and in my blood

the pigments flowed like sap.

All through my veins the green
made a lacy tree.

Green in my eye grew big as a bell
that gonged and struck

and in a whorl of green in my ear
it spun like a ball.
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Orphaned at once that summer

having sprung

full grown and firm with green,
chorused with fern.

Oh, how the lazy moths were soft upon
my feminine fingers,

how flowers foamed at my knees

all those green months.

Near reeds and rushes where the water lay

fat and lustred by the sun

I sang the green that was in my groin

the green

of lily and maidenhair and fritillary

from the damp wood

of cedar and cypress from the slow hill,

and the song, stained with the stain of chlorophyll
was sharp as a whistle of grass

in my green blood.

The first stanza announces the beginning of the metamorphosis with the lines “in
my blood/ the pigments flowed like sap” and elaborates the ongoing fusion between the
poetic I and what surrounds her through images that are concerned with spreading. The
green makes a “lacy tree” through the poetess’ veins and proliferates in her “eye”. The
second stanza describes the poetic I from the “outside” and sees her perfectly at home in
nature, surrounded by fern, moths and flowers, almost ripe (“firm with green”) to become
something else, or to give birth to something else (it is interesting, in this sense, to observe
Page’s painting that accompanies the poem). The third stanza makes more explicit the
erotic connotations of the poem and leads the reader to visualise the complete fusion of
nature and the poetic I, i.e. of nature and poetry. The poet, in whose veins flows “green
blood” refers to her art as a song “stained with the stain of chlorophyll”, “sharp as a whis-
tle of grass”.

Much more could be said on this topic, and many other P. K. Page’s poems could be
quoted on the topic related to the interrelatedness of poet and nature. What I have tried to
draw attention to in this paper is Page’s attempt to elaborate a form of art which investigates
and celebrates the world and tries to speak about it from a point of view which is profound-
ly oriented towards the overcoming of oppositional or destructive attitudes. This element of
P. K. Page’s poetics urges human beings towards a thorough awareness of the importance
to preserve the intrinsic and systemic (to say it with Gregory Bateson) multiplicity of being
(Bateson 1979: 128) and is firmly opposed to the danger of single-mindedness and to a hom-
ophonic vision of the world.
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Rossella Ciocca

“Hearts of Darkness’ in Shining India. Maps of Ecological Un-Sustainability in the North-East

AbstractI: Il tema delle controverse prospettive dello sviluppo e della globalizzazione
in India sono state recentemente oggetto di attenzione narrativa. In partico-
lare questo articolo analizza il romanzo di Siddhartha Deb del 2005 intitolato
Surface che mostra come nel Nord-Est della nazione una nuova generazione
di scrittori stia cercando di costruire un contro-archivio in grado di contestare
I'immagine dell'India come emergente super-potenza globale. Dando conto
di tutte le contraddizioni che il modello neo-liberista di sviluppo sta produ-
cendo soprattutto nelle zone pitt periferiche e multi-etniche del paese, il ro-
manzo di Deb, sulla falsariga del modello conradiano, mette a nudo il cuore
oscuro del cosiddetto “India Shining”.

Abstract II: A number of recent novels have chosen to variously address the existing con-
ditions of the multi-ethnic mosaic of the Indian North-East. These works of
fiction shed light upon a dramatic contemporary condition and propound an
alternative historical archive able to perturb the current image of India as a
neo-liberal, globalized super power. Indeed, in India’s complex, uneven and
contradictory patterns of economic and technological progress, perspectives
of development prove highly controversial. In Surface, a novella written in
2005 by Siddhartha Deb, set in the Northeastern region and seemingly mod-
eled upon Conrad’s colonial archetype Heart of Darkness, a post-millennial so-
cial community of investors, executives, administrators, traders, politicians,
journalists, social workers and rebels, inhabit a very complex, and ‘dark’, ter-
ritorial reality.

A number of recent novels have chosen to variously address Indian economic moderniza-
tion, conjugating fiction with a new environmentalist sensibility. These works shed light
upon a dramatic contemporary condition and shape an alternative historical archive able to
perturb the emerging image of India as a globalized super power encapsulated within the
2004 electoral slogan “India Shining”". Indeed, in India’s complex, uneven and often contra-
dictory route towards economic and technological progress, perspectives of development,
conceived under the aegis of global capitalism, prove to be highly controversial. Surface, a

! The “India Shining” slogan was initially conceived as part of an official national campaign intended to

promote India internationally. The expression was subsequently used as an electoral slogan in the campaign
for the 2004-2005 national elections by the nationalist right-wing formation Bharatiya Janata Party.
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novel written in 2005 by Siddhartha Deb, centers upon the idea of a voyage undertaken in
the peripheral region of the Northeast. The reality described portrays a highly problematic
situation in which rather than helping to incorporate these border lands into the post-colo-
nial nation, the development programs in fact render their already conflictual life even more
dangerous and explosive. On the basis of some textual traces which bring to mind Conrad’s
colonial archetype, Heart of Darkness, this paper aims to investigate how Deb’s novella tack-
les the question of internal neo-colonialism exercised in India by the nation-state.

In India, recent global economic prominence has granted the country recognition as
a confident player on the scene of trans-national capitalism thus substantiating its current
rhetoric as an emerging superpower. India’s contemporary fiction is often engaged in ex-
ploring the ‘Indianness’ of this neo-liberal swing (Varughese 2013: 5, 152) while underscor-
ing the country’s complex, uneven and contradictory patterns of economic and technologi-
cal progress and highlighting the controversial nature of its development?.

The author of Surface, originally entitled An Outline of the Republic, grew up in Shillong,
the capital of Meghalaya, and after an early career in journalism, wrote two novels set in
India’s Northeast®. This area has of late borne witness to a new narrative output, mapping
in particular the transition from oral to written literatures after the alphabetization of tribal
societies. A new and promising generation of writers tries, through narrative, to emerge
out of the colonial-ethnographic passive framework of representation, and to build a new
subjectivity fostering, through narration, the idea of a shared history and a regional identity.
In Zama’s words “changing times and its accompanying dynamics have necessitated the
various communities of this region to seek new ways to negotiate, translate and expose their
world views” (Zama 2013: xii).

Like other Northeastern authors, Deb qualifies as a novelist, a historian and a social
observer, contributing to create what Baral calls the ‘ethos of the region’ (Baral 2013: 5). By
construing his narration as a quest story in the Northeast, in fact Deb focuses upon a terri-
torial reality which, far from being a neutral backdrop, is almost a subject in itself. The plot,
triggered by the picture of a girl held captive by one of the many local insurgent factions,
leads Amrit, a professional reporter in Calcutta, to discover that the girl had once been con-
nected with a development program known as the Prosperity Project, located in the remotest
corner of the Northeast region: “the backwaters of the backwaters” (Deb 2005: 57). The quest
for the lost girl and the unraveling of her personal story are gradually transformed into
a ‘reportage’ which, by mingling different perspectives of observation, both documentary
and symbolical, becomes the exploration of a country caught in a highly problematic histor-
ical moment.

Basically a coinage of convenience, the term ‘Northeast’ figures in contemporary con-

2 Enforced as it is by the IMF and World Bank, modernization in the Subcontinent is characterized by the
creation of Special Economic Zones (SEZ), in which highly impacting infrastructural programs such as the
construction of hydroelectric dams, mining, and other resource extraction activities, together with processes
of deforestation and the massive use of chemical composts inherent to monoculture systems, have radically
altered the environment and created ecological emergencies.

3 He is also the author of The Beautiful and the Damned. A Portrait of the New India (2012), a non-fiction work
on post-globalization in India.
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sciousness either as an area of secluded natural sanctuaries or as an insidious land of insur-
gency and civil warfare. In the aftermath of Independence and Partition, the new independ-
ent state tried to convert not-yet-national borderlands into state-ruled areas. Delhi failed to
control the Northeastern regions and progressively transformed them into an increasingly
disenfranchised guerrilla zone. As Mara Matta convincingly explains:

The architects of Partition had insensitively ignored the fact that these territories were
mostly inhabited by indigenous peoples: many ethnic groups shared cultural, reli-
gious, and linguistic affinities with others across the border, showing a weak affilia-
tion to the newborn states of India, Pakistan, or Burma (Matta 2017: 199).

In his narrative reportage, Amrit recalls Indian post-independence history to explain
the present condition of endemic civil strife in the Northeast. He represents this area’s re-
cent past as a process which saw, in the exceptionally diverse ethnic fabric of the district,
the emergence of multiple competing forms of resistance on the part of “millions of riotous
natives coming to terms with their dismembered freedom” (Deb 2005: 70).

As the novel illustrates, in the Northeastern regions an intricate mix of overlapping
ethnic, religious, social, and environmental issues, fuel a political climate in which insurgen-
cies and counterinsurgency operations become the very norm of an everyday ‘state of ex-
ception’ (Agamben 2005) progressively transforming a provisional state of emergency into
a kind of permanent technique of government* “the insurgents had been in the region in
one form or another for nearly four decades, crystallizing around different ethnic and tribal
identities as a distant government in Delhi alternated between complete neglect and brute
force” (Deb 2005: 31). Indeed, in a series of landscape descriptions, the pristine, almost ar-
chetypal, green heart of the country serves to conceal the daunting presence of the military
state: “that initial, aerial view of a green and fecund valley gave way to the camouflage of
army uniforms and the dour faces of soldiers” (Deb 2005: 6).

What is more, these distant and sparsely populated territories, generally considered
remote and somewhat “alien’, have recently been subjected to national programs based on
the intensive exploitation of the local natural resources (timber and oil) thus engendering
new forms of social tension. On the one hand, massive immigration flows, either internal
(from the subcontinent) or external (from Bangladesh), produce latent and oppressive in-
digenous/settler tensions leading to a highly politicized dichotomy between tribal and
non-tribal groups, with the latter portrayed as usurpers of the economic and socio-politi-
cal rights of the indigenous people (Matta 2015: 51-52). On the other hand, developmental
policies, connected to the privatization of the forests and subsequent damaging impact on
tribals and other penurious categories, are generating ecological degradation as well as eco-

* As Sanjib Baruah reconstructs in his study on the contemporary political condition of the Indian Northeast:
“In order to maintain a permanent counterinsurgency capacity, India’s democratic institutions have acquired
certain authoritarian trappings. In recent years there has been significant protest in the region against a con-
troversial law, the Armed Forces (Special Powers) Act, that gives sweeping powers to security forces engaged
in counterinsurgency operations. This law violates international human rights laws and norms and is strong-
ly criticized by national and international human rights organizations” (2007: viii).
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nomic pauperization while adding that particular predicament described by Rob Nixon as
‘slow violence’ to the local varieties of turbulence.

In Surface, the protagonist observes and explains how in the post-liberalization era, the
developmental thrust from the central state towards its northeastern peripheries, is locally
resented as just another exploitative and insidious move to drain indigenous resources and
supplement long-standing grudges with new disappointments:

insurgents had blown up a nearby pipeline. [...] Oil, in the middle of this nowhere?
Not enough oil to quench the thirst of an entire country, but sufficient to justify expen-
sive equipment and staff, and quite enough to create a grievance for the insurgents
who claimed [...] that all the wealth was taken out of their region with nothing given
in return” (Deb 2005: 77).

As the journalist Amrit shows, designated fund injections from the central govern-
ment, often misused and illegally appropriated, give rise to a dangerous mix of bribery and
competing interests which foster even more disillusionment among the local populations.
With its endemic potential for conflict and its traditional economies and cultures impover-
ished by forced modernization, the Northeast, traversed and described by Amrit, casts a
very dark shadow indeed upon the “India Shining” portrayal which had been coined by
marketers to circulate India’s official new image as an economic super power®.

In many descriptions the almost mystic beauty of the land appears sullied by the dis-
mal ramifications of polluting modernization. As a result, a very old and mysterious land,
through a peculiar mix of atavistic practices and the ecological byproducts of modernity,
appears shrouded in a sort of uncanny atmosphere, which from the very start summons up
the African jungle depicted by Conrad in Heart of Darkness.

It was an old city, in the memoirs of a Chinese traveler nearly two thousand years ago.
Not surprisingly, little of the place he wrote about had survived; just the wide, severe
river that rested like a somnolent leviathan next to the shapeless modern settlement,
and the temple up in the hills where they performed animal sacrifices throughout the
year, the waters of its lake a dull red from blood or mercury deposits (2005: 7).

Evocative of Conrad’s Congo river in the shape of an uncoiled snake entrancing the

5 “By slow violence I mean a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of delayed destruc-
tion that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that is typically not viewed as violence at
all” (Nixon 2011: 2). In Nixon's opinion we need to reconsider the conventional notion of violence as “a high-
ly visible act that is newsworthy because it is event focused, time bound, and body bound” (2011: 3). Instead
account needs to be given for the way in which diluted forms of social affliction, in particular environmental
calamities, affect the poor resulting in the progressive impoverishment and stark destitution of entire
communities. Even more so when, while ecological resources are progressively appropriated by multi-
nationals, local inhabitants are usually not granted equitable access to the fundamental utilities of mo-
dernity. “Such communities, ecologically dispossessed without being empowered via infrastructure”,
Nixon concludes, “are ripe for revolt” (2011: 42).

¢ See here note 2.
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young Marlowe’, this literary picture, and in general the natural imagery deployed through-
out the narrative as it progresses from the centre to the extreme borders of the republic, con-
tributes to create an oneiric, hazy environmental ambience. In effect, Deb’s novella is not
only built upon accurate reports and social and historical analyses. The narrator’s voice
achieves a peculiar stylistic blend in which the documentary merges with a level of symbol-
ical connotation apt to endow the writing with a sort of mesmerizing quality, paying open
homage to Conrad and his work.

The first convergence between the classic work of colonial literature and Deb’s story-
telling is represented by the picture of the map which in both narratives seems to perform a
sort of symbolic initiatory function and in Deb’s novel also that of a fil rouge®.

Conrad resorted to the colonial map and the blank spaces which still interspersed the
dominant ‘red’ of the imperial British domain to define the sense of fascination — “delightful
mystery” (Conrad 1987: 33) which would entice the child Marlowe to become, as an adult,
one of the agents of the colonial enterprise and its mapping drive. Deb, instead, chooses to
build his counter-archive of local history by adopting the image of a reversed map connect-
ed this time not with daydreaming and youthful desire but with a weird recurring dream
which seems to anticipate the sense of dislocation and estrangement that would become the
dominant mood of the real exploration. In this dream all the Indian metropolises and even
the Bay of Bengal “the whole country [is] visible in an instant” (Deb 2005: 22).

I get entranced [...] because it seems to me that through the gap in the forest I am
looking at a strange kind of horizon, something familiar and yet not entirely recog-
nizable [...] I keep looking, and I feel dizzy as if the forest is turning on its axis, and
then it strikes me that what I am seeing in the distance is really Delhi, but Delhi as it
would appear if you were standing on a giant map of India and viewing the distant
skyline of the capital from the dark forest of the region (2005: 22).

Indeed, advancing from the metropolitan centre towards dangerous forested peripher-
ies, the voyager experiences an off-putting, disconcerting perspective in which progressive-
ly everything, including the centre itself, becomes not only distanced but somehow alien
and increasingly incomprehensible. However, as the mystery which is at the base of the
plot begins to unravel, the reader, following the traveler’s transfixing experience, is able to
retrace other elements explicitly suggestive of Conrad’s prototype.

For example, while solving the case involving the developmental program to which

7 “But there was in it one river especially, a mighty big river, that you could see on the map, resembling an
immense snake uncoiled, with its head in the sea, its body at rest curving afar over a vast country, and its tail
lost in the depths of the land. And as I looked at the map of it in a shop-window, it fascinated me as a snake
would a bird - a silly little bird” (Conrad 1987: 33).

8 Deb’s treatment of the map motif is indeed so highly resonant of Conrad’s model as to create in more than
one passage, an almost verbatim coincidence between the two texts. See for example the following passage
against the backdrop of Marlow’s famous recalling of his passion as a child for maps (Conrad 1987: 33): “The
road snaked down southwards on the map [...]. The space looked intimate on paper, an area thick with lines
and dots and strange names, but when I followed Highway 39 [...] the map changed character. Across the
border, in Burma, it was all blankness” (Deb 2005: 120).
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the lost girl had been connected, Amrit comes across Malik, the director and main deviser
of the ambitious Prosperity Project. Clearly evocative of Conrad’s Kurtz, Malik is character-
ized and introduced as: “A creator of order in the wilderness. A messenger of hope for an
area plunged in darkness” (2005: 35). Lexical connotations leave little room for doubt about
the intentional Conradian pattern adopted by Deb. The woman, an enthusiastic follower of
Malik, and possibly an updated version of the character of Kurtz’s ‘Intended’®, was in town
raising funds for the project. Eager to reach her hero at the Community site, she was taken
hostage by a local guerrilla group and apparently sentenced to death for having been in-
volved in nothing less than ‘pornography’. Her capture serves “to impress upon the people
the importance of desisting from all corrupt activities encouraged by Indian imperialism”
(2005: 71). It is a clear warning to steer clear of the emissaries of ‘development’, in turn rem-
iniscent of Conrad’s ‘emissaries of light’, as Marlow’s aunt calls the men of the ‘Company’
(Conrad 1987: 39), although the “colonial’ power emerges here as internally exerted by the
Indian postcolonial nation upon its own subjects.

Indeed, as Amrit proceeds in a liminal, foggy landscape of continuous frontier-cross-
ings, patrol rounds, curfews, alerts and actual ambushes, the truth he hopes to uncover
proves difficult to grasp, wavering on the sharp edge between appearance and disenchant-
ment. In any case, everything progressively tends to converge towards the fascinating yet
ambiguous figure of Malik, who, in a country mired in civil warfare and swept by all sorts
of illicit traffics, is credited with having brought about a miracle of social equity, progress,
and economic opportunity. The Prosperity Project presents itself as “an environmental pro-
ject” (Deb 2005: 34) and makes much of its “completely integrated developmental set-up”
(34), able to reintegrate maimed people into their traditional communities, and to introduce
traditional economies to modern techniques. “All this [...] achieved without money from
the government or interference from the insurgents” (148).

Increasingly Malik begins to appear not only as a “remarkable thinker [...] almost a
visionary [...] an inspiring figure in a place where so much is bleak. [...] An emissary sent
from the heart of the republic to its borders” (35), able to erect “a tower of hope in the very
heart of despair” (241) but also as “a subtle man, an individual who understands ambigui-
ty, and that may explain how he succeeded where all others had failed” (37), “the centre of
gravity for whatever activity was being recorded” (147).

Of course at the end of the journey, just like that of Marlow in the African jungle — “as
if I had sleepwalked my way to the edge of the republic” (255) Amrit says — at the core of
this miracle there lies another hollow heart of darkness. Everything is fake. Malik, an im-
postor and a charlatan (165), a go-between for government and insurgency, probably an
intelligence operator who, presiding over a counterfeit money business, connives with the
insurgents with whom he shares the profits (133) of the whole artifice. The project turns out
to be just “a carefully constructed narrative” (147). The station, the clinic, the rehabilitation
center, all the structures and environmental activities are nothing more than forged accom-

? As Jai Arjun Singh (2015) highlights, there are indeed many similarities between Conrad’s Kurtz and Deb’s
Malik: from the words used by admirers to describe them as ‘remarkable’, extraordinary’, ‘genius’, to the
presence of a woman who never loses faith in the fallen figure despite all evidence to the contrary.
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plishments, falsified reports, stolen pictures, and counterfeited videos. A feigned world of
mere shadows.

In this dangerous performance, the girl whose picture had triggered the quest turns out
to be, rather ironically “a small-town girl with big ambitions trapped by the turbulence of local
politics and a bad decision in her choice of boyfriend” (156). When she begins to doubt the very
existence of the Prosperity Project, Malik is ready to hand her over to the insurgents and to organ-
ize the fake trial of the fake porn actress she has been turned into'. But daring too much himself,
Malik too is in the end abducted and killed. Amrit is informed that Mr Malik, like Mista Kurtz,
“He’s dead” (212). Like Conrad’s Kurtz, Malik too is a man whose “imagination and genius”
(187) had been diverted and corrupted by the intricacies of a colonial situation, with, in this case,
the Indian central state playing the exploitative and pillaging role of the mother country.

In Surface, a post-millennial social community of investors, executives, administrators,
traders, politicians, and even social workers and rebels, give life to a sort of tragic panto-
mime in which almost nothing is what it pretends to be. In the tangle of double, maybe
even triple dealing, interests are disguised as commitments, political extremism is nothing
more than a ferocious blend of hypocrisy conjoined with cynicism, and the region indeed
resembles Kurtz’s empire of darkness. But the vague and slippery nature of Kurtz’s ‘horror’
is here transformed into a far more crowded universe.

With its governmental, corporate, police and guerrilla, and even NGO actors, the Indian
Northeast is archetypical of the new social map of the contemporary Global South. Deb’s crit-
ical geography is born of the overlapping of a post-liberalization geography and a local or, as
defined by Nixon, ‘vernacular’ landscape: “a vernacular landscape is shaped by the affective,
historically textured maps that communities have devised over generations, maps replete
with names and routes, maps alive to significant ecological [...] features” (Nixon 2011: 17).

By contrast, a neo-capitalist map of the global South retraces the landscape in a man-
ner which is both bureaucratic and instrumental, giving rise to deeply estranging, unset-
tling effects. In this case, the Indian Northeast presents a series of exponentially complicated
national, globalized and post-liberalization maps superimposed over a tribal, non-national
borderland map transformed into an “apocalyptic end of the world” (100). The sugges-
tive power of Deb’s novella, somehow following the path of Conrad’s paradigm, lies in
his drawing a pitiless picture of such an ex-vernacular landscape, with the once luxuriant
and awe inspiring nature transformed into an appalling palimpsest of national-global con-
tradictions. An explosive assortment of badly handled issues involving private and public
investments, capitalist assaults on resources, immigration, nationalisms, communalisms, re-
ligious fanaticism and gender discrimination' turn the so-called Seven Sisters'? into a land of
ecological and human disposability.

10 At least the girl is not executed but “only” injured and goes underground to continue her work with Burma
dissidents who operate from the Indian side of the border (2005: 216).

" The novel for example records how “the traditional independence of the hill women had been eroded by
the violence of the government and the insurgents” (139).

12 Also known as “Paradise Unexplored”, are the contiguous states of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Megha-
laya, Manipur, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura in Northeastern India.
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In the third millennium, India is going through the throes of rampant modernization.
Maps of ecological un-sustainability problematize the extent and the nature of its accom-
plishments. Confronting the effects of the nation-state’s empowerment, ecocritical works of
fiction, among which Deb’s novel figures significantly, expose the other side of progress,
denouncing how the enhancement of civil and military infrastructures often bring about
the destruction of natural resources and injure the local population’s right to autonomy and
survival. Catalyzing alarm and encouraging reflection upon new forms of social, cultural
and economic vulnerabilities, this kind of ecologically concerned fiction conveys environ-
mental forms of anxiety in order to reveal, in the “alienating wake of globalization” (De
Loughrey & Handley 2011: 9), so many inherent new hearts of darkness.
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Nicoletta Vasta, Piergiorgio Trevisan

Who Cares About Children’s Rights? Critical Multimodal Awareness and its Implications
for the Design, Analysis and Use of Children’s Online Educational Materials*

Abstract I:

Abstract 1I:

Questo contributo indaga le modalita di costruzione del senso dal punto di vi-
sta visivo/verbale in un sottocorpo di siti web istituzionali progettati da adulti
al fine di sensibilizzare i bambini delle scuole elementari e medie sui loro diritti.
I materiali multimodali di questo sottocorpo sono stati testati, per mezzo di
questionari ed interviste semi-strutturate, su 100 bambini dalla terza elemen-
tare alla terza media in una scuola del territorio in cui I'inglese viene utilizzato
come lingua veicolare. Lo studio utilizza la grammatica sistemica funzionale
nella sua declinazione socio-semiotica applicata ad altri ‘modi” comunicativi.
Si rifa al concetto di empowerment come processo sociale multi-dimensionale
che e stato indagato per mezzo di liste che si concentrano sulle principali stra-
tegie verbali e nonverbali messe in atto dai bambini per creare il senso in testi
multimodali. Piti precisamente, questo contributo discute i risultati emersi da
questionari ed interviste semi-strutturate in riferimento soprattutto ai concetti
di usabilita, accessibilita, consapevolezza critica, ed impatto dei messaggi. Il
focus principale risiede nell’interfaccia tra le esplorazioni (spesso inadeguate)
dei siti da parte dei bambini, e le strategie (spesso ‘difettose’) di costruzione dei
siti stessi da parte degli adulti. Le implicazioni di questa ricerca sono duplici:
da una parte, fornire ai giovani discenti le strategie per estrarre il senso da que-
sti materiali e sviluppare la loro autonomia e coscienza critica; dall’altro, creare
liste e linee guida per la costruzione multimodale di materiali da parte degli
adulti, cosi da porre le basi per configurare una pedagogia linguistica critica che
ponga al centro il ruolo del “discorso’ nelle pratiche sociali.

The present paper focuses on strategies for making sense of image/text rela-
tions in a sub-corpus of institutional websites specifically designed by adults
to sensitize primary and early secondary school children to the issue of hu-
man (viz. children’s) rights. The multimodal materials of this specific sub-cor-
pus were tested, by means of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews,
on 100 children from grade 3 to 8 in a local school where English is used
as the main language of instruction. The research is informed by systemic
functional linguistic theory in its social semiotic applications to other modes

* This article is a joint production and reflects the work and views of both authors. Sections 1 (“Introduction”) and 5
(“Conclusions”) are jointly authored. Section 2 was written by Vasta, and sections 3 and 4 by Trevisan.
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of communication. It draws on the notion of (here, children) empowerment
as a multi-dimensional social process, investigated through the analysis of
checklists focusing on the main verbal and nonverbal strategies children enact
to make sense of the multimodal texts and on some basic problematic areas
in adult-generated materials creating barriers to informing and eliciting the
participation of young learners. More specifically, this paper discusses the
main findings of children questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with
particular reference to issues of usability, accessibility, critical awareness, and
impact of message. The main focus is on the interface between children’s (of-
ten inadequate) website exploration strategies and adults’ (often defective)
strategies of materials design. The two-fold implication of the research is: on
the one hand, to provide young learners with remedial strategies for mak-
ing sense of such materials while developing greater autonomy and critical
multimodal awareness; and, on the other, to fine-tune checklists for analy-
sis and offer guidelines and best practices for the multimodal construction
of adult-generated materials, thus potentially configuring a critical linguistic
pedagogy centrally concerned with the role of discourse in social practice.

1. Introduction

The PRIN project! within which the present analysis was conducted focuses on the accessi-
bility of educational multimodal texts produced for (and, more rarely, by) communities of
children of different age-groups and mediated through Information and Communication
Technology (ICT) For these e-communities of children, access to ICT-mediated texts can
constitute both an advantage (providing a wider range of stimulating and valuable learning
opportunities, as well as expert advice at a low cost and at all times) and a problem (pos-
ing safety risks, like invasions of privacy and intrusive commercial practices; reinforcing
socio-cultural stereotypes; naturalizing biased role models and /or behaviour patterns im-
posed by hegemonic communities, or the like). Indeed, recent research (see Livingstone ef al.
2012) has shown that, as children’s access to online materials grows, so does their exposure
to risk of harm and perception thereof’. However, although violence against vulnerable vic-

! PRIN (i.e. National Relevance Research Projects co-funded by the Italian University Research and Education
Ministry) 2009 — protocol no. 2009RL3NF4: ACT — Access through Text (Udine research unit’s subproject title:
MACE - Multimodal Awareness for Children’s Empowerment).

2 In this paper, the term “accessibility” is not used to refer to web accessibility for people with special needs,
but rather to digital multimodal texts, that are “accessible’ for e-communities of children, i.e. “user-friendly’,
in terms of both message and ease of navigation.

3 As Livingstone reports, “the EU Kids Online survey of 25,000 European children found that 30% of 9- to
16-year-old internet users had had contact online with someone not met face-to-face, and 9% had gone to a
face-to-face meeting with someone first met online. Further, 21% of 11- to 16-year-olds had come across at least
one type of potentially harmful user-generated content, while 15% (of 11- to 16-year-olds) had seen or received
sexual messages on the internet. Next most common, 14% of 9- to 16-year-olds had seen sexual images on
websites in the past year and 6% had been sent nasty or hurtful messages on the internet (Livingstone et al.
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tims (including their subtle manipulation) is rated by children among the three main con-
cerns about the risks posed by the Internet, “it receives less attention than sexual content or
bullying in awareness-raising initiatives” (Livingstone ef al. 2014: 271).

Convergence in media is changing the way in which texts — especially those created
for children by adults in order to convey informative /didactic contents imbued with argu-
mentative / persuasive messages — are not only planned and produced (i.e. user-generat-
ed)*, but also accessed and negotiated by e-users. In exploiting the socializing affordances®
embodied in the medium, children, who play a role in text fruition as active participants
rather than simply ‘readers’ or ‘viewers’, are often at risk of being abused, manipulated or
imposed upon. Therefore, paradigms of text design, analysis and user agency in e-partic-
ipation on the web and in convergent media (films, cartoons, commercial adverts, social
adverts, and the like) need to be re-assessed and reframed in the light of new, more flexible
theoretical frameworks and guidelines which shift from a focus on text to a focus on action.
At the same time, emerging multimodal web genres and practices and, consequently, new
styles of accessing texts and learning through them, need to be systematically investigated
and categorized (see e.g. Baldry 2011; Cambria et al. 2012; Campagna et al. 2012).

Against this backdrop, the sub-project conducted by the Udine research unit (enti-
tled MACE-Multimodal Awareness for Children’s Empowerment) was aimed at investigating
access, in public (namely educational) settings, to web texts in English across three thematic
sub-corpora (children’s health, children’s rights, children’s environmental awareness). The
MACE project set out to explore: i) whether and to what extent ICT-mediated texts/learn-
ing environments actually facilitate interconnections, creative skills and interactivity (Baron
2008); ii) how children can be helped to develop greater awareness of their multimodal skills
and hypermedia potentialities in dealing with issues which are relevant to them and vital
for the construction of their own social identity — which is the pedagogically-ecologic path-
way to developing greater awareness of their right to self-expression.

Another important, related aim of the research was the creation of a data-bank of ma-
terials for education and language ecology, incorporating the latest developments and best
practices in multimodal discourse and genre analysis, to be made freely accessible through

2012). Of these risks, online bullying resulted in the highest proportion of children being upset; ‘sexting” and
pornography were perceived as less upsetting, and meeting new online contacts offline was the least likely to
upset children” (Livingstone et al. 2014: 272).

* See Van Dijck: “[...] As the market for user-generated content further commercializes and is incorporated
by new media conglomerates, the sliding scales of voluntarism are inversely proportional to the sliding scales
of professionalism, resulting in new mixed models of labour. In order to understand the changes in user
agency, it is important to scrutinize ‘human resources’” management of UGC sites such as YouTube. What
characterizes the type of effort users put into creating and rating online content if this is not regularly paid
labour? Why devote much time and energy to creating content and what to expect in return? The changes
YouTube made in its policies towards users are typical of the current trend towards integrating amateur
efforts into a capital- and technology-intensive media system” (2009: 49-50).

5 The concept of affordances, used in studies of technological design to refer to what a technical environment
offers relative to the person or group perceiving or recognizing that quality of the environment (Gibson 1979:
127), will be expanded upon below (see section 2.1.1.) in close connection with the concepts of user agency
and empowerment.
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a variety of convergent media to families, (CLIL and/or domain-specific English) teachers,
health workers and social workers (e.g. professional trainers).

While adopting an ecological approach to English language learning in a critical aware-
ness-raising environment, the present paper shall illustrate the main findings of the research
conducted on children questionnaires and semi-structured interviews with particular refer-
ence to the “children’s rights” sub-corpus, and to the issues of usability, accessibility, critical
awareness, and participation models.

2. Rationale, methodological bases and scope of the research

The research was informed by systemic functional linguistic theory and its social semiotic
applications to other modes of communication. More specifically, a considerable part of the
study was based on Systemic Functional Multimodal Discourse Analysis (SF-MDA), an ana-
lytical practice which tests the applications of the key principles of Systemic Functional Lin-
guistics to the analysis of semiotic systems other than, and / or synergically interacting with,
language. In keeping with the overall focus of the Udine research unit within the PRIN pro-
ject, the research dealt with children’s empowerment as “a multi-dimensional social process
that helps people gain control over their own lives. This is a process that fosters power in
people for use in their own lives, their communities and in their society, by acting on issues
they define as important” (Page & Czuba 1999). For the present purposes, empowerment
will be investigated by analyzing the capability of children — facing problems and issues
relevant to their own lives and socio-biographical situations — to discover and exploit the
verbal and non-verbal affordances of ICT-mediated texts. These affordances are assumed to
facilitate interconnections, creative capabilities and interactivity (Baron 2008) to such an ex-
tent that one-sided authoritative sources seem to become less and less acceptable, while the
emphasis is shifted on a new ‘learning ecology’ based on participation and creative practice,
content creation and interactivity (Greenhow et al. 2009).

Yet, as J. R. Martin perceptively reminds us, “a text” — whether ‘mono-"® or multimod-
al, printed or ICT-mediated — “is still a meaning potential [which] will be taken up and
read in different ways, according to the interested social subjectivities involved” (2003: 215)
and subject to risks (viz. ideological manipulation) that may compromise effective learning
and the young learner’s autonomous growth, especially when children’s access to Internet
sources and materials is not adequately monitored. The strong research focus on children
empowerment thus accounts for the choice of Critical Discourse Analysis” as the methodo-

¢ As Kress and van Leeuwen rightly point out, “all texts are multimodal” (1998: 186 et passim; Kress 1996: 20,
23), in the sense that written language is always also a visual arrangement of marks on a page. Yet, in
analysing texts in which different semiotic modes interact in the meaning-making process, Kress and van
Leeuwen (1996: 18 et passim) have shown that, while images of whatever kind are never neutral in that they
fall within the realm of ideology as any other mode of discourse, a multimodal text may carry differing and
even conflicting meanings at the verbal and visual levels. What is more, “even a text that seems to speak a
single ‘pure’ voice speaks and is heard in a community of many voices and its meanings are made in relation
to them” (Lemke 1988: 30).

7 As Teun van Dijk effectively notes, CDA is “analysis with an attitude” (2001: 96), in the sense that it
“explores the relation between language and power and the ways in which language is being used to produce,
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logical framework which is, on the one hand, potentially more apt to provide children with
greater learner autonomy; and which, on the other, is perfectly in line with our professional
engagement and responsibility, in our role as language-and/as-culture educators, to pro-
mote ecology of verbal and non-verbal communication, so as “to raise our students’ critical
awareness of the ways in which people get manipulated, marginalized or silenced in and
through texts” (Vasta 2005: 450), and ultimately to promote respect for the Other. The scope
of investigation of the MACE project was threefold:

i. within the broader field of research into the discursive (viz. intermodal /intersemiotic)
construction of identity, the project investigated strategies for positioning potentially or
actually marginalized /underprivileged social identities, such as those of children; be-
sides, it offered an account of the intermodal (verbal and non-verbal) resources to con-
struct agency and responsibility and to project interpersonal relations of solidarity or
dominance;

ii. within a critical-discourse, socio-pragmatic and interactional perspective, the research
integrated existing analytical frameworks and models to explore the construction/ma-
nipulation of youth participation and consensus-raising; along these lines, it identified
good practices in adult-child / peer-to-peer communication with a view to fostering crit-
ical awareness and thus contribute to empowering under-privileged e-communities in
specific domains of their social interaction;

iii. within the wider context of education and language ecology, the research identified
guidelines and an educationally accessible metalanguage shared by students and teach-
ers for the construction and analysis of multimodal texts addressed to children; materials
and best practices were disseminated to a wide range of relevant stakeholders (parents,
educators, etc.) nationally and internationally.

Young and Harrison’s words, the main reason for using a critical discourse approach
to awareness-raising in language learning through the Web was “to use analysis not only to
reveal structures of domination, but also to effect change in the way power is wielded, main-
tained, and reproduced in social organizations and relationships” (2004: 2), thus potentially
configuring a critical linguistic pedagogy centrally concerned with the role of discourse in
social practice (see Fairclough 1992, 2001; 2004: viz. 112-113) and inextricably intertwined
with questions of (here, children’s) rights and identity.

2.1. The research questions, foci of interest and outcomes

The research questions for our analysis stemmed from an interest in exploring / categorizing
the strategies children enact in making sense of complex new modes of discourse and dis-
course genres, namely those they encounter on the Web. More specifically, the main research
questions were centered on a systemic-functional approach to intermodal competence (see,
for instance, Painter, Martin & Unsworth 2013; Djonov 2007 & 2008) and systematized as
follows:

maintain, and reproduce positions of power through discursive means. [...] The intention of CDA is to move
the linguistic field into a domain of social and political relevance and, thus, provide a social critique by
documenting structures of inequality” (Young & Harrison 2004: 2).
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i. Can the students recognize the main topic and participants (Field of discourse) of a web-
site on the grounds of the homepage alone?

ii. What strategies do they use (if any) to retrieve information and identify the text function
(or “website mission”), as well as participant role-relationships and attitudes (Tenor of
discourse), especially when the image/text/sound interface is not congruent (in Halli-
dayan terms) or is definitely misleading/ideologically biased?

iii. What are the design elements (Mode of discourse) that facilitate or hinder young user
orientation in making sense of the logico-semantic relations and structure of a hyper-
media text, namely a website homepage, and consequently evaluate it as “well-organ-
ized” / “interesting” or not?

Following the checklists used to identify some basic problematic areas in adult-gen-
erated materials and the related barriers to informing and sensitizing young learners to
issues of public concern, the present paper focuses on the mismatch between: a) children’s
inadequate website homepage exploration strategies — e.g. due to the necessity to do more
inferencing to decode image-text relations on a webpage than when they use old media (see
Martinec 2013: 168 et passim) — and b) adults’ defective / misfiring materials design strategies
— e.g. due to semiotic overload, excessive pictorial density, or misleading visual hierarchy.

In other words, the paper aims to suggest potential solutions to barriers experienced
by children as they try to make sense of the selected websites’ structure and intermodal
meaning-making patterns at different yet integrated meta-functional levels:

* Ideational, with particular reference to visual transitivity structures and the resort to
grammatical and / or visual metaphors.

* Interpersonal, namely as regards structures of agency and responsibility; engagement/
disengagement; perceptual salience; axiological and evaluative meanings — or appraisal,
for short — through which authors can “present themselves as recognising, answering,
ignoring, challenging, rejecting, fending off, anticipating or accommodating actual or po-
tential interlocutors and the value positions they represent” (Martin & White 2005: 2).

* Textual, mainly in terms of logico-semantic relations (LSRs), including hierarchy and
framing of the various homepage constituents, its (verbo-visual) thematic development,
global coherence and local cohesion, the presence of information overload, genre mixing
and “minigenres” (cf. Baldry 2011).

The long-term goals of the research are: to foster a better understanding of multimod-
al literacy development in children of different ages; to promote youth digital citizenship
(Jones & Mitchell 2016)% through education and ecology of language in fundamental areas of
children’s well-being, safety and autonomous development; and, ultimately, to identify best
practices in adult-child communication thanks to the mediation of peer-to-peer communica-
tion and to disseminate general guidelines and empowering packages for multimodal text
creation addressed to children to a wide range of relevant stakeholders (parents, educators,
etc.), nationally and internationally. Stated differently, if the above-mentioned long-term

8 Complementing digital literacy education, “digital citizenship education can be focused on using Internet
resources to have youth (1) practice respectful and tolerant behaviours toward others and (2) increase civic
engagement activities” (Jones & Mitchell 2016: 2065).
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goals are achieved, young learners will be provided with remedial strategies for making
sense of web-mediated materials, while developing greater autonomy and awareness of
their own skills and potentialities, rather than being “acted upon” or, even worse, manipu-
lated in relation to issues which are vital for their own identity formation and the exercising
of their “right to speak” with a voice of their own.

2.1.1 Critical Multimodal Awareness, User Agency, Identity Construction and Empowerment
Strategies. As Djonov observes:

Children’s websites provide a rich ground for studying hypermedia texts as they epit-
omize two key challenges for hypermedia designers and discourse analysts. One is
understanding what Lemke (2002) terms ‘hypermodality’, the meaning-making po-
tential of the interaction between the two defining features of hypermedia texts — their
hypertextuality and their multimodality [...]. [The other] challenge is accounting for
the ways in which hypermedia texts achieve complexly interrelated purposes and
address different types of users. Most children’s websites aim to both educate or in-
form and entertain children as their overt addressees, and can therefore be described
as ‘edutainment’ or ‘infotainment’. At the same time, like most products for children,
they seek the approval of parents and educators, their covert audience of adult-cen-
sors (2007: 145).

In the course of the analysis, it will be argued that the dual (overt/covert) identity of
the intended users of children’s websites, as revealed by inconsistencies in website (viz.
homepage) design, structure and content organization, partially accounts for most of the
barriers experienced by children when they autonomously try to make sense of the websites
they are exploring. What is more, it will be shown that young learners do not read all modes
as being meaningful: they often seem to rely more on the empirical evidence of the visual
mode to make sense of the representations.

Before moving on to data analysis, however, it seems necessary to make reference,
albeit cursorily for reasons of space, to the notions of empowerment, identity construction,
user agency and autonomy.

These are closely interrelated constructs which substantiate the strong focus of the re-
search on developing young learners’ critical multimodal awareness.

To start with, as Page & Czuba warn us (1999), “many have come to view empowerment’
as nothing more than the most recently popular buzz word to be thrown in to make sure
old programs get new funding”. In its application to management theory, empowerment
is often simplistically equated with new approaches capable of delivering higher levels of
individual performance. In fact, empowerment as a multidimensional construct must be
connected to both individual and organizational and/or community goals: thinking em-
powerment as an individual endeavor or characteristic (self-empowerment through mind-

? A construct developed within the field of community psychology and investigated by M. A. Zimmerman
(e.g. 1984, 1990; Peterson & Zimmerman 2004; Zimmerman 2000; Wong, Zimmerman & Parker 2010) in close
connection with his notion of resilience (Fergus & Zimmermann 2005).
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set and /or knowledge change), or equating empowerment with greater autonomy, self-con-
fidence and efficacy, overlooks the dynamic interplay of the psychological, organizational
and sociological components. At the same time, such an oversimplified construal of em-
powerment, feeds on the misconception that people can be empowered without changing
anything in the group / community / organization they are part of; in fact, real empowerment
only occurs when the goals and interests of the group/community / organization are taken
into due account and the individual is actively engaged in the life of a community. That is
why, as opposed to what is the case in management theory, “user agency is cast by cultural
theorists as participatory engagement, in contrast to the passive recipients of earlier stages
of media culture” (van Dijck 2009: 42).

In what they describe as ‘media ecologies’, Ito et al. analyse as follows the determi-
nants of the broader sociocultural context of youth engagement with digital media:

The everyday practices of youth, existing structural conditions, infrastructures of
place, and technologies are all dynamically interrelated; the meanings, uses, func-
tions, flows, and interconnections in young people’s daily lives located in particular
settings are also situated within young people’s wider media ecologies. [...] Similarly
we see adults” and kids’ cultural worlds as dynamically co-constituted, as are differ-
ent locations that youth navigate such as school, after-school, home, and online places
(Ito et al. 2010: 31).

They distinguish genres of participation into two categories: ‘friendship driven” and
‘interest driven’. These genres of participation are then interpreted as “intertwined with
young people’s practices, learning, and identity formation within these varied and dynamic
media ecologies” (Ito et al. 2010: 31).

For our present purposes, identity formation (or better, identity performance) will be
referred to, following Tann, as “both the process and product of a discursive formation that
presupposes an act of “identification’ by a social actor. It comes into play within a situated dis-
course to maintain a sense of consistency in the social order constructed through the discourse”
(2010: 165). In this perspective, individuals are perceived not as fixed ‘end products” but as
social phenomena that emerge through processes of social interaction (Davies & Harré 1990:
46). This is all the more relevant in the case of young learners undergoing “education” in the
etymological sense of ex-ducére, i.e. ‘bringing to the surface’ their own selves (including their
goals and aspirations) in relation to the context in which they operate. This educational process
is aimed at autonomously fulfilling their own potential for constructing one’s identity collab-
oratively and symmetrically (Cesarini & Regni 1999: 60-64 et passim), i.e. embodying Ryley’s
(2007) conceptions of ‘identity as ethos” and ‘culture as a social knowledge system’, whereby
knowledge and identity should be constructed in pursuit of common interests, namely protec-
tion of one’s rights — including the right to self-expression — and respect for the Other.

In strictly communicative and interactional terms, helping young learners to collab-
oratively develop the meta-semiotic knowledge of the tools, processes and strategies they
need to master in new media and ICT-mediated contexts is crucial to enact a pedagogical
model fostering empowerment, user agency and, ultimately, learner autonomy. Said differ-
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ently, such a pedagogical model can be translated into mastering strategies to recognize /
avoid manipulation and to access, and ultimately “own” discourses — i.e. recognize “how
people become unconsciously positioned within a discourse” (Fairclough 2001: 236 et pas-
sim) — and develop greater autonomy in the learning process.

Indeed, as Norris & Jones perceptively point out, “the discursive explanation and at-
tribution of agency within social interaction, is, itself, a cultural tool for the construction of
identity” (2005: 170). What is needed, then, is “a systematic model for web genre and web
unit analysis, providing a stable, orienting framework through which to study the more
volatile and subjective socio-cultural identities found in the Web” (Baldry 2011: 18). By the
same token, “the teaching of literacy needs to pay explicit attention to the formation of
learner identity” (Erstad et al. 2009: 105).

2.2. The “children’s rights” sub-corpus: methods and tools for analysis

The websites used with the children were chosen among a larger selection we had previous-
ly created and stored on LearnWeb2.0, a social platform developed by Leibniz University
(Hannover) for the ACT project. All the materials are institutional ones, specifically designed
for children and dealing with children’s rights. In order to make sure that they were suitable
for the children’s age range and level of literacy / proficiency, the materials were previously
submitted to their school teachers, who were also asked to fill in a questionnaire with critical
observations or suggest some other websites from a list.

The selected materials were then tested on eighty-seven children from grade 3 to 8 in
a local school where English is used as the main language of instruction (http:/ /www.the-
mills.it/) and most of the teachers are native speakers. The children involved in the study
are all Italian, and generally come from socio-culturally privileged backgrounds. Ethics pro-
cedures were followed by obtaining parental permissions for all the different phases of the
study: first the researchers met the school teachers and the principal in order to explain
clearly how the study would be carried out and to negotiate with them which materials
would be used; after that, the school principal wrote a letter or met the parents of the chil-
dren involved to explain the aims and scope of the study. Only at the point did the parents
sign the consent form.

The fieldwork, which was carried out in the computer room of the school, was organ-
ized as follows: students were initially asked to explore the homepage of the selected website
for three minutes without clicking anywhere on the page; after that, they were asked to fill in
the first part of a questionnaire’®. At that point they were allowed to explore the other parts
of the website at their will for about ten minutes; finally, the questionnaire was completed.
All the questionnaires were filled in individually using pen and paper; all the data gathered
were later digitalized and analysed by means of the ‘Lime Survey’ software program.

The sessions took about one hour per group and some 30% of the students in each class,
picked out at random, were subsequently asked to participate in video-recorded semi-struc-
tured interviews. For ethics reasons, children were recorded from the back, so their face

10 The questionnaire is reproduced in the Appendix.
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could not be visible. In addition, to preserve anonymity, they were only identified through
numbers, never through their real names. The interviews expanded on their questionnaire
answers and opinions on the website structure, contents and functions, the interplay of im-
ages and verbal text, and the educational and infotainment value of the materials in general.
The following section will provide a detailed account of the questionnaire and interview
data analysis divided by age group.

3. Classroom activities: questionnaire and interviews
3.1. Grade 3
The study focused primarily on the websites homepage, starting from the assumption that
homepages fulfill at least three crucial functions (cf. Krug 2000; Nielsen 2000; Nielsen & Ta-
hir 2002; Reiss 2000):
i. establish the identity and mission of the website;
ii. show visitors its main parts;
iii.reveal how the site is structured and what options for navigation it offers.

As website usability studies make clear, homepages are the ‘gateway’ for orientation
into a website as a whole, and can be compared to the ‘hyperthematic shot” or sequence in a
film text (e.g. Thibault 2000; Vasta 2001). For this reason, starting an exploration by skipping
the homepage (or the main page of a website subsection, for that matter) would be con-
sidered a “hypertextual ellipsis” (Djonov 2007: 148) and is likely to produce disorientation
and/or lack of motivation. Indeed, “hierarchically well-designed” (Rosenfeld & Morville
1998: 37) webpages always include essential “anchors” (Djonov 2005) or “clusters” (Baldry
& Thibault 2006) to the website’s main sections and to their mutual relationships — skipping
them may make children lose track of the Field and the way the text is structured.

TEACH YOURSELF Home - Teach Yourself - Kids

Kids

Kids onlyl!

Secondary Welcome

¥our guide to this section of the website is ine de Saint-E Vs

"the Little Prince".

Bl ol
e e U T e e T T T RS T e S e e
can play games, enjoy films, and watch some cartoons.
Watch mowvies
Play Games
Enjoy Cartoons
See some drawings
B L e e e v
; Fig. 1. Homepage of the
B Tt L s .
N - f;ﬁ(fg, website www.humanri
5 e ol ghtseducation.info/
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In order to investigate children’s competence in recognizing the Field of the website,
we asked them to observe the following homepage alone for three minutes without clicking
anywhere (they still had the possibility to scroll the mouse up and down) and later answer
the question “What is the website about?”

As can be seen in the shot above, the homepage chosen for Grade 3 is characterized
by a very simple structure: it displays a low textual density, though it may appear a bit dull
and naive; it is clearly framed and quite consistent in the use of distinct colors indexing
“content sections” —i.e. containing information on a given topic or activities of a certain type
(“watch movies”, “play games”, “enjoy cartoons”, etc.), as opposed to “functional sections”
(informing about the content organization of the website, its sponsor and the institution it
represents). The homepage also displays a represented participant (The Little Prince) whom
the children are likely to be familiar with: its function or Role in the child’s exploration ac-
tivity is clearly stated (the noun phrase “Your guide” is placed in focal thematic position in
the Welcome cluster and it functions as the Identified in the relational process in which “The
Little Prince” is the Identifier, visually made salient through bold type and then rankshifted
to Given information through reference to the picture on the left-hand side of the page).
Moreover, the “mission” of this particular section of the website (which is “for kids only!”)
is also clearly stated (see “Discover the fun of learning”) and, to make learning even more
involving, empathy and complicity are established through an attitudinal token of Social
sanction (see “If you don't tell your teacher, the Prince will show you...”), as if the playful
activity in which The Little Prince is willing to engage the child was to be kept secret.

When the website was chosen, both the experimenters and the teachers predicted there
would be no barriers in terms of orientation or Field recognition. However, after three min-
utes of scrolling the page up and down, most of the children provided a wrong ‘Field” an-
swer by stating that the website was about the Little Prince and not about human rights.
Indeed, the first question in the questionnaire was: “What is the website about?”, and 70.5%
of the children answered by referring to the Little Prince and by not making any reference
to human rights. In addition, the answer to the second question (“How do you know what
it is about?”) made it clear that such a mistake was not to be attributed to a lack of attention
to the text/image interface or to its verbal component: indeed, 53% of the children pointed
out that they retrieved this piece of information from the verbal text itself. Therefore, despite
reading the text the children were not able to process and extract relevant information from
the hypotactic enhancing clause “as he shows you his Human Rights planet”. Because of
this, they could not identify the Field of the website.

As a consequence, deeper investigations were carried out during the individu