
Postcolonial Ecocriticism and the Arctic

The term ecotone is commonly used to describe an “area where two or more distinct habitats adjoin” 

(deBuys n. pag.). This contact zone, William deBuys explains, “tends to support greater biological 

diversity than either of the systems it mediates between” (n. pag.), and for the species inhabiting an 

ecotone, the usually vaguely delimited and frequently shifting area represents, to use John Elder’s 

words, a “risky opportunity” (21): It offers not only new possibilities to find food, but also novel and 

unexpected ways to become food for other species (cf. Elder 21). Regardless of whether species 

ultimately suffer or thrive in their respective efforts to inhabit an ecotone, the contact zone remains a 

productive site of possibility.

Over the past ten to fifteen years, the ecotone between postcolonial studies, ecocriticism, and a 

several related discourses, for instance (critical) animal studies or indigenous studies, has been 

characterized by an exceedingly high number and surprisingly broad variety of innovative theoretical 

and critical contributions. Bruce Robbins, Ursula Heise, Robert Nixon, Graham Huggan, Helen Tiffin, 

Elizabeth M. DeLoughrey and several other influential scholars have moved beyond the traditional 

confines of their respective critical habitats in order to investigate the obvious and the usually invisible 

connections between, to give but one example, (post-)colonial domination and environmental 

destruction. Transcending the (often unnecessary and sometimes self-imposed) limits of previous 

scholarship and closing numerous critical gaps, these political interventions have permanently altered 

the fields of ecocriticism and postcolonial studies and greatly expanded their respective canons.

The purpose of this seminar is to explore the ecotone between postcolonial studies and 

ecocriticism (as well as a few related discourses, for instance indigenous studies) with a distinct 

emphasis on what Graham Huggan refers to as “the postcolonial Arctic.” The renewed interest in this 

area in the fields of literary and cultural studies in general and postcolonial ecocriticism in particular 

has been triggered, in part, by past, present, and especially possible future economic developments, 

which have, in turn, been made possible by, and are likely to contribute to, global climate change. 

These complex and rapid changes in the Arctic are closely connected to the focus of postcolonial 

ecocriticism: the overt and covert interconnections between economic exploitation, environmental 

degradation, resurgent nationalisms, global corporatism, and repressions of indigeneity. This seminar 

aims to explore these interconnections and to engage with recent challenges to the rapidly changing 

status quo in the Artic. Readings will include, for instance, Suhankar Banerjee’s Arctic Voices: 

Resistance at the Tipping Point (2012). Further information on this seminar will be available in early 

June.


