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Introduction:  

Versions, Narratives, and American Studies 

 

Matthias Klestil 

 

 

ABSTRACT  

This introduction lays out the concept of versioning as a cultural practice and high-

lights key premises and potentials of the analysis of such practices in the context of 

American studies. Drawing from narrative theory and theories of speculation, it the-

orizes the notion of a version as a copy with a difference. Moreover, the introduction 

identifies three forms of versioning in relation to the field of American studies: revi-

sionist versioning, speculation-focused versioning, and code-oriented versioning. 

 

KEYWORDS 

Versioning, narratology, speculation, contemporary literature 

 

 

 

When asked in an interview about his “new piece of mischief” (Wachtel), the 2020 

novel Telephone and its publication in three different versions, Percival Everett re-

sponded with the following: 

Actually, two of the endings are fairly the same. One is different. But the novels are 

different throughout, very small changes and very large ones depending on which ver-
sions you’re comparing. My entire artistic career – as a viewer and as a maker – contains 

people referring to the authority of the artist, and I wanted to question that, mainly by 
underscoring the authority of the reader, of the viewer. There is no work until the reader 

comes to it. And the reader does quite a bit of constructive work, not only in making 

the story mean something, but in making the story at all. . . . I did want to see what 
would happen when people started discussing the same novel. You can talk about all 

three of these and feel confident you’re talking about the same book until you get to 
certain places, and then your stories will differ. And I was curious about disagreement 

concerning what a story says. (qtd. in Wachtel) 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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This explanation for Telephone will not come as a surprise to readers familiar with 

Everett as a writer who explicitly seeks reader involvement, revels in experimenting 

with narrative and taking formal risks, and who, in Everett scholar Anthony Stewart’s 

words, does the work of “the magician who breaks the guild’s code by revealing how 

the trick works” (192). Yet, there is more to Everett’s take on his (at first secretly) 

versioned novel, as it addresses fundamental questions that resonate with the theme 

of the JAAAS special issue in hand: processes and practices of versioning. Everett, for 

instance, draws attention to the aesthetic dimensions entailed in acts of creating, 

using, and proliferating versions. Artists may deploy “very small changes and very 

large ones” (qtd. Wachtel), he claims and demonstrates in Telephone. They may play 

with code on a micro-level through minor variations (grammatically, through inser-

tion, deletion, paraphrasing, etc.) or they may engage in versioning on the macro-

level, for example, by multiplying plots, temporalities, storyworlds or – as Everett has 

done with his latest feat in James (2024) – by changing perspectives within estab-

lished storyworlds. Moreover, Everett’s challenge to the assumed authority of any one 

version created by an artist suggests that versioning provides ways to address epis-

temological and sometimes deeply philosophical questions. Acts of versioning, after 

all, are tied and have the capacity to transform perspectives, positions, and coordi-

nates of knowledge. They can toy with (or, as is often the case with Everett, make fun 

of) human urges toward truth. Alternatively, they can be a means of critiquing philo-

sophical ideas and political attitudes, e.g., in the form of what Derek C. Maus in Jest-

ing in Earnest (2019) has identified as Everett’s “Menippean satire.” Therefore, Everett 

also points to the ethical and political potential of versioning, which become appar-

ent, playfully and tongue-in-cheek, in his notion that Telephone’s multi-versional 

form will draw attention to readers’ own involvement in the making of a story and 

will likely engender disputes and “disagreement concerning what a story says.” This 

hints at how, so goes the driving argument behind the many contributions to this 

special issue, versioning creates perspectivity in relation to major categories such as 

text, work, story, and narrative and suggests that an interplay among these categories 

may be explored by looking at the aesthetics, epistemologies, ethics, and politics of 

practices of versioning. 

The JAAAS special issue on “Versions of America: Speculative Pasts, Presents, Fu-

tures” turns to such practices of versioning as a way to explore US literature and 

culture. My concept of versioning as a cultural practice is related to established defi-

nitions of the term version but specifically suggests theorizing acts and processes of 

versioning as connecting narrative and practices of speculation. For the noun version, 

with its French and Latin roots, the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) lists 7 meanings. 

The most relevant for the present context are: 1.a. “A translation,” 2.a. “The particular 
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form of a statement, account, report, etc.,” and 2.b. “A special form or variant of 

something.” There are also some more specific usages of version and versionality, as 

in the context of (scholarship on) editorial practices and book studies, where version-

ality is considered “a natural ingredient in any textual production, regardless of me-

dia, time or genre, and is normally regarded as irrelevant and redundant noise” (Dahl-

ström). The information provided by the OED confirms that version (and words de-

rived from it) have become part of the core vocabulary of the English language over 

the past decades. The frequency of version has steadily increased in the decades fol-

lowing the Second World War to an estimated 70 times per million words, making 

version currently one of the 2,000 most common words of the English language. The 

broadest meaning of the noun version designated by the OED, “a special form or var-

iant of something” (2.b.), is conceptually closest to the notion of versioning as cul-

tural practice proposed in this introduction to frame the contributions to this special 

issue. For the present purpose of sketching some of the potentials of a turn to prac-

tices of versioning, I define version broadly as a copy with a difference.1 With this 

definition, the aim is to highlight an inherent and productive tension of a version’s 

simultaneous multiplicity/openness and unity/fixedness that emerges from version-

ing as connecting narrative and practices of speculation. A focus on this fundamental 

tension, which I explicate in more detail below, introduces versioning as an analyza-

ble cultural practice and as a vital concept for further exploring a variety of aesthetic, 

epistemological, ethical, and political dimensions of US literatures and cultures. 

Aside from the generally increased use of the term version over the past decades, 

another, more recently notable trend toward what I would describe as versional sto-

rytelling undergirds the relevance of turning to practices of versioning today. Telling 

stories in more than one version is increasingly popular in contemporary forms of 

cultural production and media, in literature as well as films and series. A few well-

known examples include novels such as Lionel Shriver’s The Post-Birthday World 

(2007), Paul Auster’s 4321 (2017), and Kiese Laymon’s Long Division (2021) as well as 

films and series such as The Butterfly Effect (Eric Bress and J. Mckye Gruber, 2004), 

Mr. Nobody (Jaco Van Dormael, 2009), La La Land (Damien Chazelle, 2016), Russian 

Doll (Leslye Headland et al., 2019), and Kaleidoscope (Eric Garcia, 2023). These works 

have forerunners in canonized examples such as Jorge Luis Borges short story “The 

Garden of the Forking Paths” (1941) or Krzysztof Kieślowski’s film Blind Chance 

                                                           
1 I want to note here that, although my terminology at this point loosely echoes the notion of “repetition 
with a signal difference,” as associated with Henry Louis Gates Jr.’s concept of “signifyin(g)” (xxiv), I am 
not presently drawing from this conceptual history. Instead, my concept of versioning as cultural prac-
tice primarily builds on narrative theory and theories of speculation to define the core notion of a ver-
sion as a copy with a difference, which signals a bipolarity between “the narrative” and “the speculative” 
(as will be explained later). Nonetheless, I believe that concepts of “repetition with a difference” and 
African American traditions of versioning are extremely relevant for the analysis of practices of version-
ing in the United States and that there is potential for connecting conceptual traditions in the future. 
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(Przypadek) (1981), which are early, formative instances introducing the notion of 

multiple plots and worlds. More recently, however, roughly over the past three dec-

ades, we have seen an unprecedented proliferation of forms of versional storytelling, 

as some scholars have suggested. David Bordwell, for instance, notes (and is critical 

of) “a burst of parallel universe narratives in popular culture” in the 1990s (187), and 

Brian Richardson diagnoses a “new narrative order” (Voices 2, original emphasis), 

claiming that “multi-linearity” and “[n]arratives with multiple versions that branch 

off from the same forking early in the narrative constitute a new kind of progression 

that is becoming increasingly prevalent in the novel and in film” (130). Some have 

hinted that developments towards what I call here versional storytelling are linked to 

postmodernism or a form of post-postmodernism (Frangipane, “Two Sides”), or in-

tersect with new forms of realism (Huber, Holland). In any case, such assessments 

indicate that Everett’s distinct type of versioning in Telephone, which, as Martin Paul 

Eve puts it, “takes the study of version variance to a different level” (9), is part of 

larger artistic, medial, and cultural shifts that demand further reflection through a 

focus on practices of versioning. 

Taken together, the prevalence of versional storytelling today as well as its advanc-

ing theorization through concepts such as “reflexive double narratives” (Frangipane, 

Multiple 4) or “future narratives” (Bode and Dietrich vii) hint at the ways in which 

practices of versioning and versionality as a widely perceived facet of narrative have 

come to shape the atmosphere in which writers and artists act and become creative 

in the first decades of the twenty-first century. “By the turn of the millennium,” 

Bordwell noted in the 2000s, “the conventions of such films [that fall into the cate-

gory described here as versional storytelling] seem so well-known that new movies 

can play off them” (185), and Frangipane in his study on reflexive double narratives 

remarks that “[w]hile only a few novels tell two explicit versions of their stories, there 

are countless more that . . . contain a double narrative through implication” (Multiple 

6). All of this portends a widespread contemporary fascination with versional narra-

tive experiments and with versioning as a popular idea but also hints at even wider 

shifts in current cultural conditions marked by practices of versioning which, the 

articles in this special issue show, are highly relevant for the study of US-American 

culture. Since the contributions to this special issue represent and interrogate diverse 

forms and functions of versioning as textual, literary, and cultural practices, they 

demonstrate some of the ways in which an analytical framework attending practices 

of versioning can contribute to debates and the discussion of core issues of American 

studies today. 
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Versioning, Speculation, Narrative 

To lay out what a turn to versioning as a cultural practice entails and demands and 

what potential it holds, I propose to define my core concept of version as a copy with 

a difference. Initially, turning to questions of versioning may seem to present an en-

counter with an unwieldy conceptual terrain, considering the potential breadth of 

ideas of version, versioning, and versionality, if they are derived from an understand-

ing of version as “a special form or variant of something” (OED). It is not surprising 

therefore that these ideas are integral parts of a wide range of scholarly fields, disci-

plines, and concepts, including research on risk and speculation, chance and proba-

bility studies, future(s) studies and futurology, psychological theories arguing for 

multiple-draft models of consciousness, and (some) scholarship in narrative theory 

and in literary, film, and video game studies. Although all of these discourses, at 

points, involve ideas of or related to versioning, more sustained, systematic theories 

of versioning as cultural practice have not been developed so far. 

A focus through narrative theory, i.e., via the relation of version to narrative, is 

most productive to lay out some of the specific premises and highlight potentials of 

a turn to cultural practices of versioning. Thus, before suggesting a few concrete 

forms of versioning particularly relevant for an American studies context that are 

addressed through the articles gathered in this special issue, I want to flesh out in 

more detail what is at stake when thinking through the notion of version as a copy 

with a difference. In essence, my definition proposes that versioning practices char-

acteristically involve a fundamental tension between speculation and narrative that 

is visible within a version’s simultaneous multiplicity/openness and unity/fixedness. 

Thus, I understand a version as both something that exists on its own and something 

that in its singularity only exists in relation with (a difference to) something else. To 

think of versions as involving (and versioning as producing) a mode of existence 

marked by a with (a difference to something) goes beyond thinking within a mode of 

existence as marked by an of (something, such as an “original”) and has important 

analytical implications. It does not mean that a version cannot be a version of some-

thing, but this is not the default position for an analysis of practices and processes 

of versioning, which de-naturalizes questions of, for example, originality or finality 

in favor of openly thinking about expressions of relationality. Addressing practices 

and processes of versioning in this sense offers, in my view, new ways to explore 

what Marie-Laure Ryan in A New Anatomy of Storyworlds (2022) describes as an in-

creasingly complex “contemporary culture, whether popular or highbrow, [that] im-

plements the full range of possible relationships between text, world, and story” (5). 

Moreover, it has the potential not only to enrich analyses of contemporary (US and 
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global) speculative cultures but also to help reconsider central questions and catego-

ries of narrative theory itself. 

Whereas we do not find an explicit (let alone a full-fledged) theory of versioning in 

the diverse field of narrative theory so far, ideas of versionality have at points, as 

underlying features, been part of narratological concepts and analyses. This does not 

come as a surprise, considering that versionality in its broadest imaginable sense 

might be considered as offering a formula that has the potential of standing for the 

entire field of narratology. Theories focusing on storyworlds, for example, as pro-

posed by Ryan (6–7) or David Herman (71–73), are in some ways rooted in the notion 

of versioning because this notion characteristically expresses the speculative capaci-

ties of the human mind. This resonates with the basic idea that constructing story-

worlds means “to form a mental representation of a narrative text” (Ryan 6). Similarly, 

the engagements of the field called “Unnatural Narratologies,” with its focus on the 

“extreme narrators and acts of narration in contemporary fiction” (Richardson, Voices 

138), relate to versioning as they centrally attend to what Richardson, one of the 

field’s main proponents, describes (at this point, in relation to temporalities and the 

past) as “incompatible versions” (Richardson, Poetics 3). Thus, implicitly building on 

notions of versioning through acts of narration, unnatural narratologists make claims 

about what they identify as anti-mimetic versions of narratives. Additionally, specific 

concepts in narrative theory, such as Bordwell’s idea of “multiple-draft narratives” 

(184) in film and Espen Aarseth’s notion of “ergodic literature” (1), resonate with 

questions of versioning. So do widely used concepts such as “disnarration” (Prince) 

and “denarration” (Richardson, Voices), which self-reflexively highlight the act of tell-

ing a story as a versioning practice as they play with more than one possible version 

of a story (not) being realized. Prince stresses how disnarration allows a writer to 

claim that “this narrative is worth narrating because it could have been otherwise” 

(36), thus emphasizing a speculative capacity of the human mind. Richardson claims 

that denarration constitutes a “kind of narrative negation in which a narrator denies 

significant aspects of his or her narrative that had earlier been presented as given” 

(Voices 87). Therefore, both concepts draw attention to versionality as a fundamental 

facet of narrative. 

Even this quick tour and cursory glance at narrative theorical concepts shows how 

intimately and complexly interwoven practices and processes of versioning are with 

theories of narrative. By extension, this also hints at the ways in which explicitly and 

systematically analyzing versioning in a sustained way could provide a new lens on 

main dimensions of narrative by rethinking categories such as character, plot, tem-

porality, and storyworld (all of which are visibly modulated in contemporary ver-

sional storytelling).  
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For the present context, I would like to lay out in some more detail an idea of the 

term version as context of this special issue. To define and draw attention to the 

analytical potentials of versioning as copying with a difference, I propose an under-

standing of version in relation to two poles: that of “the speculative” and that of “the 

narrative.” 

First, it is crucial to recognize an essential link to the speculative. A version is 

inevitably marked by a multiplicity/openness, being a copy with a difference. It is 

characterized by – because emerging through versioning from – its potential to be 

otherwise, which it bears precisely because it is not, as a version, otherwise. Thus, 

processes of versioning are linked to practices of speculation and, embracing uncer-

tainty, acknowledge fluidity, dynamics, and the potential of an “otherwise-ness.” This 

signals the extent to which I am building on a wide understanding of speculation in 

the sense of practices of conjecture and anticipation, as articulated, for example, by 

the collective groups of writers calling themselves an “Uncertain Commons” in Spec-

ulate This! “Speculation,” they write, is “essentially always about potentiality: a reach 

toward those futures that are already latent in the present, those possibilities that 

already exist embedded in the here and now, about human and nonhuman power, 

which is, in effect, the ability to become different from what is present” (13). This, of 

course, does not mean that versioning can only be about a respective future. Rather, 

it suggests that our notions of a “present” need to be thought in a wider, more ab-

stract sense as locus that opens a potentiality and otherwise-ness, which is the sine 

qua non for versionality to emerge. There is an inherent political (and resistance) 

potential in this process as even actions not usually associated with embracing or 

producing otherwise-ness (such as deleting, erasing, muffling, silencing) are framed 

through versioning as bearing potentiality, and because the speculative as it is un-

derstood in relation to versioning, figures as expression of a deeply human mental 

capacity. In its widest and most basic evolutionary sense, the paleoanthropologist Ian 

Tattersall describes this capacity in the following way: “[O]nly human beings are able 

arbitrarily to combine and recombine mental symbols and to ask themselves ques-

tions such as ‘What if?’ And it is the ability to do this, above everything else, that 

forms the foundation of our vaunted creativity” (70). Both the introductory example 

of Everett as a writer being emphatically interested in cognitive (readerly) processes 

in conjunction with aesthetic, epistemological, ethical, and political questions of ver-

sioning as well as the articles presented in this special issue draw attention in diverse 

ways to this “what if” capacity as fundamental to versioning practices. 

There is also, however, another side that is essential for the proposed understand-

ing of practices of versioning and of a version as a copy with a difference, which 

concerns the copy as signaling unity/fixedness, as a version finds an actualization 
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through narrative. Mark Currie’s take on the novel in his philosophical study About 

Time (2006) is useful to illustrate this facet of versioning. He points out that 

the future, in a novel, is not absolutely open. In the written text, the future lies in wait 

in a specific way, in that it is possible to flout the linearity of writing and take an excur-
sion into the future. I can abandon the moving now of fiction, the place of the bookmark, 

and skip ahead at will. . . . In this sense the fictional future is not really open, because 
events in the future are already written and awaiting my arrival, and this can be verified 

by actually visiting them out of turn. . . . Whereas the existence of the future is contro-
versial in extra-fictional human time, it is much less controversial to claim that the fic-

tional future already exists. (143) 

What Currie lays out here for a specific context of fiction hints at a fundamental facet 

of versioning as it is understood in the present context: an “already existing” future 

that “lies in wait” expresses the notion that a version emerges through a moment 

when it ceases to be open and speculative, becomes fixed into form through narrative 

actualization. In line with Edward Branigan’s claim that “in narrative generally, the 

phenomenon of alternative futures is merely a form of alternative pasts” (107), the 

creation of narrative as part of versioning processes functions as an act of closure. 

This narrative actualization in relation to and tension with an inherent speculative 

facet characterizes versioning and has theoretical potential not only regarding prac-

tices of versioning in the context of American studies but also more broadly regard-

ing our thinking about relations among text, story, and narrative as well as questions 

of form, genre, media. 

Ultimately, to think of a version as a copy with a difference therefore stresses that 

these two poles – a speculative otherwise-ness and a narrative actualization – are 

characteristic of practices of versioning. This bipolarity and the tension evoked are 

perceivable, for example, in “forking-path narratives” and the way in which they pro-

duce, as Branigan puts it, “in the shift from one path to the next the indefinable 

presence of a being-without-yet-possessing-thing-ness” (109, original emphasis). The 

two poles and characteristic tension could also be imagined metaphorically through 

many-worlds-theory and its idea of “random quantum processes caus[ing] the uni-

verse to split into multiple copies” (Ryan 127), which has been increasingly popular 

recently both in US-American culture (e.g. Everything, Everywhere, All at Once) and 

scholarship (Holland 151–89; Strehle). Here, narrative closure acts in the manner of 

a “wave function” that collapses speculative processes. In any case, there is potential 

in more deeply thinking about versioning as process and version as a unit, as means 

of narrative and cultural analysis, as this could help us move against what Joseph R. 

Slaughter describes as the tendency of a “narrative turn . . . [that] replaced an onto-

logical essentialism with a performative, discursive essentialism” (336). Versioning 

may thus help us develop a more function-oriented approach that contributes to 
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more openly rethinking traditional relations between genre, form, and media, while 

revisiting established categories of narrative. 

 

Practices of Versioning and American Studies 

The general potentials of a turn to practices of versioning have a particular valence 

in relation to American literary and cultural studies. One obvious reason is that the 

United States as nation and notion have traditionally been conceived, (self-)described, 

and ideologically framed as a land of freedom and opportunity, of chance and of 

taking chances, of modernity and the future, as a promise-yet-to-be-fulfilled or a na-

tion-in-the-making, implying that a hopeful notion of versioning is engrained in its 

foundations. Moreover, practices of versioning play a prominent role in a US cultural 

context precisely when they are recognized as centrally involving forms of specula-

tion, which (both in its economic and philosophical registers) has had a distinct bear-

ing on the culture and history of the United States. As Gayle Rogers puts it in Specu-

lation: A Cultural History from Aristotle to AI (2021), speculation has been “part of 

the character of the exceptional American experience, past, present, and future. It is 

no longer a threat to America’s stability; rather, it constitutes stability and is a net 

public good” (113, original emphasis). Through this centrality of speculation to US 

culture in conjunction with a concept of versioning as connecting practices of spec-

ulation and narrative emerges a particular analytic potential at the intersection of 

narrative theory and American studies scholarship that invites a closer relation be-

tween the two (which, in my view, the broader “narrative turn” has not yet fully pro-

duced). The articles gathered here are laying out some directions in which exploring 

US culture through practices of versioning may take us. 

The potential of thinking American studies concepts and debates through the lens 

of versioning is twofold: First, it can mean to examine the practices, processes, dy-

namics, and forms of versioning that shape US culture – a potential made visible 

through the contributions to this special issue as they represent and interrogate di-

verse ways of how US-American literature and culture creates, uses, distributes, ne-

gotiates, and transforms through versioning. In this sense, versioning provides an 

alternative conceptual focus that can be used for describing and analyzing facets of 

contemporary US culture and for reinterpreting established and canonized ones in a 

new light. As the articles in this special issue suggest, this focus may contribute to 

rethinking cultural spaces (such as the frontier, the American West, the cabin), help 

us better understand variants of the (e.g., Alaskan) environmental imagination, and 

enable us to read speculative modes (e.g., cli-fi) or meanings of classic literary works 

(e.g., by Harriet Beecher Stowe or Henry David Thoreau) in alternative ways. An em-

phasis on versioning may thus help further unravel US cultural processes through a 
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turn to various levels, by examining versioning on individual, communal, and local as 

well as collective, national, and global levels. This intersects with core debates of 

American studies as we understand US culture, in Heike Paul’s words, as shaped by 

“myths [that] are not fixtures in the American national imaginary . . . [but undergoing] 

considerable narrative variation over time and across a broad social and cultural 

spectrum” (11). If, as Paul demonstrates, it is fruitful to interpret US culture, history, 

and literature, along such myths and their “many reconfigurations and reinterpreta-

tions” through “subnational perspectives” and, more recently, a “transnational or 

postnational dimension” (12–13), the focus on practices of versioning can contribute 

to this project by reframing our explorations especially in relation to current US cul-

tures of uncertainty and speculation and their multiplicities and polarities. Looking 

at and through practices of versioning picks up existing threads in scholarship while 

shifting the focus through a conceptual framework that explicitly links questions of 

narrative with speculation as cultural practice, which is integral to the history but 

especially also to the current cultural dynamics of the United States. 

Secondly, the potential of a focus on versioning for American studies also pertains 

to the ways in which it may afford a means of self-reflection on the field: its dis-

courses and its multiple (and multiplying) historical and contemporary versions. 

While American studies as “a joint, interdisciplinary academic endeavour to gain sys-

tematic knowledge about American society and culture in order to understand the 

historical and present-day meaning and significance of the United States” (Fluck and 

Claviez ix) has always (intentionally, and as one of its great strengths) been marked 

by versionality, a turn to the field as itself a “versional narrative” seems timely wit-

nessing a deeply polarized United States. Importantly, a turn to practices of version-

ing in the laid-out way may provide a closer relation with narratologies. As Sue J. Kim 

describes the general situation, “various sorts of narrative theories – or theories 

about narrative – have been proliferating over the past few decades quite inde-

pendently of any narratology. Often informed by cultural studies (in its various 

forms), such theories of narratives have focused on issues of power, particularly race, 

class, imperialism, embodiment, sexuality, etc.” (236). Moving on, however, she diag-

noses that a “wide gap still exists between the field(s) of narratology and cultural, 

ideological, and historical studies of narrative” (236), and it is this gap that a turn to 

versioning can address productively, as it openly attempts linking practices of spec-

ulation and narrative.  

Thus, calling for a closer relation between American studies and narrative theory 

through a focus on versioning should obviously not be misunderstood as (unduly) 

prioritizing either a “narratological toolbox” or American studies subject matter 

within analyses. And yet, re-rooting American studies today in relation to questions 
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and means of narratologies through the more open notion of versioning may be not 

just useful as analytical mode but a necessity at a time when the proliferation of 

different forms of versional narratives paradoxically coexists with particularly insid-

ious brands of political storytelling that engage in versioning to insist on the author-

ity of one correct and supposedly inevitable version of the United States. Although, 

in Jan Alber’s words, “there is no inherent or stable link between narrative techniques 

and ideological implications” (3), it seems more important (and more political) than 

ever in the face of a Trumpist America to acknowledge that “narratives always make 

points by using specific techniques” (3) and to single out and focus on analyzing such 

techniques as thoroughly and rigorously as possible. To do this has the potential to 

mutually enrich both a field of American studies that self-consciously and self-criti-

cally considers versioning as central to US culture as well as narrative theory. 

Against this backdrop, the articles in this special issue help spotlight a variety of 

potentials of a turn to practices of versioning for American studies and will hopefully 

provide starting points that inspire future research. A brief survey of the contribu-

tions gives me an opportunity to distinguish and underline three basic forms of ver-

sioning that are represented through the articles but also seem particularly produc-

tive for a US context in general. These three forms of versioning, differentiated with 

respect to their main function and focus, are: a revisionist versioning, a speculation-

focused versioning, and a code-oriented versioning. All these forms are defined by 

the fundamental tension between the speculative and the narrative, and all of them 

involve (in different ways and to different degrees) aesthetic, epistemological, ethical, 

and political dimensions of versioning. 

The first form, revisionist versioning, is characterized as a practice of versioning 

that speculates and creates a narrative in relation to or as reconsideration of a given 

past. This form draws on one of the main functions of narrative, namely, to inform 

about the past, and, mobilizing its speculative potential, versions through the idea of 

a multi-perspectivity of that past. Although loosely relatable historically to the revi-

sionist phase of American studies that “coincided with the articulation of a ‘negative’ 

US exceptionalism and the development of new fields within and alongside American 

studies such as black studies, women’s studies, popular culture studies, Native Amer-

ican studies, ethnic studies, and labor studies” (Paul 21), revisionist versioning des-

ignates more abstractly such forms of versioning in which copies with a difference 

emerge as variants of a set past. The epistemologies of revisionist versioning are thus 

of the “what also was”-type, as their primary politics in relation to a present emerge 

from what Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle describe as the foundational ways in 

which “the telling of a story is always bound up with power, with questions of au-

thority, property, and domination” (73). 
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This type of versioning is central to the two articles that start off this special issue. 

Ingrid Gessner and Angelika Ilg’s “Re-envisioning America’s Frontier: A Speculative 

Journey through John Wesley Powell’s Expedition to the American West and Jaclyn 

Backhaus’ Men on Boats” engages with processes of revisionist versioning in two 

ways. First, the article examines a dramatic text, Jaclyn Backhaus’ Men on Boats 

(2017), which, using a gender-fluid and multi-racial mode of casting, performs a re-

visionist versioning of the American West by reimagining the story of the first gov-

ernment-sanctioned expedition on the Colorado River of 1869. The authors thus con-

centrate on a text that challenges “Eurocentric, one-dimensional versions of the his-

tory of the American West” as it versions to add important (ethnic, gender) dimen-

sions to a multi-perspectivally framed past, by analyzing the play’s representation of 

storytelling, re-naming, mapping, and language use. Additionally, Gessner and Ilg’s 

article adds to the scope of revisionist versioning explored by including a diverse 

variety of versions of Powell and his crew’s experience ranging from Powell’s own 

account to monuments to a student performance of Backhaus’ play. This strategy 

aims to foster the ability “to draw connections between different versions of the fron-

tier in American history and culture” and, more generally, to highlight potentials of 

versioning as a political act of revision that helps us develop critical perspectives of 

our multi-perspectival pasts. 

Marija Krstic’s contribution “‘Last Frontier. North to the Future.’ – Oil-Age Alaska 

and the Environmental Critique in Mei Mei Evans’s Oil and Water” also focuses on 

versioning frontier discourse and acts of critical revisionism. Concentrating on an 

Alaskan context, this article frames its reading of Evans’s 2013 novel Oil and Water 

historically and introduces three dominant versions of Alaska in the US national im-

agination: Alaska as a “Last Frontier” to be explored, as an enduring frontier (alleg-

edly) balancing resource extraction and environmental protection, and as a wilder-

ness to be preserved. Krstic’s interpretation of the novel, which was inspired by the 

1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, shows how Oil and Water negotiates and challenges these 

versions of Alaska’s frontier through perspectives described as a “booster mentality” 

versus a “conservationist mentality.” The article demonstrates how Evans challenges 

romanticized frontier myths in relation to questions of resource extraction and Na-

tive Alaskan communities’ struggles in the face of their frequent exclusion from fron-

tier narratives. Thus, Krstic’s reading of Alaska’s versioned frontier and of Evans’s 

novel as “a social and environmental critique of oil extraction” draws attention to 

how practices of versioning are shaped by spatial and material (e.g., extractive) prac-

tices and highlights how storytelling can negotiate and help effectively rethink ver-

sioned spaces in critical ways. 
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A second type of versioning practices that is strikingly popular in current US cul-

tural production is what can be broadly described for the purposes of this introduc-

tion as speculation-focused versioning. Notwithstanding the way in which any version 

necessarily involves a tension between speculation and narrative, this form of ver-

sioning emphatically engages in speculation as a cultural practice, i.e., foregrounds 

its being about “potentiality” as “a reach toward . . . those possibilities that already 

exist embedded in the here and now” (Uncertain Commons 13). Here, copies with a 

difference emerge not as variants relating to a perceived, set past through laying 

claim to “what was also” but in the form of variants representing “what is not (yet).” 

This does not imply that examples of speculation-focused versioning need to be ex-

plicitly future-oriented (although genres of cli-fi and science fiction clearly fall under 

its purview), but that they are driven by an urge towards otherwise-ness located in 

relation to something that is set as present. Currently, such speculation-focused ver-

sioning often occurs in relation to environmental issues, which is hardly surprising 

noting how being in the Anthropocene, in Dipesh Chakrabarty’s words, “fragments 

human futures in unprecedented ways” (21). This produces “very short-term futures 

for humans – so short-term that one could think of them as ‘the present’” (22), and 

is visible, for example, in genres such as climate change fiction, whose primary task, 

according to Jesse Oak Taylor, “amounts to simulating multiple possible futures” 

(115). 

Robert Winkler’s article, “Cabin Fever, or: Back to the Future? The (Anti-)Pastoral 

in Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852) and Walden (1854),” presents an argument that shows 

that speculation-focused versioning does not need to involve explicitly future-ori-

ented texts, in the sense of texts belonging to identifiable future-oriented genres or 

discourses or involving explicitly futurist settings. Instead, Winkler turns to classic 

US-American texts of the 1850s by Harriet Beecher Stowe and Henry David Thoreau 

to lay open their modes of speculation and explores the “contradictory significations” 

of their works’ complex depictions of cabins to demonstrate how these canonized 

classics engage in making hypotheses about a potential future of the US-American 

nation. Thinking the cabin not merely as space but as a “simple material form” and 

drawing from theories of the pastoral to illustrate how this form brings questions of 

slavery into Uncle Tom’s Cabin’s and Walden’s speculative frameworks, Winkler’s ar-

ticle argues that both texts imaginatively create literary versions of a future nation 

without slavery.  

Ruth Gehrmann’s “Transplantation and Alternative Worlds: Speculation in Doc-

tors’ Life Writing” also suggests ways in which practices of versioning may be found 

and analyzed in a large variety of discourses, as it focuses on versioning in the form 

of speculative practices found in transplant surgeons’ life writing. The article turns 
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to texts by Thomas E. Starzl, Thomas R. J. Todd, and Kathy E. Magliato and starts out 

by discussing intertextual references to speculative fiction. It argues that this genre 

offers frameworks that medical professionals draw from in their life writing to “make 

sense of surgically altered bodies” and, by extension, of their medical work and life 

experience. Gehrmann then examines “what if” narratives as a speculative mode that 

affords surgeons’ life writing ways to think about the benefits of transplantation as 

they envision alternative worlds that deviate (here solely for the better) from their 

respective presents. The article’s discussion of “the eternal novum of organ trans-

plantation” thereby points to potentials of thinking about versioning as broader, 

widely engaged cultural practice and its socio-political relevance. 

The socio-politics of climate change are central to Sylvia Mayer’s “Narratives of 

Resilience in Times of Climate Crisis: Angry Optimism and Utopian Minimalism in 

Kim Stanley Robinson’s New York 2140 and Jenny Offill’s Weather.” Mayer’s article is 

perhaps the most explicit example of a speculation-focused versioning in this special 

issue. Focusing on different versions of a climate-changed future, Mayer’s contribu-

tion reads two climate change novels as “resilience narratives” to argue that contem-

porary climate fiction can move beyond merely “sounding the alarm” regarding cli-

mate risks or focusing exclusively on catastrophe. Mayer’s interpretations of Robin-

son’s New York 2140 and Offill’s Weather elucidate how these narratives, despite 

their differences in form, character conception, and temporal and spatial scaling, 

share “core epistemological, ontological, and ethical perspectives” that value inter-

connectedness with the more-than-human world and are set against neoliberal prin-

ciples and unregulated market capitalism. Proposing an open notion of resilience that 

moves past its narrow meanings as conveying a return to a former, better state, Mayer 

highlights that the versions of climate-changed futures realized by Robinson and Of-

fill can provide hope by communicating vital experiences and strategies of adapta-

tion, flexibility, and endurance. 

A third form of versioning that helps frame the emerging ideas at the center of 

attention in this special issue on “Versions of America” can be described as code-

oriented versioning. Whilst not implying that there is no code-oriented-ness in revi-

sionist or speculation-focused versioning (since these forms can overlap), this type 

of versioning is characterized by an emphasis on the textual and on transformations 

of a given code – as suggested, for example, in Everett’s explanation of Telephone and 

his claim that versioning can involve “very small and very large” changes (qtd. in 

Wachtel).  

The last contribution to this special issue, coming in the form of the experimental 

essay by Mahshid Mayar, showcases this type of versioning through its focus on eras-
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ure as the outcome of a variety of “intently unsettling versioning techniques.” More-

over, “Splintered Archives -- Versions and Versioning through Erasure Arts and Po-

etry” engages in revisionism, thus representing more than one of the introduced cat-

egories and ideally rounding off the special issue by alluding to some of the wider 

potentials of a turn to versioning. The essay is not only Mayar’s topical engagement 

with erasure as a creative activist response to the contemporary “documental crises 

of US empire” and crucial for highlighting how a turn to versioning can enrich explor-

ing notions of and relations to an “original” – an intriguing aspect of versioning that 

demands further theorization in the future. Simultaneously, as readers will see, the 

essay also delivers an inspiring performance that self-reflects on processes of ver-

sioning through its own form, by experimenting with these processes which stack 

“layer upon layer upon layer.” Thus, Mayar’s essay not only highlights aesthetic as 

well as crucial ethical and political dimensions of erasure and versioning that are 

highly relevant especially during times of a deeply polarized United States but also 

points to the necessity for scholarly self-reflexivity as part of a turn to and as one of 

the potentials of versioning.  

Versioning as a concept that connects narrative with practices of speculation ena-

bles a new, open mode of analysis, for the analysis of a version is neither an analysis 

of a narrative nor merely an examination of speculative forms of “what if” thinking. 

Instead, it allows us to interrogate and explain textual and aesthetic as well as ethical, 

political, and power relations in new ways, as “vectors” that become visible in prac-

tices of versioning. The editors of this special issue hope that, if versioning indeed 

implicates, as Mayar puts it, “inquisitive staring, again, and again, and again,” readers 

might repeatedly and inquisitively return and feel inspired by the articles collected 

here as steppingstones and encouragement for future research that thinks the United 

States through versioning as practice and new perspective. 
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ABSTRACT  

Histories of the American West, including reports of settler colonial expeditions to 

newly occupied territories of the United States and accounts of life at the “frontier” 

have often been told as “heroic tales: stories of adventure, exploration and conflict” 

(Jameson and Armitage 10). White cisgender male protagonists captured the imagina-

tion of Americans in historiography and fiction. Gradually, historians like Patricia 

Limerick (1987), Anne M. Butler and Michael J. Lansing (2008), and Stephen Aron 

(2022) acted as game changers when they re-told the story of the American West as a 

shared space where different groups came into contact and conflict. Limerick de-

scribes the American West as “an important meeting ground” (27). This article argues 

that Jaclyn Backhaus’s play Men on Boats (2015) brings such a “meeting ground” to 

the stage by re-versioning the story of the first government-sanctioned expedition on 

the Colorado River (1869). By means of an analysis of the play’s devices, particularly 

its gender-fluid mode of casting, the article demonstrates how the dramatic text chal-

lenges the dominant ideology of manifest destiny and actively engages the audience 

in a transformative reimagining of America’s frontier. This article dissects multiple 

versions of the Powell narrative: Powell's journal, a bronze statue of his boat, a mon-

ument on the Grand Canyon’s South Rim, and a dramatic reimagining of Powell’s jour-

ney performed by students based on Backhaus’s text. It concludes with findings from 

two acting workshops conducted in the summer and winter semesters of 2023-2024, 

where pre-service teachers engaged with Men on Boats as the core text. 
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Narratives of the American West, including reports of settler colonial expeditions to 

newly occupied territories of the United States and accounts of life at the “frontier,” 

have often been told as “heroic tales: stories of adventure, exploration and conflict” 

(Jameson and Armitage 10), depicting the larger historical process of westward ex-

pansion as the glorious achievement of White1 men guided by Manifest Destiny. In 

1869, the first government sanctioned expedition to explore and map the region of 

the Colorado River and its canyons was undertaken by Major John Wesley Powell, a 

geologist, teacher, and Civil War veteran. Together with nine other crew members, 

Powell set out on the Green River in Wyoming, aiming to explore the Colorado River 

in its entirety. After three months of navigating the river in simple wooden boats, 

covering a distance of more than a thousand miles, six out of the original ten expedi-

tion members successfully reached Arizona and southern Nevada via the Grand Can-

yon. During this time, the expedition was widely believed to have failed because no 

updates had been received about its progress (“The Story of John Wesley Powell”). 

Powell’s version of the 1869 expedition is included in his Exploration of the Colorado 

River of the West and Its Tributaries (1875). Accounts such as Powell’s that typically 

center on the experience of White cisgender male protagonists have captured the im-

agination of US-Americans, at the same time erasing the darker sides of the history 

and obliterating the experiences of others whose stories were marginalized due to 

their race, ethnicity or gender. This tendency was furthered by a lack of records and 

a lack of recognition of the few existing records by women, Indigenous peoples, His-

panics, Chinese (railroad workers), and many other ethnic groups, who had a major 

influence on the many histories (and versions) of the American West. 

However, since the 1980s, the academic work of especially female historians and 

critics, such as Patricia Nelson Limerick, Susan Armitage, and Elizabeth Jameson, has 

led to the reassessment and reinterpretation of the history of this region. These revi-

sionist versions reject the authority of a single dominant narrative of the history of 

the American West and include the experience of Native Americans, various ethnic 

                                                           
1 We follow critics and journalists of Color who advocate for the capitalization of all racial and ethnic 
identity markers, including “White.” This choice reflects our commitment to challenging the notion of 
Whiteness as a neutral or invisible category. Instead, we aim to highlight Whiteness as a racial construct 
and draw attention to its role in shaping social and political structures, as well as community dynamics 
(Nguyễn and Pendleton). 



JAAAS: Journal of the Austrian Association for American Studies, vol. 6, no. 2, 2025 113 

 

 
 

groups, and women. Patricia Limerick, Clyde A. Milner et al., Anne M. Butler and Mi-

chael J. Lansing, Paul Boyer, and Stephen Aron do not primarily focus on the actions 

of White people but encourage us to look at the West as a shared space in which 

different groups came into contact and conflict, as “an important meeting ground, 

the point where Indian America, Latin America, Anglo-America, Afro-America, and 

Asia intersected” (Limerick 27).  

This perspective on the American West, emphasizing diverse interactions and 

shared spaces, provides a valuable framework for examining how these themes are 

also taken up and explored in literature. The play that our article focuses on, Men on 

Boats by Punjabi-American playwright Jaclyn Backhaus, reimagines the Colorado River 

voyage by John Wesley Powell and his men, creating a “meeting ground” as Limerick 

describes it. The text fundamentally questions the ideological basis of a Eurocentric, 

totalizing version of the history of the American West.2 Moreover, by employing tech-

niques characteristic of Linda Hutcheon’s concept of “historiographic metafiction” 

(5), the play not only reconfigures traditional historical narratives but also exposes 

and interrogates the underlying ideologies that shape what we accept as historical 

truth. This article critically analyzes the play’s speculative re-envisioning of the fron-

tier, its dramatic strategies, and its gender-fluid and multi-racial mode of casting to 

show how the dramatic text critically challenges the dominant ideology of Manifest 

Destiny and actively engages the audience in a transformative re-imagining of Amer-

ica’s frontier. To do this, our argument turns to Powell and his crew’s experience as 

existing in multiple versions, including his own account of the expedition, a bronze 

statue of his boat, the Powell Monument on the Grand Canyon’s South Rim, and a re-

imagination of Powell’s journey based on Backhaus’s text performed by students as a 

class project. The aim of incorporating these versions into this analysis is to highlight 

the idea of “versioning” the past as a political act of revision. 

 

Sociohistorical Context of the 1869 Expedition 

To critically engage with the play’s reinterpretation, it is essential to briefly contextu-

alize the historical framework of the 1869 expedition that it relies on. The main ob-

jective of Powell’s journey was to explore the geography of the region and to collect 

information on the geology as well as data on the Native American peoples inhabiting 

the area. Although the scientific results from the expedition were limited (Kirsch 554–

55), the success of the pioneering journey turned Powell into a hero in the media and 

                                                           
2 Since Men on Boats (2015), Backhaus has written and produced several plays, including India Pale Ale 
(2018), for which she won the 2018 Horton Foote Prize for Promising New American Play. She has written 
Wives (2019), Out on the Moors Now (2019), Out of Time (2022), and she has also been involved in projects 
for film and television. On her website, Backhaus states that her “work in theater and for the screen 
centers the multigenerational impact of South Asian diasporic immigration to America, and many of her 
works examine the intersection of underhistoricized people and known historical timelines” (“Jaclyn 
Backhaus”). 
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in the eyes of the public (Kirsch 548; Warren and St. John 11). In the following years, 

Powell continued to explore and survey the region of the Grand Canyon and docu-

mented his findings in several publications. Most relevant for the critical analysis of 

Backhaus’s play is Powell’s account of the 1869 expedition included in his Exploration 

of the Colorado River of the West and Its Tributaries (1875). Powell is probably best 

known for his Report on the Lands of the Arid Region of the United States (1879), which 

is “recognized as a foundational piece in American environmental thought” (Kirsch 

548) and in which he argued for “the sustainable settlement of the American West” 

(Thompson). He thus made significant contributions to early climate science and land 

use planning, helping to establish the United States Geological Survey (USGS) and ad-

vocating for comprehensive topographic mapping and national mapping standards. 

His work laid the foundation for the current US Topodigital topographic map series 

(“John Wesley Powell”). Powell is therefore still esteemed both as a pioneering scien-

tist and a daring explorer.  

Since the 2000s, scholars have increasingly interrogated the motivations and con-

texts behind Powell’s explorations, arguing that his assessments were not only objec-

tive accounts but also politically charged instruments (Kirsch; Lerberg). Scott Kirsch 

specifically critiques how his reports and maps were produced as “part of a wider 

traffic of knowledge linking Washington to the western territories” – a deliberate 

strategy to make the region legible and manageable for the government (548). Other 

critics maintain that Powell’s anthropological research as the Director of the Bureau 

of Ethnology at the Smithsonian presupposed the racial inferiority of Native Ameri-

cans (West 115; Pico) and point out that he regarded the removal of Native Americans 

to reservations as an inevitable step (Thompson). The complicated legacy of Powell 

will be examined more closely later in this article. 

 

The Frontier and the Ideology of Manifest Destiny  

The critical analysis of the play focuses on two key theoretical concepts: the frontier 

and Manifest Destiny, the latter notably articulated by John O’Sullivan. We agree with 

Elliot West when he points out that the frontier is an “evocative and elusive” word 

and that “few persons can agree on what the frontier was, yet few will deny it existed” 

(115). In his article “Go West! Frontier und die ‘Idee’ America,” Wilfried Mausbach 

explains that the frontier is a basic motif that has influenced and defined the identity 

of the United States almost like no other idea, a motif signifying both the borderline 

of settlement and the horizon of progress, a boundary line which is continuously 

pushed further (5). Mausbach, of course, alludes to the hypothesis proposed by his-

torian Frederick Jackson Turner, who “envisioned the development of a unique Amer-

ican identity based on the experiences of colonial settlers during westward expan-
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sion” (Lerberg 302). In a speech delivered in front of the American Historical Associ-

ation in Chicago in 1893, Turner described the frontier both as “the meeting point 

between savagery and civilization” and “the line of most rapid and effective Ameri-

canization” (200, 201), arguing that during the colonist’s experience of confronting 

the conditions of the frontier, characteristics perceived as typically US-American were 

engendered, such as individualism, practicality, ingenuity, and nervous energy. Al- 

though few scholars today would dispute Turner’s profound impact, his argument 

has been dismantled for various reasons, ranging from the (false) assumption of the 

availability of “free land” for settlement to the fact that it “ignores Native Americans, 

Hispanics, Chinese, African Americans, [and] women” (Mitchell 449). 

We concur with scholarship that presents a revised view of the frontier. In 1999, 

Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron argued that the frontier should be seen not as a 

boundary but as “a meeting place of peoples in which geographic and cultural borders 

were not clearly defined,” effectively depicting frontiers as “borderless lands” (815–

16, original emphasis). This perspective has become a cornerstone of current histori-

ography, with historians today examining the intercultural relationships among vari-

ous ethnic groups (Aron) and increasingly focusing on issues such as “racialization, 

economic power, land use, and gender models to understand the West” (Butler and 

Lansing 8). 

The ideology of Manifest Destiny, which constitutes the main target of criticism in 

Men on Boats, generally refers to the doctrine “that U.S. expansion westward and 

southward was inevitable, just, and divinely ordained” (Black). The term was first 

coined by John O’Sullivan, an editor of The United States Magazine and Democratic 

Review, when he wrote in the July-August issue of 1845 that it was “our manifest 

destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence” (5). Several scholars have 

corroborated that the ideological concept of Manifest Destiny was inextricably con-

nected with the process of westward expansion and used to justify territorial con-

quest (Butler and Lansing 110; Boyer et al.; Hine et al.). 

 

Reframing History: The Use(s) of Bodies 

To fully grasp how Men on Boats destabilizes the notion of Manifest Destiny, it is 

useful to draw on Judith Butler’s theories of body performativity, which have funda-

mentally reshaped how theater and performance studies scholars understand iden-

tity, the body, and representation in theater. Her works Gender Trouble (1990) and 

Bodies That Matter (1995) challenge the fixed nature of gender and highlight its con-

structed, performative aspects. By positing that the audience ascribes meaning to 

Blackness, maleness, and youth before entering the theater, Butler prompted a reeval-

uation of the notion of gender as fixed, which gradually endowed individuals with 

greater agency (xiv–xv).  
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Audiences bring preconceived notions to the theater and often project these onto 

the bodies of actors and their performances. Similarly, social conventions and our 

experience of history shape our expectations regarding the casting of John Wesley 

Powell, typically envisioning a White male actor in the role. These conventions also 

influence our reactions as audience members when we encounter a woman of Color 

playing this character. Seeing a Black woman as Powell may evoke a range of emotions 

– surprise, excitement, disappointment, confusion, frustration, or a combination of 

these. While the centrality of the body to dramatic action may seem self-evident, a 

play that challenges the conventional presentation of a body as well as the fact whose 

bodies are represented prompts deeper reflection. Robin Javonne Smith’s perfor-

mance at the 2017 production of the SpeakEasy Stage Company in Boston invites au-

diences to reconsider what they know about the history of the exploration of the West 

and the character of Powell as older and White (“Who’s Who”). If we read the actor’s 

body as a (theatrical) device that communicates meaning, this is also true for Smith’s 

body; her race, age, and physical appearance prompt audiences to reflect on histori-

cization and identity (Figure 1). 

The playwright specifically requests this form of casting in the stage directions to 

her play, where she notes that Men on Boats is a play that “begs to be cast outside of 

the realm of the white cisgender male who would normally play these characters. It is 

important to populate the world of the play with people who would not have originally 

been on these boats, people who stand outside the realm of the White male conquest 

storyline, and who are normally not allowed to tell stories like these” (Backhaus, Men 

on Boats 2). In an interview, Backhaus expands on this idea, explaining that if histori-

cal accuracy were strictly followed, we would only hear the stories of a limited group 

of individuals, restricting our understanding of history (Banks). The diverse casting 

seeks to prompt audiences to reflect on this limitation and critically question whose 

stories are being told. In this vein, Men on Boats echoes the message of Lin-Manuel 

Miranda’s Hamilton, which premiered in the same year and announces in one of its 

most memorable lines that it is pertinent, “who lives, who dies, who tells your story.” 

Both Hamilton and Men on Boats offer a platform for groups historically excluded 

from stories about the American Revolution and westward expansion, respectively.3 

These productions feature individuals of various genders (Men on Boats) and racial 

backgrounds (Men on Boats, Hamilton), providing a richer, more inclusive perspective 

on those historical eras (Vollmann). However, as Backhaus herself admits in an inter-

view, there is an inherent challenge in retelling such stories, as adapting them risks 

                                                           
3 In a similar vein, director Bill Rauch fulfilled his decades-long vision of producing a queer, interracial 
version of Oklahoma! with an all-women cast at the Oregon Shakespeare Festival (OSF) in the spring of 
2018. Lindsey Mantoan reflected on this production, concluding that it “is inventive and also a return to 
a more diverse, thus more historically accurate, representation of the frontier before the Territory joined 
the United States in 1907” (42). 
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reinforcing the very narratives – such as Manifest Destiny – that glorify figures and 

ideologies responsible for significant harm and oppression (Banks). 

The casting of historically excluded individuals in Men on Boats goes beyond a mere 

thought or social experiment; it fundamentally reshapes the theatrical experience. As 

dramaturg Summer Banks argues, this casting choice “served as a reminder that the-

atre tells a story, it doesn’t re-enact it” (Banks, original emphasis). Elissa Harbert notes 

that the “deliberate diversification of a theatrical act is a political act” (253) which, we 

would add, not only reflects on the past but also opens up new possibilities for envi-

sioning alternative futures. 

 

 

Figure 1: Men on Boats Photo-of-Cast. 
This photo, “Cast of Men on Boats at SpeakEasy Stage Company” by Nile Scott Shots/Nile Hawver, was originally 
published on HowlRound Theatre Commons (howlround.com/men-and-women-and-non-binary-people-boats), on 26 
Sept. 2018. It is licensed under CC BY 4.0. 

 

Finally, the effect of defamiliarization achieved through the choice of casting in Men 

on Boats is crucial. By assigning the roles of the protagonists to actors that are “any-

thing but” White cisgender male, the playwright defamiliarizes the story of Powell’s 

expedition. By radically reframing Powell’s story through a matriarchal lens – akin to 

Greta Gerwig’s depiction of Barbieland in her 2023 film Barbie, in which women are 

central to power and all aspects of the world revolve around them – Men on Boats 

challenges us with, as Harbert puts it, “new versions of an ever-shifting cultural 

memory” (254). 

http://howlround.com/men-and-women-and-non-binary-people-boats
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Critical Analysis of Dramatic Strategies 

Men on Boats critiques the traditional narrative of the American West and outdated 

concepts of the frontier not through casting alone; its use of dramatic strategies plays 

an equally significant role. The following critical analysis will illustrate how storytell-

ing, rumors, and journal writing contribute to the play’s meaning making and how 

the use of language, irony, and satirical humor function to challenge influential ideo-

logical constructs, including the concept of the frontier and the ideology of Manifest 

Destiny. 

 

Storytelling and the Revisionist Versioning of History/ies 

Storytelling and rumors occupy a central place in Men on Boats and underline the 

play’s critical perspective of history. While some of the stories are told by characters 

in the play, such as the story of Bradley’s mother, the readers and the audience are 

made aware of other stories that exist, for instance, the untold story of how Major 

Powell lost his4 arm during the American Civil War or what really happened to Powell’s 

brother “Old Shady” as a prisoner of war. Like Bradley, the youngest member of the 

crew, who gets only bits and pieces of these stories from Old Shady, the audience and 

readers are left to speculate about these other stories, which reach them only in the 

form of rumors and tall tales.  

While stories are shown to have a powerful effect on the characters, the play also 

suggests that it is impossible to assess their validity, as particularly the rumors sur-

rounding a possible earlier unsuccessful expedition into this region by a man named 

Ashley show: Both Powell and Sumner emphasize that the story of the failed Ashley 

expedition is true, despite the fact that the source of the story is questionable, since 

the man from whom Powell has heard it is a lunatic. 

Men on Boats includes several instances of Powell writing in his journals or dis-

cussing the entries. These scenes draw attention to the constructed nature of history, 

prompting the audience to question the idea of its natural and unbiased emergence. 

This can be observed, for instance, in scene 1.4, in which Powell and his crew are 

acutely aware of the fact that the journal will eventually become the official history 

of the expedition: Using irony and humor, the theatrical text emphasizes that power 

and authority play an important role in the process of telling and writing history. The 

protagonists have just suffered an accident on the river and survey their provisions. 

Powell warns his brother Old Shady that if he does not take good care of the coffee 

beans, Powell will depict him negatively in the historical report he is writing. Although 

                                                           
4 The pronouns he/him/his are used for readability when referring to characters in the play, although all 
roles are intended to be cast with actors who are “anything but” White cisgender men. A full representa-
tion of the cast would require the use of multiple pronouns to reflect this intentionally diverse casting 
choice. 
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the remark is delivered in a joking manner, Powell’s comment nevertheless consti-

tutes a clear assertion of his power and of the fact that he is in control of the historical 

narrative. 

A short scene at the end of the play (scene 3.6) functions as a final warning to the 

audience not to trust historical accounts because they are always inaccurate and in-

complete: When the six surviving members of the expedition emerge from the Grand 

Canyon, they are met by a desert settler named Mr. Asa. He congratulates them on 

their success and dismisses their concerns about the fate of the missing crew mem-

bers, showing clear indifference to their fate. Asa’s remark, “Well, we won’t mention 

them until they’ve survived officially,” implies that the experiences of those who per-

ish are often excluded from the creation of historical accounts. 

 

Imaginary Frontiers 

In analyzing the representation of the frontier in Men on Boats, scene 1.7 is particu-

larly significant as it centers on the concept. The arguments made by the crew mem-

bers emphasize key aspects of this ideological construct: the false notion of ‘free land’ 

available for exploration and possession, and the individual’s confrontation with a 

supposedly hostile environment. In the conversation depicted in this scene, the hu-

man dream to explore new and unknown territories and the desire to stand out 

emerge as two of the main motives of those seeking the experience of what they im-

agined to be the frontier.  

When Powell brings up the story of Ashley’s earlier but deadly expedition, Bradley 

reacts in a concerned and disappointed way:  

Bradley:5 Wait, I thought we were the first ones to go down these streams 

Hall: Well, we’re the first sanctioned by the government 
Seneca: Plenty of Natives have run these rivers before us 

O.G.: And plenty of Americans too, but most of them were deserters on the lam. Running 
away from the front lines of the war. So no one counts them. 

Bradley: I just guess I assumed we were on the frontier. I’ve always wanted to be the first 
at something. 

(Backhaus, Men on Boats, 2021, 243) 

Powell’s and Sumner’s reactions to Bradley’s comment are significant: Firstly, Powell 

reassures Bradley that they are actually on the frontier, which they are constantly 

pushing forward; secondly, the story of Ashley is itself a strong reminder of the life-

threatening risks that exist at every moment of the undertaking.  

Furthermore, Powell cautiously adds that the vested interest of the government in 

this expedition may change their experience entirely. Speaking in a similar vein, 

                                                           
5 There are no colons after the character names in the original. We inserted them throughout to improve 
readability. 
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Sumner points out that the comforts of civilization they are able to enjoy during their 

trip render their journey a cozier and therefore less original frontier experience: 

Powell: Make no mistake, Bradley. We are on the frontier.  

But a government-sanctioned frontier is much different than uncharted land. 

Sumner: Believe me, kid. We have boats, we have somebody who makes us coffee. We 
have a map-maker. This is cushy frontiering. 

(Backhaus, Men on Boats, 2021, 243) 

These statements satirically allude to some of the ideological concepts and hypothe-

ses about the development and the state of US history that circulated in intellectual 

circles at the end of the nineteenth century. In particular, Sumner’s remark satirizes 

the alleged process of Americanization on the frontier that Turner proclaimed. The 

irony evident in this and other scenes in the play serve a clear purpose. They aim at 

establishing a critical distance to myths of heroic adventures at the frontier. However, 

it is important to note that while Men on Boats cautions the audience to question tales 

conjuring up the grandeur of Powell’s 1869 voyage, the play nevertheless acknowl-

edges the outstanding personal strength of the characters, who are portrayed as cou-

rageous and sympathetic. 

 

Re-naming and Mapping in Men on Boats 

Men on Boats emphasizes mapping and the naming of the landscape, along with a 

clever manipulation of language, to critique the concept of Manifest Destiny. This is 

best exemplified in scenes 1.2 and 2.5. The second scene of the first act depicts Powell 

and his crew engaged in the activity of inventing names for landmarks they encounter 

during their river journey. However, the dialogue Backhaus has imagined for this 

scene encourages the audience to view these acts of naming – or rather re-naming – 

geographical points and regions in the context of the settler-colonial history of the 

American West, as acts of conquest. In this way, the scene directly refers to the dis-

astrous consequences of westward expansion and the ideology of Manifest Destiny, 

above all to the forced displacement (and extinction) of Native Americans. Despite the 

seriousness of the topic, the play approaches it with irony and humor at the expense 

of the explorers. 

This is evident in the passage in which the audience observes Dunn’s efforts to 

have a mountain named after himself. When Powell forces the hunter to iterate the 

three “Unwritten Rules” that have been established for getting something named and 

Dunn attempts to justify his claim, the whole absurdity of the concept becomes ap-

parent: 

Dunn: The Unwritten Rules for Getting Something Named After You are: 

1. You are the sole discoverer of the thing 
2. You accomplished something directly in relation to the thing 

3. No one objects and everyone agrees 
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Powell: Can you prove those points? 

Dunn: Yup! 1. I remarked on the strange colors and jagged edges of that mountain before 
either of you. 

Sumner: Wait no, that was me. 

Powell: What did you say, Sumner? 
Sumner: I said, “Would ya look at that” 

(Backhaus, Men on Boats, 2021, 235) 

The argument between Powell, Dunn, and Sumner not only reveals the arbitrariness 

and essential meaninglessness of the rules, but it also reflects the power structures 

that define the hierarchy in the group. Powell, as the leader of the expedition, is the 

ultimate authority when it comes to naming; he grants others the privilege of propos-

ing names for landmarks or having them named, but it is he alone who makes the 

final decisions. This is exemplified by the case of “Knife’s Point,” a mountain in the 

area that was explored by Powell and his crew which still carries that name today. 

Powell: You’ll have your mountain, Dunn. 
Sumner: Let’s call the mountain Knife’s Peak. Cause it looks like a knife 

Powell: Or … Knife’s Point. I like that better. 

Dunn: That’s super literal though 
Powell: “I hereby name this mountain Knife’s Point.”  

There. Where’s my journal? 
(Backhaus, Men on Boats, 2021, 235) 

Apart from scenes that center on the topic of re-naming, Men on Boats contains many 

references to the work of cartography: The play shows crew members engaged in the 

task of producing maps, points out their responsibilities for producing maps, and 

frequently mentions the scientific instruments required for this work. The recurring 

theme of mapping as colonial and imperial practice reminds the reader and the audi-

ence of one of the main objectives of the historical expedition, which was to produce 

detailed maps of the region to assert territorial sovereignty, legitimize claims with 

regard to extractive agriculture, water rights, mining, and settlement policies, while 

ignoring existing indigenous knowledge about and ownership of the land. Moreover, 

it was also expected that the information on maps and the scientific data collected 

would aid the government in their interactions with Native American tribes living on 

these lands (Kirsch 549). This aspect of the expedition is viewed critically by scholars, 

in particular the fact that Powell’s maps of proper land use made “the Colorado River 

legible to the US government as capital to be owned and exploited” (Pico).  

 

Use of Language as a Means to Challenge the Ideology of Manifest Destiny 

The ideology of Manifest Destiny that was dominant in the nineteenth century and 

the process of westward expansion are connected with the creation of stereotypical 

images of Native Americans (Limerick 19). In its essence, the doctrine of Manifest 
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Destiny upheld the view that Native Americans were savages, lacking culture and civ-

ilization, a view that is reflected in John Gast’s painting American Progress (1872) as 

well as Turner’s frontier hypothesis. Men on Boats effectively challenges the degrad-

ing view of Native Americans by ironically subverting expectations of their conversa-

tional skills. This strategy can be observed in a scene that appeared in the original 

production of the play but which the author removed from its later, published version 

“out of respect to this tribe, and the noted erasure of Indigenous perspectives from 

most recorded Western histories.” Yet, Backhaus was aware that doing so “effectively 

removed a crucial lens – that of the Ute tribespeople with whom Powell meets” (Au-

thor’s Note on Act Two, Scene Five, Men on Boats, 2021, 225). The scene referred to 

here depicts Powell’s, Sumner’s, and Goodman’s visit to the Ute reservation, a trip 

they are forced to make because Goodman has decided to leave the expedition and 

because their provisions have reached a critical state. 

The meeting between Powell, the Ute chief Tsauwiat, and his wife named The 

Bishop begins with an exchange of polite phrases, but the Ute chief and his wife 

quickly take control of the conversation. 

POWELL. It’s really nice up here. 

THE BISHOP. Thanks 
POWELL. And you guys speak English so w- 

THE BISHOP. We learned a long time ago. When we started land negotiations with white 
people. 

POWELL. Oh wow. Cool. 
THE BISHOP. Yeah it was cool. They let us keep our birth lands, so we were pretty stoked 

TSAUWIAT. Yeah we were pretty stoked, yeah. The “Generosity,” you know? 
Tsauwiat and The Bishop just stare at Powell. 

(Backhaus, Men on Boats: The Summerworks Draft, 2015, 51) 

On one level, the conversation exemplifies the wrongful assumptions and prejudices 

of White people regarding Native Americans, in particular Powell’s surprised reaction 

at the Utes’ ability to speak English fluently. At the same time, The Bishop’s account 

of how they acquired the language exposes the underlying mistrust and animosity 

beneath the surface of the Utes’ hospitality toward the White intruders. Ironically, the 

character of Powell, based on a historical figure deeply interested in Native American 

languages, sees himself as an expert, yet fails to detect the subtle negative undertones 

concealed within The Bishop’s seemingly friendly words.  

In this scene, the Utes are portrayed as proficient English speakers, but their speech 

also incorporates youthful slang and contemporary expressions like “cool” and 

“pretty stoked.” By portraying the Utes in this manner, the play challenges stereotyp-

ical portrayals of Native Americans (in film), which often depict them as using out-

dated, formal language that reinforces their association with a distant historical or 

mythical past. By contrast, the Native American characters Backhaus imagines in Men 
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on Boats are people whose culture is significant in the present and who are oriented 

towards the future.  

 

The Creation and Re-envisioning of John Wesley Powell’s Legacy 

Although Powell’s administrative career and scientific achievements are significant, 

he is best known for his 1869 expedition. The journals from this journey present 

Powell’s perspective on what the editors of a recent sesquicentennial collection de-

scribe as “an enterprise so hazardous it is properly characterized as a dangerous 

stunt” (Robison et al. xxi). However, it is also crucial to address a significant blind 

spot: Powell’s disregard for Native American perspectives and institutions. While he 

appreciated individual Native Americans and their detailed knowledge of the land, he 

failed to respect or integrate their worldviews into his vision of regional development 

(Robison et al. xv). 

 
Figures 2 and 3: Powell Monument, Grand Canyon National Park, August 2023. 
Photos by Ingrid Gessner. 

 

Long before Backhaus used Powell’s journals to create a more multi-perspectival can-

vas of voices out of his record with Men on Boats, Powell’s contemporaries as well as 

historians and the entertainment industry had already contributed to the narrative of 

Powell’s journey down the Colorado River. 

Carved in stone, the earliest representation of Powell’s legacy is the Powell Monu-

ment on the South Rim of the Grand Canyon (Figures 2 and 3). Many memorials have 

been constructed in honor of Powell, but the first and most well-known one stands at 

the Grand Canyon. During a 1904 meeting of the International Geological Congress, 

on the second anniversary of Powell’s death, members proposed erecting a memorial 

(Dellenbaugh 433). After five years of deliberation, Congress passed an Act on March 

5, 1909, allocating $5,000 “for the purpose of procuring and erecting on the brink of 

the Grand Canyon . . . a memorial to the late John Wesley Powell, with a suitable 

pedestal, if necessary, in recognition of his distinguished public services as a soldier, 

explorer, and administrator of government scientific work” (qtd. in Dellenbaugh 434). 
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The description of his “distinguished public services” in the Act reflects an official 

recognition of Powell’s legacy already seven years after his death. It positioned him 

within a broader national narrative that values military valor, explorations of what 

was perceived as the American frontier, and advancements in scientific knowledge.  

The memorial design required approval from both the Secretary of the Interior and 

the Congressional Art Commission. However, the relatively modest budget, combined 

with the initial plan for a large seat and bronze record table on a stepped platform, 

proved impractical and had to be abandoned. As a result, the design was revised and 

scaled down. The final memorial, completed in December 1916 on Sentinel Point, a 

promontory 5,000 feet above the Colorado River, was designed by J.R. Marshall (Del-

lenbaugh 434–35). Built from native, unaltered rock, it takes the form of a classical 

staircase memorial, blending into its natural surroundings. At the top of the staircase 

– commonly symbolic of a journey in art history – a bronze tablet is affixed. The tablet 

features a portrait of Powell, created by sculptor and painter Leila Usher.  

Although completed in 1916, the memorial was not dedicated until May 20, 1918, 

as the ceremony awaited Secretary of the Interior Franklin Knight Lane, who decided 

to hold it during a trip west. The inscription on the tablet reads: “Erected by the Con-

gress of the United States to Major John Wesley Powell, first explorer of the Grand 

Canyon, who descended the river with his party in row boats, traversing the gorge 

beneath this point, August 17, 1869, and again September 1, 1872” (qtd. in Dellen-

baugh 436). Secretary Lane concluded the ceremony with the following words, con-

tributing yet another facet to Powell’s legacy, that of conquest: “Powell’s life was a 

success. His name is forever linked with the romance of the conquest of the American 

continent. . . . The soldiers returning from our great war across the ocean will, I trust, 

be put to work storing and leading out these waters upon the great plains below, and 

the homes that during the centuries to come will dot what now is waste land, will be 

the real monument to Major Powell” (qtd. in Dellenbaugh 436). 

Memorials reveal more about the needs of the time in which they were built than 

about the events or people they seemingly commemorate. Secretary Lane’s remarks 

during the dedication not only honored Powell but also connected his legacy to World 

War I. The Powell Monument was erected to celebrate American ingenuity and terri-

torial conquest at a time the United States were fighting and eventually winning the 

war in Europe. Consequently, the names listed on the plaque are of those who sur-

vived the two expeditions. Those who did not – or left it earlier – are omitted. 

As the national narrative evolved in the decades following World War I and even-

tually World War II, Wallace Stegner’s 1954 book, Beyond the Hundredth Meridian: 

John Wesley Powell and the Second Opening of the West, portrayed Powell as a heroic 

figure, further solidifying his status as a pioneer of American exploration (Warren and 

St. John 23). The hundredth anniversary of Powell’s expedition in 1969 saw further 
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popularization of his legacy through the Walt Disney Corporation’s film Ten Who 

Dared, and a commemorative postage stamp issued by the US Postal Service (Warren 

and St. John 16). In 2001, Donald Worster noted that Powell had become an iconic 

figure, “canonized by the National Park Service and by the Bureau of Reclamation, by 

outdoor writers and boatmen, as one of the greatest pathfinders in American history 

and as a prophet of what the West might still become” (xi). The most recent historian’s 

retelling of Powell’s story was published in 2018 by John F. Ross. Ross presents Pow-

ell’s journey as a compelling narrative, incorporating diary excerpts and building a 

sense of dramatic suspense, even as the reader knows the ultimate outcome. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  
Clyde Ross Morgan, Sockdolager, 1985. 
Museum of Northern Arizona, Flagstaff, 
August 2023.  
Photo by Ingrid Gessner. 

 

 

 

While the previous examples in this section – a memorial, a film, and three major 

historical accounts – primarily contributed to Powell’s iconic status, Clyde Ross Mor-

gan’s 1985 artwork Sockdolager presents a more nuanced narrative (Figure 4). Like 

Backhaus’s play Men on Boats, Morgan’s bronze statue critically engages with Powell’s 

expedition. Inspired by Powell’s journal entry from August 14, 1869, the statue cap-

tures a dramatic scene with John Colton Sumner and William H. Dunn struggling to 

steady their tilted boat, the Emma Dean, amidst “angry waves” (The Exploration 131). 

Powell named the rapid Sockdolager, a term for a heavy finishing blow, and it became 

the title of Morgan’s statue, which is on display at the Museum of Northern Arizona 

in Flagstaff. The statue emphasizes the dynamic interplay between the human and 

non-human elements of the journey. Although Powell is central to the artwork, the 

focus extends to the waves, the boat, and the oars – elements that embody the relent-

less force of the river. This emphasis on non-human agents parallels the way Men on 
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Boats utilizes diverse perspectives to challenge traditional narratives, highlighting the 

broader forces at play in Powell’s exploration. 

 

Experiences and Reflections of the Theater Workshop 

The last part of this essay summarizes our experience of yet another version of Pow-

ell’s 1869 voyage: the theater workshop “Men on Boats,” a project in which students 

at the University College of Teacher Education Vorarlberg worked on Jaclyn Back-

haus’s play with a director and theater professional from Seattle. To this end, we will 

briefly present the aims and structure of this workshop as well as the outcome of the 

project from the perspective of the instructors and the students. The project took 

place in 2023 and was integrated into the seminar “American Cultures: (Hi)stories of 

the American West.”  

There were several reasons for organizing this theater workshop. One important 

motivation was to offer students a hands-on, creative approach to US-American liter-

ature and culture that was not limited to theoretical knowledge. Another objective of 

the drama workshop was to offer students a further opportunity to reflect ideas and 

concepts they had encountered in the seminar (such as the myth of the frontier or 

the ideology of Manifest Destiny) and to create a learning experience that would en-

hance their understanding of political, social, economic, and ecological aspects of the 

history of the American West they had been studying throughout the semester.  

The project consisted of two parts: First, the play, which was one of the texts on 

the syllabus of this seminar, was analyzed and discussed in class. During one session, 

the students even worked together to design and create the main props – four porta-

ble boats. The theater workshop was conducted in a hybrid form for financial reasons. 

This meant that the director and leader of the workshop collaborated with our stu-

dents at the college in Feldkirch via Zoom; a special AI camera technology was used 

to ensure effective communication even when the students were moving and acting. 

After a general introduction, the participants of the workshop took part in various 

drama activities designed to prepare them physically and mentally for the project. 

The main part of the theater workshop consisted of several phases of detailed script 

analysis, which were regularly followed by scene practice and professional coaching 

to enhance the students’ acting skills. The highlight of the workshop was the final 

performance of three scenes on stage before an audience. 

Following the final performance, the students were assigned to write a portfolio 

entry that combined a critical interpretation of the play with a reflection on their 

personal workshop experience. These essays provided valuable feedback on the pro-

ject, revealing that participating in the workshop allowed students to engage with the 

play on a deeper level than what could have been achieved through traditional class-
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room methods alone, as they were able to explore the themes, characters, and histor-

ical context in a more interactive and immersive way. Their responses indicated that 

they gained significant new insights into both the play and its sociohistorical context. 

Additionally, many participants reported thoroughly enjoying the experience, noting 

that it enhanced their ability to communicate effectively, empathize with diverse 

learners, think creatively, and manage classrooms dynamically – skills they are eager 

to integrate into their future teaching careers.  

Based on our experience with this project, we found that the theater workshop not 

only boosted students’ motivation but also provided them with an embodied experi-

ence of Jaclyn Backhaus’s play Men on Boats. The results suggest that this approach 

helped participants gain critical insights into US-American history and culture while 

deepening their understanding of complex course content.  

 

Conclusion 

The analysis of the literary and dramatic strategies in Men on Boats shows that the 

play actively challenges Eurocentric, one-dimensional versions of the history of the 

American West. It brings to light alternative narratives, emphasizing the experiences 

of marginalized groups whose stories have been overshadowed or erased by the dom-

inant narrative. This article demonstrates furthermore that the literary elements of 

Men on Boats, especially its gender-fluid and racially diverse casting, fundamentally 

challenge the ideology of Manifest Destiny and the traditional image of the frontier, 

often through means of satire and irony. These elements that lead to revising and 

versioning the past encourage the audience and, in our case, our students to adopt a 

critical perspective regarding the past that also opens up possibilities for critically 

viewing the present and possibly imagining a different future. This approach not only 

diversifies the representation but also enhances historical accuracy regarding the 

frontier experience. Although the 1869 expedition with John Wesley Powell originally 

included ten White men, the diverse cast in Men on Boats provides a richer, more 

inclusive perspective on that era. 

The development of a critical perspective and the ability to draw connections be-

tween different versions of the frontier in American history and culture, from Powell’s 

original report, the play by Backhaus, and the artistic and architectural versions, to 

the embodied experience of the theater workshop also constitute goals that our stu-

dents should attain when taking university courses in the field of American cultural 

studies. We are convinced that the integration of art and theater can support students 

in reaching these aims.  
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Oil-Age Alaska and the Environmental Critique in 
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ABSTRACT  

This article discusses Mei Mei Evans’s 2013 novel Oil and Water as a critical response 

to the competing narratives that have historically shaped three dominant versions of 

Alaska in the national imagination: as the Last Frontier to be explored, as an enduring 

frontier promising a balance between resource extraction and environmental protec-

tion, and as a wilderness to be preserved. Inspired by the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill, 

which takes a pivotal place in US environmental history, the novel offers a realistic 

exploration of the environmental, social, and cultural consequences of oil depen-

dency. By dramatizing the spill’s devastating impact on both human and more-than-

human life, Oil and Water challenges the images of Alaska as a limitless resource 

frontier and the enduring frontier, while advancing the notion of Alaska as a wilder-

ness to be protected. 
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The history of Alaska is a complex story of territorial expansion, resource exploita-

tion, and unsettled questions of land ownership. These events contributed to shifting 

and often conflicting narratives about Alaska and its place in the national conscious-

ness of the United States. Alaska’s peculiar geography and resource-rich non-human 

nature shaped the dominant image of Alaska as the Last Frontier, which, according to 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Susan Kollin, is “a region whose history has yet to be written and whose virgin lands 

have yet to be explored” (Nature’s State 2). More recently, in the early twentieth cen-

tury, the discovery of substantial oil deposits on the North Slope secured Alaska’s 

place on the national and global petroleumscape map, transforming its economic, 

political, and social life. This consolidated the public image of Alaska as the Last Fron-

tier versus last wilderness into an “enduring frontier,” a term coined by Roxanne Wil-

lis, which, however, was challenged in the spring of 1989 when the Exxon Valdez 

tanker spilled crude oil into the waters of Prince William Sound in the Gulf of Alaska, 

causing an unprecedented environmental catastrophe and making Alaska “a place to 

be preserved rather than exploited” (131). Alaska, then, is a prime example of how 

particular spaces can exist in multiple versions, as it entered the national imagination 

as a variously versioned frontier, and it is these processes of versioning that the fol-

lowing turns to. As oil continues to shape the state’s economy in the twenty-first cen-

tury, the versioning frontier discourse reflects what Stephen Haycox calls the ongoing 

“struggle with the basic conceptual dichotomy between development and environ-

mental protection” (353). These ideas permeate the Alaskan social and cultural life. 

They are present in non-fictional representations of the state and in the “casual pub-

licity” visible in tourism advertisements representing its territory as a unique region 

of pristine nature and wilderness (352). They also inform cultural production, includ-

ing fictional narratives that in varied ways respond to the different discourses of 

Alaska. 

Against this backdrop, my article turns to Mei Mei Evans’s 2013 novel Oil and Water 

as an example of a fictional narrative in which the conflicting discursive constructions 

of Alaska are translated into a narrative strategy and an explicit environmental and 

social critique of the oil-age Alaska. The novel challenges and negotiates the differing 

versions of Alaska’s frontier through the perspectives of boosters and conservation-

ists. While boosters support resource exploitation, conservationists can be divided 

into two groups: one that recognizes the need for economic development but advo-

cates for a balance between industry and ecological protection, and one that de-

nounces resource exploitation. Through actions and perspectives of the characters 

who represent these mentalities, Evans’s novel negotiates three versions of the fron-

tier: Alaska as a resource frontier to be exploited, as an enduring frontier that bal-

ances extraction and ecological protection, and as a wilderness to be preserved. 

Through its realistic depiction of the socially, culturally, and ecologically detrimental 

effects of oil dependency, the novel provides a subversive commentary on dominant 

frontier notions of Alaska. In doing so, it promotes the preservation of Alaska’s wil-

derness while offering a space to critically reflect on the dominant narratives that 

shape perceptions of the land and culture.  
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On the one hand, the novel gives a central place to the characters who represent a 

conservationist mentality oriented toward balancing resource exploitation and envi-

ronmental protection or who denounce the oil industry. Integral to the story is their 

attempt to mitigate the spill’s impact by helping to save sea animals and wildlife while 

raising questions of responsibility, morality, and justice. By addressing these issues, 

the narrative underscores the coexistence and interconnectedness of human and non-

human life acknowledging their shared vulnerability and recognizing the vast damage 

that a dependence on oil has caused. By so doing, the novel questions the possibility 

of balancing resource extraction and environmental protection that the notion of the 

enduring frontier promises.  

On the other hand, the novel explores the booster mentality through the actions of 

characters who support the oil industry and who subscribe to the “rhetoric of accepta-

ble risks” (Evans 232) it employs to promote spillage as a necessary downside of the 

oil business. Just as it seems that the oil company does everything to alleviate the 

damage, it makes a controversial demand: Everyone participating in the clean-up and 

animal-saving actions must accept the payment. The moral question of whether to 

accept this “deep-pocket approach” (134) deeply divides the community of Evans’s 

fictional town of Selby which needs to find a way to restore “its former unity” (261).  

Since Oil and Water shows a strong awareness of Alaskan (colonial) history and 

centrally includes perspectives of the Native people who were often excluded from 

the vision of Alaska as the Last Frontier, I frame my analysis historically. This histor-

ical framing shows that resource exploitation and oil development shaped discourses 

that inspired social action which challenged colonial legacies, confronted environ-

mental degradation, and promoted Native land rights and environmental justice, 

strengthening the vision of Alaska as a wilderness to be protected rather than ex-

ploited. The following will begin by laying out the processes of resource exploitation 

that shaped conflicting narratives of expansion and conservation reflected in the 

three prominent versions of Alaska: as the Last Frontier (framed through the dis-

course of boosterism), the enduring frontier, and wilderness to be protected (both of 

the latter rooted in conservationist ideals). Subsequently, my article analyzes Oil and 

Water as a fictional narrative that negotiates the three frontier discourses, offering a 

social and environmental critique of oil extraction. I focus on how the actions of char-

acters and their personal experiences of the oil spill challenge the narratives of the 

Last Frontier and the enduring frontier and advance the notion of Alaska as a wilder-

ness to be protected rather than exploited. 

 

Historical Frameworks and Versions of Alaska 

Alaska has a unique place in the cultural geography of the United States. For a long 

time, it was missing from US-American historical accounts because of its geographic 



JAAAS: Journal of the Austrian Association for American Studies, vol. 6, no. 2, 2025 135 

 

 

and cultural distance from the contiguous United States, and because its history did 

not fit America’s expansionist narrative. As Willis puts it: “Remote and mysterious, 

Alaska did not attract settlers” (11). In her study Alaska’s Place in the West: From the 

Last Frontier to the Last Great Wilderness, she explains the reasons behind this. Native 

Alaskan people resisted the reservation system, and attempts to establish a colony of 

agricultural settlers failed. The region’s vast and shifting landscape with polar nights 

made it unattractive to settlers. This is not to say that Alaska’s history lacks colonial 

encounters. According to William Iggiagruk Hensley, the Native populations of Alaska 

“were adversely affected by the Russians, who came in search of valuable furs; then 

by the whalers and fishermen from ports around the world; and, beginning in the 

1890s for several decades, by fortune seekers during the great gold rush” (197). These 

encounters not only brought diseases to which Native Alaskans had no immunity but 

also caused widespread starvation by depleting the game and fish on which Indige-

nous communities depended (197). Nevertheless, Willis points out that, after the gold 

rush, Alaska disappeared from “many American history textbooks” (2).  

Furthermore, prominent narratives depicted Alaska as an isolated “place where 

people hunt for their own food, build their own houses, and live a rustic life ‘close to 

nature’” (2) which distanced it from the US-American cultural imagination and the 

notion of American exceptionalism. This perception of Alaska as an isolated place 

and as an “icebox,” a term used by Peter Coates (30), began to shift in the late nine-

teenth century as mineral exploitation transformed it into the Last Frontier, integrat-

ing it into US-American national identity and narrowing the cultural distance between 

Alaska and the contiguous United States. The most significant changes occurred in 

1890 when “the Census Bureau reported that there was no longer a discernable fron-

tier line, and [that] the era of ‘free’ American land had come to an end” (Willis 12). 

This was three years before Frederick James Turner famously declared that the Amer-

ican frontier had closed. Boosters, who saw great potential in Alaska for developing 

industries that resembled Western models, such as the cattle industry, attempted to 

make Alaska more like the contiguous United States (12). The exploitation of fish, 

timber, ore, and fur helped shape the narrative that Alaska “should remain a store-

house of natural resources to be exploited by private entrepreneurs” (11). Finally, the 

successful explorations of Alaska for minerals and the building of the railroad system 

to attract settlers rendered Alaska the Last Frontier (14).  

Granting Alaska this status as Last Frontier, and thereby designating it as a (not-

yet-closed) space for settlement and exploration, did more than merely “[lessen] the 

frontier anxiety” that the Turner thesis famously expressed. It “rendered Alaska com-

prehensible to Americans” (14–15), narrowing the cultural distance that complicated 

Alaska’s integration into the national consciousness. Victoria Wyatt explains that US-

Americans often perceived Alaska “as a metaphorical island – distanced from the 
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mainland by Canada rather than by an ocean, but distanced all the same” (565). In 

this light, the concept of the Last Frontier “made Alaska part of America, and everyone 

could feel confident about how the future of the region would unfold” (Willis 14–15). 

Alaska emerged as “a national salvation whose existence also alleviates fears about 

the inevitable environmental doom of the United States” (Kollin, Nature’s State 5). The 

idea of the frontier closure meant, among other things, the end of US-American abun-

dance, an abundance tied intrinsically to the exploitation of nature. As William Cro-

non explains: 

The forests that put roofs over American heads might vanish. The rivers that brought 
water to American cities might run dry. The coal mines that fueled American factories 

and heated American homes might give out. If these things happened, the nation’s pros-
perity would surely erode and, with it, the political and personal freedoms that de-

pended on prosperity for their survival. (606) 

Alaska’s diverse natural world, then, promised a solution to these fears.  

However, Alaska’s image as the Last Frontier was seriously challenged by the large-

scale drilling of oil on the North Slope and the subsequent building of the oil infra-

structure, most notably the Trans-Alaska Pipeline System. Oil development required 

“conquering” Alaska’s landscape causing environmental destruction which initiated 

actions to protect the Alaskan wilderness and brought to light the unsettled questions 

of Native Alaskan land ownership. Conservationist activism and the political struggle 

by the Native Alaskans over land rights eventually yielded a version of Alaska as the 

enduring frontier that manages to maintain the balance between economic develop-

ment and wilderness protection. 

Native Alaskan questions concerning land ownership were the heritage of nine-

teenth-century developments when “Alaska became part of the United States through 

the Treaty of Concession with Russia” before it became the forty-ninth state of the 

American Union in 1958 (Williams, “Alaska and Its People” 9). The Treaty vaguely 

defined the status of the Native Alaskan people which made their rights “de facto 

nonexistent” (Willis 117). This vagueness became the unifying force in the 1950s and 

1960s among the Native Alaskans who were usually “suspicious of one another, as 

their needs and wants varied from group to group and region to region” (Willis 129). 

One Alaska Native declared that “it has now become necessary to make a determined 

stand to protect what is rightfully ours” (qtd. in Willis 118–19). The state and federal 

government eventually negotiated the settlement that resulted in the 1971 Alaska 

Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) that “extinguished indigenous land claims in 

exchange for forty-four million acres and nearly one billion dollars to be managed 

through twelve regional Alaska Native corporations” (Kollin, “Alaska Native Litera-

ture” 28).  
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According to Roy M. and Shari M. Huhndorf, the passage of ANCSA offered oppor-

tunities for financial power and political influence, but its corporate structure made 

the “land vulnerable to loss, and the separation of tribes from their land” raised issues 

of sovereignty (68). One Inupiat Eskimo speaking in the name of many Alaskans fol-

lowing the legislative approval of ANCSA said that the ANCSA saw “‘the land as some-

thing to be measured in terms of profit and losses,’ a ‘vision of Alaska that makes 

lots of dollars and no sense to the people who live there, especially the Natives’” (qtd. 

in Huhndorf and Huhndorf 68). Despite many problematic cultural and societal im-

plications and contested interpretations of the act as, in Evan Peter’s words, “a polit-

ically correct illusion that perpetuated colonization in contemporary times” (180), or 

as endangering subsistence lifestyles of the Native Alaskan people, most of them ac-

cepted it as “the best settlement they could win” (Huhndorf and Huhndorf 68). Alt-

hough ambiguous and echoing colonial resource extraction patterns, this settlement 

marked a turning point, fostering empowerment among Native Alaskan communities 

who were “subjected to colonial and genocidal pressures” that “took a tremendous 

toll on Alaska Native societies and almost destroyed them” (Williams, “Solidarity” 

202).  

Further activism led to the 1980 Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act 

(ANILCA), which protected millions of acres as national parks and wildlife refuges 

making it “the largest conservationist act in history, more than doubling the total 

acres in the U.S. Wilderness Preservation System” (Willis 129). In the public’s view, 

these developments promised to balance oil exploitation with nature conservation. 

As a result, by 1980, Alaska emerged in the US-American consciousness as “a place 

that had it all, that protected the interests of everyone. The ‘last frontier’ was now an 

‘enduring frontier,’ a place where Natives coexisted with non-Natives, and where na-

tional and state interests had been brought into balance” (129). Changed public per-

ception of Alaska did not mean the end of struggles as Alaska Natives grappled with 

maintaining traditional lifestyles within the corporate framework, the state faced 

challenges from the oil industry’s economic power, and Alaskans resisted the influx 

of regulations tied to federal land management (129). Nevertheless, in the 1980s 

“these battles became local concerns and Alaska once again faded into the back-

ground of national politics” (129).  

The narrative of the enduring frontier was destabilized by the Exxon Valdez oil 

spill that inspired Evans’s novel. In the aftermath of this catastrophe, which gained 

national attention and took a pivotal place in US environmental history, Alaska was 

“more likely to be described as America’s ‘last great wilderness,’ a place to be pre-

served rather than exploited” (Willis 131). On March 24, 1989, the Exxon Valdez oil 

tanker, transporting crude oil from the North Slope, ran aground on Blight Reef in 

Prince William Sound, releasing twelve million gallons of crude oil. As Joanna Burger 



138  Marija Krstic 

 

 

explains, with the Alaskan winds and currents, it took only a few days for the crude 

oil to spread throughout the sound and reach the Gulf of Alaska “and the remote 

beaches at the end of convoluted fiords” (49). It is widely acknowledged that this 

disaster resulted from human error, as the captain’s instructions were not promptly 

followed. By the time the crew realized the tanker was headed toward Blight Reef, 

“barely covered with ice waters,” the ship was already locked in autopilot mode, mak-

ing the crew’s efforts to change course futile (47). The outcome was “the largest oil 

spill in U.S. history, and the sheer magnitude alarmed even the most complacent sup-

porters of big industry and the oil companies” (47). Thousands of birds and sea otters 

died, and the spill “destroyed the subsistence lifestyle of native Alaskans” (51). For a 

long time, the spill remained at the forefront of public and scientific concern. It 

sparked “over a hundred studies outlining ‘a process to determine proper compensa-

tion to the public for injuries to natural resources’” (53).  

This oil spill is not notable solely due to its size. It was considered “most tragic 

because it took place in an area whose natural beauty was thought to surpass all 

others” (Kollin, Nature’s State 2). The media coverage highlighted dramatic images of 

oil-slicked animals and tainted landscapes, lamenting “the destruction of one of the 

world’s last remaining wilderness areas” (2). The threat was not limited to nature and 

wildlife. It also endangered the frontier “meanings assigned to Alaska in the popular 

national imagination” (3). Nevertheless, the frontier myths did not hold the same sig-

nificance for all Alaska Natives, whose media reports shifted attention away from the 

dominant narrative toward “the crisis facing a population for whom nearly 50 percent 

of its food is harvested from the sea and the land” (5). In contrast, many Alaskans 

“took the news [of the spill] in stride, quietly celebrating the high-paying jobs that 

would come with the cleanup” (Willis 130). The event of the oil spill is thus a moment 

that highlights the existence of and tensions between various historical versions of 

Alaska: as Last Frontier, enduring frontier, and wilderness to protect. 

 

Negotiations of the Frontier Discourse in Oil and Water 

Oil and Water dramatizes these contrasting responses to the crisis through the per-

spectives of boosters, who view the oil spill as an acceptable cost of progress, and 

conservationists, who denounce the oil industry as harmful. By portraying these con-

flicting viewpoints, the novel negotiates different frontier versions of Alaska. On the 

one hand, it explores the actions of the oil industry and its staunch supporters, show-

ing how deeply the frontier mentality is tied to resource exploitation. On the other 

hand, by exploring the community’s fight for survival in the wake of the oil spill and 

by giving a central place to the Native and non-Native characters who voice ethical 

critiques of resource exploitation, the narrative challenges the version of Alaska as 

the Last Frontier and the enduring frontier and promotes an image of Alaska as a 
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wilderness to be protected. In doing so, the novel engages with frontier discourse as 

an environmental critique, exposing oil’s profound impact on history, landscapes, and 

identities while highlighting the urgent need to preserve Alaska’s wilderness. 

The novel is inspired by Evans’s personal experiences of the Exxon Valdez oil spill, 

which “became a complex symbol of environmental despoliation and corporate greed” 

(Haycox 336). As Rosanne Pagano points out, Evans worked as a public information 

officer for the city of Homer in Alaska and, in the aftermath of the spill, “became a 

trusted voice that helped quell rumors and countered spin.” The novel represents a 

compelling and emotionally charged narrative that probes into the meanings of the 

oil spill as one of the most serious environmental disasters with long-term conse-

quences. It chronicles 153 days following the spillage when the Mammoth Kuparuk 

tanker, described in a radio broadcast as “the Mammoth Petroleum Corporation’s 

newest, largest, ‘most state-of-the-art’ oil tanker,” carrying crude oil from the North 

Slope, “run[s] aground in Montagues Reef” in the Gulf of Alaska, releasing “twelve 

million gallons” of oil into Alaska’s pristine waters. The petroleum industry tries to 

downplay this event by labeling it “the Critical Incident” (Evans 17), but it turns out 

that it is one of the largest oil spills globally and an unprecedented environmental 

disaster for Alaska and its people, a result that the novel ties to its dominant image 

as: “Last Frontier. North to the Future” (63). 

The novel is set in the fictional town of Selby in Alaska at a critical moment of the 

oil spill. At the center are Gregg, a fisherman, and Lee his deckhand who share “the 

same thick black hair, same dusky complexion, same Asiatic eyes: her Korean and his 

Alaska Native blood” (Evans 2). Their discovery of the spill triggers the action of the 

novel. Waking from a nightmarish dream, Gregg realizes that something is seriously 

wrong. He smells fuel and in panic moves around his boat to “identify the danger” 

(13). But “[t]he smell, enormous and cloying, assaults him like a physical force. . . . 

The overwhelming odor calls to mind raw soil, as of earth scraped open by a bulldozer 

or backhoe, but it also smells like gasoline” (13-14). Making sure that it is not their 

skipper that is leaking fuel, Gregg and Lee look at the surrounding water for clues: 

“The sea appears dense and opaque, a plastic lifelessness to it that he’s never seen 

before. Even in calm conditions – like here, a protected cove – the ocean is a living 

entity; it kisses your hull. But something is wrong with the water. It lies inanimate and 

limp, as if dead” (14). At dawn, 

they gaze upon a vast oil slick, its muddy discoloration extending as far as Lee can see, 
the rocky shoreline strained brownish-black in both directions from the night’s high 

tide. Up close, the water surface is gelatinous, clotted, and coagulated like some kind of 
infernal gravy, complete with giblets of seaweed and driftwood. (Evans 16–17) 

The results of the “most recent survey estimate the size of the spill at five hundred 

square miles” (Evans 18). The incoming information from oceanographers and state 
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officials is not encouraging since the spill is not only quickly expanding due to the 

second-highest tidal sequence of the year but “there is no organized effort to contain 

it” (18). Communities that are close to the point of spillage are attempting to prevent 

the slick from reaching the shore but their attempts prove futile and “[n]o one knows 

what to do” (33). While waiting for some kind of instruction on what measures to 

undertake, they realize that everyone is endangered: the traditional lifestyle of Native 

communities, people involved in the seafood industry, and the rich wildlife. But not 

everyone is worried because the spillage offers an opportunity for another economic 

boom through the money paid for the cleanup actions by the oil company responsible 

for the spill. These two perceptions of the spill illustrate the conservationist and the 

booster mentality. However, the novel does not offer a simplistic understanding of 

either the conservationist or booster perspectives. Instead, it depicts nuanced 

character transformations influenced by the spill, illustrating the complexity of 

ideological change.  

Placing a Native Alaskan fisherman at the center of the narrative, the novel creates 

an authentic space to challenge and reframe Alaska’s frontier images. Through Gregg 

and the perspective of his Native Alaskan friend Wassily, and the radio reporter Dan-

iel, who share the same conservationist mentality, the novel anchors the frontier cri-

tique within the broader colonial history. The depiction of the oil spill’s impact on 

Native Alaskan communities exposes how the frontier narrative endangers the sub-

sistence lifestyle of the Native Alaskan communities and justifies environmental ex-

ploitation that threatens cultural survival and community well-being.  

The characters learn that “the Native community of Pogibshi has been ‘oiled’ during 

the night” and that marine biologists caution them “not to eat anything harvested 

from the sea” (Evans 31). The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 

(NOAA) estimates that “the two Chugachmiut villages on the Barrier Islands each 

hou[sing] a couple hundred mostly Native residents” will soon be affected. The stakes 

are high because the Barrier Islands are economically significant as “a huge draw for 

sightseers” (68). Moreover, they are a habitat for murres “whose eggs’ food value has 

enabled continuous human settlement there over hundreds of years” (68). Gregg im-

mediately thinks of his Native Alaskan friends Wassily and his wife Marie for whom, 

he thinks, “the case is closed: [s]o much for their Experiment in Indigeneity” (31). What 

Gregg perceives as an experiment in Indigeneity is the fact that Wassily and Marie 

with their three children “moved to Pogibshi last year in an attempt to recover a more 

purely traditional lifestyle. They haven’t even had a summer there yet, the only time 

of year when subsistence comes easy” (31).  

One Yup’ik writer, John Active, describes subsistence in the following way: “To take 

care; not to waste, but to share … To remember my elders, those living and dead … 

To be watchful at all times that I do not offend the spirits of the fish and animals that 
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I take for food … To take from land only what I can give to the needy if I have enough 

to share” (qtd. in Huhndorf and Huhndorf 75). Ken Ross explains that Native Alaskans 

see natural resources as “integral to their identity and way of life” because “gathering, 

distribution, processing, and consumption of wild goods [gives] them a sense of well-

being and invigorate[s] their communities” (83). Gregg’s concern about his Native 

Alaskan friends signals what Burger says about the Exxon Valdez oil spill: “The dis-

ruption of the lives of the people in subsistence-based villages was one of the most 

severe and long-lasting effects of the entire oil spill” (194).  

For Gregg, the disruptive effects of the oil spill represent the consequences of the 

colonialist resource exploitation:  

Just as uncontained crude oil has proven fatal to the wild coast, he decides, a second 
wave – of unleashed greed – now toxifies the coastal community. From the earliest days 

of Russian incursion, Alaska has hosted a sequence of economic booms: the boom trade, 
logging, gold and copper mining, fishing, Pipeline construction, petroleum extraction. 

Now it’s an oil spill: environmental holocaust turned growth industry. (Evans 155) 

By referencing the earliest encounter with the Russians, Gregg situates the modern 

exploitation of oil within the broader context of colonial history that framed Alaska 

as the land of plenty initiating the cycle of environmental impoverishment. His rather 

provocative statement, “environmental holocaust turned growth industry,” is a pow-

erful ethical critique of resource exploitation that causes irreversible destruction for 

profit. Referring to the “second wave of unleashed greed,” Gregg suggests that oil 

extraction not only contaminates the more-than-human world but that it contami-

nates communities, making them greedy and prioritizing profit while neglecting its 

environmental costs. 

Furthermore, the perspectives of Wassily and Daniel, the radio reporter investigat-

ing the cause of the spill, too, demonstrate and critique the underlying colonial power 

relations of the Last Frontier narrative. Wassily argues that what they are experiencing 

now resembles war: “It’s the same war kass’aqs [White people. Western uncivilization.] 

have been waging against Mother Earth and her creatures, including us original peo-

ple, since time immemorial” (Evans 184, original emphasis). He explains: “Just ask the 

Ogoni, in Nigeria. . . . Or the tribes of the Oriente, in Ecuador. Ask what’s left of the 

Osage, right here in the goods of old U.S. of A. They’ll give you an earful about what 

it’s like to go head-to-head with oil companies in defense of your life, your land” (184). 

Wassily here evokes the history of violence that characterizes the colonial encounter 

between the non-white and white world in the search for oil that connects geograph-

ically distant communities through the shared sense of dispossession. He also high-

lights what John Keeble describes as “the concomitant spiritual way of seeing that the 

Native people have formed over time” (9) that sets them apart from the “Western 
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uncivilization” (Evans 184). In this way, Wassily exposes the resource frontier as a site 

of violence, dispossession, and cultural erasure rather than progress. 

Daniel is passionate about finding out the reason for the spill on his own because 

he is deeply distrustful of the petroleum industry. His distrust is triggered by the 

attitude of the officials and the oil industry toward the coastal residents and espe-

cially Native Alaskans. His perspective highlights the continuance of colonial practices 

that treat Native Alaskans as outsiders. The oil company is assuring them, third 

month into the crisis,  

that subsistence foods are “probably” safe to eat. Are they kidding? Daniel can exactly 
picture Wassily narrowing his eyes in skepticism and distrust. How must it feel to be 

among the nth generation to inhabit Alaska continuously for millennia, only to have the 
same people who overran your land and dispossessed you of your aboriginal rights now 

tell you what you can and cannot eat? (233) 

Daniel’s distrust ties back to the first encounters between the Native Alaskans and 

the settlers who saw Alaska as a space to be “civilized” and explored, ignoring gener-

ations of Native Alaskans who populated the region. Gregg’s, Daniel’s, and Wassily’s 

perspectives thus reflect the ongoing effects of colonialism and critique the version 

of Alaska as the Last Frontier, emphasizing that Native Alaskans are, at the time of 

the spill, still affected by the decisions of those who have historically occupied their 

land.  

Evans’s novel, however, also features characters that challenge the version of 

Alaska as enduring frontier: As the spill’s detrimental environmental and social ef-

fects unfold, Gregg, Tess, and Lee are the figures Evans uses to confront the oil in-

dustry’s actions in deeply personal ways that expose the failure of the enduring fron-

tier. Gregg’s anger, Tess’s activism, and Lee’s sense of disillusionment reveal that 

Alaska cannot be “a place where economic development peacefully [meets] a wilder-

ness landscape” and protects the interests of everyone (Willis 129). Even before the 

oil covers the coast of Selby, the oil company assembles bird-cleaning centers where 

animals are being cleaned or stored for further examination. With the oiled and dead 

birds arrives the unsettling news of hundreds of dead otters, which causes fear: “‘I’m 

scared. Aren’t you? Things are already crazy and oil hasn’t hit us yet’” (Evans!71). 

These words anticipate the state some (not only Gregg) describe as an “environmental 

holocaust” (100) that emerges once the oil spill reaches Selby. On day six when “Selby 

gets greased,” Mammoth Petroleum “announces the hiring of unskilled workers for 

beach cleanup” (92). It will stipulate “a flat rate of twenty dollars an hour and addi-

tionally provide all-you-can-eat hot meals to all workers” (92). Furthermore, they offer 

“to pay hundreds of dollars a day in leasing fees” for everyone willing to lend their 

vessels and boats to transport the workers (92). The company’s “cheesy motto” “En-

ergizing our lives” enrages Gregg: “First you destroy the place we live in and wipe out 
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������ �������7�K�X�V�����Q�R�W���R�Q�O�\���R�U�J�D�Q���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���E�X�W���D�O�V�R���L�W�V���U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O��

�U�H�D�O�P���K�D�V���D���V�S�H�F�L�I�L�F���K�L�V�W�R�U�\�����D�V���W�K�H���O�D�W�W�H�U���K�D�V���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�H�G���R�Y�H�U���W�L�P�H���D�Q�G���K�D�V���E�U�R�X�J�K�W��

�I�R�U�W�K���G�L�I�I�H�U�H�Q�W���W�U�R�S�H�V�����,�Q���W�K�H���J�H�Q�U�H���R�I���K�R�U�U�R�U�����I�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����U�H�F�L�S�L�H�Q�W�V���P�D�\���E�H���K�D�X�Q�W�H�G��

�E�\�� �W�K�H�� �R�U�J�D�Q�V�·���G�R�Q�R�U���������� �������Z�K�L�O�H�� �L�Q�� �R�W�K�H�U�� �L�Q�V�W�D�Q�F�H�V�����W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �F�U�H�D�W�H�V���Q�H�Z��

�I�R�U�P�V���R�I���I�D�P�L�O�L�D�O���N�L�Q�V�K�L�S���R�U���U�R�P�D�Q�W�L�F���U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����2�·�1�H�L�O�O�������� ������!

�7�K�H�V�H���W�U�R�S�H�V���D�Q�G���V�W�R�U�\�O�L�Q�H�V�����K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����D�U�H���Q�R�W���F�R�Q�I�L�Q�H�G���W�R���W�K�H���U�H�D�O�P���R�I���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q���E�X�W��

�H�[�W�H�Q�G�� �L�Q�W�R�� �O�L�I�H�� �Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J�����$�X�W�R�E�L�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F�D�O�� �W�H�[�W�V�� �E�\�� �V�X�U�J�H�R�Q�V�� �D�U�H�� �Q�R�� �H�[�F�H�S�W�L�R�Q���Z�L�W�K��

�U�H�V�S�H�F�W���W�R���W�K�H���L�Q�I�O�X�H�Q�F�H���R�I���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V�����)�R�U���H�[�D�P�S�O�H�����7�K�R�P�D�V���5�����-�����7�R�G�G�·�V���D�X��

�W�R�E�L�R�J�U�D�S�K�\���%�U�H�D�W�K�O�H�V�V�����$���7�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W���6�X�U�J�H�R�Q�·�V���-�R�X�U�Q�D�O�������������� ���H�Q�J�D�J�H�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H�����������V��

�Z�K�H�Q���W�K�H���I�L�U�V�W���V�L�Q�J�O�H���D�Q�G���G�R�X�E�O�H���O�X�Q�J���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�V���Z�H�U�H���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���S�H�U�I�R�U�P�H�G��

�L�Q���7�R�U�R�Q�W�R���� �&�D�Q�D�G�D���� �,�Q���K�L�V���D�F�F�R�X�Q�W���� �7�R�G�G���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U�V���D���F�R�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�����$�V���D���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W�·�V��

�R�U�J�D�Q�V�� �E�H�J�D�Q���W�R���V�Z�H�O�O���� �W�K�H���P�H�G�L�F�D�O���W�H�D�P�� �F�K�R�V�H���W�R���O�H�D�Y�H���K�H�U�� �F�K�H�V�W�� �R�S�H�Q���� �F�R�Y�H�U�L�Q�J���L�W��

�Z�L�W�K���D�G�K�H�V�L�Y�H���W�D�S�H���W�R���U�H�O�L�H�Y�H���W�K�H���S�U�H�V�V�X�U�H�����7�K�H�U�H�I�R�U�H�����W�K�H���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W�·�V���K�H�D�U�W���F�R�X�O�G���E�H���V�H�H�Q��

� �́E�H�D�W�L�Q�J���D�Z�D�\���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���W�U�D�Q�V�O�X�F�H�Q�W���P�D�W�H�U�L�D�O�µ�������� �������&�O�H�D�U�O�\�����W�K�H���H�Q�F�R�X�Q�W�H�U���Z�L�W�K���V�X�F�K��

�D��� �́P�L�V�W�\���Z�L�Q�G�R�Z���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���F�K�H�V�W�µ�������� �����D�S�S�H�D�U�V���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���P�H�G�L�F�D�O���W�H�D�P�����Z�K�R��

�W�X�U�Q���W�R���D�Q���H�[�D�P�S�O�H���R�I���V�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�L�Y�H���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q���W�R���F�R�Q�F�H�S�W�X�D�O�L�]�H���W�K�H���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W����!

"#���R�X�U�� �G�L�V�W�U�H�V�V���� �D�V�� �Z�H�� �F�R�P�P�L�V�H�U�D�W�H�G�� �Z�L�W�K�� �H�D�F�K�� �R�W�K�H�U���� �V�R�P�H�R�Q�H�� �U�H�F�R�J�Q�L�]�H�G�� �W�K�H�� �U�H�V�H�P��
�E�O�D�Q�F�H���R�I���W�K�H���F�K�H�V�W���W�R���W�K�H���W�K�H�Q���S�R�S�X�O�D�U���D�O�L�H�Q���L�Q���W�K�H���P�R�Y�L�H���(�7�����7�K�D�W���F�R�P�P�H�Q�W���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G��
�W�K�H���F�R�P�L�F���U�H�O�L�H�I���W�K�D�W���Z�D�V���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�H�O�\���U�H�T�X�L�U�H�G���D�W���W�K�D�W���S�R�L�Q�W�����'�L�D�Q�H���Z�L�O�O���D�O�Z�D�\�V���E�H���U�H�P�H�P��
�E�H�U�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���,�&�8���D�V��� �́W�K�H���(�7���J�L�U�O���µ�������� ����!

�7�K�H���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���W�R���6�W�H�Y�H�Q���6�S�L�H�O�E�H�U�J�·�V���(���7�����W�K�H���(�[�W�U�D���7�H�U�U�H�V�W�U�L�D�O�����������������D�S�S�H�D�U�V���W�L�P�H�O�\���L�Q��

�W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���R�I���W�K�H�����������V���Z�K�H�Q���W�K�H���I�L�O�P���Z�D�V���W�K�H���K�L�J�K�H�V�W���J�U�R�V�V�L�Q�J���P�R�W�L�R�Q���S�L�F�W�X�U�H���R�I���D�O�O��

�W�L�P�H�����&�K�D�S�S�H�O�O�������(���7�����F�U�H�D�W�H�G���D���S�D�U�D�G�L�J�P���V�K�L�I�W���E�\���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�L�Q�J���D���G�H�F�L�G�H�G�O�\���K�D�U�P�O�H�V�V���D�O�L�H�Q��

�L�Q�V�W�H�D�G���R�I���S�U�H�Y�L�R�X�V���Y�H�U�V�L�R�Q�V���R�I���I�H�D�U���L�Q�V�W�L�O�O�L�Q�J���L�Q�Y�D�G�H�U�V�����6�S�L�H�O�E�H�U�J���Q�R�W�H�V����� �́)�R�U���W�K�H���E�H�W�W�H�U��

�S�D�U�W���R�I���I�L�Y�H���G�H�F�D�G�H�V�����+�R�O�O�\�Z�R�R�G���W�U�H�D�W�H�G���D�O�L�H�Q�V���D�V���K�R�V�W�L�O�H���L�Q�Y�D�G�H�U�V�����E�X�W���,���I�H�O�W���W�K�D�W���K�D�G��

�E�H�H�Q���G�R�Q�H���H�Q�R�X�J�K�����,���D�O�Z�D�\�V���U�H�J�D�U�G�H�G���W�K�H���K�H�D�Y�H�Q�V���D�V���D���V�R�X�U�F�H���R�I���J�U�H�D�W���V�R�O�D�F�H�����F�X�U�L�R�V��

�L�W�\�����D�Q�G���Z�R�Q�G�H�U���«�µ�����T�W�G�����L�Q���*�D�L�Q�H�V������ �������7�K�H���V�X�U�J�H�R�Q�V�·���D�V�V�H�V�V�P�H�Q�W���P�L�U�U�R�U�V���W�K�L�V���U�H�D�G�L�Q�J��

�R�I���W�K�H���D�O�L�H�Q���D�V���Q�R�W���R�Q�O�\���K�D�U�P�O�H�V�V���E�X�W���D�V���D���V�R�X�U�F�H���R�I���Z�R�Q�G�H�U�����7�K�H���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���W�R���(���7�����W�K�X�V��

�E�X�L�O�G�V���R�Q���F�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J���D�Q���D�Q�D�O�R�J�\�����,�Q���W�K�H���F�D�V�H���R�I���E�R�W�K���W�K�H���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���W�K�H���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�O�L�H�Q����

�W�K�H���X�V�X�D�O�O�\���F�R�Q�F�H�D�O�H�G���K�H�D�U�W���L�V���U�H�Q�G�H�U�H�G���Y�L�V�L�E�O�H�����7�K�H���K�H�D�U�W���R�I���W�K�H���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W���F�D�Q���E�H���V�H�H�Q��

�W�K�U�R�X�J�K���W�K�H���W�U�D�Q�V�O�X�F�H�Q�W���P�D�W�H�U�L�D�O�����W�K�D�W���R�I���W�K�H���D�O�L�H�Q���F�D�Q���E�H���V�H�H�Q���J�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���L�Q�V�L�G�H���K�L�V���U�L�E��

�F�D�J�H�����(���7���·�V���R�S�W�L�F�D�O���H�I�I�H�F�W�V���F�R�R�U�G�L�Q�D�W�R�U���0�L�W�F�K���6�X�V�N�L�Q���H�[�S�O�D�L�Q�V����� �́,���U�H�D�O�L�]�H�G���X�S���I�U�R�Q�W���W�K�D�W��

�W�R���J�H�W���R�Y�H�U���D�Q���D�X�G�L�H�Q�F�H�·�V���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O���U�H�Y�X�O�V�L�R�Q���W�R�Z�D�U�G���R�U�J�D�Q�V�����Z�H�·�G���K�D�Y�H���W�R���F�R�P�H���X�S���Z�L�W�K��

�V�R�P�H�� �Y�H�U�\�� �Z�D�U�P���� �I�U�L�H�Q�G�O�\�� �L�Q�Q�D�U�G�V�µ�����T�W�G���� �L�Q�� �*�D�L�Q�H�V������ �������,�Q�� �7�R�G�G�·�V�� �D�Q�H�F�G�R�W�H�����(���7���·�V��

� �́I�U�L�H�Q�G�O�\���L�Q�Q�D�U�G�V�µ���I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q���D�V���D���Y�H�K�L�F�O�H�����Z�K�L�F�K���Q�R�W���R�Q�O�\���O�L�N�H�Q�V���'�L�D�Q�H�·�V���K�H�D�U�W���W�R���W�K�D�W���R�I��
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�W�K�H���D�O�L�H�Q���E�X�W���V�R�R�Q���W�X�U�Q�V���K�H�U���H�Q�W�L�U�H���E�H�L�Q�J���L�Q�W�R���D�Q���D�O�L�H�Q���2�W�K�H�U�����6�K�H���E�H�F�R�P�H�V��� �́(�7���J�L�U�O���µ��

�+�H�U�H�����W�K�H���S�R�V�W���R�S�H�U�D�W�L�Y�H���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W���²���Z�K�R�V�H���R�U�J�D�Q�V���D�U�H���G�L�V�S�O�D�\�H�G���²���L�V���L�Q�W�H�U�W�H�[�W�X�D�O�O�\���O�L�Q�N�H�G��

�W�R���W�K�H���D�O�L�H�Q���D�Q�G���L�V���Q�R���O�R�Q�J�H�U���G�H�V�F�U�L�E�H�G���X�V�L�Q�J���P�H�G�L�F�D�O���W�H�U�P�L�Q�R�O�R�J�\��!

�:�K�L�O�H���W�K�H���U�H�Q�D�P�L�Q�J���R�I���'�L�D�Q�H���D�V��� �́(�7���J�L�U�O�µ���L�V���D�Q���L�Q�W�H�U�W�H�[�W�X�D�O���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���W�R���6�S�L�H�O�E�H�U�J�·�V��

�I�L�O�P�����L�W���D�O�V�R���U�H�V�R�Q�D�W�H�V���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���V�L�J�Q�L�I�L�F�D�Q�F�H���R�I���P�H�W�D�S�K�R�U�V���L�Q���P�H�G�L�F�D�O���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H���D�Q�G���L�O�O��

�Q�H�V�V���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V�����$�O�W�K�R�X�J�K���6�X�V�D�Q���6�R�Q�W�D�J���K�D�V���D�U�J�X�H�G���W�K�D�W���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q���L�P�D�J�H�U�\���P�D�\��

�F�R�Q�W�U�L�E�X�W�H���W�R���D�Q���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���R�I���D���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W���Z�L�W�K���D�Q���L�O�O�Q�H�V�V���D�V���D�O�L�H�Q�������� �������$�Q�L�W�D���:�R�K�O��

�P�D�Q�Q���V�K�R�Z�V���W�K�D�W���P�H�W�D�S�K�R�U�V���K�R�O�G���F�U�H�D�W�L�Y�H���S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O�����D�Q�G��� �́F�R�Q�W�L�Q�X�H�G���X�V�H���L�V���S�R�V�V�L�E�O�H��

�E�H�F�D�X�V�H���Q�H�Z���P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�V���D�Q�G���X�V�H�V���F�D�Q���H�P�H�U�J�H���I�U�R�P���H�Y�H�Q���W�K�H���W�U�L�W�H�V�W���P�H�W�D�S�K�R�U�V�µ�������� ������

�&�H�Q�W�U�D�O���W�R���V�X�F�K���S�U�R�F�H�V�V�H�V���R�I���U�H�F�O�D�L�P�L�Q�J�����K�R�Z�H�Y�H�U�����L�V���D�O�V�R���Z�K�R���H�P�S�O�R�\�V���D���J�L�Y�H�Q���P�H�W�D��

�S�K�R�U�����:�R�K�O�P�D�Q�Q�� �S�R�V�W�X�O�D�W�H�V���W�K�D�W��� �́>�D�@���O�L�Q�J�H�U�L�Q�J�� �T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q�� �F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�V�� �W�K�H�� �S�U�R�E�O�H�P�� �R�I��

�D�J�H�Q�F�\���� �:�K�R�� �H�[�D�F�W�O�\�� �L�V�� �G�R�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �Z�R�U�N�� �R�I�� �U�H�X�V�L�Q�J�� �P�H�W�D�S�K�R�U�V�"�µ���������� �������,�Q���%�U�H�D�W�K�O�H�V�V����

�'�L�D�Q�H���L�V���W�X�U�Q�H�G���L�Q�W�R��� �́(�7���J�L�U�O�µ���D�Q�G���G�R�H�V���Q�R�W���F�K�R�R�V�H���W�K�H���U�H�I�H�U�H�Q�F�H���K�H�U�V�H�O�I�����7�K�H���L�P�S�D�F�W��

�R�I�� �U�H�I�U�D�P�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H���S�D�V�V�L�Y�H�� �S�D�W�L�H�Q�W���D�V���D�O�L�H�Q���� �D�Q�G���W�K�X�V�� �D�V���L�Q�W�H�U�H�V�W�L�Q�J�����L�V�� �S�D�O�S�D�E�O�H���� �+�H�U��

�U�R�R�P���E�H�F�R�P�H�V���D���V�L�W�H���R�I���V�S�H�F�W�D�F�O�H�����7�R�G�G���U�H�F�D�O�O�V����� �́7�K�H���X�Q�L�W���D�Q�G���L�Q�G�H�H�G���W�K�H���Z�K�R�O�H���K�R�V��

�S�L�W�D�O���E�X�]�]�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���(�7���� �7�K�H�U�H���Z�D�V���D���U�H�J�X�O�D�U���T�X�H�X�H���R�X�W�V�L�G�H���W�K�H���Z�L�Q�G�R�Z���R�I���K�H�U���U�R�R�P����
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�P�R�G�H���W�K�D�W���L�V���F�R�P�P�R�Q�O�\���D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�H�G���Z�L�W�K���V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q�����7�K�H���S�X�U�V�X�L�W���R�I��� �́Z�K�D�W���L�I�µ���D�V���D��

�I�X�Q�G�D�P�H�Q�W�D�O���J�X�L�G�L�Q�J���T�X�H�V�W�L�R�Q���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V���D�Q���H�Q�W�U�\�Z�D�\���L�Q�W�R���W�K�H���V�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�L�Y�H���P�R�G�H���W�K�D�W��

�L�V���V�K�D�U�H�G���D�F�U�R�V�V���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O���D�Q�G���Q�R�Q���I�L�F�W�L�R�Q�D�O���J�H�Q�U�H�V���D�Q�G���I�R�U�P�V���R�I���Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J�����7�U�D�F�L�Q�J���W�K�H��

�U�R�O�H���R�I���V�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�L�Y�H���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���L�Q���S�K�\�V�L�F�L�D�Q�V�·���O�L�I�H���Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J�����W�K�H���I�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�R�Q���I�R�F�X�V�H�V��

�R�Q���D�X�W�R�E�L�R�J�U�D�S�K�L�F�D�O���W�H�[�W�V���E�\���W�Z�R���V�X�U�J�H�R�Q�V�����7�K�R�P�D�V���6�W�D�U�]�O�·�V��� �́,�Q���D���6�P�D�O�O���,�R�Z�D���7�R�Z�Q�µ��

�������������� �D�Q�G���K�L�V���P�H�P�R�L�U���7�K�H�� �3�X�]�]�O�H�� �3�H�R�S�O�H���� �0�H�P�R�L�U�V�� �R�I�� �D�� �7�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�� �6�X�U�J�H�R�Q�������������� ��

�D�Q�G���.�D�W�K�\���(�����0�D�J�O�L�D�W�R�·�V���D�O�U�H�D�G�\���G�L�V�F�X�V�V�H�G���+�H�D�U�W���0�D�W�W�H�U�V��&

�$�V���O�D�W�H���D�V���������������P�R�U�H���W�K�D�Q���W�Z�H�Q�W�\���\�H�D�U�V���D�I�W�H�U���W�K�H���I�L�U�V�W���K�H�D�U�W���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���K�D�G��

�P�D�G�H���K�H�D�G�O�L�Q�H�V���L�Q���������������7�K�R�P�D�V���6�W�D�U�]�O���U�H�P�D�U�N�H�G���D�E�R�X�W���R�U�J�D�Q���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q����� �́+�R�Z��

�Q�H�Z���W�K�L�V���I�L�H�O�G���U�H�D�O�O�\���L�V�����D�Q�G���K�R�Z���X�Q�H�[�S�H�F�W�H�G�µ������́6�P�D�O�O���,�R�Z�D���7�R�Z�Q�µ������ �������6�W�D�U�]�O�����Z�K�R���Z�D�V��

�W�K�H���I�L�U�V�W���W�R���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W���D���O�L�Y�H�U���L�Q�������������D�Q�G���Z�K�R���K�D�V���E�H�H�Q���F�D�O�O�H�G��� �́W�K�H���I�D�W�K�H�U��

�R�I�� �P�R�G�H�U�Q���V�X�U�J�L�F�D�O���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�µ�����%�O�D�F�N���H�W���D�O���������� ������ �V�W�L�O�O���D�V�V�H�V�V�H�V���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q��
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�D�V���X�W�W�H�U�O�\���Q�R�Y�H�O�����7�K�L�V���U�H�D�G�L�Q�J���R�I���W�K�H���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H���D�V���F�X�W�W�L�Q�J���H�G�J�H���L�V���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���V�X�E�V�W�D�Q�W�L�D�W�H�G��

�E�\�� �V�X�U�J�H�R�Q���%�X�G���6�K�D�Z���� �Z�K�R���U�H�F�D�O�O�V���D�� �F�R�Q�Y�H�U�V�D�W�L�R�Q���L�Q������������ �L�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���6�W�D�U�]�O���H�[�S�O�D�L�Q�V����

� �́<�R�X�·�U�H���U�L�G�L�Q�J���D���U�R�F�N�H�W���V�K�L�S���W�R���W�K�H���V�W�D�U�V�����\�R�X���N�Q�R�Z�����7�K�H���V�N�\�·�V���W�K�H���O�L�P�L�W�����6�K�L�W�����W�K�H���O�L�P�L�W�·�V��

�E�H�\�R�Q�G���W�K�H���V�N�\�µ���������� �������7�K�L�V���K�L�Q�W�V���D�W���W�K�H���Z�D�\���L�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���W�K�H���S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G���E�R�O�G�Q�H�V�V���R�I���W�U�D�Q�V��

�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �W�X�U�Q�V�� �W�K�H�� �S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H�� �L�Q�W�R�� �D�� �S�D�U�W�� �R�I�� �D�Q�� �L�P�D�J�L�Q�H�G���� �W�H�F�K�Q�R�O�R�J�L�F�D�O�O�\�� �I�D�F�L�O�L�W�D�W�H�G��

�I�X�W�X�U�H�����0�H�G�L�F�D�O���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H���L�W�V�H�O�I���E�H�F�R�P�H�V���D��� �́U�R�F�N�H�W���V�K�L�S���µ���D���Q�R�Y�X�P���R�I���W�H�F�K�Q�R�O�R�J�L�F�D�O���S�U�R��

�J�U�H�V�V���S�U�R�P�L�V�L�Q�J���K�R�S�H���I�R�U���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W�V����!

�6�W�D�U�]�O�� �K�D�G�� �D�O�U�H�D�G�\�� �H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G�� �W�K�H�� �W�L�H�V�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�Q�G�� �D�� �P�H�G�L�F�D�O�O�\��

�D�G�Y�D�Q�F�H�G���I�X�W�X�U�H���D�W���W�K�H���D�Q�Q�X�D�O���V�H�V�V�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���$�P�H�U�L�F�D�Q���&�R�O�O�H�J�H���R�I���3�K�\�V�L�F�L�D�Q�V���L�Q��������������

�Z�K�H�U�H���K�H���D�U�J�X�H�G���W�K�D�W���P�D�Q�\���D�G�Y�D�Q�F�H�V���L�Q���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���Z�H�U�H��� �́I�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���Q�H�H�G�V���D�Q�G��

�Z�L�V�K�H�V���R�I�� �G�H�V�S�H�U�D�W�H���S�D�W�L�H�Q�W�V���Z�K�R���K�D�G���W�K�H���P�L�V�I�R�U�W�X�Q�H���R�I�� �Q�R�W���E�H�F�R�P�L�Q�J���L�O�O���D�W���D���O�D�W�H�U��

�D�Q�G���P�R�U�H���F�R�Q�Y�H�Q�L�H�Q�W���W�L�P�H�µ�����7�K�H���3�X�]�]�O�H���3�H�R�S�O�H�������� �������7�K�L�V��� �́O�D�W�H�U���D�Q�G���P�R�U�H���F�R�Q�Y�H�Q�L�H�Q�W��

�W�L�P�H�µ���L�V�� �D�� �F�R�P�S�H�O�O�L�Q�J�� �Y�L�V�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �D�� �I�X�W�X�U�H�� �L�Q�� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���D�O�U�H�D�G�\���S�U�R�G�X�F�H�V��

�G�H�S�H�Q�G�D�E�O�H���U�H�V�X�O�W�V�����)�R�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J���W�K�L�V���Y�L�V�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H���D�V���D���P�R�U�H��� �́F�R�Q�Y�H�Q�L�H�Q�W���W�L�P�H�µ���W�R��

�E�H���U�H�T�X�L�U�L�Q�J���P�H�G�L�F�D�O���D�V�V�L�V�W�D�Q�F�H�����6�W�D�U�]�O���V�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�H�V���D�E�R�X�W���W�K�H���I�X�W�X�U�H���D�V���D���U�H�D�O�P���R�I���S�R�V��

�V�L�E�L�O�L�W�L�H�V���L�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���W�K�H���G�H�D�W�K���D�Q�G���V�X�I�I�H�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�X�U�J�H�R�Q���K�D�V���Z�L�W�Q�H�V�V�H�G���L�V���P�D�G�H���R�E�V�R�O�H�W�H����

�+�H���W�K�X�V���U�H�P�H�P�E�H�U�V���K�L�V���F�R�O�O�H�D�J�X�H�·�V���F�K�L�O�G�����D��� �́E�H�D�X�W�L�I�X�O���G�D�X�J�K�W�H�U�����Z�K�R���G�L�H�G���L�Q���F�K�L�O�G�K�R�R�G��

�R�I�� �D�� �G�L�V�H�D�V�H�� �W�K�D�W�� �Z�R�X�O�G�� �Q�R�W�� �K�D�Y�H�� �E�H�H�Q�� �I�D�W�D�O�� �L�I�� �L�W�� �K�D�G�� �F�R�P�H�� �D�� �I�H�Z�� �\�H�D�U�V�� �O�D�W�H�U�µ�����7�K�H��

�3�X�]�]�O�H���3�H�R�S�O�H�������� �������:�K�D�W���Z�D�V���R�Q�F�H���D���G�H�D�G�O�\���G�L�V�H�D�V�H���F�H�D�V�H�V���W�R���E�H���R�Q�H���L�Q���W�K�H�����U�H�V�S�H�F�W�L�Y�H����

�I�X�W�X�U�H�����6�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q���R�S�H�Q�V���D�Q���L�P�D�J�L�Q�D�W�L�Y�H���V�S�D�F�H���I�R�U���D�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�H���K�L�V�W�R�U�L�H�V���L�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���P�H�G�L��

�F�D�O�� �W�U�H�D�W�P�H�Q�W���� �D�Q�G�� �W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �L�Q�� �S�D�U�W�L�F�X�O�D�U���� �F�K�D�Q�J�H�� �W�K�H�� �F�R�X�U�V�H�� �R�I�� �S�D�V�W�� �H�Y�H�Q�W�V����

�+�H�U�H�����W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���L�W�V�H�O�I���F�D�Q���E�H���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�R�R�G���D�V���D���Q�R�Y�X�P���L�Q���'�D�U�N�R���6�X�Y�L�Q�·�V���V�H�Q�V�H��� �́D�V��

�D�Q���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���G�H�Y�L�D�W�L�R�Q���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���D�X�W�K�R�U�·�V���Q�R�U�P���R�I�� �U�H�D�O�L�W�\�µ�������� �������7�K�L�V���X�Q�S�U�H�F�H�G�H�Q�W�H�G��

�G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W�� �R�I�I�H�U�V���W�K�H�� �E�D�V�L�V���I�R�U���W�K�H���V�X�U�J�H�R�Q�·�V���W�K�R�X�J�K�W���H�[�S�H�U�L�P�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V���D��

�E�H�Q�H�I�L�F�L�D�O���I�R�U�F�H���L�Q���W�K�H���O�L�Y�H�V���R�I���W�K�R�V�H���I�R�U�W�X�Q�D�W�H���H�Q�R�X�J�K���W�R���E�H���E�R�U�Q���D�I�W�H�U���L�W�V���H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K��

�P�H�Q�W����!

�,�W�� �L�V�� �D�O�V�R�� �Q�R�W�H�Z�R�U�W�K�\���M�X�V�W�� �Z�K�R�� �6�W�D�U�]�O�� �L�P�D�J�L�Q�H�V�� �E�H�Q�H�I�L�W�W�L�Q�J���I�U�R�P���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�� �S�U�D�F��

�W�L�F�H�V�����%�\�� �V�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�L�Q�J���K�R�Z���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���F�R�X�O�G���K�D�Y�H���L�P�S�D�F�W�H�G���S�D�V�W���H�Y�H�Q�W�V�����K�H���H�Q�Y�L��

�V�L�R�Q�V���D�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�H�� �O�L�I�H�� �F�R�X�U�V�H�V�� �V�K�D�S�H�G�� �E�\�� �W�K�H�� �S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H�·�V�� �H�[�L�V�W�H�Q�F�H���� �,�Q��� �́,�Q�� �D�� �6�P�D�O�O�� �,�R�Z�D��

�7�R�Z�Q���µ���W�K�H�� �V�X�U�J�H�R�Q�� �P�X�V�H�V�� �D�E�R�X�W�� �K�R�Z�� �W�K�H�� �L�Q�W�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �L�P�P�X�Q�R�V�X�S�S�U�H�V�V�L�Y�H��

�G�U�X�J���F�\�F�O�R�V�S�R�U�L�Q�H���P�D�G�H���W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���H�D�V�L�H�U���D�Q�G���W�U�L�J�J�H�U�H�G���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���V�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�L�R�Q��!
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�6�W�D�U�]�O���F�R�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W�V���D�Q���D�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H���K�L�V�W�R�U�\���W�K�D�W���U�H�L�Q�W�H�U�S�U�H�W�V���W�K�H���S�D�V�W�����S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�L�Q�J���W�U�D�Q�V��

�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q���D�V���W�K�H���Q�R�Y�X�P���Z�L�W�K�L�Q���D���V�S�H�F�X�O�D�W�H�G���S�D�V�W�����+�R�Z���P�L�J�K�W���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���K�D�Y�H���F�K�D�Q�J�H�G����

�K�H�� �Z�R�Q�G�H�U�V���� �L�I�� �W�U�D�Q�V�S�O�D�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�� �K�D�G�� �E�H�H�Q�� �W�K�H�U�H���D�W�� �D�Q�� �H�D�U�O�L�H�U�� �W�L�P�H���W�R�� �P�D�N�H�� �L�W��� �́P�R�U�H��

�F�R�P�S�O�H�W�H�µ�"���6�W�D�U�]�O�·�V���S�K�U�D�V�L�Q�J���V�X�J�J�H�V�W�V���W�K�D�W���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���L�V���P�D�G�H��� �́P�R�U�H���F�R�P�S�O�H�W�H�µ���E�\���W�K�H��
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