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Abstract

The growing phenomenon of distance place attachment and distance activism can be seen 

in the extensive network o f non-visitors involved in the protection of places like the 

Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska. This type o f activism is not an anomaly, but 

rather an increasingly significant global phenomenon, which has gone largely 

unexamined by researchers of environmentalism, activism, wilderness, and place 

attachment. Distance activism encompasses the standard definition o f activism, with the 

addition that distance activists must not have had physical contact with the natural 

environment for which they are being active. I argue that distance activists’ actions and 

beliefs can be understood, in part, in terms of the conceptual frameworks of geopiety, 

topophilia, and place attachment. Furthermore, I argue that distance activism deserves a 

proper place in place attachment theorizing. Distance activism on behalf o f the Arctic 

Refuge is examined as a case study of this important phenomenon.
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Preface

The names of the distance activists discussed in this thesis have all been changed to 

protect their privacy. Many of the interviewees were unconcerned when I informed them, 

at the beginning of our interviews, that I would be changing their names and said that 

they believed it was not necessary. These activists are proud of what they do, believe it is 

right, and want others to know about the Arctic Refuge and to become involved in efforts 

to protect it. Though none of activists interviewed for this thesis are concerned about 

their efforts to protect the Arctic Refuge being made public, we as academics can never 

fully know the consequences of our research. These concerns have become of even 

greater relevance after the passage of the “USA Patriot Act” (formally known as the 

“Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to 

Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism”) in the U.S. Congress on October 31, 2001. This act 

can be used against those whose First Amendment activities are considered to be threats 

to national security by the Attorney General. Because o f the above reasons, and others, I 

have changed the names of the activists involved in this study and not included the cities, 

but only the states, in which they live. Readers with questions may contact the author.

9

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Acknowledgements

I would first like to thank my husband, Brenden Raymond-Yakoubian, for his 

encouragement, support, editing, and his personal concern for the Arctic Refoge. The 

process o f gathering information for this thesis and the writing of it have been punctuated 

by many threats to the Arctic Refuge and Brenden’s actions and words have greatly 

helped in the completion o f this work. I would also like to thank my parents, family and 

friends for their understanding, interest, and support.

My Graduate Committee has been very enthusiastic and very patient throughout 

this entire process and I thank them as well. Their input has been valuable and insightful. 

My committee members are James Gladden (Committee Chair), Kesler Woodward, and 

Mary Ehrlander.

My efforts to find distance activists from around the United States to interview for 

this thesis would have been much more difficult if it were not for the help and 

cooperation of several environmental groups: The Northern Alaska Environmental 

Center, The Alaska Wilderness League, and the Sierra Club. I thank them for their 

assistance in contacting members from their respective groups who were concerned about 

and active for the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.

Most importantly, I am deeply grateful to all o f the distance activists for the 

Arctic Refuge that responded to my requests for interviewees for this thesis. They took 

time out of their busy lives to discuss their involvement in this issue, which for most is 

deeply personal, and to share their private stories and thoughts with a total stranger, 

thousands of miles away on the telephone! I could have never completed this project 

without their help, their honesty, and their commitment to this issue. I am also grateful to

10

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the many activists that I did not have the opportunity to interview who responded to my 

requests after I had already reached my goal of conducting thirty interviews.

11

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Chapter One -  Introduction

This thesis is an examination of the motivations for environmental activism by 

those who fight for the protection and preservation of areas where they have never 

physically been. I label these people “distance activists.” In general, this thesis explores 

motivations for distance activism, and specifically it explores the motivations of distance 

activists for the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in Alaska. The Arctic Refuge has been 

part o f the political scene for decades and the fight for its protection has attracted 

thousands of followers. The central question of this thesis is, “Why does someone 

become active to fight for the protection of an area that he or she has never, and most 

likely will never, visit?” Also central to this thesis, and addressed in depth in the 

literature review chapter, is the question of why and how people become attached to 

certain natural areas or landscapes.

This research is significant in that environmental advocacy is an increasingly 

global phenomenon, and the memberships o f many environmental groups, as well as 

individuals, engage in advocacy for geographical regions they have never visited. This is 

particularly relevant for wilderness advocacy concerning Alaska, and even more so for 

the Arctic Refuge, in that the number of people who have lived in or visited this region is 

small and the distance between such areas and the majority of the world's population is 

great. The purpose of this study is neither validation nor refutation of the bases for which 

these activists make their advocacy personally meaningful; it is merely an investigative 

and analytical exercise designed to elucidate any processes and patterns within this

12
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phenomenon. It is also, peripherally, an attempt to better understand those who become 

and stay involved in distance activism.

In addition, a descriptive, cultural, analysis of “distance activists” is lacking in 

social science research. As mentioned above, distance activists are growing in numbers 

throughout the United States and such an analysis will contribute to our understanding of 

this social group, and may also be useful to environmental groups in determining how to 

recruit larger numbers of activists (though this is not necessarily a goal of this thesis). As 

Cuthbertson has noted, “Perhaps if only one thing remains clear after a review of the 

literature on environmental concern and behavior it is the feet that environmental 

activism is not well understood” (1992:35). I would argue that this is even truer for the 

study of distance activism.

Method

The information in this thesis has been obtained from three sources. My personal 

interest and involvement in this issue is what initially prompted my research, which has 

resulted in this thesis. My experience as a distance activist, and my participation in 

‘activities’ with other distance activists will be included, where relevant, throughout the 

thesis (my “participant observation”). Archival research was another method through 

which information for this study was obtained. Articles, books, and other publications 

that address activism, environmentalism, place theory, wilderness theory, and other such 

topics were extensively researched and are included in this thesis. The final, and most 

important research method, was the formed interviewing o f distance activists from
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throughout the United States. I interviewed thirty distance activists about their 

involvement and interest in actions to protect the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, the 

“place” on which this research focuses.

Interview participants for this research were found from several sources. I first 

obtained the member list of a local Fairbanks environmental group, the Northern Alaska 

Environmental Center (NAEC), which is intimately involved in efforts to protect the 

Arctic Refuge from development. I used this list to contact all NAEC members with 

email addresses living outside of Alaska. A standard message was sent describing the 

goals and purpose o f the research and requesting individuals who were interested in being 

interviewed to contact me. This message described the ideal interviewee as someone who 

was concerned about the fate of the Arctic Refuge, who had taken personal action to 

protect the Refuge from development, and who had never visited the Refuge. 

Additionally, I sent out the same message through a Sierra Club bulletin (paper) and an 

Alaska Wilderness League electronic mailing list. Some people who received my request 

through one of the above mediums also forwarded it on to others who they believed 

would be interested in participating.

Each individual that responded to my request to participate in an interview 

received a response from me that described the interview process, the probable length of 

the interview, and asked for convenient dates and times to conduct the interview. I 

attempted to set up an interview with each person who responded to my request and who 

fit the criteria I outlined. Each interview was conducted over the telephone and recorded

14
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on cassette tapes (with the consent of the interviewee). A total of thirty interviews were 

conducted.

Limitations

This study, like others involving participant interviews, is limited by the 

interviewees' willingness to give full disclosure of their feelings, motivations, and 

personal values as related to their distance activism. Additionally, though I have only 

interviewed thirty distance activists for the Arctic Refuge, out of thousands across the 

country, I am using these interviews to make broad generalizations about distance 

activism in general and pertaining to the Arctic Refuge in particular. As such, there will 

undoubtedly be activists to whom my conclusions do not apply.

This study is also limited, in a way, by the fact that participants must not have 

ever personally visited the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, but must have been active in 

efforts to prevent oil and gas development there. The thirty participants were also “self

selected” in that I only requested participation through email and interested parties 

responded to me.

Assumptions and Biases

All researchers work under a basic set of assumptions and biases. I believe it is 

best to lay them out for the reader, rather than forcing the reader to discern them on his or 

her own. We are at a critical point in the U.S. regarding environmental activism,
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especially after the events of September 11th, 2001. People will continue to be active for 

places they have never been to; places that symbolize the values in which people believe.

There are definable reasons why people are active for places they have never been 

to, and illuminating those reasons is a goal o f this thesis. An understanding of why 

activists find certain places so appealing and important that they would spend time being 

active on their behalf may help us define for the rest of the country why these places 

should be saved.

Because o f my own personal involvement in the issue of oil and gas development 

in the Arctic Refuge it is impossible for me to claim total objectivity in this study. My 

involvement in the environmental community, my own past efforts to protect the Arctic 

Refuge and the feet that I have recently visited the Arctic Refuge, have all contributed to 

my beliefs about distance activism and activists and the Arctic Refuge issue itself. 

Though some may see this as fault in my research, I believe it to be a benefit. I see it as 

such in that my own personal experiences have given me some measure o f insight into 

the mind of an activist, which has perhaps allowed me to ask questions of my 

interviewees which penetrate into their belief systems and motivations for their actions.

Defining Activism and Distance Activism

A definition o f activism and distance activism is essential to this study. It was 

required that my interviewees be ‘activists’ for the Arctic Refuge to participate. The 

definition of activism which with I worked throughout the course of this research 

includes the idea that someone must take outward action about, rather than just be

16
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contemplative or concerned about, an issue -  in this case the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge. The action must go beyond a person’s personal lifestyle to qualify as activism, 

i.e. he or she must take some outward action that is visible to others. Distance activism 

encompasses the same definition of activism, with the addition that the distance activist 

must not have had physical contact with the natural environment for which he or she is 

being active. So, for this thesis, interviewees must never have been to the Arctic National 

Wildlife Refuge, but must have taken outward actions to protect it. The distance activists 

interviewed have taken actions such as writing letters to and calling their congressional 

representatives in Washington, D.C. as well as representatives from other states who may 

be considered “swing votes” on the Refuge issue. Many have written letters to President 

Clinton and Vice-President Gore (in office when many o f the interviews took place), and 

have left opinion messages on the White House comment line. And some activists have 

written various oil corporations involved in development o f the North Slope. Some of the 

activists interviewed have participated in lobbying training and activities both in 

Washington and in their home states. For some of the distance activists their outward 

actions have also included giving slideshows or other presentations to family and Mends, 

the interested public, and in classrooms.

Thesis Framework

Chapter two of this thesis is a history of the establishment of the Arctic Refuge 

and some of the political battles that have been fought over it. Chapter three is a review 

of the literature relevant to this study, including cultural geography, anthropology,

17
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wilderness research, and environmental economics. Chapter three also integrates some 

analysis of the interviews conducted with activists into the literature review. Chapter four 

addresses the interviewees and the interviews. The activists’ responses to the major 

questions that were the focus of the interviews are examined and discussed. Topics for 

future research and my conclusions are addressed in chapter five. There are two 

appendices to this thesis. The first appendix includes short “biographies” of each of the 

distance activists interviewed. This is included so that readers can reference it to find 

information such as which state an activist is from and what his or her occupation is. The 

second appendix is a collection of images of the Arctic Refuge and oil development on 

the North Slope. Fifteen of the images come from groups promoting development of the 

Refuge for oil and gas development and fifteen of the images come from groups 

promoting protection of the Refuge.

18
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Chapter Two—The Arctic National Wildlife Refuse

This chapter is a brief examination of the debate surrounding the Arctic National 

Wildlife Refuge in northeast Alaska, with a specific look at the coastal plain of the 

Refuge, a large portion of which is known as the ‘1002 area’ (pronounced ten-oh-two 

area). The Arctic Refuge debate has been ongoing for decades, and has involved 

numerous government agencies, environmental groups, tribal organizations, and private 

interests. The central issue in this debate has been whether or not the 1002 area of the 

coastal plain should be opened for oil and gas exploration and development. Other 

important topics have been the possible impacts of development on the Porcupine 

Caribou Herd, Alaska Native peoples, national security, international treaties, migrating 

wildlife, and wilderness and recreation values.

The issue of oil and gas development in the Arctic Refuge has recently come into 

the spotlight in terms of attention given to it by the American media, public, and 

government because of increases in oil prices and the concern over national energy 

security. The issue has even gained international recognition, particularly with the 

Canadian government. The potential impacts of 1002 oil and gas development on 

wildlife, native subsistence and culture, current and future oil prices, and the nation’s 

wilderness and recreation resources are great.

19
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Figure 1: Map of the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. From the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service website (www.arcticwildlife.org/fws/shademap.html, 2002).
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Figure 2: Map of the “1002 area” of the Arctic Refuge. From Clough et al. 1987:7.
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Location

The Arctic Refuge is located in the northeast comer of Alaska. Its eastern 

boundary is the Canadian border, and its extreme western border is the Atigun River. To 

the north is the Beaufort Sea, and the southern boundary is the Keele Mountains. The 

total area of the Refuge is 19.5 million acres. The 1002 area of the coastal plain of the 

Refuge, the focus of this thesis, is 1.5 million acres in size and its eastern and western 

boundaries are the Canning and Aichilik Rivers, respectively. To the west o f the Refuge 

coastal plain are the Prudhoe Bay oil fields and the Trans-Alaska Pipeline. To the east of 

the Refuge is the Canadian border, Iwavik National Park, Vuntut National Park and the 

Mackenzie oil fields (see figures 1-3).

Climate

The Arctic Refuge includes a range of climactic conditions from the coastal plain 

of the Beaufort Sea south, across the Brooks Range, and into the Yukon Flats Basin 

region. North of the Brooks Range the climate is considered Arctic. The summers are 

short and cool, generally cloudy with the warmest temperatures usually occurring in July 

and averaging forty-one degrees Fahrenheit. Maximum summer temperatures rarely rise 

above eighty-six degrees Fahrenheit. Snow and below-freezing temperatures may occur 

at any time throughout the year. Winters are characterized by very cold temperatures 

(February averages minus four degrees F). Extreme low temperatures can drop below 

minus eighty degrees Fahrenheit with wind chill. The coastal plain receives little

22
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Arctic N ational 
Wildlife Refuge

Figure 3: Map o f the Arctic Refuge, including adjacent Canadian parks. From the
Conservation GIS Support Center 

(www.conservationgiscenter.org/maps/htnil/arctic_bound.html, 2002).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

http://www.conservationgiscenter.org/maps/html/arctic_bound.html


24

precipitation, but during the summer, soils are usually quite wet. High winds along the 

coast are common throughout the year (DOI 1988:61-62).

South of the Brooks Range the climate is described as continental subarctic, 

experiencing great temperature extremes. The entire Refuge is north of the Arctic Circle 

(latitude sixty degrees) and experiences days when the sun is continuously above or 

below the horizon (ibid.).

Topography

Three distinct physiographic regions exist within the Arctic Refuge. The 

northernmost portion is the arctic coastal plain, which is low to moderate in relief and 

which varies in width from a few to forty miles. The Brooks Range, a continuation of the 

North American Rockies, comprises most of the Refuge. The southeast portion lies on the 

Porcupine Plateau, which is a broad upland of moderate relief. The Arctic Refuge 

encompasses examples o f all types of northern ecosystems from tundra to mountainous 

terrain to boreal forest (DOI 1988:62-63).

Oil and Gas Potential o f the Arctic Refuge Coastal Plain

In 1987 the United States Geological Survey (USGS) and the Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM) published an estimate of the amount of oil beneath the Arctic 

Refuge coastal plain (Clough et. al. 1987). According to the 1987 data there is between 

590 million (ninety-five percent certainty) and 9.24 billion (five percent certainty) 

conditional, economically recoverable barrels o f oQ, with a mean of 3.2 billion barrels in
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the coastal plain (ibid.:vii, 56, 79). There is a nineteen percent chance of finding an 

economically recoverable oilfield (440 million barrels). These estimates use the 

“significant economic assumption” that the price o f a barrel of oil will be thirty-three 

dollars at the time of recovery. In 1998 the USGS published another report, which was a 

reassessment of the oil and gas potential of the coastal plain. The 1998 estimate for 

technically recoverable oil was between 4.3 (ninety-five percent certainty) and 11.8 (five 

percent certainty) billion barrels of oil, with a mean of 7.7 billion barrels (USGS 

1998:AO-4). The total assessment area used by the USGS includes three miles of off

shore state water areas in addition to the 1002 area (ibid.:AO-6). According to the USGS, 

“the mean estimate shows that at a market price of fifteen dollars per barrel no 

economically recoverable oil exists in the 1002 area” (ibid.:AO-4). The price of oil today 

(February 2002) is currently around twenty dollars per barrel.

Culture History

There are two groups of indigenous people who occupy and/or use the Arctic 

Refuge region. To the north are the Inupiat Eskimos of Barter Island. Barter Island is in 

the Beaufort Sea north o f the coastal plain and has one settlement, Kaktovik. Kaktovik is 

the only settlement within the Refuge and is the closest to the 1002 lands. The Inupiat are 

highly dependent on sea mammal resources, specifically the bowhead whale, for their 

subsistence needs. The Inupiat o f the northern coast of Alaska are considered to be 

“whale people” (Spencer 1981:279) whereas the Gwich’in Indians are considered to be 

“caribou people” (Slobodin 1981:515). The Inupiat also hunt land mammals such as

25
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caribou (Porcupine and Central Arctic herds) and other far bearers (Arctic Slope 

Regional Corporation [ASRC] 1990:22-25; Smith 1981:351). The Inupiat at Kaktovik 

have estimated that they take an average of 100 caribou from the Porcupine herd each 

year as of 1982 (Jacobson and Wentworth 1982:35).

To the south of the Arctic Refage are the Gwich’in Athabascans. Arctic Village is 

the most prominent Alaskan Gwich’in village (there are fifteen villages in Alaska and 

Canada) and is located directly outside the southern border o f the Arctic Refage. Caribou 

from the Porcupine Caribou Herd are the most important food source for Arctic Village 

residents. All of the Gwich’in villages utilize the Porcupine Herd to some extent. Arctic 

Village community members estimate that they may take up to 1000 caribou from the 

Porcupine Herd per year (Clough et al. 1987: 40). The caribou also have great 

sociocultural importance as indicated by the hunting rituals, hunting techniques, forms of 

sharing the caribou, and the prestige associated with being a good caribou hunter 

(Slobodin 1981: 516-517).

Wildlife

Within the Arctic National Wildlife Refage, including the 1002 area, there are at 

least thirty-six species of fish. The coastal plain contains some important overwintering 

and spawning areas for these species. Approximately 163 species o f birds use the Arctic 

Refage and the coastal plain is a prime summer breeding ground. Some bird species 

travel from as far away as Antarctica, Africa and South America to use the coastal plain. 

There are five marine mammal species that live on or adjacent to the coastal plain: polar
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bears, ringed and bearded seals, and bowhead and beluga whales. Polar bears are the 

marine mammal probably most threatened by development in the 1002 area. Many 

female polar bears use the 1002 lands for on-shore denning (DOI 1988:92; Clough et al. 

1987:30). Polar bears have been known to abandon their dens when disturbed, for 

example, in 1985 after 3-D seismic testing was done in the 1002 area (Alaska Wilderness 

League [AWL] n.d.-a.).

There are thirty-six terrestrial mammals that inhabit and use the Arctic Refuge 

coastal plain. The Porcupine Caribou Herd is the largest population o f land mammals. 

The herd ranges over 96,100 square miles in Alaska and Canada. The coastal plain of the 

Arctic Refuge is the key calving area of the Porcupine herd. The yearly migration to the 

calving grounds on the coastal plain is the most consistent o f all herd movement patterns 

and involves its entire population. The calving grounds are important because they are in 

an area o f reduced predator danger, provide relief from mosquito harassment, and 

because o f the high quality o f food sources found there (DOI 1988: 105; Clough et al. 

1987:21-26).

Oil and Gas Potential o f the Arctic Refuge Coastal Plain

Earliest discovery and occupation of the Refuge region was, of course, done by 

the Inupiat and Athabascan peoples of Alaska and Canada, starting probably at least 

10,000 years ago (Rennick 1993; Clough et al. 1987:40, 45). The first non-native 

description o f the northern part o f the Refuge comes from Sir John Franklin’s 1826 

voyages in search of the Northwest Passage (Woodward 1993:26; Spencer et al. 1979:99).
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Figure 4: Map of the Porcupine Caribou Herd’s annual migration route. From the
Conservation GIS Support Center 

(www.conservationgiscenter.org/maps/html/arctic_bound.html, 2002).
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Other explorers, traders, and whalers also found their way along the coastal plain of the 

Refuge in the decades that followed (Spencer et al. 1979:99).

Between 1922 and 1926 Olas and Margaret Murie traveled through much of 

northeast Alaska (not yet designated as the Refuge) and the Brooks Range. Olas Murie 

conducted numerous scientific studies in the Refuge region. The results o f his research 

were later used in the efforts of the conservation community to establish an arctic reserve 

(Murie 1997; Spencer et al. 1979:103-110).

Conservationist Robert Marshall, a friend of the Muries, also played a role in 

early efforts to create a northern reserve. He spent a great deal of time living and 

exploring in the Brooks Range region (Marshall 1933). In 1938 Marshall recommended 

to Congress that all of Alaska north of the Yukon River, except a small area near Nome, 

be declared off limits to development: “in the name of a balanced use o f American 

resources, let’s keep Alaska largely a wilderness!” (Nash 1982:200-208; Spencer et al. 

1979:101; Marshall 1938:213).

In 1944 the U.S. Department of the Interior issued a report about oil seepages on 

the Alaskan Arctic Slope. Some of these seepages were located in what is now the Arctic 

Refuge coastal plain. The conclusions of the report were that there may be great 

resources on the Arctic Slope and that the region should be further explored (DOI 

1944:9). This report was published after the DOI issued Public Land Order 82 in 1943 

which proclaimed all of Alaska’s land north of the crest of the Brooks Range reserved for 

national defense purposes (AWL n.d.-b; Spencer et al. 1979:103). In 1957 Secretary of 

the Interior Fred Seaton took the initial steps necessary to revoke Public Land Order 82
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shortly after hearing Olas Murie speak about the proposed Arctic Wildlife Range 

(Spencer et al. 1979:107).

In 1959 and 1960 hearings were held in the U.S. Senate to discuss the 

introduction of legislation to create an Arctic Wildlife Range. Alaska senators Gruening 

and Bartlett were vehemently opposed to the proposed legislation (U.S. Senate 1959, 

1960; Spencer et al. 1979:108-113). The Tanana Valley Sportsman’s Association, the 

Fairbanks Chamber of Commerce, and the Fairbanks Daily News Miner all endorsed the 

legislation (AWL n.d.-b.). In 1960 the legislation was blocked by the Senate but Fred 

Seaton, then Secretaiy of the Interior, established the 8.9 million acre Range by executive 

proclamation and revoked Public Land Order 82 (AWL n.d.-b.; Spencer et al. 1979:110).

Though the Arctic Refuge itself became part of the national agenda as early as the 

1920s-1930s, development o f the coastal plain of the Refuge was not a recognized issue 

until the 1970s. It was also at this time that the initial debates over the Alaska National 

Interest Land Claim s Act (ANILCA) legislation took place in Congress and when several 

studies on the oil and gas potential of the Alaskan arctic coastal plain were completed.

In the 1970s the focus was on Prudhoe Bay and the Trans Alaska Pipeline. There 

was, however, some debate concerning the coastal plain during hearings about the Alaska 

National Interest Land Claims Act (ANILCA) (Clough et. al 1987; Coates 1993:309). 

During the ANILCA debates, members of Congress expressed concern both with the oil 

and gas potential o f the Refuge as well as with wilderness and wildlife values (Clough 

et. a l 1987:1-3). In 1980 Congress passed ANILCA. Because o f concern over the fete of 

the Arctic Refuge coastal plain expressed prior to its passage, Section 1002 was included
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in the act. This provision required that l.S million acres o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain 

be set aside for study to determine its oil and gas potential because o f the belief that there 

may be large oil and gas reserves beneath the coastal plain (ibid.: 1-4; Westermeyer 

1987:2). This decision was made because of the proximity of the Refuge coastal plain to 

other known oil fields in Alaska and in Canada. Prudhoe Bay is located to the west and 

Canada has developed oil fields to the east of the Refuge, thus many believed that there 

may be large oil and gas reserves beneath the coastal plain. The House favored 

wilderness designation for the coastal plain at this time, many members believing that h 

was time our country learned from past mistakes in the lower forty-eight. The Senate, 

however, felt that a wilderness designation was too rash and would be locking-up more of 

Alaska’s potentially oil rich lands (Coates 1993:308-316).

Section 1002 also required that the Department of the Interior conduct biological 

and geological studies of the coastal plain area (now known as the 1002 area) and provide 

Congress with the results and a recommendation (the results of which were Clough et al. 

1987 and DOI 1988). No decisions regarding the development of the coastal plain can be 

made without the approval of the Congress. The passage of ANILCA in 1980 enlarged 

the Arctic Wildlife Range from 8.9 to 19.5 million acres and changed its designation to 

the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge.

Section 1002 authorized preliminary oil and gas exploration in the 1002 lands as 

part o f the research needed to issue a final report. In the summers o f 1983-1985 oil 

industry exploration crews visited the area by helicopter to make field observations and 

to obtain samples. A gravity survey, by helicopter, was also conducted in 1983. During
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the winter months o f 1983-1985 3-D seismic data was collected across all of the 1002 

area. DOI’s analysis of the data collected by the industry from 1983-1985 was, according 

to the 1987 report, done by BLM and USGS officials (not industry). The analysis of the 

data led to the conclusion that there is a nineteen percent chance of recovering 3.2 billion 

barrels of oil from the 1002 area (Clough et al. 1987).

In 1986 the Trustees for Alaska et aL took legal action against the DOI and U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS). Trustees et al. alleged that the DOI’s plans to circulate 

the report/Legislative Environmental Impact Statement (LEIS) for public comment 

concurrently with its submission of recommendations to Congress (and to forward 

comments subsequently) was a failure on the part o f DOI and FWS to comply with the 

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and that they must also provide public 

participation opportunities prior to the report’s submittal to Congress. The court ruled in 

favor of Trustees, and the DOI was required to prepare a draft report/LEIS for review and 

public comment, and public meetings were ordered to be held in Alaska and elsewhere. 

The DOI responses to public comments were required to be published locally before or at 

the time of submittal to Congress. The DOI subsequently made the report/LEIS available 

for comment and received 11,361 letters (3,707 supporting wilderness designation). 

Public bearings were held in Kaktovik, Alaska, Anchorage, Alaska, and Washington, 

D.C. (no meetings were held in any of the Gwich’in communities) (Clough et a l 1987:5

6; Coates 1993:309).

In January 1987 Congressman Udall o f Arizona introduced a bill to designate the 

coastal plain o f the Arctic Refuge as wilderness and Senator Roth introduced
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complementary legislation in the Senate (AWL n.d.-a.; Coates 1993:312). In February of 

1987 Congressman Don Young o f Alaska introduced a bill in opposition to Udall’s, 

which called for the opening up of the Arctic Refuge to oil leasing. Senators Murkowski 

and Stevens introduced the complementary legislation in the Senate (ibid.). In each 

session of Congress since 1987 these bills (or similar ones) have been continuously 

debated in the House and Senate.

Also in 1987, the State o f Alaska, Canadian Territorial governments, and local 

users signed an international agreement for the management of the Porcupine Caribou 

Herd. The agreement was intended to encourage “long-term conservation” of the herd. 

This agreement also stipulates that any activity which has the potential to impact the 

Porcupine Caribou Herd or its habitat would be subject to impact assessments and 

review, and possibly mitigation measures. An eight-member “Porcupine Caribou Board” 

was also formed as a result of this agreement to provide recommendations and advice and 

to encourage information exchange (DOI 1988:8).

In 1987 the Department o f the Interior issued the required coastal plain resources 

assessment report that recommended to Congress that the entire 1002 area be opened to 

oil and gas leasing. The research for the report was part of the process needed to create a 

plan for what should be done about the Arctic Refuge coastal plain. The final 

recommendation o f the Secretary o f the Interior in the report/LEIS was to open up the 

1002 area for foil oil and gas leasing. The recommendation was never authorized by 

Congress. The report examined the possible effects o f oil exploration, development, and 

drilling on the environment. The report identified three areas where major impacts may
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occur: the Porcupine Caribou Herd, muskoxen, and native subsistence (Clough et al. 

1987). Secretary of the Interior Hodel cited a dependence on foreign oil imports as the 

major reason why he recommended pursuing the potential reserves o f the Arctic Refuge 

coastal plain. He intimated that the state of Alaska already had enough declared as well as 

de facto wilderness without the coastal plain (Clough et. al. 1987:472-479, Letter from 

Hodel, 1-2).

The 1987 report made predictions concerning the impact of development on the 

Porcupine Caribou Herd based on the status of the Central Arctic herd at Prudhoe Bay. 

The report argued that because the Central Arctic herd had in fact increased in numbers 

since the development of Prudhoe oil fields that the same would be the case for the 

Porcupine herd. Another report by FWS in 1987, however, argued that the increase in the 

numbers of the Central Arctic herd resulted from their predators having been impacted 

negatively by development and because the pipeline parallels (rather than bisects) 

summer herd migrations (Coates 1993:207-208). The 1987 Clough et aL report read as 

heavily biased towards development in the 1002 area, so much so that many thought that 

the DOI had made a decision even before researchers had collected their data (as the 

Trustees lawsuit also leads one to believe). The 1988 FWS report was a management plan 

for the entire Refuge and did not include an assessment of the impact of oil and gas 

development.

The National Wildlife Federation (NWF) published a response to the DOI 1987 

report soon after its release (NWF 1987). The NWF was very critical o f the DOI report 

on many levels. One area o f criticism was the DOI’s comparison o f the Porcupine
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Caribou Herd to the Central Arctic Caribou Herd (in the Prudhoe Bay region). The NWF 

report argued that the two herds are not comparable because they occupy different types 

of terrain. They also argue that there was currently (1987) not enough information to state 

whether or not development at Prudhoe Bay had had a negative impact on the Central 

Arctic herd (and to then extrapolate that development in 1002 would not have a negative 

inpact on the Porcupine herd). The Federation also pointed to the need for much more 

research on other mammal and fish species (ibid.: 17-22.).

Much subsequent research has been conducted on the oil and gas potential of the 

1002 area by outside investigators since the 1987 DOI report was released. One concern 

that consistently arises is that of non-disclosure. Both the DOI and USGS reports do not 

make available all o f the data and methods used to establish their estimates. This makes it 

hard for any other specialists to evaluate their results. Many independent assessments, 

such as that prepared by Lookout Mountain Analysis (Georold 1998), are also critical of 

USGS (and DOI) claims that oil from the Arctic Refuge would have a significant inpact 

on national energy security or aggregate domestic oil production (see also Powell 1991). 

Lookout’s analysis bases its claims on the shrinking estimates o f future oil prices 

(assuming, from a year 2000 perspective, that the current rise in oil prices will not be 

long-lived, this view is still tenable) and recent projections of an extended life for TAPS 

and North Slope oil production into 2040 (Georold 1998).

In 1988 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service issued its Comprehensive Plan for the 

Arctic Refuge. This report left management of the Refuge at status quo, including the 

1002 area (DOI 1988). The purpose o f the planning action was to develop a
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comprehensive conservation plan for the Refuge, and it was prepared in compliance with 

ANILCA, the Wilderness Act, and NEPA. Because Section 1002 of ANILCA required 

the previously discussed report/EIS (Clough et al. 1987), all of the management plans 

considered in the 1988 plan/EIS treat the 1002 lands as a minimal management area 

pending congressional action. The final recommendation of the 1988 plan/EIS was “No 

Action” -  in other words, to manage the Refuge (including the 1002 area) as they were 

already doing (DOI 1988:414).

In 1998 the USGS issued a reassessment o f the oil and gas potential o f the 1002 

area. This report was based on a reevaluation of previous work (published under Clough 

et al. 1987) and new data collected in 1995-1997. Though this report did not make any 

specific recommendations to the Federal Government, it did highlight the importance that 

the USGS believes an oil field such as the one thought to lie beneath the coastal plain 

could have on domestic oil production and foreign oil imports. Thus, it can be considered 

a recommendation for development. The USGS report covers only an oil and gas 

assessment and did not examine the biological or human environment. The report 

increased the estimate of the amount o f potential oil and gas beneath the Arctic Refuge 

coastal plain to a mean of 7.7 billion barrels (USGS 1998:AO-4, 5).

During the 1990s, the Arctic Refuge debate played a large role in national 

politics. In 1995, an Arctic Refuge drilling provision was attached to the budget, and 

passed both houses of Congress. President Clinton vetoed the bill, largely because of the 

Arctic Refuge provision, and as a result the government was shut down. During the 

Gore-Bush presidential race, the Arctic Refuge became an important issue o f contrast
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between the two candidates and their vice-presidential selections, even during nationally 

televised debates. President George W. Bush has stated his strong support of Refuge 

drilling while in office, and has urged its inclusion as part o f a national energy policy. In 

2001, the House o f Representatives passed a bill with Arctic Refuge drilling as a 

provision; however, in the Senate a drilling provision was defeated 99-1 when drilling 

advocates realized they did not have the votes necessary for passage. The Senate will be 

taking up energy policy in early 2002, and the Arctic Refuge issue is already playing a 

major part in the debates.

Interest Groups

The economics of the Arctic Refuge debate revolve around oil. If it were not for 

the facts that “black gold” fuels the economy of the state of Alaska and that the United 

States is dependent on foreign imports o f oil, there probably would be much less 

controversy over the fate of the coastal plain. The nation, the state, oil companies, and 

private individuals are all interested in the economics o f the oil potential o f the coastal 

plain

The United States government is interested in the 1002 area because of its 

potential for increasing domestic oil production and its ability to reduce dependence on 

foreign imports o f oil from “unstable” Middle Eastern countries. The U.S. is also 

interested, however, in the other values that the coastal plain holds, such as wildlife, 

scenic, cultural, and wilderness values. Because the land is federally owned, the 

government is required to do scientific studies to assess all o f the values o f the coastal
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plain before any development occurs. It is logical to state, though, that the U.S. 

government potentially has more to gain through development o f the coastal plain’s oil 

and gas resources than by declaring it a wilderness or giving it some other kind of 

protected status.

The state of Alaska also has a great deal of interest in the coastal plain for 

economic reasons. The budget o f the state relies primarily on oil revenues produced by 

taxation of the oil industry and lease sales (see Morehouse 1984, Coates 1993, Young 

1992 for relevant discussion on the state of Alaska’s dependency on oil revenues). 

Prudhoe Bay and surrounding oil fields are all still in production, but are declining. In 

order to ensure future income for the state budget, state legislators must either find new 

oil fields to develop or find some way to diversify the economy. It seems much easier to 

promote exploitation of resources known to exist under the coastal plain than to look into 

other sources o f revenue. Opening up the 1002 area for development would also create 

jobs for Alaskans. The exact number of jobs that would be created (and the residency of 

those who would fill them) is debated, however. One study by the Wilderness Society 

found that a national energy efficiency program would create an average of ten times 

more jobs than would be created if the coastal plain were to be opened (Byrnes 1995).

The state government o f Alaska has long taken a position in favor of opening up 

the coastal plain for development. The current governor, Democrat Tony Knowles, has 

even given his official endorsement for development by writing an introduction to the 

North Slope Borough and Arctic Slope Regional Corporation’s information booklet titled 

The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge: I t ’s People, Wildlife Resources, and Oil and Gas

38

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Potential (Office of the Governor 1996). Furthermore, the Alaska state legislature has 

appropriated millions of dollars to Arctic Power1, a lobbying group that works to promote 

opening the Refuge to oil development.

Alaska’s U.S. Senators Frank Murkowski and Ted Stevens, and Congressman 

Don Young have personal economic interests in coastal plain development, beyond 

national and state concerns. A 1996 Environmental Action article outlines that between 

1990-1996 Senators Murkowski and Stevens received $122,835 and $90,425 respectively 

from oil and gas related Political Action Committees (PACs). For the same period, 

Alaskan Congressman Young received $188,005 from oil and gas PACs. The U.S. Public 

Interest Research Group found that, on average, those who voted in favor of drilling in 

the 1002 area received $78,000. This is four times the average donation to those opposing 

drilling in the 1002 area (Schapiro 1996).

The above information leads us to the economics o f interest group actions on this 

issue. For convenience, we can divide the involved interest groups into two groups, those 

in favor of and those opposed to development of the Arctic Refuge coastal plain. It is 

clear that groups in favor of development have larger financial assets at their disposal 

than do those opposed to development. The same Environmental Action article discussed 

above states that between 1992 and 1994 “corporations or corporate PACs advocating a 

scaling back o f environmental regulation gave twelve times as much in political 

donations as ‘pro-environment’ advocates: $24 million versus $2 million” (1996). There 

are no specific numbers available for the coastal plain issue, but there is no reason to

1 Arctic Power’s web site can be accessed at www.anwr.org. Several of die images in Appendix Two are 
from this web site.
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believe the situation is much different than that presented above for environmental issues 

in general.

Another article, from the Congressional Quarterly Weekly, says that according to 

the U.S. Public Information Research Group, ARCO, BP-Amoco, Exxon, and Chevron 

have made more than $8.7 million dollars in campaign contributions to give the oil 

industry more access to federal lands, most notably the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge 

(1999). The collective contributions of these four corporations exceeds the total 

contributions of the “ideological PACs” (which includes, but is not limited to, 

environmental PACs) by $7 million (Schapiro 1996). If  “money talks,” then it is obvious 

to whom legislators are lending their ears.

As noted above, the debate over the economics of the issue has been centered on 

oil. Other sources of revenue for the state of Alaska (or individual residents of the state) 

have been largely ignored. There are numerous small hunting, air-travel, and eco-tourism 

businesses that derive income from services they provide to individuals wanting to visit 

the Arctic Refuge. Many people visit the Arctic Refuge because of its undeveloped 

character, oil and gas development on the coastal plain would surely have an impact on 

these businesses (in terms o f both access to the area and numbers of people wanting to 

visit an industrially developed arctic region).

The oil industry unquestionably has the most to gain economically by the 

development o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain. The oil industry is motivated only by 

profit. If  there were not a great deal of money involved in this issue, they would not be 

making such huge campaign contributions to legislators. Some have argued that oil
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services companies actually stand to gamer the greatest profit, as opposed to oil 

production companies (for example, see Lovins and Lovins 2001). The federal 

government and Alaska’s state government also stand to make large financial gains from 

the proposed development. It is the environmental groups, the groups clearly 

disadvantaged by their inability to keep up with industry’s financial contributions that 

have the least to gain economically2.

Much of the political conflict surrounding the Arctic Refuge debate can be traced 

to differences in opinion about what the central issue actually is. Those on the 

development side see the issue as one o f economics and national security. If the oil 

industry is allowed to go in and develop it they will profit economically, the state of 

Alaska will profit economically, and the nation will profit from increased national 

security. To those promoting development, economic benefits clearly outweigh any 

negative impacts o f development, especially because no one has yet been able to put a 

price on the vistas of the coastal plain, the Porcupine Caribou Herd, or Gwich’in 

traditional culture.

Those against development identify the issue in quite different terms. For 

“environmentalists” it is an issue o f wildlife and wilderness: the survival of a huge and 

intact ecosystem unlike anywhere else on earth. For the Gwich’in it is an issue of the 

survival of their culture. For both environmentalists and the Gwich’in, the coastal plain is

41

2 It is also the case that many distance activists, often members of the referenced environmental groups, 
have little if  anything to “gain” from protection of the Refuge. This is especially true since many of them 
never plan to visit the Refuge and those that would like to visit there will expend considerable personal 
monetary resources to do so.
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worth more than the oil beneath it, whatever the amount. Because the groups involved all 

identify the issue differently, it has become a very complex situation.

The two groups of Alaska Natives that have been involved in this debate, the 

Inupiat and the Gwich’in, have taken opposite positions. Many Inupiat of the North 

Slope are in favor of oil and gas development on the coastal plain. The Gwich’in Nation 

of Alaska and Canada is strongly opposed to any development of the coastal plain and 

favors a wilderness designation.

The Inupiat have “embraced and prospered” from oil development on the North 

Slope (Rosen 1995, Office of the Governor 1996, Economist 1991). Approximately forty 

percent of the North Slope Borough work force works directly or indirectly for the oil 

industry and seventy-one percent of the Borough’s annual revenues are generated by 

property taxes on oil field equipment and installations (Office of the Governor 1996: 

Letter from Ahmaogak). In addition, the Kaktovik Inupiat Corporation owns some 

coastal lands surrounded by the 1002 area of the coastal plain.

While they favor coastal plain oil development, the Inupiat ardently oppose 

offshore oil development (see, for example, Patterson 1996, Coates 1993, DOI 1990). 

The most important subsistence food for the Inupiat is the bowhead whale, a marine 

mammal. The Inupiat oppose oflshore development because o f the high probability of 

spills or other accidents that could impact the bowhead population and therefore their 

culture. Whaling and activities surrounding whaling are considered the most important 

community activities. The Inupiat stress that these activities exemplify cultural values
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and allow participants to pass these values on to younger generations (Jacobson and 

Wentworth 1982:48-53).

In a sense, the Inupiat have become dependent on the oil industry. Their 

communities are now so highly reliant on the jobs and income that the oil corporations 

bring in that they are willing to speak out in favor o f something that may radically alter or 

destroy the culture o f their traditional neighbors, the Gwich’in, and some o f the resources 

on which they themselves depend on (the caribou). As mentioned earlier, the publication 

The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge: I t’s People, Wildlife Resources, and Oil and Gas 

Potential (1996), is endorsed and produced by the Office o f the Governor, die North 

Slope Borough, and the Arctic Slope Regional Corporation specifically to promote 

development of the coastal plain. The Inupiat are also featured in many oil industry 

publications and web pages promoting development in the 1002 area, and can also be 

seen in industry commercials discussing how North Slope oil development has not 

damaged their traditional lands and has improved their quality of life. Many Gwich’in, 

however, are angered by the willingness of many (but not all) Inupiat to support the oil 

industry: “We cannot stand by and let them sell our children’s heritage to the oil 

companies” (Patterson 1996).

The Gwich’in Nation fears that development of the coastal plain will destroy their 

traditional way of life, which centers on the Porcupine Caribou herd. The people o f the 

Gwich’in Nation as a  whole still lead a very traditional lifestyle, with well over half of 

their food coming from the land (Patterson 1996, Gemmill 2000 personal 

communication). In Arctic Village approximately 90% of the households had at least one
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member caribou hunting in 1995 (Patterson 1996). The DOI has acknowledged that 

development on the coastal plain, the Porcupine Caribou herd’s calving grounds, could 

cause changes in the herd’s migration patterns (Clough et aL 1987:118-123). If the herd’s 

migration patterns change it could be disastrous for the Gwich’in people.

It is the opinion of this author that the Gwich’in people are feeing what one elder 

has called their “cultural genocide.” Unfortunately they have little recourse beyond the 

lobbying and educating they have been doing for years through the Gwich’in Steering 

Committee and other groups, because they do not own any of the 1002 lands. Nor do they 

have the backing or financial support o f the state or the federal government. They are 

backed by numerous environmental groups, none of whom make the Gwich’in the focus 

o f their Arctic Refuge campaigns, however. The oil corporations, along with Alaskan 

delegates like Frank Murkowski, seem to believe that they know what is best for the 

Gwich’in and that “it’s inevitable that these people will have to change” (Earth Island 

Journal 1990, Murkowski 2000 personal communication.).

There is no easy solution to this problem that will satisfy all involved. The best 

solution is not always the easiest solution, however. This author feels that the only moral 

and just solution is for the U.S. Congress to declare the Arctic Refuge coastal plain a 

wilderness area and to protect it from all future development efforts. It is unacceptable to 

leave the 1002 area “potentially” available for oil and gas development because it leaves 

the Gwich’in people “potentially” open to losing their traditional way o f life. This is a 

human rights issue and all parties involved should take into consideration that other oil 

fields do exist and that alternative sources of feel can be created, but there is no other
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Gwich’in Nation. “This is a simple issue. We have the right to continue our Gwich’in 

way of life. We are caribou people. We still do caribou dance, sing caribou song, wear 

the hide, use bone for tools, and tell the story. Caribou is how we get from one year to 

another. Oil development in their calving and nursery grounds would hurt the caribou and 

could destroy our culture and our way of life” (Gwich’in elder Sara James in Earth Island 

Journal 1990).
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Chapter Three—Literature Review

The study of “place,” activism, and “distance use” of resources are three of the 

most important areas of research for this paper. I have reviewed extensive amounts of 

literature from all three ‘areas,’ as well as others, and have come to the conclusion that 

there has been no red examination of the ‘attachment to place from a distance’ (Le. 

attachment to a place one has never been to) and certainly never an examination of 

‘distance activism’ as defined at the beginning of this work. As a result, I have taken the 

relevant portions of previous research and integrated them into this chapter, while making 

only passing reference to a large body of research only indirectly related to my current 

study of distance activism.

One framework through which we may be able to better understand the 

motivations of distance activists is that o f “place” or “place attachment” studies. 

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz has noted that a serious focus on the study of place is very 

recent in anthropology (Geertz 1996:259-262). Many anthropologists have done work 

that fits under the rubric of “place studies,” but not until the 1990s did this area of study 

receive concentrated attention from the discipline (see for example, Jackson 1994; 

Entrikin 1991; Duncan and Ley 1993; Gupta, Ferguson and Rouse 1992; Hirsch and 

O’Hanlon 1995; Myers 1991; Kelley and Francis 1994, and others).

The study of place has been, however, integral to the field of geography or 

cultural geography where a focus on “place” has deeper roots. The renowned cultural 

geographer Yi-Fu Tuan, in particular, has been important in the development of an
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understanding of place and place attachment. Tuan’s work, as well as that of another 

geographer, Susan Graber, will be a focus of this chapter.

The fields of environmental philosophy, environmental ethics, and environmental 

economics have also produced literature that is related, but mostly not directly relevant to 

this study. While some authors in the above fields have briefly touched on issues such as 

the “off-site use” of wilderness areas or national parks, and the “existence value” or 

“intrinsic value” of natural areas, none have done research on distance activism or the 

ethical, philosophical, or economic motivations or repercussions of such beliefs and 

actions. Such works will be discussed where relevant.

All o f the above bodies of literature have contributions to make to the study of 

distance activism. What I intend to do is to use them to examine the semiosis of meaning 

for the distance activists interviewed, how they attach meaning to signified objects; in 

other words, how space becomes place. For most people, the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge is just a space on the map, for these distance activists, it has become an important 

and even sacred, Place.

Yi-Fu Tuan and Topophilia

The cultural geographer Yi-Fu Tuan introduced the concept of topophilia in his 

1974 book, also titled Topophilia. Tuan defines topophilia as “the affective bond between 

people and place or setting,” and which is “diffuse as concept, vivid and concrete as 

personal experience...” (1974:4). Topophilia is an important idea in understanding place 

attachment because it is an all-encompassing concept which includes “all of the human

47

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



being’s affective ties with the material environment” (Tuan 1974: 51) and can therefore 

include those who feel strong attachments to distant places which they have never visited.

Tuan discusses how an individual’s topophilia can be variable in mode of 

expression, intensity, subtlety and emotional range (1974:93, 247). Some o f the many 

reasons that topophilia can arise, as identified by Tuan, are visual pleasure, enjoyable 

physical contact, familiarity, ability to invoke the past (nostalgia), pride of ownership or 

creation, means of gaining a livelihood, and animal health and vitality (ibid.). Though 

these are all positive, there may also be other reasons, some more ‘negative,’ that 

topophilia could arise such as the feet that a place is threatened, disagreeable physical 

contact, the physical or mental challenge of a place, its intrinsic value, its bequest value, 

its global climactic value, its mythical value, and surely there are others. In their 

interviews, distance activists were able to identify many of the above as reasons for their 

strong feelings about the Arctic Refuge.

The majority of the activists interviewed had no knowledge of the existence of the 

Arctic Refuge until some aspect of the debate over its fete came into their purview (in 

other words, they were not ‘wilderness connoisseurs’ who knew of its existence for 

reasons other than its controversial status). Tuan has noted, “human places become 

vividly real through dramatization” and that places gain their identity by “dramatizing the 

aspirations, needs, and functional rhythms of personal and group life” (1977:178). In 

other words, the feet that the Arctic Refuge is in the midst of a long-lived and important 

controversy, some would say an “environmental drama,” has brought it to the forefront of 

many activists minds and actions. The Arctic Refuge also symbolizes the aspirations and
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needs of many in the environmental community. These needs and aspirations vary greatly 

from the appreciation o f aesthetic beauty to the desire to preserve important habitats.

The Arctic Refuge has o f late become one of the most powerful symbols in the 

debate over environmental issues in this country. It is used by environmental groups as a 

symbol o f all environmental battles that have been fought in the U.S., and as being one of 

the most important (certainly the most important in current times) battles that will be a 

defining moment in how this country appropriates wild lands. The Arctic Refuge is also 

used by pro-development groups as a symbol of the grip environmental groups have over 

national politics, as a symbol of a solution to our energy needs, and as way to increase 

national security by decreasing foreign oil imports.

The symbolic value of the Arctic Refuge is one of the most important values it 

holds for many distance activists. One activist, Samuel, has said of the Arctic Refuge that 

“this is the line in the sand.” For another activist, Allison, the Refuge symbolizes the way 

that human beings once related to the land, a way that she wishes we could once again; 

‘The soul of mankind came from having an Earth that interacted with nature and didn’t 

have too much of an impact on it...” And for Sarah, the coastal plain and the caribou 

symbolize the whole cycle o f life, “this is where caribou moms have their babies.” The 

meanings and symbolic values that other activists attach to the Arctic Refuge will be 

discussed in more detail in the following chapter. As Tuan has noted of symbols, “an 

object is also taken as a symbol when it casts a penumbra of meanings, when it calls to 

mind a succession o f phenomena that are related analogically or metaphorically to each 

other” (1974:23). “A symbol is a part that has the power to suggest a whole” (ibid.), the
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Refuge has the ability to suggest many different things to many different people, but all 

o f them would likely recognize its ability to symbolize contemporary environmental 

discourse and debate.

In addition to being a symbolic place, the Arctic Refuge is also a mythical place 

for the distance activists I interviewed because they have never visited the actual place. 

Some o f the interviewees have seen numerous images of the Refuge, others very few. In 

either case, the image of the Refuge that each distance activist holds in his or her mind is 

not created out of any reality that the activist has experienced, but rather what the activist 

has shaped in their own minds. Tuan has also discussed the mythical space as, “an 

intellectual construct. It can be very elaborate. Mythical space is also a response of 

feeling and imagination to fundamental human needs. It differs from pragmatic and 

scientifically conceived spaces in that it ignores the logic o f exclusion and contradiction” 

(Tuan 1977:99). Images of the Refuge that activists have created in their minds often take 

into account very specific information about lifecycles and habitat, as well as more 

‘romantic’ ideas o f what the place should look like. Some descriptions, as Tuan noted, do 

ignore contradiction; either contradiction with what I as researcher (and someone who 

has been to the place) factually know, or with statements the activists themselves had 

previously said during our interviews. “Symbolic space offers good examples o f how the 

human imagination works. Space becomes symbolic when it intimately conjoins human 

and social facts with those of nature” (Tuan 1993:172). This is exactly what activists 

have done when creating their personal images o f the Refuge: combined human and 

social facts with those of nature, as well as including factors from their own imaginations.
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Many of our feelings toward specific places are based on the visual; is it 

aesthetically pleasing to us? If a place is ‘beautiful’ and ‘majestic’ we are likely to find it 

more appealing and to become emotionally attached to it. Tuan believes that our, 

“response to environment may be primarily aesthetic” (1974:93). Distance from a place, 

however, can also have an impact on how we view it:

The farther out the world lies, the simpler it seems and the more readily one 

perceives it in an evaluative-aesthetic, as distinct from ‘swooning,’ mode. 

Psychological distance is paralleled, in this case, by geographic distance. No 

wonder the visual is widely considered the aesthetic experience (Tuan 1993:166).

The visual is important in another way, as well. Many Americans feel the need to 

document their experiences at certain places throughout the U.S. Tuan has noted that, 

“Much o f modem sightseeing seems to be motivated by the desire to collect as many 

National Park stickers as possible. The camera is indispensable to the tourist, for with it 

he can prove to himself and to his neighbors that he has actually been to Crater Lake” 

(1974:95). This is not true, though, for many of the distance activists that I interviewed 

that have no intention of ever visiting the Arctic Refuge. This is, 1 believe, an important 

way that many distance activists differ from other nature-loving Americans. They do not 

have the same desire to visit, and document to prove their visit, to this place which they 

have such strong feelings of topophilia towards.
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Tuan has also realized another quality possessed by many activists that points 

towards the need for more social science research examining the motivations behind 

activism.

People tend to suppress that which they cannot express. If an experience resists 

ready communication, a common response among activists (“doers”) is to deem it 

private-even idiosyncratic-and hence unimportant. In the large literature on 

environmental quality, relatively few works attempt to understand how people 

feel about space and place, to take into account the different modes of experience 

(sensimotor, tactile, visual, conceptual), and to interpret space and place as 

images of complex-often ambivalent-feelings (1977:6-7).

Many of the activists I interviewed informed me that they had never once considered why 

they were doing what they were doing (i.e. their activism to protect the Refuge) before I 

asked them to verbalize it. Some of the interviewees said that once they had agreed to the 

interview, and realized that one of my questions was going to be about why they were 

doing what they were doing, they spent a great deal of time thinking about this and 

attempting to explain it to themselves. Perhaps it is through the intervention of social 

science that we can persuade the “doers” to express the inexpressible, so that we may 

better understand the sense of place.

Another theme that Tuan has touched on, and which seems to be important for 

many distance activists for the Arctic Refuge, is the connectedness of place with the past,
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particularly the American past, and the history of the American West. Many of the 

activists I interviewed are not necessarily espousing a patriotic attachment to place, 

though it does play a role with some, but rather an awareness of American history. As 

Tuan has noted, “awareness of the past is an important element in the love of place” 

(1974:99). Several activists, with their awareness o f American history, see the Arctic 

Refuge as a “last chance” or a “chance to do it right.” Rose, for example, discussed her 

belief that if the Refuge were developed, and the Porcupine Caribou Herd negatively 

impacted, the Gwich’in people would likely suffer the same fete as other American 

Indian groups in the lower 48 states that had been impacted by Euro-American expansion 

and development, that “they will disintegrate as a people.” Several other activists 

discussed the feet that there are large, unimpeded migrations of caribou in the Refuge, 

and that it was once common to see large herds of buffelo throughout North America.

“The cult of the past”, however, also “calls for illusion rather than authenticity” 

(Tuan 1977:194). Much of the environmental community, as well as the activists I 

interviewed, speak of the Arctic Refuge in terms of its “pristine” and “untouched” 

condition. In a way, this vision of the Refuge is an illusion. The coastal plain region of 

the Refuge (as well as the rest o f it) has been used for millennia by native peoples. It has 

also been the location of some limited oil and gas exploration activities, as well as 

national defense activities, and most recently recreational activities. Much of the 

evidence for these activities has disappeared through time or has been purposely 

removed, but the area has certainly not been exempt from the impact of humans as it is 

often portrayed.
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Alaska and the North in general have their own literature emphasizing the 

climate, size, and general character of the land that has given it its own personality (Tuan 

1993:179). One activist, Dale, discussed how he was strongly impacted by the works of 

Jack London {Call o f the Wild, etc.) as a child, and how they helped form his vision of 

Alaska and the North. This activist, as well as others, asked me numerous questions at the 

conclusion of our interviews about life in Alaska and in Fairbanks. Among other things, 

many of them had accepted the “icebox” image of the state that has been perpetuated 

since first exploration and still is even today.1 The feet that temperatures in interior 

Alaska can reach the nineties during summer months is not widely known.

Tuan has also discussed the symbolic nature of space and spaciousness in the

Western world and how they are associated with freedom (1977:54, 56). The activists

interviewed almost universally identified the size and/or openness o f the Refuge as one of

its most important physical characteristics. The vast open spaces of the Refuge suggest

calmness, wildness, serenity, and also invoke nostalgia for the way the whole o f North

America once was. Images of the Refuge used by environmental groups, as well as the

phrases associated with them, reinforce the feelings identified by activists. “Anything

large or exceptional in some other way has the power to command attention; and

attention is the beginning o f respect” (Tuan 1993:156-157). This is certainty true of the

activists interviewed, many of who identified the size of the Refuge as something that

they were in awe of and which they could not actually grasp with their minds. Tuan

1 Tuan says, for example “some people prefer to live in, and not just visit, the desert and windswept plains. 
Alaskans may develop a liking for their frozen landscapes. Most people, however, prefer a more 
accommodating environment as their home, although they may wish to stimulate their aesthetic palate with 
an occasional visit to the desert”(Tuan 1974:114). See also Coates 1993, for a lengthy discussion of the 
“icebox” image of Alaska.
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believes that it is unusual for one to have topophilic feelings towards “a large territory” 

and that places that are large enough to fulfill “man’s biological needs” are more likely to 

create strong feelings in individuals (1974:101). He also notes, though, that it is easier for 

people to “more readily identify with an area if it appears to be a natural unit” (ibid.). 

Almost all of the activists interviewed identified the feet that the Refuge is large enough 

to still be an intact and viable ecosystem as one of the reasons that it is so important to 

them.

As I mentioned earlier, the topic of distance activism is never specifically 

mentioned in any o f the literature I have reviewed. Tuan does, however, briefly address 

the appreciation of landscapes from a distance:

Another place may lack the weight o f reality because we know it only from the 

outside [i.e. never experienced it personally]—through the eyes as tourists, and 

from reading about it in a guidebook. It is a characteristic of the symbol-making 

human species that its members can become passionately attached to places o f 

enormous size, such as a nation-state, of which they can have only limited direct 

experience” (1977:18).

Although Tuan has stated that he believes it unusual for people to become attached to 

“large territories,” it is not necessarily impossible or infrequent due to our “symbol- 

making,” conceptual capacities. We have the ability to connect with distant objects,
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people, and places with limited or no direct experience with them based on our 

experiences with other objects, people, and places.

One final topic that is relevant here and which Tuan addresses is that of the 

sacred. “Topophilia is richly informed by the reality of environment when it combines 

with religious love or scientific curiosity” (Tuan 1974:124). In the case of the 

interviewees, there is no “reality” of the environment since they have never been there. 

But the Refuge is a very real place to all of them. Several interviewees mentioned 

science, and the possibility of new and important discoveries in various fields, as part of 

the reason they had such strong feelings for the Refuge. Religious love was also implied 

by some o f the interviewees who discussed the perfection of ecosystems and the feet that 

humans could only make things worse.

Though, “God” or a creator was only mentioned specifically by three of the 

distance activists interviewed, the feet that the Refuge is a sacred place for many of them 

was very clear. Tuan has addressed this idea o f the sacrality of places:

Generally speaking, sacred places are the locations of hierophany. A grove, a 

spring, a rock, or a mountain acquires sacred character whenever it is identified 

with some form of divine manifestation or with an event of overpowering 

significance (1974:146).

It is clear, from my interviews, that these activists most certainly see the Refuge and its 

fete as an “event of overpowering significance.” For some, development of the Arctic
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Refuge coastal plain would be a significant loss in terms of animal rights, for others it 

would be a loss in terms of failure to inhibit the expansion of corporate greed and 

globalization. Each activist has his or her own set of reasons about why the Refuge is of 

such overpowering significance, and those reasons contribute to the feelings of 

sacredness that activists feel towards the Refuge.

Though Tuan does not discuss the idea of distance activism for places in his 

concept of topophilia, the coupling of sentiment with place (1974:113) is critical for 

understanding the attachments that activists have for places they have never visited. The 

sacredness of natural places, wilderness in particular, has been briefly addressed by Tuan, 

but is looked at in much greater detail by Graber, whom we will turn to next.

Linda Graber and Geopiety

Linda Graber is also a geographer and a contemporary of Tuan. Her monograph, 

Wilderness as Sacred Space (1976), is an excellent source for wilderness theorists and 

researchers interested in the importance of place. The main concept in Graber’s work is 

geopiety. Graber defines geopiety as, “an aspect of religious feeling with connotations of 

reverence, propitiation, affection, and compassion” (1976:5). Geopiety is “direct worship 

toward the earth” (ibid.), and “human worship directed toward the spirit or character o f a 

place” (1976:6).

Many of the activists I interviewed may be uncomfortable with the word 

“worship” being used to describe their actions for and feelings towards the Arctic Refuge 

because of its religious connotations. A definition of the word from Webster’s Collegiate
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Dictionary, however, I think accurately describes the behavior of many activists: 

“extravagant respect or admiration for or devotion to an object o f esteem” (1993:1365). 

Graber frequently uses the word “religious” or the phrase “religious experience” when 

discussing wilderness and feelings towards it. This, like the word “worship,” may cause 

some discomfort in readers, but I find Graber’s definition o f “religious experience” to be 

appropriate to the type of activities and experiences we are discussing: “...the former 

[religious experience] is a sudden illumination of individual consciousness” (1976:1). I 

think this an appropriate definition because it seems, through my interviews and personal 

experiences, that most activists have become involved in this issue because o f a sudden 

revelation or “illumination” of the ways in which the Arctic Refuge symbolized an 

import value or belief that they hold.

Much of Graber’s monograph is spent discussing the ‘wilderness ethic,’ or purist 

ideas about wilderness and attitudes about proper conduct toward it. The wilderness ethic, 

she believes, has influenced a large portion o f the American public and the resultant 

“intense emotion and rigid codes of conduct associated with wilderness areas suggest a 

motivation beyond the practical” (1976:x). This is certainly true of distance activists 

whom, beyond their intense emotions for the Arctic Refuge, also take outward action to 

protect it, it would appear are “motivated beyond the practical.” We can see that this is so 

in two ways. First, there is no scientific evidence that has conclusively shown that 

disruption or destruction o f any part o f the Refuge will negatively impact the global 

climate, and such potential destruction therefore will most likely not have any impact on 

the activists’ personal health. Second, when asked how oil and gas development on the
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coastal plain of the Refuge would impact their lives, most activists answered that it would 

not impact their lives, except to make them sad or angry—something from which we 

assume they could easily recover. So it seems, based on the knowledge at hand, that the 

actions these people are taking beyond are what is practically necessary. They must have 

some sense of a wilderness ethic in their lives and must be acting upon it.

Sacred space can have such power over people that for some it can be seen as 

fascinating and attracting, while at the same time the “fear of sacred power adds an 

element of absolute unapproachability” (Graber 1976:4). Many of the interviewees told 

me that they have no desire to ever visit the Refuge and that just knowing it’s there and 

protected is enough for them. Is it because o f this aura of unapproachability? Is it because 

the Arctic Refuge is geographically so distant from them that travel there seems too 

difficult? Undoubtedly the reasons for not caring to visit the Refuge vary for each 

activist. But the element of fear may be playing a role in a lack of desire to visit the place 

they have spent so much time and energy protecting. One activist verbalized that she 

would actually be afraid to visit the Refuge in person for fear of damaging it in some 

way. Others, such as Rick, expressed similar concerns such as wanting to use a 

wilderness guide that had a strict “leave no trace” policy if he were to ever visit. This 

power of sacred space is probably best epitomized by the actions of the Gwich’in people. 

The Gwich’in, none of whom were interviewed for this research, have traditionally never 

visited the coastal plain of the Arctic Refuge out of respect for the female caribou who 

travel there to deliver their calves, as well as out of a fear that if they did visit they may in

59

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



some way negatively impact the calving and thereby jeopardize their main subsistence 

food (Gemmill 2000 and others).

Further, “sacred space is exceptionally strong and impressive, making profane 

space seem formless in comparison” (Graber 1976:4). The Arctic Refuge, and activist’s 

impressions of it, certainly agrees with the above statement. The vast open spaces, the 

towering mountains, the large herds of migrating caribou, etc., have all left very strong 

impressions on the activists I interviewed. Profane, everyday, non-unique landscapes 

such as industrial areas of a city, strip malls, and other such areas would be much less 

likely, if possible at all, to invoke feelings o f geopiety in an individual.

Graber believes that “man needs wilderness for its hypnotic effect (metaphorically 

speaking), which puts him in a receptive mood for contact with sacred power. Wilderness 

helps man achieve transcendence” (1976:11). Several of the Arctic Refuge activists I 

interviewed did express a desire to visit the Refuge. Their descriptions of experiences in 

other wilderness type settings fit with Graber’s view of its hypnotic effect on people. A 

few o f the interviewees described life-changing events or moments that they had 

previously experienced. Perhaps their desire to visit the Refuge, with its contested status 

and other natural characteristics, is a desire to attempt to repeat those experiences.

Wilderness purists will often go to lengthy measures to protect landscapes with 

which they are enamored, as Graber describes here:

Many purists seem to experience a moment o f transcendence when they first 

encounter their personal ideal landscape. This encounter thrills and shocks the
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purist so deeply that his perception of the landscape is changed forever: for him, it 

becomes sacred space. A purist’s ideal landscape fascinates and attracts him to 

such a high degree that he may uproot his family and move to this personal sacred 

space. If this is impossible, he will at least visit it at every opportunity. The purist 

may invest a great deal of effort in defending his ideal landscape from harm, 

studying it for deeper appreciation, attempting to capture this moment of 

transcendence in their verbal images and to understand its power to transform 

perception (1976:40).

Graber’s description is that o f a purist who has physically encountered his or her 

“personal ideal landscape.” Distance activists, however, by definition never come into 

contact with the landscapes for which they have been active to protect. The landscape 

may not necessarily be their “ideal” landscape, but it is certainly important enough for 

them to spend time, energy, and in many cases their own money, to protect it. Many of 

the activists interviewed, as mentioned earlier, have had some moment, possibly 

transcendent, when they realized that the Arctic Refuge was deeply important to them. 

None of the activists I have interviewed have “uprooted” themselves to move closer to 

the Refuge, but many have determined that they would be willing to come to the Refuge 

to participate in some sort of civil disobedience, even direct action, to protect it. Several 

of the activists like Carrie, are, in feet, considering moving to Alaska—not specifically 

for the Refuge, but they saw that as one of the perks of such a move. In contradistinction 

to Graber’s “purists,” not all o f the activists I interviewed, as I have noted, wish to ever
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visit the Refuge. Others do have a strong desire to make the trip to experience the 

wilderness of the Arctic Refuge for themselves. Additionally, most of the activists 

interviewed have made great efforts to inform themselves about the Arctic Refuge (to 

different degrees) from learning about caribou habitat and the economics of oil 

development, to exploring the complicated Native issues involved and the study of 

wilderness literature and theory.

The issue o f physical experience versus mental and perceived images of a place is 

an important one that I have addressed several times through this literature review. 

Graber’s monograph, I believe, provides some very good insights into the mind of a 

wilderness purist. And since wilderness purists have the potential to become distance 

activists (and vice versa), and many are, I think that it is worth the reader’s time to 

include in this review one more lengthy quote from Graber regarding experience and 

sacred places:

Experience is not something that ‘just happens;’ it is an act o f intellectual and 

emotional organization which occurs when an individual understands the 

significance of an event in terms of symbolic form. Wilderness imagery lends 

conceptual and emotional prominence to the wilderness ethic. A striking 

landscape description, a beautiful photograph, or a perfectly detailed National 

Park lend form to individual feeling, hence intensifying feeling by placing it in a 

common syntax by which it may be shared with others, contemplated in a
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memory, or compared to other experiences. It is a truism that one’s emotional and 

intellectual orientation towards events strongly influences eventual actions.

This quote helps demonstrate that one need not physically experience a place to become 

deeply attached to it. The experience of a place can be based only on the intellectual and 

emotional. It is when a place becomes symbolically important, as Tuan has shown, that it 

gains significance for a person. The Arctic Refuge has become symbolically important 

for many distance activists. This transition of the Refuge from ‘a space on the map,’ to an 

important and even sacred place for many has depended, in great measure, on visual 

images and landscape descriptions of others. The topic of visual images and landscape 

descriptions o f the Refuge will be discussed in greater detail in the following chapter. In 

reference to emotional and intellectual orientation influencing actions, it is clear from the 

activists that I have interviewed that those most deeply and personally invested in this 

issue are those who have put the most effort into protecting the Refuge.

Like most other wilderness/activism researchers, Graber only briefly addressed 

the issue o f distance. Graber noted, as others have (see the works of both Tuan and Nash, 

for example) that wilderness purists are likely to have been brought up in more urban 

areas (1976:21) than other ‘normal’ wilderness users. Thus, the city may:

influence wilderness in person of the purist, for the wilderness ethic is an urban 

phenomenon reflecting both the educated city dweller’s cultivated sensibility and 

his lack of contact with the means of rural livelihood. For this reason political
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support for wilderness preservation often increases with distance from the 

potential park site. The geographical imbalance does not invalidate the wilderness 

ethic; it merely highlights the differences in perception and means of livelihood 

which often separate urban and rural residents (ibid.: 1 IS).

Most o f the activist interviewees do not currently reside in large cities, and the question 

of where they grew up was not included in the interviews. One activist, Samuel, did 

specifically mention to me that one reason the Refuge was so appealing to him was 

because o f the contrast of its vast open spaces with the “canyons” he had grown up in and 

lived around his entire life in New England. The “canyons” he was referring to were city 

streets lined with tall buildings.

The most important part of Graber’s above commentary is not the urban/rural 

distinction, however. It is the feet that she notes that fervor for the preservation o f places 

is often strongest the further away from the place that one goes. This is essential to the 

definition of ‘distance activism.’ If it were not true in so many cases, there would not be a 

phenomenon to discuss. Each of the thirty activists interviewed currently lives thousands 

of miles from the Refuge. All of this is not to say, of course, that there cannot be activists 

passionately involved in the protection o f places physically close to them (including 

places where they have never been), if this were the case it would be very difficult for the 

environmental community to encourage anyone to get involved in activism. And in 

Alaska there is a large group of individuals who are committed to protecting the Arctic 

Refuge and who have been for years (many of whom have never visited the Refuge).
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One other quote regarding environmental concern from a distance should be 

included here as well:

Toward the end of the controversy [over the building of the Hetch Hetchy Dam], 

Senator James A. Reed o f Michigan observed that the intensity o f resistance to the 

dam increased with the distance from its site, to a peak in the transcendental 

heartland of New England (Nash in Graber 1976:99). Reed felt that this 

imbalance in public opinion indicated that the Hetch Hetchy controversy was a 

spurious issue, since under a federal system of government local issues should be 

decided at the local level. Political philosophy aside, Reed’s observation 

recognized scale differences common to many developer-preservationist clashes 

(Graber 1976:99).

Graber goes on to say that local interest groups often see their issues as being “large 

scale” due to their detailed knowledge of the possible impacts of actions on their region. 

The geographically widespread community of wilderness activists, however, “perceives 

issues at the small scale” recognizing only a few issues of local concern but seeing the 

impact o f actions globally and for all people. These differences in perception, according 

to Graber, are what feed controversy over many development issues (ibid.). In the case of 

the Arctic Refuge coastal plain, these differences in perception can certainly be 

recognized, though not necessarily in the same way that Graber has described them. 

Local interest groups, specifically the Inupiat and Gwich’in Nations and the Arctic Slope
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Regional Corporation (ASRC, an Inupiat corporation) clearly see the large scale and 

long-term effects of development on the coastal plain. For the Inupiat and the ASRC, 

development is predicted to bring jobs, wealth, and improved human services to their 

remote villages. For the Gwich’in, development of the coastal plain is perceived as the 

harbinger of crashes in caribou populations, an inability to continue subsistence hunting 

of caribou, and therefore the loss of their most important cultural pneumonic, and 

essentially a loss of their traditional way of life. These two local groups have vastly 

different perceptions o f development. The geographically distant groups, oil and gas 

companies and wilderness advocate groups, also have radically different perceptions of 

the situation.

Development o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain is a national issue because the 

land is federally owned and belongs to the American public. Unlike the Hetch Hetchy 

dam, this issue cannot be settled locally, it must be decided in Washington, D.C. Political 

actions are, in general, carried out far removed from the places being ‘acted for.’ The 

nation’s capital is geographically distant from the majority o f the country, yet it is where 

extremely important issues are decided upon each day. Because o f this fret, it is also 

where many o f the actions to protect the Arctic Refuge take place, in the form of 

lobbying members o f congress, press conferences, activist training sessions, and activist 

recruitment. The Alaska Wilderness League, for example, is based out of Washington, 

D.C., about as far away from the Arctic Refuge as you can get.

It is certainly true that concern over environmental/development issues can be 

very strong the further away from the controversial area you go. It may be particularly
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true when the areas in question are located in the western portion o f the country. The East 

Coast is known for being the most liberal part of our nation and very concerned about 

environmental issues. The western U.S. (including Alaska) also has the ability to provoke 

feelings o f nostalgia and a longing for the large open spaces that have allowed our 

country to expand and become the nation it is today. Perhaps an interesting study would 

be to examine if environmental/development issues in the eastern half o f the U.S. receive 

as much attention and concern in the west as western development issues do in the east.

Graber’s concept of geopiety is, like Tuan’s topophilia, appropriate in describing 

the feelings that many distance activists have towards the Arctic Refuge. Geopiety may, 

in fact, just be a ‘stronger’ form of topophilia that has more association with the religious. 

I will now turn to the field of Anthropology to examine the ways it has dealt with the 

topic of environmentalism and distance activism.

Anthropology, Environmental Activism and Place Studies

When looking at the anthropological literature on environmentalism and 

environmental activism, I see two basic areas relevant to this study that require 

discussion. The first is the role of anthropology and the anthropologist in understanding 

environmentalism and activism as “a type of human action” (Little 1999:254). The 

second is the framework of “place” and place studies and the role they can play in 

understanding place attachment. Both will be examined below.

The discipline of anthropology has been interested in human-environment 

relations, even if only implicitly, since its beginnings (see, for example, the evolutionary
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judgments made by E.B. Tylor and L.H. Morgan about the technological adaptation of 

non-Europeans). Despite this fact, a concerted effort by anthropologists to study the 

phenomenon of environmental activism from the perspective of the activist has been 

lacking, though not completely absent. There is even a greater lack of such studies that 

are set within a Western ethnographic context (Rotholz 1995:2). The number of 

Americans who consider themselves to be environmentalists and who participate in 

environmental activism has been steadily growing since the time of John Muir and his 

establishment o f the Sierra Club in 1892. So why have most anthropologists not joined in 

with many other social scientists in studying the growing subculture of environmental 

activists?

Anthropologist Kay Milton believes that her colleagues have fallen into a sort of 

“moral paralysis” because “active involvement in cultural change requires moral 

judgments” (1993:7). The discipline’s passion for cultural relativism, “the understanding 

that all cultures are equally valid ‘in their own terms’” (ibid.), the basis of most 

anthropological inquiry, has had the effect of making anthropologists uncomfortable with 

the topic of advocacy. Studying advocacy does not, however, make one an advocate or 

require one to take a moral stand (Milton 1996:2). Perhaps the reluctance comes from 

many anthropologists considering themselves to be environmentalists or at least 

sympathizers with the movement and therefore not able to consider themselves unbiased 

observers. This reluctance is also a possible by-product of the extreme versions o f 

cultural relativism held by some anthropologists, which declare a hands-off policy in the 

critical evaluation of other people’s practices. One could argue against this, however, that
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we treat those we study with contempt if we apply to their lives standards that we would 

feel inadequate for our own (Lambert n.d.: RX 3; Lamer 1981: 11-12).

In addition, when anthropologists become involved in the study of 

environmentalism and environmental movements, “they simultaneously become witness 

to the serious environmental problems facing local peoples, often as the result of 

powerful outside interests, and become involved in the issues of human and 

environmental rights” (Little 1999:274). It may become difficult or even dangerous for 

anthropologists to become embroiled in such battles, and many may wish to avoid such 

situations. J. Peter Brosius, for example, has discussed in detail some of the negative and 

unexpected results of his work with the Penan of East Malaysia and their campaigns to 

resist logging on their lands (Brosius 2001). He notes that it is impossible for an 

anthropologist (or any other researcher) to fully comprehend the risks involved in their 

work (for themselves and for those they work with):

...Again, items we disclose in the act of reporting our findings—in-house 

conversations, strategy meetings, anxieties expressed—provide a map for 

dominant interest to counter or suppress these movements. We provide the raw 

material for opponents to construct counter images, thereby increasing the 

likelihood that they will be unable to effect change. In short, we undercut 

resistance when we show how it works (ibid.:168).
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Milton points out that anthropology may be able to make some real contributions 

to the understanding of the cross-cultural conflicts inherent in many environmental 

clashes (1993; 1989). Solutions to such conflicts often require “trans-cultural” 

understandings and agreements, something in which anthropology has ‘specialized’ 

(1993:3). Also, anthropology and social science in general may be able to “refine the 

process of environmental advocacy” through analysis of the “ideas and practices which 

constitute the social commitment” (ibid.:3,6). Activists who focus their attentions on 

specific issues of importance to them, and who engage decision makers to effect 

outcomes, as Berglund notes, are rare and their readiness to take action deserves 

explanation (1998:16). The focusing of attention on environmental activism and the 

application of anthropological criticism and analysis can, “help to refine concepts, expose 

and eliminate contradictions and ultimately improve the credibility of environmentalist 

ideas” (ibid.:6). Harries-Jones goes even further to state that:

information flow should be aimed at helping dominated groups to increase their 

awareness o f their own situation, and also to ‘empower’ these groups to undertake 

action on their own behalf. In concordance with new direction in the flow of 

information, the anthropologist must switch roles, from translator to advocate 

(1986:226).

Bennett, in a critique o f anthropology and environmental research, touches upon 

an important issue—that many anthropologists “perform archaistic studies of odds and
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ends o f humanity,” a view which much of the public holds towards the discipline 

(1990:435; Milton 1996:15). Anthropology needs to be useful and accessible to the public 

and Milton (as well as others to be discussed below) addresses some of the ways in which 

it can be. In addition, the study of one’s own culture has only recently received serious 

and more rigorous attention within anthropology (Lewellen 1992: 183-198).

Despite this controversy over the ‘proper’ role of anthropology and 

anthropologists in the study of environmental activism, there has been some research 

significant to this study of distance activism. Again, it is Kay Milton who has written and 

edited several volumes on this topic and this section relies heavily on her work.

Gustavo Lins Ribeiro is a Brazilian anthropologist who has specifically looked at 

what he calls “witnessing at distance and activism at distance” (1997:1). Though 

Ribeiro’s article is a discussion of the role of cyberculture in the alteration of “the 

cultural politics o f the collective and individual political actors in a shrinking world” 

(ibid.) and not specifically about “distance activism” as defined in this thesis, he does 

introduce some useful concepts (but never really discusses his “activism at distance”). 

One o f these concepts is that of the “imagined community” as related to the cybercultural 

world (Ribeiro 1997:4). Ribeiro’s imagined community is created through the 

“transnational flows o f political information and articulation” (ibid.). Distance activists 

for the Arctic Refuge that I interviewed are also part o f an imagined community in that 

they all receive email ‘alerts’ containing news and information, as well as suggestions for 

action through the Internet. These alerts, many have said, give them a sense of 

connectedness with the issue and others who are active regarding it.
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Most of the activists who receive these alerts, from the Alaska Wilderness 

League, for example, will never actually meet, talk to, or email each other—they just 

receive the same email newsletters and proceed to deal with them on an individual level 

(i.e. take the suggested actions or just use for informational reasons, or delete). These 

email information networks allow for “time-space compression” and “annihilation of 

distance” (Ribeiro 1997:18). This allows activists, or anyone else receiving the 

information, to “witness at a distance” various actions towards the environment 

happening thousands of miles away. This can lead to outward political action from a 

distance (‘distance activism’), or it may only lead to a more informed individual.

Paul Little, in his review of environmentalism and anthropology, discusses how 

the actions of political actors can be greatly impacted by the presence of “global 

influences” (1999:260). The presence of global influences, such as multi-national oil 

companies, can have a very direct effect on the actions that need to be taken to impact 

environmental outcomes. The strategies involved, and their complexity, increase when an 

issue moves beyond the local to the national and even the global, as the issue of 

development in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge has. Some of the activists I 

interviewed were acutely aware of this reality and were able to vocalize their personal 

strategies for making their opinions known to local, national, and global interests. Other 

activists were not as aware and seem to be only following the suggestions of leaders in 

the environmental community.

A brief mention of ‘radical environmentalism’ is fitting at this point. There has 

been some serious study of a more radical, direct-action approach within anthropology
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and in other social sciences (see List 1993, Rotholz 1995, and Manes 1990 for good 

examples). None of the distance activists I interviewed have acknowledged any 

participation in direct-action activities in defense of the Arctic Refuge, but several did 

state that they would be willing, if the Refuge were opened to development, to travel to 

Alaska and participate in some form o f direct-action (even offering possible actions that 

could be taken). Though radical environmentalism and direct-action tactics are not the 

focus of this study, the values and motivations of those who take such actions “in defense 

of Mother Earth” are a worthy focus for social scientists.

Before I move on to place and place attachment studies another topic, not directly 

relevant to this study, should be addressed: the myth of primitive ecological wisdom. 

Americans have always had a distorted, romantic vision of Native Americans and these 

impressions have been transferred into much of the environmentalist community and 

have attained, from the point o f view o f anthropology at least, a myth-like status (Milton 

1996:31). This perception o f Native Americans as the “original” or “primitive 

ecologists,” living in perfect, sustainable harmony with nature until the disruptive 

influence of Euro-Americans, is essential to environmental critiques of industrialization 

and traces its roots to the noble savage theory. This myth is based on the belief that non

industrialized peoples are more ideologically pure than industrialized peoples and 

somehow have an ability to live in balance with their surrounding environment that 

industrial society does not possess. Anthropological investigation has shown that the 

apparent balance with nature is due to factors other than inherent environmentalist and 

nature-protecting tendencies, however. Factors such as small populations, available
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technologies, and relative isolation are what actually minimize environmental pressures 

(Milton 1996:113). Milton has stated it well:

The combined message of all these arguments and observations would seem to be 

that non-industrial peoples do not think like environmentalists. Some of them may 

live their lives in ways that are environmentally sound, but ecological balance, 

where it exists, is an incidental consequence of human activities and other factors, 

rather than being an ideal or a goal that is actively pursued (ibid.).

Despite the fact that this view of Native Americans is in large degree untrue, does 

not mean that it does not have some degree of social relevance. Many of the distance 

activists I interviewed verbalized beliefs that are a part o f this myth when talking to me 

about their concern for the Gwich’in people as one of the reasons they were involved in 

the Arctic Refuge issue. In this way, the myth of primitive ecological wisdom has 

actually ‘benefited’ the cause of protecting the Refuge and the Gwich’in subsistence 

lifestyle by appealing to activist’s beliefs regarding Native Americans. How the Gwich’in 

feel about their appropriation by the environmental community is not entirely clear. Each 

year residents of Gwich’in villages in Alaska and Canada do, however, participate in 

activist training sessions where they speak about a subsistence lifestyle and living in 

balance with nature.

Place and place attachment studies are another useful framework for 

understanding how distance activists have come to have such strong feelings for distant
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places like the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. As mentioned at the beginning of this 

chapter, the study o f place is relatively new in anthropology and this has been noted by 

several anthropologists interested in the topic:

...ethnographic inquiry into cultural constructions of geographical realities is at 

best weakly developed (Basso 1996:53).

. . .’place’ as an analytical or descriptive concept, explicitly set out and formally 

developed, does not appear [in anthropology] (Geertz 1996:259).

...landscape has received little overt anthropological treatment. In this respect 

landscape shares a similar status to the body in anthropology, that despite its 

ubiquity it has remained largely unproblematized: the majority of researchers 

have in effect simply “bracketed” it as a black box and set it aside (Hirsch 

1995:1).

The study of human attachment to place is an effort to determine what factors 

differentiate space from place. Casey has stated that “Space” is primary for the 

anthropologist and “Place” primary for the native (1996: 15). What this implies is that for 

the anthropologist as researcher the world, the landscape, is space, empty. In order for 

that space to become place we must study the ‘native’ view so that we can learn how 

spaces are inscribed with meaning and become Places.
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In an edited volume dedicated to place studies Low has given a definition of place 

attachment that is accepted and utilized by many within the social anthropology:

Place Attachment is the symbolic relationship formed by people giving culturally 

shared emotional/affective meanings to a particular space or piece of land that 

provides the basis for the individual’s and group’s understanding of and relation 

to the environment (1992:165). [italics in original text]

In addition, she notes that a cultural definition describes a kind of transformation. 

Essentially, that people must translate an experience they have had in a space, on a piece 

of land, into a “culturally meaningful shared symbol, that is, place” (ibid.:166). It is a 

type of “people-place bonding” (Altman and Low 1992:4). This definition of place 

attachment has similarities to the definitions of topophilia and geopiety, as well.

One thing that those who study place attachment have discovered is that it is a 

very complex phenomenon and that it is difficult, if not impossible, to separate the 

components and factors that lead to an attachment (see Altman and Low 1992: 4, 10; 

Proshansky et al., 1983; Riley 1992:18-19). What place studies have also identified is that 

all individuals have developed attachments:

For it is still the case that no one lives in the world in general. Everybody, even 

the exiled, the drifting, the diasporic, or the perpetually moving, lives in some 

confined and limited stretch of it—‘the world around here.’ The sense of
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interconnectedness imposed on us by the mass media, by rapid travel, and by 

long-distance communication obscures this more than a little (Geertz 1996:262).

In the above quote Geertz also notes the impact o f mass media on our perceptions 

of our own place attachment. What he is essentially saying, like Ribiero, is that because 

o f the ease of communication, the ability to receive news, information, and images from 

around the globe fester than at any other time in our history, we may lose sight of the feet 

that we live in only one “limited stretch” o f the world. As a result o f the information we 

can receive and the perspectives we have gained, we are able to form emotional 

attachments to places we have never physically been.

Riley has also discussed the impact of our lack of reliance on physical places in 

the 20th century (now the 21st) due to developments in transportation and communication:

...as our dependence on place withers, our knowledge o f landscape images 

increases. It is common lore that until the nineteenth century, almost all people 

were born, grew up, lived, and died within a five-mile radius. Transportation and 

communication have destroyed that landscape naivete forever. Manipulated 

images of hundreds of landscapes around the globe bombard us daily. ...A  

watershed in the history o f human interaction with the environment is at hand. 

Landscape experiences in a global, information- and image-handling society are 

different from those in earlier societies. Members of ‘advanced’ cultures today
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experience the environment in very different ways than in earlier periods 

(1992:29).

In other words, we are able to ‘experience’ environments (along with virtually anything 

else) from a distance.

The affective is vital in all modes o f understanding that have been explored in this 

chapter (topophilia, geopiety, and place attachment). Altman and Low have noted this, 

that “affect, emotion, and feeling are central to the concept” of place attachment (1992:4). 

Other researchers make it clear, however, that there is more to place attachments than the 

affective:

...emotional qualities are often accompanied by cognition (thought, knowledge, 

and belief) and practice (action and behavior). That is, place attachment involves 

an interplay o f affect and emotions, knowledge and beliefs, and behaviors and 

actions in reference to a place (Proshansky et al., 1983).

Attachment to place can have a large impact on the philosophy and behavior of 

individuals. These attachments may also lead to action, action on behalf of, or dealing 

with the important place, as it has for the distance activists for the Arctic Refuge 

interviewed for this thesis.

Places and the groups or establishments they are associated with may also impact 

the development and/or strength of attachments. Place attachments may enable
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individuals to meet and interact with others who hold similar ideological backgrounds, 

experiences, and values:

...place attachments may link people to religion, nation, or culture by means of 

abstract symbols associated with places, values, and beliefs. In many respects...it 

may not be attachment to a particular place that is central; rather, it may be 

affective attachments to ideas, people, psychological states, past experiences, and 

culture that is crucial. And it is through the vehicle of particular environmental 

settings that these individual, group, and cultural processes are manifested. The 

place may, therefore, be a medium of milieu which embeds and is a repository of 

a variety o f life experiences, is central to those experiences, and is inseparable 

from them. Thus the place qua place is not necessarily the ultimate focus of the 

attachment (Altman and Low 1992:10).

This is an important observation that may have significance to the study of distance 

activism. As already discussed, place attachment (as well as topophilia and geopiety) is a 

complex phenomenon that cannot be linked to just one value or emotion. One reason that 

such a large number of activists have become attached to the Arctic Refuge may be their 

ensuing acceptance into the community of environmental activists. This is not to say that 

distance activists for the Refuge are not already members of a local or national 

environmental community, but it may allow them more interactions with other activists 

and others who hold similar values and goals for federal land management. Such
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attachments and activism may link them to a group or (sub)cultural identity, which may 

then lead to the incorporation of more or different group or cultural processes, meanings, 

and values (ibid.: 11). The relationship a distance activist has with the Arctic Refuge, 

then, may be symbolic of a “culturally [or sub-culturally] valued experience” (Low 

1992:166), values held by the environmental community. Other symbolic ties an activist 

may have to the Refuge include historical and sociopolitical (ibid.).

One topic that frequently arises in the literature on place attachment is that of 

memory and its role in the development of place attachment. Riley believes that:

The essential attachment is not to the landscape itself but to its memory and the 

relived experience. The imagined landscape has more meaning, power and 

importance in the role of the human experience than landscape experienced 

concretely. Is this possible, that the greater power of places lies not in inhabiting it 

but in remembering it? Do we all live, relive, a Proustian landscape? (1992:20

21).

This suggests that the memory of places, rather than the occupation of them, can be more 

significant in the development of place attachments. Perhaps it is more specifically the 

feeling of nostalgia (briefly mentioned earlier) rather than ‘memory.’ Places that we have 

never experienced personally also have the ability to induce feelings of nostalgia, 

however, if they remind us of other places we have been, experiences we have had, or 

values and ideologies that are important to us. The Arctic Refuge may be able to invoke a
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sort of nostalgia in some distance activists for their visions of the previous state of our 

country and continent (undeveloped, pristine, untouched) and its original inhabitants 

(including Native Americans and wildlife). Maybe this is the imagined landscape that 

Riley suggests. Maybe the greater power of places lies in not inhabiting them, but in what 

we imagine them to be and to represent (i.e. “The Last Great Wilderness”).

This directly relates to another comment by Riley concerning time and its impact 

on place attachment:

Time is as central to cultural attachments to landscape as to individual 

attachments. The actual age of a landscape, the meaning attributed to it over time, 

a sense o f time itself often a slower pace that that of Anglo-Saxon culture, all 

interact to produce landscape attachments (1992:21).

The feelings o f nostalgia or longing for the past, discussed above, may be in part due to 

the age of the Arctic Refuge. The perceived pristine character of the Refuge allows one to 

imagine the Refuge almost as if time had stood still. None of the distance activists 

interviewed verbalized this exact sentiment, but many did discuss how the feet that the 

Refuge was a place where large herds o f animals still roamed free, where a subsistence 

lifestyle was still practiced, and is a place where one can go and not see any other people 

or signs of human expansion and development, was important to them. All of these do, in 

a sense, relate to the deep history and age of the Refuge, as an ancient place that has not 

changed, or barely, for millennia.
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One way in which anthropologists have approached the study of place is to frame 

it as the location for conflicts. These studies often focus on “places as sites of power 

struggles or about displacement as histories of annexation, absorption, and resistance” 

(Feld and Basso 1996:5). The Arctic Refuge is certainly a contested place, however, little 

to none of the conflict over it has actually occurred there. The site of the struggles and 

conflicts is primarily Washington, D.C., as well as smaller communities around the 

nation where protests, meetings, and individuals participating in various types of activism 

live. Cooper Marcus has noted that:

Feelings occur in space and inevitably become associated with various highly 

charged places; feelings cannot occur ‘out of space’ any more than they can occur 

‘out of time.’ Thus, any discussion of emotion and place must return to the 

observation that the two are inexplicably connected, not in a causal relationship, 

but in a transactional exchange, unique to each person (1992:111).

She is correct that feelings must occur in space, as everything else must, and that feelings 

become associated with “highly charged places.” The Arctic Refuge may symbolically be 

a highly charged place, but physically it can hardly be described as such. The highly 

charged places associated with this issue and the feelings it provokes are likely the offices 

of senators and members o f congress, the offices of the non-profit groups that have taken 

up the fight, the computer screens of the activists who send the emails and write letters, 

and other such places physically removed, distant from the Refuge itself. If the Arctic
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Refuge is opened for oil and gas development, however, it is likely to become the 

physical place o f contestation and confrontation.

Also discussing environmental conflicts, Dirlik contends that awareness of place 

can be o f importance in the confrontation of globalization (1998:8). He believes that 

“place-based practices” and attachment to places and “local cultures” needs to be 

maintained in the face of globalization (ibid.: 12). The struggle over the Arctic Refuge fits 

into Dirlik’s framework in two ways. First, the Gwich’in people are a “local culture” and 

their subsistence activities surrounding the Porcupine Caribou Herd are certainly “place- 

based practices.” As has already been discussed, an awareness of the Gwich’in and the 

impact oil and gas development on the coastal plain of the Arctic Refuge would have on 

them has been important in the efforts of the environmental community. Secondly, many 

of the distance activists I interviewed recognized a general “corporate greed” and or 

“globalization” (in this case driven by multi-national oil companies and interests) as an 

important reason why they were involved in the issue. These activists have been able to 

specifically identify a place that could be impacted by globalization and are attempting to 

protect it.

In her studies of place and place attachment Low has developed a typology that 

specifically outlines six types of relationships between people and land, or places 

(1992:166). The first relationship, or linkage, that Low identifies is, “genealogical 

linkage to the land through history or family lineage.” This linkage does not apply to any 

of the distance activists for the Arctic Refuge that I have interviewed. The second linkage 

is “through loss o f land or destruction of community.” None of the activists I interviewed
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would be personally losing any land or their community, and this linkage does not apply 

to them in such a way. All of the activists, however, do express concern over the loss of 

public lands to private development, the loss of wildlife habitat, and potential ecosystem 

damage. Some were also concerned about the potential effects o f development on the 

Gwich’in people living in communities in Alaska and Canada. In this way, Low’s second 

linkage does apply to the distance activists interviewed.

The third way that Low describes people can become attached to land is through 

“economic linkage..., ownership, inheritance, and politics.” As far as I am aware none of 

the activists I interviewed would suffer economically from development on the coastal 

plain, nor do they own or have the possibility o f inheriting land there. They are all, 

obviously, politically involved with the Arctic Refuge, but not in the way Low is 

implying. The fourth people-land relationship is, “cosmological linkage through 

religious, spiritual, or mythological relationships.” This is, I believe, one of the most 

important linkages that the distance activists for the Refuge have to the place itself. One 

does not have to visit the place to be able to form these types o f linkages. Refer to the 

discussions above regarding this type of linkage (i.e. Tuan, Graber, etc.).

The fifth people-land relationship that Low identifies is, “linkage through both 

religious and secular pilgrimage and celebratory, cultural events.” Distance activists for 

the Arctic Refuge, who have never visited the Refuge, obviously cannot have developed 

a linkage or attachment to it through a pilgrimage (secular or religious, depending on the 

activist). For some distance activists, a pilgrimage to the Refuge is one of their goals. 

There are many cultural events (or sub-cultural events) that are focused specifically on
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the Refuge that take place at regular intervals, which can help develop attachments to the 

place. Examples of such events are the “Run for the Refuge” footrace which takes place 

each spring in Fairbanks, Alaska; the “Wilderness Week” training sessions each year in 

Washington, D.C. that train Arctic Refuge activists how to lobby legislators effectively; 

and events such as the meetings of environmental groups across the country that focus 

specifically on the Arctic Refuge. These types o f events are often celebratory in nature 

when some kind of legislative or other victory has occurred.

Low’s last people-land linkage is, “through storytelling [narrative] and place 

naming.” Storytelling and narratives about the Arctic Refuge, from those who have been 

there, are often integral parts of the sub-cultural events mentioned above as well as at 

other venues, including one-on-one interactions between distance activists and those not 

familiar with the issue. These storytelling sessions may help activists to relate to the 

reality o f the Refuge experience and to give them a more personal connectioa Some of 

the most effective storytellers are those who have visited the Refuge several times and the 

Gwich’in people. I once witnessed almost an entire auditorium full o f activists and 

interested others come to tears while listening to a Gwich’in woman from the Yukon 

Territory speak about the importance of the Arctic Refuge and the Porcupine Caribou 

Herd to her people. Place naming is something in which the environmental community, 

though not any of the specific activists I interviewed, has been very involved. The 

physical named places in the Arctic Refuge have not been named by environmentalists, 

but by local Native peoples, politicians, bureaucrats, and others. What the environmental 

community has done, however, is attempt to give the Refuge “pseudonyms” that are
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descriptive of the values they place on it. Examples would include, “America’s 

Serengeti,” and “The Last Great Wilderness.”

The study of place and place attachment within anthropology is still in its infancy, 

but as we can see from the above review of the relevant literature to date, it has made 

some important contributions to the way we view people-land relationships and how and 

why they form. Though the anthropological study of place has the potential to give us 

great insight into this issue, Cooper Marcus is probably correct in stating that, “the subtle 

but powerful blending of place, object, and feeling is so complex, so personal, that it is 

unlikely that the process will ever be fully explained” (1992:111).

Environmental Philosophy and Ethics, and Environmental Economics

The last body of literature relevant to this study that I will look at here is 

environmental philosophy and ethics, and environmental economics. They are grouped 

together here because of the brief overview that I will give them and the tangential way in 

which they relate to this thesis.

There are many researchers who have undertaken analysis of the “non-use values” 

of particular environments or places. These values relate to people who do not actually 

visit a wilderness area or national park, etc., but who value that natural place in some way 

(the different ways will be discussed below). This type of research would seem to be 

especially relevant to this thesis and the study of distance activism, but unfortunately, 

these researchers take a much different approach than the social science approach I am 

attempting here.
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Beginning approximately with Krutilla in 1967, the field of economics has 

explored topics such as cost-benefit analyses of development projects, the “existence 

value” of natural places, economic valuation of natural places, and other such concepts 

(Krutilla 1967; Crowards 1997:144-145; Kopp 1992:1-2). I have not found this type of 

research very useful or relevant to social science in that it is primarily mathematical and 

statistical in character. Most research uses a questionnaire format which can severely 

limit a respondent's ability to explain his or her responses, particularly because they are 

typically mailed to potential respondents and completed in their homes (with no 

possibility of discussion with the researcher). In addition, I do find some of the results of 

such methodology questionable, though not totally useless in all cases, because of the 

reduction of human attitudes, beliefs and actions into formulas and statistics.

Some authors in this field have developed useful definitions such as Madariaga 

and McConnell’s definition of existence value: “an individual’s willingness to pay for a 

change (or to avoid a change) in the provision of a resource with no prospects or no 

intention of enjoying in situ services from the resource” (1987:936), and Croward’s 

definition of the same term, “Existence value relates to the benefit derived simply from 

knowing that some feature continues to exists, irrespective o f any potential use...” 

(1997:146). Madariaga and McConnell’s definition obviously relates more strictly to 

economics in that it assumes some sort or payment to stop or induce change and is 

probably more correctly called “intrinsic value” (see Aldred 1994:386). Cro ward’s 

definition relates to the more simple idea of valuing (not necessarily monetarily) 

something because it exists. Existence value will be discussed further below.
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Other researchers who have done similar research include, Bishop et. al (‘Toward 

total economic valuation of Great Lakes fishery resources” 1987), Brookshire et. al 

(“Estimating option prices and existence values for wildlife resources” 1983), Castle and 

Berrens (“Endangered Species, Economic Analysis, and the Safe Minimum Standard” 

1993), Cicchetti and Wilde (“Uniqueness, Irreversibility, and the Theory of Nonuse 

Values” 1992), Cameron (“Nonuser Resource Values” 1982), Edwards (“Ethical 

Preferences and the Assessment of Existence Value” 1986), and numerous others.

The work o f those who undertake the study o f environmental philosophy and 

ethics has often addressed the problem o f understanding the values and motives that 

underlie attitudes and actions. This is an important part of what I will be attempting to do 

in the next chapter, and many o f the researchers o f this topic have defined many things 

that will be useful in my attempts.

The terms “ecocentric,” “biocentric,” and “anthropocentric” are useful in

categorizing the responses o f many o f the distance activists interviewed. An ecocentric

attitude can be described as valuing nature for its own sake and believing that it deserves

protection due to its intrinsic value (Gagnon Thompson and Barton 1994:149). A

biocentric attitude is one that values the rights o f flora and fauna to exist in then-

respective undisturbed habitats, and that recognizes that ecosystem preservation is

necessary to global health. An anthropocentric attitude2 is the belief that “the

environment should be protected because of its value in maintaining or enhancing the

2 Here we are discussing anthropocentric attitudes that are directed towards preservation and protection 
(for examples see McCloskey 1989). Anthropocentric beliefs may also be directed towards development. 
For example, the belief that the Arctic Refuge should be developed for oil and gas because Americans want 
cheaper energy. It should be noted that anthropocentric beliefs are no “worse” or “better” than biocentric or 
ecocentric beliefs.
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quality o f life for humans” (ibid.)- An example of an ecocentric belief would be that the 

Arctic Refuge should be preserved because it is an inherently beautiful and good place. A 

biocentric belief would be that the Porcupine Caribou Herd should be allowed to continue 

their yearly round o f migration, including use of the coastal plain of the Refuge, without 

being disturbed by human development actions. An anthropocentric belief would be that 

the Refuge should be preserved because I want my grandchildren to be able to visit and 

have the same positive and personally enriching experience that I did.

It is often difficult to distinguish between purely ecocentric and purely biocentric 

attitudes. In addition, individuals will frequently have beliefs that fell into a combination 

of all three categories. Some authors even group ecocentrism and biocentrism together 

because of the difficulties in identifying how a belief should be categorized (for example, 

see McCloskey 1989:22; Gagnon Thompson and Barton 1994).

In their discussion o f ecocentric and anthropocentric attitudes, Gangnon 

Thompson and Barton hypothesize that, ecocentric and anthropocentric people:

will express support for the environment but with different underlying motives. 

...Because the values underlying anthropocentrics’ support o f the environment 

are human-centered and basically utilitarian, they will be less likely to act to 

protect the environment if other human-centered values such as material quality 

of life or the accumulation of wealth interfere. Ecocentric individuals, however, 

will act to support the environment even if these actions involve discomfort,

89

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



inconvenience, and expense that may reduce their material quality in life

(1994:150).

In their study (with 129 participants), their hypothesis was shown to be correct. This 

leads one to think about Graber’s purists and their environmental attitudes. Gagnon 

Thompson and Barton are among the researchers that do not distinguish between 

ecocentric and biocentric attitudes. It would be interesting to see if their hypothesis held 

true with a much larger sample.

Many authors within environmental philosophy and ethics have also addressed the 

topic of the value of wilderness and the importance that such uninhabited (usually), 

undeveloped places have for humans today. These scholars have been able to identify 

many values linked with wilderness, many o f which the distance activists I interviewed 

associated with the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and its coastal plain. Below I will 

briefly review the many values o f wilderness.

Wilderness historian and philosopher Roderick Nash, in an article titled “Why 

Wilderness?” has identified seven reasons why wilderness and wild lands are, and should 

be, important to us today (1997). Howard Zahniser, one of the original architects of the 

Wilderness Act, has also identified many of these wilderness values. In an article written 

in part to promote wilderness and the passage o f the Wilderness Act (“The Need for 

Wilderness Areas,” 1956), Zahniser outlines many values of wilderness upon which Nash 

and other scholars subsequently elaborated. I will start with Nash’s seven reasons/values 

and add to them based on the work of other scholars.
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Scientific Value. Wilderness should be valued because it is “a reservoir o f normal 

ecological and evolutionary processes as well as a kind of biological safe-deposit box for 

the many forms o f life” (Nash 1997:55). Additionally, many wildernesses or other wild 

places in the world may shelter species important to human welfare and survival, what 

Nash calls the “cure-for-cancer” argument (ibid.). This is similar to Rolston’s “Genetic 

Diversity Value,” which values wild lands for their ability protect the “genetic reservoir” 

or diversity (1985:28).

Spiritual Value. Geopiety, topophilia, place attachment—all o f these have the 

potential to be categorized as spiritual values. Nash divides the spiritual into direct 

worship of nature, witnessing evidence o f “God” in the natural world, and seeing 

wilderness as a place to pray and reflect (Nash 1997:58). He also adds that defense of 

wilderness on the grounds of “freedom of worship” may not be unreasonable because of 

its religious (or simply “spiritual”) significance for so many people (ibid.; see also 

Simonsen 1981).

Aesthetic Value. Many people find aesthetic beauty in the wilderness and want it 

to be preserved simply for that reason. But, as Nash notes, “Although ‘scenery’ is not a 

basis for wilderness philosophy, some people find a beauty in the wild that cannot be 

replicated in pastoral settings, cities, or art museums” (Nash 1997:58).

Heritage Value. A wilderness setting allows individuals to imagine the past and 

possibly gives them the ability to understand it. Nash believes that “wilderness is just as 

much an historical document as is a collection of manuscripts or books” (ibid.).
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Psychological Value. Nash and others (particularly in environmental psychology) 

believe that wilderness can have a great deal of importance by promoting psychological 

well-being. Part o f the way in which wilderness does this is through its contrast with “the 

environments which most people occupy most of the time” (ibid. :58-59). I would also 

include here Rolston’s “Therapeutic Value” which is essentially the same (1985:29-30).

Cultural Value. Nash believes that if we preserve wilderness that it “can continue 

to inspire cultural creativity” (Nash 1997:59). Nash discusses the role that wilderness 

plays in the work of artists, musicians, poets, and writers, and that the presence of the 

unknown “invigorates a culture” (ibid.). This is also similar to Rolston’s “Cultural 

Symbolization Value.” Rolston describes this as the ability o f objects found in wild lands 

(such as the bald eagle) to symbolize national or state self-images, identity, and cultural 

values in general (1985:28-29).

Intrinsic Value. Nash calls intrinsic value the “least anthropocentric wilderness 

benefit” (1997:59). Intrinsic value is recognition that “nonhuman life and even wild 

ecosystems themselves have intrinsic value and the right to exist” (ibid.).

Market Value. This value has been identified by Rolston (1985:27) as well as 

many of the economists mentioned above. “Nature” Rolston says, “can be used 

instrumentally to render human existence more materially comfortable. Humans have no 

options about some consumption of nature in our economy, but we have options 

concerning how much” (ibid.; see also, Manning 1988:126).

Life Support Value. This value, also identified by Rolston, is similar to market 

value in that nature is being used for human consumptive purposes, but no money or
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capital is changing hands. The life support value of wilderness and wild lands can be 

found in “air flow, water circulation, sunshine, and nitrogen-fixation” (1985:27). Reasons 

for maintaining wild lands include gaining an understanding of how the above work and 

how our actions impact such functions of the biosphere. This relates to Nash’s “Scientific 

Value” in that if we don’t understand how we are hurting the biosphere and how to repair 

damage that we have already done, it will have an adverse impact on the length o f time 

humans can exist on this planet.

Recreational Value. Another value identified by Rolston, recreational value, 

relates to human sport activity in wilderness or wild lands. This would include hiking, 

skiing, fishing, wildlife watching, and other such activities (ibid.). Wilderness recreation 

gives individuals the opportunity to become physically fit, reduce tension, gain outdoor 

learning, experience independence, make personal achievements and participate in risk- 

taking activities (Manning 1988).

Option Value. Many individuals value wilderness or wild lands, even if they have 

never visited them, because they have the option o f going there someday. This value has 

been identified in sample populations by Haas et. al (1986:39).

Existence Value. The “value of an object in the natural world apart from any use 

o f it by humans,” is the definition of existence value used by Aldred (1994:381). This 

definition has the flexibility to be applied to single objects such as a particular rock 

formation or an entire 19.5 million acre wilderness area and the ecosystems it 

encompasses. This could, in general, also be described as ‘indirect use value,” which 

does not involve “direct contact with the valued environmental good” (ibid. :384)
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Vicarious Use Value3. An individual who derives pleasure from “knowing that 

someone else uses the environmental good” is vicariously using wilderness or wild lands 

(Aired 1994:384). This type of use value has also been described as “altruism4” (see 

Madariaga and McConnell 1987, for examples).

Bequest Value. With bequest value, the “direct users are one’s descendants in 

future generations” (Aired 1994:385). This type o f use has also been described under the 

rubric o f altruism since the individual who values the wilderness or wild lands for their 

benefit to future generations gains nothing (see footnote 4).

Social Science Research Value. This value was identified by Manning 

(1988:127). This value, in general, encompasses all of the above-described values. 

Essentially, Manning is saying that, “not enough social science research is occurring in 

wilderness,” and that human use of wilderness is constantly changing and evolving 

(ibid.). Social science can have a unique perspective on such changes, in addition to 

giving a more detailed look at the already identified and recognized values o f wilderness.

This chapter has examined several frameworks that are useful in interpreting the 

motivations behind the actions of distance activists. The next chapter will be a discussion 

of who the distance activists interviewed are as well as a discussion of the interviews 

conducted with them. The discussion will focus around why the Arctic National Wildlife

3 Note that Aldred’s (1994) category of “Existence Value” subsumes within it Vicarious Use Value, 
Bequest Value, Aesthetic Value, and Intrinsic Value, all as types of Existence Value. I agree with him that 
they are, in a way, all types of Existence Value, but individuals holding these separate values all have 
distinct motivations for doing so. Therefore, 1 have separated them in this discussion.

4 A discussion of what is and is not altruism and the different types of altruism is beyond the scope of this 
chapter. It is enough, here, to say that those who hold vicarious and bequest use values for wilderness and 
wild lands are not physically visiting such places, nor are they receiving any tangible benefits such as 
improved physical fitness from personal use of the places, etc.
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Refuge is such an important place to them that they would spend time and energy trying 

to protect it from oil and gas development. Many of the “values” of wilderness and wild 

lands outlined above are evident in the responses of the interviewees and this will be 

considered in more detail.
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Chapter Four-The Distance Activists and the Interviews

This chapter will provide an overview of the thirty distance activists for the Arctic 

Refuge interviewed as well as analysis of some of the major questions discussed during 

those interviews. Topics to be addressed include images of the Arctic Refuge, types and 

frequency of activism for the Refuge, activist motivations for wanting to protect the 

Refuge, use of cyberspace to obtain information and take actions, and other related 

issues.

The Activists

Thirty activists were interviewed by telephone for this thesis. Sixteen of the 

interviewees are female and fourteen are male. The youngest interviewee is twenty-three 

years old and the oldest is seventy-two years old (actually, two seventy-two year olds, 

one man and one woman). The professions of the interviewees vary widely as well; 

included are retirees, a physical therapist, a student, a media coordinator, a marketing 

consultant, a natural resource planner, one currently unemployed person, a stay-at-home 

mom, an artist, two engineers, an environmental consultant, and people with various 

other jobs. Their salaries range from $0 and living off of savings to over $100,000 a 

year. In terms o f the length o f time they have been interested in the Arctic Refuge issue, 

some of the activists interviewed have been involved/interested for only about six months 

(at the time of their interviews), and others have been closely following the issue for three 

decades. O f the thirty people who responded to my requests for “activists,” and whom I 

interviewed, six o f the thirty consider themselves to be activists with qualifications (for
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example, “not the kind that burns buildings down”), with the other twenty-four definitely 

considering themselves activists. Without exception, all of the interviewees consider 

themselves to be environmentalists, and twenty-two o f the thirty would describe 

themselves as “active” ‘outdoors people’ (hiking, backpacking, etc.).

Images o f the Arctic Refuge

Images of the Arctic Refuge play a significant role in the campaigns of pro

development and anti-development groups. The same images are also important factors in 

the development of distance activists’ personal vision of the Refuge. The images of the 

coastal plain of the Arctic Refuge used by pro-development and pro-protection groups 

differ significantly. The sample of images from these groups reproduced in Appendix 

Two graphically illustrates this point. Table 1 below outlines some characteristics of the 

images used by development and protection-minded groups.

Numerous images of the coastal plain used by pro-development interest groups 

are taken from very high altitudes. Photographs from extremely high altitudes have a lack 

o f detail; this lack of detail can be seen as supportive of the comments made by 

development groups about the “desolateness” and “emptiness” of the coastal plain. 

Development groups also claim that the Arctic coastal plain is not unique in its landforms 

or wildlife and is just a small fraction of the 88,000 square miles that make up the North 

Slope (Women in Timber [WIT] n.d., Standard Alaska Production [SAP] 1988). It is true 

that the coastal plain o f the Refuge is only 125 miles of the Arctic coast, but the other 

1,100 miles is legally available for development (Natural Resources Defense Council
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Pro-Development Pro-Protection

Winter Scenes 

No Mountains 
Little Wildlife

Spring/Summer Scenes 
Sea to Mountain Views 
Abundant Wildlife

High Altitude, Little Detail

Images of oil infrastructure 
with wildlife, sunsets, etc.

Low Altitude, High Detail

Oil infrastructure empha
sizing pollution, garbage

Generally Unappealing Generally Very Attractive

Table 1. Characteristics of Interest Group Images o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain.

1997). In terms o f its uniqueness, the Refuge coastal plain is not very different from the 

rest of the Arctic coast in the types of landforms and wildlife it supports. Its uniqueness is 

derived from its protected status and the fact that it has been relatively un-impacted by 

human actions.

Protection-minded groups rarely use images of the coastal plain taken from high 

altitudes. Any images of this type are usually included only if large numbers of caribou 

from the Porcupine Caribou Herd are visible in them. The Porcupine herd is the focus of 

many images of the Refuge coastal plain, and high altitude pictures of the herd can give a 

better sense o f its huge size.

Winter scenes are one o f the most common types of images of the Refuge coastal 

plain used by pro-development groups. Winter scenes frequently show windswept land 

with no vegetation or wildlife visible. The text associated with many of these winter
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photos highlights that winter on the coastal plain lasts nine months of the year and that 

temperatures (with the wind chill) can drop below minus 110 degrees F (WIT n.d.). Large 

mammals such as musk oxen and polar bears do live on the coastal plain year round but 

are rarely shown in any pro-development photos. The oil industry has discussed the 

possibility of working on the coastal plain only in the winter to minimize impact. These 

images help promote the view that there is nothing living there that could possibly be 

impacted by winter development.

The only winter images of the Refuge that pro-protection groups use are those 

that include polar bears or musk oxen, and this type of image is rarefy used in comparison 

to summer images. When winter images are used it is to highlight that animals do reside 

in the Refuge during winter months and that they will be impacted by winter exploration 

and development activities.

The majority o f images used by protection groups are o f the spring and summer 

seasons on the coastal plain. These images, in contrast to development images of the 

winter, highlight the diversity of both the flora and fauna on the Refuge coastal plain. 

This type of image is used to promote the idea of the Refuge as a place of abundant life 

that will most definitely be impacted by oil development. Spring/summer images often 

have text describing the Refuge as “America’s Serengeti” and a “national treasure.” The 

fact that the Refuge, when including the coastal plain, covers a complete expanse of 

arctic and subarctic ecosystems, as well as the fragility and potential for long-term 

damage of the area, is often highlighted.
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The Brooks Range and its foothills is technically the southern border of the 

coastal plain. The Brooks Range Mountains figure prominently in images used by pro

protection groups. Many of their images are taken from the Beaufort Sea looking towards 

the Brooks Range with the coastal plain in the foreground (see Appendix Two). Some 

pro-development boosters such as Senator Frank Murkowski (R-AK) have argued that 

such images (that include the Brooks Range) are false representations of the coastal plain 

and are used to provoke “emotionally appealing” feelings of grandeur in viewers (Alaska 

Women in Timber n.d.). Pro-development images never include the Brooks Range. The 

images of the Brooks Range used by protection groups, seen as deceptive by 

development groups, are in feet showing the coastal plain and its terminus at the foothills 

of the mountain range. It has been argued that the coastal plain cannot be separated from 

the mountains and vice-versa. Much of the animal life in the area uses both the plain and 

the mountains, and the two are part of the same continuous ecosystem.

One publication, Which One is the REAL ANWR? (see Appendix Two), 

distributed by Alaska Women in Timber (n.d.), illustrates the development point of view 

concerning the Brooks Range very well. This publication has a picture of the Refuge 

coastal plain in the winter on the left and a picture o f the coastal plain and Brooks Range 

in the summer on the right. The caption asks which is the “real” Arctic Refuge. The text 

that follows these two photos implies that images such as the one on the right are used by 

pro-protection groups to manipulate viewers’ feelings about the Refuge and to draw them 

away from the real facts of the issue. In reality, of course, they are both images of the 

“real” coastal plain., used to provoke certain types o f emotions in their viewing population
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to promote their specific agendas for the Arctic Refuge. Pro-protection groups have also 

used images of Prudhoe Bay or other oil fields, and images of oil spills in conjunction 

with appealing images of caribou, birds, sweeping vistas, etc. to insinuate what could 

happen to the coastal plain and its wildlife. Pro-development groups, on the other hand, 

are fond of showing images of drilling platforms, the Trans-Alaska pipeline, or other oil 

related infrastructure in conjunction with wildlife, beautiful sunsets, etc. to try and make 

them seem more appealing and as if they are having no impact on the surrounding 

landscape. Each side is willing to use images from “the other” to promote their agendas.

The effect of oil development on wildlife is one of the main issues in the coastal 

plain debate. Pro-protection groups frequently include wildlife in their images, from 

caribou to ptarmigan. These images feature the variety and abundance of wildlife that can 

be found on the coastal plain, usually emphasizing the Porcupine Caribou Herd (see 

Appendix Two). Pro-development images of the coastal plain most often include no 

wildlife at all. Development groups do use images of wildlife, but usually in association 

with oil facilities at Prudhoe Bay, other North Slope oil fields, or the Trans-Alaska 

Pipeline. These images are used to support development groups’ claims that oil 

development will have no impact on the Porcupine Caribou Herd or the coastal plain (and 

some, such as former President George Bush, have claimed that they actually like the 

pipeline).

The types of images reviewed above are the most common ones used by 

development and protection interest groups. There are also other less frequently used 

types of images o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain, however. As mentioned earlier, there
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are two Native Alaskan groups that live in the Arctic Refuge region and utilize the 

resources o f the Refuge. The Inupiat Eskimos o f Kaktovik have traditionally used the 

coastal plain for subsistence-related activities. The Arctic Slope Regional Corporation, 

the North Slope Borough, and the village of Kaktovik have used images of coastal plain 

archaeological sites and of the Inupiat using mechanized vehicles on the coastal plain to 

argue that it is not a pristine place and should not be classified as wilderness. However, 

archaeological sites do not disqualify a region from wilderness status and the use of 

certain mechanized vehicles (like snowmachines and airplanes) is allowed in certain 

Alaskan wilderness.

Pro-protection groups have also used images of humans on the coastal plain. 

These images usually portray people hiking or camping on the coastal plain. Images o f 

Gwich’in people butchering and preparing caribou, as well as of the final products they 

produce, are also frequently used (none o f these images are from the coastal plain itself). 

Protection-minded groups show humans as visitors to the coastal plain and highlight the 

dependence of the Gwich’in on the Porcupine Caribou Herd.

As a general (and subjective) statement it can be said that the pro-protection 

groups choose images that are much more attractive and appealing than pro-development 

groups. This, o f course, makes sense when we listen to the rhetoric of both sides. Pro

development groups want to prevent the viewer from feeling an emotional connection 

with the wildlife and vistas of the coastal plain. They would rather that the viewer saw an 

ugly, desolate, relatively lifeless place that would better serve the nation if it were just 

developed for oil and gas. They choose images that show a very selective and narrow
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view of the coastal plain. Accordingly, winter images with no flora or fauna visible and 

no views back towards the Brooks Range are the most commonly used images in pro

development literature.

Pro-protection groups select their images so that the viewer will feel strong 

emotions towards the wildlife and vistas of the coastal plain. An objective of the 

protection groups is to horrify the viewer with the prospect of industrial development and 

infrastructure stretching across the coastal plain. They use images that show the full 

complement of flora and fauna on the Refuge coastal plain. Protection groups also use 

images that stretch back to the Brooks Range from the Arctic Ocean and over the coastal 

plain. By including images of tall, snow-capped mountains, the viewer may be led to feel 

a sense of majesty and grandeur. Wide, colorful, summer vistas that include a variety of 

flora, fauna (particularly caribou), and landforms are the most commonly used images in 

pro-protection literature and are what will be referred to later in this thesis as the 

“typical” image.

Interest groups involved in the Arctic Refuge debate very carefully choose the 

images that they use to promote their agendas. These groups tailor and produce images in 

a way that reflects and reinforces elements o f their respective arguments.

During the interview process I asked the activists a variety o f questions regarding 

images of the Refuge including, “can you describe your personal image o f the Refuge?”, 

“Have there been any specific images that have impacted you or stuck in your memory?’, 

“What types o f feelings do images of the Refuge evoke in you?’, and other such similar 

questions. Most of the activists had seen a variety of pictures of the Refuge on television,
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in magazines, through slideshows or videos, or in mailings from environmental groups. 

Only two or three activists felt as though they had seen very few images of the Refuge. 

Due to space limits I will not be discussing the response of every activist interviewed, but 

rather 1 will select responses that were similar among several activists, or those which 

were particularly articulate and descriptive.

Carrie, a distance activist currently living in Wisconsin, lived in Alaska for 

thirteen years (in Juneau), and has experienced an environment similar to the Arctic 

Refuge during a backpacking trip in Gates of the Arctic National Park. Carrie says that 

her personal image of the Refuge is based on her experience in Gates, rather than any 

pictures of the Refuge she has seen. She has used that experience to create vivid images 

of what she believes the Refuge to be like, and when she thinks of them she becomes 

very excited and amazed that the Refuge exists while she is “in my house looking at 

plaster walls.” Carrie often closes her eyes and imagines “a big, fuzzy caribou mouth 

nibbling on a piece of lichen right nowl” She enjoys the feeling that, if  she wanted to, she 

could jump on a plane and go to the Refuge at any time. Carrie’s feelings are a good 

example of the psychological and vicarious use values of the Refuge, as well as being 

biocentric views. Carrie doesn’t think she will ever visit the Refuge, but allowing herself 

to imagine being there, and the feet that the caribou exist there unmolested by human 

actions, is very reassuring to her. She obtains psychological benefits from her 

imagination and a type of vicarious use through her images of caribou.

Several of the other activists interviewed also have either lived in Alaska or have 

visited the state and have drawn on those experiences in shaping their images of the
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Refuge. Rick, for example, lived and spent time working on the North Slope (west of the 

Refuge). Part of his image includes the vast herds o f caribou he has seen there as well as 

the abundant bird life. Brian spent time in Alaska in the 1960s while in the Army and 

says that he has not physically been back to Alaska since, but rather only in his mind. He 

has an unusual image of the Refuge in that it has to do with the winter. He has 

experienced the “beauty of quiet at fifty degrees below zero” (while in the Army) and he 

can appreciate that aspect of the Refuge; “harsh” was one word he used to describe how 

he thought the Refuge would be. This is unusual since most activists seem to have no 

familiarity with or connection to the winter personality of the Refuge.

Most of the distance activists’ personal images of the Refuge reflect the “typical” 

image o f the Refuge used by many pro-protection groups. Such images would include 

large, open areas with a view from the ocean out over the coastal plain into the mountains 

(or vice versa). Also often included in this image are large numbers of caribou, 

sometimes musk oxen or other animals and, frequently, colorful wildflowers. Many o f 

the activists interviewed had difficulty in describing an entire image of their vision of the 

Refuge to me and instead simply used a long list of descriptors, such as: vast, huge, open, 

abundant wildlife, remote, rugged, untouched, pristine, beautiful, and awesome. These 

words are also typical of those used by environmental groups to describe the Refuge.

Lynn, a distance activist from California, also holds the “typical” image of the 

Refuge in her mind. When asked to describe that image and to talk about the feelings it 

provoked in her, Lynn had some very strong responses:
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The Arctic Refuge to me is totally and completely right. Everything about it is as 

it should be. It’s not fake. It doesn’t need excuses. It simply exists on its own 

terms.... And because it is so open, your sense of being would be one that was 

totally devoid of ‘stufF... When I think of the Refuge I think o f baby caribou and 

looking into their eyes and wanting more than anything in the world for them to 

be safe...

Lynn has a great longing to be part o f “that reality” rather than her city life, and hopes to 

one day visit the Refuge, though she has not made any specific plans to do so. The 

Porcupine Caribou Herd plays a large part in her feelings about and images of the 

Refuge. She specifically mentioned one video she owns which portrays the migration of 

the herd into the Refuge for calving and how it must be a special place that the caribou 

have such strong instinctual drives to get there.

During discussion of their images of the Refuge two activists, Bob and Michael, 

mentioned the religious. Bob’s view of the Refuge includes “not seeing anything on the 

horizon—no roads or buildings, untouched, vast, and beautiful.” For him it is “just the 

way the good Lord made it.” And for Michael, images o f the Refuge are similar for him 

to the Sierra Nevada Mountains in their starkness. His vision of the place includes birds 

and bears -  bears especially because of their need for large spaces. Michael’s image of 

the Refuge makes him think, “these beautiful acts of creation are in danger o f 

disappearing because o f our lack o f stewardship and caring.” The spiritual values of the 

Refuge play a part in both of these activists’ motivations to protect the place.

106

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Kevin is a distance activist from South Dakota and is a good example of an 

activist who is concerned about the Refuge because of its bequest and heritage values. 

Kevin has been to the Serengeti and seen large herds o f migrating animals, and when he 

thinks o f the Refuge he is impressed by the thought that something similar to that (the 

Porcupine Caribou Herd) still exists in the U.S. When thinking about the Refuge he 

imagines the feeling o f its wide open spaces and thinks that “this is what it’s been like for 

thousands upon thousands of years. It’s nice to know that there are still places like that 

the human race hasn’t screwed up yet.” He would also like for “our children’s children 

and their kids, too” to be able to see a place like that. Laurie, as well, has said that,

I may never get there [because o f physical limitations] but maybe my son will go 

or my grandson, if it’s saved... I’m just not that hardy [referring to the 

mosquitoes she would likely encounter on the coastal plain], I guess to me [it’s] 

just the idea of preserving it where others might go... I think the idea is that not 

too many people should go there...

Two distance activists who had semi-atypical characteristics in their images of the 

Refuge were Carl and Karen. Carl was the only interviewee who said that images of the 

Refuge that he had seen were not aesthetically appealing to him, “It doesn’t so much 

appeal to my sense o f beauty. It’s not the type of area that I would like to travel through. I 

just realize the value o f it.” He also added that aesthetics is “not the criteria for 

preservation.” Some of the values Carl associates with the Refuge have to do with
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wildlife and ecosystem preservation (scientific values) as well as our responsibility to 

preserve pristine areas that still exist. Sarah also mentioned that images of the Refuge can 

“at times be disappointing,” in that they don’t all have an awe striking beauty to her, but 

overall her image had many o f the qualities o f the “typical” one. Karen is less unusual 

than Carl in that she does hold the typical image of the Refiige, but her image includes a 

man standing on the coastal plain in shorts with thousands of caribou running past him. 

This image comes from, she believes, a National Geographic feature on the Arctic 

Refiige she saw in the 1970s, and which has stuck with her ever since. None of the other 

interviewees mentioned any human, other than themselves (and only a few actually 

included themselves in the scenes they described), in their images o f the Refiige.

Media and interest-group images can, obviously, have a huge impact in the way 

that individuals view the Arctic Refiige, or any other place. It is clear from an 

examination of the responses of the distance activists interviewed that their images of the 

Refiige have relied greatly on two things: their own imaginations creating images based 

on what they have read and/or seen, and specifically the images that environmental 

groups are constantly portraying to the public o f the Refiige. It would seem that the 

images of pro-development groups have not been able to penetrate too deeply into the 

world of these distance activists. Brian’s experiences of Alaska gave him an appreciation 

of the harsh beauty of winter and below-freezing temperatures, images that did not come 

from pro-development groups and which did not negatively impact his concern for the 

place.
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The above has been just a sample of the specific responses distance activists gave 

to questions regarding images of the Refuge. Most of the thirty hold some version of the 

“typical” image in their heads, and most (with the exception of Carl) find it a generally 

appealing and beautiful place. Next 1 will look at the question of information-sharing and 

how these distance activists utilize Internet resources in their activism.

Distance Activism, the Internet and Environmental Group Membership

The distance activists interviewed all belonged to at least one environmental 

group and received email alerts from at least one environmental organization. Examples 

of some o f the environmental groups that these distance activists are members of include: 

the Audubon Society, Sierra Club, Southeast Alaska Conservation Society, Friends of 

Glacier Bay, National Resources Defense Council, Defenders of Wildlife, World Wildlife 

Fund, Earth Justice Legal Defense Fund, Northern Alaska Environmental Center, Alaska 

Wilderness League, Wilderness Society, Nature Conservancy, Yellowstone Coalition, 

National Parks and Conservation Society, Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, 

Washington Wilderness Coalition, Citizens to Conserver and Restore Indian Creek, 

Tennessee Citizens for Wilderness Planning, Society of Ecological Restoration, 

Republicans for Environmental Protection, Arlingtonians for a Clean Environment, 

Greenpeace, and others. The majority of the distance activists do not attend meetings of 

these groups and primarily support them through monetary donations and their own 

personal activism.
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In terms of receiving email action alerts, all of the distance activists interviewed 

are on at least one mailing list that deals, at least sporadically, with the Arctic Refuge. 

These action alert mailing lists are operated by many of the environmental groups 

mentioned above. Some of the activists interviewed also create their own action alerts 

from the ones they receive from organizations. They send these alerts to friends, family, 

and often to members o f local environmental organizations of which they are members. 

Donald, for example, who works for a student conservation group in Vermont, uses the 

action alerts he receives from the National Audubon Society, the Vermont Natural 

Resources Council, the Wilderness Society and other local and national groups to create 

his own action alerts that he sends out to members of the Vermont Audubon Society. 

Donald says that his alerts “often” include information about the Arctic Refuge. Kelsey, 

who works for an outdoor recreation club, takes the same approach, sending the alerts she 

has created to the members of her chib. Several other activists do the same as well.

Out of the thirty activists interviewed, twenty of them said that they depend on the 

action alerts they receive to give them direction in terms of letter writing, phone calls, 

and the like, and that they actually take action based on the alerts. Three of the activists, 

who use the action alerts to take action, said that they usually modify the form letters 

provided by organizations to make them more personal. Allison, for example, said that 

she does not like to use form letters and often writes as “an independent person,” though 

at the prompting of action alerts. Additionally, Frank, the president of a local Audubon 

chapter, will “sign on” his entire chapter to letters. Seven of the activists said that they 

use the action alerts primarily for information, rather than action.
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In the previous chapter the work of Brazilian anthropologist Ribeiro was 

discussed. His work deals with the impact of the use of cyberspace or the Internet to 

facilitate the distribution of political information. Again, the “imagined community” of 

political activists in cyberspace, as discussed by Ribeiro, is relevant to these distance 

activists for the Arctic Refuge (1997:4). They are not a ‘real’ community in that they are 

widely dispersed across the country, but they do connect with each other through these 

email alert lists to share information, ideas, and values.

Visiting the Arctic Refuge

As outlined in the introduction, one of the requirements for the distance activists 

participating in this study was that they had never been to the Arctic Refuge. One o f the 

questions I asked each of the distance activists whether he or she ever planned to visit the 

Refuge. I asked this question, in part, to try and determine what kinds of values each 

activist attaches to the Refuge.

Rose, an activist from Pennsylvania, responded to this question by saying, “I 

would rather fight for it, sight unseen, so that all those animals, the musk ox, caribou, 

millions of wild fowl, could continue to be there and use it and have the benefit of it.” 

Rose also said that she has never been to Alaska, but has considered going. She is 

concerned about the effects o f ecotourism, however, noting that “ecotourism may be 

good to get eco-converts”, but she worries that it may also contribute to the 

“despoliation” of places like the Arctic Refuge. Rose also doubts that people are willing 

to leave behind their “creature comforts” as she believes is necessary to visit places like
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the Refuge. If she ever does go to Alaska, she says she will visit places that have already 

been developed. Visits to wild places, Rose believes, “should be on the land’s terms, not 

the typical American vacation” and that, “I want the Refuge to be just that—a wildlife 

refuge. People have other places they can go. I want it to be forever wild.” Rose’s 

feelings about the Refuge clearly fit into the categories of intrinsic and existence values. 

She sees the value of the place independent of any human use o f it, as well as seeing its 

value to the nonhuman world and believing that the wildlife there should be able to exist 

unmolested.

Out of the thirty distance activists interviewed, nine said that they would not, or 

probably not, visit the Refuge. Kelsey had similar feelings to Rose about visiting, “It’s 

that one place, since I care about it so much, I kind of think it’s that one place I’d not 

[go]...just leave it alone.” She would, like Rose, like to see Denali, a much more 

“developed” natural area in Alaska. Anne too, had analogous remarks, saying that she 

doesn’t  believe the Refuge should be turned into a tourist destination. Anne says, “I am 

comfortable with never seeing [it] and with the belief that it’s there from wildlife 

biologists’ descriptions. That’s good enough.” Debbie stated that she has no plans to visit 

the Refuge and that there are lots of other places in the world that she would like to visit. 

Referring to a possible visit to the Refuge, Debbie said, “...I don’t particularly care about 

it being there for me to see. I just care that it be there and be left alone as much as 

possible.” Debbie’s attitudes, like those of the others described above, are characteristic 

of the intrinsic and existence values that many activists place on the Refuge.
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Carl was the only male to describe similar attitudes. “The Refuge is also such a 

delicate ecosystem that the most positive thing you can do to preserve it is to stay away— 

if you don’t have anything scientific to be doing there. Ecotourism is...just to observe 

you’ll [still] leave some impact.” Carl’s response to my question suggests that he believes 

there is merit and value in scientific research within the Refuge, and perhaps only 

scientists should be allowed to visit. Some o f the other o f the nine activists who said they 

would not visit the Refuge had similar reasons to those described above; others said that 

it was too expensive, or that they could never get enough time off o f work, that they were 

probably “too old,” and offered other such reasons. Rick, who said he would probably 

never visit the Refuge because his work requires him to be in the field during the 

summer, also had concerns about the impact of tourism in the Refuge. Though Rick 

believes he will probably never visit the Refuge, he did have some thoughts about 

possible trips:

I’ve definitely been around enough to see that when you do those things [visiting 

fragile ecosystems] you have to be pretty conscious about how you get into a 

place, what imprint you might be leaving When you are there. So that would be a 

concern and I would want to make sure that whoever I used [i.e. a guide] and 

however I did it, I did it as least impacting as possible.

Four of the thirty interviewees were actively making plans to visit the Refuge in 

2001 or over the next few years. Seventeen of the distance activists said that they wanted
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to visit the Refuge, but had made no actual plans to do so. Samuel, for example, said that 

he “can’t wait to go up there” and that he wants to be there for the celebration when the 

Refuge is declared a wilderness. Others simply responded that they would love to go if 

they ever had the chance. Joy said that it is on her “wish list” of places to go, and Laurie 

said that she wants to visit the place “before anything happens to it.” Karen, a natural 

history artist and illustrator, said that she would like to visit so that she could do sketches 

to incorporate into her writings on the Refuge.

Issues o f Importance to Distance Activists

Another question asked of the distance activists during their interviews was 

whether they could identify the most important issues to them in the Arctic Refuge 

debate. Most of the activists identified a number of issues of concern, ranging from 

wilderness preservation to corporate globalization. The two issues of concern mentioned 

most frequently during the interviews was concern over wildlife issues (thirteen activists) 

and concern for Native rights (twelve activists). It should be made clear, however, that 

when discussing “Native rights,” all activists were referring to the Gwich’in Athabascans 

and none to the Inupiat.

Other issues that were mentioned frequently were: concern over ecosystem 

damage resulting from development, or interest in the issue because the Refuge is an 

intact ecosystem (nine activists), interest in preserving wilderness (seven activists), 

concern over the lack of a coherent national energy policy and/or the development of 

renewable resources (nine activists), concern over corporate greed and/or globalization
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(six activists), concern over American’s greed and/or ‘manifest destiny’ attitude toward 

the Refuge (four activists), and “oil development1” in general (three activists). Other 

issues of concern noted by the distance activists were the possibility of increased use and

access to the Refuge (if development were to occur), concern that we need to put

boundaries on where we drill for oil, interest based on the Refuge’s large size, interest in 

sustainable business practices by oil companies, and interest in the Refuge because of its 

role in planetary health.

One of the main reasons Sally, a distance activist from Virginia, is interested in 

the Refuge is her concern over the possible consequences of drilling for oil:

...people can never anticipate everything and once a fragile area is destroyed it 

can’t always be repaired. The risk of severe environmental consequences is just 

not worth what we might get out of it... The feet that there’s probably not much 

oil there, and that it won’t have much effect on any energy crisis, the feet that

there are alternatives that would prevent the need for drilling, makes it completely

not worth the risk.

Michael, who works for a Republican non-profit organization that deals with 

environmental issues, is also concerned about the way that our search for more and more 

energy is encroaching on wilderness areas, and believes that “sooner or later the oil is 

going to run out.” He also thinks that:

1 Based an context, I believe these activists were referring in general to corporate greed and expansion into 
wild places; however, their concerns were stated as “oil development.”
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...we need to protect some wild areas for our own spiritual sustenance; because 

we as a species evolved in wild nature it is the practical thing to do [because we 

may be able to find “medicines, etc.” there]. Wild areas are a part of the earth’s 

life support system. ...I see preservation of wilderness as a practical strategy for 

making sure that we human beings can stay here on earth and be prosperous for 

many, many generations to come.

Michael’s description of wild areas as part of the “life support system” of the earth 

suggests that he places value in the ability of wild places like the Arctic Refuge to keep 

the earth’s biosphere functioning properly. His comments also refer to the spiritual value 

and market value (ability to make human life more comfortable) that he associates with 

the Refuge. The above comments would also fell into the category of “anthropocentric” 

comments in that they emphasize the role this natural place can play in maintaining or 

enhancing the quality of human life.

Rebecca is a freelance journalist from California who lives very close to a 

Chevron refinery. Her experiences in California with traffic, smog, the lack of open 

spaces, and the physical demands on the landscape because of high population densities 

have led to her concern with the Arctic Refuge. Rebecca would like to see oil companies, 

like Chevron, develop more sustainable business practices, such as technologies that 

would lead to cleaner gas and better fuel efficiency. She would like to see the Refuge 

remain “open space” and thinks it is the last place we should be drilling for oil.
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Lynn, a medical management consultant, is most concerned with saving wild 

places, like the Refuge, because it “has the effect of not only saving the land, but the 

animals and people that live there.” Another issue within the Arctic Refuge debate that 

she is very concerned with is that of “corporate greed:”

I think that this country is being royally manipulated at this point. ...I really am 

getting to the point where I really do not believe anything the government is 

telling us and certainly not about an energy crisis, constructing new power plants, 

the need to drill in pristine areas—I don’t believe any of that. I think that we are 

being completely lied to, and I think we’re being manipulated which means they 

think of us as complete idiots. And I really, really resent that...to me it’s evil.

Lynn is obviously troubled, and angered, by the feet that she feels she cannot trust her 

own government or oil companies to tell her the truth about what they are doing or 

planning, and by how they treat the American public.

Samuel, who lives in New Mexico, is most concerned about wildlife, which is “at 

the core” of the issue to him. He believes that it is of great importance to allow the “cycle 

of life” to continue in a way that it no longer does in the lower forty-eight states, and to 

preserve the level of wildlife that the Refuge has. This also led him to express 

disappointment in Americans: “if people are willing to sacrifice such a place for five 

cents cheaper gas, it shows the pathetic state of our country and where we are headed.” 

For him, however, “This is the line in the sand. If we cross it, we will have lost something
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important.” Anthony also discussed our need to put “limits” on where we drill for oil and 

the need to create “boundaries” for such things.

Karen, a distance activist from Maryland, was one of the many activists who 

noted “Native rights,” or preserving a “native way of life,” as one of her main concerns 

with the Arctic Refuge debate. She says that she feels “very strongly” about indigenous 

rights all over the world and that she was first drawn to the Refuge “because of the 

biology,” but since she discovered that the Arctic Refuge was a “cultural survival” issue 

as well, she has felt even more committed to it. “I know too much about why 

corporations want indigenous peoples to disappear,” Karen said, “and it makes me 

furious.” Bob, an activist from New Jersey also concerned about Native rights believes 

that we should let Native communities continue to go on living as they want to live and 

that oil development in the Arctic Refuge would prevent that from happening. Another 

distance activist, Molly, for whom Native rights are a big concern, said “.. .here’s our one 

chance to, not to make amends, but not to screw up the way we’ve been doing 

consistently in our history.”

The Importance o f Location

During the interview process activists were asked if the location of the Arctic 

Refuge played a role in their feelings about it. This question had two parts; the first dealt 

with the possibility of the Refuge’s (or a similar environment/places) being located in a 

country other than the U.S., while the second part asked if the Refuge’s location in 

Alaska impacted their feelings towards it. I also asked participants, if they did not
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mention it themselves, if the image of Alaska as a frontier or “the last frontier” was 

important in their feelings towards the Refuge.

When discussing the possibility o f the Refuge’s being located in another country, 

most activists felt that they would probably still be concerned about the issue (if they had 

been made aware of it), but that they obviously wouldn’t be able to have as much of an 

inpact on the outcome (in terms of lobbying legislators and getting other decision makers 

to listen to them). Karen had this to say about the question: “...if there was a similarly 

crucial biological spot that was being eyed for development I would certainly care as 

much, I guess I feel like I can do more because it’s in America and I’m an American.” 

Debbie also addressed the issue of political inpact well, “...to have the intersection 

between activism and environmentalism, it needs to be in the U.S. It has to be our 

representatives that we elected doing something to our land. It makes it more meaningful 

in terms of practical results.” Like many other activists, she also feels as though she has 

no vehicle with which to impact other countries’ decisions, though some of the activists 

have written to Canadian officials regarding various environmental issues, including the 

Refuge.

Commenting on the fact that the Refuge is in the U.S., Joe, a distance activist 

from Tennessee, said that, “The feet that it is on American soil makes us feel more 

responsible for protecting it and managing it.” Kelsey registered some anger towards our 

government and its treatment o f the issue -  “It’s frustrating to see the country you live in 

doing some really crappy things.” And Sarah had similar feelings, “ ...but it is our 

American government that is trying to sell away our wilderness to oil companies.”
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Apparently, this resentment or anger regarding government actions that has impassioned 

many o f these people into activism.

Many of the activists, like Connie from Colorado, consider Alaska to be “our last 

wild place,” making the location of the Refuge within the state more significant for them 

than if it were located in some other part o f the country. Samuel refers to other parts of 

the U.S. when describing why the location of the Refuge in Alaska is important for him, 

“But it is the American jewel... The Great Plains are now parking lots and Walmarts and 

to have something still left is an amazing opportunity. ...It’s important. It’s like having 

blank spaces on the map. There has to be some mystery in life.” And for him, Alaska is 

one of the only places left where that could still happen. For Donald, the significance 

comes from the feet that he has been interested in Alaska since the 1970s and it is “a 

special place” for him. “If it weren’t in Alaska,” he says, “it wouldn’t be what it is.”

Bob had a similar view to Donald’s, noting that “it’s [Alaska] probably more 

pristine than any other place, there’s been so little activity up there.” In other words, they 

believe that Alaska has not been impacted by development like many other places. 

Alaska can still be pristine, a blank place on the map. And for Sally, who has always been 

fascinated by Alaska because “it’s so big and so different,” the state has a “special place” 

in her heart. Dale felt as though Alaska is “one of the last chances we have to preserve 

true roadless wilderness areas.” For other activists like Allison though, the location of the 

Refuge in Alaska is not significant. For her, it is ‘just having the totality o f nature the 

way it should be, not as man has changed it to be.”
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Many people around the world associate the word “frontier” with Alaska, and it 

is, in fact, an image that the state likes to promote as well (see license plates that say ‘The 

Last Frontier,” for example). The distance activists interviewed had both positive and 

negative things to say about Alaska and the Arctic Refuge being referred to as 

“frontiers.” Samuel believes that the Refuge is, “the last frontier of the last frontier. We 

may rewild the lower forty-eight, but we have a chance to keep it wild there.” In this 

sense the Refuge being termed a frontier is positive. For Bob it meant that we still have a 

chance to save it from the fete of the rest of our country and it can remain a frontier. Bob 

also has positive associations with the word frontier, and commented that, “I love that 

‘Last Frontier’ concept. And it’s not the cowboys and Indians aspect of it, it’s the way 

God made it, it’s pristine and untouched. That’s the appealing part for me.”

Tom, an activist from Illinois, was only “somewhat” affected by the frontier 

concept in terms of the Arctic Refuge. He has thought, “How much of the ‘Last Frontier’ 

is left? It’s such a wild, vast land that you want to save it. Especially coming from a place 

like Chicago.” Dale, who currently lives in Hawaii and lived in Alaska, believes that 

“The Last Frontier” is a truism and that:

It’s kind of scary to think that there’s so little o f that type of area left in our 

country. A lot of countries have destroyed their own environment because they 

were so poor, and I think the one reason why we might be able to save Alaska, or 

portions o f Alaska, is because our country is so wealthy.
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Both of the above activists’ comments again return to the theme of Alaska being so large 

and different that it affords us the opportunity to have places like the Refuge left to 

protect. Cathy also admits that the frontier image “plays a part” in her feelings and says 

that,

...it may be a purely emotional thing. It seems like Alaska is this last big open 

place and so anything that’s up there, almost by definition, is going to be bigger 

and wilder and stranger than anything that we have left down here. There are lots 

o f wild, beautiful places in California, but it just can’t be the same.

Other distance activists responded that the frontier concept of Alaska and the 

Arctic Refuge did not play any part in their attitude towards the place. Donald, for 

example, said that “frontier” is not “a part of his thinking” about the Refuge, “except that 

that is part o f the reason it still exists.” And Josh had some negative feelings towards the 

idea of the Refuge being considered a “frontier.”

It is sort of a frontier, but a frontier implies to me that there’s something out there 

that you’ve got to conquer or somehow master and I’m not that kind of person. I 

don’t believe in settling and converting the land and all that it has into products 

and things just for my own benefit or my neighbors’ benefit.
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Regardless o f whether or not the Arctic Refuge, and Alaska for that matter, is a 

“frontier” the concept has been important for many of the distance activists interviewed. 

The next major question asked during interviews that I will address is that of activists’ 

knowledge of the Native “issues” within this debate. This has been addressed briefly 

above where some activists identified preserving a “Native way of life” as an issue within 

the debate that was very important to them.

Activist Knowledge o f Native Issues

Because Gwich’in and Inupiat involvement in the Arctic Refuge debate may be 

vital to its outcome, I was interested in finding out how familiar most distance activists 

are with these two groups of Alaska Natives and their views regarding Refuge 

development2. Overall, I would characterize the distance activists as being very 

uninformed regarding these issues, some not even being aware that there are two 

opposing Native groups involved. This should not necessarily be seen as reflecting 

negatively on these activists, however, because the majority o f them receive their 

information about this issue from established environmental groups that are aware.

One activist, Samuel, said that concern for the Gwich’in was one of his major 

concerns in the debate and that he doesn’t want them to “live the depressing life of those 

at Prudhoe Bay.” This statement alerts us to the feet that this activist is not familiar with 

the human geography or history of the North Slope. Prudhoe Bay is not a native

2 As noted in Chapter Two, not all members of either group hold the same views, but in general it can be 
said that the Gwich’in support protection of the Arctic Refuge and the Inupiat support development. This is 
also the way they are portrayed by their own leaders and by pro-protection and pro-development groups.
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settlement, though there are some nearby. In addition, the Inupiat of the North Slope have 

benefited tremendously because of the revenues produced by oil development, though 

there are still social problems, some of which have been caused by the development 

itself. There are similar social problems in Gwich’in villages as well, although they have 

not significantly benefited from North Slope oil development. Samuel also said that he 

believes the Gwich’in live “a great life” now and he would like it to stay that way.

Donald, who seemed to be quite familiar with the Native issues in the Arctic 

Refuge debate, said that because of the disputes between the Gwich’in and Inupiat it is 

“difficult to take a side.” Sally also felt “tom” over the debate between the two groups. 

Two other activists, however, have very strong feelings about Inupiat and Gwich’in ways 

o f life. Mary believes that the Gwich’in and their reliance on caribou for subsistence 

should be supported, but disagrees with Inupiat whale hunting because she does not 

believe that they need to continue that practice “to live.” Laurie, similarly, does not agree 

with Inupiat whale hunting because she does not believe it is necessary, but says she can 

understand wanting to maintain a culture and way of life, as the Gwich’in hope to do with 

the Porcupine Caribou Herd.

Michael, who is somewhat familiar with the Native issues in the debate, believed 

that all forms of belief and faith should be “honored.” He was particularly impressed by a 

slideshow at which Gwich’in people spoke, in Washington, D.C., during a “Wilderness 

Week” activist training session. He thinks that, “we, as white Americans, we may have a 

difficult time relating to native, tribal religions. If someone wanted to put an oil derrick at 

Mecca, or in the Vatican, or any other holy place, people would get very upset.” Here he
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is, of course, referring to the Gwich’in and their belief that the coastal plain of the Refuge 

is a sacred place because of its use as a “nursery” by the Porcupine Caribou Herd.

Rebecca also saw a slideshow with Gwich’in representatives in Washington, D.C. 

during her “Wilderness Week” experience. She said that after the presentation she talked 

with some of the Gwich’in who were in attendance, and felt that it was “really inspiring” 

to learn about living in a remote community, “They live such a simple life, and I try to do 

that” Lynn also described how she places high value on hunter-gatherer societies “of 

way-back-when” and the way that Native people have lived in the past. Dale, speaking of 

the Inupiat, says that he respects people who have been living in one place for 

generations, but that it doesn’t necessarily mean that they should “be allowed to destroy 

it.”

Most of the activists though, as noted above, knew very little or nothing about the 

Inupiat and the Gwich’in and had nothing to say about their ongoing debate. I would only 

characterize three of the thirty as being well informed about the Gwich’in and Inupiat. 

The other twenty-seven would fall into the category of knowing nothing about either 

group, to knowing “something” about either the Gwich’in or Inupiat (mostly the 

Gwich’in). Is this, as I suggested, the fault of groups who disseminate information about 

the Arctic Refuge? In part, I would say ‘yes’. As we saw above, almost half of the 

activists listed “Native welfare” or the “Native way of life” as one of the most important 

issues in the Arctic Refuge debate, yet nowhere near that many had a thorough 

understanding of the issue. Do some environmental groups not emphasize this issue 

because they are worried that activists (or others) may side with the Inupiat rather than
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the Gwich’in? Or are they not familiar enough with the issue themselves? Or perhaps 

they feel it is not an aspect of the debate that will carry enough weight with the American 

public at-large to warrant significant mention. At this point it is not really clear why, but 

it is clear that distance activists are interested in and concerned about the issue, and it 

serves the good of no one for them to be uninformed or misinformed.

Personal Effect o f Development on Distance Activists

Another question asked to the activists was how they thought they would be 

personally affected if the Arctic Refuge were to be opened to oil and gas development 

and whether or not they would take any “extraordinary” actions if it were opened. It was 

up to the activists to define, for themselves, what an “extraordinary” action would be. 

This was an important question to ask because, if the Refuge were to be developed, none 

of these activists would experience the loss of a physical place where they had been. 

They would not have ‘real’ memories of how the place had once been, and for those who 

never intended to visit, they would not be losing that option. In terms o f willingness to 

take “extraordinary” actions, I was interested to see just how far these activists would go 

to defend the Arctic Refuge. We will first look at the predicted impact of development on 

these distance activists’ lives.

All o f the activists responded to this question by saying that development of the 

Refuge probably wouldn’t impact their lives in any “real” way, except emotionally. Here 

are some examples of this type of response from activists:
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Sally: I don’t think I would be personally affected. I don’t think it would change 

anything about my day-to-day life other than my mental health and knowing that 

that place has been ruined. ...I don’t think it will bring down oil prices or give us 

more national security.

Carl: I don’t know if I would be personally affected, as far as my day-to-day 

activities. I think it may affect me down the line because it’s a precedent for other 

areas -  if you open up the Arctic Refuge it’s easier to open up other areas. It’s a 

weakening o f environmental protections. Maybe the effects won’t be felt in my 

lifetime, but down the road. ...O f course it would make me angry, but I don’t 

think I’d see any physical effect, aside from my anger over the political process 

that led to it.

Carrie: It would be a huge personal loss and make me sadder about mankind and 

what we are doing. I don’t see arty positive aspects to it.

Karen: I would be heartbroken and would lose faith in human nature. I would feel 

like something had been taken away from me personally. I would feel a great deal 

of compassion for all the living things that would have to adapt or die.
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Joe: I would be very sad. It’s a shame to have a place like that spoiled so a few 

people could make a few bucks. The arguments for drilling are faulty and 

deliberate misinformation.

Many of the other activists had similar responses that emphasized the emotional effect 

that development o f the Refuge would have on them. Some of the activists also described 

other potential impacts on their lives that such an action might cause:

Anne: I would have to quit my job, fly to Alaska, sell my house, and throw myself 

out in the middle of the tundra in front of the earthmovers...it could come to that. 

[This was also Anne’s response to what kind o f extraordinary actions she would 

be willing to take.]

Connie: Oil prices would probably go down, but it probably would not impact me 

on the individual level.

Laurie: I can’t say I would be personally affected except that I would be very 

upset and angry. I would feel as though something of the heritage o f me and my 

children was removed and suddenly [we would] never have the option to go there 

and see this beautiful site. Physically I doubt that it would make any difference, 

but mentally and spiritually it would be a great blow, and I think that would be 

true of many of my friends.
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Molly: It would deny me the opportunity to visit the Refuge in its pristine state. 

On a day-to-day basis it wouldn’t really affect me at all. It’s really far away; I’m 

all the way across the country [Massachusetts] from it. I would be very angry. I’d 

be really disappointed.

The above responses emphasize the way some of the activists envision development of 

the Arctic Refuge impacting them. Connie, for example, thinks she might see a change at 

the gas pump, whereas for Anne it would mean a total upheaval o f her life. For Laurie 

and Molly development would mean that the option and heritage values they associate 

with the Refuge would be destroyed.

The second part o f this question addressed whether or not these distance activists 

thought they would take any extraordinary actions if the Arctic Refuge were to be opened 

up for oil and gas development. The first response o f many of the activists was, “What do 

you mean by extraordinary?’ As I noted above, I left it up to the interviewees to 

determine what would be extraordinary for them For many o f the distance activists, 

there are no extraordinary actions that they could envision themselves taking, while 

others would step up the activities in which they are already engaged, and for others still, 

they imagined very strong actions (such as Anne, above) that they would take if 

legislation were passed to open the Arctic Refuge. Below are some of the distance 

activists’ responses:
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Samuel: I don’t know. Just about anything. There are times where you really 

have to make a point. This is the moment for our generation. It’s hard to believe 

it would actually happen.

Sarah: It would make me more cynical, like ‘one more nail in the coffin’ [in terms 

of environmental destruction]. I would stand in front o f the capital in Concord 

[New Hampshire]. I would go public with my efforts. And if my [illness] were to 

come back terminally [I would participate in ‘direct actions’].

Kelsey: [Kelsey has thought about doing an] “Arms Across the Refuge” [and has 

considered using her savings to go to the Refuge and organize such an event.]

Rebecca: I would probably go up there. It gets to a point where you can only take 

so much. I would be willing to go up there.

Allison: I would make more phone calls and write more letters. No picketing or 

roadblocks, though.

Michael: I’m not the type of person who goes off and gets arrested or throws 

rocks through windows. I would probably fire off a very strongly worded letter to 

our president and vice president; maybe even leave a voice mail at the White
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House. I would probably buy an electric car like the Prius and boycott one or two 

oil companies. I haven’t bought gas from Exxon since the Valdez [oil spill].

Lynn: I’m not really into going to jail. I would ask for guidance from people who 

have been doing this for a long time. I would not do anything like throw myself 

in front o f a bulldozer. The natural world does not want me to be hurt. Then who 

will be left? I will never believe that man is more intelligent than the natural 

world. .. .1 would be upset for a very long time, but I would not stop being active.

Tom: I don’t know. I probably would have given it everything I could before. I 

wouldn’t fly up there and lie out and starve myself saying I’m not coming back. I 

might write more letters and call people, give a presentation at my house.

Frank: Nothing more than I am doing now. I’d just have to move on to the next 

issue.

Karen: I might try to make some sort of pilgrimage up there to record what was 

going on so I could tell other people.

There is, of course, no ‘correct’ level of commitment to the issue. It is interesting 

to note that it is regarding this particular issue that a significant difference between 

“distance activists” and other types of activists becomes highlighted. Most of these
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activists, while envisioning emotional trauma from Arctic Refuge development, would 

prefer to maintain their distance. For a few others, however, development of the Refuge 

would truly necessitate a personal transition to a new type of activism -  direct action.

Importance o f the Arctic Refuge

Probably the most important question asked to the distance activists was why the 

Arctic Refuge was such an important place to them that they would spend time being 

active for its protection. This question was meant to directly address the question of 

motivation, whereas many of the other questions addressed the question of motivations 

only indirectly. Though this was the most important question, in my view, asked of the 

distance activists, many of them had a difficult time verbalizing why this issue was 

important to them. And several, as noted earlier, informed me that they had never really 

considered why they cared or why they were doing what they do for the Refuge, except 

in very general terms. Some of the interviewees, however, had put a great deal of thought 

into this issue and had detailed responses.

Debbie, a massage therapist from California, feels very strongly about wilderness 

issues in general and the preservation of public lands:

I think it’s really important that there be wilderness, and we’ve already acted in 

monumental and irreversible ways in most parts of the country. ...The idea that it 

is this wild place and could be left that way and may never be a place that a lot of 

people go to, that just feels important to me. It seems like there has to be a limit.
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There have to be some things that we just don’t do -  and for reasons that are kind 

of hard for me to articulate, this is just one of those things. We just shouldn’t go 

up there and ruin it for something like oil when we’ve got all these people driving 

SUV’s and nobody talking about conservation. It’s not right. ...It’s a clear, easy 

thing that I can support that I know is good.

Debbie’s comments clearly reflect the intrinsic value that she sees in the Arctic Refuge. It 

would be a good thing to her if no people, or very few people, ever visited the Refuge. 

The beliefs she has expressed here could be described as ecocentric in that her major 

concern is for the ecological integrity of the place.

Rose, who has retired from her human resources career, has beliefs that fit more 

into the biocentric and anthropocentric categories. She has likened her concern for the 

Arctic Refiige to her concern for wild mustangs:

I have never seen them but it is very important for me to know that they are there 

and free and wild. ...There just has to be some place, or a few places, where 

wilderness just prevails. The value of wilderness to us as a species, especially 

spiritually, is incalculable. Without those places we lose our souls as human 

beings.

Rose is very concerned about wildlife habitat (see her response to the “issues” questions 

above) and the creatures that live in the Arctic Refuge, which can be categorized as a
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biocentric attitude. Her anthropocentric beliefs are expressed in her placing value in the 

benefits that an undeveloped Arctic Refuge has, and can have, for humans.

Lynn places great value on the freedom that truly wild places give to their visitors 

and the undeveloped character o f the land:

The idea that it is total wilderness, that it is not a place that has been established 

as a national park. This is a place that is totally wild and it doesn’t have roads 

where you can go in there and look out over an overlook and an interpretive sign 

that tells you what you’re looking at... There’s just something that’s very pure 

and basic and right—really ethically and morally in every way right about that 

area and that place and those animals. Everything about it is totally according to 

the natural world. ...That’s what attracted me to that place.

Lynn, like many other lovers o f wilderness, is strongly attracted to the ‘pristine’ character 

of places like the Arctic Refuge that allows people to discover what is there on their own. 

Lynn does hope to visit the Refuge one day (though she has no actual plans to do so), but 

the recreational and option values she attaches to the Refuge seem to be overpowered by 

the existence value o f the place.

The responses of Josh, a retired electronics engineer, emphasized that the 

scientific and life support values are two of the reasons why he is so concerned about the 

Arctic Refuge. The majority of Josh’s response to this question could also be 

characterized as anthropocentric:

134

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



It is important because of what it is. The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge is real 

special because it is the last really great wilderness place where there’s an 

abundance of wildlife and solitude and very few visitors. I think it’s just important 

that we maintain these places. That we keep them the way they are as much as we 

can and learn from them. Learn the science of what goes on up there. The plants, 

animals, climatology, all interact and we just don’t know much about them. And 

the more we learn about it, the better off we’re going to be.

Rick, who is a biologist from Maine, believes that the Arctic Refuge and other 

similar areas are used as “political pawns” and that their real value is not considered. 

Rick has worked on the western portion of the North Slope and has witnessed the 

negative impacts that oil and gas development can have on such fragile tundra 

environments, things that “left incredible scars that you just couldn’t erase.” Such 

experiences have, in part, drawn him into the Refuge issue.

It’s just so amazing to see a natural system that, as least from a visual perspective, 

is pretty much intact and working and functioning. ...It’s just such a unique and 

special place from the feet that it’s somewhat, I’d like to think, unaltered. And 

having spent time in the [oil and gas] leasing areas west o f there, and seeing what 

happens with CAT tracks and lines, and seeing what happened from where they 

did test drills... It just became obvious to me that even though they, many times 

those guys [oil and gas workers] were as good as they could be, accidents happen.
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...The heavy imprint of human hands on the landscape is going to leave 

something that’s long-term.

The values that Rick associates with the Refuge could be described as intrinsic, or 

perhaps more specifically, “ecosystemic,” in that he values the feet that a fully 

functioning ecosystem still exists there.

Michael’s concern for the Arctic Refiige stems from his belief that we consume 

too much oil and his desire to preserve wild lands. His comments also show his interest in 

the life support value of the Refuge, a term which he actually uses himself:

I believe that we in America, and as a world, are using up a lot of our wild lands 

that contain a lot of wildlife that we depend on for our life support. I strongly 

support preservation of what’s left of our wild lands, in the Arctic or the deserts or 

forests or wherever. I don’t think it’s necessary to drill for oil there—there are 

better alternatives. We can start using oil more efficiently; America per capita 

uses two times as much oil per person as other western industrialized countries. 

There are a lot of opportunities to get more out of the oil we have now rather than 

intruding on a wilderness area to find more.

Mary also attaches life support value to the Refuge. In addition, she places high 

value on the wildlife and habitat that exists within the Refuge. Mary has both 

anthropocentric and biocentric attitudes about the Refuge:
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It’s the diversity of wildlife and habitat, the coastal plain, mountains, rivers, 

streams, that is important to maintain if we are to maintain our lifestyle on this 

earth. I think a lot of people have forgotten that we are the top o f the food chain 

and if we destroy everything below us we destroy ourselves. ...I think it is 

important for us to protect places that are beautiful, just for their beauty.

Although most of the activists, at one time or another during their interviews, mentioned 

the beauty of the Refuge (its aesthetic value), Mary was the only one to discuss it when 

asked why she cared about the Refuge and was taking actions to protect it.

Donald, who has visited Alaska three times, places intrinsic as well as option 

values on the Arctic Refuge. He is concerned that the Refuge will be irreparably 

impacted by development before he has the chance to visit it himself. His response, 

below, can be partially characterized as anthropocentric, as well as partly ecocentric.

It is such a large intact ecosystem with abundant wildlife and one o f the few parts 

of the North Slope that can be protected. I would like to go someday and I want it 

to be the way it has been. If  I don’t go, I want to know that it will still be that way 

[intact, undeveloped]. Just the feet that there is still the opportunity to protect 

sizeable areas and who ecosystems, which we can’t do for the most part in other 

places.
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Allison’s answer to this question incorporated many different values, including 

intrinsic, bequest, and option. She doesn’t believe that we (generations living today) 

should be able to prevent future generations from existing with the Refuge and that we 

have stewardship responsibilities towards the place.

[I care about the Refuge] because there are so few wild places left and because it 

has its own particular characteristics. I don’t think we have the right to prevent 

our future generations from being aware of what any parts o f the land are like 

simply because we destroy them before they get the chance to become acquainted 

to, or use the areas if they want to.... We have taken over and destroyed too many 

wild places, there’s not much left. This is an area that needs to be protected not 

just for current citizens and visitors, but for future ones as well We have some 

stewardship obligations. We have too much dependence on oil, we need other 

energy sources. It [drilling] would cause a long-lasting impact on the ecology of 

the Refuge.

Frank from Wisconsin explained that he was interested in visiting the Refuge one 

day, if possible, but that it wasn’t the only reason he became involved in the issue. His 

answer touches on the anthropocentric and biocentric attitudes he holds towards the 

Refuge.
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I would love to go sometime, but that’s not why I’m working for it. For me, just 

to know that there’s a place like that, and that in North America we can have a 

place that reminds me o f growing up watching shows about Africa and the great 

herds. That we have something like this here in North America... Just knowing 

that it’s there and that others can see it, that’s just great. And the feet that the 

wildlife even exists—period—is great.

Frank’s response also highlights the option value, existence value, bequest value, and 

possibly the heritage values he associates with the Refuge.

It’s clear that all of the distance activists have different combinations of reasons 

for becoming and staying involved with the efforts to protect the Arctic Refuge. The most 

common response to the question overall, however, was that the Refuge is so important 

because it is still an intact, undisturbed, functioning ecosystem.

Participation in Distance Activism

The last question from the interviews that will be addressed here is the types and 

frequencies of distance activism that the interviewees participated in. For some o f the 

interviewees, their activism is limited to occasional phone calls or letter writing, while 

other activists have spent enormous amounts of time trying to educate the public and get 

them involved. It should be noted that no activists are being criticized for any level of 

activism. The goal here is to show the different approaches to activism and the frequency 

of participation so as to provide a general overview of distance activists.
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Sarah from New Hampshire has attended weekend workshops directed towards 

residents o f her state and aimed at educating them about the Arctic Refuge and 

encouraging them to take action. She also writes one letter per month to her state 

representatives, which is the official “policy” o f the statewide group she is a member of 

that focuses on the Arctic Refuge. She also writes letters to the editor of New Hampshire 

newspapers when she thinks it is appropriate and needed.

At the time of her interview, Lynn reported that she was spending between three 

and five hours each day (for the past four months) on the Arctic Refuge. She has 

developed poster boards with photos of the Refuge and descriptive text which she brings 

to local environmental fairs along with informational handouts. She also regularly writes 

letters and makes phone calls to representatives from numerous states to encourage them 

to take specific actions. Lynn has called the White House comment line and left messages 

for the president and vice-president (Clinton and Gore at the time of the interview), has 

designed an interactive display for children, and has also designed various fliers ami 

banners. At the time of her interview Lynn was in the process of organizing two benefit 

concerts for the Arctic Refuge. She has also convinced many people to write letters to 

Senator Diane Feinestein (D-CA) and has spent approximately $1000 of her own money 

doing the above activities. When questioned about her activism Lynn said, “There’s a 

part of me that longs for the simplicity of my life before I got involved in this, but I could 

never justify that.”

Some distance activists have participated in the Alaska Wilderness League’s 

“Wilderness Week” activist training sessions. These sessions are designed to educate
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activists about the Arctic Refuge and teach them appropriate lobbying techniques. After 

training, activists then participate in lobbying their own state representatives, as well as 

those from other states, about the importance of protecting the Arctic Refuge. I have 

participated in the “Wilderness Week” several times and have personally noted the 

impact that a distance activist can have on legislators. Oftentimes legislators are very 

impressed by the presence of constituents who have traveled to their Washington, D.C. 

offices to talk to them about the issue, even though they are not from Alaska and have 

never been to the Arctic Refuge.

Kelsey is one of several interviewees that have participated in the “Wilderness 

Week” training. She says that since her time in Washington, D.C. she weekly participates 

in activities focused on the Arctic Refuge. Kelsey writes letters and makes phone calls to 

various government representatives, composes action alerts that she sends to friends and 

family, and frequently sits at information booths that distribute Refuge information to the 

public. For the Earth Day weekend, 2001, she traveled one and a half hours by herself to 

a concert and tried to get people to write letters supporting protection of the Arctic 

Refuge. She collected twenty-eight letters during the concert.

Several years ago Anthony was employed as a ski patroller. He spent part of that 

time skiing around the mountain he worked on with a form letter that people could sign 

and add comments to saying that they supported a bill to protect the Refuge from drilling 

on the coastal plain. Anthony spent a lot of time as a ski patroller talking to people about 

Alaska and the Refuge and collected 100 letters. Each year since that time he has written 

several letters to his representatives and some letters to the editors of local newspapers.
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Joy’s activism primarily consists of responding to the action alerts that the 

Northern Alaska Environmental Center sends out about the Arctic Refuge (sent out about 

once a month, but it is variable). At one time Joy taught English as a Second Language 

and used a video about the Arctic Refuge as a teaching tool in her classes (to promote 

conversation and questions). She noted that some of the students were “awed” by the 

video and images of the Refuge.

Molly reported that she is active for the Refuge at least once month. Her actions 

consist of writing to members o f Congress and calling the White House comment line. 

Molly creates her own action alerts to send out to family and friends and says that she has 

convinced numerous people to call the White House comment line regarding protection 

of the Arctic Refuge. She also called the comment line every day for the last three weeks 

that President Clinton was in office attempting to convince him to designate the coastal 

plain of the Refuge as a national monument.

Karen’s activism has included volunteering for the Alaska Wilderness League in 

Washington, D.C. several times in addition to letter writing, making phone calls on 

behalf of the Refuge, and talking to people about the issue. Anne also writes letters and 

makes phone calls about the Refuge and has shown the video Arctic Quest (a film about 

the Arctic Refuge) to friends to help educate them on the issue.

Tom’s actions for the Refuge included becoming very involved in the Sierra Club 

several years ago and he eventually became the chair of the local “Alaska Issues” 

committee for a time. He created a list of people interested in Alaskan issues and of 

people who had been to Alaska whom he tried to involve in the activities of the
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committee. The committee spent a lot of time talking about and taking action for the 

Refuge. In addition to the meetings that he organized and presented information 

regarding the Refuge at, Tom also lobbied his Congressional representatives and 

organized visiting speakers to talk to his group about the Refuge.

Samuel says that he deals with the Refuge on a daily basis either through his 

personal letter writing, including letters to the editors of local papers, phone calls, or 

information gathering. He has also organized speakers to come discuss the Arctic Refuge 

at local meetings.

This section has given a sample of the actions that the distance activists I 

interviewed have taken and continue to take in support of protection of the Arctic Refuge. 

The level of commitment by distance activists to this issue varies from several phone 

calls or letters per year, to several hours of activity per day. Each of these activists is, 

however, participating at the level he or she believes suits his or her lifestyle, income, and 

employment status.
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Chapter Five—Conclusions

Distance activists are those who act for the protection and preservation of areas 

they have never been to physically. This study has addressed the history of the Arctic 

National Wildlife Refuge as well as the relevant literature relating to environmentalism 

and anthropology, place studies, and environmental philosophy. In this final chapter, I 

will discuss avenues for expanding current place theory to incorporate the phenomenon 

of distance activism, and provide a justification for such expansion. Furthermore, I will 

place the analysis o f this thesis’ topic within a broader framework of that expanded 

theory.

Place attachment theory constitutes the most appropriate conceptual domain for 

understanding the motivations, attitudes, and practices o f distance activists. However, 

place attachment theory has not yet advanced enough to grapple with this arena o f social 

and individual behavior. It has been primarily concerned with place that is immediately 

present or place in the past (i.e. childhood homes or communities) However, I contend 

that making an extension to place which is not immediately present, and is even remote, 

is necessary. The existence o f distance activism in and of itself makes this argument true. 

But the reasons for this becoming a logical next step in place attachment theorizing, 

rather than simply an anomaly worth noting in passing, must be elucidated. I will now 

discuss the reasons for incorporating distance activism as a mainstream topical issue for 

place attachment theorizing. After that, I will readdress some of the analyses made 

earlier in this thesis concerning distance activism for the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge
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in the context of place attachment theory. This latter discussion will be offered as a first 

step in the introduction of distance activism into place theory studies.

Distance Activism as Proper Analytical Unit for Place Attachment Studies

As discussed in the introduction to this thesis, distance activism and 

environmental activism in general are growing phenomena not only in the United States, 

but also around the world. This is in large part, I believe, because of the increasingly 

global nature of interactions between people and between people and places. The new 

world economy emphasizes globalization and open markets, which flies in the face of 

traditional political and geographic boundaries. This break with longstanding political 

and geographical boundaries requires and encourages distance activism and distance 

place attachment.

People who are “able” to engage in this type o f political activism from a distance 

are primarily inhabitants of the First World (though not necessarily wealthy or even 

middle-class, as has been shown by the activists interviewed for this thesis), due to their 

primary position as consumers rather than producers o f global goods. Many residents of 

the Third World are, by necessity, more concerned with their own, most often local, 

environments. As consumers, Americans are largely unaware of how the products they 

consume are produced (at the expense of people and environments in Third World 

countries, for example). The distance activists for the Arctic Refuge are not among those 

unaware of the mode of production of at least two commodities, oil and gas. They are 

aware of how, on a national scale at least (and many are aware of the global scale), the 

core (or cores) is exploiting the periphery. In this case, the exploitation is for oil and gas
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resources and the core, the lower forty-eight states, is exploiting Alaska, the periphery. 

Alaska has been touted as a “resource bin” from which natural resources can be harvested 

since its first discovery by non-Natives (see Coates 1993 for examples). The coastal plain 

of the Arctic Refuge may seem to some to be the ideal place to “harvest,” because of its 

distant location in Alaska, and because its location in the far Northern reaches of the state 

relegate it to being seen as even more o f a periphery. Distance activists can clearly see 

this connection and recognize plans to drill in the Arctic Refuge as the core exploiting the 

periphery, if those terms are not used exactly.

Our current world market system is defined by capitalism, and particularly by 

capitalism controlled by corporations and corporate-state partnerships. These 

corporations, often with offices in dozens of countries around the world, have a truly 

global reach, and their actions within the capitalist world system can be seen as the core 

(global corporations) acting out upon and withdrawing from peripheries. The majority of 

the world’s population lives in large cities, the cores, and not in the peripheries. As such, 

the distance of population centers from the extraction and production of many 

commodities necessitates that any actions focused on behalf of peripheries, such as the 

Arctic Refuge, take place from afar.

Additionally, while the majority of distance activists are not wealthy enough to 

leave their current places o f residence to live in the peripheries, many have indicated that 

they would not do so if they could. Through the political and other actions that they are 

able to take from a distance, they can create change and engage political and corporate 

powers. As distance activists living in lower forty-eight states they are almost always
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assured that their voice will count, regardless of where they live; this is in contrast to 

those living within the periphery (Alaska) who favor Refuge protection, as their political 

representatives are most often o f the opposite persuasion.

The state o f our current society’s industrialism has contributed to an oppositional 

“nature-culture” dialectic becoming ingrained in many people’s minds, even though it is 

a philosophically false distinction because the concept of nature is socially constructed 

(see Evemden 1992, for example). Due to our cognitive attachment to this dialectic, and 

the feet that many environmental activists live in the cores (what are often perceived as 

“culturally” constructed center places), activists are often strongly attracted to those 

places that can be viewed as most “natural” (i.e. unaffected by or opposite of the cultural, 

such as wilderness areas). These “most natural” places, such as de facto or designated 

wilderness areas, are most commonly far away from population centers by necessity. To 

be “pure” and “pristine” and “untouched” they cannot suffer the impacts of human use 

and recreation. Our society’s collective cognitive perception of nature and culture 

actually demands distance attachment, if one is inclined to be attracted to these kinds of 

places; this in effect, becomes a self-feeding loop. It is difficult to determine the root 

cause o f this, but it is clear that a number of factors both necessitate and facilitate 

distance activism and distance place attachment. These factors include the new global 

economy and the roles o f trans-national corporations, our involvement in the cyberworld, 

as well as our current cognitive perception of reality and our place in it.

Wohlwill, a psychologist, has discussed how an urban setting influences people’s 

longing to visit ‘natural’ places; he notes (1983:5) that:
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One of the values frequently mentioned as representing the basis for people’s 

desire to seek out the natural in all of its forms, from a major urban park to a 

distant wilderness area, is the sense of refuge from the everyday world and from 

human activity and interaction that it provides. The realm of nature, in other 

words, affords a change of pace from the high intensity levels, the tensions, and 

the fast-paced character of life in Western (particularly urban) society. This view 

receives support from studies of the motivation for the visitation of natural 

recreational areas, which typically list this kind of benefit near or at the top of the 

list (cf. Rossman and Ulehla 1977), as well as from the general finding that 

residents of urban areas are over represented among the visitors to such areas (cf. 

Hendee 1969).

Political action in general has adapted to these cognitive and social changes in the 

world system, and therefore such action has taken on new dimensions. There has been a 

rebirth of interest in inter-nationalism and regionalism in approaches to understanding 

our world. We can see this on an international level with the creation of the monetary unit 

the Euro, and in attempts to create pan-continental African political unity, for example. In 

addition, political action groups, especially those who are constituted of people without 

great power in their own home nations, are reaching across borders to others of similar 

beliefs or perceived ethnicity to create new and broader coalitions; some examples 

include the political actions of the Saami of Scandinavia and northern Russia, the 

Circumpolar Inuit Conference, and the Gwich’in Nation of Alaska and Canada. Use and
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abuse o f the physical environment is still at the root of economic expansion in many 

regions of the world, and it also supports continuation of the status quo in the U.S. It is, 

therefore, logical that environmental and ecological issues figure prominently in world 

politics and will continue to do so.

The above discussion highlights some o f the numerous reasons that distance place 

attachment and distance activism will continue and expand in the future. Distance 

activism, for the Arctic Refuge and other places, is not an anomaly, and should be 

considered in place attachment and place studies theory proper.

A First Step: Distance Activism for the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge in the Context o f 
Place Attachment Studies

There are several ways in which place and place attachment studies have been 

used in this thesis to help gain an understanding of the motivations of distance activists 

for the Arctic Refuge. Analysis of activist interviews through the use of place attachment 

theories has also pointed to areas that may prove to be very productive if researchers 

continue to work with place attachment theory and the topic of distance attachments.

The work of the Brazilian anthropologist Ribeiro, who has looked at what he calls 

“witnessing at distance and activism at distance” (1997:1), has taken an important step in 

helping to define a context that can be used to examine distance phenomena. That context 

is the cybercultural world. Many distance activists for the Arctic Refuge, and for other 

environmental causes, are heavily involved in ‘cyber information’-exchanging networks. 

Many base their actions solely on the information they receive through these networks, 

and others also redistribute the information and instructions they have received to others
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outside of the cyber-environmental community. They are, in a sense, acting from a ‘non

place’ (cyberspace) when they take actions for distant places like the Arctic Refuge.

Ribeiro has also discussed the “imagined community” in relation to the cyber

world. Distance activists for the Arctic Refuge can be seen as part of an ‘imagined cyber- 

environmental community’ and take part in it through the information networks described 

above. These activists rarely if ever meet face to face but still have a sense of community 

based on shared values, beliefs and goals.

Several researchers have offered suggestions to define “place attachment,” but 

Low’s (introduced in Chapter Three) can be easily applied to both distance and ‘non

distance’ place studies:

Place Attachment is the symbolic relationship formed by people giving culturally 

shared emotional/affective meanings to a particular space or piece of land that 

provides the basis for the individual’s and group’s understanding of and relation 

to the environment (1992:165). [italics in original text]

Low’s definition o f place attachment is very similar to those given by cultural 

geographers (Tuan and Graber, specifically) for the phenomena of topophilia and 

geopiety. All three describe strong attachments to place based on the symbolic values and 

understandings that a person or a group associates with a particular place.

For distance activists the Arctic Refuge clearly has many symbolic meanings. The 

Refuge symbolizes wildness perhaps first and foremost for the activists. The place also
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symbolizes American greed and waste, beauty, our last chance to save public lands, our 

gift to future generations, the entire life cycle itself, the possibility of escape, the 

grandeur of our past, and many other things.

One of the major differences between distance environmental activists and ‘non

distance’ ones can be seen through the work of Cuthbertson (and others). Cuthbertson has 

discussed how his interviewees were strongly motivated to action by the belief that they 

would personally be affected by environmental degradation (1992:74). For some of his 

interviewees it was personal health, while for others it was a favorite or special place that 

had the potential to be destroyed that motivated them to action. My interviewees, on the 

other hand, answered that they would not be personally affected if the Arctic Refuge 

were to be opened to oil and gas development. Upon further thought, most added that 

they might have a strong ‘sense’ of personal loss. This is quite different from 

Cuthbertson’s activists.

One thing that makes distance activists different from other environmental 

activists is that, in the physical sense, they often cannot be personally affected. They have 

never been to the place that is being (or could be) drilled, polluted, or bulldozed. They are 

not being prevented from ever visiting a favorite or special place, because they have 

never been there in the first place, and their physical health is not being impacted (by 

water or air pollution, for example). Cuthbertson has noted that:

In order to feel so personally affected when environments are threatened which do 

not represent immediate consequences for a given individual, that individual must
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at least have some sense of connectedness to the natural world which drives him 

or her to act on its behalf (1992:80).

Though not specifically discussing distance activism, the above is an insight into the 

phenomena at hand and suggests that we must look to find what the connections are 

between the distance activist and the natural world. Many of those connections can be 

witnessed in the symbolic values that activists attach to the Arctic Refuge. Furthermore, 

as Tuan has noted, “Topophilia is not the strongest of human emotions. When it is 

compelling we can be sure that the place or environment has become the carrier of 

emotionally charged events or perceived as a symbol” (1974: 93).

Feld and Basso, Cooper Marcus, Dirlik and others have also discussed place in 

relation to conflict and confrontation. The Arctic Refuge is certainly a place that is and 

has been the focus o f many conflicts; political, emotional, environmental, and scientific. 

These conflicts and confrontations, as they have grown more frequent and more intense, 

have for some activists become very personal and have led to the development of deep 

attachments to the Refuge, despite the feet that they have never been there. Though the 

physical Refuge itself has not been the location of these conflicts and confrontations, as 

the battle over its fete progresses, it may very well become the place where physical 

confrontations are acted out.

The Arctic Refuge has become symbolically important for many distance 

activists. For them, the Refuge has made the transition from merely ‘a space on the map’ 

to an important and even sacred place. For many distance activists, this transition was
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promoted by visual images of the Arctic Refuge and landscape descriptions of others. 

Visual images, and the text that goes with them, from groups working for protection of 

the Refuge have proven to be very influential, consciously and subconsciously, in 

distance activists’ creation of their own personal images and opinions of the place.

The Arctic Refuge has been and will continue to be an important symbol for the 

environmental community and for distance activists around the country. Regardless of the 

final decision regarding the fete of the Arctic Refuge coastal plain, instances of distance 

activism will continue to grow and distance activists will become involved in the 

protection o f other places.

‘Space’ is more abstract than ‘place’. What begins as undifferentiated space 

becomes place as we get to know it better and endow it with value. ...The ideas 

‘space’ and ‘place’ require each other for definition. From the security and 

stability of place we are aware o f the openness, freedom, and threat o f space, and 

vice versa. Furthermore, if we think of space as that which allows movement, then 

place is pause; each pause in movement makes it possible for location to be 

transformed into place (Tuan 1977:6).
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The following are short “biographies” of the thirty distance activists interviewed 

for this thesis. Prior to recording the interviews each activist was told that they did not 

have to answer any questions which they were uncomfortable with. Several chose not to 

answer some questions, including ones relating to salary. As a result, not all information 

is available for each of the distance activists. All information is current as of the 

interview date.

Tom: Interviewed September 26, 2000. Tom is a thirty-eight year old Market Trader from 
Illinois. He has a Master’s in Business Administration and has visited Alaska three times.

Joy: Interviewed October 10, 2000. Joy is a forty-nine year old woman from Kansas who 

is unemployed and currently without an income. She has a Master’s degree in Special 

Education. She has visited Alaska once.

Allison: Interviewed October 20, 2000. Allison is a seventy-two year old woman from 

New York. She is currently unemployed. She has a Master’s degree in Zoology.

Sarah: Interviewed October 20, 2000. Sarah is a forty-five year old mother from New 

Hampshire who has retired from teaching to home school her children. She is also a part 
time graphics designer and newspaper reporter. Sarah has a Master’s degree in Education.

Carrie: Interviewed on October 24, 2000. Carrie is a thirty-nine year old physical 
therapist from Wisconsin. She has two Bachelor’s and one Master’s degree. Her annual 
income is approximately $40,000 per year. Carrie lived in Alaska from 1983 to 1996.

Samuel: Interviewed October 24, 2000. Samuel is a forty-one year old Media Coordinator 

from New Mexico. He works for two environmental groups in the Southwest. He has no
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college degree and his annual income is approximately $30,000 per year. Samuel has 
visited Alaska two times.

Brian: Interviewed October 24, 2000. Brian is a sixty year old High Tech Marketing 

Consultant from New York. He has a Bachelor’s degree and has taken some graduate 
courses. Brian’s annual income is approximately $100,000 per year. He spent some time 
in Alaska while in the Army in the 1960s.

Mary: Interviewed October 24, 2000. Mary is a sixty-two year old Systems Analyst for 
an insurance company in Georgia. Mary has two Master’s degrees and earns 
approximately $65,000 per year.

Laurie: Interviewed October 24, 2000. Laurie is a sixty-four year old retired social 
worker and artist. She has a Master’s of Social Work and a Master’s of Fine Arts. She 
currently lives on her husband’s income.

Dale: Interviewed November 6, 2000. Dale is a forty-nine year old semi-retired Carpenter 
and Boat Builder. He has three years o f college education and lived in Alaska for 

eighteen years.

Donald: Interviewed November 6, 2000. Donald is a fifty-five year old Program Director 

for a student conservation group in Vermont. Donald has a Ph.D. and his income is 
approximately $50,000 per year. He has been to Alaska three times.

Frank: Interviewed November 6, 2000. Frank is a forty-five year old Design Engineer 
from Wisconsin. He has an Associate’s degree and earns approximately $40,000 per year.
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Connie: Interviewed on November 11, 2000. Connie is a twenty-three year old college 
student in Colorado. She is working on a Natural Resources Management degree and also 

works part time.

Rose: Interviewed November 14, 2000. Rose is a sixty-five year old retired Human 
Resources worker from Pennsylvania. She has a Master’s degree in Human Resources 
and her family income is approximately $100,000 per year.

Anthony: Interviewed November 14, 2000. Anthony is a thirty-seven year old Natural 

Resources Planner from Colorado. He has a Master’s degree in Forest Science. 
Anthony’s approximate income is $40,000 per year. He has visited Alaska once.

Joe: Interviewed April 20, 2001. Joe is a forty-six year old Environmental Scientist from 

Tennessee. He has a Master’s degree in Forestry.

Debbie: Interviewed April 20, 2001. Debbie is a forty year old Massage Therapist from 

California. She is just beginning a Master’s/PhD program in Mythology and earns about 

$25,000 per year.

Bob: Interviewed April 26, 2001. Bob is a seventy-two year old retiree from New Jersey. 
He has a Bachelor’s degree in Engineering and a Master’s degree in Business Education. 

His income is approximately $200,000 per year. Bob has been to Alaska three times.

Anne: Interviewed May 3, 2001. Anne is a forty-two year old Health Care Administrator 
from Arizona. She has a Master’s degree in Business Administration. Her approximate 

income is $72,000 per year.
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Josh: Interviewed May 7, 2001. Josh is a sixty-eight year old retired Electronics Engineer 

from Colorado. He has a Master’s degree and lives off of a “sparse retirement income.” 
He has visited Alaska once.

Karen: Interviewed May 11, 2001. Karen is a thirty-one year old Natural History Artist 

and Illustrator from Maryland. She has a Bachelor’s degree in Biology with a minor in 
Art. Her approximate income is $15,000 to $25,000 per year.

Rebecca: Interviewed May 11, 2001. Rebecca is a twenty-six year old freelance journalist 

from California. She has a Bachelor’s degree and earns approximately $30,000 per year.

Lynn: Interviewed May 11, 2001. Lynn is a fifty-two year old Medical Management 
Consultant from California. She has two years of college courses and earns 

approximately $75,000 per year.

Kevin: Interviewed May 11, 2001. Kevin is a thirty-three year old from South Dakota 
who, until recently, worked in the finance industry and at the time of his interview was 
unemployed. He has a Bachelor’s degree in Economics and earns approximately $50,000 

per year. Kevin has visited Alaska three times.

Rick: Interviewed May 11, 2001. Rick is a forty-six year old Biologist from Maine. He 
has a Bachelor’s degree and earns approximately $45,000 per year. Rick lived in Alaska 

for eight years.

Kelsev: Interviewed May 15, 2001. Kelsey is a twenty-five year old Public Policy 

Assistant for an outdoor activities group in Washington State. She has a Bachelor’s 

degree in Zoology and earns approximately $21,000 per year.
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Carl: Interviewed May 15, 2001. Carl is a fifly-three year old Engineer from New Jersey. 
He has a Master’s degree and earns approximately $80,000 per year.

Michael: Interviewed May 15, 2001. Michael is a forty-six year old Communications 
Director for an environmental protection group in Washington, State. He has a Bachelor’s 
degree in Communications and earns approximately $50,000 per year. Michael has been 

to Alaska once for a business trip.

Sally: Interviewed May 15, 2001. Sally is a thirty year old Environmental Consultant 
from Virginia. She has a Bachelor’s degree and earns approximately $50,000 per year. 

Sally has been to Alaska once.

Molly: Interviewed May 15, 2001. Molly is a twenty-five year old Consultant from 

Massachusetts. She has a Master’s degree in Urban Planning and earns approximately 
$32,000 per year. She has been to Alaska once.
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Appendix Two: 

Images o f the Arctic Refuge
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Pro-Development Image
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Pro-Development Image
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Pro-Development Image

Climate

The study area demonstrates a striking contrast 
between summer and winter. During the summer 
months temperatures are relatively warm (40° F) and 
daylight is continuous. During the winter months tem
peratures drop well below 0° F and blowing snow fills 
in valleys and swales, resulting in the appearance of 
a vast, while wasteland, " 'p

ANWR WEATHER
Average Summer Temperature (July) 41 "F (5°C)

Maximum Summer Temperature 86“ F (30°C)

Average Winter Temperature (Feb.) -4°F (-20"C)

Total Cloud Cover 54% of year

Expected Days of Fog 115 days

Average Annual Rainfall 10 in. (25 cm)

Prevailing Winds at Barter Island 13 knots easterly

Nearly continuous winds reshape the coastal plain wintor landsc.

Figure 7: Text and associated image from Office of the Governor, et aL (1996:21). Text 
below the image reads, “Nearly continuous winds reshape the coastal plain winter

landscape.”
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Pro-Development Image

Figure 8: Winter image of the coastal plain. From Arctic Power (www.anwr.org). 
Original text reads, “Coastal plain in winter.”
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Pro-Development Image

Figure 9: Image o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain. From Arctic Power (www.anwr.org).
Original text reads, “Coastal plain spring.”
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Pro-Development Image

Figure 10: Image of the Arctic Refuge coastal plain. From Arctic Power (www.anwr.org).
Original text reads, “Coastal plain summer.”
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Pro-Development Image

Figure 11: Image o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain. From Arctic Power (www.anwr.org).
Original text reads, “Coastal plain.”
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Pro-Development Image
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NATIVES

Pro-Development Image

w  _________
f  INFORMATION BRIEF

Inuit children on the North Slope will share the benefits if ANWR's oil developed

A lot of us support ANWR development
We're the Inuit people of the 

North Slope, and despite what 
you m ay have been told, a lot 

f us support responsible oil and gas devel- 
pment in the coastal plain of the Arctic 
latkmal Wildlife Refuge.

About 6,500 of us live in small commo- 
ities on the Arctic Slope. '

We've watched the petroleum industry ■ 
perate In the Prudhoe Bay area for more 
tan 30 years, and if the companies discover 
3 in ANWR's coastal plain, we think they'll 
evelop it with care for the environment.

We hope to be partners with the industry, 
i fact Arctic Slope Regional Corporation, 
ur Native regional corporation for the 
rrtir in w hirh we're all shareholders, owns

subsurface rights in 94,000 acres of ANWR's 
coastal plain. 3 the rest of the plain is 
opened our lands can be explored too (fed
eral law prohibits us from developing our 
lands until Congress'approves exploration 
on the rest of the coastal plain.)

O ur neighbors to the south talk sour 
grapes, however. Indian groups who live 
south of ANWR say they oppose develop
ment on our lands. But is that because they 
were unlucky when oil companies didn't 
find oil on their lands, after they leased 
them?

The fact is that oil development has 
brought many benefits to the people of 
northern Alaska. Living conditions were diffi
cult in our villanes hefnre the nil rnmivinies

came. We didn't have much in the way of 
schools or basic public services. '

But thanks to the industrial tax base cre
ated b y the oil fields, our local government 
is able to offer m any excellent public ser
vices. Thanks to oil development on the 
North Slope, we have opportunities we 
couldn't have dreamed erf 30 years ago.

But development of ANWR's toastal plair 
is important for the country, hot just for us. 
America is going to need that oil, sooner 
than we think.

So don’t let some people claim to speak 
for all Alaska Natives. 3 you want to know 
our opinions, come and ask us. We want 
ANWR developed responsibly, and we know 
it ran he

Figure 13: Pro-Development flyer distributed by Arctic Power (n.d.).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



180

Pro-Development Image

Figure 14: Image of an abandoned cabin on the coastal plain from the city of Kaktovik 
web page (www.kaktovik.com/oldcabin/jpg). Original text reads, “Old cabin from

the 1920s.”
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Pro-Development Images

Figure 15: Images from Resource Development Council for Alaska, Inc. pamphlets 
promoting Arctic Refuge drilling (n.d.).
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Pro-Development Image

Figure 16: Image of the coastal plain from the Office of the Governor, et al. (1996: 19). 
Original text reads, “Polygonally patterned ground.”
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Pro-Development Image

Figure 17: Tundra swans near the Prudhoe Bay complex. Image from the Office of the 
Governor, et al. (1996: 37). Original text reads, “Tundra swans in Prudhoe Bay

wetlands.”
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WHICH ONE 
IS THE REAL ANWR?

Pro-Development Image

.40GA Danny Lelmun

The one on the right, right? Majestic mountains. Sweeping panoramas. The Serengeti of the 
North. The last remaining Arctic ecosystem. Pristine. Untouched. Home to millions of animals. 
Caribou, bears, wolves, muskox. '

Well, you're mostly correct. 8 million acres of The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR) looks 
just like that picture. But that land is already designated as Wilderness. And over 9 million more 
acres are classified as a National Wildlife Refuge. No one can touch that land, ever. That 17 mil
lion acres is off limits to any kind of development. In fact, combined with the rest of the land 
designated as Wilderness in Alaska, we're talking about an area the size of four or five States in 
the lower 48. Alaska alone has over 60 % of all federally-designated Wilderness lands.

Look again at the picture on the left. And listen to some facts.

These facts aren't as pretty or as emotionally appealing. But they are important for anyone 
involved in the ANWR debate. On the coastal plain, the Arctic winter lasts for 9 months. It is 
dark continuously for 56 days in midwinter. Temperatures with the wind chill can reach -110 
degrees F. It's not pristine. There are villages, roads, houses, schools, and military installations. 
It's not a unique Arctic ecosystem. The coastal plain is only a small fraction of the 88,000 square 
miles that make up the North Slope. The same tundra environment and wildlife can be found 
throughout the circumpolar Arctic regions. The 1002 Area is flat. That's why they call it a plain.

Figure 18: Flyer from the Alaska Women in Timber (n.d.) promoting drilling in the
Arctic Refuge.
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Pro-Development Image

Figure 19: Image of a drilling rig from the Prudhoe Bay complex from an ARCO and BP 
publication discussing how oil development can be done safely anywhere on the North

Slope (1994:16).
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 20: Image from an Alaska Wilderness League publication about the Arctic Refuge
(n.d.-c.: cover).
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 21: Image from a Vuntut Gwitchin First Nation publication about the Arctic
Refiige (n.d.:l).
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animals from the Porcupine Caribou Herd.
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Pro-Protection Image

The Arctic NationarW ildlife Refuge is one 
of Am erica’s greatest natural treasures.

Figure 23: Image from a Sierra Club publication about the Arctic Refuge (n.d.: 2).
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 24: Image from an Alaska Wilderness League poster pamphlet (n.d.-d.)
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Pro-Protection Image

REFUGE IS IRREPLACEABLE"

Figure 25: Image o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain from the Alaska Wilderness League 
(n.d.-c.: 3). The associated text reads, “One o f the world’s greatest wonders belongs to all 

Americans. Like Yellowstone, Yosemite and the Grand Canyon, America’s Arctic
Refuge is irreplaceable.”
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 26: Image of the Refuge from a Sierra Club pamphlet (n.d.: cover).
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 27: Typical image o f the Arctic Refuge coastal plain from the Alaska Wilderness 
League (n.d.-c.: 7). The associated text reads, “For 20,000 years, the Gwich’in people 
have depended upon the Porcupine River Caribou Herd to sustain their culture. The 

ultimate fete of the Refuge’s coastal plain—its most sensitive region—now rests in the
hands o f Congress.”
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 28: Im age from an Alaska Wilderness League, et al. (1999: 3) publication about 
the Exxon Valdez oil spill and oil development in Alaska (including the Arctic National

Wildlife Refuge).
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Pro-Protection Image

FOR WHAT MAY AMOUNT TO NO MORE THAN 51 OAYS' WORTH OF OIL"

Figure 29: Image of part o f the Prudhoe Bay complex from the Alaska Wilderness 
League (n.d.-c: 5). The associated text reads, “Year after year, British Petroleum [BP], 
ARCO, Exxon and Chevron determinedly seek to exploit the national treasure for short
term petroleum profits. A land that has been a treasure for eons will be wrecked in our 

lifetime, ail for what may amount to no more than 51 days’ worth of oil.”
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Figure 30: Image o f the Porcupine Caribou Herd from the Gwich’in Steering Committee
(www.alaska.net/~gwichin/caribou.html).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

http://www.alaska.net/~gwichin/caribou.html


197

Pro-Protection Image

Figure 31: “Magic River.” Painting of the Achilik River in the Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge by Bill Brody (1990). From the Arctic Circle web page 

(www.arcticrefugeart.org/brody/bro_120_magic.html).
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 32: Image of Deadhorse, Alaska, part of the Prudhoe Bay complex. From the 
Trustees for Alaska website about the Arctic Refuge (www.trustees.org). Original text 

reads, “The Deadhorse complex has grown rapidly with oil development.”
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Figure 33: Image from a Defenders of Wildlife web page about the Arctic Refuge
(www.savearcticrefuge.org/).
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Pro-Protection Image

Figure 34: Image of a Gwich’in child from a Gwich’in Steering Committee
postcard (n.d.).
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