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Speculating from the North: 
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and Research 

Lena Leimgruber Haraldsson and Marie Östling 

As two early-stage researchers who started our second year of doctoral studies 
at Umeå University in September 2025, we find ourselves continually returning 
to shared questions about speculative fiction: what is it, what does it do, how 
does it matter? Although our projects differ in focus and geography – Marie’s 
work centers on Norrland, while Lena’s turns toward the Arctic –both of us 
approach speculative fiction as a mode that opens possibilities for thinking 
otherwise about place, history, and imagination. Based in Umeå in northern 
Sweden, about 400 km south of the Arctic Circle and on Sámi lands, we work 
from a location shaped by longstanding relationships, responsibilities, and 
tensions. In this conversational piece, we use dialogue as a way to think together 
about the challenges and potentials of working with speculative fiction within a 
research context: how we define it, how it shapes our methods, and how it 
connects to the environments and regions that are fundamental in our work. 
Fafnir feels like the right platform for this discussion, both because of its role 
in our ongoing scholarly conversations and because of the community it 
sustains. This dialogue is inspired by and follows the chain-letter style 
advocated by Varis and colleagues (2023), viewing our conversation as a 
context for cultivating shared speculative processes. 

Marie’s PhD project centers Norrlandian (northern Swedish) fantastic 
novels for young readers as a site where ideas about space, place, time, and 
identity are set in motion. By examining fictional portrayals of Norrland that 
draw upon the fantastic as well as lived experience and contemporary 
discourse, including Mats Söderlund’s Flykten (2020), Mikael Niemi’s 
Kyrkdjävulen (1994) and Linda Jones’ De tar allt ifrån mig (2023), Marie 
explores how authors mobilize literary traditions and genre conventions to both 
represent the local and imagine it differently. She is also interested in whether 
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setting, history, and local story traditions interfere with and reshape genre 
structures. 

Lena’s PhD project examines how contemporary speculative fiction 
engages with the Arctic as a space of environmental change, colonial legacy, and 
cultural imagination. By analyzing literary representations of the Arctic across 
historical and futuristic settings, such as Dan Simmons’ The Terror (2007), 
Kaliane Bradley’s The Ministry of Time (2024), Michelle Min Sterling’s Camp 
Zero (2023), and Sam J. Miller’s Blackfish City (2018), the project explores how 
narrative can both reflect and reshape understandings of place in times of 
climate instability. In this context, speculative fiction becomes a critical mode 
for reimagining the Arctic: not as a remote or static backdrop, but as an active, 
storied landscape where questions of belonging, power, and planetary futures 
converge. 

 
Marie: We both work with materials that engage with ideas of Northernness, 
both in a more general sense and in the sense of very local, specific Norths. It is 
quite telling that we both hint at the dual concept of space and place in 
sketching this out – I imagine we will both go down that theoretical road in the 
future. However, we have both started in what some might describe as the 
opposite end: that of imagination and speculation, albeit from slightly different 
angles. My engagement with fantasy foregrounds the magical and mythic – that 
is, the clearly fantastic – as ways of reimagining place and identity. I have 
understood that your focus lies closer to home when it comes to the speculative 
mode. What would you say “speculative fiction” means to you, Lena? 
 
Lena: When I began my PhD research, I did not think of speculative fiction 
primarily in terms of distant planets, advanced technologies, or fantastical 
monsters. Instead, it felt immediately connected to a mode of imagination that 
is anchored in the present yet reaches toward the future: stories that take the 
world as we know it and introduce a set of tweaks or disruptions that make us 
see it differently. Whether this means projecting the climate crisis fifty years 
ahead or altering a historical event with supernatural elements, I understood 
speculative fiction as a way of asking “what if?” – a way of testing the boundaries 
of our reality. What I have come to realize over these two years however, is that 
speculation is not only a matter of defining a genre but a fundamental human 
impulse, a cognitive strategy for approaching uncertainty. I now see speculation 
as a practice that occupies the space between what is and what might be 
otherwise: a structured imaginative experiment that exposes the present by 
reframing it. I agree with Varis and colleagues (103) that instead of just a genre 
of fiction, speculation is a “cognitive or artistic act” for approaching unknown 
phenomena through a “strategic use of imagination.” This understanding has 
shaped my project profoundly, pushing me to think not only about how 
speculative fiction differs from science fiction, but also about how it functions 
as a way of knowing: an epistemological tool for navigating the tensions, fears, 
and potentials of our current moment. Have you found a useful differentiation 
between these, and perhaps where fantasy finds its place in these discussions? 
 
Marie: In a way, the question of definition and difference relates to the work I 
have been doing this fall, starting to map out and gain insight into the wide field 
of speculative fiction theory. In trying to understand both the creative interplay 
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between fantastic genres and the age-old feuds between some of their 
proponents, I have found Kathryn Hume’s view on fantasy and mimesis as 
fundamental creative impulses in nearly all literature immensely helpful. She 
explains (8) how a realist aesthetic ideal that can be traced back to Plato and 
Aristotle lies behind the denunciation of fantasy as naive escapism. The same 
logic underlies attempts to set up boundaries between “good” and “bad” 
fantastic fiction based on how much they engage with reality. No wonder that 
more recent theory, just as many works of fiction themselves, often tries to blur 
rather than reinforce such boundaries. I still think it is worthwhile to ponder 
the differences, especially since some interesting hybrid fiction makes a point 
of using those differences as part of the narrative. Mats Söderlund’s young adult 
trilogy The Descendants (Ättlingarna, 2018-2020) springs to mind.  

Maybe it could be useful to consider the “speculative” and “fantastic” as 
modes that point in different directions? While the speculative points to the 
here and now,  interrogating it and extrapolating from it, perhaps the fantastic 
points away, to something felt as a lack or a longing? Then again, these 
directions are of course qualified by one another. But toying with this concept 
of “pointing,” I think, works within both SF and fantasy, which could be placed 
on both sides of that signpost. And importantly, most works we would deem 
speculative or fantastic have both speculative and fantastic aspects. 

 
Lena: Something that came to mind was that perhaps you could frame 
Söderlund’s trilogy, and the other novels you are using, as “heuristic devices.” 
According to Kraatila, these devices are models of reality that may help readers 
navigate global crises (107). I also see how the fantasy you analyze can 
encourage readers to see meaning as unstable, which makes these stories 
excellent tools for inviting readers to conduct their own lines of inquiry into 
Northern or Arctic futures. In that way, they are inherently playful in one way 
or another, which is another aspect that Kraatila brings up in her work. 
 
Marie: I definitely see relevant overlaps between these theoretical discussions 
of fantasy and my primary sources. At the heart of several of them, no matter 
how deceivingly simple their storytelling might seem at first glance 
(Söderlund’s trilogy is a more complex exception), there seem to be underlying 
ontological and epistemological questions. Kraatila shows how contemporary 
fantasy, written by authors otherwise quite different from one another, can give 
rise to “pragmatic questions of navigating our reality in a mindful, constructive, 
and ethical manner” (122) by centering the world of the story rather than its 
characters. I see similar tendencies in the Norrlandian YA fantastic, only here 
these questions seem to concern both global and very local contexts. “World” is 
both a place and the planet. 
 
Lena: Going back to what you said and the speculative and fantastic, I agree 
that the fantastic often gestures toward longing or absence, but I would hesitate 
to say speculative fiction does not do the same. Speculation is often driven by 
what we do not know but wish to understand — or by desires for futures that 
differ from the present. In this project, I approach speculative fiction through 
Marek Oziewicz’s broad, contemporary understanding of the term. Oziewicz 
outlines three major historical meanings of speculative fiction, ranging from 
Robert A. Heinlein’s narrow use of the term as a subgenre of SF to Margaret 
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Atwood’s attempt to distinguish it from SF on the basis of plausibility. However, 
it is the third and now most widely accepted definition (speculative fiction as a 
“fuzzy set super category”) that best aligns with my research.  

In this view, speculative fiction encompasses all forms of non-mimetic 
narrative that deliberately depart from everyday consensus reality and operate 
as modes of thought-experimentation. Rather than policing genre boundaries, 
this framework recognizes the hybridity of contemporary texts and the ways 
they combine elements of SF, fantasy, horror, Indigenous storytelling, and 
climate fiction. For my study of Arctic literature, this inclusive definition is 
essential. The texts I analyze, ranging from historical reimaginings such as Dan 
Simmons’ The Terror (2007) to futurist climate narratives and Indigenous 
speculative works, frequently blur genre lines to explore colonial histories, 
ecological crisis, and more-than-human relations. Understanding speculative 
fiction as an open, flexible mode allows me to situate these diverse narratives 
within a shared imaginative practice. This practice uses the speculative to 
interrogate the past, expose present crises, and envision Arctic futures beyond 
dominant colonial and scientific imaginaries.  

It is, then, a mode, a strategy, to speculate. It can be understood as a 
powerful cognitive strategy for engaging with possibility under conditions of 
uncertainty, such as the climate crisis. Unlike extrapolation (Roine 10), which 
extends from known facts, speculation begins with a premise that requires an 
imaginative leap – both into the unknown and the possible (10). Through 
thought experiments, it explores how reality might be otherwise, helping us 
question assumptions about what is natural, inevitable, or merely habitual. It is 
this act of thinking otherwise that reveals something hidden, which Varis and 
colleagues have also talked about (104). By offering critical distance and making 
multiple futures imaginable, speculation exposes the limits of dominant 
worldviews and opens space to rethink what counts as possible or impossible. 
In this way, it becomes a crucial tool for navigating and interpreting the present.  

Back to what I said about speculative fiction as this “super” category. 
Does this apply to the literary fiction you look at? 
 
Marie: I am familiar with the idea of the “fuzzy set” as theorized by Brian 
Attebery in Strategies of Fantasy, and it seems like a promising approach to 
genre – generous, yet attentive to differences. I think that is important, since in 
my experience, those genre-coded (or genre-defying) differences are usually 
meaningful. Most of the novels I analyze in my thesis are genre hybrids, or 
genre literature significantly altered by setting. However, the fuzzy set model as 
Attebery explains it, although lacking borders, still has a center. And I’m not so 
sure that the literature I am working with does. Rather, the novels seem to be 
connected to each other through a decentered web, with common nodes, so I 
will need to theorize this further.  

An idea I recently had, though, is to ponder whether the concept of the 
fuzzy set could be paired up with Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope 
in order to theorize place in a similar way. This theory centers on how time and 
space are combined in highly concrete and generically distinct ways when it 
comes to literature. When it comes to fantasy, there are often two separate 
worlds connected by some kind of portal – either made concrete in the 
narrative, such as C. S. Lewis’s wardrobe to Narnia, or omitted but implied, 
such as in much epic fantasy, where the act of storytelling itself serves as portal 
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for the reader. In these separate worlds, time often behaves differently, or 
human life and actions, as chronologically meaningful structures, work 
differently.  

In literature about a certain place, such as Norrland or the Arctic, that 
place is not just a mimetic representation, but a thematically meaningful space-
time cluster where ideas of human life and experience are given shape in ways 
that are intimately connected to genre. Maybe a fuzzy set genre definition could 
add something to this mix. It could be of use in thinking about how some 
representations of a place become utterly iconic and central to how that place 
will function as a chronotope from that point on, in other stories as well. Then, 
perhaps, I could see the center of my fuzzy set as defined not by an iconic work, 
but by a distinct chronotope. 

 
Lena: How does that balance between the speculative, the fantastic, and the 
realist look in the fiction you are working with? 
 
Marie: Since I am particularly interested in the possibilities of the fantastic, 
most of the works of fiction I analyze are clearly deviant from consensus reality, 
with overtly supernatural phenomena or futuristic technology, but not all. Nils 
Lundkvist’s dystopian series The Last Wilderness [Den sista vildmarken, 2023-
2025] is mainly realistic, set in a near future where Sweden has collapsed into 
authoritarian rule. And Linda Jones’ novel They Take Everything from Me [De 
tar allt ifrån mig, 2023] only deviates from contemporary rural northern 
Sweden in the existence of a hitherto undiscovered animal species. However, 
they both have something strangely mystical about them, a sort of affective 
quality that they share with the more clearly fantastical titles in my corpus. I 
am not sure, but I think it might have to do with setting. “The North” and “the 
wilderness” seem to invite speculation that touches on spiritual as well as more 
concrete aspects of life. It is as if they, without ever being fantasy, generate the 
kind of revitalizing Tolkienian wonder Attebery associates with fantasy in 
particular (Strategies of Fantasy 16), which has the capacity to make us see the 
familiar anew. I am curious to hear if this is something you have noticed in your 
selected works of fiction. Does the North come with a sense of wonder, or 
mystery, and if so, how is it tied to speculation? 
 
Lena: The Arctic, like Norrland, is absolutely a heavily imagined place: 
mapped, narrated, and mythologized in ways that make it particularly receptive 
to speculation. Before answering your question directly, I want to reflect briefly 
on a distinction that shapes my own work – the difference between the Arctic 
and the North. The Arctic tends to be defined geographically and scientifically, 
often framed through ecological breakdown and environmental trauma. The 
Arctic is usually presented as “harsh, frightening and potentially deadly” 
(Hansson and Norberg 8). The North, by contrast, is a broader, more flexible 
category that includes the Arctic but extends into Subarctic regions such as 
Northern Canada, Alaska, and Scandinavia. It functions as a conceptual and 
cultural space, used for survival narratives, Indigenous futurisms, and stories 
of social transformation.  

To answer your question: yes, many of the works I study carry a sense of 
wonder or mystery tied directly to the northern setting. Even realist or climate-
dystopian novels gain an uncanny, affective charge simply through the presence 
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of extreme light, silence, remoteness, and deep-rooted Indigenous 
epistemologies. Small deviations from the ordinary, shifts in weather, animal 
behavior, dreams, take on heightened meaning in the North, creating a porous 
boundary between the real and the speculative. This is why northern 
environments in my corpus often act as speculative catalysts: they invite 
readers to imagine futures, alternate relations, and forms of knowledge that 
would feel less plausible elsewhere. I understand that you work with definitions 
of Norrland and the North, but do you sometimes think about how the Arctic as 
a concept and location is relevant to your project? What about the fact that parts 
of Norrland are in the Arctic, for instance Kiruna – does this complicate your 
discussions? 

 
Marie: Not many of the books I have gathered so far tap into that special Arctic 
discourse which you describe as dominated by scientific fact and problem-
oriented narrative, although many of them make use of the cold, remoteness, 
and polar night and day to drive intrigue and set the tone. One example that 
does go into Arctic specificity, however, is the aforementioned Söderlund’s 
Ättlingarna trilogy (2018-2020). Here, ecological breakdown is not only the 
premise that contributes to the intrigue; it characterizes the very theme of the 
series.  

Interestingly, the tropes you mentioned of the North and Indigenous 
knowledge promising salvation are very much present in Söderlund’s trilogy, 
tied to both the fantastic and the more social realistic strings of narrative. The 
story centers an alien species called Olus, who closely resemble the trolls of 
Swedish folklore, as the would-be saviors of the world, true to a classic fantasy 
narrative. Thus, they represent repressed and mythologized (Nordic) 
knowledge, at last resurfacing to lead the way to a brighter future. However, in 
the end this path turns out to be a dead end. The “heroes” do not actually 
accomplish positive change but must flee the Earth. The protagonist learns 
their species has been manipulated into believing themselves to be saviors, 
while in fact being used by forces draining the Earth, escalating ecological 
breakdown. Instead, the one character mainly responsible for positive change 
is a regular Sámi girl, fighting for environmental justice through civil 
disobedience and protests, with pathos grounded in a Sámi world view.  

Thus, Söderlund makes use of speculative, fantastic, and realist modes 
and genre conventions to pose ontological and epistemological questions. How 
does what we think we know about the world and our place in it shape our 
actions? Are there different ways of knowing that can help us act differently and 
more sustainably? Have you found any similar tendencies to use the speculative 
mode to interrogate world view, or vice versa, to crack open genre conventions 
through alternate world views? 
 

Lena: In the light of your reading, the way Söderlund uses the fantastic and the 
realist to expose and interrogate worldviews seems like a powerful meta-
speculative strategy. To answer your question, yes, there are texts that have 
Indigenous and postcolonial perspectives as their focus in my corpus as well, 
particularly Camp Zero (2023) and The Marrow Thieves (2017) that I 
mentioned previously.  

The Marrow Thieves (more about the Canadian North than the Arctic) 
rewrites conventional apocalyptic narratives in a way, by insisting that the 
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catastrophe is not a future possibility but a past event. A character states that 
the Indigenous world “already ended” with the arrival of the Zhaagnaash (the 
Anishinaabemowin word for white people), reframing colonialism as the 
original, ongoing apocalypse. The novel exposes the failures of Western 
epistemology through its central conceit: the government’s extraction of dream-
rich marrow from Indigenous bodies. This disturbing speculative metaphor 
reveals a logic of survival rooted in the same extractive, knowledge-hoarding 
structures that fueled colonial violence. Against this, the protagonists rely on 
an Anishinaabe worldview grounded in sharing, language, story, and 
responsibility to the land. Dreams (and survival) persist through alternative 
knowledge systems, not through domination.  

Camp Zero similarly interrogates false salvation narratives by 
presenting the Far North as a technologically engineered refuge financed by 
elite, extractive capital. The promised sanctuary collapses under the weight of 
the same Western logic; that is, technological escapism, capitalist control, and 
the redesign and reconfiguration of the North through expansion rather than 
care.  

Now I want to circle back to our own positions living and working in 
Umeå. For me, moving to Northern Sweden and now working here, both 
geographically and intellectually, has shaped how I think about speculative 
fiction. Being here means constantly encountering narratives that imagine the 
North as a refuge, a resource, or a site of ecological urgency. You were born and 
raised in Northern Sweden, so your North is home; mine is a place I have 
arrived to and am still learning. That difference keeps making me wonder: how 
does growing up with northern ecological change compare to coming into it as 
an outsider? And how do those different lived experiences influence the kinds 
of breakdowns we recognize, worry about, or imagine in fiction? 

 
Marie: Those are tough questions, and I think you are right: perspective in 
many ways determines what you see and how you see it. I think one of the 
reasons I became intrigued with stories of the fantastic Norrland in the first 
place was the somewhat surreal experience of moving from a tiny village in the 
northernmost part of the Bothnian Bay to the (in my naive eyes) big city of 
Umeå. For my part, I have witnessed first-hand the logic of centralization and 
neo-liberal economy that drains small rural communities of people, resources, 
and motivation, which is an important theme in Jones’ novel as well as in both 
Mikael Niemi’s and Åsa Rosén’s fantastical depictions of the Torne Valley. The 
Tornedalian saying “ei se kannatte” (there’s no use) has an equivalent in my old 
home village: “He’ int lönt.” You say it with a sardonic smile, of course, but you 
know there is truth to it. Real life happens elsewhere.  

Moving to Umeå was fulfilling that dream of “elsewhere” but also in a 
way it was surrendering, giving up a kind of birthright. This dual movement of 
longing and belonging is one of the defining traits of much Norrlandian 
literature. Roots and routes, as Anders Öhman writes, referencing Susan 
Stanford Friedman. But when it comes to ecological change, I think it is often 
drawn into and made relatable through notions of social change. They are 
always intertwined in the stories I am examining, and to me personally, 
ecological change becomes perceptible when you no longer dare lie in the long 
grass due to invasive ticks and your summer swims are ruined by algae. Of 
course, Sámi voices have long warned us that something is happening to the 



Conversation  

46     Fafnir – Nordic Journal of Science Fiction and Fantasy Research 

climate, but I think mainstream Swedish culture has been slow to pick this up. 
You can still hear people saying it will be nice to have warmer weather.  

I think it is also important to remember that for many Northern Swedes, 
the Western logic of industry and the ecologically harmful extraction of natural 
resources is a prerequisite for life. Kiruna, for example, exists because of the 
mining industry, while that same industry devours the concrete basis of 
existence: the ground itself. This makes the idea of re-evaluating worldviews in 
response to the ecological crisis both precarious and urgent, and never simple. 
This is something I think shows particularly well in speculative fiction from the 
region. Tell me, as someone coming to the Swedish North from outside, what 
do you see? 

 
Lena: I love how you describe this movement between longing and belonging 
– that tension between roots and routes. Coming to the Swedish North as 
someone who was not raised here (not even in Sweden), I have realized how 
much of “the North” is both real and imagined. Before I moved here, Umeå 
already existed in other people’s stories: Swedes telling me it was “crazy far 
north”: a place of darkness, emptiness, and inconvenience, as if Norrland were 
one undifferentiated landscape. What struck me is how persistent this 
imaginary is — how Umeå, Kiruna, Haparanda, Jokkmokk, Dorotea, and all the 
others collapse into the same symbolic space in the southern imagination. But 
living here reshapes that. Suddenly the supposedly “negative” things (cold, 
snow, darkness) are accompanied by all the things outsiders do not think to 
mention or know: the midnight sun, the long warm evenings, the clarity of the 
air, the aurora borealis, winter days that sparkle, the abundance of berries in 
the summer.  

It seems like the imagined North and the lived North overlap but never 
quite align – and of course, not every “North” is the same. All countries have a 
geographical North, but what I mean here is the cultural and conceptual 
Swedish North and the Nordic region: the sparsely populated, resource-rich, 
historically marginalized areas often grouped under names like Norrland or the 
Far North. In Sweden, the North is imagined through tropes of purity, 
remoteness, and timelessness, often mirroring how the Arctic itself is framed in 
global imaginaries. 

 
Marie: Yet the histories are different. 
 
Lena: Exactly. Where the Arctic is often portrayed as a site of exploration, 
Norrland seems to be shaped by internal settler colonialism, resource 
extraction, and longstanding interactions between settlers and Sámi 
communities. Those tensions haunt both the literature and the lived experience 
of the region. Maybe that is what I see most clearly as someone who arrived 
here: the friction between the North imagined from afar and the North 
experienced by those who live in and with it. It is a tension that speculative 
fiction often captures surprisingly well, perhaps because it understands the 
North not as a blank space, but as a contested one. 
 
Marie: I think so as well: speculative fiction always poises itself on the border 
between the real and the imagined, right in the middle of that contest. I also 
now started pondering the different potentials in “realist” versus “fantastic” 
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speculative interrogations of this tension. What I have seen in the fiction I am 
analyzing is that those leaning more towards the fantastic mode often draw the 
plural mythic imaginations – in the folkloric, religious, and popular senses – 
into concrete, iconic images, blending many meanings into one single form. 
Those leaning more towards the realist mode tend to keep mythic imaginations 
and lived experiences separated, but still co-existing. When they do collide, 
such as in Linda Jones’ De tar allt ifrån mig (2023), it produces something akin 
to that feeling of hesitation between a realistic and fantastic interpretation that 
Tzvetan Todorov writes about in The Fantastic (which is absolutely not the 
defining quality of the genre of fantasy as we know it today in popular speech, 
but definitely a unique meaning-generating effect of blending fantastic and 
mimetic modes). Of course, it’s not an either/or kind of thing – oftentimes 
authors make use of both strategies. This makes it even harder to theorize!  

Then again, I have been reading fiction by authors who are either raised 
in or currently living in Norrland, so lived experience is always present 
alongside outsider imaginations. I have found that books written by authors 
lacking lived experience tend to be less nuanced. You, too, have talked about 
most stories about the Arctic being written by outsiders. What does that mean 
for your work? 
 

Lena: Yes, most of the works I read (and most that exist, I believe) are written 
by outsiders: people who are not from the Arctic, and in many cases have never 
even been there. This is not simply an aesthetic issue, but one tied to power, 
history, and representation. The Arctic has long been an object of colonial 
desire. For centuries, outsiders (whether explorers, scientists, states, or writers) 
have framed the region as empty, silent, untouched, terra nullius, or as a 
frontier to be claimed or conquered. Because of this history, when non-Arctic 
authors imagine or depict the region today, they often (even unintentionally) 
reproduce the same colonial gaze. This might matter less if Indigenous Arctic 
peoples were not still fighting misrepresentation and erasure. Inuit, Sámi, and 
other Indigenous communities continue to face land dispossession, political 
marginalization, and cultural stereotyping. 
 
Marie: As I understand it, when a non-Arctic writer invents Arctic landscapes 
or Arctic peoples, they risk overshadowing real communities or replacing 
Indigenous knowledge systems with exoticized or inaccurate fantasies. In this 
sense, representation becomes a form of power: stories can either challenge 
colonial histories or quietly reinforce them. 
 
Lena: Stereotypes about the Arctic are indeed extremely persistent. These can 
include endless whiteness, danger, sublime landscapes, mystical Indigenous 
characters, heroic suffering, and the North as the “last frontier” or the “final 
refuge” when there is no other bearable place left. This last frontier aspect is 
especially relevant in futuristic novels about the Arctic, such as Camp Zero 
(2023). These tropes flatten the vast cultural, ecological, and political diversity 
of the region, and because many readers outside the Arctic have no alternative 
references, fiction becomes a de facto authority. This is becoming even more 
relevant now, in times of growing geopolitical interest in the Arctic. The Arctic 
is hyper-politicized: climate change, extraction, sovereignty, you name it. The 
region’s future is debated globally, and narratives shape policy. A fictional 
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Arctic is never just a setting, as it subtly influences how people think about real 
issues such as melting sea ice, Indigenous sovereignty, relocation, 
infrastructure, and climate refugees. 
 
Marie: In other words, who gets to tell stories about the Arctic matters 
profoundly. 
 
Lena: Exactly. The Arctic is often imagined rather than experienced. Because 
many non-Arctic authors have never been there, their depictions tend to be 
filtered through expedition narratives, exploration myths, and media clichés. 
Knowledge asymmetry makes misrepresentation more harmful. Yet, because 
outsider narratives are themselves part of the problem, they must be studied. 
The novels I read are not neutral representations, and they shape the Arctic 
imaginary that circulates globally. If we want to understand how colonial 
thinking persists today, we should analyze the stories produced by the cultures 
that generated those worldviews. In short, we read them because they are 
flawed. What are your thoughts on this? 
 
Marie: I think you are absolutely right, and I can see how working with this 
kind of literature must be like a perilous exploration in itself. What you said 
raises for me the question of whether I should look into outsider stories about 
Norrland alongside the insider ones. I will have to think more about that. What 
I already know, however, is that the stories written by Norrlandian authors do 
go into dialogue with those same exoticizing tropes and images that have been 
attached to the region ever since Olaus Magnus (1490–1557) first described the 
Far North to his European audiences. I think of this tradition as an ongoing 
process of reiterating, renegotiating, and reimagining cultural identity. Irony 
and shifting perspectives are often used to skew the image of place and people. 
This makes me curious about whether stories about the Arctic you study, which 
draw upon lived experience, do the same? 
 
Lena: Yes, they do. Stories of the Arctic written from lived experience often 
speak back to the exoticizing tropes outsiders have circulated for centuries. Like 
the Norrlandian tradition you describe, many Arctic and Indigenous authors 
work within an ongoing process of renegotiation: they reclaim landscapes that 
have been imagined as empty, hostile, or mystical; they play with and subvert 
the explorer gaze; they expose the absurdities of southern projections; they 
recenter relational knowledge systems that were historically dismissed. What is 
interesting is that this dialogue is often subtle. Inuit and Sámi authors do not 
simply reject the tropes, but rewire them. The cold is a teacher rather than a 
threat, the supernatural is relational rather than exotic, the “remote wilderness” 
is a lived, intimate homeland. In other words, insider stories understand the 
trope from the inside out and reshape it on their own terms. So yes: just as 
Norrlandian literature plays with its own mythologies, Arctic writing grounded 
in lived experience actively intervenes in and complicates the cultural 
imaginary inherited from outsider narratives. It becomes a form of aesthetic 
sovereignty, but also of humor, critique, and world-making. 
 
Marie: These strategies of rewiring – I love that expression, by the way – are 
interestingly similar to the ones I have encountered. Strikingly often, the 
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rewiring will happen over the course of action: a young protagonist will go from 
perceiving the northern landscape as a threat to finding strength in it, from 
alienation to alliance. This similarity says a great deal about what authors hope 
that literature can do, and the world-making power it wields. I look forward to 
hearing more about these stories about the Arctic North and the different 
speculative strategies you find. Conversations like this remind me just how 
much our understanding of literature is both deepened and complicated by 
sharing and comparing our findings. 
 
Lena: Indeed! Let the conversations drift – northward and elsewhere. 
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