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Studying indigenous literature in a Western academic context can 
be a paradoxical endeavor. It always carries an inherent risk of 
untranslatability: by attempting to grasp non-Western worldviews 
through Western concepts, we are already limiting them, and thus our 
understanding of them. As Western thought traditions, both Literary 
Studies and the Blue Humanities will therefore face some challenges, 
ethical and conceptual, when approaching indigenous water knowl-
edges from within their own theoretical apparatuses. In recent years, 
the emerging field of the Blue Humanities has seen a growing scholar-
ly interest in non-Western water knowledges, recognizing the need to 
engage more deeply with them through literary works from outside 
an Anglophone canon.1 Taking the opportunity in this introductory 
issue to the field for a Swedish audience, I propose here an analysis 
of a Sámi novel where the human-water relationship is central: Elin 
Anna Labba’s Far inte till havet (2024; translated as The Home of the 
Drowned, 2026). This interspecific relationship is approached here 
through Sámi cosmology, in which natural water bodies are under-
stood as living subjects endowed with agency, sentience, and memory.

Western rationality, for the last centuries, has built itself upon a 
Cartesian dualism that, dividing the world into res cogitans and res 
extensa, separates nature from culture and grants subjective capac-
ities, such as agency, sentience, and memory, exclusively to humans. 
Following this logic, Literary Theory classifies fictional depictions of 
nature as either realist or non-realist – narratives that defy the Car-
tesian divide being usually regarded as belonging to the latter, thus 
indicating the occurrence of non-realist genres such as fables, myths, 
fantasy, and magical realism.2 In the seminal The Fantastic: A Struc-
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tural Approach to a Literary Genre, Tzvetan Todorov classifies works 
of fiction in relation to the reader's level of  uncertainty about how 
they deal with reality, or “the world as we know it”:

In a world which is indeed our world, the one we know, [...] there occurs 

an event which cannot be explained by the laws of this same familiar 

world. The person who experiences the event must opt for one of two 

possible solutions: either he is a victim of an illusion of the senses, of a 

product of the imagination – and laws of the world then remain what 

they are; or else the event has indeed taken place, it is an integral part of 

reality – but then this reality is controlled by laws unknown to us.3

Todorov’s definition, however useful, is based on the assumption 
that there is a singular world – “which is indeed our world, the one 
we know”. A reasonable assumption, provided that it refers to a 
specific we, namely a we that understands reality through Western 
lenses. Within such a worldview, therefore, it is only logical to regard 
phenomena that escape the established laws of nature as “supernat-
ural events”, which can be explained away as either products of an 
illusion (the uncanny genre) or as real only within the premises of 
the fictional world (the marvelous genre). Indigenous worldviews, 
on the contrary, do not abide by that divide. The literary representa-
tions of nature they inspire should thus not always follow the same 
principles applied to works of Western fiction.4 How are we, then, to 
engage with works of fiction that draw inspiration from alternative, 
non-Western ways of being we, which entail fundamentally differ-
ent conceptions of “the world as we know it”? The human-water 
relationship in Far inte till havet, where the river is portrayed as a 
character endowed with agency, sentience, and memory, certainly 
deviates from the Cartesian dualism that defines the laws of nature in 
the Western worldview, and therefore does not meet the requirements 
for realist literature.

As a literature scholar, I have attempted to tackle this discordance 
by taking inspiration from a method from the field of Anthropology, 
namely the “ontological turn”. As Martin Holbraad and Morten 
Axel Pedersen write in The Ontological Turn: An Anthropological 
Exposition, in the context of anthropology, this movement has been 
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of great significance as an attempt to “take off the socially, culturally, 
politically (etc.) ‘tinted glasses’ with which we must necessarily see 
the world, which typically in anthropology is designated technically 
as ‘ethnocentrism’”.5 One way of applying this approach to literary 
studies is regarding the classification of certain literary works as 
types of non-realist literature as determined by our Western “tinted 
glasses”, and thus seek novel classifications that would emerge from 
the literary works themselves and the worldviews they propose. The 
field of Blue Humanities has developed in productive dialogue with 
other contemporary theoretical fields – such as Posthumanism, Ani-
mal Studies, Ecocriticism, and Feminist/New Materialism – that have 
been influential in Literary Studies as well, contributing to delineating 
new modes of reading that take into account the perspective of the 
non-human. Indigenous knowledges, however, have often functioned 
as a silent and unacknowledged interlocutor and inspiration source 
for these theories. I believe that the ontological turn as a method can 
be a positive tool for bridging the attempt to establish a dialogue 
between the Blue Humanities and non-Western worldviews, and this 
article presents an experimentation with this method in a literary 
analysis, taking as a starting point the human-water relationship 
through the practice of yoik. As will be discussed below, I argue that 
this knowledge is central to understanding the human-water relation-
ship in the novel, not as a non-realistic or metaphorical account, but 
as an actual practice of taking on other, non-human subjectivities. 

Far inte till havet

The story in Far inte till havet revolves around three Sámi women 
– Iŋgá, Rávdná and Ánne – and their efforts to belong in a territory 
that is exploited in the name of the country’s development. When the 
company “Bolaget” builds a hydroelectric power station, the waters 
of Stora Luleälven rise and submerge the villages where they live. 
With their huts under water, the Sámi families living in that area are 
forced to move and leave everything behind. The story is based on an 
actual historical episode, the damming of the Stora Luleälven’s spring 
lakes between the 1920s and 1970s, for the construction of Swedish 
hydroelectric power stations. Several times during these decades, Sámi 



64 BLÅ HUMANIORATFL 2026:1–2

villages established in that land were drowned, and the families were 
forcibly displaced. The novel shows how different generations cope 
with those changes. The sisters Rávdná and Ánne represent a gener-
ation that is more connected to the territory and its history, whereas 
Iŋgá, Rávdnás daughter, represents a younger generation that grew 
up in a context of constant transformation and instability of identity, 
less resistant than the older one to adopting the lifestyle of the social 
majority. Rávdná engages in protests against Bolaget and its demands 
that the Sámi people should sacrifice for the common good of the 
developing nation. She dreams of building her own house by Stora 
Luleälven, defying the State’s imposition that the Sámis, a suppos-
edly naturally nomadic people, were not suited to live in permanent 
accommodations. Iŋgá, on the other hand, sees no point in fighting 
the State to preserve a tradition that is increasingly jeopardized as she 
grows up. Instead, her efforts are directed at fitting into society and 
enjoying the small comforts of modernity, such as having a regular 
job, a warm house, and a car.

The situation outlined above, with its material consequences for 
both humans and the landscape, is portrayed as intertwined and 
inseparable from its immaterial aspect, which regards the relation 
between humans and territory, especially water bodies, and how it af-
fects both parts’ sense of identity. The characters in Far inte till havet 
are shown to have a close relation to nature and communicate with 
it, especially with the river – at times through everyday language, at 
times through the practice of yoik. And the river also communicates 
with them. In indigenous literature, nature is not depicted merely as 
a background scenario that serves to illustrate human emotions, but 
as characters with complex emotions of their own. The largest part 
of the narrative, centered on the human characters and told by a 
third-person narrator, is invaded by Stora Luleälven’s narrative in first 
person. With small blocks of texts resembling poems that run through 
a few (unnumbered) pages, it does that seven times throughout the 
novel, possibly symbolizing the seven spring lakes that form the river, 
or the number of dammings that took place during those fifty years.
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Yoik, memory and identity

Already at the opening of the novel, memory is established as a 
central theme:

Jag hade ett namn som jag inte minns. Minnena är otydliga, de flesta 

sjunker, några flyter upp ibland. Jag var sund och stränder, vattenfall och 

vikar.

Jag hade fisk. Sjöfåglarna, de var kvar.6

As we will see in the unfolding story, this sense of memory is sus-
tained by the practice of yoik. The river continues: 

Jag var en sjö som hade namn och sånger. De som bodde här sjöng mig… 

Nana, det minns jag att de sjöng, nana sjöng de innan det här… Det var 

innan det blev så här.7

Those who lived in the territory sang the river (“sjöng mig”), as 
Stora Luleälven recounts.8 The expression “to sing the lake” could 
be regarded as a poetic way of saying something else: perhaps that 
people sang songs, and these songs were about the lake, or addressed 
to the lake. In the Sámi worldview, however, this formulation is not 
strictly poetic. As literary critic and writer Harald Gaski explains, the 
yoik, from the Sámi juoigan, “is not about a person, it actually is the 
person”.9 The verb “to yoik” thus translates more adequately as to 
sing into something/someone rather than singing about something/
someone:

Traditionally unaccompanied and often sung in wordless syllables, yoik 

is a musical language of feeling: a yoik describes or evokes an emotion, a 

person, a landscape, an animal, or whatever the singer may choose. “We 

don’t sing about,” says yoik singer Mari Boine, “we sing into being–a 

person, landscape, animal, situation.” A yoik can be joyous, loving, con-

templative, haunting, angry, danceable, humorous; always it feels intimate 

and confident. It’s the song of a culture at home with its soul.10

To sing into rather than about a natural phenomenon or entity, in 



66 BLÅ HUMANIORATFL 2026:1–2

this case the river, thus refers to a phenomenon that the structure of 
the Western worldview does not have the tools to grasp. It is a con-
ceptual, ontological difference, which is where the method proposed 
by the ontological turn becomes relevant: by taking the concept of 
“singing into” to its logical conclusion, we are able to challenge 
what we understand about singing and about how to relate to other 
persons, human or non-human. When the river remembers being sung 
by the people, it is giving an account of a being endowed with mem-
ory (remembering being sung), sentience (hearing the songs), and a 
subjective interpretation of these past events. Following the ontolog-
ical turn’s approach, we are able to read this account not as a poetic 
interpretation of a “primitive” cultural practice based on animism, 
nor as a metaphorical (and thus anthropocentric) illustration of the 
people’s experience of the dammings. Instead, we can take part in 
another worldview where the river’s subjectivity is a literal phenom-
enon, and the yoik a practice of taking on other subjectivities – the 
people actually sing into Stora Luleälven’s “riverness”.

In Far inte till havet, the yoik constitutes a common language 
between humans and nature. While talking to one another, the char-
acters are seen, for instance, to yoik the low mountain or the rapids’ 
current in order to change the atmosphere of the conversation (“Han 
gjorde tonerna lätta som om han jojkade ett mjukt lågfjäll”; “Han 
jojkade forsens ström, som han gjorde när han ville både blidka och 
reta henne”).11 Or to calm an animal by yoiking a dovdna, “den lätta 
melodiska barnjojken som fick en att somna, drömma, vakna till en 
annan morgon”.12 But in addition to being a form of communication, 
the yoik is also a practice that helps the characters to preserve their 
memory and sense of identity, deeply connected to a sense of belong-
ing to the territory: “Jojk var bön. Marken ville att människan skulle 
jojka, på samma sätt som den satte dem att slöjda och berätta. Det 
var böner på platser där man var så hemma att ens skor var marken 
och marken ens skor”.13 According to Gaski, “when a person had 
received a yoik, he or she was looked upon as a member of the com-
munity”.14 From the portrayal of the practice of yoik in the novel, we 
can perceive the close connection between this sense of identity and 
memory. As music researcher Olle Edström puts it, yoiking allows the 
person to “recreate and experience one’s feelings anew and strengthen 
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them. Just as the memory of someone or something is reinforced 
when one jojked, the opposite could also be the case: when one 
thought about someone or something, one would be inclined to jojk 
him/her/it”.15 With the damming of Stora Luleälven, the people living 
in that territory are repelled, and the connection between humans and 
nature, especially the river, is lost, causing both of them to forget their 
common language and close relationship, and consequently, their 
sense of identity. Stora Luleälven relates its own experiences of being 
turned into an artificial sea and drowning surrounding villages as a 
process of memory and identity loss:

Jag var ljust fjällvatten som blev mörka hål och blött tyg sjönk. Jag hade 

kåtornas mjuka väggar mot min mun, de vita spetsarna från kvinnornas 

mössor. De som gick ut på min svaga is. Vi är här fortfarande, nana, vi 

lämnar inte. De sjöng Siivujávri, den goda sjön, men mitt minne skulle 

försvinna. Jag vällde…16

–

Jag minns inga namn och nästan inga ord längre. Jag är en av de språklösa 

och jag väntar här. Jag är kallare men jag fryser inte, låter inte isarna 

komma. Inga isar lägger sig på mig längre och regnet det faller om vintern.

Jag har stor ebb och jag har lång flod. Jag är torkan och floden.17

As Stora Luleälven's memories are embodied, the act of forgetting 
happens in parallel with physical transformation: overflowing and no 
longer being able to freeze, the river loses contact with the humans, 
who no longer are able to walk over its ice during winter, or navi-
gate and fish in it during the summer. “Siivujávri, Siivujávri, stay, the 
people still sang, but I didn't recognize the songs. I drowned them”.18 
The presence of the name of the river, followed by the epithet “the 
good lake”, indicates that this is a specific type of yoik, namely 
the personal yoik. In this genre, “[b]oth the musical and the verbal 
portrait of the subject are usually short, concise, striking characteriza-
tions”.19 Stora Luleälven is thus treated as a person with a personality 
of their own, and the yoik is a document of the river’s sense of identi-
ty that is affected by the loss of memory.
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With the aim to give more complexity to the properties of water, 
describing it as “more than just ‘fluid’”, feminist Blue Humanities 
scholar Astrida Neimanis has proposed six “hydro-logics”, one of 
which is that of the archive.20 This hydro-logic describes how water 
bodies, by accumulating non-degradable residues over time, “become 
material repositories of the past”.21 This hydro-logic applies well to 
the narrative of Far inte till havet, where we can follow, as the dam-
mings take place, how the villages repeatedly turn into submerged 
landscapes. However, the river is not only material, but also imma-
terial repository: “Det var vatten och under vattnet fanns ett land 
av tysta berättelser. Platser och människor”.22 More than that, the 
river is not only an archive of human histories and stories – it has a 
history and a story of its own. It becomes an archive of itself, of its 
past form and subjectivity. “Water remembers”, Neimanis writes, 
summarizing the hydro-logic of the archive.23 But here, water also 
forgets as it ceases to be yoiked and goes through a physical transfor-
mation. More than a passive archive, water is portrayed in the novel 
as having actual memory in its double capacity of both remembering 
and forgetting.

The forgetfulness becomes mutual between the human and the 
non-human. Iŋgá’s remembrance of her father, who died when she 
was little, gradually fades away: “Sedan sjön hade kommit mindes 
hon inte hans ansikte riktigt. Han var mest ögon, han hade ingen mun 
och rösten var låg”.24 But Stora Luleälven’s memory loss is shared 
especially with Rávdná – both characters are increasingly affected by 
amnesia as the story develops. Later in the story, Rávdná is admitted 
to a nursing home. She forgets how to speak Swedish, the major lan-
guage, and starts speaking Sámi again. In her mind, she is back in her 
village, living close to the river, where she can ride her boat and fish. 
From her perspective, the one suffering from memory loss is actually 
her daughter: “Hon brukade snegla på Iŋgá, hennes vackra dotter 
som hade förlorat minnet av den hon var”.25 What does it mean to 
lose memory, really? Only by forgetting where she is and what has 
happened, Rávdná is able to reconnect with her identity, transporting 
herself to a time where she lived in a closer relation with the territory. 
Still, the experience of the river is not portrayed as metaphorical, or 
as an illustration of the human’s. Instead, their shared experience is at 
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the same time individual, showing that, in this worldview, the capac-
ity to memory is not exclusively human. By playing with different 
senses of memory, the novel highlights how embodied experiences 
and identity are intertwined, for both humans and non-humans.

Towards the end of the novel, when the protests against Bolaget 
have shown not to be giving the expected results, the eldest reconnect 
with the yoik as a last act of resistance, a means of reestablishing a 
connection with the already estranged river, and reclaiming their Sámi 
identity: 

Det fanns fjäll av glömda jojkar med tonerna så djupt begravda att 

de aldrig skulle hittas, så fanns det några få jojkar som hade stannat i 

kroppen, fastän de inte tog sig ut i luften mer. Jouná hade börjat jojka 

Siivujávri, en av få jojkar Rávdná hade kvar. Den djupaste delen av den 

gamla sjön. Den urgamla, mitterst av de sju sjöarna.26

Anthropomorphization: literal/metaphorical 
embodiments

With the loss of the interspecific language of yoik, there is a shift in 
the affective relation between the humans and the river:

De har blivit otacksamma. De som brukade längta, de som brukade 

sjunga och tacka. Åren har gått och folk undviker mig. De svär åt mig och 

jag tycker inte om det.

Svårt att vara ensam. Åren sliter, de sliter, fram och tillbaka. Jag höjs 

och sänks.

Jag saknar lågvattnets vila. Jag saknar mina vita isar.27

These affective transformations that Stora Luleälven goes through 
– loss of connection with the human realm, along with a loss of 
memory and identity – are concretized in its physical body in sever-
al ways. Besides the transformation in volume and fluidity, from a 
running river into an artificial and static sea, there is also a change 
in coloration. As we see in the excerpt above, the white color refers 
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to a time of “low tide’s calm”, when the river was still able to freeze 
and let the people walk over its ice. In its new physical form, the river 
is no longer white: “I grönt vatten klädde jag mig när isarna smälte. 
Solen glänste och glaciärerna föll”.28 The humans perceive the river’s 
different colors as characteristic for its state of mind:

Det hade varit ett helvete att få upp näten de sista dagarna, sjön hade 

blåst, lugnat sig, retat upp sig igen.

Den var orolig.

De trasiga näten hängde på stranden och glodde på henne varje dag och 

sjön bytte färg varje timme. Klarblå, mörkblå, grå och sedan ljus igen.29

The more grey Stora Luleälven becomes, the more physically and 
emotionally uneasy it reveals itself to be: “Kroppen svällde och 
kokade, och mitt vatten blev grått”.30 These states of mind are often 
shared with the humans: “‘Åja, inte en bra i dag’, sa hon till sjön. 
‘Go nu heajos mielan?’ Den var grågrön och rastlös, såg ut som hon 
kände sig. Orolig”.31 In fact, the water bodies in Far inte till havet 
seem to exert a strong influence on how the human characters per-
ceive themselves and each other, helping to construct their sense of 
identity: “Jouná var tuff. Han hade alltid påmint mer om männen i de 
andra byarna, det rann ett annat slags stridare vatten i deras bäckar. 
Det var så stenigt och brant på andra sidan, då blev människorna 
sådana. De var inte som deras mjuka backar som föll ihop och blödde 
rakt ner i sjön”.32 In a double movement, humans acquire traits of 
nature and vice versa.

Stora Luleälven’s embodied experiences are at times expressed in 
an anthropomorphized manner, its experiences described as a mixture 
of human and non-human embodiments: “Vit och blek vred jag och 
sprack, jag frös och sprack. Jag blev vakar och malströmmar. Jag fick 
svarta ådror, blånader och sprickor över min kropp som jag gömde 
under snön.33 Not only Stora Luleälven perceives itself in human 
terms, but also the humans perceive the water bodies in that way: 
“Sjön sträckte ut sina händer och bar människorna från ena världen 
till den andra, det hade Rávdná ofta tänkt”.34 While anthropomor-
phization is a common stylistic resource in narratives on nature, here 
we are dealing with two different kinds of it; the first one consists in 
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transferring human bodily characteristics to nature, and the second 
in transferring supposedly exclusively human mental capacities to na-
ture. My argument here is that, in specific cases such as this narrative, 
only the first kind is to be treated as metaphorical, while the latter 
is to be taken literally. That is: while the river’s “mouth”, “hands”, 
and “arteries” are anthropomorphic metaphors, its subjectivity and 
capacity for sentience and memory are not.

This kind of metaphorical resource is not always appreciated in 
academic fields that engage critically with the non-human realm. As 
Escobar et al. summarize this concern:

For Western-educated intellectuals, the invitation to relate with 

phenomena once relegated to the categories “inanimate”, “object”, 

“non-(self)-conscious” or “not-human/not-person” as something like 

people (a word that will suffice here as a stand-in for beings with whom 

we have some ethical responsibility/relation) can lead to the real appre-

hension of committing the “cardinal sin” of anthropomorphism. What if 

we project upon natural phenomena our own traits?35

On the other hand, they argue, the anthropomorphization of nature 
constitutes a sort of poetic knowledge, or “bio-poetics, [that] includes 
engagements that are not only literary but also tactile and materi-
al”.36 Serpil Oppermann as well criticizes what she regards as Western 
scholars’ limited understanding of metaphor as a resource that favors 
abstraction:

This is a misunderstanding of metaphoric meanings and/or the figural 

notions of the sea, because what we take to be a symbolic, figural, or me-

taphoric meaning is a way of relating in which the meaning is modulated 

in the interweaving field of the material and the discursive. This doesn’t 

mean that metaphoric representations are an addition of something else 

to water’s material reality; rather, when used disanthropocentrically, they 

effect a kind of a better cognitive response to the oceanic realities with 

a new focus today, dissolving anthropocentric foundations of figural 

representations.37

Even though Oppermann and Escobar et al. argue for the positive, 
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material value of metaphors, I believe that, when dealing with nar-
ratives based on non-Western cosmologies, we still should make a 
commitment to taking certain phenomena literally. In the case of Far 
inte till havet, treating water memory as truly literal is a way of ex-
panding the concept of “memory” itself beyond the human model. In 
a metaphorical reading, the river’s “remembering” means, following 
the hydro-logic of the archive, that it is a repository, material and/
or immaterial, for human residues and histories/stories. In a literal 
reading, on the other hand, we are dealing with a real mechanism of 
remembrance, albeit different from the human. This is the ontological 
turn provided by such a reading: instead of “translating” the river's 
memory to our Western conceptual apparatus, we allow our very 
understanding of what “memory” is to be challenged by the narrative.

*

The ontological turn can be a relevant tool for analysing literary 
works that approach the non-human in ways that challenge the 
Cartesian divide. Given its concern with the issue of untranslatability 
between non-Western worldviews and Western concepts, the onto-
logical turn also shows some potential for bridging a gap between 
the field of the Blue Humanities and indigenous knowledges. In this 
analysis, we have experimented with a literal, rather than metaphori-
cal, reading of watery subjectivity in the Sámi novel Far inte till havet. 
The outcome of such an analysis is to open space for the possibility of 
there being other versions of “the world as we know it” than the Wes-
tern. Especially in the context of the Anthropocene, understanding 
water bodies as literally alive and intelligent can lead to more produc-
tive strategies than metaphorical readings would be able to provide. 
The practice of yoik is portrayed as an interspecific language that 
strengthens the sense of memory and identity between humans and 
water. As singing into rather than to or about, the yoik has a parallel 
with the literary practice: both can be used as rituals of performing 
other, non-human subjectivities through a specific use of language.
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