
Guest Post ... Environmental Themes of ‘Alaska’

Lately I’ve become more and more enchanted by the natural world. Certainly as I wrote ‘Alaska’ I 
became increasingly curious – and passionate – about what we call the environment.
One of the first things I wondered about was that very word - ‘environment’ - to describe what is all 
around us or, as I began to think, might be all through us and, in fact, is entirely what we are. What 
I mean by that is, it struck me how we think of ourselves as separate from nature, that nature is 
somehow ‘out there’, an ‘environment’ around us but perhaps it isn’t. Perhaps we are nature and 
nature is us.

I read the Vietnamese monk, Thich Nhat Hanh say,‘When we look deeply into a flower, we see the 
elements that have come together to allow it to manifest. We see clouds manifested as rain... 
When I touch the flower, I’m touching the cloud and touching the rain.’ I read David Suzuki write 
from a biologist’s point of view: ‘We are 
the air, we are the water, we are the earth, 
we are the Sun.’ Then I stumbled across 
James Lovelock’s ‘Gaia Theory’ which 
proposes that our planet Earth is not 
some separate body we just live upon but 
is alive, with its atmosphere and rivers, its 
animals and plants and humans all 
working together as parts of one living 
being. It describes our Earth as, in fact,‘a 
living process in which we participate.’

This way of seeing made sense to me at 
some deep intuitive level and as I began 
to appreciate this interconnectedness, so too did my character Mia. More and more, as the novel 
progressed, she began to sense her enmeshment with the forest and the beautiful creatures that 
inhabited it.
Of course, as this happened, she too began to feel with them. News of the ‘progress’ planned for 
the local area and what this meant for the animals and plants and for the human inhabitants filled 
her with dread. This kind of ‘progress’ – oil drilling, mining, gas extraction, desalination – is going 
on all across our planet with shocking consequences. When we witnessed oil- slicked seabirds 
being dragged from the waters of the Gulf of Mexico last year these consequences were obvious. 
However, even when these projects don’t end in documented disaster, they wreak unforgivable 
havoc on the lives of animals and the fabric of ecosystems. This heartbreaking devastation is one 
of the themes of ‘Alaska.’

I began to feel more and more as I wrote the novel that once we truly experience our kinship with 
the animals and other aspects of the world we share, then surely we must open up to previously 
suppressed or unacknowledged parts of ourselves. This is how I experienced things for Mia as her 
journey continued. As she became increasingly connected with the natural world, I sensed her 
becoming more in touch with her own feelings, particularly those she had for her mother. This, as it 
happens, is one of the underlying ideas of Ecopsychology – that our own inner well being and 
sense of richness is strongly linked to our relationship with the Earth.



Certainly, writing ‘Alaska’ took me more deeply 
into myself via my feelings for the natural world 
and so, too, as my inner world evolved did I gain 
a greater and greater appreciation for our 
beautiful planet. I hope readers might experience 
something of this as they read ‘Alaska.’


