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The concept of wildness not only plays a role inlgdophical debates, but also in
popular culture. Wild nature is often seen as aeglautside the cultural sphere where
one can still encounter instances of transcende®ome writers and moviemakers
contest the dominant romanticized view of wild matby telling stories that somehow
show a different harsher face of nature. In encagntvith the wild and unruly,
humans can sometimes experience the misfit betweein well-ordered, human-
centered, self-created world view and the otherméssature, and in doing so face,
what Plumwood calls, “the view from the outsidehré&e films -Gerry, Into the Wild
and Grizzly Man— deal with contemporary encounters with wildnéathat these
works have in common is the central theme of modtemans who are fascinated by
wild nature and seek experiences unknown to tHostetl to the overly cultivated life
(psyche) in modern society. Another connecting terhowever, is that any
idealization of wildness is in itself deeply prailatic. All three films have fatal
endings, which in turn fascinates the contempovagwers. These films show, first,
that wildness is conceived as a moral counterfagagnst the overly-civilized world;
and, second, that fascination with this wildnessitself become thoroughly reflexive,
and refers to a moral meaning of wildness thabi ldeeply paradoxical and utterly
dark.

Introduction
Many people feel deeply fascinated by the wildn&flseature because in extreme moments

nature offers a fascinating contrast with the hwoamered moral order in the world.

Therefore, even though ever more people live iecind will probably not have many direct



encounters with wild nature in any strict sensehef word (pristine, untouched nature), the
concept ofwildnessremains a prominent term in contemporary moratalisse. Instead of
referring to an objective feature of pristine natuthe concept of wildness often rather
expresses a moment of fundamental criticism towauisan culture as such.

Notably, many city dwellers suffer in their eveaydurban lives from a lack of those aspects
of life that can evoke a surplus of meaning. Widdume is seen by many of them as a place
outside the cultural sphere where one can stilbenter such instances of transcendence. This
urban longing for the wild has generated highlyaldeed images of wild nature. But when
these people are confronted with actual wildnegk vaiid nature conveys itself as strange,
indifferent and unruly, the idealizations get puotioi question and more disturbing images of
the wild come to the fore.

The concept of wildness not only plays a role lwigsophical debates, but also in popular
culture. It appears in all kinds genres of imagorat movies, novels, documentaries, plays
etceterd. Some writers and moviemakers question the domir@nanticized view of wild
nature by telling stories about the harsher faceatfire: how encounters with the wild and
unruly, sometimes convey the misfit between a wetlered human-centered self-created
world view and the otherness of nature, and hunface, what Plumwood calls, “the view
from the outside?

According to philosophical hermeneutics, moral niegs of nature only come into play as
soon as humans start articulating their relatignshth the world. Humans invest meaning in
their relationship with their environment, so asd®ate a meaningful, morally ordered
interpretation of the world in which humans carelivn this process of interpretation, the
neutrality of space is transformed into a meanihgface mere environmens transformed
into aworld we can live in, to use a phrase of Paul Ricoetwus] from a hermeneutical
perspective, moral meanings exist only within tealm of cultural interpretations: in order to
articulate their exact meaning, (moral) experienbase to be actively appropriated and
interpreted as part of a complex, integral webedénmrences. The same applies to the moral
experiences of nature.

However, there is something peculiar with expergnofwild nature that seems to go
beyond this hermeneutical framework. Sometinmegure itselfseems to breach the human-
centered world view — questioning the order thatn@emally take for granted, and somehow
putting the anthropocentrism of everyday life ingpective. The woravildnessrefers to the

sphere that is not subject to human interventiod #mat is not (and can never be)



domesticated. Wildness is the outside or the otfi@ulture® Does this mean that wildness
cannot be part of a meaningful world? Yes and no.

There are, of course, many practical reasons veople need to find ways to relate that
which lies outside the boundaries of culture. Gnaae fundamental level, wildness (anything
transcending the confinements of culture) has &y @ part too: people must be able to
articulate the meaning of that whidies outsideof their cultural habitat wilderness
mountains, forests, swamps, badlands, desertsn®ceawhich isout of controlby culture
(wildness storms, floods, earthquakes). Throughout historgt in different cultures we can
find all kinds of interpretations of the wild asetloutside of culture — in stories, folk tales,
songs, and myths. The wildness of nature can be asesacred, as evil and chaotic, as
unspoiled and pristine, as immoral, sublime, etat Bost often, wildness is interpreted as
somehow the opposite of culture: the sphere ofatineral versus the moral, chaos versus
order, eternal versus temporal, inhumane versusahamphysisversusnomos In all of these
culturalizations, the “outside” of culture is givenplace and meaning within the framework
of references that makes up culture — in this seabénterpretations that seek to articulate
(and determine) the meaning of wildness can be asappropriation$ that transfer the wild
as radical other-than-culture into the realm of ¢étural, i.e. symbolic order — we have to
make it our own.

However, the formal definition afildnessas that which is not culture does not yet signify
its meaning Wildnessas a meaningful concept plays a raféhin culture. Elsewherel have
shown how the concept @fildness nowadays, ultimately is deeply paradoxica:amoral
concept it refers to (the value of) that which lies beyomdlture and cannot be
hermeneutically appropriateds a concept of meaninglies within cultural sphere itself and
thus implies appropriation of the wil@lVildnessis a critical border concept that stresses the
value of that which lies beyond the realm of cud{usut as culture’s antithesis it has a place
within the cultural arena of values.

The past few years have produced various movigsekplicitly address the problematic
relation between modern humans and wild nature moratrivial manner, and try to clarify
our contemporary fascination for wildness. Somehef more interesting one’s depict wild
nature as an explicittpon-moralrealm, that is, as radically different from andnsimes
hostile towards our human-centenedral world, yet also a source for moral self-renewal.
But whereas the romantics thought of wild natureaashoral order, the new imagery of
wildness seems to play on another conceptual lamdl problematizes our conceptions of

wildness — including the romantic view — on a mbhredamental level. Some of the more



interesting movies appear to criticize the domiramtironmentalist view of nature, and yet,
were highly appreciated by many environmentalists.

In this paper, | discuss three contemporary mathasdeal with encounters with wildness.
They all criticize the dominant view of wildnessgepent an alternative account, and discuss
the underlying moral issue. The fir&erry, is about two friends who get lost on a hike on a
wilderness trail. The seconthto the Wild,tells the tragic story of a young man who died
while seeking purification in the Alaskan outbackhe third — which | discuss most
extensively — isGrizzly Man a documentary about a young American who devoie@ntire
life to protect the wild grizzlies in Alaska andesually got killed by them. What these
works have in common is the central theme of modermans who are fascinated by wild
nature and seek experiences unknown to the ovettwated life in modern society. The
other connecting theme, however, is their depictadnthe problematic nature of any
idealization of wildness: encountering wild nataea be fatal. This darkness of nature in turn
fascinates theontemporary viewer. | show that contemporary vieware fascinated with
these stories because they remind them of a despea truth underneath the need for moral
meaning in the wild.

It is possible to interpret these movies on tweels. First, we can try to understand the
leading characters, who all share a certain a#titwdwildness. On a second level, however,
we can consider these movies as narratives thétorrthe viewer with their own fascination
with nature’s hash face. The subject of this papehus twofold: first | want to show how
wildness can today still fascinate as a countegf@gainst the overly civilized world; second,

I will explain how this fascination itself has bege utterly reflexive, and refers to moral
meaning of wildness that is both deeply paradoxacal utterly dark.

The contemporary wilderness tales that | discudevb are deep and disquieting. As one
film critic remarked abouGrizzly Man what shocked many viewers was not the outcome of
the film, but the dark view of the narrator. In fieowing, | will analyze more precisely this
underlying conception of wildness as both non-maral morally pregnant.

Gerry

Gerry (Gus van Sant, 2002) is a movie about two frierd®th named Gerry — who set out

for a hike on a trail through a desert. Judgingnfitheir casual clothing and the fact that they

don’t bring with them any water, food and survigehr, they expect a nice stroll — apparently



unaware that hiking through the desert can be quesil Soon after having started, they
encounter a family that is also walking the toutrsil. They abruptly decide to leave the
track. After a short but ecstatic run through timéamiliar landscape they lose all sense of
direction. The rest of the film we witness both ngmng to find their way back to the car.

Gerryis almost without dialogue and the few words shdot really seem to matter. Both
men only talk about trivial matters that do notliseaeem to interest them. In the absence of
words, most interpretation is left to the imagioatiof the viewer. Mayb&decauseof this
silence, the story is absorbing. As they try talftheir way back, the two Gerry’s gradually
start to realize that they are in serious troubéth each additional step in the wrong
direction, their despair grows and eventually they confronted with their own egos and with
each other.

The most immersive aspect of the movie, howeverthiat gradually, the viewer’s
perception of time and space changes. The movieegsranexperienceof remoteness. With
each subsequent footstep of the main charactezssehse of time and space gets more
disrupted. The viewer is confronted with stunninctyres of a sublime desert landscape that
is both overwhelmingly beautiful and shockingly iifetent towards the fate of these two
human beings. At the same time, what both men basay to each other remains utterly
trivial compared to the eternal silence of this maman world. The serene but hostile
grandeur of these surroundings is totally indifferéoward the humane fate. The viewer
becomes aware of the insignificance of these yonag’s fate in this overwhelmingly grand
scenery, so that, near the end of the film, whenafrithe Gerrys dies — or is he killed by his
companion? — it appears almost as an indifferetralaevent. There is no point being
outraged: in the wild, morality is out of place,iseeems.

Gerry has been criticized for its lack of a clear naveastructure: it would be nothing more
than just an empty shell with beautiful pictureselieve that such criticism is misplaced
because the movie precisely criticizes, in my vibath the human need for entertainment (in
the form of the commaoditization of nature in wildess trails and recreation areas) and for
clear narrative structures and human perspectindsvalues. It shows that the grandeur of
wild nature is deeper and more profound than mdreigan, although it also stresses that this
wildness is utterly indifferent towards the fatehofmanity and as such ultimately amoral.

Implicitly, the movie seems to criticize the casd attitude of the main characters toward
wild nature as the location for a nice, amusingls{a distraction from everyday boredom),

and for their failure to appreciate the radicaleottess and indifference of wild nature. At the



same time, this criticism cannot be articulatednaral terms, because in the realm of the
wild, straightforward morality is precisely out place.

The lack of narrative in the movie is not acci@énthe lesson from the wild cannot be told
in human words: it is theilenceof nature that is most telling. The fascinatiorthmvild
nature that the film projects reflects a critidaree toward the humanly centered moral world
as such. It conveys an utterly reflexive moral nieguthat questions morality itself. The
experience of the wild raises a silent protestregjdihe arbitrariness of the modern human-
centered world. But although the experience ofwiid is morally meaningful, it does not

provide an explicit wildernessthic

Into the wild

Whereas the main characters@erry face the harshness of nature involuntarily anehgy,
the movielnto the Wild(Sean Penn, 2007) is about a consciously sougtitargation with
wild nature. It is in this context that wild natugets a more explicit moral dimension.

The movielnto the Wildis based on the 1996 book by journalist and maoe¢a Jon
Krakauer — a work of non-fictiohlt reconstructs the story of Chris McCandlessyenty-
three-year-old man from a well-to-do family, whateaf graduating from the university,
attempted to leave behind the shallow, corrupt, madiow-minded life of his parents. He
changed his name, gave away all of his money, mwtled through the American outback
for two years. He then hitchhiked to Alaska, whieeeintended to spend the summer alone in
the wild. He did not make it back. His dead bodyweaentually found by a moose hunter.

Both movie and book retrace McCandless’ quest tfath and self-knowledge that
ultimately led to his death, and try to understéiml drives and desires. The movie differs
from the book in some respects. For one, the fdnstructured as a road movie — ecstatic
music score includéd- and frames Chris’ quest for truth as a cominggde story. It shows
wild nature mostly as scenery: deserts, canyons farebts are extraordinarily beautiful,
joyful places, where one can hike and canoe inrshkss, without the responsibilities and
hassle, while reading Tolstoy, Thoreau, Muir anchdan. In contrast, the book is more
reflexive and focuses on the ambiguous meaninga®amdlesstall from the wild Krakauer
argues that Chris was consciously seeking a sehsiesky challenge and friction in the
Alaskan outback. Inspired by his favored authorsClsindless believed that humankind had

lost track of the essence of life in its urge fafesy and control; only by seeking the



confrontation with wild nature — without safety nas it were — could he still experience the
essence of life. For that reason, he did not takeap with him — a decision that would later
proof to be fataf.

Both book and film portray McCandless as an ideéalvho was unsatisfied with the
bourgeois world in which he grew up. He despiseddiilized world that is regulated up to
the point that one can hardly experience anythtraglaln an effort to leave the confinements
and boredom of this “civilized” world behind, he sveboking for a challenge in wild nature.
This challenge is supposed to enable him to sefesmlall of its intensity, to live life to the
fullest, and at the same time be confronted wighthie inner self.

McCandless cut the material bounds with modernespdy giving away his savings to
charity, burning the cash in his wallet, and abamnug his car and most of his possessions.
Unencumbered by money and belongings, he wouldrée to experience the purifying
encounter with wild nature. In April 1992, afterviteg spent some time in different
alternative communities, he decided that in orddully live up to his ideal, he would have to
make less compromises. He hitchhiked to Alaskaptnd one summer there, alone in the
wild, living from the land without help from otheamd without the aid of modern equipment.
At first sight, McCandless’ story merely mirrorsathof Thoreau, who sought to sustain his
livelihood by living with and from the land, and itoing so find spiritual and moral
redemption. McCandless, too, tried to sustain hilmsenature and find self-knowledge.
However, his departure from culture was far modéca. From Thoreau’s hut, Walden, the
nearest town, was just a few miles away. In cohtMsCandless distanced himself from the
inhabited, human world literally as well as symbally. For that reason, Jon Krakauer,
author of the book, believes, McCandless everalefiap behind:

He was looking for a blank spot on the map, anthis day and age there are none, and so he created
one, by leaving a map behind. Similarly, he did tadde a large caliber rifle; he did not have muéh o
all, because he did want to make the game moreGare the wilderness a fair shot, that was what he
9
was up to.
McCandless did not want to be assured from thé ttar he would come out as the winner in
the game between humans and nature. He conscemusiint a confrontation with wild nature

in all its harshness. Krakauer explains why:
Long captivated by the writing of Leo Tolstoy, Ma@thess particularly admired how the great novelist
had forsaken a life of wealth and privilege to wamnadmong the destitute. In college McCandless began
emulating Tolstoy’s asceticism and moral rigor tegree that first astonished, and then alarmedgth

who were close to him. When the boy headed off iheoAlaskan bush he entertained no illusions that



he was trekking into a land of milk and honey. Peadversity, and Tolstoyan renunciation were

precisely what he was seeking. And that is whdbhed, in abundancé®
McCandless was looking for the edge: balancinghensimall border between being defeated
in the harshness of unbounded nature and being@bt@ke oneself a home there. He sought
personal transformation and spiritual renewal,rfmit— as Thoreau — in a life in harmony with
nature, but in a life thatikes up the challengef the wild. He wanted to experience nature
resisting our attempts to control her. As a pregiama he did collect useful knowledge of
local plants and animals that could help him swvawd he succeeded in doing so for four
months. A small mistake would eventually prove hiatal: he died because he ate a
poisonous plant that caused him to throw up hislfdéventually, he starved to death. His
body was found by a moose hunter later in the sedsgether with a note, written in neat

block letters on a page torn from a novel by Gogol:
S.0.S. | need your help. | am injured, near desth, too weak to hike out of here. | am all alohés s

no joke. In the name of God, please remain to sa@el am out collecting berries close by and shall
return this evening. Thank you, Chris McCandleasyust rae
Krakauer defends McCandless against those who @dtosof not paying enough respect to

nature:
A lot of people have criticized McCandless, espbci@laskans. They say he didn’t respect the land
enough. He was too cocky; he didn't give it thepezs it deserves. They say he did not take enough
gear, enough equipment and enough food. All hewesla ten pound bag of rice and a 22 rifle and not
much more. So in one sense, that was a mistakd. dant't see it quite the same way, because he was

looking for a challenge, and in his mind any chadie in which the outcome is assured isn’t a chglen

at all. Why do it if you know you can succeéd?

Chris’ overconfidence would be hubris, an undenesting of nature’s force. These critics of
McCandless seem to equal respect for wild natuth vaspect for a worthy opponent, an
enemy for whom one should prepare oneself. But @kaUer points out, this criticism is
missing the point. McCandless was not so much edrbout being defeated by his
opponent; instead, he was worried that the corditat with wildness would be too easy.
Wild nature deserves a fair shot; only by takingauphallenge the outcome of which is not
assured can one sense what it means to be alive.

Into the Wildwas both a worldwide bestseller and movie blocidysits tragic tale
appealed widely to @@mmonly felt and deeply ambiguous position towavddness.

The first way in which we can interpret the pubfascination for this story is fairly
straightforward. Many are still drawn to the ide¢hht also captivated McCandless (and

Krakauer): that wild nature poses a critical moedérence point vis-a-vis the all-too-human.



McCandless sought a confrontation with wild nattordree himself from the corruption of
mankind — for him, wildness was a moral counterlidainst a particular bourgeois idea of
civilization; and the idea of wildness enabled hiocriticize moral corruption. Wildness is a
source of a different morality that puts in perdpec the human-centered morality of
everyday live. Many people feel fed up every onta iwhile with their comfortable overly
assured lives in suburbia. The story of McCandtessinds them of the dream of escaping
this regulated, dull life and experience a deegasah wonder and excitement.

However, Into the Wild does not just present McCandless as a role matdeimoral
objective is more complex. Most people would notiléng to follow McCandless’ example
or would shy away from the challenge. Still, 8tery fascinates many of them too. There is
another, more interesting way to interpret the joiblfascination with these stories. To
understand the viewer’'s fascination with the staryis crucial to reflect on the narrative
structure of McCandless’ story, especially its itaanding.

Both Gerry andInto theWild somehow take the idea of wildness as a pdigteparture for
a moral critique of the all-too-huma@erry opposes the wild with the human realm of moral
judgments as such. As soon as this moral stancede more explicit — as in McCandless’
story — the paradox is sharpened. McCandless’ dtipdies, on the one hand, an effort to
hold one’s ground in wild nature, on the other handillingness to look for the edge, to take
up the challenge, and consciously risk a poss#ulare. His moral ideal is to stop avoiding
risks — refuse insurances like rifles and maps & take up the challenges that life has to
offer. The real issue of McCandless’ ethic is rotrauch to find a new morality in living with
wild nature, but being prepared to confront thelmeshat withdraws itself from being
understood by our moral categories — to transcem@lity as such.

But this moral ideal is deeply paradoxical, fosatys that the boundaries of the well-ordered
moral world are to be transcended: it articulates a newality of wildness whereas at the
same time it summons us to transgress moralityf.itddcCandless was motivated by a
morality of transgressing the moral domaBuch a paradoxical ethic —vald ethic if you
will — is ultimately doomed to fail, because anitique of morality will, in the end, always be
amoral critique® Even though we seek wildness out of a desireaiostrend morality, this
commitment itself will always be just another mogaterprise. The escape from morality can
therefore never succeed completely — it could snlgceed at the expense of a “concept of a
continuing, narrative self*

The fatal endings in these stories can be seemaastive means to represent the

impossibility of any attempt to transcend the coafhents of humanity. The public’s



fascination with fatal wilderness stories reflectamt suspicion that longing for the wild is
deeply problematic, that the desire to leave bethedall-too-human life (that all of us every
now and then feel) is ultimately impossible, beeatiee motive for that desire would itself
still be utterly human.

Due to its narrative structure, the tragic taleGdfris McCandless can reflect both these
aspects simultaneously: McCandless’ quest for diti@n and his tragic endingiogether
somehow reflect the more fundamental problem uredgimof our shared longing to escape
our human-centered, moral world. The fatal endifighe protagonist reminds us of the

impossibility of realizing this ideal, without batring the ideal itself.

Grizzly Man

The paradoxical notion of wildness — that impliesi@ral interpretation of wild nature on the
one hand, and aims at transgressing morality omtier hand — can also be discerned in the
third movie about a fatal wild encounter: Wernerzég's documentaryrizzly Manfrom
2005. This movie, too, enables us to have a cllosdr at the contemporary fascination with
of wildness.

Grizzly Manwas a huge success worldwide. It won numerous awatured a lot of media
attention and started hot-tempered discussions gmv@wers, many of them passionate
environmentalists. The heart of the film considtéootage shot by Timothy Treadwell, who
lived among wild bears of Alaska for thirteen sumsné&erman filmmaker Werner Herzog
took Treadwell's one hundred hours of videotape fasdioned a most intriguing portrait of
the Grizzly man. Herzog does not merely tell tloeysabout Treadwell’s fatal bear encounter;
he also talks to friends and experts about Tredtwidkeas and motivations in an effort to
understand Treadwell’s fascination with the beaus lais underlying view and attitude toward
wildness. In the process, Herzog does not shy d&ay voicing his own vision.

Again, this movie can be interpreted on severale We can look at the way in which the
main character displays a particular relationshigthwvild nature that is interesting and
thought-provoking. But the story about Treadwel edso be interpreted as a narrative about
human-nature relationships — an environmental thage to which viewers have to relate
themselves. In this and the following section,rétfidiscuss Treadwell’s relationship with
bears and several criticisms of his ideas as tbeyecforward in the movie. | then reflect on

the public’s fascination with this narrative.

10



Timothy Treadwell was a failed actor who, aftearablesome personal episode in his life,
decided to leave the *“civilized world” and move tioe Alaskan outback. For thirteen
summers, he camped in Alaska’'s Katmai National Rar# Reserve, living among wild
grizzly bears — during the last five summers heewstdped his Alaskan experiences
extensively. The rest of the year, while not in 9a, Treadwell visited schools and educated
the public about wildlife. In the early autumn &3, the pilot who was supposed to pick up
Treadwell and his girlfriend Amie Huguenard, foutittir dead remains: decapitated and
eaten by a grizzly bear.

The movie focuses on the ambiguity of Treadwdtiscination with wild nature. At the
beginning of the film, he is portrayed as a commdittbut fairly straightforward
environmentalist who was fascinated and intrigugevidd grizzly bears and who felt it as his
personal mission to try and protect these bearstlagid habitat. What made his approach
special was his conviction that one could live aghtive bears strictly non-violently, without
using arms. He lived in their habitat and gradusilgceeded in gaining their respect.

Treadwell seemed well-aware of the constant dawddiving around these dangerous
animals. However, Treadwell was not particularliemested in seeking a challenge in nature
(an important difference with McCandless). For sinewas taking risks in his relation with
grizzlies, but these were not crucial to his projete wanted to save the bears, and believed
that living together with grizzly bears would nave to be dangerous, provided one knows
how to pay these animals the proper respect. Hkeimvolved in living with grizzlies was
merely the inevitable prize of having a close ielatwith them. Whereas McCandless was
interested in wildness as friction and challengesa@lwell sought a mutual understanding
between bears and humans. It is telling that Treddid not hunt for a living, but brought
along his own food from outside.

Treadwell’s courage prompts the viewer's admiratiDoes he not live up to the ideal of
living in harmony with nature, that so many findpapling? There seems to be some kind
reciprocity going on in the relation of Treadwelithvthe bears: both are engaged in some
kind of inter-species communication — an excharfigeigns and signifiers. To some extend,
there seems to be some merging of horizons, maydae learmony between them.

As the film progresses, however, the straightfedvatory of Treadwell’'s committed
environmentalism slowly becomes more ambivalentth&t end of the movie, the viewer is
left with uneasy questions: there appears to bee#iung fundamentally wrong with

Treadwell’'s moral attitude towards the bears.
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One of the problems that the movie addresseseiadivell’s far too humanized image of the
bears: he gives them pet names like Mr. Chocokatiet Melissa, and Sergeant Brown and
declares his love for them. He communicates widmthlby mimicking their sounds and even
tries to cuddle with these animals, but he igndhesfact that we never can be sure of the
exact meaning of these sounds and forgets that lilbamselves do not allow other adult
bears to touch them.

Treadwell’s anthropomorphic view is also reflectedis ideas about communication with
wild animals. For sure, it may be commendable &k s reciprocal, nonviolent relationship
with animals. And there is certaingomeform of communication between Treadwell and
bears or foxes — both seem to mutually exchangendtion about mutual expectations and
future behavior on their terms. But relationshigéween humans and animals can never be
entirely symmetrical. There are essential diffeemnisetween species that cannot be ignbred.
To a bear, the world is a stage on which he carressphis species specific expressive
potential — nothing more, nothing less. Those thitigat do not somehow resonate with the
bear’'s expressive repertoire are not really parhisf“Umwelt”. A bear’s “language” will
reflect its repertoire of possible actions and @pétions; its “signals” will mostly signify
food, mating, order of dominance, food competitioaybe even year cycles. At first glance,
a similar thing is true for humans. However, sihcenans have the capacity to reflect upon
their relationship with their world, to them, therld is presenas such This also reflects on
the meaning of human concepts: human friendshigg msa shared conception of the world.
Since grizzlies or foxes do not have a “world”,itlrelationships with people cannot properly
be called friendship (irrespective of the valuswth a relationship).

Treadwell’s anthropomorphism shows most clearlgmvhe is unable to come to terms with
certain acts of the bears that would be considenedbral when done by humans. Male bears
sometimes Kkill cubs to stop the females from langatand thus have them ready again for
fornication. To Treadwell, this harsh reality didtrit into his sentimentalized view of bears.
Everything about the bears should be perfect. AsnéteHerzog puts it:

What haunts me is that in all the faces of alllibars that Treadwell ever filmed, | discover noskip,
no understanding, no mercy. | see only the ovemnimg] indifference of nature. To me, there is nahsuc
thing as a secret world of the bears. And this lblstare speaks only of a half-bored interest irdfoo

But for Timothy Treadwell, this bear was a frieadsavior:®
In the movie, Herzog suggests that Treadwell’s isemital anthropomorphism had a
misanthropic background: his love for the grizzkesuld merely signal his inability to come

to terms with the problems of adult life. His uneagth the human civilized world of overly
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complicated, arbitrary social rules and regulatiengrojected upon an idealized Garden of
Eden with bears and humans living peacefully togietAs a result, his image of the grizzlies
(or of Alaskan wild nature, for that one) often mseto be thoroughly anthropomorphic, if not
anthropocentric and trivial.

Treadwell’s view also caused him to run into catdl with the park service, which
prohibits intimate contact between bears and humagsause once bears get acquainted to
humans, it will be difficult to prevent conflictsetwveen humans and animals. Treadwell
believed, however, that his presence was needptbtect the animals. This view effectively

made Treadwell the hero of his own environmenta story:
If he could just watch mieere, how much | love them, how much | adore thieowy respectful | am to
them. How | am one of them. And how the studiey tjige me, the photographs, the video... And take
that around for no charge to people around thedwvdts good work. | feel good about itfeel good
about myselfloing it.!’

A skeptic could argue that Treadwell’'s concernstlfi@er bears have more to do with his own

sentimental reasons, then with a genuine concenhéosurvival of the species.

In the movie, Herzog lets Treadwell’s rosy pictwfenature be criticized by Sam Egli, a
helicopter pilot who was called out to assist an¢leanup after the tragedy. Egli is presented
as a classic anthropocentric who respects wildreaterely as aenemy According to Egli,

Treadwell was a fool who underestimated the enemy:
He got what he was asking for. He got what he deskiin my opinion. [...] | think Treadwell thought
these bears were big, scary looking, harmlessunesathat he could go up and pet and sing to, s t

would bond. As children of the universe or some.ddtink he had lost sight of what was really gpin
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on.

Notice that Egli does not criticize Treadwell foismspecting wild nature, but for
disrespecting humanity and reason. Strikingly ehoulgough, both their vision show clear
resemblances. For Egli, nature is just an obstading but the opposite of humanity: with
no room for any positive quality. Treadwell's ide& wildness, on the other hand, is an
idealist projection of all those qualities that messes in humans: wildness is merely an
expression of his own spiritual needs. Both viewesanthropocentric and conceive of nature
as the opposite of humanness, both reduce positidaess to that whiclve are not; the only
difference lies in their evaluation of it.

In sum, the movie raises a lot of second thoughtait Treadwell’s ideas about bears. With
this sentimental approach, he fails to appreciaegtizzlies as the strange wild animals they
are. They are reduced to victims of evil humankindhe same move, humans are made the

locus of everything that is bad in the world. Faeddwell, the wildness in bears clearly
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functions as a counter-ideal against human cultwrejn this particular case, the problematic
nature of that view is in plain sight.

However, the interpretation presented so far caregadly explain why this story has such a
broad appeal — especially among environmentaliBk® public’s fascination cannot be
reduced to the malicious pleasure in the bad fat® sentimental idiotGrizzly Manis no
comedy), or a form of sensation-seeking (it is wordr movie either). The discovery that
Treadwell is somehow mistaken does not take awayfamcination with his quest. A more
nuanced approach should help us understand what it this tragedy that fascinates
contemporary viewers.

We could start by recognizing that Treadwell’'scfaation with wildness is partlpur

fascination as well, and then move on to see wlnaerihe narrative evokes.

Crossing the border

Grizzly Mandoes not primarily address the question whetheadwell's image of grizzly
bears is actually correct. Rather, it questionsadweell’s moral commitmentvith wildness,
notably the shift of his original dedication to fct the grizzly habitat into a more spiritual
quest for friendship with the bears. At the coréhis question how appropriate it is to try and
cross the borderline between the human realm aatdoththe wild bears. In a voice-over at

the start of the movie, Werner Herzog articulaktes point of departure:

[In his material,] | discovered a film of human t&sdes and darkest inner turmoil. As if there was a

desire in him to leave the confinements of his humeas and bond with the bears, Treadwell reached

out, seeking a primordial encounter. But in doingte crossed an invisible borderlihe.
In the film, many people comment on Treadwell'sasl@nd his relationship with the bears.
Friend and ecologist Marnie Gaede underlines thatet seems to be kind of a religious

meaning involved:
[In his last letter, he] says, ‘| have to mutuathutate into a wild animal to handle the life | lioait
here.’ | think there's a religious sense in thathim sense of connecting so deeply that you'reonger
human. And that is a religious experience. [...] Peeanother example: ‘There are many times that |
feel death is the best option. My work would be muawore seriously looked at and possibly make the
difference that in living, | can't do.’ | think thavas sort of a paradox for him. That he felt natrtlvy
enough to get his message across at times. Andiaghe, in the drama of death his message would be

more poignant and reach out to more peozﬁ]le
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Is this the kind of wild ethic we saw earlier — iloft in Gerry and more explicit innto the
Wild: the idea that wildness somehow represents a vaaidranscends human moral affairs
in a radical way? If so, then the “drama of histdéavould not only be aneansto reach
other people, but maybe even a realization of itheal: a transcending of humanity and
becoming one with the bears in a very literal way.

However, there are serious problems connectecu¢b an ideal, or rather: to the way
Treadwell tries to live up to it. The problem witie wild ethic is not that its adherents get
eaten, but rather that the ideal itself is funda@gnproblematic. In the documentary, the
idea of unity with the wild as a moral ideal iseifsbeing criticized by different people. Park
biologist Larry Van Daele, for instance, criticiz€sadwell forgiving in to the illusion — a
siren song- that it would be possible to become one witldwahture:

One of the things I've heard about Mr. Treadwelnd you can see in a lot of his films — is that he
tended to want to become a bear. Some peopletieaspoken with would encounter him in the field,

and he would act like a bear, he would 'woof" atrth He would act in the same way a bear would
when they were surprised. Why he did this is omgpwn to him. No one really knows for sure. But

when you spend a lot of time with bears, especialign you're in the field with them day after day,

there’s a siren song, there’s a calling that majas want to come in and spend more time in their
world. Because it is a simpler world. It is a worfdkthing, but in fact it's a harsh world. It'sdifferent

world that bears live in than we do. So there & thesire to get into their world, but the reaigywe

never can because we're very different than theyz%lr

For biologists such as Van Daele, the scientifeewprovides a means to sanitize one’s mind
of anthropomorphisms and make sure one is not dageoneself with wishful thinking. We
know of far too many profound differences betweearb and humans as to make the ideal of
unity with the bears feasible.

Of course, Treadwell himself was also aware of difeerences between grizzlies and
humans. On many occasions, he emphasizes thatlibase can kill and will kill you if you
do not pay attention to their rules. Early in thienf he articulates this awareness in an

impressive speech:
I must hold my own if I'm gonna stay within thisnidh For once there is weakness, they will exptoit i
they will take me out, they will decapitate me,ytheill chop me into bits and pieces. [...] Most &
I'm a kind warrior out here. Most times, | am gent[...] I'm like a fly on the wall, observing,
noncommittal, non-invasive in any way. Occasiondllgm challenged. And in that case, the kind
warrior [...] must become a samurai. Must becomessdprmidable, so fearless of death, so strong that
he will win. [...]. Even the bears will believe thgdu are more powerful. [...]. And if | am weak, | go

down. | love them with all my heart. | will protetiem. | will die for them, but | will not die aheir

claws and paws. | will fight. | will be strong. lithe one of them. | will be... the mastat.
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However, Treadwell believed — and ever more ofteahat he, as a “master”, was able (and
gualified) to commandthe respect of the bears. A few days before hethgdehis over-

confidence shows clearly:

I have lived longer with wild brown grizzly beargjthout weapons, and that’'s the key, without
weapons, in modern history than any human on eanhhuman. And | have remained safe. But every
second of every day that | move through this jungteeven at the tent, | am right on the precigite
great bodily harm or even death. [...] But let mé y®u, ladies and gentlemen. There is no, no, no
other place in the world that is more dangerousienaxciting than the Grizzly Maze. Come here and
camp here. Come here and try to do what | do. Yiludie. [...] They will get you. | found a way. |
found a way to survive with them. Am | a great pefs | don’'t know. [...]. I'm just different. And |

love these bears enough to do it right. And I'myedgough and I'm tough enough. [...] And I'm never
giving this up. [...] Never. This is it. This is mifd. This is my land®>
In the end, Treadwell seemed to be unable to beaalienness of nature and recognize the
unbridgeable gap between him and the bears. VateBamgnitivistic criticism seems to
imply a moral criticism too: it is intellectually unjustified and therefore blameworthy — to
forget about the apparent differences between hsmad bears.
One particular interesting comment, that | wantréflect upon here, is from Sven
Haakanson, curator of Kodiak's Alutig Museum andtive inhabitant of Alaska. He
articulates his moral criticism more explicitly. i asked about his thoughts about

Treadwell, he answered:
| see it as something that’s both... It's tragicduese [...] he died and his girlfriend died becaeséried

to be a bear. He tried to act like a bear, andifoon the island, you don't do that. You don't ohwan
their territory. [...] And when you're nearby, you keasure that they know you're around. You know,
for him to act like a bear the way he did, would.bé don't know. To me, it was the ultimate of
disrespecting the bear and what the bear repredenisihere | grew up, the bears avoid us and we
avoid them. They’re not habituated to us. If | lcatkit from my culture, Timothy Treadwell crossed a

boundary that we have lived with for 7,000 yeat's. &n unspoken boundary, an unknown boundary.

But when we know we've crossed it, we pay the pt?iée
Haakanson'’s criticizes Treadwell’'s bear image motlfeing inadequate but rather on moral
grounds: Treadwell’s quest of wanting-to-be-likbear is criticized as the ultimate form of
disrespect towards the bears. Haakanson stresaeghth distance between humans and
grizzlies is real and the gap cannot be crossedowitinfringing the natural moral order of
things. Thereshould bedistance between humans and bears, not just heaHusafety
reasons, but also out of respect for what the btards for. The bear represents something

sacred that should not be touched: in our dealivitisthe wild, some things are taboo.
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For Haakanson, Treadwell’'s quest is typical far thodern city folk way of dealing with
nature. To illustrate his point, he tells an anéedout his museum, which had recently been
“raided by tourists out of controf” Exhibited in the museum was a stuffed bear. A grolu
tourist deliberately cut off a paw from the be&nfnebody wanted it so much, they cut the
paw off.” ?® This event seems to be a perfect metaphor of ghatong with Treadwell’'s
approach to wild grizzlies.

In the native view, a taboo regulates the relatiotih bears and orders not to cross the
borderline between their world and ours. Bears lamthans should keep distance from one
another, because the gap between both worlds immaogly factual but also a symbolic. On
the other side of the gap exists an alien, saciatdvef its own, inaccessible to humans, but
with its own reason. Mixing up these two spheresoissidered sacrilege. The world of bears
is radically strange, but in its strangenessim@ally meaningful.

For Haakanson, wild bears do not just represemefiting intrinsically valuable that is to
be protected, but something sacred as well. Theslhhamselves may not be holy animals,
but the natural order of which they are part is sthimg to be respected in an absolute sense.
One could argue that through the taboo itself, theral meaning of the bears is
“appropriated” within a symbolic frame of referen@ée taboo grants wild bears a critical
function within culture. But in the act of appreciation, their estiess and wildness is still
being acknowledged: wildness functions as a ctitcaside that offers a measure to culture.
In contrast, Treadwell claims to respect the bemrswvell, but he betrays their otherness

because of his anthropomorphism.

How to appropriate wildness appropriately

Can the native criticism account for the post-tiadal urban viewer’s fascination with the
tale of the Grizzly Man? Does it provide an apprater interpretation of the contemporary
“call of the wild"?

Partly it does. The native criticism resembles lgmsons about wild ethics that we saw
earlier. Treadwell’s failure to endure the alierme$ wild nature is just an extreme example
of a problem that all face once we articulate tlau® of nature’s otherness. All moral
interpretations of wildness have to deal with theston between the need to appropriate the
meaning of wildness and the desire to simultangoasknowledge the wild as something

essentiallybeyondappropriation. Each interpretation of the morabmeg of wildness has to
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appropriate the alien into the realm of the synt@nd is therefore in danger of totalizing the
image of wild nature in a way that suits one’s gians and schemes. If we do not recognize
the inevitable distance between wild nature andmageof it, then our love for the wild can
easily turn into a kind of narcissism. The cas@ @adwell reminds us that only if we take
seriously our inevitable epistemological anthropigem will we be able to avoid short-
circuiting our interpretation of the meaning of @viess.

This awareness of the unbridgeable gap betweemenand ourselves could help distinguish
between different degrees of appropriateness imtyewe cultivate the meaning of wildness.
The concept of wildness as something morally megduinoutside’ does not make sense
outside the context of a worldview: it is a thorblyghermeneutical concept that can never be
articulated ‘purely’, without interpretation. Fdrat reason, there is no objective criterion with
which to decide what view on wildness is the mqgsprapriate. But as a critical border
concept, wildness enables people to leave thermmemints of their all-too-human view and to
criticize and transcend cultural norms. Thereftine, appropriateness of interpretations of the
wild may depend on the degree to which they ackaedgg nature’s alterity.

It is, however, hard to imagine that the nativeotawill be regarded as a suitable model by
most city dwellers in postmodern, post-traditiopatieties.

The native taboo that prohibits the crossing afdbcs between humans and bears out of
respect for the sacred realm beyond refers to aremincultural border that regulates the
relationship between culture’s inside and outsAlea traditional interpretation of wildness,
the native Alaskan view on bears yet again appatgsi the alien into a web of cultural
meanings. What distinguishes this appropriatiomfroany others is its reference tewplus
in meaning. The modern biologist, for instancejsteshesiren songof becoming one with
the bears merely as a fallacious idea. In contrasthe native view, the bear represents a
sacred realm that transcends our merely human roadal: that's why these worlds should
not be conflated.

Yet, even this interpretation translates the “vieam the outside” into a “view from the
inside” — to again use the phrase of Val Plumwddthough this particular appropriation of
the wild articulates and appreciates the value iidness as something beyond the merely
human world, it also enables the Alutiig to feelhaime in the Alaskan peninsula. It helps
them place the Alaskan natural surrounding in a meaningfuhge of the world and yet
acknowledge its otherness. This is why most nape®ples living in fairly natural
environments do not share the kind of (post)modastination with wildness of which

contemporary tales lik&erry, Into the Wildand Grizzly Mantestify: they do not share the
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sense of alienation with nature that is presuppdsetie concept of wildnes$.For them,
most moral meanings of nature can still be artiewlan a cultural form — e.g. the taboo on
entering the realm of the bears. The Alutiig do neéd a meaning of wildness as a sphere
beyond culture, because their cultural concepthef $acred already provides a means of
articulating the dimension that transcends theinenients of the human world, that is to say,
paradoxically, thesurplus of meaning that defies incorporation in the cwatusphere. The
taboo acknowledges that at the other side of thiddbdhere exists a world in its own right,
that we can never become fully one with.

The postmodern fascination for wildness differdically from the respect for sacred nature
in most traditional cultures. In today’s post-ttazhal societies, most taboos are considered as
arbitrary societal regulations — just folklore -atllio not restrain, but rather pose a challenge.
According to Nietzsche, (post)modern humankind médes a person who stands in front of
his wardrobe, sees all kinds of costumes, but &blento consider anyone of these to be a
fitting one for him.

“The hybrid European—a tolerably ugly plebeianetalkall in all—absolutely requires
a costume: he needs history as a storeroom of roestuTo be sure, he notices that
none of the costumes fit him properly—he changesdranges. [....Notice too the
moments of despair because ‘nothing suits’ ug>-.”
This cultural identity crisis would explain the po®dern pining for the wild. Postmodernity
has developed an awarene$she contingency of any moral interpretation dnds also of
the limitations of morally recognizing wildness byltural means. A taboo about wildness
would therefore probably not satisfy the moderndnimecause it cannot accept any existing
cultural codifications of the wild. In stead, it Bning for a meaning beyond all cultural
interpretation. Unable of finding a suitable artation for the moral meaning of the wild,
post-modern subjects long — from the rebound —efozounters with wildness beyond or
without cultural mediation. The trouble with wildsg however, is that its moral meaning can
only be articulated through such appropriationstheut interpretation through culture
wildness as such will never be a meaningful home.

One could therefore argue that the post-modergithgnfor wildness “from the rebound” is
just another symptom of today’s moral crisis. Maofytoday’s wilderness lovers cannot
commit themselves to angulture of nature they are too much of a relativist and
constructivist to be disciplined by any moral ttaah that interprets nature in moral terms.
But although each particular moral interpretationil wnly articulate certain possible

meanings and exclude othewgithout interpretation no moral meanings exist at all. §&o
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who expect that nature will somehow reveal its rhareeaning beyond interpretation
spontaneously, will inevitably get disillusionedhel post-modern longing for that which is
not yet interpreted would then merely signify ounability to acknowledge those moral
meanings of nature that have been handed over byhistory. There is not much to be won
there.

But it could also be possible to interpret thetearporary fascination for wild nature not as
a symptom, but as a new emerging answer to oulgr@dtic relation to nature. In that case,
the new fascination for wildness would be a signnafeased sensitivity towards the moral
meaning of wild nature and of unease with theuatéitof domination and domestication of
nature. It would reflect the emergence of a postieno wild ethic that acknowledges the
moral value of that which transcends each particalaral interpretation but is somehow
evoked by certain interpretations. In an efforfreee nature from debasing moral frameworks,
the new wild ethic seeks a way to deal with thestaxg articulations of the meaning nature

more creatively.

Conclusion

Movies of fatal wilderness encounters suchGasry and — to some degreelrto the Wild
succeed in bringing across the call of the w@dizzly Manconfronts us with the dangers of
identifying that call. These movies show that witdture has a grandeur and sublime
indifference compared to which human affairs seasignificant and futile. Although the
guest to identify and become one with the wild mugtately fail, it is exactly in the tragic
failure to grasp its moral meaning that post-mod®rhjects can discern a last trace of the
sacred.

The contemporary dark wilderness tales that wee hdigcussed, all clearly show how
attempts at transgressing the human sphere evignfiaidl But these narratives can also bring
into focusthat which lies beyonthese failed attempts to grasp the meaning ofsita In
this sense, these narratives can be seen as #&stquiern attempts to articulate the sacredness
of wild nature. If this interpretation has any dkelity, then the movies discussed here are not
hyperecritical nihilist visions on human-nature tedaships, but instead postmodern religious
celebrations of the sacredness of wild nature.
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