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‘Dark Continent’ and ‘Terra Incognita’: Exploring Potentialities of Darkness Through Spatialized Writing in the Arctic

“Perhaps, this darkness here is for the possibility to see the Aurora Borealis” (Anna, Nickel, December 2021) 
"I want to tell her story through the darkness, to immerse her inside world into it for dipper understanding" (Natalia, Monchegorsk, March 2021). 
Abstract
This project aims to investigate potentialities to debunk the myth associated with darkness as the ‘other’ of light–absence, lack, and negativity by engaging with its spatial essences and extremes beyond the Polar Circle. This research aspires to challenge ‘the universal’ theoretical concept of darkness through the empirical ‘the particular’ that is intertwined and materialized in the Arctic cities (mainly Norway and Sweden). In other words, the goal is to continue developing further a grounded theory of transversal (as opposed to binary) darkness. Approaching it, I will investigate the ways how darkness is being experienced as well as conceptualized by females and other subalterns in the everyday life of the Arctic cities. Drawing from feminist onto-epistemologies, I will explore through a method of ‘spatialized writing’ how the daily life of an oppressed body is woven into a precarious geography. In this method I bring together embodied writing (Anzaldua, Preciado) and l’ecriture feminine (Ciхous). By developing it, I want to contribute to ethnographic practice exploring how precisely body is engaged with writing and knowledge production, space and politics beyond the web of intertextuality, representation or evidence about the context. Methodologically, I reconsider psychoanalysis’s metaphorical language addressing the very core of its spatial and material grounds. I juxtapose it to the ideas of black feminist’s geography where the ‘margin is a site of resistance’, paradoxical and powerful site that is never opposed but integral to the production of space (Mckittrick, 2006). By doing so, I intent to respatialize darkness as the living grounds of the entangled myth of a ‘dark continent’ (woman, female sexuality in Freud) on ‘Terra incognita’ (the Arctic). Attempting to move beyond western binaries of light/darkness, male/female, I am reconsidering ‘the other’ of these binaries not as an opposed category but a spectrum of bodies, sexualities, stories, and lands that has been considered as the ‘dark’, ungeographical other on the uninhabitable land. 	Comment by Irina Shirobokova: Still not sure about that, but I'll keep it for now
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Problematization 
Within the last few years, political and everyday landscapes became more and more dominated by material and metaphorical references to darkness: there are ‘dark times’ (Arendt, 1968, Cantero, 2017, Knauft, 2018), ‘dark forces’ (Harrison, 2021), ‘dark side’ (Roccu, Talani, 2019), ‘dark ages’ (O'Brien, & Roseberry, 1991). Such lurid imaginaries continue to pervade Western thought being derived from the very material conditions. Darkness as something unknown, is identiﬁed with the negative, base and evil forces (Anzaldua, 1987: 49), decay, moral ineptitude, deviancy (Edensor, Dunn, 2021). Throughout ancient Greek, Medieval times, Enlightenment till today, darkness has been laden with these negative attributes. Along with it, the idea of light as unquestionably good has been imposed on the space and knowledge production in forms of ‘shading light’, ‘illuminating’, or ‘enlightening’. Therefore, in this project, I am looking for potentialities to debunk this myth associated with darkness as the ‘other’ of light by exploring its essences beyond the Polar Circle, particularly in the everyday of the ‘other’ bodies, sexualities, stories, and lands in the Arctic cities (Norway, Sweden). 
A key European rationale for conquering foreign lands was the idea that they were ‘uninhabited’, in fact, denying the place, lives, and histories of ‘others’ that were already there. After 1500, terra nullius (empty land) was adopted to legitimize and popularize the conquest of land in the Americas, Africa, and Australia. Within this larger imperial project, applying Roman legal concept, terra incognita was recognized as terra nullius (Zukas, 2005). Later in 19-20 centuries, it was applied to ‘mastering the North’ and conquering the ‘wild nature’ by the industrial civilization. It was a major modernist project of the Soviet Union, USA, Canada, and Denmark. It is a point of departure for recognizing the core image of how deeply the patriarchal and colonial structures are rooted there. But later, terra incognita also became perhaps a prominent example of expression and metaphor for the unknown and unexplored.
Icebreakers and fishing, mountain mines, and closed military cities are the Arctic, which most people know. From the heroic age of exploration to mining, it is filled with male images and figures. Being portrayed as a highly masculine, the conquered Arctic, the subjugated ‘wild and dangerous nature’, in fact ties together and embodies the myth of these ‘others’, of women and darkness. 
Simone de Beauvoir starts the Second sex with Pythagoras' quote: “There is a good principle that created order, light, and man and a bad principle that created chaos, darkness, and woman”. Following this logic, Anzaldua points out that “women of color, lesbians and etc. are ‘the other’ – the Dark, the feminine” (Anzaldua, 1981:169).  Any myth implies a subject who projects their hopes, fears, and desires. “Many legends have the hero falling and forever lost in maternal darkness: a cave, an abyss, hell” (de Beauvoir, 2011: 166). She is a “face of darkness: she is chaos, where everything comes from and must return one day; she is Nothingness... At the heart of the sea, it is night: woman is the Mare tenebrarum dreaded by ancient navigators; it is night in the bowels of the fertility, and it horrifies him. He aspires to the sky, to light, to sunny hot, and dark gulf ready to swallow him (166).
Polar night is a consequence of the Earth slope to the plane of the ecliptic. It’s a period when the Sun does not appear over the horizon for more than 24 hours, more than a day. At the Nort Pole, it lasts 174 days from September 25 to March 17. In the cities such as Tromsø, Kiruna, or Lulea it lasts up to 61 days. A female and other subalterns’ life in the Arctic, though, remains covered in darkness 365 days a year. In the Arctic, the myth of darkness has been entangled with the myth of women similarly to the conceptualization of Africa and women (female sexuality) as the ‘dark continent’. 
Originally, the well-known metaphor of the ‘dark continent’ refers to a geographic space that is gloomy and deep, an ‘impenetrable mystery’, the one that defies understanding. Freud borrowed this expression from the explorer John Rowlands (Henry M.) Stanley’s reference to the ‘dark’ Africa (Khanna, 2003, ix) especially vivid in his writings such as Darkest Africa and Through the Dark Continent. In these writings, it charged with animist faiths, ignorance, and barbarism, ‘primitive’ qualities that should be overcome by the enlightening civilizing mission. Such phantasmagorical colonial imagination intensified orientalist associations as they encountered the nocturnal landscape, soliciting an exotic picturesque. Darkness stoked fear and a sense of exclusion and signified a political neglect that undergirded negative representations of these ‘other’ places (Edensor, Dunn, 2021:6).
In other writings and geopolitical agendas of 19-20 centuries, ‘dark continent’ represented the Western notion of superiority and hostile dominance, Christian mission or economic dispossession and exploitation (Jarosz,1992, Rodney, 2018). In some descriptions of African lands, rivers, they were voyeuristically portrayed as visceral and compelling as untamed, unknown, in a similar expression to women or female sexuality. In designating woman the ‘dark continent’ and in treating her sexuality as both absent and unknowable, Freud makes plain the assumption that theoretical reason, the world of light and enlightenment, is a masculinist world of presence, in which woman as such figures only as darkness or lack (Miller, 2016:69).
Following this logic, darkness in this study is both the quintessence of material experience, location and a metaphorical image. Darkness emphasizes the Arctic as a geographic region that represents this ‘other’ in relation to the centers (national capitals and global ones), due to its remote territorial position, economic restructuring, snow-crowned within the darkness of the polar night. Walking around the Arctic cities, one can see statues of strong metallurgists’ men, portraits of explorers, conquerors and builders of the Arctic, among which often not a single female figure can be found. However, elderly women - builders of the cities—whom I have met, shared stories of how they built a railway road with their own hands among kilometers of snow, made plans for urban development and for the city-forming enterprise as well as participated in its construction building and all social reproduction work (Mitchell, et al., 2004). And on the small dusty photographs at the corner of the stand in the Museum of Local History, female figures are visible among a group of people in the research expeditions, collective portraits of geologists and miners. 
Nevertheless, polar expeditions and research are full of romantic images of male dominance and courage. But “there is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of barbarism” (Benjamin, 1969:256). Another erasure along with gender in the Arctic has been happening for centuries with the indigenous people and lands, especially Sami people. Until the 19th century, the Sami were largely ignored by the Norwegian, Swedish, and Russian authorities. The Sami lived in a semi-nomadic manner in the foothills, mountains, on coastal areas. They are engaged in reindeer herding and fishing, protecting the land, flora, and fauna (Ingold, 2000). However, with the beginning of the intensified development of the North, such sustainable ecosystems of living were violated by the economic logic of capital circulation. The Sami had to fight for their ancestors' sacred lands which were taken away more and more for the deposit’s development of ore, non-ferrous metals, and minerals. their language, culture, and beliefs were also the subject of violent erasure by ‘civilizing mission’.
Drawing rather from intersectional (Crenshaw, 1991), queer (Brown & Nash, 2010) and decolonial (Winter) perspectives, in this research I want to move beyond the Beauvoir’s/Hegelian logic of seeing otherness as dialectical negation (Miller, 2016:53). In doing so, I follow Katherine McKittrick who draws on Sylvia Winter suggesting to respatialize the present geographical thought and traditional spatial hierarchies where dispossessed female black body, indigenous people, and other subalterns were considered as ‘ungeographical other’ on ‘uninhabitable lands’. “Wynter’s work is anchored to multiple and multiscalar ‘grounds’—demonic grounds, the space of Otherness, poverty archipelagos, archipelagos of human Otherness” (Mckittrick, 2006:123). They have been relegated to the margins of knowledge and have, therefore, been imagined as being outside to the production of space.  However, ‘the grounds’ as the absented presence which underscores the ways in which subaltern lives are not marginal/other to regulatory classificatory systems, but instead integral to them (Mckittrick, 2006:xxv). 
In order to continue exploring possibilities to process ‘otherness’ beyond dialectical negation, I draw on Guattari’s concept and practice of transversality that is strives for being non-categorical and non-judgemental. “It defies disciplinary categories and resists hierarchies. A transversal line cuts diagonally through previously separated parallel lines” (Palmer & Panayotov, 2016). Because originally transversality reflected a group dynamic (designed to transform institutions, beginning with the psychiatric hospital) rather than a dual one, “it conceptually diversifies the disciplinary dualistic constraints imposed by dualisms such as social-biological. Consequently, transversality is hailed as a central tool in eluding dualism, and in essence substituting it. Transversality involves processes of becoming rather than being simply a new method (of, say, overcoming dualisms)” (Palmer & Panayotov, 2016). Therefore, in this research I aim to arrive at the line of transversal darkness. 
Research goal and questions
Considering these historical, spatial, and ethnographic controversies, I am looking for ways of opposing the violence of the light and Enlightenment, through the long history of the entangled myth of woman and darkness, without shedding light, illuminating, or highlighting.  To proceed with this research goal, I will investigate the ways in which darkness is being experienced as well as conceptualized by females and other subalterns in the everyday life of the Arctic cities. I will explore how, the daily life of an oppressed body is woven into precarious geography, through writing, allowing to produce another story about darkness. In this research, I do not aim to romanticize darkness, but being attentive to the context I propose to study its material-metaphorical complexities and multiscalar grounds. I intend to respatialize darkness as the living grounds of the entangled myth of a ‘dark continent’ (woman, female sexuality in Freud) on ‘Terra incognita’ (the Arctic). Attempting to move beyond western binaries of light/darkness, male/female, I am reconsidering ‘the other’ of these binaries not as an opposed category but as a spectrum of bodies, sexualities, stories, and lands. 

Situating research 
[image: Изображение выглядит как карта

Автоматически созданное описание]
Map 1: North Calotte Area	Comment by Irina Shirobokova: Its not exactly correct, looking for others

I hate cold and I have been always afraid of darkness. But here I am, doing my research at the very north of the North Pole. My colleague from Sweden said: “so, you are planning to go to the North Calotte to find a meaning in the darkness”. Perhaps, she is right. North Calotte or the ‘Cap of the North’ is the region that includes the most northern territories of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia. It mostly represents the geographical and cultural region. It's also home to the majority of the Sámi people.
North Calotte Region was established in 1957. Since its inception, this interregional cooperation has been supported politically and economically by various state institutions and by the Nordic Council of Ministers. A new stage of cooperation was reached in the North Calotte region in 1995 when Finland and Sweden joined the EU (Prokkola et al., 2015:108) and with the establishment of The North Calotte Committee. With the recent intensification of economic and political cooperation, it is often positioned as one of the most advanced ‘internal’ border regions in terms of cross-border cooperation (Prokkola et al., 2015). 
By working with North Calotte, this project does not aim to develop a profound contribution to regional studies but rather to engage with it for the larger task of tackling issues concerned with gender, place, and scalar politics (Smith, Marston, Gibson-Graham) in order to explore potentialities of darkness.  
As a researcher, I have been working in the Russian industrial Arctic (mostly in cities of Murmansk region) in various projects, such as Enhancing livability of small shrinking cities through co-creation (ERA.Net RUS Plus, University of Applied Sciences Erfurt, Germany, Aalto University, Finland, Institute of Geography Russian Academy of Science, Russia) and Urban Margins, Global Transitions: Everyday Security and Mobility in Four Russian Cities (Norwegian University of Life Sciences, CISR, Zapolyarny, Nikel, Russia) (see Stuvøy & Shirobokova, 2022) and as a curator of educational and artistic projects in Sweden and Norway. These projects were aimed to tackle spatial and gender inequalities. Among some of them, Female Arctic socially engaged art and research project handled in cooperation with Nordregio and supported by Swedish Institute, Exploring Queer Potentialities of Darkness organized within Barents Spektakel 2022 and supported by Pikene på Broen. 
Since the Russian military invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 and oppressive internal politics, it’s not safe for me to continue working in Russia. Also, most of my informants and collaborators had to escape the country due to similar reasons of opposing the war and being under threat of imprisonment. Therefore, for this dissertation research, I want to draw on my previous knowledge and experience, continuing my work in the bordering region, particularly, Norway and Sweden. Through my previous collaborations, I’ve established some contacts there. They include universities, research, and artistic institutions, and independent groups of writers and activists. In this summer am planning a preliminary field trip to Tromsø, Bodø, Kirkenes (Norway), Kiruna, and Lulea (Sweden) in order to focus on and narrow down some research assumptions and locations. I am going to talk more detailed about cases after the methods section.  
Overall, I’ve spent 7 years of going back and forth to my fieldwork in the Arctic. I few years ago, I was a curator of a Female Arctic project. For a kickoff meeting between feminist art initiatives from small northern towns of Sweden and the Russian Arctic, we were discussing some commonalities and experiences that we all share and could possibly talk about. Swedish artists and curators proposed that this meeting could be about darkness as something empowering for women and other subalterns. We talked about how darkness affects life during the polar night and broadly, where we find strength and inspiration when it's dark. In other interviews with my interlocutors, reference to darkness would arise not just as an affect of the polar night, but as a deeper phenomenological experience. I started to think more about it noticing the details. Then, I spent almost the entire winter of 2020-2021 living on the border between Russia and Norway, in several cities of the North Calotte. I’ve noticed some special connection between darkness, the far North, and the female experience. It didn't start as admiration or inspiration, but rather step by step, through making everyday routines more familiar. There, the polar night and Aurora borealis create special rhythms and socialities that allowed me to start reconsidering the binaries of Western thought: darkness/light, male/female, universal/particular. Below, I provide my fieldnotes and interview quates that complicate this thought and observations in order to explore it further.
  
***
Late November of 2021 has been bringing the polar night closer. I came to Zapolyarny and Nickel, on the borders of Russia, Norway and Finland, and spent the darkest weeks of the year here, also returning in December and in January. A stranger woman invited me at her home at 11 p.m., and then almost every next night someone invited me to their home, garage or for a walk at night. It is definitely a special field experience in the Arctic, being here for almost the entire duration of the polar night and being included in completely different nocturnal rhythms. The night now feels very uniting, despite the number of years or hours that we know each other (Fieldnotes, November 15 and 16, 2021). 
***
“The darkness that I’ve became, sizzled and bubbled under the sun. The polar night is the time when to be myself is normal. It’s the time when everyone weakens, goes crazy and sleeps, so I no longer feel myself lonely” (Lena, December 25, 2021).
***
Nickel, 9:20 am. We stayed at the only hotel outside the city with a view on the abandoned houses and snow-covered landscapes of a mining town in which the main chimneys of the city-forming factory had ceased to smoke. Now they do not attract attention so much, they do not center the rhythms and economy of the town. Has this place lost or gained its potential?
My colleague Katya came here yesterday to help with the writing residence.
 - Katya, you put the alarm clock, it rang three times already, why don't you get up?
- It is still very dark. I'm waiting for the sun to rise.
- The sun will not rise. It's polar night now, you can stop waiting (Fieldnotes, December 25, 2021). 

Literature review and contribution 
There are various studies concerned with darkness. It is largely presented in night studies and vary in focuses from sensory perception (Morris, 2011), light pollution, a shift in urban night economies due to the electricity expanding (Dunn, 2016) or electricity collapse due to the failure of the state functions and reinforcement of darkness both as a physical reality (lack of street and indoor light) and as a metaphorical condition (Verdeil, 2016). Within the night studies, darkness intersects with leisure time and the study of leisure and recreational facilities (link).  
There are some historical studies focused on the representation of darkness and light in urban night space in various geographical contexts (link). Amy Chazkel (2020) challenges the notion of the night as a time of innate danger reconsidering it throughout the 19th-century history of Rio de Janeiro where it was enacted rather as socio-legal construct of control, policing, curfew. She emphasizes the racial aspects of such control where curfew did not apply to free white persons and police decided a person’s social standing and race in the darkness of the night (Chazkel, 2020). Simone Browne in Dark matters studies historical, racialized origins of surveillance on black bodies. Tracing history from transatlantic slavery to post-9/11 airport security practices, she emphasizes blackness as a spatial experience and a key site through which surveillance is practiced, narrated, and resisted (Browne, 2015). Laura Westengard argues that darkness also “serves as a racial metaphor, specifically in its depiction of non-Western figures as exotic, fetishized Others, an orientation that centers a Western gaze through a specific fantasy of the East” (Westengard, 2019:75). 
Some of these studies intersect with gender and sexuality studies where dark is the other side of a sexualized binary. The urban night is considered a time and space of queer belonging, in which homosexual desire can be lived beyond the (rational) order of daytime and a heteronormative system of classification. Therefore, darkness there is seen from a socio-historical perspective of gender liberation (link). As Laura Westengard in her book Gothic Queer Culture explains darkness “signaled the terror of crossing over into the realm of homosexuality, and twilight marked the moment of contact in which characters slipped, sometimes without warning, from their daylight world into the nighttime of perversion” (2019:74).
In 2000-s decolonial, black, and feminist approaches amplified darkness as a methodological tool to advocate for an ideological and epistemological rupture within the construction of knowledge, research and pedagogy.  ‘Endarkened feminist epistemology’ (Dillard, 2000, 2006, 2008) includes a paradigmatic shift in research practices that value constitution of evidence of the unseen, the spiritual, and embedded cultural practices. ‘Endarkened epistemology’ aimed to restore cultural memories, to recall and remember what has been encouraged women of color to forget. This project articulates multiple knowledges of Black womanhood experience by using poems, autobiographical notes, and cultural memories. 
Later decolonial turn continued addressing darkness for example in 'dark anthropology' (Ortner, 2016) through the ontological turn that responds to urgent issues and hardship of social life under neoliberalism as well as to the subjective experience of these dimensions. This includes our contemporary moment, the ‘dark turn’, led by a resounding sense of disenchantment in (post)modernity with its failed promises to push back against modernity. Disenchantment through normalization and the banality of violence made their way into analyses of the state, power, and the role of citizenship (Cantero, 2017). 
‘Dark theories’ or ‘dark ontologies’ are coming from the same perspective of figuring out the new ways after the failure of philosophical postmodern but also outside of human life. They are ‘dark’ because they are looking for realms outside of enlightenment and light of the human reason and Anthropocene.  Animals, mushrooms, microbes, slime, oceanic abysses, codes of cyberculture. Roots of ‘dark ecology’ (Morton, 2106), ‘dark vitalism’ (Woodard, 2012) and ‘dark enlightenment’ (Land, 2023) are in the speculative-realism and object-oriented-ontologies. They are non-human, post-human and even anti-human. Therefore, they drive towards other realms of politics outside of my ethical points of references. In ‘dark enlightenment’ famous cybergothic writer Nick Land combined ideas from the cybernetics, science fiction, occultism, and post-structuralist philosophy. It’s became neo-reactionist manifesto that some researchers consider as an alt-right neo-fascist (link).
The recent widest attempts to study darkness in geography were taken in the book Rethinking Darkness: Cultures, Histories, Practices (2021) edited by Tim Edensor and Nick Dunn. It examines the concept of darkness through the perspective of humanities and cultural geography. It engages with darkness beyond its binary positioning against light to advance a critical understanding of the ways in which darkness can be experienced, practiced and conceptualized. The book mainly emphasizes on the study of darkness perception and conceptualization in the time of illumination and “light pollution”.  In the introductory chapter Edensor and Dunn provide an overview of the articles and start with the long historical background in Western culture where forms of received wisdom and common sense have typically considered darkness to be laden with negative attributes. Later in medieval times, darkness has symbolized pagan obscurantism - deviancy, monstrosity, diabolism” (Edensor, Dunn, 2021:1). Then they focus on how these middle age narratives took additional shape after the Enlightenment. Referring to Bille and Sørensen (2007: 272) they note that the Enlightenment marked a process through which scientists and thinkers might ‘shed light on things’ in the pursuit of ‘truth, purity, revelation and knowledge’, embodying the ideals of ‘illumination, objectivity and wisdom’ (ibid.: 273). 
Akomolafe (2020) echoes Edensor and Dunn theorizing: “even though darkness is restated as evil or absence, this is not simply the case. Think about it, dear: don’t things grow in dark places? Babies grow in the darkness of the womb; photographs need darkrooms to properly develop.” Darkness is not the absence of light as we’ve been so forced to believe. It is the very dance of light—it is light in rapturous contemplation of herself, in poetic adoration of her own contours and sensuous nuances. And we will never see this except we join her, and when we do so, we will realize that shadows are merely the spaces she has tenderly left to navigate us (Akomolafe, 2020).
Darkness has been studied as entangled with female and other subaltern experiences in some of the feminist research.  Gloria Anzaldua argues that "the dualism of light/darkness did not arise as a symbolic formula for morality until primordial darkness had been split into light and dark” (Anzaldua, 1987: 49). Audre Lord reappropriates darkness, saying that these places of possibility within ourselves are dark, because they are ancient and hidden. They have survived and grown strong through that darkness (1977).
Despite the construal of darkness as overwhelmingly negative, these notions are neither historically nor geographically universal. For example, Inuit’s perception of darkness emphasizes that it was not ontologically associated with negative values but was conversely a condition conducive to sociability, storytelling, and festivity (Bordin in Edensor, Dunn, 2021). 
Darkness has been imbued with rather positive qualities for a range of other subaltern and oppositional groups. Mainly, because in the darkness persecuted minorities, marginals, and the lower classes may escape domineering masters, and carve out time and space to achieve freedom (Edensor, Dunn, 2021:5). Shiverbusch shows the meaning of the darkness during the revolutionary wave of the 1830s in Paris: “Light being the representative of law and order in well-policed civil society, darkness thus becomes the medium of the counter-order of the rebellion” (1987:68). Practically, he describes the routine of the street fighting that included "the barricading of streets with planks and stones as well as the destruction of the lanterns"(1987:68), which had a symbolic meaning.
Westengard argues that these 'dark' and 'murky' realms challenge dehumanizing marginalization adopting those failures as counterhegemonic strategies. She refers to Halberstam’s call to resist through failure. This approach risks adopting modes that “dwell in the murky waters of a counterintuitive, often impossibly dark and negative realm of critique and refusal" (2019:61).
Darkness in the Arctic studies mostly concerns adaptive and coping mechanisms, negative effects on the bodies, and psychological well-being (link). Darkness intersects with some research that is interested in affect or the non-human paradigms, for example in Aurora borealis and tourism studies (Brekke & Egeland, 2012).  
Moreover, current Arctic discourses reflect a very masculine Arctic agenda (Gjørv, 2017). Gender perspectives are poorly understood as both a category and method in research, and thus generally marginalized in Arctic research.  Large institutions and annual events such as Arctic Science Summit Week (ASSW), Arctic Frontiers, Arctic Circle, and even the International Congress of Arctic Social Sciences (ICASS) have far had limited focus on gender or other intersectional issues. The 2016 program of Arctic Circle shows that gender was not once mentioned in the program (link). 
Several researchers, though, in recent years have focused on the relations between gender and the Arctic (Spreter, 2021, Reeploeg, S. 2019, Surgeoner, 2007). Though, these studies are mostly coming from literature and humanities. In geographical studies, females and subalterns appear mostly in indigenous and rural studies (Green, 2007) and are considered the victims of domestic or workplace violence in migration studies (Vladimirova & Habeck, 2018).
There are no studies that examine darkness and female experience in the Arctic through the material-metaphorical framework or politicize this entanglement. By continuing exploration of the potentialities of the darkness as a political concept that is moving beyond the binary opposition of Western thought, this research would contribute to political studies and critical theory scholarship. By unpacking the entangled myth of darkness and female it will provide insights into feminist geography and methodologies. Engagement with empirical cases of Arctic cities will contribute to Arctic studies challenging it masculinist biases.  Using queer and feminist onto-epistemologies focused on the researcher-informant continuum and spatialized writing (as I develop drawing on the embodied writing by Anzaldua, Preciado, Cixous) I would contribute to ethnographic practice. I want to try answering how is the body precisely engaged with writing and knowledge production, space, and politics. 
 
Research methodology, methods and ethical considerations
· Spatializing myth: Towards politics of material-metaphorical grounds 
Myth is a system of metaphors, a material-metaphorical landscape because any metaphors are rooted in very particular material grounds. Thus, the geographical work on debunking the myth of women and darkness lies in respitalizing it. By doing so, first, I follow Chiara Bottici (2007) in understanding myth not as a product that is given once and for all, but as a process of the continual reworking of a basic narrative core or mythologem. She starts with the genealogical method (Nietzsche 1994: 5) which is aimed to face the problem of the meaning by looking at the circumstances in which it was created. She argues therefore, a genealogy of myth is “not a reconstruction of the history of myth, but rather a critique of a certain view of myth aimed at discovering what its presuppositions are"(2007:10). Moving from the genealogy of myth, she tries to “delineate a possible approach to the myth that escapes both the dialectic of the sacred logos and that of the Enlightenment …in favor of an interrelational approach to myth, that is, of an approach that, following Blumenberg, focuses on the ‘work on myth”(2007:12). By seeing myth as a process but not a product, Bottici approach to reworking political myth is similar to ‘spatial turn’ in social sciences where space was ‘liberated’ from well-established assumptions of its excessive abstraction, containerism, and simplification. After the work of Lefebvre, and Foucault, space was rather endowed with temporality, heterogeneity, and relational politics (Massey, 2005). Smith and Katz (1993) emphasize that when it comes to space, materiality trumps metaphor. They argue that "in social theory and literary criticism, spatial metaphors have become a predominant means by which social life is understood. ‘Theoretical spaces’ have been ‘explored’, ‘mapped’, ‘charted’, ‘contested’, ‘colonized’, ‘decolonized’, and everyone seems to be ‘travelling" (Smith & Katz, 1993:67). Despite that, there have been little attempts to examine the different implications of material and metaphorical spaces and their origins. Thus, they insist that it’s necessary to comprehend the interconnectedness of material and metaphorical space, to open up and aerate on their undifferentiated fusion and it is false unity in order to advance the shared project of spatial politics (1993:67-68).
· Interscalarity as a feminist practice 
[bookmark: _Hlk129131278]In order to move forward respatializing darkness, I argue first that spatial is political. I elaborate on the history and relations of spatial as political from a feminist perspective. That is, paying attention to the exposure of power relations in order to rework theoretical concepts, approaches to empirical work as well as practices of social change aimed to combat exclusion, oppression, and marginalization in a broader sense (Haraway, 1988, Collins, 2008, Rose, 1993). While exposing hegemonic spatial politics, this work is ontologically committed to subverting dominant geographical narratives and practices. In doing so, I deeply engage with other disciplines such as anthropology, philosophy, psychoanalysis, and literature critique seeing theory-making as entangled with everyday life. Here I also follow Cindi Katz questioning the artificial nature and compartmentalization of ethnographic work and striving towards a more integral and engaged way of perceiving the field: “I am always, everywhere, in ‘the field” (1994: 72).
Along with separating ethnographic work in the field and theoretical work in the office, dominant geographical knowledge has been built on other false opposition and dichotomies that are entirely gendered. Local is often essentialized, domestic feminized, global – hypermasculinized (Hyndman, A., Mountz, A., 2006:446). Within spatial disciplines, attention to geometries of such social and political power redefined scale as a central organizing device for studying the socio-spatial practices of difference. Feminist scalar politics refocused the field from theorizing space, state, and capital towards the place, home, body, and corporeality as the key domains of oppression, exploitation, and capital accumulation. Katherine McKittrick emphasizes “how bodily geography can be” (2006:44). She suggests taking the language and the physicality of geography seriously, understanding geography as space, place, and location in their physical materiality and imaginative configurations. It allows to engage with a narrative that locates and draws on subaltern histories and subjects, in order to make visible social lives that are often displaced and rendered ungeographic (Mckittrick, 2006:x, xiii, Anzaldúa, 1987, Wynter, 1990).  Setha Low acknowledges that “place and space are always embodied. Their materiality can be metaphoric and discursive, as well as physically located and thus carried about” (Low, 2017:6).
Subverting spatial dichotomies of global and local, public and private, margin and center that are produced by practices and theories of Western masculinist geography, feminist scholars provided multiple approaches to question and resist these ways of doing geography. It’s shifted toward more accountable and embodied political responses examined at multiple scales (Hyndman, 2004). Broadly put, feminist methodology in geography is not only about the design of research or analyses,  it involves various repositioning, situatedness, and shared processes of knowledge production (Collins, 2002), the emphasis of the feminist praxis in a similar way to Paulo Freire i.e. a combination of reflection and action, theory and practice.  As Moss argues making “a method ‘feminist’ implies politicizing a methodology through feminism” (2002:12). Following these approaches, in my research, I use interscalar feminist politics as an instrument to resituate the existing spatial grammar. 
· Tangible methodologies: ‘spatialized writing’ and ‘corporeal geography of the touch’
Undergoing turn to body, embodiment, and the intimate in geography brought to the scene a variety of studies concerned with socio-spatial relations between corporeal bodies and other complex objects in the form of encounters, conjunctions, engagements, negotiations, and resonances, as they help not only to produce, but also to problematize borders, boundaries, territories, and terrains (Dixon, 2004:138). Deborah Dixon brings flesh and corporeal bodies as entry points for geopolitical analysis (2004). ‘The meaty body’ is the where of the grounded politics for A. Rich examined in the introductory chapter of the Places through the Body (Nast, Pile,1998:3). Elizabeth Grosz (1994) studies how race emerges as an embodied and corporeal phenomenon. Against social-constructivism of the queer theory (mainly J. Butler 1990, 1993, E. Sedgwick) that centralizing language, has merged the sex and gender together making the body vanish (Evans, 2020), I argue that it's important to bring the body back to the analysis in its meaty and fleshy tangibility and materiality.
Such politics of repositioning has made a focus on difference, body, including the body of the researcher as a contested site of knowledge (Atuk, 2016, Longhurst & Johnston, 2014, Nash, 2022) reconsidering relations in the field and knowledge production. According to Atuk, feminist research is predicated on the principle that doing research is an essentially embodied activity; the researcher’s body not only influences the course of the research, but also turns into a research tool that can be employed to understand and unfold social phenomena (Atuk, 2016). As well as moving from assumptions of objective disembodied researcher some feminist scholars partially shifted the subject of analysis from problematic, disempowering, and infantilizing ‘voicing’ towards more complex ways of engaging with research participants ‘textual authority’ and the importance of spatiality in the ‘life writings’ of a particular situational subject (Barros-del Río, 2016). In this project, I want to explore the method of embodied writing, where would be the setting for both subjective and collective experiences. Where the body itself would be a space. Whilst the experience of body-space would be considered carefully as racialized, classed, gendered, and sexed, situated in a particular geographical and historical context; therefore, always uneven (Smith, 2001).  
In Anzaldúa’s ontology, language does not simply refer to or represent reality; nor does it become reality in some ludic postmodernist way (Anzaldúa, Keating 2015: 3). She argues that “writing is a gesture of the body, a gesture of creativity, a working from the inside out. My feminism is grounded not on incorporeal abstraction but on corporeal realities. The material body is center, and central. The body is the ground of thought. The body is a text. Writing is not about being in your head; it’s about being in your body” (Anzaldua, Keating 2015: 5). Thus, writing for Anzaldúa is fundamentally embodied process, it is close to empowering ecstatic exaltation: “The writing possesses me and propels me to leap into a timeless, spaceless no-place where I forget myself and feel I am the universe. This is power” (Anzaldúa, 1981: 172).  
In this research I combine Anzaldua’s approach to material body and writing with method of l’ecriture feminine or feminine writing developed by Helene Cixous. It is linked to “returning to the body which has been more than confiscated from woman, the undoing the work of death…” (Cixous, 1976:885). Ciхous’s intention was to create a method of writing through the body and against canonical masculinist tradition by developing a language that intended to oppose, to disrupt. She called it ‘a new insurgent writing’, ‘the antilogos weapon’. For her "writing is precisely the very possibility of change, the space that can serve as a springboard for subversive thought, the precursory movement of a transformation of social and cultural structures" (1976: 879). L’ecriture feminine, though, does not belong exclusively to women. She argues that anyone can occupy the marginalized position of a ‘woman’ and shake the security and stability of the ‘phallologocentic order’. She accompanies this argument with examples of men who are not afraid of their feminity, such as Jean Genet.
Cixous metaphorical language exhibits an abundance of spatial coordinates and geographical terms that appeal to the very material realities. Referring to the darkness, Cixous describes: “your continent is dark. Dark is dangerous. You can’t see anything in the dark, you’re afraid. Don’t move, you might fall. Most of all: don’t go into the forest. And so, we have internalized this horror of the dark” (Cixous, 1976: p. 2041). She overthrows Freud’s metaphor of the ‘dark continent’ to emphasize other potentialities of this location such as the lack of control of the female position. Methodologically, I juxtapose her approach to the ideas of black feminist’s geography where the “margin is a site of resistance” (hooks, 1989), paradoxical and powerful site, “the last place they thought of” that is never opposed but integral to the production of space (McKittrick, 2006).  Black feminist scholars believe in the liberating potential of the margin because “peripheral and marginal lives incite a political stance that is adversarial, oppositional, resistant, experimental, valuable, and hard-working” (McKittrick, 2006: 56). “Marginality is much more than a site of deprivation, it is also the site of radical possibility, a space of resistance, a central location for the production of counter-hegemonic discourse” (hooks, 1990). Margins in hooks’s view is not something that one wants to lose or give up moving to center – but rather a site one stays in to create alternatives, a new world (1990). 
Exploring marginality as a site of counter-hegemonic power, I draw on feminist literary critics which argues that “writing characterized by monologism or the ‘pursuit of unity’ (coded masculine) is opposed to writing characterized by polyphony, intertextuality or madness (coded feminine) which has traditionally been repressed in literature” (Surgeoner, 2007: 643). Surgeoner notes that more traditional way to see intertextuality is when every text is considered as a collage of other texts, structured by literary conventions and infiltrated with literary references. The text therefore refers to other texts, and meaning is produced within the structure of literature and language— within a web of intertextuality—rather than simply reflecting or referring to something outside of writing: the world (Surgeoner, 2007). 
Looking for writing beyond the web of intertextuality, I am interested in writing that embodied, located, and engaged with places and spaces, with the world, rather than just a set of authoritatively quoted texts. 
Surgeoner who examines ‘intertextual geographies’ of Canadian writer Aritha van Herk’s (1990) Places Far From Ellesmere. Surgeoner is interested in the way van Herk’s subversive feminist cartography exposes the absence and escape of erased indigenous Northern presences and voices (2007: 642). By collapsing the borders of genre, reading and writing the Arctic landscape, and rereading of Tolstoy’s nineteenth-century novel Anna Karenina, van Herk writes and maps the North differently, as a site of resistance (2007: 650). “Named a ‘geografictione’, Ellesmere is clearly as much to do with geography as it is with fiction, and the relationship between women, text, and place—in particular, the North—is a critical part of the text” (2007: 650). Surgeoner is especially inspired by Van Herk’s contestations of the literary canon from the grounds of the embodiment by writing a ‘visceral’ text. She does not only challenge the masculine canonicity by rereading Anna Karenina but insists upon writing differently, as a woman, reconsidering the relationship between women, space, and writing (2007: 650).
An example of more complex and collaborative writing of and within the space and spatial struggle, is studied by Carol Stephenson and Jean Spence on women writings through the British 1984–1985 coal miners' strike (Stephenson, Spence, 2016). “The documents vary in form thin pamphlets to full-sized books and include prose, photographs, jokes, diary extracts and drawings produced and selected by activists” (Stephenson, Spence,2016: 220). In contrast with focus on poetry and textual analysis, Stephenson and Spence use them as a collective ‘auto-biography’ and present a sociological interrogation of what the texts contribute to understanding of the authors experience, and their search for meaning in a context of a shifting landscape of class and gender struggle. Engaging with these writings, the article suggests considering them ‘beyond evidence’ or representation of a particular historical moment. It emphasizes that “the very act of writing expresses a moment of engagement with that context, an act of agency which attempts to articulate and move beyond the conditions of the production of the text. Writing about the strike might be simply understood as a material contribution to the struggle” (Stephenson, Spence,2016: 221,226). I argue that spatializing, therefore, appears when the body problematizes its location throughout such textual practice in relation to other bodies and places. 
Skin and corporeality, the emphasis upon the fundamental tangibility of human experience shifted geography towards new methodological possibilities. Deborah P. Dixon and Elizabeth R. Straughan introduce a ‘corporeal geographies of touch’ emphasizing touching as the "capacity to dissolve boundaries, to make proximate which was far away, and in doing so not only rearrange our metaphysics of intimacy and distance, but pose a danger to any and all systems of order that rely upon distinction and separation" (2010: 454). The touch that resist, exaggerate, and destabilize distinctions and categories that mark and maintain bodies signifying pleasure and desire as sites of insurgency (2010: 454). 
Mladen Dolar says that “there is no neutral touch. To touch is to infringe, to trespass, to overstep, to invade, to go too far, to transgress, to violate. To touch is to touch too much. But this excessiveness of touch stems from the touch as the cut: it is the cut that exceeds the touch. For if there is infringement and transgression, there has to be a limit which is thus exceeded, and it is the cut which both imposes the limit and creates the touch as its trespassing” (2008:94). Exploring the touch and touching, Dolar draws on Merleau-Ponty and says that “the body has to turn into flesh, which is not something simply pertaining to the body, but is at the same time the flesh of the world itself, la chair du monde. Having a flesh as the ‘medium’ of perception is but another side of the world itself being endowed with flesh” (2008:86). The touch is what defines the social as such (desire to touch - Berührungslust and its prohibition), and hence the properly human dimension (Dolar, 2008). Though, as Dixon and Straughan argue that not so much “has been made of the import of touch for scale” (2010: 456) and scalar studies. Therefore, my project aimed to continue exploring these methodological possibilities.
I want to draw on these tangible methodologies, to be touching cities mediately through the textuality of females' and other subalterns’ narratives that tend to be in a similar opposition to dominant discourses as darkness to the violence of light. Therefore, I am interested to approach the case studies (Tromsø, Bodø, and Kirkenes in Norway and Kiruna, Lulea in Sweden) not only through classical ethnographic work (including observation, participation, and interviews) but engaging with correspondence, people’s narratives, letters, and memoirs. My aim is to work with ‘spatialized writing’ analyzing it beyond evidence or representation but rather as embodied, located in places and spaces (Stephenson, Spence,2016: 221,226). In this study, I apply respatialization not simply through redefining the power relations of spatial categories, but also through the practice of spatialized writing that connects the material body, place, space, and writing and insists on their inseparability. 
I will use an autoethnographic approach to reconsider the writing body of the researcher as a ‘contested site of knowledge’ (Atuk, 2016, Bain & Nash, 2006). Drawing from feminist onto-epistemologies I also elaborate on my own experience of a pansexual woman who grew up in a single-industry district of the city in North Ural during the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
I am focusing on embodied/spatialized writing as a method that is not detached from my own ontological experience of a ‘woman’ (economic, cultural, social, political, bodily). Nevertheless, I do not find this experience exclusively feminine (being quite masculine and using ‘he/him’ as a gender pronounce in my childhood, having fluid gender performance today) and do not intend to reduce it to biology. ‘Woman’ is the category with which I am not comfortable. As a researcher, I try to expand this category that exists only in heteronormative relations and in opposition to men (Wittig, 1992), to ‘female’. Which is more inclusive and responsive to multiple experiences according to Catrine Malabou (2022) for whom ‘woman’ and ‘feminine’ are not the same thing: feminine is mobile, socially plastic, and not reducible to a natural ‘woman’.
On the one hand, I consider it necessary to strategically essentialize it (Spivak) appealing to history and showing how the myth of woman and darkness has been formed over the centuries in order to articulate its non-binarity and point out that darkness as ‘otherness’ is a much more complex and inclusive category. On the other hand, it is important for me to keep this study on the more materialist grounds, without leaving it in the social-constructivism of the queer theory.
One of the reasons is that the concept of ‘queer’ is not very familiar to most people in the cities where I worked. However, our workshops, interviews and various joint activities include people of different sexuality, and gender, including men who are involved in promoting a more progressive feminist agenda or who are interested in disclosing gender inequality. Moreover, “much queer theorizing originated in the Global North with its particular social and historical contexts and its uncritical engagement with gendered and sexual lives in other geographical locations is not necessarily appropriate or helpful” (Brown K. & Nash J. K., 2010, p. 7). Though, I am going to use queering from the methodological point of view. Since I found it a critical and productive way to de-naturalize taken for granted categories of analysis, even beyond issues of sexuality and gender” (Fotopoulou, A. (2012). Which is methodologically different from the postmodernist approach that “tends to reject fixed social categories of location and identification (for instance, sexuality, physical capacity, class, and gender) and aims to deconstruct long-held binaries in Western scientific thought and scholarship, such as nature/culture and female/male” (see Brah, 1996; Butler, 1989; Mohanty, 1988). The difference is in the way how queering methodologies “do not simply describe groups that may be different or similar; they also encapsulate historical and continuing relations of political, material, and social inequality and stigma” (Cole, E. R., 2009). 
Mentioned in the introductory part, Sami is a branch of the Uralic language family like the Udmurt language in my hometown (which is the capital of the Udmurt republic). Udmurt language is the language that I don’t speak. The language and the everyday that have been erased by Russian modernization and industrialization. The everyday, that I have been famously eliminating from my memory, allowing coloniality to remain unquestioned, leaving only songs learned in childhood in aphonic echo. Perhaps, this research it’s also a way to come back to some origins asking for forgiveness, that having learned more about other’s people history of oppression, I’ve unlearned my own. Unlearning the native tongue, not knowing what coins on the headdresses and clothing mean, what their colors mean, not believing the spirits of wind and water. Töl-Peri, Nulesmurt, Lud - I'm reading about them now. Hoping that one day I'll get to know it again. Hoping that this would build more tangible and caring relations in the field, to feel partial solidarity with people and to align positions, being attentive to differences (Young, 1990). I strive to 'recognize, accept, and celebrate … differences' (Lorde, 1984) using them as a productive resource for more horizontal knowledge production.
Empirically, I started to explore darkness through the spatialized writing practice in December 2021 by organizing a short-term writing residence in Nickel (a single-industry mining town in the Russian Arctic). The idea was to gather people who are interested in the topic and mostly people that I already knew. The residency involved several activities where we could read texts together, discuss our writing practices, its relation to the body and far North, and try to write together about it using darkness as emancipatory entry point. The residence itself was held as part of the collaboration with the Norwegian-Russian art and research organization Pikene Pa Broen and its annual international festival Barents Spektakel. On the festival we had a second step where we were writing about darkness together in shared online document with broader international participation of women from Sweden, Norway, Russia and Finland. The most obvious feedback from the participants was about a deep interest in continuing working with the topic in a more prolonged and serious way. They suggested inviting other researchers who work with the topic of darkness, specialists in performance working with the body and text entanglement, creating a reading group, and so on. 
Thus, drawing on this experience, along with ethnographic work in this research, I am planning a series of writing workshops and correspondences. I am considering working in 3 steps: collective discussions and personal writings, collective writing, working on the collective media products relevant to the experiences of participants. 
During fieldwork, I will be taking an open-ended experimental research design based on an intertwined process of knowledge production. Drawing on the participatory and feminist methods outlined above, I will be working collaborative and sensitively with interlocutors in the field aiming not only to understand and analyze but also to co-produce knowledge of the various experiences of darkness. This polylogue is fragile and cannot be normatively presumed, rather it has to be delicately constructed for each instance and phase of research based on 'listening' toward the other (Schneider & Wright 2010).
In the summer of 2022, I established new contacts in the region, aimed specifically to meet my research agenda. They were interested in my perspective to study darkness and female experience through writing at the North Pole (See example of this collaboration Backyard Residencies: Conversations in the North, June 9 – 11, 2022 https://www.pikene.no/wp-content/uploads/Official-Programme-Backyard-Residencies_-Conversations-in-the-North-2.pdf). 
This summer I am planning a preliminary field trip to meet them in person in order to continue the collaboration. Among these initiatives are: 
· The Pigeon-Gram Collective is a group of female writers based in the Arctic. During the pandemic, they met online to exchange texts, opinions, and experiences. Each participant was asked to write a text that reflects their immediate surroundings and moved on to a broader view. and some of their participants, Anna Näumann (Tromsø), Astrid Fadnes (Tromsø/Kirkenes), Elise Sønderland (Bodø), Lena Ylipää (Lainio), Silvia Colombo (Luleå). 
· Mondo Books is an independent, artist-run initiative based in Tromsø. It focuses on art publications and zines of artists from the circumpolar North. Mondo distributes materials, and hosts readings, performances, and spatial installations. The initiative plays an important role locally and nationwide since it is the only independent art book platform in the Northern region of Norway and Sápmi.
The main goal would be to meet people I already know and through the ‘snowball’ approach reach other possible places and people in order to choose the exact field side for my dissertation.
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