Two Modern Culture Traditions in Norway, and their Paradoxical Influence on Norwegian Perceptions of Nature: The white bright of cross-country skiing in the dark Norwegian winters vs. the pale grey of engangsgriller in the Nordic light summers.
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Question #1

The history and demographics of Norway has created unique and lasting cultural traditions.  These traditions are strong, and their effects permeate into the culture and its member’s daily life.   Weather and seasons are also strong influencers upon the Norwegian culture and lifestyle, and there are unique modern traditions that accompany each of the two season polarities.  During winter in Norway, there is an evident cultural tradition of cross country (XC) skiing; and during summers in Norway, there is a unique cultural tradition of using engangsgriller (disposable grills).  Just as extreme as the two seasons are when compared to each other, each of the stated traditions has an opposite effect on the perceptions of nature it creates with the individual performing the tradition; XC skiing creates and enhances positive perceptions of nature and its use, while engangsgriller is creating different/negative perceptions of nature and how Norwegians use it.  To begin this uncanny seasonal analysis of modern cultural traditions in Norway and its effects on nature perceptions, we must first define and analyze the term cultural tradition, and discuss how the specific examples of XC skiing and engangsgriller are applied to this definition.
As a foreigner, cultural traditions are easy to recognize in ones newly adopted home.  Not only are they simple to identify, but they are easy to criticize as well as complement.  But, before the foreigner jumps to outlandish conclusions about the new peculiar culture, one must conduct solid research to verify that the occurrence being witnessed is actually a cultural tradition, and not a fad, trend, or anomaly.  And, before that step can be accomplished, one must understand the tricky definition of cultural tradition in itself.  For the purposes of this essay, cultural tradition will be loosely defined as important ritualistic acts performed in a particular society (by a large percentage of its members) that are unique to that specific society, and these acts have withstood the test of time.  It must also be noted that the society must recognize the tradition as an integral, large part of their culture.  
Does XC skiing in Norway fit the stated definition?  Yes, it is a ritualistic recreational activity that is performed by a large percentage of Norwegians, which is unique to Norway, and has been performed for a long time.  Norwegians also publicly recognize and assume that XC skiing is an established tradition which is important to their culture.  Does the use of engangsgriller in Norway fit the definition? Yes (with caveat), it is a ritualistic recreational practice performed by a good percentage of Norwegians, and is not as prevalent in other countries.  Norwegians have also recently recognized its strong position in their culture. Although, it can be contested that engangsgriller have not yet withstood the “test of time” that most cultural traditions endure, but the practice has been around long enough to denounce the idea that it is only a fad or trend, and the perception of nature that the practice is shaping is alarming enough to temporarily classify it as a cultural tradition, or at least an emerging cultural tradition.  Changes in cultural traditions are important to promptly recognize because culture can sometimes be treated “as a means by which humans adapt to their environments, and sometimes as a kind of super organism that is itself undergoing adaptation” (Ingold, 39).  An emerging cultural tradition can give meaningful explanation to the presence of changing perceptions [to nature].

Having demonstrated that the stated traditions are indeed cultural traditions, we can now discuss how they influence and shape Norwegians view upon nature.  It must be noted that although the general purpose of both modern traditions can be seen as positive, to go out into the woods and enjoy nature, friluftsliv
.  But both have drastically different components within each tradition that produces differing effects on the formed perceptions of nature.
Influence of XC Skiing on Norwegians Perceptions of Nature


Like all cultural traditions, XC skiing has particular rituals and components that are specific to the act of skiing.  To the Norwegian that skis, these components are trivial or too obvious to analyze, but to the researcher on the outside, these components are critical to investigate how the actual practice forms the unique perception of nature.  These various basic components, tools, and rules of XC skiing as a practice can be listed according to specific sub-cultural identifiers as seen below:
-Action:  Skiing on snow in mountains.  This act produces a small footprint (ski tracks) that is eventually covered by more snow, or simply melts away in the spring.  The physical act leaves no human trace or pollution.
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-Place:   Nature, in remote wilderness areas
.  The place is seen as expansive, and not as a single place.  There are no borders or constraints to the act.
-Items:  Skis, including food, and drink (see below) that are all carried in a back-pack. The skier is mobile, minimalist, and completely self-sustainable for the duration of the act. (See Picture 3 at left)
-Food:  Matpakke of bread, cheeses, some small meats, and an orange.  This food type is healthy, and produces little or no waste after consumption.
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-Drink:  Water or hot toddy.  These drinks are also healthy and pure.
-Price: Ski equipment and support (cabin, food, etc.) is expensive, but the actual activity is free.
-People: Small child families and middle aged adults and older. 
-Rules:  “Take what you came with”.  This enforces the idea that no footprint should be left in nature, this rule is strictly socially enforced during the practice.
Throughout the act of skiing, and including its components listed above, there are certain perceptions of nature that are formed on the surface and at a deep layer.  These perceptions stem from the main themes of the components stated above which include: no constraints, self sustainable, healthy, no waste, pure, and small footprint (See Picture 4 below showing small footprint of ski tracks in the snow). The formed surface perceptions are more evident, thus a [image: image6.jpg]


direct result of the action and its meanings as a cultural tradition.  The main perception that is formed is that nature (wilderness) deserves respect and conservation, and has intrinsic value and beauty which can be discovered only during the act of the cultural tradition.  This is evident by the results of the action itself; that no footprint should be left during the action in order to preserve the beauty of the place.  This theme is also found in the [image: image7.wmf] 

broader “friluftsliv” philosophy of Norwegians (skiing being a subset of friluftsliv), and as seen in the quote below by a government department promoting friluftsliv ideas in the 1980’s:
Friluftsliv therefore contributes to the basis to evaluate both the positive and negative effects of the development that humans have executed.  With experience from nature and increased knowledge about nature comes the feeling of belonging with free nature. This influences ones understanding of nature conservation. People who have learned to appreciate the experiences they get from the untouched nature, will usually wish to preserve nature untouched (Friluftsliv, 41 - translated from Norwegian).
Another important perception that XC skiing forms is that the act is not associated with dominating nature, but simply absorbing its beauty.  As stated above, the perception lends intrinsic value and beauty to nature, but the perception goes further to ensure that humans do not directly interrupt the beauty during the action.   The following quote from a 1950’s publication shows the admiration that stems from the perception, which includes respect for the place:
Although big-game in Norway is limited to the elk and the reindeer and the bear – the vast majority of Norwegian skiers do not hunt down animals with gun or snare. Instead, they hope to see or photographs one or another of the many small birds and forest creatures which teem throughout their snowy woods (Bergsland, 40).

The previous discussed examples show that Norwegians receive a very positive, respectful perception of nature (wilderness).  But these examples only touch the surface of how the cultural tradition affects Norwegian perceptions.  There are much deeper perceptions that are also formed from the cultural tradition of XC skiing.  These deeper perceptions include the notion that nature (wilderness) is a spiritual place that humans can travel to (See Picture 5 on previous page).  This special place also gives humans sanctuary from the daily turmoil’s of modern life.  As stated previously, XC skiing, as a component of friluftsliv, allows Norwegians to experience the intrinsic value that is associated with the traditional act.  This experience then forms a perception of nature in which it is seen as a sanctuary to modern daily life, a place from which we come from, and need to return to for sanity:  
…friluftsliv entered as a cultural element in a period when many developed a distance to nature in their work and daily life. Work and city life caused one to seek back to ones roots in nature. The new thing was that one didn’t have a useful errand in this. The experience of nature in the free was given a value in itself. This value was first and foremost tied to the nature that was free of the technical elements brought on by the modern way of living (Friluftsliv, 18 – translated from Norwegian).

The deeper perceptions that are created from skiing also draw near to having religious and spiritual meaning associated with nature.  As the famous explorer and XC skier Fridthjof Nansen explains below, skiing forms a perception of nature that is Godly, religious, sacred, and cleansing:
Can there be anything more beautiful than the northern winter landscape, when the snow lies foot-deep, spread as a soft white mantle over field and wood and hill? Where will one find more freedom and excitement than when gliding swiftly down the hillsides through the woods, your cheeks brushed by the sharp cold air and frosted pine branches, with eye, brain, and muscles alert and prepared to meet every unknown obstacle and danger which the next instant may throw in one’s path? Does it not feel like the mind suddenly is cleansed of a trying civilization and smoky city air. One’s complete awareness is absorbed by the skis and surrounding nature. It is like something which develops not only the body but also the soul – and this sport is perhaps of far greater importance than is generally known. – Fridthjof Nansen, 1890 (Bergsland, 6) 
Influence of Engangsgrill use on Norwegians Perceptions of Nature

In order to begin to discuss how engangsgrill use shapes and forms Norwegians perceptions, we must first explore the various components, tools, and rules of this practice.  Although this cultural tradition is not as intricate and historical as XC skiing, it still contains unique entities that are important to mention when analyzing the nature perceptions that are formed.  These various basic components within engangsgrill use can be listed according to specific sub-cultural identifiers as seen below:
-Action: Use of engangsgrill to cook food.  This act produces a large footprint which includes trash and smoke.  There is tangible pollution in the actual act.

-Place: Local urban/suburban parks and open green areas.  These are recreational, maintained areas which are a defined place with boundaries.
-Items:  Food and drink (see below) and other recreational items.  These items are not minimal, and can not simply fit in a backpack, the user is not self-sustained.
-Food: Raw meat and hot dogs.  These items are not considered exceptionally healthy, and they contain excessive packaging and waste.  (See Picture 6)
-Drink:  Beer.  This item is also not healthy or pure, and is accompanied by waste.
-Price: The engangsgrill itself is exceptionally cheap, and most of the other items associated with the tradition are also relatively inexpensive. 
-People: Mostly teenagers, and young adults, from all social and economic classes.
-Rules: Because the engangsgrill is disposable, it should be properly disposed of.  This is not strictly socially enforced as indicated by recent problems with the trash, and leaving a large footprint. (See Picture 7)
Within the use of engangsgriller, and through analyzing its components listed above, there are certain perceptions of nature that are formed on the surface and at a deeper layer.  These perceptions evolve from the main themes of the components above which include:  confined place, unsustainable, unhealthy, excess waste, un-pure, cheap, and large footprint. The formed surface perceptions include that nature is a recreational park for human use, and that nature has no part in increasing human health.  The perception includes that nature (parks) should be maintained and manicured for humans use, and nature should have a consumerable aspect.  The perception enhances the negative habits of using nature’s beauty for ones own immediate enjoyment, with little or no respect.  (See Picture 7)  Although these perceptions are directed towards nature as park areas as indicated above, the perception could extend to wilderness areas if the perceptions evolve uncontrolled, but this is most likely not possible due to the deeper perceptions of nature that are formed from engangsgrill use.
The deeper perceptions of nature that are formed include a distinct separation between wilderness and Norwegians, maintaining that nature (wilderness) is not attainable as a place,  and that humans can only function in human constructed areas.  Engangsgrill are used in park areas that are confined, manicured, and geometrical…these are concepts familiar and comfortable to the modern Norwegian, and the cultural tradition enhances these feelings.  The perception it forms is that wilderness is open, wild, and chaotic…concepts not familiar to the modern urban Norwegian, and which can feel foreign and frightening.  So, being comfortable using an engangrill in a park further increases the divide that the Norwegian has with wilderness, which draws a state of confusion on how to treat nature as a whole.  The prevailing wisdom, assisted by a rise in capitalistic attitudes in Norway, is to use nature as a resource and ignore its inner beauty.  These dramatic perceptions of nature being facilitated by devices such as engangsgriller are eating away at the Norwegian identity with nature and have the possibility to greatly decrease the overall perception that Norwegians have of their own nature. 
Stark contrast between skiing and engangsgrill, and their formed perceptions of nature

Skiing and engangsgriller have fundamental differences in components of place, action, preparation, population, food, drink, and rules.  Skiing is pure, healthy, and leaves little or no impact upon nature, helping to ensure that the act is spiritual and enlightening.  Engangsgriller are dirty, unhealthy and disposable which lends to the act forming a dominating perception of nature, while also enforcing a division from nature (wilderness).  Are these perceptions causing confusion within Norwegian society and its members regarding what nature is and how it should be treated? (See Picture 8 on left)  Are these differing perceptions important issues within Norwegian modern culture that should not be taken lightly?  To conclude, I will argue that the general Norwegian perceptions towards nature could possibly be changing and becoming more negative with advancing cultural traditions such as engangsgrill use.  This lends to the idea that the “XC skiing way of life” is being superseded by the “engangsgrill way of life”.  A change which can drastically shape future generic use, treatment, and feelings toward nature in Norway
Conclusion
Cultural traditions influence a society’s perception of nature in varying ways.  Here we have examined two specific cultural traditions in Norway, and how each tradition has opposing perceptions of nature that are created.  The traditions themselves have particular cultural rules, and each views nature in a contrasting manner.  This can be due to the fact of the longevity of the traditions; skiing has existed for generations, while engangsgrill has only emerged within the present generation.  But, will the dominant existing perceptions of nature (those that revolve around the act of XC skiing) prevail over the alarming perceptions generated from the emerging tradition (engangsgriller)?  In other words, will the tradition of engangsgriller be destroyed or modified in order to obliterate the negative perceptions it is creating towards nature?  Or, will the tradition of engangsgrill and its corroded nature perceptions dominate and destroy the harmonious nature perceptions that are created via XC skiing?  In other words, will the skiing tradition die out with the present or next generation, and along with its perceptions of nature, allowing a clear path for engangsgriller mentality and its associated perceptions of nature?  Many will disagree with the latter saying that nothing can destroy the perceptions created by XC skiing, that these views are ingrained in Norwegian culture and thought.  But it can not be denied that both perceptions can not survive simultaneously for an extended period of time.
It can be argued that XC skiing is on the edge of becoming a fading tradition, and its positive perceptions of nature are fading with it.  This can be attributed to the age differences between the two traditions as indicated earlier, and the fact that the engangsgrill mentality and its associate perceptions are simply easier to accept in a country moving more towards capitalistic values.  This however does not mean that the skiing tradition and its associated perceptions will be lost forever.  There will always be traditionalists and conservativists that continue to carry on the tradition, and they (or their kin) will be there to “bring it back” when the time is right, and only also when Norwegians will be searching for such a native tradition with such strong values toward nature.  What is being argued is that the skiing tradition and its perceptions do not fit the modern mould that the engangsgrill activity fills so eloquently.  The skiing tradition and its value-base nature perceptions have the possibility of losing ground and being swallowed by the new nature-use and abuse perceptions.  
If this potential cultural shift in nature perceptions is indeed genuine, then it can also be explained as a move from “ecohumanism” to plain humanism in Norway.  Ecohumanism is where “the symbolic referents of identity derive from nature imagery and form affective ties with a particular place…corrected by values springing from man’s experience of nature” (Witoszek, 222).  As agrued, the skiing cultural tradition could be defined as Ecohumanist, but use of engangsgriller most likely could not, this is simple humanism.  Engangsgrill use could not be classified Ecohumanist because “the ‘eco-‘ prefix, we may say, protects humanism form its own excesses” (Witoszek, 222).  The literal definition of engangsgrill is “disposable grill”, the epitome of human excess, with no protections.
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Picture 3. “Taking a snack break from skiing in Bondal”, Source: Scott Randall personal photo, 4-2004                  





Picture 1. “Scott takes fifth place in the Bondal annual Easter ski race”, Source: Scott Randall personal photo,  4-2004                  





Picture 6. “her skal det grilles, ja, engangsgrill med masse kjøtt på”, Source: Terje Sørgjerd





Picture 2. “ Søppel og engangsgriller fløt i byens parker i sommer”, Source: Aftenposten, 9-29-04





                





Picture 4. “Skiing across Heddevatn in Bondal”, Source: Scott Randall personal photo, 12-2003                  





Picture 5. “På Vidderne”, Source: Scott Randall/Inger Espevik personal photo, 1-28-2005                 











Picture 7. “ Forsøplingen med engangsgriller er blitt et problem.”, Source: Aftenposten, 4-21-2005                  





Picture 8. “Typisk norsk. Kos med engangsgrill ute i vakker norsk natur”, Source: Aftenposten, 6-27-2004                  











� “Friluftsliv” translates to outdoor living, or outdoor recreation.


� I recognize that XC skiing can be performed in areas outside of nature (wilderness), but this essay focuses on the cultural tradition of skiing that occurs within nature (wilderness).






