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Introduction 

Roddy Doyle’s young adult novel Wilderness (2011) is an adventure story 

about Irish brothers, Johnny Griffin, eleven years old, and Tom Griffin, 

ten; who go on a husky sledge tour in Finland with their mother Sandra. 

On this holiday the family experiences the snowy and chiefly wild 

landscape of Finnish Lapland which is in stark contrast to their urban, 

densely-populated home city Dublin. They learn how to care for the 

huskies and how to communicate with them. When their mother’s sled 

disappears on a tour through a snow storm the two boys steal away with 

two sledges and are able to rescue their mother with the help of the dogs. 

Despite an expectation that the story will culminate in a message of 

heroism; the boys’ encounter with their nearly frozen mother and the 

realities of the unforgiving Finnish winter is more sobering than 

triumphant. 

Interestingly, the book has a parallel structure as it “builds two 

progressive plots simultaneously” (Horning 158). The novel also narrates 

the story of Tom and Johnny’s half-sister Grainne, who stays in Dublin 

with their father, and who is going to meet her biological mother for the 

first time in her teenage life. This parallel structure intensifies the 

contrast between city and nature. However, this thesis will focus on the 

story of Tom and Johnny as its core theme is the representation of wild 

nature and animals. It will examine the novel from an ecocritical 

perspective. Ecocriticism studies “the relationship between literature and 
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the physical environment” (Barry 239). Furthermore, this thesis will turn 

to animal studies, which is the part of ecocriticism that studies the 

relationship between literature and animals. The thesis will examine 

specifically the relationship between the boys and the huskies, and argue 

that Wilderness questions the stereotypical human/non-human divide in 

Western culture. This thesis advances a reading of the novel that 

challenges a common Western perception of story-telling about humans 

and their relationship to animals and wilderness. Wilderness questions 

the humanist attitude of separation. 

Wilderness is not yet part of any in-depth scholarly discussion, 

since most critics have examined the adult novels of Roddy Doyle, like 

The Commitments (1987), The Woman Who Walked into Doors (1996) or 

Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha (1993). Doyle’s novels have been studied from a 

number of different literary, historical and theoretical perspectives, 

including Marxism and psychoanalysis. The chapter “Binding with 

Briars: Romanticizing the Child” in Keith O’ Sullivan’s book Irish 

Children's Literature and Culture: New Perspectives on Contemporary 

Writing does examine Doyle’s Wilderness, but it focuses only on the 

storyline of Tom and Johnny’s sister. In contrast, this thesis will examine 

Tom and Johnny’s story. This thesis takes an original approach because 

Wilderness has not yet been considered in an ecocritical reading.  

Miriam O'Kane Mara’s article “Reading the landscape for clues: 

Environment in Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha”, in Christine Cusicks Out of the 
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Earth Ecocritical Readings of Irish Texts (2010) appears to be one of the 

only ecocritical studies of Doyle’s fiction. While it does not deal 

specifically with the animal studies or the human/non-human divide, it 

points out that Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha deals with ecological destruction 

and urban sprawl, and that both form a poignant trope for the 

futurelessness of postmodern Ireland.  

However, there are other, recent seminal ecocritical studies that 

critically examine animals in literature, which are relevant to this thesis. 

Gavin van Horn’s article “The Making of a Wilderness Icon Green Fire, 

Charismatic Species, and the Changing Status of Wolves in the United 

States”, provides a broad-focused examination of how the contemporary 

depiction of animals in literature is changing, and that this mirrors 

modern human thought which has a more nuanced image of animals. 

Moreover, Michelle Superle’s article “Animal Heroes and Transforming 

Substances: Canine Characters in Contemporary Children’s Literature” 

examines the numerous heroic dog characters in children’s novels. Just 

as modern artists are often faced with the task of “disrupting the 

romanticizations” of traditional literary concepts this paper will examine 

whether Doyle’s novel Wilderness is able to show the existence of 

“differing conceptions and views on […] animals and nature” 

(Asumaniemi 117f.). Therefore, animal studies “will allow us to learn 

from animals as well as about them” with offering “new ways of ‘gazing 

upon’ them” (Armstrong 197). 
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The first section of this thesis will begin by looking how the 

humanist philosophy manifests itself in the human/non-human 

relationship. It engages with the unique approach taken by Doyle to the 

human/nature divide, evident in Wilderness. While superficially the story 

appears to sustain the familiar humanist tropes of culture and 

civilisation as separate and largely opposed to nature and wilderness, a 

closer reading of the relationship between the boys, the husky dogs and 

the Finnish landscape will challenge this understanding. In Wilderness 

the representation of wilderness does not appear as “the one place we 

can turn for escape from our own too-muchness […] a refuge” as it does 

in traditional literary representations (Cronon 102). At the same time, 

this chapter shows why Doyle’s representation of more fluid relationships 

between human/nonhuman, culture/nature ultimately challenge the 

deeply held humanist attitudes of Western cultures towards nature. 

These attitudes have their roots among others in Rene Descartes’ 

philosophical heritage; “By equating animals with things, Descartes 

paved the way for 300 years of metaphysical humanism that asserted the 

superiority of culture over nature and of humans over animals” (Conley 

157). 

The second section of this thesis will focus on the human/non-

human divide, showing that Wilderness opposes the idea of 

anthropocentrism, a concept which places “humans at the centre of the 

world” and thus separates them from that world (Nimmo 60). 
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Anthropocentrism is ingrained in Western culture, but with its vivid, 

realistic depiction of the husky sledge dogs Wilderness uniquely opposes 

the tradition of anthropocentric literature, which contends that 

“nonhuman animals provide potent and necessary metaphors for human 

societies” and are thus primarily employed in literature as means to 

illustrate human character traits (Molloy 112). In Wilderness dogs are 

depicted as smart and communicative animals, partners to the human 

characters. The dogs are both a support for the boys and clever, social 

animals in their own right. This thesis will argue that the depiction of the 

huskies differs from traditional illustrations of dogs in children’s 

literature, which rely heavily on anthropomorphism, the attribution of 

human characteristics to non-human objects. In fact, the dogs in 

Wilderness are not humanized like iconic fictional dogs, such as Lassie, 

Eric Knight’s female rough collie dog character, or Balto, a wolf-dog-

hybrid who appears in three animated movies about the heroic exploits 

of the dog. Doyle’s huskies never come close to the romanticized dog-

heroes of so many previous dog-based stories. 

Nevertheless, the novel shows that because the huskies are 

individual dogs, there develops a much more authentic relationship 

between the dogs and the boys, a relationship which is also possible 

outside of the story. In other words, it seems likely that children who 

read Wilderness will not take from the novel an overly saccharine and 

deeply idealized representation of dogs, like Lassie. 
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The last section of this thesis will examine more closely whether 

Wilderness does question one of the most important concepts in Western 

literary tradition – the concept of the hero, “a story which has been told 

over and over again […] from the earliest times”, not only in regard to 

humans but also in regard to animals (Hourihan 1). Does Wilderness 

question the traditional storyline of the hero who leaves his home, 

ventures into the wilderness, encounters a series of difficulties, 

overcomes all opponents including wilderness and finally returns home, 

where he is rewarded (Hourihan 9f.)? Because this is what has to happen 

according to Magery Hourihan “[i]f Western society is to become less 

violent, less destructive of nature [:] we need to tell different stories, 

especially to children” (4).  

The traditional literary humanist concepts are interwoven with 

Western culture. This thesis will clarify that it cannot be expected that 

Doyle’s novel questions humanism as a whole. As Richie Nimmo argues, 

questioning the humanist world view is always a process: 

 

Humanist discourse is so pervasive partly because it has so 
many manifestations. Its postulation of an essential difference 

between humans and non-humans informs multiple subsidiary 
and related dichotomies. These divisions constitute the 
architecture of modern knowledge. This helps to explain why 

the role of human/ non-human dualism in the social sciences 
has only relatively recently begun to be problematised, and 

even then only partially and only at the radical margins of the 
discipline. (Nimmo 62) 
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The concept of the human/non-human divide discussed in this thesis is 

intimately linked with general humanist ideas. These ideas are not 

questioned on a regular basis in current literary discourse. It is thus 

refreshing that Roddy Doyle’s novel appears to scrutinize traditional 

forms of Western thought. It shows that he is a versatile author, 

especially because children’s literature imposes special obstacles. As 

Rosemary Ross-Johnston points out, an author of a children’s novel 

needs to develop a creative other as he writes about children but is not a 

child himself: 

 
[O]ur fullest participation in the aesthetic act of creating images 

of childhood will be along the borders of our difference, 
precisely because we are not children but a creative other. […] 
Thanks to the creative other of the adult, and thanks to the 

images of the adult’s aesthetic act itself, children may come to 
see themselves (Ross-Johnston 139)  

 

Generally, the thesis will integrate Wilderness into the ecocritical 

discourse and show that the novel hints at problematic issues in 

humanist thinking. Wilderness’ representation of human characters, 

animals, and the natural world is ecologically aware. It challenges 

the traditional literary representations of dogs and the malevolent 

wilderness. Moreover, it helps readers to re-think perceptions of 

Lapland. Wilderness shows that this region is a real and 

unpopulated northern landscape which is culturally rich, but also 

part of industries like modern eco-tourism. 
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Humanism: Humans vs. Nature 

A central early tenet of ecocriticism has been the deconstruction of 

traditional Cartesian humanist philosophy which promotes the idea of 

taking “full possession of our selves” by defining this self through its 

difference from ‘Others’ (De Jonge 317). The idea of ‘the Other’ is central 

to humanist philosophy as Nimmo points out in his article “The Making 

of the Human: Anthropocentrism in modern Social Thought”. He states 

that humanism proposes that “society and culture are other than nature, 

they are the domain of humans, as distinct from that of non-humans” 

(65). The world of the non-human, thus, is seen in direct contrast to 

humanity. This development has led to a wide range of dichotomies. 

These dichotomies, chiefly in the case of this thesis - culture/nature and 

human/non-human - have prioritised humanity to the detriment of 

everything that is considered nature or non-human. As the eco-feminist 

Val Plumwood calls into attention “once the human mind is seen as the 

sole source and locus of value besides God, nature ceases to have any 

worth or meaning beyond that assigned to it by reason” (Garrard 62). In 

fact, defining the self in contradistinction to something other gave birth 

to a new era of hierarchical thinking, which resulted in, among other 

things, a greater prominence of notions of racial and social exclusion:  

 
While Anthropocentrism may not be all-inclusive in a practical 
sense, it is theoretically an attitude that all of us share, 

whenever we see ourselves […] as better, superior, above or 
separate from others for whatever reason. (De Jonge 309) 
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In contrast, Eccy De Jonge holds the opinion that the aim of humans 

should be a “philosophy of care” as only “[a]n increase in self-knowledge 

makes it possible for us to view the world in a non-anthropocentric light” 

(De Jonge 318). Living according to a non-anthropocentric philosophy is 

said to “recognize that human development and success in terms of 

power over the external world is a far cry from an increase of power 

within” (De Jonge 318).  

Moreover, along with the issues of race, gender and class that have 

emerged as a result of humanism and Enlightenment reason, it is 

important to clarify that animals were the first to be subjugated as the 

inferior ‘Other’. In particular, animals such as alpha predators like tigers, 

lions and wolves suffered and were pushed towards extinction as a result 

of the human/nonhuman divide. In Europe humans reasoned that the 

beasts were “threatening human dominance, security, property, and 

domestic animals valued for their utility” (van Horn 207). Many Native 

American peoples, in contrast, see the wolf in much more positive ways. 

In their myths and stories wolves heal, help and educate. These peoples 

observed wolves until they knew their behavior and as a result they 

admired these animals for their family spirit, power and intelligence 

(Anhalt 116f.).  

 It can be argued that wolves have been considered as evil in Europe 

since ancient times, yet following the Renaissance these representations 

of wolves and other predatory beasts as a significant threat to 
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humankind dramatically increased. Although, by destroying the beasts 

in stories humans were in reality unconsciously trying to destroy or cast 

off the brutish nature in themselves, since any associations with 

animality would undermine the human/nonhuman division. They 

consequently tried to diminish the bonds and associations with nature, 

and this is evident in works of literature. Simultaneously, humans 

became more brutal than any single animal or species on the planet. The 

fairytale image of the big bad wolf is a good example that shows how 

literature influences human attitudes to nature – in simple terms the 

wolf, seen as utterly evil, was allowed to be killed: 

 
[W]olves were roped and then dragged behind horses, they were 
poisoned and suffered prolonged death throes from strychnine, 

they were hamstrung by hunters and farmers who then used 
trained dogs to tear them apart, they were lured into 

swallowing meaty baits with hooks inside of them. (van Horn 
208) 

 

The fairytale image influenced the wolf’s reputation over centuries and is 

still a powerful component of various forms of anti-wolf rhetoric.1 Today, 

though, it may be important that people understand that  

 

although we are accustomed to separate nature and human 
perception into two realms, they are, in fact, indivisible. […] 

Landscape is the work of the mind. Its scenery is built up as 
much from strata of memory as from layers of rock. (Schama 7) 

 

                                                 
1 An example of ’the big bad wolf’ in a contemporary context is the negative attitude 

towards wolves of Finish farmers (yle uutiset). 
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Every landscape is perceived and consists as much of mental images as 

of real soil and this applies to the wolf, too. The wolf is, in fact, not only 

the diabolical beast of the fairy stories, the wolf is primarily a highly 

intelligent animal.  

The attitudes towards the wolf represent much wider growing 

concerns about our finite environment. In the increasingly urban and 

suburban context of post-World War II America more positive pictures of 

wolves started to circulate as humans started to see that nature and 

wolves were beginning to be significantly altered by modern technology. 

More and more, humans began to feel excluded from nature and the wolf 

became an icon for wilderness and unspoiled nature (van Horn 212f.). In 

his article “The Making of a Wilderness Icon Green Fire, Charismatic 

Species, and the Changing Status of Wolves in the United States”, Gavin 

van Horn states that the “dominance-oriented understanding of the 

human being” is dismissed more and more today as humans start to see 

themselves as “part of a greater Earth organism” (222).  

Popular wolf iconography is not only a matter of politics or 

science, but also a powerful expression of the perceived natural 
order. In relation to human understandings of animality, 
wolves have featured prominently. Conceived negatively, this 

understanding of animality has been used to condemn wolves 
[…] More recently, however, animality has been conceived of in 

more positive terms, and wolves have been looked to as 
beacons of the wild spirit that humans have forsaken in their 
rush to tame the forces that sustain biotic processes. 

Understanding the historical contexts that made such different 
meanings possible can shed light on the ways in which people 
continue to utilize animals, especially larger predator animals 

like wolves, to express their sense of the human place in 
nature. (van Horn 205) 
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Van Horn makes it clear that by identifying how animals are depicted, it 

is possible to study how humans identify with the world. And yet, seeing 

the wolf as a ‘wild spirit’ is still an anthropocentric construct. So even 

when people realize they may not be the centre of the universe and when 

they want to start to atone for what they have done to certain species, 

they still hold on to the anthropocentric dichotomy of wilderness and 

civilization. Anthropocentrism “views human cultural traits under a 

magnifying lens” and one important effect of this process is 

 

labeling signs of culture in other animals as ‘proto-culture’, 
‘pre-culture’, and so on, with the aim of underlying the 
uniqueness and superiority of the human species, while 

ignoring that every species is in its own way unique and 
differentiated. (Tonutti 185) 

 

The problem with anthropocentrism according to ecocritics is thus that 

the human/non-human divide somehow has become part of an 

underlying worldview. It is a notion that is accepted and rarely 

questioned. The concepts of humanity and animality, however, were 

created by the human’s need to develop a “stable species identity” 

(Tonutti 197). 

Significantly, Doyle appears to play with the constructivist nature of 

traditional humanism in Wilderness. At first his characters believe in a 

place called wilderness, which is separate to, in the context of the story, 

urban human culture: 
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So she told them […] [s]he’d been walking past a travel shop 

and something bright in the widow caught her eye. She stopped 
and looked. It was a hill in the window, made of artificial snow, 

and there was a teddy bear skiing down a hill. It was an ad for 
winter holidays. (Doyle 4) 

 

This advertisement leads Tom and Johnny’s mother to book the trip to 

Finland. Moreover, when they arrive in Finland, the two Irish city boys 

consequently expect an adventure, which is epitomized when they often 

scream “wilderness” into the air as if to greet it; an act of othering and 

personification (Doyle 66). They expect the Finnish landscape to be 

something other than Dublin, but their expectations of the Finnish 

wilderness are more these of an adventurous place, than an unforgiving 

landscape that challenges human survival. In this view, the 

accompanying narrator’s description of nature mirrors the boy’s belief in 

the safety of their guided journey: “trees, in lines beside them, pushed 

low by the weight of snow, branches out, holding hands, keeping the 

minibus safe on the road” (Doyle 30). The setting in Wilderness is what 

Horning calls an integral setting, which is “clearly described and made as 

real as a character” (167f.). 

In the beginning Finland is presented in an obvious contrast to 

Dublin. The hotel in which Johnny, Tom and their mother stay seems to 

be like the last indication of civilization ahead of wilderness. First, they 

pass the “last school”, then the “last hospital” and the “last supermarket” 

(Doyle 28), before 
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[t]he trees on the left weren’t there any more and the hotel was. 

[…] It was a low, long wooden building that seemed to be hiding 
in the snow. It was surrounded by smaller buildings, some lit, 

some dark, all like something built for a film.” (Doyle 31) 
  

When the group of tourists, of which the boys are part, are on their first 

tour with the sledges wilderness is positively described: “They were in 

dark forest, away from the edge. This was wilderness. […] Something had 

changed. They didn’t just like the dogs. They needed them” (Doyle 74). 

Roddy Doyle’s characters think in terms of the human/nature 

divide at the beginning of his novel. They share a specific attitude to the 

natural world. All of his characters believe in the sublime and dangerous 

wilderness epitomized in the rhetoric of travel brochures and adventure 

stories. At some point, when the boys are desperate because their sledges 

get stuck in the snow they think: “The trees were close, and they were 

closing in. […] They’d soon be stuck under heavy branches and thorns. 

[…] There were wolves; there were bears” (Doyle 163). However, generally 

speaking with the presence of the adults, the boys feel safe within this 

hostile landscape.  

Like the characters, readers might expect, from literary 

traditions of icy wilderness, like in Jack London’s White Fang or The Call 

of the Wild, whose 1972 film version was filmed in Finland, that some 

wild animals (wolves or bears) would appear, but they do not. By not 

sticking to the expectations of his characters and his readers, Doyle 

appears to expose those kinds of representations of wilderness as a 
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fictive construct. As Garrard points out, wilderness is only a myth, only 

an “idea” a “construction”, which holds the “promise of a renewed 

authentic relation of humanity and the earth” (Garrard 59). Johnny’s, 

Tom’s and possibly the reader’s beliefs, however, are based on stories 

and the beliefs of society. Simon Schama explains that human’s ideas of 

nature are highly influenced by stories, and “once a certain idea of 

landscape a myth, a vision, establishes itself in an actual place, it has a 

peculiar way […] of making metaphors more real than their referents; of 

becoming, in fact, part of the scenery” (Schama 61).  

Literary tropes can become part of the cultural memory and 

thus influence the human perception of reality. The Finnish landscape in 

the novel is not an amusement park; it is also not dramatically 

dangerous in the way the characters believe. It only becomes dangerous 

because the tourists travel without any knowledge of the realities of this 

environment. They rely on their tour guides. Finland becomes dangerous 

because they do not see the reality: an uninhabited environment in 

winter of temperature extremes and vast distances. Tom and Johnny 

realize their initial mistake in the end: “He [Johnny] felt the sled speed 

up when they got to the top. He felt the wind on his face. He watched the 

dogs. He wanted to shout. Wilderness! He wanted to shout it. But he 

didn’t” (Doyle 216). The boys stop personifying wilderness their attitudes 

towards nature transform during the entire trip and thus the novel 

makes the reader aware of the human/nature divide. 
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It should have become clear that anthropocentrism has 

become foundational to Western culture and that its beliefs are mirrored 

also in literature, for example the way in which nature or animals are 

described. Wilderness questions a simplistic human/non-human divide 

and gives a rounded picture of nature. Nature in the novel is neither 

good nor bad, neither dangerous nor friendly. In the beginning of the 

novel the characters of Wilderness mirror the humanist thinking, but 

later in the story some of the characters, though the boys in particular, 

change their views, particularly through the interaction with the sled 

dogs. Thus, not only the picture of nature, but also the picture of the 

husky dogs is many-layered.  The following section examines this picture 

with regard to the tradition of the dog in fiction and clarifies why the 

description of the sled dogs in Wilderness can be regarded as non-

anthropocentric.  

 

Wilderness - a Traditional Dog Adventure Story?  

There is one main question in humanist thinking: “In what ways are we 

unique, and how does our unique status justify our ongoing” (Kemmerer 

72). With this in mind and with regards to animals, humanist behavior 

often meant justifying the domination and exploitation of animals 

(Kemmerer 74). 
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With regard to animals humans have theorized that language, 

reason, ethics – even sentience and consciousness – were the 
exclusive gifts of human beings. Such theories were popular 

because they stroked our egos, and granted us privileges, 
excluding ‘others’ from equal moral consideration – often from 
any moral consideration (Kemmerer 78) 

 

In his article “The Gaze of Animals”, Philip Armstrong states that 

industrial capitalism changed the human-animal relationship 

significantly (176). Today “people scarcely ever meet the gaze of an 

animal” (Armstrong 176). In Wilderness the characters interact with the 

huskies, and Tom and Johnny are especially mystified when they meet 

the gaze of one husky: “The eyes were like nothing the boys had ever 

seen before. There really was no name for their colour. […] They weren’t 

really like dog’s eyes at all. ‘It’s like there’s someone trapped in there,’ 

said Tom” (Doyle 39f.). They romanticise the animals at first. In medieval 

times people believed that meeting the gaze of an animal was something 

really powerful, so powerful that a wolf which “sees a man before the 

man catches sight of it, […] can deprive him [the man] of his voice” 

(Armstrong 179).  

The way the huskies are described in Wilderness is special. In 

novels like Knight’s Lassie Come-Home the dog does not behave like a 

dog anymore, it starts to behave like a human, is made human. 

Moreover, this kind of dog story has a great prevalence as a sub-genre, 

states Michelle Superle in her article “Animal Heroes and Transforming 

Substances: Canine Characters in Contemporary Children’s Literature”, 
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in which she has analysed “nearly a hundred English-language 

children’s dog stories” (174). Asumaniemi states it is import that animals 

are not “regarded as inferior or as an objectified creature” and they are 

not in Doyle’s novel (119). The human/non-human relationship in 

Wilderness is different than in numerous other children’s narratives 

which are often didactic “humanised animal stor[ies]” (Tucker 160). 

Nevertheless, a realistic depiction of animals is not necessarily 

better than an anthropomorphized one. Humanizing animals can also be 

regarded as a form of progress because it does not show animals as 

inferior, bestial, wild creatures, but as feeling beings; moreover this 

attitude was also used “to recognise animals as subjects” (Taylor 279). 

After all, through anthropomorphisms like Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty: 

The Autobiography of a Horse, animals became more valued. There are 

indeed a “myriad [of other] anthropomorphic representations of animals 

[…] from icons like Skippy and Flipper to Nemo and Babe” (Taylor 266f.). 

Consequently, people started to question their centrality in the universe 

and this triggered processes in philosophical thinking. However, Nik 

Taylor states that one should be cautious about any kind of attribution 

of human feelings to a non-human companion as in fact 

anthropomorphism does not depict animals realistically and is seldom 

questioned (267). He favors realistic representations of animals like in 

Doyle’s Wilderness or Jean Craighead George’s Julie of the Wolves. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jean_Craighead_George
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In a way anthropomorphism is still very much tied to an 

anthropocentric world view since the “twentieth-century hero dogs” 

always occur in relation to their ‘master’ (Superle 174). They value their 

master’s life over their own, protect him unconditionally, and would even 

die for their master (Superle 175). Superle recognizes that literature 

depicts dogs often as “superior beings capable of effecting psychological 

transformations” (174). Moreover, the dogs become moral authorities and 

reproduce humanist morals. Nevertheless, the hero dogs seems to be  

different heroes than the literary human heroes because their task is 

always the same: saving “their” humans. And yet, the husky dogs in 

Wilderness are no “benevolent helping creatures” (Superle 175). They are 

not personified and present a different, more complex relationship 

between humans and dogs. The “vantage point from which the action in 

the story is viewed and related” is in Wilderness never the dog’s 

perspective as it is the case in many other dog stories (Horning 165).  

In her article Dangerous Dogs and the Construction of Risk 

Claire Molloy states that when one wants “to critique human/canine 

relationships […] it is necessary to understand pet-keeping practices as 

part of the social control of nature” (109). Therefore, it is necessary to 

point out that Doyle’s Wilderness does not show dog pets. The huskies 

are working dogs, which live outside. They are considered more wild than 

other dogs: “the dogs howled […] it was a noise Johnny didn’t hear that 
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much from dogs at home, but it wasn’t that fierce or frightening […] they 

didn’t look too wild” (Doyle 38).  

In an online book review for the Irish children’s book 

magazine Inis Mags Walsh states: in Wilderness “[d]escriptions of sleigh 

journeys are so skilful that the reader will feel cold to the bone. The boys’ 

relationship with the husky dogs and the enigmatic guide are intriguing” 

(Walsh). Tom and Johnny learn to care for the dogs, they help Kalle, the 

musher and although “[i]t was horrible, […] they didn’t mind too much. 

They were working for the dogs” (Doyle 129). This kind of work is quite 

hard for the boys, as it is cold and they are often tired after a whole day 

outside, but they follow Kalle’s taciturn orders: “Come”, “Take”, “Heavy”, 

“Go”, “Take-out”, “Put-in” and they gain a greater understanding of the 

dogs (Doyle 42 f.).  

Tom and Johnny spend time with the dogs and get to know 

them whereas the adult characters are generally not interested in 

spending time with the animals (Doyle 99.). This leads to a quandary as 

Tom and Johnny, who adore the dogs, want to drive the sledge too, but 

like many children’s novel characters Tom and Johnny are “too old […] to 

be under constant parental control, but too young to take on the 

autonomy and responsibility usually associated with adolescence” 

(Superle 179). When one of the tour guides tells the boys that they “are 

too young” they answer: “Everybody always says that […]. Is being young 

a criminal offence or something?” (Doyle 63). Nevertheless, as the guide 
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explains to them that they are simply too light for the breaks “they knew 

he was right. He was being honest. They both liked him. (Doyle 63). 

Thus, Tom and Johnny are presented as being able to connect with the 

adults as well as with the dogs which is fairly unique in children’s 

literature.  

Tom and Johnny realize that the adults are afraid to tune-in 

to the dogs: “Tom and Johnny saw the panic on the adult faces; [as they 

realized they had to drive the sledges all alone. There were] four mad 

dogs to master and control” (Doyle 55). The reaction of the adults mirrors 

one of Superle’s conclusions that adult characters in dog stories often 

perceive the canine characters as something ‘Other’ so that “children and 

animals are being linked together as inferior” (178). The adults in the 

novel mirror well-known humanist values: they are unused to the non-

human world and are afraid of losing the control. The children, in 

contrast, are in-tune with the dogs because they do not want to control 

them they want to communicate. It is a convention in children’s 

literature that dogs and children, in some sense bridge the human/non-

human divide: 

 
children’s dog stories utilize binary oppositions such as 

wildness versus civility and childhood versus adulthood. Dogs 
and children (but not adults) span these extremes, posessing 
the remarkable capacity to move back and forth between them 

(Superle 175)  
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It is however interesting that there is not such a wide gap between 

children and adults in Wilderness. Tom and Johnny seem to understand 

them. Grainne’s story in Wilderness is fairly short but the meeting with 

her biological mother is also all about adult/child communication: 

 

But she [Grainne] stayed still. She made herself breathe in. She 
said nothing. She looked at her mother. She made herself do it. 
[…] She wanted to scream, spit, grab her mother’s hair, and her 

own hair, and pull. But she nodded. And something happened 
inside her.  […] She`d left something behind. She wasn’t sure; 

something happened. (Doyle 137) 
 

A relationship between Grainne and her mother, who barely know each 

other, is only possible if Grainne shows patience and understanding. 

Another children’s novel of Doyle, The Greyhound of a Girl, also describes 

the relationship between a mother, Scarlett, and her daughter, Mary. The 

communication between the characters is easy and funny, too: 

 
“Why do they put the sheet over the face?” she [Mary] asked her 
mother now, as the lift went up so slowly they weren’t even 

sure it was moving. “When someone’s dead, do you mean? […] I 
don’t know,” said Scarlett. “What about very shy people?” 

“What about them?” “I’m sure they want the sheet over their 
faces when they’re being trolleyed around.” “That’s a joke, is 
it?” Mary asked. “Yes, it is,” said Scarlett. “It’s quite good,” said 

Mary. “But I don’t think this is either the time or the place for 
joking.” Scarlett laughed. “You’re impossible,” she said. (Doyle 
46)  

 

There is no great gap between Mary, the child and Scarlett, the adult. 

The two of them share some kind of friendship. The adults in Wilderness 

and The Greyhound of a Girl are not the traditional ‘Others’. 
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The boys in Doyle’s novel can talk with the adults and they also try 

to talk with the dogs. After all, they perceive the dogs as “friendly and so 

beautiful, so near to talking back to them” (Doyle 100). And as “language 

theories defending human supremacy have largely been discredited” 

Doyle’s novel is really modern because Wilderness engages in the topic of 

dog communication (Kemmerer 70): 

 
The dogs licking their hands was a sign of friendliness, Aki [the 
tour guide] told them. “And,” he said, “when the dog puts your 

hand in the mouth, it’s cool. He likes you.” […] Tom put his 
hand in front of his dog’s mouth, and the dog took it. “How do 

you do?” he said. He patted the dog’s head. The ears sprang 
back up. They were like little triangles. (Doyle 59) 

 

In Wilderness the dogs are treated and behave like dogs and they are 

important. Doyle’s huskies are de-anthropomorphized. Moreover the 

story does not focus exclusively on the dogs. They simply do their job, 

pull the sledges and are happy when they are fed afterwards; they do not 

love the boys more than the adults. Towards the end of the novel, Sandra 

is lost in the snow, and the boys take the dogs to try and find her. And 

yet the dogs do not help the boys to find their mother as a heroic Lassie-

like deed. They simply find Sandra because of their powerful senses.  

The scene where Tom, Johnny and their mother realize this, 

however, reveals that this is nevertheless, and somewhat ironically, 

heroic. All three humans deeply held the belief that the dogs were dumb 

creatures. They thought the dogs pulled the sledge to Sandra because 

the boys had put a cap of the musher Kalle in front of their noses: 
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That was a stroke of genius, though,” said his mother. “What 
was?” said Johnny. “Using Kalle’s hat,” she said “For the 

scent.” “Yeah,” Tom agreed. “It wouldn’t have worked without 
the hat.” […]  

“No,” said Johnny. […] “No hat,” […]  
“When did it fall off?” Tom asked. “Don’t know,” said Johnny. 
“Hang on,” said their mother. “Does that mean he came on his 

own? Without the scent?” “Yeah,” said Johnny. He went across 
[…] all the dogs were lying now. They’d made beds in the snow. 
“God,” said their mother. “That’s a bit spooky.” “It’s brilliant,” 

said Tom. “I know,” she said. “I know. But, like, it doesn’t make 
sense.” “Only if you’re not a dog,” said Tom. (Doyle 201) 

 

Wilderness does not inherit the romanticised picture of the humanized 

literary dogs. It displays the dogs more realistic. Thus in Wilderness the 

world is perceived as more complex. Michelle Superle states “animals can 

help us to become more human” which is true if ‘more human’ means 

less convinced that the human species is so extraordinary (193). 

Wilderness’ dogs are not traditional hero dogs. They are not 

extraordinary, but they are heroic nevertheless. The following section will 

examine if it is possible to identify a hero, human or animal, in the novel 

and if the view onto the hero is likewise more complex than in traditional 

humanist stories. After all, an extraordinary hero would mirror 

anthropocentric beliefs. 

 

Wilderness and its Modern Heroes 

The hero story is a seminal feature of humanist culture. It is so deeply 

embedded in Western society that also literary animal characters like 

Lassie or Black Beauty are loved and adored because they are heroes, 
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animal heroes. The hero story however is problematic as it is a storyline 

born out of the search for the self in the outside world. Hourihan states: 

 
The story of the hero […] the adventure story, is always 
quintessentially the same. […] It appears in countless legends, 

folk tales, children’s stories and adult thrillers. […] Whether we 
accept this or not, the centrality of the hero story in our culture 
is unarguable (2) 

 

The hero story can be seen as the central story of the humanist culture 

because it mirrors the ideas of anthropocentrism: a hero has to prove 

that he is superior, especially superior to nature. Moreover, a hero has to 

be perfect. The hero dog Lassie is a good example how humanist media 

felt the need to manipulate its audience to present the perfect hero. The 

original Lassie was not a rough collie it was the Skye terrier Bobby from 

Eleanor Atkinson’s novel Greyfriars Bobby (1912). Only for the film 

Challenge to Lassie (1949) it was decided to “substitute Lassie for the 

humble little Scottish terrier” because a collie was simply more beautiful 

(Bondeson 58). Somehow, the collie made the better hero. Furthermore, 

the collie who then played the bitch Lassie was not a female it was a 

male, as male collies have “thicker summer coat which looks better on 

film” (Bondeson 58). This example shows that a hero is often a creation, 

someone who is larger than life.  

Doyle’s novel positions itself against the superiority and 

exceptionality of the hero, as he has not only one hero but several 

collaborative mini-heroes. Furthermore, his mini-heroes, the husky dogs 
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and the human characters, do not overcome wilderness as it does not 

exist as such in the novel. Only on the surface Wilderness offers its 

readers a conventional hero adventure story where the heroes (Tom and 

Johnny) venture into wilderness and rescue their mother. But, under 

further examination, the story is not a hero story in the traditional sense; 

it is the story of “two ordinary boys” (Doyle 3).  

Traditional heroes are not ordinary they are exceptional, be it 

because they are either ‘chosen’ or exceptionally strong, brave or 

beautiful. Besides, Tom and Johnny do not want to be heroes they also 

love to feel safe: “Kalle was behind them. They were charging into 

blackness, but they were safe” (Doyle 121). However, when it matters, 

they are forced to become heroic because the adults lack agency in a 

crisis: “The adults were still in there, being like adults – busy and nice 

but kind of stupid” (Doyle 147f.). Nevertheless, they do not have to fight 

against an animated wilderness-opponent. They and the dogs search for 

Sandra in their “real” environment which is not opposed. 

Accordingly, the dogs in Wilderness are not the traditional ‘Lassie-

like’ animal heroes. Similarly to the boys they simply act in a heroic 

manner. Without them Tom and Johnny would never have found their 

mother. The following scene describes how the boys work together with 

the dogs while standing on the sled: “He could tell what was coming by 

looking at their backs and ears. Their eyes were his.” (Doyle 150). The 

city boys learn new skills which enable them to rescue their mother and 
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“[t]he Dogs [are] doing what they [are] supposed to do” (Doyle 159). 

Wilderness does not narrate the “superiority of humans to animals” as 

conventional hero stories do (Hourihan 2). There is no traditional 

human/non-human dualism in Wilderness, as humans and nonhumans 

are mini-heroes side by side and the dogs do not even need to be 

humanized to operate heroically.  

Furthermore, the novel narrates an eventual non-existence of 

wilderness. Nature is less dangerous, if the humans possess knowledge. 

The tourists (including Tom and Johnny and their mother) would be lost 

alone in nature, because they do not know it and they only have their 

imaginative pictures of it. Any fear towards nature is created by their 

initial belief in a wilderness. The musher Kalle, on the other hand, could 

survive in the forest, as he knows the landscape. Tom and Johnny learn 

from Kalle and are thus able to assess the real danger: 

 
lots of adults got it wrong. Kids didn’t need to be treated like 

kids […] Your mother is missing. It is very dangerous. We must 
find her. Quickly. That was what they should have said […] 

instead, they’d smiled and offered them hot chocolate. (Doyle 
159)  

 

Kalle’s heroism lies in his inner calmness and in his assurance, both of 

which display an inner knowledge. Wilderness, thus, demonstrates a 

modern understanding of human heroism: a hero does not need to 

venture outside to overcome wilderness, he has to look within. 
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Tom and Johnny’s mother Sandra is a mini hero in that sense. She 

is a central character in the story and she is a strong woman who goes 

on an adventure holiday and learns how to drive a dog sledge. She is set 

up against the idea of women in hero stories, where “females appear only 

as figures” (Hourihan 22). Tom and Johnny’s father, Frank, stays home 

with their older half-sister Grainne and this is special too as in 

traditional hero stories it is often the mother who stays home (Hourihan 

161). This represents a reversal of gender roles. In Wilderness Sandra 

has a close relationship with her sons and the novel does not present a 

simplistic “boy’s journey to maturity” (Hourihan 162). Tom and Johnny 

do not leave their mother, they find her and when they do “[i]t scared 

Tom. She hadn’t got up to hug them” (Doyle 185). The novel mirrors the 

fact that no one can always be strong and heroic. Adults are weak 

sometimes, even though children might not like to believe it: “It was 

weird. It was terrible. […] He was a kid; she was his mother. But […] she 

was broken and sick” (Doyle 188). In the end, however, Wilderness shows 

that it is not wrong if a character is not strong: “They’d saved their 

mother, and now her arm was around him [Tom]. She was his mother 

again, and he was a different boy” (Doyle 197). Sandra is a mini-hero 

because she evinces an inner strength. Keith O’Sullivan supports this 

idea when saying that the characters’ journey into wildness is both 

“physical and psychological” (O’Sullivan 102). Wilderness, thus, shows 
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characters who prove their inner growth and are set against the 

traditional heroes.  

Crucially, Hourihan clarifies that the traditional hero story has a 

competitive outlook on life which enables humans to destroy nature: 

 

Precisely which secondary meanings a particular reader will 
construct from the civilization/wilderness opposition depends 

upon his or her own psychological and social experiences […] 
but the primary meaning – the valuing of home as the site of 
order and reason and the perception of what is “out there” as 

wild and threatening – is imposed by the very shape of the 
story. (Hourihan 22f) 

 

In the traditional hero stories humans defend their homes and fight 

against ‘the Other’, they fight against the environment; the polar opposite 

of the human. To strengthen the argument that Doyle in contrast focuses 

on the inner heroism it is worth looking again onto the character 

Grainne.  

In the beginning of Wilderness Grainne is described as a 

“monster, a big, horrible kid. A terrorist” and “[i]t was after she threw the 

cup at Sandra that Frank suggested that Sandra and the boys needed a 

break” (Doyle 19). Throughout the meeting with her biological mother 

Grainne changes and Doyle describes her inner struggle, her inner world: 

“It was a fight. Two arms, two fists joined, inside her chest. Both pulling, 

straining. Pushing against her ribs. She sat still. She concentrated” 

(Doyle 171). Tuning in to the natural world, tuning in to oneself and 

facing “desolation, truth, and […] emotional growth” (O’Sullivan 102) is 
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what Wilderness proposes. Moreover, Wilderness’ heroes work together 

and no one earns all the glory in the end, simultaneously no one needs to 

be strong the whole time: sometimes Sandra, the mother, is the strong 

one, sometimes the boys are, sometimes the dogs. Thus, Wilderness 

narrates a story against competition. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The word theory comes from the Greek theorein, to gaze upon: our 

theories about things are intimately related to how we look at them 
(Armstrong 175) 

 

Humanist philosophy preferred theories that saw humans as an 

exceptional species excluded from nature and the world of the other 

living beings. This foundational form of Western thinking is however 

increasingly being dismissed and challenged. Cary Wolfe states: “animal 

studies seriously […] has nothing to do, strictly speaking, whether or not 

you like animals” (567). She explains that it is simply vital to examine 

the way people depict nature and animals in stories for it can reveal how 

society regards them. Animal studies is a fairly new approach and there 

is much space for future research. This is especially true in regard to 

children’s literature. This research could raise awareness of the impact 

that literary representations of animals and nature have on children.  

Doyle’s novel Wilderness depicts the wild nature of the 

Finnish landscape and the sled dogs in a candid and nuanced manner. 
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His characters change their attitudes and expectations throughout the 

novel. They realize that the dogs are smart animals and that one should 

not behave carelessly in a winter forest, which is a dangerously cold 

rather than an evil place. Thus, Roddy Doyle’s novel is set against 

literary traditions which used animals and wild nature as a means. 

Wilderness shows that animals can also be valuable when they are 

depicted as animals. The husky dogs are perfect the way they are, being 

dogs. The boys also realize that they are perfect being young, they do not 

have to be adults. Thus, the novel is a valuable text for animal studies. 

In regard to children’s literature, it can be noted that many 

literary works “can create aspirations or escapist fantasies that later may 

not be realized, but this risk is always present when opening up 

children’s minds to possibilities well outside their immediate experience” 

(Tucker 231). While reading Wilderness, however, readers can escape in 

the imaginative world of the novel with the knowledge that the world 

accurately reflects the realities of a subarctic forest region, that dogs like 

the huskies could exist in reality. Readers of Lassie will always search for 

an equivalent dog futilely. The change that is visible in the depiction of 

nature and animals in literature shows that old symbols and concepts 

can be questioned. Children can get to know dogs as highly intelligent 

and social animals without expecting them to be like a human animal, if 

humans produce new stories like Wilderness. The novel mirrors a post-

humanist world view. Stories like these influence the human attitude 
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towards animals positively and might be able to change it in the long-

term.  

It should have become clear, that animal studies can be 

crucial when one wants to examine whether or not a piece of literature 

follows or challenges some of the foundational anthropocentric ideas of 

humanist philosophy. Wilderness questions if the humanist perception is 

accurate and tells a different story, a story where non-humans are non-

humans, where humans are humans and where the real heroism lies 

within everyone. It develops ecological awareness. 
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