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Tidning, which also retold the story of the Farup-controversy in the 1920s and 1930s. Together, 

they constituted discursive interventions in debates on the reindeer’s presence in areas that had 

been its home, but where it was no longer tolerated. The reindeer-as-trespasser was enacted and 

negotiated through the implementation of new border legislations, in debates about Sámi 

customary grazing rights, in media discourse and court decisions. These processes involved 

reindeer herders, judges, farmers and other landowners, legislators and journalists. Changed 

ownership relations and new policies of access imposed on the landscape had drastic 

consequences for the reindeer. A limited number of animals continued to migrate to their 

customary Norwegian summer grazing lands, while others were shut out and relocated to new 

areas along with their owners, despite no consent being given.  

The reindeer’s presence had become a matter of increased regulation and contestation. 

Reindeer were fenced-off, but also killed when the resentment against continued Sámi land use 

in a partitioned landscape grew out of hand. Tiréns reindeer epitomized not only the animal as 

caught up between the conflicting parties. It also represented the pressed position of the Sámi 

themselves. The question of survival of Sámi culture has been a recurrent theme in public 

discourse. Sámi participants in the public debate regularly pointed out the marginalization vis á 

vis growing state interventions and the expansion of other forms of land use – and have 

continued to do so, since this issue never lost its topicality. While the state aimed to strike a 

balance between the preservation of a Sámi livelihood and making room for allegedly modern 

forms of land use around the turn of the twentieth century, the status and legitimate space of 

the reindeer and the Sámi herders underwent considerable changes. In the perceived division 

between nature and culture, the reindeer and reindeer herding were placed at the nature-end of 

the spectrum. Contemporaries referred to Sámi reindeer herders as “children of nature” 

(naturbarn) or “children of the mountains” (fjällens barn).556 This implied a need for paternalistic 

protection, and Sámi policy aimed at keeping herders in a state of fully nomadic pastoralism, 

unspoilt by civilization.557 Early twentieth-century Sámi spokesperson Karin Stenberg made a 

                                                 
556 Journalist Gustav Z. Hedenström, secretary of the early and short-lived Sámi organization Lapparnas 
Centralförbund used these terms from 1904 when describing the first stages in the process of Sámi political 

organization. “Samernas första föreningskonferens 1905 [The Sámi’s first association conference 1905],” SET no. 
3, 1934. This meeting took place in Stockholm, and Hedenström noted that his newspaper received letters 

expressing anger over tram-travelling Sámi, as such exposure to modern comfort and culture were regarded 
dangerous. 
557 Mörkenstam, “Om Lapparnas privilegier”; The segregated school system is another example – the education in 
huts that resembles Sámi tents was supposed to spare Sámi children from the temptations of ‘civilized’ housing. 

Sámi spokesperson Karin Stenberg noted this attitude towards the Sámi in her pamphlet: Karin Stenberg and 
Valdemar Lindholm, Dat läh mijen situd!: Det är vår vilja: En vädjan till svenska nationen från samefolket [This is Our Will: 

An Appeal to the Swedish Nation by the Sámi People] (Stockholm: Svenska förlaget, 1920). 
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direct reference to this treatment when stating that Sámi had been treated like children: “We 

have become the object of legislation, have been placed under patronage, without possibility to 

assert our will, and have constantly depended on the Swede’s mercy or arbitrariness.”558  

The allocation to the realm of nature also entailed notions of timelessness and the 

absence of progress. Newcomers to the country’s north were to ‘cultivate’ and bring history to 

lands that were perceived as untouched. Sparsely populated northern Sweden provided a canvas 

for modernist ideals of development, as did similar areas elsewhere in the circumpolar North.559 

In Sweden like in other geographical contexts of the Arctic, the reindeer has served as a signifier 

of indigeneity. Speaking from the context of Koryak herders in northern Kamchatka, Russia, 

Alexander King describes the reindeer’s symbolic power to represent ‘the Koryak’ as a Soviet 

analogy to orientalism in which “incomers deploy reindeer as an icon of native culture.”560 King 

notes that outsiders representing Koryak and Chukchi as closer to reindeer, and thereby to 

nature, reinforces exotic essentialism. At the same time, the reindeer and herding practice do 

serve as a cultural and symbolic resource for herders:  

Reindeer are connected to human beings in a totalizing manner. Reindeer are simultaneously index, 
icon, and symbol of human social organization, economic activity, spiritual practice, material culture 

– in short, ‘our culture’, as I was told by many people in Kamchatka.561 

For Swedish modernists like Farup and his allies however, the reindeer and the system of 

reindeer husbandry around it was in the way of their understanding of cultivating endeavors – it 

constituted an obstacle to their ideal of modern development. 

This perception of the reindeer and Sámi herders lives on in other contexts today. In the 

face of other land uses and especially large-scale industrial projects, reindeer and their herding 

owners are perceived as stumbling blocks and naysayers when the latter oppose infringements 

on herding areas and grazing rights. Such perceptions lead to frictions and resentments against 

Sámi reindeer herders, which repeatedly take the expression of animal cruelty against reindeer. 

Cases of intentionally killed, run-over or chased reindeer by cars or snowmobiles raise attention 

in national media, and  reindeer owners see these acts as expressions of racism directed against 

themselves. 562 

                                                 
558 Ibid. 
559 Demuth, “More Things on Heaven and Earth.” 
560 Alexander D. King, “Without Deer There Is No Culture, Nothing,” Anthropology and Humanism 27, no. 2 
(December 2002): 158. 
561 Ibid., 133. 
562 An example of nationwide media attention is an episode of the investigative TV-program ‘Kalla fakta’ [Cold 

facts] broadcast on Swedish Television in the fall of 2015: “Lappjävlar [Lapp devils],” Swedish  
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The reindeer as proxy for the most extreme forms of resentment and hate against Sámi 

has hence not disappeared since Farup’s and Tirén’s days – this version of the reindeer continues 

to exist in the present. In a similar vein, the reindeer as trespasser in certain geographical areas 

lingers on as well. The current reindeer grazing act obliges herders to remove their animals from 

areas where reindeer grazing is only permitted during a limited amount of time during the year. 

The administration of food hygiene enacts reindeer trespassers, too. Special provisions 

in national and international directives specify how to handle the meat of reindeer that have been 

shot without prior veterinary inspection because of their untimely presence on privately owned 

winter grazing lands during summer.563 

The modern reindeer as meat-machine 

This thesis shows that negotiating the position of Sámi reindeer herders in Swedish society 

entailed negotiating the reindeer, too. As the notions of Sámi reindeer husbandry changed 

around the mid-twentieth century, the notion of the reindeer changed as well. Public authorities 

started to address herders as ‘reindeer owners’ or ‘reindeer entrepreneurs’ instead of ‘nomads’. 

Modernizers sought to transform reindeer husbandry from a backward, inefficient subsistence 

livelihood into a modern, profitable economic enterprise. The reindeer needed to become 

modern, too. New versions of the reindeer emerged. From the 1950s, ambitions to rationalize 

reindeer husbandry involved an additional set of actors and experts. Public investigation 

committees, veterinarians, agronomists, and officials from the Swedish Board of Agriculture 

declared the state of the reindeer as degenerated. Representatives of the newly founded Sámi 

organization SSR, Svenska Samernas Riksförbund, disagreed with this interpretation and highlighted 

                                                 
Television Broadcast TV 4, 13 October 2015. Available at 

https://www.tv4.se/artikel/561bab4efca38f4828000275/kalla-fakta-lappjavlar. Last access 20 March 2021.;  
Animal Cruelty against reindeer as hate crimes are also mentioned in a government plan for measures against racism. 

Government offices of Sweden, A comprehensive approach to combat racism and hate crime: National plan to combat racism, 
similar forms of hostility and hate crime (Stockholm, 2017), 46. In Sweden, people with a strong Sámi identity state that 

they experience racism in their daily lives. Cf. Niclas Kaiser, Sofia Näckter, Maria Karlsson, and Ellinor Salander 
Renberg, ”Experiences of Being a Young Female Sámi Reindeer Herder: A Qualitative Study from the Perspective 

of Mental Health and Intersectionality,” Journal of Northern Studies 9, no 2 (2015): 55-72; Camilla Hällgren, “Working 
harder to be the same’: Everyday Racism Among Young Men and Women in Sweden,” Race Ethnicity and Education 

8, no. 3 (2005), 319-342. 
563 LIVSFS 2005:20, Livsmedelsverkets föreskrifter om livsmedelshygien [The National Food Agency’s food hygiene regulations] 

(Uppsala, 2005), 7. This directive specifies that reindeer which are on winter grazing land between 1 May and 30 
September and which can neither be gathered nor removed can be killed on site without prior inspection. In these 

cases, inspection can take place one the carcass has been transported to a slaughterhouse. Likewise, the EU directive 
on food hygiene suspends obligatory inspection prior to slaughter, and to allow for posterior inspection of reindeer 

carcasses that have been shot on farmland and farms during summer. Regulation (EC) no. 853/2004 of the 
European Parliament and of the Council of 29 April 2004 laying down specific hygiene rules for food of animal 

origin. Official Journal of the European Union, 2004.  
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the reindeer’s superior adaptation to sparse vegetation and harsh weather conditions. Their 

reservations did not remain unheard, but they were ignored. The narrative of the degenerate 

reindeer prevailed, and they justified improvement efforts. Public authorities set out to turn the 

reindeer into a more profitable meat-generating resource. Like the kinds of resources discussed 

by among others economic geographer Gavin Bridge, the reindeer’s role as a resource was not 

a given. It required work, effort and a different set of social relations that made it possible to 

construct the reindeer as resource. 

In these resource-making efforts, the reindeer and its body attracted unprecedented 

attention: it was to be freed from disease, parasites and starvation in order to perform its task as 

meat-machine and increase revenue. It needed to become more predictable and less fickle.  

The reindeer became an object of economic and techno-scientific interest, and a 

modernist project of improvement. Modernizers wanted to rationalize unproductive, old and 

deviating reindeer away. They looked upon the reindeer - to borrow Edmund Russell’s words 

once again – as a factory: it required suitable input that its body transformed into a marketable 

product, meat. This process was to take place as quickly and smoothly as possible.  

Early reindeer research, however, was no easy endeavor with fast results. Improvement 

measures turned into objectives of long-term reindeer research work. The reindeer was not 

always a reliable worker, and more difficult to turn into a standardized product than other, fully 

domesticated animals. It did not turn into the heavy meat-machine the improvers envisioned. 

As semi-domesticated animal, it could only be semi-controlled – there was no complete control 

over its breeding and reproduction, food intake and movements. It could disappear, reject 

industrial experimental feed pellets or fail to digest them properly. It could become sick, or even 

die. Experiments with free-ranging herds made it impossible to shield the animals and create 

laboratory conditions. Bad grazing and weather conditions could affect the reindeer’s weight and 

behavior in ways the improvers did not welcome or anticipate. The reindeer retained agency to 

defy regulations, and an unruly body. The Board of Agriculture’s breeding advice 

notwithstanding, herders continued to make their own herding and breeding decisions, and 

radical herd transformations did not occur. 

The efforts to rationalize the reindeer – and reindeer husbandry altogether – were part 

of a wider endeavor to integrate both the animal and the practice into the modern Swedish 

welfare state. Herders claimed equality with other Swedish citizens and demanded support for 

better housing conditions and adequate living standards. The reindeer was not excluded from 

these aspirations.  
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Modernizers of the 1960s, with the Board of Agriculture and reindeer research experts 

at the forefront, envisioned a type of reindeer that would conform to modern Swedish welfare-

state ideals of health, productivity and non-deviation. Large-scale industrial forms of resource 

exploitation – including hydropower, forestry, and mining – expanded further into traditional 

reindeer grazing lands and diminished pastures. If reindeer husbandry was to survive despite 

these encroachments, it had to turn into a modern, efficient industry itself and make use of its 

limited assets in the most profitable way. This thesis demonstrates that rationalization in reindeer 

husbandry entailed more than ideas of better herding management, or the improved use of 

technical and mechanical facilities. It entailed more than a new reindeer grazing act that turned 

herding districts into legal, economic entities. A key aspect of the rationalization ideal was the 

will to create new, better reindeer: it needed to turn into a modern, profitable resource. 

Rationalizers dismissed traditional knowledge and favored Western scientific models in which 

reindeer became production units. 

It was no coincidence that the reindeer turned into a scientific object in mid-twentieth 

century Sweden. Swedish policy and society were characterized by a strong trust in science and 

social engineering for welfare-state improvements during this period of time. In the previous 

decades, Swedish agriculture had started to become a realm of growing academic interest, study 

and training. Especially veterinary work became increasingly scientized and started to play a 

bigger role in improvement efforts through breeding.564 The goal of higher-yielding cattle fit well 

into the Swedish welfare-state’s modernization paradigm. Enrolling animals in political projects 

is not unique to Sweden, however. There are other examples of how farmed animals constituted 

expressions of their owners’ societal standing, or embodied broader political or ideological goals. 

British nineteenth-century elite prize cattle epitomized the superior position of their wealthy 

owners, who often belonged to the landed gentry.565 In post-World War II Norway, Norwegian 

Red Cattle breeding became a Social Democratic practice and expressed the labor movement’s 

commitment to rationalism.566 In fascist Germany, pigs “performed the distinction between 

agrarians and nomads – or in Nazi terms, between rooted Germans and uprooted Jews” and 

embodied fascist projects to feed the national body from the national soil.567 Perhaps the reindeer 

                                                 
564 Karl Bruno and Per Lundin (eds), Önskad och ifrågasatt: Lantbruksvetenskapernas akademisering i 1900-talets Sverige 

[Wanted and called into question: The Academicization of Agricultural Sciences in 20th-Century Sweden],  Lund: Arkiv förlag & 
tidskrift, 2020; Karl Bruno, “Disciplining Cattle Reproduction: Veterinary Reproductive Science, Bull Infertility, 

and the Mid-Twentieth Century Transformation of Swedish Dairy Cattle Breeding,” Studies in History and Philosophy 
of Science 84 (2020), 106-118. 
565 Ritvo, The Animal Estate. 
566 Lars Risan, “Practicing Social Democracy through Cattle Breeding,” Ethnologie Francaise 39, no2 (2009): 341-351. 
567 Saraiva, Fascist Pigs, 101. 
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can be understood as a Swedish attempt to integrate even semi-domesticates into a national 

project of modern, rational development. 

High societal trust in the capabilities of science permeated many policy areas in Sweden. 

One of them was public health, where social medicine experts aspired to shape healthier human 

beings. Central government and local actors in public health worked together to achieve greater 

legitimacy and public advocacy.568 Other human and non-human beings hence attracted scientific 

interest of a new quality, too – the reindeer was not unique in this regard. Processes were similar 

in the reindeer rationalization work, where the Board of Agriculture and the head of the Lapp 

Administration’s reindeer research displayed great faith in modern, scientific forms of 

improvement and worked on the local level in order to spread their ideas. Aspirations to 

modernize and rationalize the reindeer mirrored the predominant Swedish way of looking at and 

understanding the world at the time. In this regard, the rationalization program in reindeer 

husbandry constituted an expression of the Swedish welfare state’s confidence – sometimes 

bordering on blind faith – in techno-scientific progress and social engineering. Post-World War 

II Sweden presented itself as a non-aligned, neutral country – but placed considerable resources 

on military and civil means to increase self-sufficiency and safeguard independence during the 

Cold War.569 Lundin and Stenlås assert that between 1945 and 1975, “the state assumed a 

markedly more active role in Swedish society than ever before” and was directed by the 

underlying belief “that large-scale and scope state initiatives in scientific and technological 

ventures were needed.”570 In this political climate, reform technocrats with an “engineering 

mentality” played a decisive role in shaping policies.571 The powerful role of politics and 

government in this national improvement policy grew increasingly criticized in the latter decades 

of the twentieth century.572  

Reindeer slaughter and meat marketing was another focal point of the rationalization 

work. Public investigation committees and new legislation overhauled the practices and 

infrastructure of reindeer slaughter, in which Western scientific frames of reference set aside 

indigenous traditional knowledge and practices. Securing the reindeer owner’s livelihood and 

                                                 
568 Jan Sundin, Christer Hogstedt, Jakob Lindberg, and Henrik Moberg (eds.), Svenska folkets hälsa i historiskt perspektiv   
(Stockholm: Statens folkhälsoinstitut, 2005), 15. 
569 Per Lundin and Niklas Stenlås,”Technology, State Initiative and National Myths in Cold War Sweden: An 
Introduction,” in Science for Welfare and Warfare: Technology and State Initiative in Cold War Sweden , eds. Per Lundin, Johan 

Gribbe and Niklas Stenlås (Sagamore Beach, MA: Science History Publications, 2010), 1-34. 
570 Ibid., 3. 
571 Ibid., 9-10. 
572 A well-known critique was put forward in the late 1980s by Yvonne Hirdman, Att lägga livet tillrätta: Studier i svensk 

folkhemspolitik [To Put Life in Order: Studies of Swedish Policies of ’The People’s Home’] (Stockholm: Carlsson, 1989). 
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income, the reindeer as rationalized meat on the hoof was supposed to guarantee the survival of 

reindeer husbandry as key pillar of Sámi culture. Reindeer meat as commercial product became 

integrated into Sweden’s system of food production, processing and control.  This process 

required considerable efforts, as commercial slaughter processes and the handling of carcasses 

were not standardized in the same way as in conventional animal production. It also necessitated 

new geographies of production, and led to the setting up of a net of stationary and mobile 

slaughterhouses across the reindeer grazing counties. 

¨The toxic reindeer 

The efforts of making reindeer meat production more predictable and controlled faced a major 

backlash after Chernobyl nuclear fallout. Subsequently, the reindeer’s toxicity became a matter 

of negotiation and debate as well, as chapter six has shown. There were no given threshold levels 

for radioactive contamination. Soviet bomb testing in Novaya Zemlya in the 1960s had led to 

radioactive contamination of pastures in Norrbotten before, and authorities had been aware of 

the reindeer’s raised cesium levels in the county. At that time, radioactive reindeer did not cause 

drastic government measure or public outcry. In 1986, the situation was different. The majority 

of slaughtered reindeer were barred from the market in the fall and winter of 1986/87 and turned 

into fur animal feed instead. The government actions in 1986 may be seen as an expression of 

the ‘risk society’, obsessed with assessing, avoiding and eliminating risk wherever possible.573 The 

toxicity of reindeer was hence a matter of political decision-making. The systematic measuring 

of cesium levels, moving reindeer to ‘clean’ pastures and implementing substitute feeding 

schemes expressed a continuity of quantification processes that had begun decades earlier, and 

enacted the reindeer as techno-scientific object once again. 

These processes added new negotiators of the reindeer as well, this time representatives 

from the National Food Administration and the Swedish Radiation Protection Institute. They 

applied low cesium threshold levels for all foodstuffs in Sweden shortly after the Chernobyl 

accident, but then raised cesium levels for wild game and reindeer. Reindeer carrying the same 

cesium levels first belonged to the category of dangerous, inedible foods – and became cleared 

as safe food later.  

This thesis illustrates that the number of constituents involved in reindeer husbandry, 

when seen as a set of human-animal relations, has varied and grown in Sweden. New actors in 

the form of experts and institutions added layer upon layer in the governing processes of reindeer 

                                                 
573 Beck, Risikogesellschaft, 1986. 



201 
 

husbandry, because there had already been layer and layer added onto the reindeer as a resource 

and as an environmental agent. The relation between reindeer and humans has historically hardly 

ever been limited to the animals and its hunters or herders, but involved many more. In an 

example from the present, Petter-Erik Kuoljok has made an attempt to gather the diverse set of 

actors related to the reindeer in one way or another: 

Many generate income from reindeer herding 

a professor maybe earns best 
researchers try to be of use 
lawyers, because there is always a dispute [bråk] going on 
veterinarians controlling reindeer meat and taking care of sick reindeer 
declaration clerks who no-one can escape from 
civil servants from the county administrative boards’ reindeer divisions 
investigators for reindeer herding regulations 
the payers of slaughter subsidies at the board of agriculture 
politicians at the Sámi Parliament 
the employees at the SSR and local Sámi herding district offices 
insurance companies 
owners of reindeer transport trucks 
fuel companies and gas stations 
car manufacturers, car sellers and car mechanics 
scooter manufacturers, scooter sellers and scooter mechanics 
trailer manufacturers and trailer sellers 
pilots and helicopter pilots 
fence manufacturers 
feed manufacturers 
abattoir owners and slaughterers 
craftsmen 
Ica, Konsum [Swedish supermarket chains], delis and restaurants 
tourism companies 
etc. 
and then of course the reindeer herders 
 
Petter-Erik Kuoljok574 
 

Contemporary legislation, dating back to the late 1960s and early 1970s, still focuses on the 

reindeer primarily as a revenue-generating slaughter animal. Nevertheless, the per-capita 

consumption of reindeer meat has not increased since the 1960s. While the reindeer-as-

trespasser led to acts of restriction, the reindeer-as-product led to additional acts of care – though 

not necessarily protection, for example against predation or pasture loss.  

                                                 
574 Eidlitz-Kuoljok and Kuoljok, Renar: En kärleksförklaring, 107. 
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The Slow-Food reindeer 

In the discourse of Sámi organizations, several functions of the reindeer merge. Slow Food 

Sápmi reiterates the reindeer’s importance as bearer of culture and as key resource for small-

scale indigenous businesses. In this discourse, advocates try to come to terms with the legacies 

of rationalization processes. Control mechanisms of slaughter products ensure product safety 

and market access, but many aspects of the conventional slaughter system – such as long 

transport distances, or the waste of blood and other parts of the animal - are criticized. Slow 

Food Sápmi does not reject the notion of reindeer husbandry as economic activity altogether, 

but highlights its cultural significance beyond the economic dimension. It asserts the place of 

reindeer husbandry as small-scale businesses in sparsely populated areas that have a right to exist 

and need better support. Its rhetoric strategically distances the reindeer from processes of large-

scale industrialized meat production from which consumers presumably feel more and more 

alienated. Richard Bulliet argues that attitudes to conventional meat production have changed in 

a time of ‘post-domesticity’. As most people are physically and psychologically far away from 

the animals that produce the food, fiber and hides they depend on, they no longer witness births, 

sexual congress or slaughter – in contrast to people living in times of domesticity in the earlier 

twentieth century. According to Bulliet, most people continue to consume animal products, but 

experience feelings of guilt, shame and disgust when confronted with industrial processes of 

animal production.575 Seen from this perspective, non-industrial, small-scale animal production 

like Sámi reindeer husbandry may exert a special appeal in ‘post-domestic’ times.  

The reindeer in time – revisited 

The thesis set out to investigate whether the reindeer was ‘out of time’, or rather, to contest this 

notion. Through the just summarized cases, the thesis has shown how the reindeer has been an 

object of repeated renegotiation. In the following concluding pages, I return to the research 

questions and reflect on how the reindeer has been positioned in time, and why revealing its 

place in time is important. My research questions were: 

 

 How did the reindeer’s roles and functions evolve in Swedish Sápmi over the past 

century? 

 What were the circumstances and motives for negotiating the reindeer? 

                                                 
575 Richard W. Bulliet, Hunters, Herders and Hamburgers: The Past and Future of Human-Animal Relationships (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2005). 
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 What were the consequences of negotiation for the reindeer and the humans around it? 

 

The multiple versions of the reindeer presented in this thesis were: an object of restriction, care, 

protection, rationalization, and food sovereignty. As ‘historical animal’, the reindeer has 

undergone several transformations. Although its physical features in Sweden remain largely 

unchanged, the reindeer has evolved from degenerate to toxic to pure and precious in the 

discourse - and some of these different versions have existed simultaneously. The reindeer’s 

trajectory moved from being an object that policymakers aimed to keep separate from modern 

society to one that was to be integrated and become a part of modern society. The previous 

separation was physical and geographical in nature: reindeer and farming land was kept apart by 

borders across the landscape. Accompanied by paternalistic views and the ‘Lapp shall remain 

Lapp’ ideology, the reindeer was a traditional animal to be kept apart from modernity, and to be 

protected and preserved.  

This attitude changed completely in the 1950s. During the rationalization period, the 

reindeer was to be assimilated and modernized just like the overall management and equipment 

of reindeer husbandry as a whole. The reindeer as profitable meat-producing technology was to 

be integrated into the overall Swedish system of meat production, at least as far as the special 

conditions of reindeer herding allowed. After the Chernobyl nuclear accident, regulations crept 

into the reindeer’s flesh and blood in order to separate between toxic and safe animals. In all 

these interventions, the reindeer changed, but not necessarily in the ways intended.  

What did remain constant about the changing reindeer was its connection to notions of 

tradition. At the turn of the twentieth century, the reindeer was traditional in a sense that required 

the majority society to exert paternalistic protection and preservation. In the rationalization 

period, the reindeer’s traditionality was an impediment to rational improvement. In the Slow 

Food Sápmi discourse, the reindeer’s attachment to tradition becomes desirable and positive 

again. Its traditional character is an asset that appears subversive and compatible with late-

capitalist and post-domestic ideals at the same time. Thus, in a sense, the meaning that was 

attached to reindeer at the period where this investigation started returns, but in a new discursive 

context and bearing new connotations. When the traditional reindeer re-emerges in twenty-first 

century, it is not the same as it was many decades before. The reindeer is not, and has never 

been, out of time, but a resource constantly renegotiated between the institutions of the Swedish 

state, Sami actors and the reindeer itself. 
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Through the cases that this thesis has delved into, the motivating forces of Swedish state 

institutions – to regulate and preserve, to modernize, to control as health hazard, but also protect 

and care for – have been constitutive of the discourses and practices emerging around the 

reindeer. However, the thesis shows that the role of the reindeer has never been determined by 

these actors alone, but in a dynamic interplay between all actors involved.  Among these, the 

agency of the reindeer itself has been a key factor, not least in the way it did not conform to the 

regulatory ideals of  large-scale, rationalized meat production. Sami actors, most notably through 

the Slow Food movement, have mobilized the reindeer as a resource for claims to land rights 

and self-determination. 

Nevertheless, the thesis also shows that Sámi conceptions of the reindeer have often 

been left outside of consideration. Sámi scholar Kristina Labba elaborates on Sámi ethical 

perspectives on reindeer in her thesis on the internal organization of reindeer husbandry. In Sámi 

conceptions, animals are categorized as completely free, free, and domesticated. The reindeer 

belongs to the category of ‘free’ animals in this categorization:  

Because the reindeer is an animal that belongs to the landscape where reindeer husbandry is practiced, 
the reindeer is considered free, mobile and independent. The reindeer and the herd are also 

considered to have their own value and should therefore not be treated as means only (…). If the 

reindeer and the reindeer herd are treated as means only, the reindeer are disrespected.576 

Accordingly, the reindeer herder’s task is to follow and protect the reindeer from external threats, 

and to disturb it as little as possible otherwise. In bad grazing conditions, it would then be best 

to let the reindeer search for food freely – which is why not all reindeer herders support 

supplementary feeding. Since feeding bears the risk of making the reindeer more dependent on 

humans, it is sometimes regarded as an undue interference into the reindeer’s independence. 

Marianne Persson’s presentation “Renen och dess betydelse [The reindeer and its 

significance]” at the annual meeting of the National Association of Swedish Sámi (SSR) in 2018, 

provides a similar perspective. She described the reindeer as “the animal we love the most”.577 

Persson emphasized the reindeer’s role for biodiversity, the threats of predation, and its 

importance for Sámi health and well-being: “Om renen mår bra, mår samen bra [If the reindeer 

feels good, the Sámi feel good.]”578  

                                                 
576 Labba, ”Renskötselns interna organisering,” 95. 
577 Svenska Samernas Riksförbund, Protokoll från Svenska Samernas Riksförbunds landsmöte 2018: Landsmöte i Östersund 
den 31 maj – 1 juni 2018 [Annual Meeting Proceedings 2018.] Available at: https://www.sapmi.se/landsmotet/lm-

18/handlingar18/. Last access 20 March 2021. 
578 Laila Daerga, “Att leva i två världar – hälsoaspekter bland renskötande samer [Living in two worlds – health 

aspects among reindeer herding Sámi]” (PhD diss., Umeå: Umeå University 2017). 
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The thesis shows that the historical discursive dominance of the state has often 

marginalized such perspectives. It explored the shifting meanings and in-betweenness of the 

reindeer in the field of tension between state rationalities of control and herders’ perspectives. 

While state institutions have shifted its priorities in line with wider changes in the logics of state 

governance, reindeer herders have had to relate to understandings imposed from the outside.  

By putting the reindeer at the center of my investigation, I have attempted to shed new 

light on its changing manifestations at the intersection between the Swedish state and the Sami 

population, at different periods in time. I believe that historical knowledge of the reindeer’s place 

and role in time is important for many of the challenges confronting this set of actors today and 

in the foreseeable future. As the imperative of the Swedish state to transition into a green 

economy becomes increasingly emphasized and materializes through industrial projects for this 

new society, the reindeer is once again found at the nexus between differing logics and 

expectations of the state and the Sami population. In the ensuing struggles to claim the right to 

define a role for the reindeer at this new moment in time,  an awareness of the historical 

constructions of this ”traditional” resource, and the uneven power relations through which is 

has evolved, is needed.  
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