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ABSTRACT

Reindeer herding throughout the circumpolar North is in decline.

Investigating this decline, this dissertation takes a comparative approach

. with a focus on four case studies: the Chukchi of Chukotskii Peninsula,
the Iﬁupiai of the Seward Peninsula, the Saami of the Kola Peninsula,

~ and the Saami of Finnmark. Because various rates and types of decline
are occurring in these different cases, a comparative method leads to a
systematié analysis of how patterns develop in the practice of
contemporary reindeer herding, both locally and globally. Comparing
and contrasting the trajectories of declines in reindeer herding identifies
and explains the dimensions of specific local-global processes, and
situates them in wider contexts. These dimensions include economic
incompatibilities, ecological stresses, and power inequities.

By focusing on changes in reindeer herding over the last decade, this
study reveals the effects of the incorporation of reindeer herding into the
global economy, which is heavily dependent on existing infrastructure.
This study also demonstrates the social position of reindeer herders and
the cultural meaning of reindeer herding to the herders themselves. The
willingness of regional and national governments to subsidize herding,
and to ensure its survival through consistent access to pastures, is
critically important to the success of reindeer herding as a productive
agricultural enterprise. Furthermore, changing ecological factors
potentially threaten reindeer herding as a subsistence activity. The

consequences of decline, then, are explained through the identification
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of decline-inducing factors, such as ecological change, political vagaries,
and the inappropriateness of reindeer herding as a capital-based
enterprise under existing conditions of market and transportation
infrastructural development.
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CHAPTER 1

REINDEER HERDING AND GLOBAL CAPITALISM

INTRODUCTION

Reindeer herding in the circampolar North has undergone rapid
and irreversible changes over the past fifteen years. Whether or not
reindeer herding will continue as a viable economic and cultural practice,
either as part of a local indigenous economy or as a capital business
enterprise, remains uncertain. Naturally, reindeer herding in any one
part of the circumpolar North differs in many respects from reindeer
herding in other regions of the North. Not only are herding practices
variable, but so are ecological and political conditions, and
consequentially, economic conditions. In addition, reindeer herding is
situated in a distinctive social space in each culture, leading to different
concepts of symbolic representation of meaningful events or situations.

Reindeer herding throughout the circumpolar North is in decline,
though in different ways. This dissertation explains why, focusing on
the period from the coliapse of the Soviet Union to the present, the time
when reindeer herding worldwide experienced decline. In this chapter, a
brief background to reindeer herding in the case study regions is provided
to place reindeer herding in a historical context. Including a brief
historical account of the basis of relations between reindeer herders and

the 'outside world’ (Khazanov 1983}, this chapter will focus on the
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particular experiences of the populations in each of the four case
studies. As well, the place of reindeer herding in relation to the wider
world, accounting for regional and global pressures of change, will be
addressed within the context of capitalism. A review of previous work
foregrounding the decline of reindeer herding in the contemporary world
and issues of decline which are relevant to the case studies is also
included.

Reindeer herding is an economic activity practiced throughout the
Arctic with particularistic cultural dimensions and which is critically
important to many indigenous peoples of the circumpolar North. About
60,000 people, including 20-25 ethnically distinct groups of indigenous
people, are employed in reindeer husbandry. The total number of
domesticated reindeer in the circumpolar North is approximately two
million. Throughout this region, reindeer herding is suffering a decline
or diminishment of scale, especially in eastern Russia and western
Alaska. In Scandinavia and western Russia, reindeer herders and herds
are faring much better and have endured recent sociopolitical changes
with fewer disruptions.

This dissertation seeks to investigate the issue of the decline, or
diminishment, of reindeer herding through the investigation of four case
studies situated on opposite sides of the circumpolar North. Because of
the differences in the regional viability of reindeer herding in the post-
perestrotical era, a global perspective of reindeer herding must be taken.

1 perestrotia, or "restructuring,” refers to the pericd initiated by Mikhail Gorbachev in the

late 1980's during which government and economic institutions were radically reformed.
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A global perspective is necessary when looking at an institution, or
collection of institutions, which ultimately participates in the global
capitalist market. A comparative approach provides a basis for
comparing the variables relevant to the institution of reindeer herding as
an interconnected global phenomenon which has endured significant
changes as a traditional economy. This global perspective enables such a
comparative approach to traditional reindeer herding systems, and here I
focus on four circumpolar regions as case studies.

The four regions chosen as case studies include Finnmark Fylke2 of
the Kingdom of Norway, the Russian Federation's Kola Peninsula
(Murmanskaia Oblast?), the Chukotskii Raion* of the Chukotskii
Avtonomnii Olarug 5 and the Seward Peninsula of Alaska, United States.
Therefore, this study includes two 'macroregions' which contain two
'microregions’ each. To enable easier reference, the two macroregions
will be referred to as the '‘South Barents Shores,' including the Saami of
Finnmark and the Kola Peninsula, and the 'Bering Strait Peninsulas,’
including the Chukotskii and Seward Peninsulas. Regionally, this allows

for the comparison of two reindeer herding areas, in each of which two

This process eventually led to the 1981 dissclution of the Soviet Union and the
independence of the Russian Federation and the other former Soviet republics.

2Fylke, or "county," is the national political subdivision within the Kingdom of Norway.
3Oblast’ 1s a political subdivision of the Russian Federation, usually translated as
"province.”

4Raion, or "district," is a subdivision of a larger political region {such as an oblast’)
within the Russian Federation.

50krug is a political subdivision of the Russian Federation, usually translated as
"region"; Avionomnil Okrug is a self-governing area within the Russian Federation.
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very different political or cultural systems prevail. This enables an
ecological comparison of the two focus areas of the same region apart
from and in relation to existing sociopolitical systems. Discussion will
proceed from west to east beginning in Finnmark, then to the Kola
Peninsula, then to the Chukotskii Peninsula, and finally to the Seward
Peninsula.

This dissertation will reveal through these case studies the
particular aspects of larger trends in reindeer herding in the circumpolar
North, and the past and potential future consequences of these trends.
A study such as this has not been done before, and it will contribute to
an understanding of the local factors which influence the situation of
contemporary reindeer herding and its increasingly global connections.
By comparing four different reindeer herding socicties from three ethnic
groups within two broad geographic regions encompassed by three
nation-states, local, regional, and global trends are revealed. This
chapter will provide the framework for the rest of the dissertation, and
relevant topics will be discussed from a circumpolar perspective, with
limited reference to the case studies, which are presented in detail in the
following chapter.

It should be noted here that the Old World and New World
terminoclogy differ when referring to 'untamed’ reindeer. In Europe and
Asia, untamed reindeer are termed 'wild reindeer,’ while in North America
untamed reindeer are termed 'caribou.’ These terms will be used
consistently as described above to refer to untamed reindeer, or both will

be used when making a circumpolar reference. It should also be noted
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5

that though tame, reindeer are not actually domesticated, which implies
a change through artificial selection.

PROBLEM DEFINITION AND CENTRAL ARGUMENT

The central problem addressed by this dissertation is how to
explain the decline in reindeer herding throughout the circumpolar
North, as well as the variations in that decline from region to region.
Specifically, the role of reindeer herding as an integral part of a
particular culture will be analyzed in conjunction with the significance
and viability of reindeer herding as a capital-based enterprise. This
situation reflects the reality of reindeer herding as an economic
enterprise unavoidably tied into a global market, specifically the global
market for reindeer meat and antler products. These markets, like all
global capital markets, fluctuate based on the condition of regional and
national economies, and their success is inherently tied to the presence
or lack of facilitating infrastructure.

In this dissertation, the four case studies demonsirate the problem
of the variable change resulting in the reduction and decline of reindeer
herding, each of which is sifuation ally specific. Therefore, this
dissertation takes into account ecological, economic, and political
changes from a comparative perspective, utilizing ethnographic data to
provide a broad temporal framework situated in a post-Cold War context.
To understand the contemporary sltuation of reindeer herding it is also

necessary to consider the historical preconditions from which the current
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