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Abstract. While researchers within Sámi archaeology have dealt with issues closely related to 
postcolonial theory and critique since the 1970s onwards, this has rarely been done with explicit 
mention or coherent use of this theoretical complex. This somewhat paradoxical situation was 
addressed in a session at the 14th conference of the Nordic Theoretical Archaeology Group at 
Stockholm University in April 2014, an initiative that eventually resulted in the present col-
lection of articles. In this introduction we briefly present the historiographical and discursive 
background for the debates that are outlined in the following contributions.

Sámi Archaeology
The first six articles of this issue of Arctic An-
thropology are devoted to Sámi archaeology 
and postcolonial theory. In this introduction, 
we will briefly present these concepts and their 
contexts, as well as the reason for initiating a 
debate about their interrelation. A certain amount 
of background knowledge may be necessary to 
understand the following texts, which is why we 
start the introduction by establishing some basic 
facts: The Sámi are indigenous people of northern 
Fennoscandia. They are stereotypically associ-
ated with reindeer herding, but Sámi culture and 
lifestyle have varied greatly both geographically 
and chronologically. Historically, Sámi subsistence 
strategies were based foremost on fishing and 
hunting, sometimes in combination with agricul-
ture, animal husbandry, and small-scale reindeer 
herding. Large-scale reindeer herding for meat 
production is a relatively recent phenomenon 

and is only performed by some Sámi. The Sámi 
of today are highly integrated into the societies of 
the nation states they live in, and, at least in the 
Nordic countries, they have relatively high levels 
of education, employment, and living standard, 
especially compared to many other indigenous 
populations in the world. However, there are still 
important controversies concerning general accep-
tance of Sámi identity and cultural expressions, as 
well as aspects such as rights to self- determination 
and land use. The controversies have their his-
torical background in centuries of active suppres-
sion of Sámi identities and cultural expressions 
by nation states and majority populations. The 
repressive and colonizing strategies have changed 
over time, and they included intensive and partly 
coercive Christianization; taxation and integration 
into political and judicial systems; industrializa-
tion of Sámi areas; and forced assimilation (e.g., 
Hansen 2011; Lehtola 2015; Ojala 2009; Rydving 
1995). The attitudes towards the presence of a 



2 Arctic Anthropology 52:2

of Finnish Lapland have applied to be accepted as 
Sámi in order to gain the rights of Indigenous peo-
ples (Lehtola 2015). The Sámi of Russia have not 
been systematically assimilated in terms of cul-
tural traits but have experienced immense pressure 
due to colonization, Christianization, deportations, 
and forced collectivization (Ojala 2009:205–208).

Sámi organizations and individuals worked 
to enhance Sámi rights throughout the 20th cen-
tury (Zachariassen 2012), but the Alta conflict in 
northern Norway in the late 1970s and early 1980s 
was a turning point. The originally environmen-
tally grounded protest against building a dam for 
hydroelectric power in an important reindeer- 
herding area became an eye- opener for the Norwe-
gian majority concerning Sámi rights or the lack 
of such. As a consequence, there was a newfound 
sympathy for both Sámi political issues and for 
Sámi culture in general. Consequently, Sámi 
identity, culture, and language has been slowly 
restored to more internal and external acceptance 
from the 1970s onwards. Nevertheless, many who 
could have identified as Sámi if they wanted to are 
still reluctant to admit to any such ancestry.

This revival encouraged a critical look at re-
search on Sámi issues, which in the 19th and 20th 
centuries was primarily performed within ethnog-
raphy because the Sámi were seen as a static “na-
ture people” without history (Hansen and Olsen 
2014:2–4). For instance, archaeologists Audhild 
Schanche and Bjørnar Olsen pointed out that the 
archaeology of northern Norway had been studied 
with no regard to Sámi pasts at all, although it was 
generally accepted knowledge that two cultural or 
ethnic groups had inhabited the area at least since 
the Iron Age (Schanche and Olsen 1983). At the 
then–recently founded and radical University of 
Tromsø, Sámi issues were emphasized in many 
subjects, including history and archaeology. The 
coining of terms such as “Sámi history” and “Sámi 
archaeology” exposed and challenged the hege-
mony of research on what was called “Norse” or 
“Norwegian” issues and aimed to “deneutralize” 
those terms to create room for the overdue study of 
other pasts (Hansen and Olsen 2014:6).

The term Sámi archaeology is still contro-
versial in some research environments, as it is 
sometimes understood to implicate an a priori 
understanding of a certain past as decisively 
Sámi, and because Sámi archaeology is frequently 
perceived as more political than “other” archae-
ology. In our opinion, the term is certainly part of 
a decolonizing process of, firstly, admitting the 
Sámi a past that may be studied through archae-
ology and, secondly, restructuring the profoundly 
nationalistic and colonial project of archaeology 
to encompass a postcolonial world view that also 
includes the input and concerns of the Sámi, both 
professionals and nonexperts. This does not mean 

Sámi minority identity in Fennoscandia have also 
fluctuated. Depending on the political climate and 
academic discourse of the given time, archaeolog-
ical and other discussions about Sámi origins and 
status have included views that they were the orig-
inal Stone Age inhabitants of Scandinavia, an un-
derstanding that they were immigrants that came 
from the east in more recent times, and a present 
academic debate about the emergence of Sámi eth-
nicity rather than the origins of the Sámi group in 
essentialist terms (Hansen and Olsen 2014:9–39). 
According to the last- mentioned approach, it has 
been argued that persistent exchange and trade 
contacts with neighboring (farming) groups were 
instrumental for the initial emergence of this eth-
nic identity sometime in the Early Iron Age, while 
the foundation for a sense of cultural unity may be 
traced further back in time (e.g. Hansen and Olsen 
2014:28–29; Jørgensen and Olsen 1988; Odner 
1983).

The attitudes towards the future of a Sámi 
minority culture and identity have also varied, but 
in Norway and Sweden the articulated government 
policies from the mid-1800s until quite recently 
were mainly to assimilate the Sámi population 
into the majority cultures, following evolution-
ist and Social Darwinist ideas that this would be 
for their own good because the “less developed” 
Sámi culture would not be able to survive in a new 
modern, industrialized world (Hansen and Olsen 
2014:328; Minde 2005; Ojala 2009:94). The nation 
states have chosen somewhat different strategies 
to deal with this minority issue, also depending 
on the economy of the regional Sámi groups. In 
Sweden, reindeer herders in the 20th century 
were actively encouraged to retain their tradi-
tional housing, clothing, and nomadic life style 
(the “lapp1 shall be lapp” policy), while Sámi with 
less diagnostic lifestyles, in the majority popu-
lation’s view, such as Sámi with other economic 
subsistence strategies, were subjected to intensive 
assimilation policies (Ojala 2009:94). In Norway, 
the country with the largest Sámi population, 
assimilation has been a pronounced government 
strategy in the 20th century, including for instance, 
a ban on Sámi language in schools and demands 
for ethnic identification through Norwegian lan-
guage and surnames to buy land. The oppression 
included strong negative stereotypes relating to 
the Sámi language, clothing, housing, life style, 
physical appearance, and alleged mentality. In Fin-
land, the strategies have been less overt (see below 
and Lehtola, this issue), and in the 1970s Finland 
could be considered a frontrunner in Sámi issues. 
Since then there has, nevertheless, been opposi-
tion to Sámi self- determination, demonstrated by 
the fact that Finland has still not ratified the ILO 
convention No. 169 about indigenous and tribal 
peoples’ rights. At the same time many inhabitants 
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response to greater awareness of postcolonial 
critique has been a trend of “cooperation,” where 
archaeologists attempt to include local communi-
ties in their projects to ensure their interests are 
being looked after. These attempts have, neverthe-
less, been criticized for rather reproducing colo-
nial ideas by suggesting that local populations are 
not able to manage their own heritage and history 
properly, according to our western preconcep-
tions, and to obscure the continuous hegemony of 
western scholars (Gonzalez-Ruibal 2010). Despite 
these uses of postcolonial theory and critique in 
archaeology, it is only quite recently that there 
have been more specific attempts to contextualize 
postcolonial theory when looking at archaeological 
material (van Dommelen 2011).

Sámi Archaeology 
and Postcolonial Theory

Sámi archaeology is concerned with all the above- 
mentioned issues, in terms of questions about the 
dynamics of past colonization of the Sámi and of 
the Sámi areas, questions about the dynamics of 
the past and present archaeological practices in 
Sámi contexts, and questions relating to specific 
archaeological materials. Indeed, the term and 
practice of Sámi archaeology itself may be seen 
as an example of postcolonial critique. Hence, it 
could be argued that Sámi archaeology has dealt 
with matters closely related to postcolonial theory 
and critique from the 1970s onwards, and archae-
ologists working with Sámi pasts have used terms 
coined within this tradition, such as “hybridity” 
and “creolization” (Bhabha 1994), but often with-
out referring to the explicit postcolonial theoretical 
framework. This can be problematic because the 
terms have a somewhat different use and mean-
ing within the postcolonial theoretical context 
than in everyday use, which can easily result in 
misunderstandings.

At the 14th Nordic Theoretical Archaeology 
Group conference (Nordic TAG), hosted by the 
Department of Archaeology and Classical Studies 
at Stockholm University in April 2014, we wanted 
to highlight this issue by proposing the session 
“Sámi archaeology and postcolonial theory.”2 Our 
aim was not necessarily to advocate more use of 
postcolonial theory in Sámi archaeology but rather 
to discuss if and how it is already used today, what 
a more explicit use of this theoretical complex may 
contribute to our understanding of Sámi pasts and 
our practice of Sámi archaeology, our practice of 
Sámi archaeology, and, perhaps as much, what it 
cannot contribute. In line with the overall confer-
ence theme “Archaeology as a source of theory,” 
we also wished to explore if Sámi archaeology can 
contribute to new theoretical developments.

that these political aims are always prominent and 
articulated issues in all studies of Sámi pasts, but 
they are part of the discourse, and they undoubt-
edly resonate with a wider postcolonial critique. In 
the present context, we find “Sámi archaeology” to 
be a useful general term for archaeological research 
that concerns Sámi pasts or the Sámi population 
in particular, though not referring exclusively to 
research on objects and structures specifically or 
singularly related to the Sámi: the actions of and 
relations to non- Sámi groups and individuals over 
time, and indeed any activity in areas of Sámi use 
and habitation, are of course also part of the Sámi 
pasts (Olsen 2004).

Postcolonial Theory in Archaeology
From its first development within English liter-
ature as a new theoretical framework to “read” 
colonial societies in the postcolonial situation of 
the 1970s (e.g., Said 1978), postcolonial studies is 
now an integrated subject in at least the English- 
speaking parts of the academic world (Loomba 
2005). While initial postcolonial theory was 
focused on the recently emancipated colonies of 
Europe and heavily influenced by Michel Foucault 
and his studies of power relations, postcolonial 
studies currently encompass a broad range of 
theories and radical critique not only relevant to 
colonial encounters in the more traditional mean-
ing, but to a constructivist understanding of social 
identities and societies in general and, in particu-
lar, to the deconstruction of the hegemony of cer-
tain voices in written history. A main purpose is to 
identify and explore alternative histories, includ-
ing that of the voiceless “subaltern” (e.g. Bhabha 
1994; Spivak 1988; see also Källén, this issue).

On the one hand, surprisingly, archaeology 
and material evidence have rarely been discussed 
in postcolonial studies, even if it is a source mate-
rial that should be especially suited to give a voice 
to those who have left no trace in written records. 
On the other hand, the access to minority histo-
ries has been discussed at length within feminist 
and indigenous approaches in archaeology but 
only recently within a more explicit postcolonial 
theoretical framework. Instead, postcolonial theory 
was first integrated in the archaeology of colonial 
encounters of the Roman Empire, concerning the 
“Romanization” of the colonized peoples and the 
frontier situation of colonial encounters between 
Native Americans and Europeans in North Amer-
ica. Postcolonial theory has also been used in crit-
ical studies of the close relationship between the 
development of archaeological practice and theory 
and the colonial process between 1850 and 1950 
(cf. van Dommelen 2011). Indigenous archaeology 
has been established much as a counterbalance to 
this “colonial archaeology.” One methodological 
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understand the power asymmetry in Early Mod-
ern trade and taxation. He suggests an interesting 
eclectic theoretical framework to comprehend the 
occurrence and maintenance of Sámi repression, 
as well as the Sámi household responses. This 
approach is the basis of two case studies from in-
ner Finnmark in today’s northern Norway, mainly 
based on 16th- century tax records.

Another intriguing case study is presented 
by Ingela Bergman and Greger Hörnberg, who 
demonstrate how the centuries- long history of 
stereotyping and homogenizing the Sámi as mobile 
pastoralists of an uncultivated landscape, as op-
posed to the civilized Swedish or Nordic majority 
population and their cultivated and settled coun-
try, is still heavily entrenched in the questions and 
answers of current research, leading researchers to 
disregard the early evidence of cereal cultivation 
in Sámi contexts.

The article by David Loeffler gives another 
interesting example of how a fixed understanding 
of Sámi pasts may have obscured the duration and 
geographical extent of Sámi habitation, land use, 
and religion in Sweden. His starting point is the 
recent registration of certain curious stone circles, 
which he interprets as Sámi ritual sites built in a 
time of intense religious and cultural suppression. 
While a general interpretation of stone circles as 
Sámi offering sites has been questioned (Spangen 
2013), Loeffler also presents several other histori-
cal, ethnographic, etymological, and archaeologi-
cal data that may indicate a Sámi presence in the 
woodlands of the southern parts of the county of 
Västernorrland.

Loeffler’s article exemplifies how difficult it 
is to discuss ethnic affiliation of specific archae-
ological material and other evidence of the past 
without presuming various features to be static 
lasting ethnic markers or cultural traits. According 
to a constructivist approach, whether explicitly 
based on postcolonial theory or not, the complex-
ity of the use, users, and chronology of cultural 
environments should not be underestimated. 
However, precisely more archaeological investiga-
tion is one of the few ways to ensure more detailed 
knowledge about specific historical situations. 
Historians have regretted the lack of sources 
that reflect the contemporary Sámi views on the 
colonial contexts, and archaeology is particularly 
suited to expose these lacking “subaltern” voices.

All the authors emphasize the potential con-
tribution of archaeology, but while Bergman and 
Hörnsand and Loeffler treat defined archaeological 
materials, the other articles focus on the colo-
nial encounters with extensive use of historical 
sources. More than anything, this is symptomatic 
of the current state of archaeological exploration of 
the time periods, geographical areas, and themes 
they discuss. The limited investigations in the 
northern parts of Fennoscandia and the rather 

The session included extensive debates 
about the theoretical background, terminology, 
substantivist and constructivist understandings of 
identity, stereotyping, indigenous methodology, 
community archaeology, and more. This issue 
of Arctic Anthropology is a welcome opportu-
nity to make some of the discussions available 
to a broader audience, while also widening the 
scope to some issues and approaches that were 
less prominent in the session debate. The present 
contributions are based on papers prepared for the 
session. They touch upon a range of current issues 
in Sámi archaeology and include various theoret-
ical approaches, which should make the debates 
relevant even to other research areas. The contri-
butions elucidate the complexity of Sámi history 
and archaeology, in terms of national and regional 
differences, as well as the entanglement of histori-
cal trajectories and the Sámi responses to colonial 
processes with present research and politics.

For example, while the majority population 
in Norway became more aware of Sámi history and 
issues during the late 1970s and 1980s, primarily 
due to the Alta conflict, Sweden is experiencing a 
similar conflict concerning land use and industrial 
development today. In their article, Jonas Nordin 
and Carl- Gösta Ojala emphasize the importance 
of understanding the long historical roots of the 
colonialist activity in northern Sweden in order to 
tackle current controversies about mining enter-
prises in Sámi areas. They suggest an archaeol-
ogy of the Early Modern colonial landscape and 
mining industry would enhance the understanding 
of the situation today. The current debates are 
entangled with a range of issues that mirror the 
relationship between the Sámi and Swedish State 
authority in Early Modern times and today. Nordin 
and Ojala present some important examples where 
Sámi archaeology and present cultural rights are 
intertwined, and they discuss the potentials of 
postcolonial critique and indigenous archaeology 
in Sámi contexts.

Finland has had a less overt colonizing 
policy towards the Sámi and the Sámi areas, and 
it has even been argued that the word and concept 
“colonialism” is not applicable to the situation in 
Finland at all. Veli- Pekka Lehtola devotes his arti-
cle to discuss the more subtle implementation of 
colonial pressure on Sámi culture, language, and 
land use to show the relevance of a postcolonial 
approach to Sámi history even in Finland.

Bryan C. Hood goes into detail about how 
the Early Modern colonial encounter played out 
between the Sámi and other parties in the north, 
with a discussion about the possibilities and limits 
of postcolonial theory (as opposed to postcolonial 
critique) concerning this little- researched the-
matic within archaeology. Contrary to the recent 
focus on positive Sámi agency and symmetrical 
relations, he finds it essential to acknowledge and 
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recent acknowledgement of Sámi pasts as a rele-
vant subject for archaeology mean that only frag-
ments of the possible sources of knowledge have 
been researched so far. Future studies are likely 
to expand, but also transform, our current under-
standings. As the articles indicate, archaeology is 
instrumental to revealing and contradicting past 
and present stereotypes, mapping colonizing strat-
egies towards the Sámi, and investigating what 
actual practices these strategies have entailed and 
still entail, both on the part of the ruling majority 
and in terms of group and individual responses 
from the Sámi. As commented by our discussant 
Anna Källén in her article, postcolonial theory and 
critique are no doubt useful in these contexts as es-
tablished theoretical frameworks that correspond 
with the current strands in Sámi archaeology. The 
approach may help to identify relevant future 
research questions and to discuss these with refer-
ence to and inspired by a much broader debate on 
similar issues worldwide. Hence, a more coherent 
use of postcolonial theory and terminology may be 
one way for Sámi archaeology to develop further 
into a yet more reflective, accessible, and conse-
quential research field.

Endnotes
1.  “Lapp” is an obsolete derogative exonym for the 
Sámi.

2.  See session program at http://www.archaeology.
su.se/english/about-us/events/conferences/xiv- 
nordic-tag-2014/sessions/s%C3%A1mi-archaeology- 
and-postcolonial-theory-1.154934.
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