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Caribou people and reindeer enthusiasts in Alaska and
the implications for human-environment relations

Introduction

Reindeer herding or hunting is a basis for livelihood and a central element in many northern
cultures (Mager 2012: 162). In Alaska, while there are several large herds of wild reindeer,
called caribou, tame reindeer were only introduced in the 1890s, as an effort to assimilate
Alaska Natives to Western culture (UAF School of Natural Resources and Extension n.d.;
Willis 2006). This led to a variety of reindeer-caribou interactions, such as caribou “stealing”
herds of reindeer (Finstad et al. 2002; Klein 1980), which have shaped relations to and
perceptions of Rangifer (a term referring to both reindeer and caribou) in Alaska today.

Despite its relatively recent introduction, reindeer herding has had a substantial impact on the
Alaskan cultural landscape. Today, it represents not only an important part of the livelihood
and subsistence lifestyle of many communities, but has also established itself as a commercial
reindeer industry in Alaska (Mager 2012: 172-174; Simon 1998: iv, 3-4; Rattenbury et al. 2009:
71). The introduction of reindeer herding has further affected human-environment relations, in
particular those associated with caribou (Finstad et al. 2002; Klein 1980). Caribou have
historically been and still are hunted in some regions in Alaska, where they play a major role
for the communities (see, e.g., Mager 2012: 162). To understand peoples’ relation to these
animals, an examination of the intertwined history of reindeer herding and caribou hunting is
therefore crucial.

While they belong to the same species, Rangifer tarandus, perceptions of reindeer and caribou
are polarized. I argue that this differentiation is linked to several dichotomies, such as wild
versus domestic, nomads versus settlers, cash and commercial economy versus subsistence.
The interviews I conducted show that whereas “caribou people” prefer the wildness and
freedom that these animals represent, others are attracted to reindeer because they can be
handled more easily. The “reindeer enthusiasts”, as one might call them, even view caribou as
predators, which take with them entire reindeer herds that revert back to wildness (see, e.g.,
interview 2). In light of my analysis of newspaper articles and based on expert interviews and
participant observation during fieldwork, I argue that one’s preference for reindeer or caribou
could be indicative of one’s general orientation with regard to human-environment relations
(see chapter on methodology).

This article gives an overview of the historical and current human-Rangifer relations in Alaska,
with a focus on the cultural implications of the ostensible clash between reindeer and caribou
or between people favoring reindeer and people favoring caribou. In particular, my aim is to
shed light on how reindeer and caribou are perceived and the importance of this for Alaskans.
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After an overview of the methodology, I will examine the different aspects that contribute to
the difference in perceptions of caribou and reindeer, such as their association with subsistence
or cash economy and with tendencies to live with nature or to control it. Next, I will investigate
the role that Alaska’s history of reindeer herding, from the introduction of reindeer until today,
has played. In the last section before the conclusion, I will analyze the controversy around oil
and gas drilling in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, of which caribou are a vital part. This
case study sheds light on the importance of caribou to some Alaskan communities in order to
paint a more comprehensive picture of the contrasting perception of reindeer and caribou.

Methodology

Semi-structured expert interviews

The data for this article stems from participant observation and twelve semi-structured expert
interviews, supported by an interview guideline, which I conducted in the framework of a
seminar at the University of Vienna in 2015. Eight of the interviewees were scholars at the
University of Alaska Fairbanks (UAF) from various academic fields, such as anthropology,
biology, and ecology, as well as political sciences. While some of these researchers focused on
reindeer and/or caribou, others investigated environmental issues, human-environment
relations more generally or diverse aspects of Alaskan cultures. As they have published in
academic journals, in newspapers or other media, and work for relevant organizations, they can
be considered experts in the method-relational sense of Bogner and Menz’s (2009)
constructivist approach. They further fulfill Bogner and Menz’s criterion of experts in the
social-representational sense because they are renowned for their work and their contributions
on related topics.

A visit to UAF’s Reindeer Research Program was particularly helpful. Since its establishment
in 1981, the program conducts research for the development of the reindeer industry, with a
particular focus on the Seward Peninsula and the practical applicability of its findings. Research
areas include, among others, “meat science”, range management and nutrition, animal health,
and radio and satellite telemetry. Until September 2019, the program also encompassed a
“Reindeer Production Research Herd,” to which I was introduced during my stay (UAF Institute
of Agriculture, Natural Resources & Extension 2019).

During fieldwork in May 2015, which encompassed three weeks in Anchorage, Fairbanks and
Nome, the opportunity for further interviews such as with the editor of the Nome Nugget and
members of Nome’s city administration arose. In addition, I visited a reindeer ranch, where I
could also observe people’s dealings with reindeer. !

A rough interview guideline focusing on the perception of and relation to reindeer and caribou,
as well as comparisons to other animals, was used during the interviews, but liberally adapted
to the context and the interviewees’ interests and knowledge. What is more, interviews 1, 3,
and 4 were conducted together with colleagues who had differing research interests. The
interviews were then transcribed and analyzed in Austria.

' A list of the interviews quoted in this article can be found at the end. They were anonymized to protect the
identity of the interviewees.
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The responses in the interviews do not only mirror the composition of the interviewees, but also
the regions in Alaska where the interviews took place. In Fairbanks, reindeer dominated the
discussions, perhaps due to the experts’ research focus on reindeer, the predominance of
reindeer meat in the supermarkets and the relative distance to caribou herds. In Nome, the
attention was also on reindeer, as it is one of the main reindeer herding regions in Alaska and
the interviewees were more involved in reindeer herding than in caribou hunting. I could also
feel an overall concern for the reindeer herding industry, as the migrations of caribou through
the region were perceived as a major threat. It is likely that interviews in northeastern Alaska,
where caribou are an integral part of the subsistence lifestyle in many communities, would have
yielded different results. These views are to some extent included in the article through the
newspaper analysis revolving around oil and gas exploration and exploitation in the Arctic
National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR). However, in spite of these limitations in the representation
of Rangifer perceptions, this article contributes to a more varied understanding of human-
Rangifer relations and the cultural implications of the divide between caribou people and
reindeer enthusiasts in Alaska.
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Figure 1: Map of Alaskan cities and towns; those marked in red are most relevant for this article (map by Karl
Musser / Wikimedia Commons?, modified by Doris Friedrich)

Analysis of (daily) newspaper articles

In addition to data gathered during fieldwork, an analysis of newspaper articles complements
the picture of the role of Rangifer in Alaska. In order to add the contrasting role of caribou in

2 https://commons. wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gulfofalaskamap.png
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the case of ANWR to the picture, the newspaper articles were selected using the search term
“ANWR” on the website of the Alaska Dispatch News (now Anchorage Daily News), the most
widely read newspaper in Alaska. A preliminary search in the Alaska Dispatch yielded more
than 60 articles written in 2015 or earlier. As a result of then-U.S. president Obama’s proposal
to designate additional areas in ANWR as wilderness and therefore block oil and gas
development in winter 2014, the discussion around ANWR flared up once again in the news-
papers from October 2014 until April 2015. Because of the great number of articles, the search
was limited to the period from January to April 2015, which yielded over 20 results. Whereas
a few of the articles are seemingly objective and categorized in the newspaper’s “energy” (e.g.
DeGeorge and Herz 2015), “environment” (e.g. DeMarban 2015) or “politics” (e.g. Forgey
2015) sections, most of them are designated as “commentaries” (e.g. Brower 2015; Johnson
2015). Some articles are not categorized as “commentaries”, even though they are markedly
subjective, and a great majority of the authors clearly indicate their position and opinion (e.g.
DeMarban and Rosen 2015).

The analysis of the articles and the process of inductive coding resulted in a list of codes, which
were subsequently summarized into categories. After the analysis of the articles sampled, it was
determined that saturation of content had been reached, since additional articles did not add
new information or content, or added very little. I will explore the topics that emerged from the
codes and that are relevant to human-Rangifer relations in a case study later in this article.

Field research in Nome, Seward Peninsula

Nome, where some of the interviews, informal conversations and site visits were carried out, is
located in eastern Alaska, on the southern Seward Peninsula coast of Norton Sound, off the
Bering Sea. With less than 4,000 inhabitants in 2018 (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.), the city is
known as the end point of the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race. According to the website “Nome
Eskimo Community” (n.d.), its members encompass “Central Yupik, Inupiaq, St. Lawrence
Island Yupik and American Indians whose lineage is tied to Tribes in the Lower 48”. According
to the 2018 American Community Survey estimates (World Population Review 2020), 54.8
percent of Nome’s population identifies as “American Indian and Alaska Native”, 29.5 percent
as “White” and 11.5 percent as “Two or More Races”.

Alaska is home to around 32 caribou herds; the Western Arctic caribou herd’s range extends
onto the Seward Peninsula. It is Alaska’s largest herd with an estimated 325,000 animals
(ADF&G n.d.). Nome is moreover the cradle of reindeer herding in Alaska, as will be discussed
in the overview of the history of reindeer herding in Alaska later in this article.

A visit to the Midnite Sun Reindeer Ranch north of Nome, whose owners [ met by chance in a
small café in Nome, gave me a better understanding of reindeer herders and their knowledge of
and relation to reindeer and caribou. When I was invited to spend an afternoon there, I was
explained the challenges of reindeer herding in Alaska and the development of the industry and
the ranch over the last years. It was also where I met “Brownie”, an orphaned reindeer that was

3 More recently, the lifting of the drilling ban was included as a “backdoor drilling provision” in an unrelated
Republican tax reform bill under the Trump administration and approved in December 2017 (Chow 2017).
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adopted by the family and had become very tame. His special status shows the multiple ways
in which members of the same species, Rangifer, can relate to and be associated with humans,
as will also be discussed later in this article, in the section “Training reindeer, training dogs”.
The Ranch was founded in 2010 by the Davis Family. In addition to making reindeer produce,
they offer informative tours and educate youth about reindeer herding. In 2015, they further
started a fundraising petition for a mobile slaughter unit, which would enable them to slaughter
animals year-round and contribute to increased food security in the region.

The fieldwork also encompassed an interview with an employee of “Kawerak”, an organization
whose goal is to preserve the region’s indigenous cultures and “meet the needs of the people of
the region through strong collaboration and cooperation with all 20 tribes” (Kawerak n.d.). It
was established as a regional nonprofit organization in 1973. Its vision is to “have strong,
healthy, proud, caring, unified, pro-active, self-sufficient Native people, leaders and
communities who know where we are going and who will take necessary steps to achieve it”
(Kawerak n.d.). Kawerak’s Reindeer Herders Association supports 21 members in their
development of a viable reindeer industry.

In the following, I first examine the results of my interviews and observations during fieldwork,
which I then further illuminate through a review of the relevant literature and an account of the
history of reindeer herding in Alaska. After that, I have a closer look at the role of caribou for
some of Alaska’s communities, in particular in relation to the controversy around oil and gas
exploration and exploitation in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR).

Reindeer versus caribou: a division running through Alaska

A recurring theme in the literature as well as in the interviews is reindeer-caribou interactions,
their biological and ecological consequences, the impacts on reindeer herding as well as the
resulting changes in human-reindeer or human-caribou relations (see, e.g., Mager 2012; Willis
2006, interview 3, 4). The preference for reindeer or caribou appears to be a demarcation line
in Alaska and might be indicative of a person’s relations to the environment and general
worldview.

Even though they are the same species, reindeer differ in some physical and behavioral
characteristics from caribou, such as the shape of their antlers, their colors, their reaction to
humans, differences in winter feeding behavior, etc. (Mager 2012: 170). In the interviews
(interviews 1-5), a clear distinction between reindeer and caribou was made, without exception.
Although the informants recognized that reindeer and caribou belong to the same species, they
could discern several behavioral and physical characteristics that differentiate the two and
enable herders to recognize if an animal is a reindeer, a caribou, or even a hybrid called
“reinbou” (interview 5). The physical differences include earmarks on reindeer (cut into the
reindeer’s ear by the herder), the “shape or form of those animals”, as well as their strength
(interview 3).

One ecologist that I interviewed at UAF described the relation of people to caribou and the role
of reindeer in human-caribou relations as follows:
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Something has evolved. This has been going on since thousands of years. So they have
a very fragile, sophisticated, deep relationship with caribou. People who work, who live
on caribou, make a living there, can tell you very subtle differences that you and I cannot
even detect. And if you know how animals behave and what they do, that is very
different. But the caribou situation in Alaska in many instances, on the coast and... in
Seward Peninsula, has been modified with reindeer... (interview 4)

How Alaskans consider reindeer or caribou varies widely, depending not only on the region in
Alaska, but also on the cultural background and the history of the different communities. Some
Athabascan Indians in Alaska’s northeast consider themselves “caribou people”. A large part
of their culture is tied to caribou (Being Caribou n.d.; Gwich’in Steering Committee n.d.). Other
communities do hunt caribou, but are more diversified in their subsistence resources, such as
the Inupiat of the North Slope as well as the Ifiupiat and Yup’ik of the Seward Peninsula.
Around Utqgiagvik (Barrow), the largest city of the North Slope Borough, caribou hunting has
a long tradition, but access to caribou has varied enormously (Mager 2012: 168).

Figure 2: Reindeer of the Reindeer Research Program at the University of Alaska Fairbanks, May
2015 (Doris Friedrich)

Subsistence and cash economy: putting a price tag on reindeer

One of the differences between reindeer and caribou mentioned by the interviewees is based on
the use of the animals or the type of economic activity. Reindeer were compared to cows and
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cattle and strongly associated with commercial activity and the so-called cash economy. By
contrast, caribou were linked to subsistence economy. The population dynamics of the animals
play a role in this classification. Caribou populations fluctuate significantly in cycles of 30 to
40 years, which would make it more difficult to link them to industrial activities (see e.g.
Sarkadi 2007). For people depending on caribou hunting, these drastic fluctuations might mean
substantial changes in their access to meat. As the reindeer biologist I interviewed explained:
“Now, in particular the Western Arctic Caribou Herd is declining. A lot of communities depend
upon them for subsistence and we’re all worried the population is declining” (interview 2).

However, this also means that the meat does not have to be purchased, which would be deemed
objectionable by some caribou people due to their sentiment that the land, which “produced”
the animals, belongs to everyone. Reindeer populations on the other hand are more stable and
therefore allow the herders — at least potentially, absent socio-economic pressures — to generate
a steady income (interviews 2 and 4). In the last decade, there were efforts to revitalize the
reindeer industry: “Now they’re gonna try what they call ‘revivalize’ the reindeer industry”
(interview 3). The promotion of the industry is also the reason why the Midnite Sun Reindeer
Ranch in Nome established the Reindeer Club, where kids can learn about reindeer herding, as
well as the Reindeer Youth Summit (Hovey 2017; Kazmierski 2019).

The categorization of reindeer and caribou as belonging to commercial activity and subsistence
economy, respectively, affects several other aspects of human-Rangifer relations and is evident
in the following summarizing quote: “Then the caribou are wildlife. They can just be consumed,
where reindeer are property livestock that can be sold” (interview 2).

Interviewee 4 further hinted at a racial division stemming from the association of reindeer with
white people:

The reindeer herders are certainly running stuff for money. If you look at the people
who really make money out of reindeer herding, there are probably many white people
involved and many banks involved. Financing, it’s an investment project... So it’s an
investment issue and that’s with reindeer too. The people who really have the right to
sell reindeer meat or to make money, that’s not the people we thought they would be.
(interview 4)

From this one statement, it is impossible to generalize, but it suggests potential tensions
between cultural groups, as well as between indigenous and non-indigenous Alaskans. More
research is needed to get a better understanding of the connection between ethnic, cultural or
identity fault lines and human-Rangifer relations.

Inherent in the animals’ use in the cash economy or for subsistence activities are ideas about
their wildness or tameness. While subsistence is based on “wild” natural resources and human
adaptation to their yearly cycles, in the cash economy, resources are managed and controlled in
order to generate a stable supply (interview 2, 3 and 4).

Wild or domestic: living with nature, controlling nature

The wild-domestic dichotomy is central to the differentiation of reindeer and caribou. Whereas
reindeer are considered domesticated, tame or semi-wild, caribou are viewed as “totally wild”,
to the point that rounding them up in corrals by accident may lead to desperate efforts to get
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free and somertimes results in lethal accidents (interview 3). This wildness is framed in more
positive terms by wildlife advocates, who describe caribou as “in a classic way [...] as pristine
as it gets. If you believe in pristine nature, that’s it. Can’t be better than that. So the reindeer
are not so pristine” (interview 4). The “wild” perception of caribou, which are often used as a
symbol, is likely to contribute to general perceptions of Alaska as wilderness and pristine
nature, including by tourists.

Some interviewees (e.g. interview 4) preferred the wildness of the caribou, which they
perceived as more “natural” or belonging to/in nature and seem to reproach reindeer for their
domestication. On the contrary, others (e.g. interview 2) viewed the domestication and
tameness of reindeer, which can more easily be directed and controlled, as preferable. For them,
caribou are predators, as will be discussed below. This might in a way be related to the
interviewees’ general attitude and relation towards nature. The desire to control and dominate
nature, based on Western ideas of nature, can be contrasted to living with nature, being in
dialogue with it and depending on it. In Palsson’s words (1996: 66-76), the difference is
between an orientalist versus a communalist orientation to human-environmental relations. The
latter perspective can often be found in Alaska’s indigenous cultures (see, e.g., Mohatt et al.
2004; State of Alaska Department of Health & Social Services 2018; Thornton 2001). The
ecologist | interviewed at UAF (interview 4) affirmed the association of the philosophy
underlying reindeer herding with “Western” culture. The thesis that the perceptions of reindeer
or caribou are linked to a general view of human-environment relations was further confirmed
by a reindeer biologist (interview 2):

We do have the two systems, human-Rangifer systems: the caribou system and the
reindeer system. There is some overlap, but they have very different... I guess goals in
their actions. One is subsistence-based and it’s more taking what the environment gives,
with very little control of the environment. The human-reindeer system is different, it’s
more... more ‘control the environment.” Controlling, managing the reindeer and how
many reindeer we have, where we put them, how we graze them, what we do with them
when we slaughter, how many we slaughter, what we do with the meat. (interview 2)

Nomads and settlers

Another difference between reindeer and caribou is the movement of the herds in the landscape,
which links back to the wild-tame dichotomy. Reindeer have been bred to show “site fidelity”,
staying in the same areas usually without wandering off. In addition, in case of danger, they
come together as a group. Quite the opposite, caribou wander around and will disperse when
predators approach or if they feel any other danger (interviews 2 and 3). I therefore argue that
even though both reindeer and caribou have their annual migration cycle, caribou could be
compared to nomadic groups, while reindeer are more comparable to settlers. Despite the lack
of further information on perceptions of the caribou’s “nomadism”, the comparison of human
settlers and nomads with Rangifer “settlers” and “nomads” is intriguing and would be an
interesting area for further research.

The difference in migration patterns has an impact on the qualities of the meat, which is more
tender in the case of the reindeer and considered tastier by some. By contrast, caribou’s long
annual migrations and general increased level of movement lead to the build-up of endurance
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and “sinewy muscles” (interview 3). The differences in movement and migration therefore
reinforce the attribution of reindeer to commercial activity and cash economy and of caribou to
subsistence economy on several levels.

The encounters between domesticated and wild animals of the same species, as is the case when
they share the same space, result in dynamic interactions with highly symbolic content and
substantial implications for human-Rangifer relations, as the next chapter “Caribou as pre-
dators” will discuss.

Caribou as predators

An intriguing element of reindeer-caribou interactions is what many herders consider the
“predation” on reindeer by caribou. This happens when caribou herds encounter reindeer, which
are then likely to join their wild counterparts. According to the relevant scholarly literature as
well as newspaper articles, caribou predation is one of Alaskan reindeer herders’ main problems
and therefore has a substantial impact on how caribou are perceived (see, e.g., Finstad et al.
2002: 35-36; Mager 2012: 166-168).

Caribou herds undergo drastic cyclical population changes. The Western Arctic Caribou Herd
(WACH), for instance, increased from around 75,000 to 463,000 animals from 1976 to 1996.
Historically, during its annual migration, the WACH used pastures on the Seward Peninsula,
where the majority of Alaska’s reindeer herds are now located, but shifted eastwards in the
early 1900s and disappeared from the area. However, during the 1940s, at the same time as the
numbers of caribou increased, the WACH’s seasonal range use shifted westwards again onto
the reindeer pastures (Burch 2012: 25, 118; Finstad et al. 2002: 33). Reindeer tend to follow
caribou herds passing by, and as a result, of the caribou migration reindeer herders lost 75
percent to 100 percent of their herds, effectively decreasing the number of reindeer herders
(Finstad et al. 2002: 33). Finstad et al. (2002: 33) evaluate the herders’ economic loss of over
12,000 reindeer at thirteen million USD. Carlson (2005: iii) speaks of losses to the regional
economy of 1.4 million USD per year.

After its peak in the 1930s, reindeer herding in Alaska thus declined or “crashed” in the 1940s
and 1950s, which had an important effect on the herders, the local economy and perceptions of
caribou. The herders’ hardship was exacerbated by the mismatch between the herders’
perspectives and the assumptions of administrators, who considered caribou issues as easily
resolved through more careful herding (Mager 2012: 162). In the literature of that time, range
conditions and predation by wolves were discussed more often than interactions with caribou.
Moreover, apart from the loss of reindeer to caribou, economic, cultural, ecological, and
administrative factors have played a role in the demise of the industry (Mager 2012: 163).

The interviews support the perception of caribou as predators or even as “mortal enemies”
(interview 2). On the Seward Peninsula, reindeer herders have lost a considerable number of
animals to caribou migrations passing through reindeer ranges. Caribou are consequently seen
as “interfer[ing] with their business” (interview 4) and thus as a threat to reindeer herding as
such:

“Yeah, there are interactions. If you see it from a commercial perspective, reindeer is a
highly money-type of deal, so from an investment perspective you don’t want a crash,
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you want a stable income. So if you have interactions with the caribou, they might inter-
fere with their business. So people start to complain.” (interview 4)

Training reindeer, training dogs

A comparison of how humans relate to Rangifer and various domesticated animals can shed
light on people’s perceptions of reindeer. Dogs and reindeer often cohabit in reindeer herding
communities. Traditionally, both animals were used for transportation, for example, by pulling
sleds. After one interviewee compared the relationship that people sometimes have with their
reindeer to the relationship one could have with his dog, I started to ask other interviewees
whether the two relations are comparable. Some confirmed the similarity, albeit with
qualifications, such as differences in training (interview 2). Others did not see much in common
between the two species. One interviewee referred, for instance, to reindeer herding cultures in
Siberia, where dogs are valued and treated very differently from reindeer. Even dogs with
different functions receive widely different treatments, e.g., shepherd dogs are valued more
than sled dogs and treated better (interview 5). In Alaska, dog teams seem to be more commonly
used for transportation than reindeer (Hill 2018: 88; VanStone 2000: 135). Dog teams are
trained to pull sleds, either for touristic purposes or as a hobby to compete in races, such as the
famous Iditarod or the Kuskokwim 300.

Another question I raised in the interviews was whether and how reindeer were trained for
specific purposes and if some could even be considered as pets. Despite the fact that reindeer
are considered as domesticated or even tame, Alaskan reindeer herders do not train reindeer or
keep them similarly to pets, apart from the early days of reindeer herding in Alaska and a few
exceptional cases (interview 3). One such exception was “Velvet”, a “pet reindeer” that could
often be seen riding in his owner’s pickup in Nome. This has a profound impact on human-
reindeer relations. Through training, the bond between reindeer and humans becomes stronger
and reindeer come to be associated as ‘“‘social partners”, as a cultural anthropologist I
interviewed (interview 5) explained in the case of a Siberian community. Some of the reindeer
there can even be considered as “pets”, with which the herders have developed an intimate
familiarity that is otherwise rare in the region. He also alluded to stories of Alaskan Elders’
relation to reindeer in the early days of reindeer herding in Alaska: “We even here have stories
in Alaska from Elders who had grown up with reindeer, so you know, they were like pets”
(interview 5). This knowledge and practice seem to have been lost or are not widespread.

In addition to this comparison with other animals, the different perceptions of reindeer and
caribou can perhaps also be explained by Alaska’s history of reindeer herding, beginning with
the introduction of reindeer in the 1890s, the pervasive outside influences at work, and the
developments until today.

History of reindeer herding in Alaska

The introduction of reindeer in Alaska

In the interviews conducted during fieldwork, the rather recent introduction of reindeer to
Alaska and the history of reindeer herding or caribou hunting in Alaska were often mentioned,
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suggesting that this history has a considerable effect on today’s perceptions of reindeer and
caribou, as well as human-reindeer and human-caribou relations in Alaska (interviews 3, 4, and
5).

Caribou have historically roamed Alaska. However, they have never been tamed or domesti-
cated as in other Arctic regions. Reindeer are the same species as caribou but have been do-
mesticated. Compared to their “wild cousins”, they were introduced to Alaska only recently in
the 1890s by the missionary Sheldon Jackson, together with captain Michael Healy, who
wanted to save Alaska Natives from a mistakenly perceived starvation (UAF School of Natural
Resources and Extension n.d.; Willis 2006). Jackson believed that the starvation of Alaska
Natives would impede his educational efforts and saw a stable food source in reindeer herding.
In addition, he thought that teaching Alaska Natives the practice of reindeer herding would
“civilize” and educate them. After a trial on the island of Unalaska in the Aleutians, Jackson
delivered 171 reindeer, which he had bought in Siberia, to the newly established Teller Reindeer
Station near Nome in 1892.

The Siberian Chukchi reindeer herders, who were hired to teach Alaska Natives how to handle
and care for the reindeer, failed to convince the missionaries of their qualities and herding
capabilities. Some of their handling practices, such as using urine to guide the animals or
drinking milk directly from the does’ milk sack, were perceived as “savage” and contrary to the
desired purposes of the undertaking, namely to civilize Alaska Natives. The Chukchi herders’
initial temporary contracts were consequently not renewed. In their stead, after substantial
difficulties to recruit suitable herders who were willing to take on the job, sixteen Sdmi reindeer
herders from Scandinavian Lapland were hired as new teachers. They arrived in Alaska in 1894.
After overcoming initial communication difficulties between the Sami and their Alaskan Native
apprentices, often from Inuit, Ifiupiaq or Yup’ik communities, the groups warmed to each other.
Nevertheless, the Inuit were resistant to the nomadic way of life of the reindeer herders and
disliked the work and tasks of reindeer herding, which they perceived as tedious (Willis 2006:
286). In the academic literature, it is debated whether the Ifupiaq worldview and their
traditional subsistence cycle, such as spring whaling, were compatible with the requirements of
pastoral reindeer herding (Lantis 1950; Sonnenfeld 1959).

Despite the initial cultural setbacks at that time, Jackson was eager to expand the reindeer
program, with the additional idea that it could be a good way to teach Alaska Natives how to
be capitalists and develop a vast commercial reindeer industry. This coincided with the dis-
covery of gold in the Klondike and the ensuing gold rush. Jackson and other government offi-
cials feared that the 4,000 to 5,000 miners would starve during the winter when it would become
impossible to bring supplies over the frozen Yukon River. As a countermeasure, Jackson
travelled to Scandinavia to bring more reindeer and Sami families to Alaska.

However, after a review of the reindeer program in 1905, which concluded that the program
did not benefit Alaska Native herders as expected, Jackson was replaced and the government
changed the regulations pertaining to Alaska Native reindeer herding, so that it would be easier
for them to buy reindeer and generally easing restrictions of ownership. There was also an effort
to integrate reindeer into Alaska Native culture. For the purpose of creating a “reindeer culture”,
the concept of “Eskimo Reindeer Fairs” was developed. There, herders came together and
celebrated, shared reindeer herding strategies, wrote songs, etc. Intended as an agent of cultural
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change, reindeer herding was actually incorporated into Ifiupiaq culture and reinforced
traditional Ifiupiaq values and identities (Mager 2012: 163).

A certain Alaska Native reindeer culture was indeed created, only to be challenged shortly
thereafter by the Lomen Company. Established in 1914, the company started to purchase
reindeer herds and became a dominant player in the reindeer industry to the detriment of the
Native herders, who filed a series of complaints. Meanwhile, an influenza outbreak in 1918-
1919 killed many herders, leading to free roaming, unattended reindeer herds, rapidly growing
in numbers and overgrazing the ranges. Eventually, in the fall of 1937, Congress passed the
Reindeer Act, which restricted the ownership of reindeer to Alaska Natives. This excluded the
Sami reindeer herders and forced them to sell their herds (Willis 2006: 300).

Mythologies of human-Rangifer relations

A geographic comparison of Alaska’s reindeer-related culture is instructive and offers good
insight into the importance of reindeer herding and the ways in which the non-Native intro-
duction of reindeer has influenced the animals’ integration into Native communities. In contrast
to mythologies of reindeer herders in Siberia (see, e.g., Vitebsky 2005; Willerslev 2007, 2012),
where reindeer herding has a longer history, the Alaskan interviewees did not know of any
myths or legends in Alaska involving reindeer. Myths involving caribou were not mentioned
either. This is likely due to the short time span of herding in Alaska and the geographic location
of my observations and interviews in reindeer herding regions rather than regions
predominantly used by caribou herds. One interviewee (interview 5) contrasted the myths and
rituals involving reindeer in Siberia to the ones in Alaska. He found that in Siberia, reindeer
and reindeer herding are central to many rituals, which include sacrifices of reindeer. Shamans
might also symbolically marry the daughter of a wild reindeer or another wild animal to become
more powerful and respected. There is thus a lot of spiritual value associated with caribou or
reindeer. This is also obvious in some social events, such as reindeer races (see, e.g., Plattet
2004: 465, 2006: 9, 16). All these elements are absent in the Alaskan reindeer herding culture,
even though in other regions in Alaska there might be comparable myths or rituals involving
caribou, as will be discussed in the case study in the next section on the role of caribou in the
controversy around oil and gas exploration and exploitation in the Arctic National Wildlife
Refuge (ANWR) in northeastern Alaska. In contrast to the Seward Peninsula, there is currently
no reindeer herding in ANWR that could be impacted by the caribou herd roaming the region.
Despite some efforts in the 1920s to establish reindeer herding in the ANWR area, this era
ended when a reindeer herd was driven to the Barter Island area in late 1937 in order to stock
up the local reindeer herds after severe winters had decimated their number. The driven herd
unexpectedly changed course and turned back toward its home range, taking most of the local
reindeer in ANWR with it, effectively discouraging reindeer herding in the area (Arctic Power
2014).

Failure of the herd management systems

In the rest of Alaska, the reindeer population did not fare much better. By the 1950s, it had
crashed and shrunk from an estimated 640,000 animals in 1930 to 25,000 in 1950. The reasons
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are not exactly clear, but probable causes include starvation from overgrazing, predation by
wolves and “predation” by caribou (Willis 2006: 301). The major reason for the demise of
Alaska Native reindeer herding is considered to be the considerable increase in the size of the
WACH, which concurrently moved westwards into the areas that were used for reindeer
herding (Finstad et al. 2006: 31; Klein 1980: 740-741; Mager 2012: 163). Nevertheless,
reindeer herding today is considered an integral part of the identity of many Ifiupiat and Yup’ik
communities on the Seward Peninsula (Mager 2012: 172-174; Simon 1998: iv, 3-4; Rattenbury
et al. 2009: 71).

Reindeer-caribou interactions are still seen as problematic for a variety of reasons. In addition
to the loss of reindeer to caribou herds, Klein (1980: 739) has argued that the competition for
forage and the potential transmission of diseases and parasites have been the main problems of
reindeer-caribou interactions. The frequent caribou ingressions onto reindeer ranges in present
times call for increased supervision of the reindeer herds and monitoring of the movements of
both reindeer and caribou. These environmental challenges combine with socio-economic
pressures that render reindeer herding less profitable and therefore increase the need for the
herders to spend more time in non-herding jobs. This further undermines the herders’ ability to
cope with other environmental changes, such as those resulting from global warming (Rat-
tenbury et al. 2009: 77).

Case study: the role of caribou in the ANWR controversy

In this case study, I will analyze the controversy around oil and gas drilling in the Arctic Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge (ANWR), of which caribou are a vital part, in order to shed light on the
importance of caribou to some Alaskan communities. Since the establishment of ANWR in
1960, it has been fiercely discussed whether the area should be opened for oil and gas ex-
ploration or drilling. The Porcupine Caribou Herd (PCH) is central to many arguments in the
debate and elicits strong feelings. The discussion around ANWR and the question of whether
to allow drilling has existed since the refuge’s establishment and continues to be relevant today.
In addition to struggles over priorities — oil and gas development versus environmental
conservation — the discussion pits not only the State of Alaska and federal decision-makers, but
arguably also two ethnic groups — the Ifiupiat and the Gwich’in — against each other. In this
section, | investigate what the narratives in newspaper articles can tell us about environmental
values and the role of Rangifer in Alaska. These conflicting points of view and a context very
different to reindeer herding in western Alaska contribute to a more complete picture of the
perception and role of Rangifer in Alaska.

Ifiupiaq and Gwich’in communities’ perspectives

ANWR has been the homeland of the Ifupiat and the Gwich’in Athabaskan Indians for thou-
sands of years. The Iiupiat village Kaktovik is located on ANWR’s northern boundary, the
Gwich’in community Arctic Village on its southern boundary (USFWS 2012b). While both
groups actively participate in the discussion, their interests are opposed, which according to
Pasquale (2002: 245-246) is due to “the Ifiupiat Natives representing economic interests, and
the Gwich’in Indians representing cultural and subsistence interests.” He points to the parallels
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between the situation in ANWR and the effects that the Prudhoe Bay oil production had on both
groups: unlike the Ifiupiat, who participated in the oil economy and benefitted economically,
the Gwich’in did not benefit from the Prudhoe Bay oil exploration and are unlikely to benefit
from drilling in ANWR. On the contrary, because of the disruption caused by oil and gas
exploration, they could lose their land, their basis for subsistence and, as Pasquale (ibid.) argues,
their culture.

The Ifiupiat and Gwich’in are also in very different legal situations. As the Alaska Native
Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) was passed in 1971, the Iiupiat fell under its provisions and
were entitled to leasing revenues from mineral development. Nevertheless, “few will receive
any permanent benefits from the acquisition of jobs” (Pasquale 2002: 258). According to
Pasquale, the Ifiupiat believe that their establishment of the North Slope Borough, which was
recognized as a political unit with the authority to tax oil companies on the North Slope, set a
precedent and that they could continue their taxing scheme in ANWR. However, ANWR is
federally controlled, which is why other provincial political units might not be able to make the
same claim (Pasquale 2002: 260-261).

By contrast, the Gwich’in rights were defined in a pre-existing treaty, establishing their rights
to certain lands. As a consequence, they did not participate in the ANCSA settlement provisions
and therefore have no revenue rights from leasing in case of mineral development in ANWR
(Pasquale 2002: 255). In the following, the Ifupiat’s and Gwich’in’s relations to nature and
natural resources are reviewed in order to relate their position on environmental protection to
the perceived role and importance of caribou.

The Ifiupiat’s close relations to nature

Charles Wohlforth (2005: 58), an author and journalist focusing on science and the environment
in Alaska, lists as Ifupiat values, “respect for elders, others, and nature; hunting traditions;
compassion; avoidance of conflict”, which are reflected in the Ifupiat’s relations to the
environment and animals. Traditionally, spiritual and practical life were not distinguished. The
animal spirits, with which shamans could communicate, were viewed as similar to their own.
In Ihupiat creation stories, human heroes’ attempts to create a world was sometimes supported
by animals, and the spirits of animals were often represented as the controlling powers in many
myths.

This resulted in associated rites and rules for everyday life, which mostly focus on preparations
for the hunt and myths that deal with human-animal-environment relations. They mirror the
importance of subsistence activities and often require much effort and sacrifice. Respect for
their prey, such as caribou, is paramount and hunting is often subject to limitations concerning
the killing of certain animals. Not following these rules and disrespecting animals might make
the animals leave and bring bad luck for the next hunt (Wohlforth 2005).

Subsistence is also sometimes connected to environmental conservation, such as in the “Inuit
Arctic Policy”: “An integral part of Inuit subsistence is an on-going dedication and commitment
to stewardship of the Arctic environment, for both present and future generations” (ICC 2009:
30). However, Wohlforth argues that the “wilderness ethics” of non-indigenous people are far
from the idea of the Ifiupiat and are seen as a “perverse, puritan conception of the outdoors” by
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“guilt-ridden people” (Wohlforth 2005: 236). “Wilderness enthusiasts” dissociate wilderness
and nature from civilization, carefully keeping the “untouched wilderness” separate from
humans. However, the Ifiupiat and other indigenous people actually live in this “wilderness”.
The laborious efforts of conservationists might therefore come across as cultural imperialism
and as a desire to impose external values. This in turn can serve as a blatant reminder of colonial
policies that forced indigenous people to assimilate culturally and is often met with resistance.
On this topic, the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC 2009: 36) writes: “State government policies
that continue to deny indigenous peoples their full rights to non-renewable resources and that
treat such peoples as obstacles to development are colonial and out-dated.”

Subsistence and related activities are generally considered essential to the way of life and
wellbeing of many communities, which evidently increases the importance of caribou and other
resources. Two of the reasons for this reliance on subsistence, in particular in rural communities
in Alaska, are the high costs of living, including food prices, and the uncertain supply of food
products, which depends on external factors such as the weather. In addition, subsistence is
seen as a “central part (of) the Inupiat culture” around which many community activities
revolve (Brower and Taqulik 1998).

Even though the bowhead whale is the culturally most significant resource of many Iiupiaq
communities, caribou are considered the “single most important terrestrial subsistence re-
source” (Brower and Taqulik 1998, emphasis added). For the community of Anaktuvuk Pass
in the North Slope Borough, which does not harvest marine mammals, they are even more
significant (Brower and Taqulik 1998; Chance and Andreeva 1995: 234). The dependence of
Ifiupiat communities, even coastal communities, on these animals was confirmed by a
researcher on resource policy at the UAF during an informal interview (interview 6).

Gwich’in: People of the Caribou

The Gwich’in are an Athabascan-speaking people, whose traditional homelands are in Alaska
and Canada’s Yukon and Northwest Territories. In Alaska, there are six Gwich’in communities,
of which Arctic Village, Fort Yukon, and Venetie heavily rely on caribou. However, only Arctic
Village lies on the southern border of ANWR, while Fort Yukon and Venetie are further south.

The Gwich’in call themselves “People of the Caribou”. Their life and culture have traditionally
focused on the Porcupine Caribou Herd (PCH) since these animals are the main source of food,
tools, and clothing: “food; skins for their clothing, bedding and shelter; and the bones from
which they fashioned fishhooks, skin scrappers [sic] and other tools” (USFWS 2012a; see also
Gwich’in Council International 2009). In an Al Jazeera article, Charlie Swaney, a Gwich’in of
Arctic Village, is quoted explaining some aspects of the Gwich’in relation to the caribou: “You
got to respect the animal, because that’s what you eat. You don’t take too many. What you
don’t eat, you feed to the dogs. [...] Respect is the main thing.” (O’Malley 2015).

The PCH, which is central to the Gwich’in, migrates in yearly seasonal cycles. The area of the
PCH, and in particular the coastal plain where the caribou give birth, is considered “the sacred
place where life begins” by the Gwich’in (Cultural Survival 2005). In some of the preferred
sites of the caribou migration, Gwich’in communities used to work together to build fences and
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corrals and herd the animals along the fences into the corrals, where hunters would surprise
them and kill a number of caribou at once (USFWS 2012a; Wray and Parlee 2013: 72).

Reflecting the importance of caribou, the Gwich’in have a set of rules guiding human-caribou
relations that they call “ways we respect caribou” (Wray and Parlee 2013: 68). Even though
Wray and Parlee catalogue the rules of the Teetl’it Gwich’in of Fort McPherson in Canada, the
rules and ideas behind them are likely also valid for other Gwich’in communities. The rules
include not talking badly about caribou, not leaving wounded caribou in the field and not
wasting any part of the harvested animal. These rules stem in part from the belief that caribou
and humans are related and intimately connected:

“In mythic time, the Kutchin (Gwich’in) and the caribou lived in peaceful intimacy...
When the people became differentiated, it was agreed that they would now hunt caribou.
However, a vestige of the old relationship was to remain. Every caribou has a bit of the
human heart... in him, and every human has a bit of caribou heart.” (Slobodin 1981:
526)

If the rules related to caribou are not respected, the wellbeing of the people is believed to be at
stake due to the reciprocal nature of these obligations. If people follow these rules of respect,
the caribou will come back and give themselves to the hunters. If not, the animals may “go
away” (Wray and Parlee 2013: 71), which would have serious implications for the survival of
the community.

Cultural values and survival

In her book “Living in Two Worlds” (2009), Therese Remy-Sawyer describes the most im-
portant principles and values of the Gwich’in: “The law that governed our people was timeless.
It is one word: RESPECT” (Remy-Sawyer 2009: 28). In the literature on Alaskan Native
beliefs, respect is often presented as a central element, which also holds true for peoples’ rela-
tions to animals. Langdon (2014: 77, 100) for instance explains that in Yup’ik and Ifiupiaq
cultures, both of which are represented on the Seward Peninsula, all living beings are attributed
a spiritual essence. These spiritual essences are reincarnated or “recycled” cosmologically, in a
process controlled by powerful spiritual beings that also determine whether the animals will
offer themselves to people so that they can eat them and survive. Respectful relations with
animals and other organisms are therefore paramount.

The interviewees that I talked to during fieldwork did not mention specific rules on how to treat
reindeer or caribou. However, interviewee 1, at that time an employee in Nome’s city
administration, explained that in her Yup’ik culture, there are general rules on how to treat all
animals. In particular, the ones that are killed have to be shown great respect, as they are con-
sidered to have given themselves up for the humans to survive. If these rules are not observed,
the animal spirits, which are reincarnated and form new animals, do not come back to the people
(interview 1). Relating the respect for animals and their spirits to a more general view on
human-environment relations, she referred to the spiritual value of the environment:

“It has a much deeper meaning to us... We have a connection to the land and the animals
here. They’re the reason that I’'m here today, you know, they’re the reason that my dad
was born and, well, was able to survive, and my grandparents, and going all the way
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back to my ancestors. We have a very deep connection — and respect for the land.”
(interview 1)

Another dimension implied in this connection is the concept of “taking care”. A poster titled
“Eskimo cultural values”, exhibited at the Nome office building of Kawerak, shows just how
important this aspect is: nearly all of the twelve values listed involve some aspects of taking
care, such as “we take care of our land” and “we have a caretaker we cannot see” (Fieldnotes
27.5.2015).

In the debate on ANWR and the question of whether drilling should be allowed, the cultural
values of the two Alaska Native groups most concerned, particularly those revolving around
the natural environment, are also being discussed or used in arguments. The idea most men-
tioned — from both the Gwich’in and the Ifiupiat — is that humans and nature are interconnected
and, consequently, respect for nature is imperative. As Princess Daazhraii Johnson (2015), a
Neets’aii Gwich’in whose family is from Arctic Village, indicates: “We need to recognize that
we are interconnected to one another and are a part of our environment — not separate, but equal
constituents of our planet.”

Another crucial and connected aspect is the importance and role of caribou for the survival of
the communities. Respect is necessary, because the communities’ survival depends on it, as
Trimble Gilbert, traditional chief of Arctic Village, underlines: “For thousands of years, the
Gwich’in people have lived in the Arctic, taking care of the land and animals. We treat caribou
and other creatures with reverence because, without them, we would not survive” (Gilbert
2015).

The question of cultural survival connected to the PCH arises several times in the newspaper
articles analyzed in relation to ANWR’s natural resources: “If drilling happened and affected
the Porcupine herd — about 180,000 animals — its future would be threatened. And so would the
Gwich’in people and our villages” (Gilbert 2015). It is argued that the Gwich’in are so
dependent on the PCH that their communities and culture would suffer permanent damage and
would not survive if the caribou leave: “The Gwich’in people say that, to us, protecting the
refuge from oil and gas development is a matter of human rights. The survival of the Gwich’in
Nation is at stake” (Gilbert 2015). What is more, in this case there would be no hope for reviving
the Gwich’in’s association with caribou and consequently their culture. Gilbert (2015) further
explains: “The damage they leave is permanent. If the caribou go away and the Gwich’in culture
dies, it can never be restored.”

Similarly, the Ifupiat also emphasize their connection to and respect for nature, albeit this
connection has partially opposing and contested implications according to differing points of
view. This connection to nature is sometimes linked to the wildness of the area, as Thompson
(2015) suggests: “I see the wilderness designation as the best way to support the Ifiupiat value
-- respect for the land.” On the other hand, it can also be seen as connected to the use of its
natural resources. This argument links the survival of the Ifiupiat and their culture to the eco-
nomic benefits that would arise from drilling in ANWR, as Charlotte Brower, the mayor of the
North Slope Borough until April 2016, contends (KTVA 2016):

“Over time, we found our lifestyle threatened when the thirst for resources drove others
to our corner of [the] globe... Today, we are under assault by people who seek another
resource — wilderness. And just like those who came before them, they threaten the
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health of our communities, our culture and our way of life. Lost in all of this hyperbole
is the human element of the ANWR debate.” (Brower 2015)

Wilderness — in many instances linked to caribou — in this narrative is opposed to oil and gas
exploration, which can be considered the “taming” of nature. In this frame, the Gwich’in
cultures could be seen as corresponding to a preference for wildness, whereas the Ifiupiat might
be associated with an inclination for tameness/domestication.

Despite Brower’s warning that the Ifiupiaq culture is endangered without drilling in ANWR,
Robert Thompson, an Ifiupiaq hunter living in Kaktovik, expresses faith that even without the
money that would be earned from drilling, the youth will maintain a traditional lifestyle and
practices:

“I do not believe even one of them will not pursue traditional activities because of no
oil money. To infer that without oil money the people will leave and those who remain
will be dependent on the government for their existence and subsistence is insulting to
the young people. The mayor should have more faith in our people.” (Thompson 2015)

Oil and gas exploration in ANWR is thus seen as a threat to the cultural survival and the eco-
nomic well-being of the Gwich’in, whereas it is sometimes thought that the lack of oil and gas
exploration is a threat to the survival of [fiupiaq communities, even though this effect is disputed
even within those communities. The issue of cultural survival is tightly linked to the PCH,
which is paramount to Gwich’in communities and likely to be negatively impacted, whereas
caribou are of less importance to Ifiupiaq communities.

Conclusion

Even though reindeer were introduced in Alaska only around 130 years ago, reindeer herding
today plays an important role for many communities (see chapter “History of reindeer herding
in Alaska”). Caribou have been the basis for the survival of indigenous communities, such as
the Gwich’in, since time immemorial. Both reindeer and caribou are an integral part of some
Alaskan communities’ culture. However, the interactions between reindeer and caribou are
historically fraught, and the unpredictable changes in caribou migration routes represent a
danger to reindeer herding, because of the caribou taking some of the reindeer with them, as
well as due to other effects. The history of reindeer herding and caribou hunting, and their
interactions nowadays, are crucial for understanding people’s relations to these animals.

Reindeer and caribou are perceived very differently and people’s attitudes towards them appear
to be polarized (see chapter “Reindeer versus caribou: a division running through Alaska”).
Several dichotomies can be made out in these different perceptions: wild versus domestic (see
chapter “Wild or domestic: living with nature, controlling nature”), nomads versus settlers (see
chapter “Nomads and settlers™), cash and commercial economy versus subsistence economy
(see chapter “Subsistence and cash economy: putting a price tag on reindeer”). Whereas
“caribou people” prefer the wildness and freedom that these animals represent and are not very
fond of reindeer, others are more attracted to reindeer because they can be handled more easily.
For the latter, caribou might even be viewed as predators (see chapter “Caribou as predators™).
One’s preference for reindeer or caribou can also be seen as an indicator of one’s general view
of human-environment relations, a preference for controlling nature or living with nature.



Austrian Studies in Social Anthropology 1/2021 (ISSN 1815-3704) 19

People favoring reindeer arguably subscribe more to the view that natural resources should not
only be used by humans, but should be adapted and commercialized, including the taming and
selective breeding of animals to adapt them to human needs or uses. People who prefer caribou
might oppose the commercialization of natural resources and instead argue that natural re-
sources should be used by adapting to them instead of adapting the resources. One example of
this 1s following caribou on their migration routes and choosing traditional uses of wild animals
over the opportunity to gain money from the commercial exploitation of oil and gas resources.
These factors have to be taken into account when analyzing or managing Rangifer-related issues
in Alaska.

In addition, reindeer can also be considered a symbol of colonial efforts to “civilize” the in-
digenous peoples in Alaska, as reindeer herding was introduced in indigenous communities
partly to this end (see chapter “History of reindeer herding in Alaska”). The association of
caribou with subsistence and nomadism versus reindeer with cash economy and site fidelity
reinforce this image. Besides the practical implications, viewing the caribou as predators that
are dangerous to reindeer herds could also be seen as a symbol of the “danger” of a traditional
lifestyle to colonial efforts to assimilate indigenous peoples. On the other hand, reindeer herding
has also been integrated into and adapted to indigenous cultures.

Compared to reindeer herding in western Alaska, the case study examining how caribou are
framed in the discussion around oil and gas drilling in ANWR shines the spotlight on a vastly
different region in Alaska (see chapter “Case study: the role of caribou in the ANWR
controversy”). In contrast to the Seward Peninsula and other regions, caribou around ANWR
are considered crucial to the survival of some communities, whereas reindeer nowadays seem
to be irrelevant. In this conflict, caribou have also come to symbolize wilderness and the
importance of a subsistence lifestyle to some Gwich’in communities, whereas many Iflupiat are
more concerned about the potential economic benefits of the region’s oil and gas resources.

By offering a glimpse into the role of reindeer and caribou in different regions and for different
communities in Alaska, this article aims at adding to our understanding of the perceptions of
and attitudes toward an essential animal species in Alaska and other Arctic regions. In addition,
it contributes to a more comprehensive picture of human-environment relations more generally.
These insights might support dialogue between communities with different viewpoints and
stakes in reindeer and caribou and could inform wildlife management and associated policies.
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