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AbstrAct
An old tractor serves as an ethnographic entry point to shifting 
articulations of resources in coastal Finnmark, North Norway. Idle 
since the 1970s, the tractor is a relic of agricultural dreams, turned 
to rubble as novel layers of the Varanger landscape are conjured 
as resourceful. Farming in Finnmark was a geopolitical strategy to 
secure national borders and to expand a post-war welfare state, it 
was also a colonial effort to cultivate farmers in the far north. This 
article details the back-breaking practices required to make thin 
Arctic topsoil collaborate in realizing modernist dreams of agricul-
tural growth, while state interventions sought to ensure national bor-
ders and national identity. The author highlights dialectic relations 
between mapping and forgetting, crucial in the making of resources 
and colonizing practices.
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What can a tractor do? It can plough fields and pull heavy things. It 
can make a horse’s power obsolete, and transform reindeer pasture to 
farmland. But it can also act as a stubborn reminder of a recent past 
in the process of being erased from collective memory, a testimony of 
toiling bodies on a windy field. Once it was ploughed. Now it is over-
taken by heather. Gone are its furrowed inscriptions in the soil, gone 
is the man who steered the plough. The name of the field was never 
inscribed on a map. Resisting the fluidity of changing landscapes, 
the tractor can help us recapture the hopes that were once nurtured 
about a more prosperous life on the northern coastline of Varanger, 
North Norway. The tractor is a memory of a future that never fully 
came to be.

In this article, the idle Massey Ferguson serves as a proxy for the 
historical attempts to make a seemingly barren landscape ‘liveable’ 
for proper farmers-citizens of a Norwegian nation state. I mobilize 
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it as an entry point, and a mnemonic device, as I trace ethnographic 
fragments of biosocial and geopolitical entanglements of colonialism 
in the region.

I am interested in the making and unmaking of farmland as a 
resource frontier in North Norway.1 ‘Natural resources’ are neither 
‘natural’ nor obviously ‘resource-ful’, but always dependent on the 
various projects that make them so (Richardson and Weszkalnys 
2014). In this article, I focus specifically on the way these efforts have 
shaped and interrupted landscape practices on the Varanger penin-
sula, as seen through relics of the past in the present. Varanger is 
the most eastern part of Finnmark county, bordering Finland to the 
south, Russia to the east, and the Barents Sea to the north. Seventy-
one degrees north, 30 degrees east, is as far north as northern Alaska, 
and as far east as Istanbul. The peninsula constitutes the northern 
part of Varanger, and is the core area of this ethnographic account. 
Most of the peninsula has very low vegetation and few trees.

The ethnographic and historical fragments that follow show how 
the making of farmland is also a ‘civilizing’ effort and a tool of gover-
nance at a distance, and how local efforts to farm incorporated hopes 
of prosperity as well as a response to harsh policies of ethnic assimila-
tion. From the perspective of Norwegian authorities, a perspective 
that is invariably a perspective from the south, coastal Finnmark is a 
periphery ‘particularly suited to the logic of frontier world making’ 
(Ogden 2018:68). Hence, the unfolding of novel multispecies assem-
blages resembles those of peripheries shaped by settler colonialism 
in the southern hemisphere such as in Patagonia (Ogden 2018) or 
South Africa (Nustad 2015, see also Crosby 2015). Yet unlike the 
more common stories of settler colonialism, the colonizing efforts of 
northern Scandinavia appear messier, and more subtle. Tracing the 
shifting assemblages of resource materialities in the region, I explore 
the entanglements of northern colonialism and how they are inter-
twined, first with the expansion of agriculture in the Norwegian wel-
fare state, and later with wilderness conservation. This is also a story 
of forgetting and remembrance, so let me begin with the moment 
that triggered a collaborative attempt to remember what was already 
nearly forgotten.

I have known Vibeke since the 1980s when I first did fieldwork 
in the region. She was just a few years older than me, but already 
married and with two children. My fieldwork in the region ended, 
but our friendship remained, and we have stayed in touch ever since. 
Vibeke’s mother grew up speaking Sámi, but she had acquired fluency 
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in Norwegian too, and never revealed her Sámi background to her 
children until near the end of her life. Hence, when we met, they all 
presented themselves as Norwegian, which was typical in this coastal 
region where Sámi was still a stigmatized ethnic identity at the time 
(Eidheim 1971).

Vibeke grew up in Syltefjord where her family had sheep, a cow, a 
horse and, from 1958 onwards, a Massey Ferguson. When I met her 
family in the 1980s, her parents had left the farm, and moved to the 
central municipality Båtsfjord, like almost everyone else, facilitated 
by a state policy of regional centralization that transformed places like 
Syltefjord to seasonal settlements for second-home owners (see Lien 
2018). This was the case for my friends too, who frequently travel 
across the mountain from Båtsfjord to Syltefjord (by road in summer, 
snowmobile in winter) where the old house and barn still remain as 
endless projects of repair and refurbishing.

When we were younger we rarely spoke about the past. But recently, 
this has changed. It started with her complaint, during one of our 
phone conversations, when she told me that they could no longer 
fetch firewood in the slopes near the river nearby. The Syltefjord river 
runs through the Syltefjord valley, which has also been designated a 
nature reserve. It is adjacent to the Varanger peninsula national park, 
which covers a great part of the Varanger peninsula.2 The reserve 
comes with signs, and boundaries clearly demarcated on newly made 
maps. They show that the boundary of the nature reserve runs just up 
behind their old barn, where signs announce: ‘Syltefjorddalen Naturreser-
vat /Oardu luondumeahcci (S)’3, denoting Syltefjord valley nature reserve. 
The sign lists snippets of legal paragraphs, including this one: ‘Vegeta-
tion, including dead bushes and trees are protected against injury and 
destruction. It is prohibited to remove plants and parts of plants from 
the nature reserve’.4 Like most territory in Finnmark, the park and 
nature reserve have been owned by the Finnmark Property (FEFO, 
formerly the State Forest) since 2005 (see Ween and Lien 2012).

Vibeke found the new restrictions ridiculous. Her husband con-
tacted the forestry manager to ask for permission to take out firewood 
like before, but there was no room for dispensation. Since then, my 
friends have driven to Tana, nearly two hours away, to fetch firewood. 
In the meantime, the birch meadows near the river have grown denser 
every year, and have become impenetrable and nearly impossible to 
walk.

This point of friction was the beginning of a process of mapping in 
which we slowly and meticulously pointed out spots in the landscape 
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that were of significance to her family. I learned about Rasjok (Rásse-
johka), a side valley upstream where her family and their neighbours 
used to fetch firewood when she was a child. They used to cut trees 
for fencing and for stacking hay, and float them down the river in 
spring. As we watched the various slopes leading down to the river she 
pointed out specific sites with names such as ‘Trinastøkket’, ‘Olastøk-
ket’, or ‘Gydaholmen’. These places were used up until the 1970s as 
uncultivated grass meadows. Locally referred to as utmarkslått, these 
are wild meadows cut in late summer to provide fodder for animals 
during the winter. They differ from ‘slåttemark’, which are cultivated 
grass meadows closer to the farm, usually ploughed, fertilized, and 
privately owned. As few of the utmarkslått were legally registered, the 
practice of naming was a shared mnemonic device. ‘Gyda’ was the 
name of Vibeke’s grandmother. Slowly, as we traced fields and mead-
ows in the Syltefjord valley, another landscape appeared beneath the 
one I already knew, or thought I knew. I think of these places now as 
‘discrete monuments’; sites that are monumental for their ability to 
hold significance and to carry a specific story, yet discrete (Svensson 
et al. 2016).

But none of these names appear on the website for the nature 
reserve. Here, we learn that: ‘Syltefjord valley nature reserve is pro-
tected in order to secure a nearly untouched [tilnærmet urørt] deciduous 
forest area’.5 We were both puzzled: Nearly untouched? How could 
they say that? We decided to go back to the river, and explore how this 
overlapped with the old uncultivated meadows. As it turned out, they 
overlapped almost completely. Gydaholmen is now nearly covered by 
the river, which constantly changes course, and other named fields are 
in the middle of the nature reserve.

And then Vibeke pointed to a flat marshy field filled with heather.
 – This is Moen, she said.
 – What is Moen? I asked.
 – This is where my father ploughed.
 – Ploughed? I asked. I had no idea. But it was, of course, only 

due to my own ignorance. Because out in the old barn, I could have 
noticed the old Massey Ferguson, had I only paid more attention. But 
pieces of rubble often go unnoticed. Purchased in 1958, idle since 
the 1970s, and sold to a collector while I was visiting in July 2015. It 
changed hands for 4,000 Norwegian kroner, and I thought of this later 
as one of those moments that marked the culmination of the agricul-
tural ambitions in Syltefjord. For many years it was the only tractor 
in the valley, and used by many families. Now even the last sheep are 
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gone, slaughtered a few years ago as their caretaker, an old neighbour, 
retired and moved into a pension home.

This incident sparked an ethnographic journey, which aims to 
trace the rise and fall of farming in the region through contemporary 
remains and recollections. My concern is not a nostalgic interest in 
pastoral practices, nor in the transformative power of tractors as such 
(but see Auderset and Moser 2016). Instead, I am interested in the 
historical shifts that frame the biography of the tractor from precious 
tool of progress to post-industrial rubble. As Gaston Gordillo (2004) 
has argued, a sensibility towards rubble can yield a better under-
standing of the material and affective ruptures that define our world. 
Encountering the tractor, I began to wonder how the idea of farming 
at 70 degrees north came to appear as a viable option in the first place. 
The story of the tractor signals broader transformations in the region. 
These transformations (beyond the scope of this article) include legal 
processes concerning land rights, the changing notions and practices 
of commons, and the tension between traditional uses of land and 
contemporary recreational practices and nature conservation. In this 
article, I focus specifically on how relations between state and local 
people are formed through agriculture, and how idioms of farming 
as the proper way of ensuring viability in the north are intertwined 
with ideas of growth.

Cultivation, Nature, and Morality in the North

Let us turn to the late eighteenth century, when the ideas of agricul-
tural expansion in the north were first established. As I will detail 
below, state policies to cultivate the north included not only a recon-
figuring of the soil but also the sentiments and attitudes of persons, 
increasingly anchored in an era of evolutionary ideas and a racist 
ideology (see e.g. Kyllingstad 2012). In what follows, I highlight how 
viability was forged and envisioned by state authorities, by detailing 
a few historical encounters in which relations between agricultural 
cultivation, state agency, and local lives come to the fore.

Act 1: The cultivation of land is entirely neglected

One of the early instances of a clearly articulated state interest in 
farming practices in Varanger comes from 1769, when Magistrate 
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Hans Paus wrote a letter to the district governor. I draw on accounts 
by historian Kirsti Bull (2011, 2014), who writes that at this time the 
population had gone down, and this was a concern for the magistrate 
and governor, who acted on behalf of the Danish Norwegian king. His 
account, entitled: Finnmarks economic situation, with suggestions for 
improvement [Finmarkens økonomiske tilstand med forslag om dens forbed-
ringer] is a sad story of poverty and deprivation, which he for a large 
part attributes to what he considers inefficient exploitation of local 
resources (Bull 2014).

According to Paus, the region was inhabited by 965 poor and 
destitute families who were in debt to the Danish crown as well as 
to the trading company. This debt remained a mystery to Paus, who 
argued that it could have been avoided if only the inhabitable land 
was partitioned into farms and settlements that – by themselves – 
would generously nurture the inhabitants even without ‘help from 
the sea’ and without leading to indebtedness to the crown. (Bull 
2014: 7). His visions for profitable farming in Varanger were even 
more specific when it came to the municipal settlement Vadsø, a 
small town and harbour that was allegedly more miserable than 
any other place in Finnmark. Here, as Paus put it, ‘The cultivation 
of the soil is entirely neglected’ [Jordens dyrkelse forsømmes her aldeles] 
(Bull 2014: 8). As Bull recounts, even if some parts of the Varanger 
peninsula were flat and contained grasslands, they were not inhab-
ited by a single family. Instead, everyone lived in the coastal fishing 
hamlets that, according to the magistrate, were much too densely 
populated. His suggestion then, was that people should move away 
from the coast, and that the land should be partitioned into specific 
farms and grass fields that everyone should cultivate. If this was 
done rationally then the same land would generously nurture its 
inhabitants (Bull 2014: 10).

Magistrate Paus offered several recommendations for how to 
organize the hamlets in forms of collective ownership (four families 
together), and to abolish what he called ‘free roaming in the moun-
tains’. The district governor, who passed these recommendations on 
to the king, supported Paus’ recommendations except the one about 
collective ownership:

If one were to manage the distribution of soils and dwellings in Finn-
mark in accordance with notions of shared ownership, which in all other 
well organized places and provinces are sought to be abolished, then 
one would – in my opinion, act against better understanding, and even 
more, against human nature. (Bull 2014:12, English translation by ML)
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His argument was that collective ownership would contradict ongo-
ing attempts elsewhere in Norway to abolish such notions, and would 
go against common experience, as well as ‘human nature’. Collec-
tive ownership, he claimed, ‘causes nothing but laziness among some, 
strife among others and confusion’ (Bull 2014:9–10,6 English transla-
tion by ML).

These reports are among the earliest explicit attempts to intervene 
in local landscape practices. I mention them here because they fore-
shadow a preoccupation with land management as an arena of state 
governance, as well as moral education. Implicit in the texts cited 
above is the assumption that local inhabitants in Finnmark lack the 
necessary skills to look after themselves, hence their misery is largely 
their own fault. It is important to note that the people in question were 
not only Sámi. Paus’ recommendations came at a time when ethnic 
assimilation measures were not yet implemented the way they would 
be a century later. The main ‘mistake’ the locals made was that they 
clustered together in coastal hamlets close to the shore, rather than 
cultivating the land. In other words, they were not necessarily (not yet) 
the wrong kind of people, but they organized themselves in ways that 
were seen as inefficient in relation to welfare and prosperity.

As I have travelled through this Arctic landscape in winter, when 
winds can pull you over and halt any attempts to move outside, I have 
often wondered how it could occur to Paus that people should not live 
close to their boats and fishing harbour. Clearly, for Paus, the unin-
habited land was a resource, but wasted because of local inhabitants’ 
ignorance, or even laziness. His model was farming, southern style, 
even in an area with average temperatures barely above ten degrees 
Celsius during high summer.

The landscape transformations recommended by Paus are no more 
than paper trails. Fortunately, perhaps, people did not move. Hence, 
while his recommendations paved the way for subsequent legal pro-
cedures in relation to land in Finnmark, they had few, if any, conse-
quences for the people of Varanger at the time.

Migratory Settlement Patterns and meahcci

It seems reasonable to suggest that during the eighteenth century, 
the Danish-Norwegian state was not particularly interested in how 
landscapes were mobilized to secure local livelihoods except in rela-
tion to taxation. So how did people make a living? What constituted 
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Varanger as a viable place? Archaeological and historical records 
reveal a complex pattern of landscape practices that included fishing, 
herding, cutting of grass, gathering, hunting, and trapping. In coastal 
regions, food procurement reflects seasonal changes. In Varanger, a 
pattern of seasonal migration was a key element of local subsistence 
practices. Until around the year 1600, this could include four different 
settlements, but after 1600, when sheep and cows became more com-
mon, they included only one for winter and one for summer.

This migratory settlement pattern, which involves both coastal 
Sámi and Norwegian speaking hamlets (Hansen and Olsen 2004), 
lasted until the turn of the twentieth century, and in some places, 
until the Second World War (Nilsen 2009). It is typical of the way 
that north Norwegian coastal households typically relied on fishing 
and small-scale subsistence farming, and included activities such as 
gathering eggs, gathering eider down, picking berries, and hunting 
(Brox 1966, Lien 2018). In this way, the scarce grass fodder from 
uncultivated meadows could be utilized and did not have to be trans-
ported, as people and animals moved instead. With the arrival of 
horses, and later tractors, transport and ploughing was easier and 
food procurement relied somewhat less on seasonal migration. But 
even when settlements became more permanent, food procurement 
practices associated with landscapes far from home were upheld, and 
many of the sites where people pick berries, fish, or hunt are still 
regularly used.

Such practices are associated with the Sámi term meacchi, a concept 
related to movement, seasons and affordance in the landscape. Nor-
wegian vernacular maps these landscapes as ‘utmark’ (literally ‘out-
fields’), in contrasts to ‘innmark’ (‘infields’) that denotes the gardens 
and fields of the sedentary farmer. But in this Arctic region, there is 
no ‘innmark’ to rely on, as most plants that ‘cultivated’ Europe simply 
cannot grow (see e.g. Ween and Lien 2012, Lien 2018). Hence, differ-
ent modes of knowing and engaging with the surrounding landscape 
are necessary (Østmo and Law 2018). The notion of meahcci bears 
witness to such different sets of relations, and to the entanglements of 
persons, animals, stories, and plants that together temporarily consti-
tute the landscape as valuable, or resourceful. Hence, they provide an 
important contrast to other and overlapping state practices of making 
of farmland as a resource, practices that are associated with the Nor-
wegian (formerly Danish Norwegian) state. However, as we shall see, 
the intensity and extent of farming has peaked and waned historically. 
What concerns us here is the association of such shifts of intensity 
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with the intertwined state practices of domestication and colonization. 
Let us turn to the twentieth century.

Act 2: ‘Bureising’ and the marginalisation of Sámi land ownership

About a hundred years after Magistrate Paus’ reports, landscape prac-
tices had begun to change, and the change is associated with a phe-
nomenon known in Norwegian as bureising. Bureising can be defined 
as the establishment of a farm, or of farmland, where there was none 
before. The term was first used in the Norwegian parliament by Klaus 
Sletten in a speech in 1918, shortly after Norway’s independence as 
a nation state, in an effort to replace another term that had been 
used until then, namely ‘inner colonisation’ [indre kolonisasjon], which 
essentially referred to the same process (Almås 2002: 76). Since 1908, 
farmers had received support from agricultural societies to do so-
called ‘jorddyrking’ and ‘myrdyrking’, which refer, respectively, to soil 
cultivation and marsh cultivation, especially in the north. Norwegian 
farmers who intended to relocate and settle in in the north (e.g. in 
Pasvik, Varanger) were promised plots of land for free, and could 
apply for a loan with favourable conditions. They were even given tim-
ber for their first houses. An organization named ‘Ny Jord’ (New Soil) 
contributed to the bureising movement, which lasted until the Second 
World War. The political aim was allegedly to alleviate unemploy-
ment and contribute to further productivity, and to mitigate emigra-
tion to America by providing other settler opportunities ‘at home’. 
According to a census in 1938, 10,340 so-called ‘bureisingsbruk’ (new 
soil settlements) were registered, covering 3.2 million acres. The most 
important settled areas were in the north (Målselv, Alta, and Pasvik), 
while the new farmers where primarily from valleys in the south.

The first migration from the valleys in south Norway to Målselv 
and Bardu took place in 1789 (Gjerdåker 2002 :129). This was shortly 
after borders to Sweden had been established and prevented the tra-
ditional patterns of reindeer herding migration, with severe impact 
on Sámi reindeer practices, as previous migratory routes were more 
or less abandoned, hence large tracts of land seemed ‘empty’. From 
the end of the eighteenth century, Norwegian settlers had increasingly 
taken possession of Sámi summer settlements, and the farmers voiced 
complaints regarding damage caused by reindeer to newly cultivated 
fields and forest. In 1883, 1897, and 1933, laws were passed that cur-
tailed seasonal migration patterns, and stated that reindeer herding 
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rights had to give way where new cultivation took place (Jones 2004: 
28). With bureising, such conflicts intensified, and migratory Sámi, who 
had used this landscape for generations, found that their traditional 
user rights in relation to seasonal migration were offended (Gjerdåker 
2002: 130).

Alongside a shift towards farming, laws were passed that prioritized 
Norwegian speakers and Norwegian terms. Until the mid-nineteenth 
century, surveillance documents in the region contained mostly Sámi 
place names, but in 1876, a new Land Purchasing Act stated that ‘The 
farm shall be given a Norwegian name with the possible current Sámi 
or Kven name added in brackets’ (Helander 2004: 109). With this 
legal shift, state authorities began to translate Sámi place names into 
Norwegian. This ‘Nowegianization’ policy was taken a step further in 
1902, when the Land Purchasing Act was changed again, stating that 
land property shall be given a separate Norwegian name. From now 
on, only Norwegian names were accepted as official names for land 
properties. Additionally, a new set of requirements for land owner-
ship was implemented that required detailed application forms for 
anyone intending to buy or lease farming land in Finnmark. These 
forms were to be sent by the county governor to the Ministry of Agri-
culture for approval, and contained questions about the prospective 
landowner’s and his family’s nationality, date of birth and occupa-
tion, but also ‘whether the applicant speaks, reads and writes Norwe-
gian’. In practice, applicants who did not satisfy these requirements, 
either with respect to citizenship or to knowledge of Norwegian, had 
to accept leasehold, rather than legal ownership (Helander 2004: 111).

Legal regulations were important tools of assimilation, and both 
place names and ownership relations contributed in making Varanger 
more ‘Norwegian’. Especially in Pasvik, Finnmark, the geopolitical 
stakes were high, both in light of geographic proximity to the Russian 
Finnish border, and in light of the ethnic diversity (including Sámi, 
Kven, Finnish, Russian) in the region. In this context, bureising served 
as an important tool to secure the permanent presence of a Norwegian 
speaking population. Bureising may therefore be interpreted as both 
a means to relocate southern farmers to secure national sovereignty, 
and as end in itself, namely cultivating the soil, associated with mod-
ernist ideas of progress.

Assimilation policies and legal discrimination against Sámi-
speaking leaseholders worked together with bureising to remake the 
land according to a particular model, informed by practices further 
south. Hence, agriculture became a colonizing tool; state authorities 
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controlled how land sales developed, and the sales procedure was 
part of this control (Helander 2004:110). This dual process shows how 
soil, language, and belonging were intertwined in making Sámi ethnic 
identity ‘other’, and different from that of settler Norwegians. Domes-
tication became a measure to civilize and to colonize the north.

The Norwegian policy of assimilation in relation to the Sámi popu-
lation was most intense from the mid-nineteenth century until the 
1960s (Kyllingstad 2012). Assimilation policies towards the Sámi 
speaking population in this period were closely associated with mod-
ernist notions of progress. During the post-war era, the former racial 
hierarchy was solidified as an ethnic hierarchy with stigmatization 
of Sámi identity taking place both nationally and in local encounters 
(see Eidheim 1971). It was exactly during these post-war decades that 
Vibeke’s father intensified his farming efforts.

I have detailed a few ways in which a systematic disfavouring of 
the Sámi went hand in hand with policy measures to transform the 
landscape to farmland. Unlike the situation described during the era 
of Magistrate Paus, the aim during the twentieth century was not 
only permanent settlement, but permanent settlement by the right kind 
of people. Together, these measures led to a consolidation of farming 
practices in an otherwise unfavourable region. But how did this actu-
ally happen? What did it require in practice to solidify the utopian 
vision of fields and hills at 70 degrees north as agricultural resources?

Act 3: ‘Hardly anything is done to make the fields flat and even’

An incredibly rich collection of state produced documents indicates 
that the making of farmland in Varanger was far from straightforward. 
Rather, it consisted of repeated and detailed exercises of mapping, 
counting, and surveilling. A series of publications entitled ‘Norway’s 
land and people’ (‘Norges land og folk’), is but one example. Published 
in 1905, the year of Norwegian national independence, it reads almost 
as an inventory of ‘what the nation contains’, albeit a bewildering one. 
The volume devoted to Finnmark (Helland 1905), begins with the 
sentence: ‘Finnmark county [Finnmarkens amt] is 10 000 square kilome-
ters, larger than Denmark, and it is inhabited by three nationalities’ 
(ibid: 424–425). The chapters cover geology, ocean, seasons, fjords, 
rivers, and then devotes nearly 70 pages to the two chapters called 
agriculture and husbandry. Here we can read about the number of 
horses, sheep, reindeer, and other husbandry animals in each local 
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district, as well as the propensities of various plants, roots, tubers, and 
garden berries to grow, or (more often) to fail to grow. We learn that 
the only cultivated plant (apart from fodder) that has any significance 
in the field agriculture of Finnmark is the potato, of which just over 
200,000 litres had been planted. This is followed by detailed consid-
erations of the potential for improvement, and the author lamenting 
that husbandry in Finnmark is in poor condition, but could become 
an important source of wealth.. Here we see an image of future pros-
perity, but progress requires a moral shift, as the practices of the local 
population clearly failed to live up to the current standards:

Hardly anything is done to make the fields flat and even. That fields 
are ploughed and sowed with grass is a mere exception. (Helland 1905)

This is followed by recommendations for how ploughing and sowing 
could be done more rationally given the specific climatic conditions. 
Significant efforts go into surveilling the land, and the conclusion is 
that Finnmark as farmland is deficient yet holds potential for improve-
ment, and needs to be worked differently than elsewhere. Exactly how 
it should be worked differently, or what exactly was required to make 
a living at 70 degrees north, is clearly something that the locals failed 
to understand. Hence, an authoritative expert representing the nation 
and its relentless and meticulous data-gathering was needed to guide 
local farmers in transforming this under-utilized and seemingly bar-
ren land to productive farmland.

This policy has some similarities with the promotion of agricultural 
cultivation common in Europe at the time, facilitated by the availabil-
ity of artificial fertilizer. But the Norwegian efforts to attract settlers 
to cultivate indigenous land (bureising) has more similarities with the 
support provided to British settlers in Australia.

These texts indicate that for state authorities, the land was not sim-
ply there as an agricultural resource, ready to be farmed. Rather, it 
had to be produced through multiple practices that can be summa-
rized as follows:

 – Making the landscape legible for the authorities through prac-
tices of counting, listing, describing (governance at a distance).

 – Accounting for and overcoming social and moral causes of sub-
optimal utilization (laziness, shared ownership, lack of property 
rights, etc.).

 – Opening landscape for the right kind of people (bureising), and 
the promotion of ‘inner colonization’ through state subsidies.
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 – Prioritizing farmland over reindeer herding pasture in local 
controversies and legal disputes.

 – Bracketing and eventually erasing Sámi place names, and 
thereby also the usage and affordance of specific landscapes 
formations recalled by the name.

 – Preventing non-Norwegian speaking inhabitants from becom-
ing farmers.

In other words, the making of farmland is at once a biosocial, political, 
and moral practice that weaves together people and land in very specific 
ways. The farmland emerges, not only through the plough, the soil, or 
the tractor, but through the specific combination of the right kinds of 
people, tools, and land at the right time. To make this happen required 
the coordination and support of a young and ambitious nation state. It 
also required the simultaneous silencing or marginalizing of alternative 
landscape practices – practices that had in fact subsisted Arctic liveli-
hoods for at least hundreds of years (see also Lien 2018).

Act 4: Teaching locals self-sufficiency through farming

While the Norwegian state mapped the productive potential of its 
Northern resources, institutions of implementation emerged as well, 
consisting of local, state, and county representatives whose mandate 
was to teach the locals how to farm the land. This included – in due 
course – local agricultural schools that served both as centres of teach-
ing and learning and as research stations, experimenting with tech-
nologies of farming.

By 1909, such institutions were already in place. Strolling through 
the local museum in Syltefjord, a collection of mostly traditional farm-
ing and fishing tools in what was previously a classroom in the old 
school building, I came across the 1909 Annual Report from the Finn-
mark county governor to the ministry responsible for agriculture at 
the time. The book contained a lengthy report about the activities of 
the Finnmark Agricultural Society (and by its chairman, A Nielsen), 
including detailed accounts about improvements in husbandry and 
agriculture in various county regions. We learn about the purchases 
of bulls and rams, as well as of agricultural equipment for shared use. 
Annual exhibits and sheep and cattle shows are described in remark-
able detail, and the tone is one of optimism and anticipated progress, 
but also concerns (Nielsen 1909).
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From Varanger (Tanen-Varanger) we learn that the season 1907–08 
was especially difficult, due to a late spring and northern winds and 
cold temperatures throughout most of the summer. Warm weather 
in July was not enough to secure the grass harvest, and much of the 
winter fodder was lost. The potatoes did not ripen this year, and frost 
during the night of the 20 August ruined the potato plants. In spite of 
these hardships, experimental fields were maintained, and artificial 
fertilizer was applied on marshy soil with very thin layers of topsoil. 
Controlled experiments compare these to fields fertilized by manure, 
and the chairman concluded a lengthy discussion stating that manure 
gives far lower yields than artificial fertilizer. This was due not only to 
the superior quality of the latter, but also to the inferior practices of the 
locals in how they distribute the manure. In other words, sub-optimal 
agricultural yields are due, not only to the Arctic climate, nor to the 
inferiority of manure as such, but to the ways in which this potential 
resource is handled by incipient farmers – and especially the Lappish,7 
he adds in parenthesis –  who tend to dump it haphazardly here and 
there, apparently with no understanding of the valued resource that 
is thereby lost (Nielsen 1909, 43–44). This complaint is followed by 
meticulous guidelines for storing manure, the need for straw or turf 
beddings, how turf can be sourced, and how barns ought to be built in 
order to ensure what we might think of as the potential resourcefulness 
of animal manure, a potential that is obviously not achieved.

But there is hope. The annual report offers an account of six female 
students’ successful completion of a six-month course in husbandry 
and home economics. It is noted that six months is an absolute mini-
mum, as several of the students are of Lappish descent, and hence 
‘have had initial difficulties following the course, partly because they 
to a great degree lacked other preconditions for learning, and partly 
as they lacked the capability of learning something in a short time’. In 
spite of these obstacles, however, ‘a couple of the Lappish girls (Lap-
pepikene), have attained a respectable level of knowledge, quite on par 
with the girls of Norwegian descent’ (ibid: 11).

Such accounts show how the making of Arctic farmland required 
transformative efforts that involved soil, manure, young Lappish 
women, tools, livestock, and much more. The knowing subject in the 
report cited above is at once a field scientist, a teacher, and a broker, 
whose translations contribute to shaping not only the region and its peo-
ples, but also an incipient nation state’s agricultural policy instruments. 
The aim is clear: to establish sound agricultural practices adapted to 
the climate in the region, so that the resource potential is fully utilized.
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Agriculture caught on. Local historical accounts tell stories of how 
families settling in coastal hamlets near Syltefjord filled their boats with 
soil from patches of farmland elsewhere, and meticulously established 
fields suitable for grass fodder, even on the mostly rocky shores of the 
Barents Sea (Antonsen 2010). Agricultural expansion came to a halt 
towards the end of the Second World War, when the German occupa-
tion brutally ended with forced evacuation and the burning of barns, 
houses, and livestock along the coast of Finnmark. But it was soon re-
established, with a new wave of agricultural and relocation subsidies, 
and inexpensive loans for those who wanted to expand their arable 
land. Later, such policies were replaced by an emphasis on efficiency, 
signalling a turn to profit as an indicator of farming as a viable option 
(see also F. Hastrup, this volume). This trend has continued until the 
present, with subsidies encouraging larger yields and larger production 
units. But the dreams of prosperity can be traced back to the late 1940s 
when subsidies for, and the promotion of, agricultural science, artificial 
fertilizer and mechanization went hand in hand, in north Norway, as 
well as in other parts of Europe (Auderset and Moser 2016).

It was against this background that Vibeke’s father purchased the 
Massey Ferguson, ploughed a marshy field, and grew artificially fer-
tilized Timothy fodder. ‘Moen’ is now visible only as a flat field cov-
ered with heather and low shrubs. Vibeke recalls how her father had 
engaged in conversations with a regional agricultural specialist and 
studied all the latest recommendations. He was supported by state 
subsidies to plough approximately 22 acres (90 Norwegian mål), and 
even kept a journal where he logged his experiments. His efforts were 
intense, but the result was meagre. During the first couple of years of 
ploughing, adding calcium and artificial fertilizer, the Timothy grass 
grew so high that they completely covered one as they stood upright, 
Vibeke recalls. But the yields were unsustainable and rapidly dimin-
ished. Of course, she explains, there is hardly any topsoil there at all, 
just turf and sandy soil. By the time her parents left the farm in the 
early 1970s, her father had lost his good health, his back completely 
worn from many years of extremely hard work.

Resource Ontologies as a Colonizing Tool

Narratives of domestication naturalize the expansion of agricultural 
practices as inevitable elements of progress, or ‘civilisation’ (Lien, 
Swanson, and Ween 2018). Tracing the rise and fall of farming at 
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the margins, we are able to see how the expansion of specific hege-
monic practices of domestication required intensive resource-making 
efforts, and the strong promotion of a nascent welfare state. If natural 
resource exploitation is a ‘sustained project of abstracting substances 
identified as useful, valuable and natural in origin from their environ-
ment’ (Richardson and Weszkalnys 2014: 6), then the emergence of 
farming in Varanger may be seen as a first step towards such an end.

This article started from the premise that ‘natural resources’ are nei-
ther ‘natural’ nor obviously ‘resource-ful’, but dependent on the various 
projects that make them so. Hence, the mapping of natural resources 
constitutes a mapping of the shifting biosocial formations that are 
implicit in their making. Such biosocial transformations consist of stuff 
that can be extracted (such as gold, cf. Brichet, this volume), but also 
that which can be enhanced through emplaced and situated ‘improve-
ments’. As I have shown, this was accompanied by specific ontological 
assumptions, situated too in particular places and at particular historical 
moments, in this case associated with nation building and moderniza-
tion. We might think of these as resource ontologies, which have their 
own historicity; their own embodiments and affective attachments, 
sometimes visible as traces in the landscape, in texts, or in broken or 
able bodies. Tracing colonizing processes in Varanger, we find that they 
are rarely a matter of brute physical force, or simply a kind of resource 
extraction, but also often an ontological conflict regarding the status of 
substances as resources (Richardson and Weszkalnys 2014:19, see also 
Blaser 2009). Hence, the making of resources involves the negotiation 
and inscription not only of boundaries between nature and culture, but 
also between, for example, indigenous and non-indigenous, modern 
and non-modern, growth and backwardness.

Conventional accounts of colonization in the Scandinavian north 
typically evoke ethnic distinctions between Sámi and Norwegian. In 
this article I have rethought colonization as a concept that includes 
the Sámi but not only. Hence, I seek to add to the conventional narra-
tive of ethnic assimilation and colonization by drawing attention to 
ways in which state interventions – couched in a language of growth 
and progress – served to promote a specific way of being in the world. 
Forging specific (and novel) ideas about resourcefulness in relation 
to land, and promoting these as morally superior, state authorities 
simultaneously promoted a kind of self-discipline (or colonial govern-
mentality) that allowed Sámi an opportunity to transform themselves, 
and become acceptable citizens of the Norwegian state. This was not 
only done through the idioms of ethnicity, language, and religion, but 
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in relation to materials, and through shifting people’s engagements 
with soil. As we have seen through the example of Vibeke’s father, 
such colonial practices exceed ethnic distinctions and categories. Her 
father’s story reminds us that only approaching Scandinavian coloni-
zation as a question of ethnicity misses the mark.

The Final Act: ‘Back to Nature?’

The policy instruments that encouraged farmers to plough and fertil-
ize their fields during the early post-war decades have gradually been 
replaced by instruments that aim to optimize yield and efficiency 
through economies of scale. This has left many medium-sized farms 
abandoned and many fields fallow, like ‘Moen’. Alongside this trans-
formation, another resource-making practice has emerged: nature con-
servation, backed by science and novel forms of enjoying nature. The 
signs describe the landscape as follows: ‘Here one may find a number 
of species existing at their absolute Northern limit or in the periphery 
of their habitat. The lower part of the Syltefjord valley has a fertile and 
vital birch and salix forest’.8 The absolute ‘Northern limit’, and ‘the 
periphery of their habitat’ are novel signifiers of resources in the mak-
ing, rhetorically deployed factoids to justify the new regulations that 
keep local wood-cutters out. This nature resource bears little resem-
blance to the life-sustaining meahcci, the hay meadow or the ploughed 
field once known by local names. Instead, it is a snippet of Norwegian 
nature that prescribes a specific set of recreational practices, associated 
with modern ways of appropriating nature by hiking, skiing, or recre-
ational hunting (Ween and Abram 2012, see also Law and Lien 2018).

Just as the state-supported bureising rendered previous landscape 
practices invisible, the current turn to governance through nature 
conservation erases the memories of my friends’ past and personal 
biography. ‘Trinastøkket’, ‘Olastøkket’ and ‘Moen’ are not inscribed 
on any map, and soon they will be gone along with the memory of the 
efforts that made Vibeke’s father invest in a tractor, and transform a 
marshy field to Timothy fodder.

Domestication, Capitalism, and Modern sorcery

Colonialism and resource capitalism go hand in hand. I have 
shown how resource exploitation can be done with very different 
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(non-capitalist) aims, and independent of the resource extractive capi-
talism mode so common to contemporary colonial projects. Subtle, 
and seemingly ‘benign’ state-making projects are perhaps just as trans-
formative, and just as powerful in their alterations of landscapes, peo-
ple, and livelihoods. More recently, with the establishment of nature 
reserves, this process has just taken another turn. The resources are 
no longer topsoil, manure, and husbandry animals, but Arctic bio-
topes, and species existing at their northern limits. But the colonial 
practices are similar, and so are the responses: unable or unwilling to 
inhabit their landscapes in accordance with contemporary notions of 
recreational practices, local people still interrupt: occasionally they 
fetch firewood, and when they do, they appear as ‘lacking’, according 
to contemporary notions of ‘nearly untouched nature’ as a resource 
to be left alone.

Capitalism is more than simply a market arrangement. It also 
involves the reconfiguring of life-projects and senses of self. This 
reconfiguring has been referred to as the sorcery of modernity:

Because when anyone who is opposed to a decision to plant and produce 
this or that thing can be marked as ‘backward’, then you have paralysed 
the enemy. This is how the sorcery of modernity operates through capi-
talism. (Latour et al. 2018: 595–596)

We have seen how resourcefulness involves messy entanglements that 
resist a smooth account of where (or when) the ‘resource’ begins and 
where (or when) it ends. Soil, plants, and tools are marked by differ-
ences enacted as hierarchies, ontologically as well as epistemologi-
cally. Because the making of ‘natural resources’ invariably involves 
the hardening of facts – or the stabilization of a specific set of rela-
tions – it also presupposes the simultaneous erasure of other relations. 
Hence, excessive relational entanglements are often lost in transla-
tion, silenced, or forgotten. This makes stories of northern resource 
frontiers difficult to tell, but is also part of the reason why such stories 
are worth telling.
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Notes

 1. A full account of the installment of agricultural practices in North Norway (and 
its expansion in Europe) is beyond the scope of this article.

 2. See www.nasjonalparkstyre.no/Varangerhalvoya/Verneomrader/Syltefjord-
dalen-naturreservat/ (accessed 17 October 2019).

 3. Norwegian words are marked in italics, Sámi words are marked in italics and 
with (S). Place names are generally not italicised, but Sámi place names men-
tioned in addition to Norwegian place names are in italics.

 4. See also https://lovdata.no/dokument/LF/forskrift/2006-12-08-1385?q=varanger-
halvøya%202.

 5. See http://www.nasjonalparkstyre.no/Varangerhalvoya/Verneomrader/ (ac-
cessed 19 October 2019).

 6. ‘Fælledskap i jordbrug og tilfældige Nærings veje foraarsager intet andet end Dovenskab hos 
nogle, Uenighed hos andre og Confusion’, cited in Bull (2014:12).

 7. Lappish, (Lapp) was the common term for Sámi at the time.
 8. See www.nasjonalparkstyre.no/Varangerhalvoya/Verneomrader/Syltefjord-

dalen-naturreservat/ (accessed 20 June 2018).
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