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Proposal summary  

Accounts of cultural evolution have traditionally placed their emphasis on the domination of nature or a 

‘neolithic revolution’ to explain progress and meaning in human history. This model has been increasingly 

under question from a variety of fields ranging from archaeology, to anthropology, environmental history, 

and social studies of science.  This 5-year project aims to co-ordinate field research in each of these fields 

to elaborate a new model of emplaced human-animal relations evoking recent theoretical concerns of the 

definition of the person, the attribution of agency, and renewed attention to ‘built environments’.  The 

project will work inductively from empirical observations in seven field sites across the circumpolar 

Arctic from the Russian Federation, to Fennoscandia, to Canada.  Through the study of how hunters, 

herders, fisherman and ‘fish-farmers’ work together with three discrete species – reindeer, dogs, and 

salmon– the team members will develop a complex and nuanced account of these socio-ecological 

relationships.  The circumpolar Arctic originally provided many of the primary thought experiments for 

classic models of cultural evolution.  It has now again become the focus of powerful debates over the 

balance between the protection of cultural heritage and the development of natural resources to fuel a 

future for industrial economies.  The three sets of human-non-human relationships chosen for study cover 

the full range of theoretical and political discourse within the sciences today from primary encounters in 

domination to contemporary bio-technical innovations in farming.  The team will transcend typical 

‘existential’ models of domination between people and animals by describing complex social settings 

where more than one species interact with the cultural landscape.  The team will also challenge existing 

definitions between wild and tame by instead examining what links these behaviour types together. 

Further, the team members will examine how domestication was never a sudden, fleeting intuition but 

rather a process wherein people and domesticates are sometimes closer and sometimes farther from each 

other.  Finally, the research team, working within the above mentioned literatures, will develop a renewed 

model – a new way of describing – these relationships which does not necessarily rely upon metaphors of 

domination, competition, individual struggle, origins, or hybridity.  The strength of the team, and the 

principle investigator, is their demonstrated ability to carry out fieldwork in this often difficult to access 

region. 
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Section 1d: Extended Synopsis of the project proposal (max 5 pages) 

 

Domestication is classically defined as a sudden, fleeting intuition that asserts a hierarchical 

relation of people over one particular species.  With field experience from across the circumpolar 

Arctic, this 5-year project will challenge this model by investigating how humans and non-human 

animals engage each other in a complex social relationship.  This research will lead to a new 

socio-ecological model challenging stark categories, such as ‘wild’ and ‘tame’, and will 

investigate how they anticipate one another. This will allow us to redraw the categories used to 

describe agents and places, to widen our conception of the ‘built’ or ‘created’ environment, and 

apply a single language to describe relations both in taiga encampments as in urban genetic 

laboratories. Further, this project will emplace social relationships building on recent theoretical 

work on personhood [1], the structure of the biosphere [2, 3], niche construction[4], and the 

domus [5]. The project will show how domesticating intuitions are not based on an existential 

confrontation between a master and a subject animal, a contrast between ‘trust and 

domination’[6, 7], but reflect many different types of nurturing as well as dominating action 

enacted by more than one species. The research team, made up of the PI and six young scholars 

will conduct field research and an interdisciplinary publication programme in social 

anthropology, environmental archaeology, the history of science, osteology and animal genetics. 

A key element of our research strategy will be the application of new methods from each 

discipline many of which have not been applied across sites internationally.  

The circumpolar Arctic has been held up as a unique laboratory for studying domestication due to 

the fact that wild and domestic forms “still” interact with each other, and often in an “early form” 

of domestication, therefore giving us a better perspective on how the categories of ‘wild’ and 

‘tame’ have emerged [2, 8, 9]. Classically, many of the so-called points-of-origin or ‘cradles of 

domestication’ of some classic species – such as dogs [10] and reindeer [11] - are thought to be 

have been located in northern Eurasia. The most recent research, however, has complicated these 

models in various ways. Recent mtDNA mapping of reindeer [12] and dogs [13] suggest multiple 

and not discrete origins of breeds indicating a complex exchange of populations that likely 

spanned a wide area of Eurasia. Participatory ethnographic work with both hunters and 

pastoralists demonstrate that they attend to animals perhaps not entirely as equals but at least as 

mindful beings – questioning the predominant image of ‘domination’ [1, 14, 15].  Recent social 

studies of science show that the problem of defining behaviour and assigning sentience not only 

trouble taiga hunters but also applied geneticists working in laboratories [16-18]. Further, in 

almost all regions and with all species the problems of ‘feral animals’ and ‘hybridisation’ has 

been identified both by local hunters and by conservationists pointing to a controversy over how 

categories are constructed [19]. This categorical involution creates a fertile ground for theorising. 

To resolve this, both biologists and anthropologists have recently called for multi-specific 

ecological accounts of settings to replace the existential story of the lone canny domesticator [16, 

20, 21]. 

The fieldwork for the project will be based in seven areas each selected for their status as 

‘classic’ examples or their complexity of human-animal relationships (Fig.1). Members of the 

team will share several field areas contributing different points of view on the same relationship. 

 Norwegian Finnmark (#1) is the focus of debate both archaeologically and in science studies for 

the intersection of multiple adaptations. One of the world’s largest assemblages of reindeer 

hunting pits suggest an early intensified relation with rangifer with the possible reliance on an 
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early form of reindeer transport to export the harvested meat [22]. At the bottom of this same 

valley, contemporary fishing of ‘wild’ salmon is has been ‘invaded’ by alien ‘domestic salmon’ 

creating a debate about conservation measures and about the purity of species [17]. Surrounding 

both sites contemporary Sami and their reindeer struggle with the boundaries and regulations of 

three nations and trading blocks.  These political ecological obstacles have all changed the nature 

and quality of human animal relations today. 

Figure 1: Field locations and Techniques 

The Iamal peninsula (#2) is 

the prosaic home to one of 

the largest surviving herds of 

domestic reindeer after the 

collapse of the Soviet 

redistributive system. It is 

also one of the largest sites 

for the extraction of gas 

resources for Europe. Recent 

work recently has identified 

it as a new ‘cradle’ of 

reindeer domestication 

perhaps in tight association 

with dog domestication [23]. 

It is a prime example of a 

tundra-type of reindeer  past-

oralism which provides and 

important point of 

comparison to the 

Norwegian and Canadian 

examples.  Further, along 

with region #3, it was the focus of intense effort on the part of the Soviet state to industrialise 

reindeer husbandry in the 1960s.  This renewed attention to improving domestication is a separate 

chapter in the history of human-animal relations which has not been studied in relation to 

archaeological models. 

The North Enisei region (#3) sits at the intersection of several distinct language and culture 

groups in Eurasia and at the borderland of one of the world’s largest wild migratory reindeer 

herds [24]. Here local rural groups have a long history of using behavioural disjunctures between 

reindeer populations as well as a knowledge of niches to keep some populations of these animals 

closer to home while anticipating and taking other ‘wild’ ones [25]. Canines here are said to be 

indispensable to hunting and herding operations but in most ethnographies sit as silent partners.  

Recent late Soviet and post-Soviet dislocations have made many communities rethink their 

domestication strategies to adapt to the changing patterns of wild rangifer migrations. The 

problem of hybridisation between wild and tame forms is at its peak in this area. In addition to be 

an industrial cradle of domestication as described above, it has also been subject to very recent 

attempts to translocate Canadian muskoxen in order to establish a new and better breed of 

ungulates for the local market.  These interventionist elements of its history make it an ideal case 

to compare to other circumpolar regions. 
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Both regions #4 and #5 are cited in the literature as classic origin points for dog, horse, and 

reindeer [11, 26]. In addition, both are interesting for the fact that neither was subject to intensive 

sovietisation ensuring that local hunters and herders have a rich vernacular set of sites and skills 

that should be documented. Neither of these regions were described well ethnographically nor 

were local breeds there described in detail in the Soviet period, although there is some recent 

post-Soviet work [27, 28]. There are no multi-specific accounts a ‘social herding society’ to 

compare with that recently described in neighbouring Mongolia [21]. Aside from re-examining 

the classic claims of origins, both sites raise interesting issues of the transferability of 

domesticating technologies between species, and how herders practice forms of environmental 

management to make the landscape welcoming to reindeer, horse, and dog.   

In regions  #6 and #7 one finds an inverted set of theoretical issues where domestication is 

thought to be weak or at least limited to sled dogs [29] and imported domestic reindeer stock 

[30]. Despite these stereotypes, ethnographic work with local hunters have described the complex 

ways in which they approach migratory caribou – a species which they do not categorize as wild 

[31]. The harvesting of caribou is was of necessity intertwined with knowledge of migratory fish 

– a resource that hunters relied upon to feed the canines that they kept as transport.  Therefore, in 

this area, the respectful and careful attendance to a resource naively thought to be ‘wild’ raises 

questions about the extent to which domestication can be lightly practiced. Aside from providing 

a good comparative example to the archaic rangifer hunting grounds in Finnmark, this region of 

the circumpolar North has generated some of the most powerful ethnographic and ecological 

arguments for relational ways of knowing the environment [3, 32, 33]  

This cross-disciplinary study of several international field sites will situate the complexities of 

each region on a new footing.  

Recent genetic modelling of mtDNA [9] as well as genetic markers for coat colour [34] can 

increase our regional and temporal knowledge of domestication practices.  Applied first to 

‘prove’ the existence of specific origin sites, these methods have now led scholars to hypothesis 

multiple origin sites and complex interactions between tame, wild, feral, and translocated 

populations [12, 35]. There are several teams in France, Spain, the United States and Canada 

engaged in mapping genomes to particular species using these new techniques. This will be one 

of the first comparative projects and the only one grounded in ethnographic and historical 

techniques. 

The analysis of soil chemistry and pollen markers can identify microniches where people kept 

animals in close association [36, 37]. By choosing evocative sites for pollen and soil chemistry 

analysis in collaboration with modern hunters and herders, it may be possible to sketch long-term 

portraits of anthropogenetic or zoogenetic meadows – spots in the landscape where people and 

animals meet. This evocative method, however, has not been applied widely outside of 

Scandinavia. This project would pioneer this work. By overlapping the soil chemistry work with 

the genetic work, it will be possible to create a new vision of how these populations are emplaced 

– a theoretical innovation which should move the debate beyond the search for discrete origins.  

Osteological research on human skeletal remains has been applied recently to reconstruct the life 

histories of animals, including their uses for carrying heavily loads, incidences of trauma and 

disease, dietary patterns, and body forms [38]. This project would pioneer the application of these 

techniques across Eurasia, which may help adjudicate debates on ‘weak’ or ‘commensial’ forms 
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of domestication, by demonstrating that some individual dogs or rangifer were brought into close 

association with people without undergoing a programme of controlled breeding.  

Much of the work in this project will be ethnographic, both in terms of describing domesticating 

relationships in the presence tense, but also for contextualising the above-mentioned analytical 

techniques.  Ethnographic work will also be applied in salmon hatcheries and pedigree reindeer 

stations to capture how technicians learn to know a new or modified species [17]. Here we will 

be interested in documenting local, hear-say categories of behaviour (‘agitated’, ‘hungry’), 

emotion (‘confused’, ‘angry’), intention (‘ready-to-bolt’, ‘homebound’), as well as the unique 

spatial classifiers (laida [25], aian [39]) that people associate with the possibility of human-

animal co-presence. The research on local ethological terms will introduce more detail in the 

debate in the sciences on whether or not domesticative relationships are ‘conscious’ or not [40, 

41], not to mention the question of consciousness that moves between species. Our work on 

‘emplacing’ these relationships will provide an important effort to consolidating recent work on 

landscape ethnoecology [3], the ‘built environment’ [5, 40] and niche construction [2, 4] that has 

taken great inspiration from circumpolar examples. Here we will draw attention to the way that 

people associate animals, and themselves, with particular places that harbour social relationships 

broadly defined.   

The ethnographic and research on the history of science will be important to contextualise the 

analytical studies. Many Eurasian submissions to gene bank databases naively assume that 

discrete species and breeds exist and reproduce without being touched by history, or even less by 

bureaucracies, such as that of the former Soviet Union, which was highly interested in purifying 

breeds and adjusting natural processes.  By contextualsing these submissions it may be possible 

to show a more complex relation between breeding strategies controlled by animals themselves, 

those controlled by local herders, and those initiated by modernising states. This ethnographic 

work in Russia comes at an opportune time as many local communities seek to re-establish 

relations with feral reindeer following the collapse of a centralised subsidized state management 

programme or regain control over local hunting dog breeds.  By combining these disciplines 

together this project has the unique and timely opportunity to increase the empirical range of 

these recent methods and thereby broaden the theoretical depth in models of human-animal 

relations. Aside from adding context to the categories of animal reproduction, the histories of 

state-controlled breeding projects across the circumpolar North have not been written nor 

compared with each other.  The selection of field sites is designed to capture the variety and 

extent of these programmes.  

The success of this project hinges on the ability to carry out interdisciplinary fieldwork in several 

locations with thin transport and communication infrastructure.  The PI leading this project has 

conducted research in all of these regions, speaks the necessary languages, and has a proven 

record for organizing international fieldwork.  In terms of organising and processing the data 

generated, the PI has a long record of conducting archival and laboratory work across several 

sites and for designing protocols both for preserving and disseminating research results.  Being 

one of the few scholars who began his field career in Russia during the Soviet period, he has a 

mature history of being able to negotiate the necessary permits and logistical problems of 

research in this area. He is also one of a few field ethnographers with a good grasp of the existing 

archaeological and laboratory work across the region. 

The success of the project also depends on the quality of the laboratory work and the ability of 

the PI to have team members from different disciplines who can comment productively on each 
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other’s work. The genetic, osteological, and environmental archaeological methods were all 

piloted within the ten-year SSHRCC MCRI project and the four year ESF project led by the PI.  

The later project trained a team of archaeologists and palynologists in Russia to conduct analysis 

(thereby avoiding the difficult problem of exporting soil samples) [39]. Further building on the 

experience of those projects, the PI has designed a system of having team members compose 

working papers both on their specific sites, and more theoretical papers which will compare sites 

and topics. These papers would first be circulated on a project intranet but later would form the 

basis of the publications and conference papers of the team members. 

The project will build on the work of a research team primarily based at the University of Tromsø 

(UiT) supported by several sub-contracting organisations and laboratories detailed in part B2.  

The five post-doctoral fellows will be recruited for their experience and knowledge of each field 

area.  One PhD student will be funded by the project (with others expected to join the project).  

The project will rely on the experience of two senior scholars in Canada and Tromsø help the PI 

design and manage the archaeological, osteological, and genetic fieldwork.  Their level of effort 

will represent no more than 10% of the salary budget (with less than 5% reserved for non-

resident scholars).  The PI has affiliations with the two institutions form which the external 

members will be invited.  Four of five post-doctoral fellows will work on the ethnographic and 

history of science part of the project.  One post-doctoral fellow will work on the archaeological 

excavations. The role of the PhD student will be assigned in 2014 and our decision of the best 

and safest field environment for the student.  The relative scale of the genetic and soil chemistry 

work roughly equals the cost of one PDF over 2.5 years. Based on his past experience of 

supervising students and PDF across this region, the PI is confident that he can attract a strong 

team.   
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ERC Advanced Grant 2011 

Research proposal (Part B2) 

This project has the following objectives: 

- to place Arctic field examples at the forefront of debates on animal domestication, 

human/animal co-evolution, and commensialism. 

- to build a new model of human-animal relationships by categorising person and place in a 

new way, and open to understanding how these relations change, advance and retreat 

- to critically apply a range of new analytical techniques in ethnography, the history of 

science, environmental archaeology, osteology and animal genetics to a range of new sites 

- to build a strong, interdisciplinary research environment for young scholars.  

 

Table 1: Subcontractors Role 

Environmental Archaeology Lab, Umeå Univ, Sweden (MAL) Soil pollen & chemistry, osteology 

Vastergotland Museum, Dept of Osteology, Sweden (VM) Bone identification 

Ångstrom Laboratory, Uppsala University, Sweden (AL) AMS radiocarbon dates 

Norwegian School of Veterinary Science (NVH) mtDNA & nucl DNA testing 

Lab of Ancient Technology. Irkutsk State Technical Univ (ISTU) Expedition logistics, soil pollen  

Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute (GSCI) Gwich’in lang. transcriptions 

 

Table 2:Young scholars  2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

UiT PDF1 Ethnogr. STS Alaska & Finnmark X X X   

UiT PDF2 Ethnogr. STS Yukon  X X X  

UiT PDF3 Ethnography Iamal, N.Baikal X X X X  

UiT PDF4 Env.Arch. 

Osteology 

Finnmark, 

S.Siberia 

X X X X  

UiT PhD Open Open   X X X 

 

  

http://www.idesam.umu.se/mal/
http://www.vastergotlandsmuseum.se/
http://www.angstrom.uu.se/
http://nvh.no/Tjenester/Laboratorietjenester/
http://sibarchcenter.ru/
http://www.gwichin.ca/TheGwichin/Gwichin.html
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Table 3 Project Timetable 
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