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Abstract 

There is considerable geographical overlap between areas set aside for nature 
conservation or protection and Indigenous peoples’ lands, and the social, economic, 
and political consequences of protected areas have often been extensive for Indigenous 
peoples. Discourses of conservation converge with discourses of Indigenous peoples, 
and both carry a legacy of colonial constructs and relationships. With these overlaps as 
a point of departure, the purpose of this thesis is to explore how the discourses that 
govern nature conservation and protected areas shape the conditions for Indigenous 
peoples’ influence and participation in the governance and management of protected 
areas on their lands. I pursue this aim by analyzing, and critically examining the 
consequences of, the construction of Indigenous subject positions and conditions for 
agency in discourses of nature conservation and protected areas. The empirical focus 
of the thesis lies with international discourses of protected areas and Indigenous 
peoples and on local and national discourses articulated in relation to two cases of 
protected areas in Sápmi. My analytical framework builds on postcolonial theory and 
discourse theory. I use space for agency as a concept to describe and analyze the effects 
of the discursive positionings and constructions that shape the ability or capacity of 
individuals or group to act or to be perceived as legitimate actors. 

My results show two main articulations of Indigenous subject positions in protected 
area discourses, which enable and restrain the space for Indigenous agency in different 
ways. One articulation connects Indigenous peoples to conservation through the 
concept of traditional knowledge, thereby positioning Indigenous subjects mainly as 
holders of traditional knowledge and justifying Indigenous influence by its potential 
contribution to conservation objectives. The other articulation focuses on the rights 
pertaining to Indigenous peoples as peoples, including land rights and the right to self-
determination. These articulations are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but they 
have potentially different consequences and indicate discursive tensions that can affect 
the space for Indigenous agency in relation to protected areas. Moreover, my results 
demonstrate the hegemony of discourses that takes conservation through area 
protection for granted and subordinates Indigenous land use to conservation 
objectives, structure Indigenous agency as “participation” in specific types of 
arrangement, and articulate Indigenous rights in relation to hegemonic constructions 
of sovereignty, self-determination, and rights. These hegemonic formations silence 
articulations that would challenge the authority of colonizing societies over Indigenous 
territories, suppress radical critique of the fundamental nature of arrangements for 
protected area governance and management, and subdue alternatives to discourses of 
contemporary liberal democracy and individual property rights. 

Keywords 
Protected areas, conservation, biological diversity, heritage, Indigenous peoples, 
Indigenous rights, Sami, discourse, postcolonial theory, participation, agency 
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Svensk sammanfattning 

Många urfolk lever fortfarande i avsides liggande, glest befolkade områden 
och är beroende av naturresurser för sin överlevnad. Gemensamt för många 
av dem är också en nära relation till sina marker och starka traditioner av 
omhändertagande och skötsel av naturen runtomkring dem. Urfolks 
territorier kännetecknas ofta av hög grad av biologisk mångfald och andra 
högt värderade naturresurser. Det råder stor överlappning mellan urfolks 
marker och områden som avsatts för naturskydd och de sociala, ekonomiska 
och politiska konsekvenserna av att inrätta naturskyddsområden har ofta 
varit särskilt omfattande för urfolk. Vidare sammanfaller diskurser om 
naturvård och naturskyddsområden i hög utsträckning med diskurser om 
urfolk, och bägge bär på ett arv av koloniala antaganden om människor, natur 
och förhållandet mellan dessa. Med dessa överlappningar som utgångspunkt 
undersöker denna avhandling hur diskurser om naturvård, 
naturskyddsområden och urfolk formar urfolks handlingsutrymme i relation 
till skyddade områden på deras marker. 

Avhandlingens syfte är att undersöka de diskurser som styr naturvård och 
naturskyddsområden på urfolks marker och att utforska hur dessa diskurser 
formar förutsättningarna för urfolks inflytande och deltagande i relation till 
skyddade områden. Syftet uppnås genom analys av hur diskurser om 
miljövård och skyddade områden konstruerar urfolkssubjektspositioner och 
förutsättningar för urfolks politiska agerande samt kritisk granskning av dessa 
diskursiva konstruktioners konsekvenser. Avhandlingens empiriska fokus är 
dels internationella diskurser om skyddade områden och urfolk, dels 
diskurser på nationell och lokal nivå i Sápmi.  

På den internationella nivån fokuserar jag på diskurser artikulerade i och 
genom FN:s Konvention om biologisk mångfald, FN:s Världsarvskonvention 
och, till viss del, Internationella Naturvårdsunionen IUCN. På de nationella 
och lokala nivåerna studerar jag förvaltningen av världsarvet Laponia i 
Sverige samt den nyligen genomförda implementeringen av lokala styrelser 
för naturskyddsområden i Norge. Dessa utgör två exempel på styrnings- och 
förvaltningsarrangemang som har potential att öka samiskt inflytande över 
naturskyddsområden i Sápmi. 

Mitt analytiska ramverk bygger på postkolonial teori och diskursteori. 
Postkolonial teori ger kritiska perspektiv på maktförhållanden präglade av 
kolonialism och rasism. Eftersom samtida föreställningar om både 
naturskydd och urfolk har sina rötter i koloniala förhållningssätt har jag funnit 
dessa perspektiv nödvändiga för att förstå konstruktionen av kunskap, 
subjektspositioner och handlingsutrymme för urfolk i relation till 
naturskyddsområden. Diskursteori bygger på antaganden om världen som 
socialt konstruerad. Sociala fenomen får sin mening genom språket, och kan 
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bara förstås i relation till andra språkliga konstruktioner. Begreppet diskurs 
refererar till de system av språkliga konstruktioner som tillskriver världen 
dess mening, legitimerar viss kunskap och definierar vilka som framstår som 
legitima kunskapsbärare. Diskurser positionerar subjekt (tänkande och 
handlande individer) inom diskursiva strukturer och definierar de sätt på 
vilka de kan erkännas som sociala och politiska aktörer. Dessa 
subjektspositioner formar individers och gruppers handlingsutrymme. Med 
andra ord, vårt handlingsutrymme beror på vilka egenskaper, kunskaper och 
identiteter vi tilldelas och hur de sammanhang i vilka vi agerar är 
konstruerade och förstås. 

Jag menar att urfolkssubjektspositioner konstrueras på två huvudsakliga 
sätt i diskurser om naturvård och skyddade områden. En konstruktion 
kopplar urfolk till naturvård genom begreppet traditionell kunskap, som i sin 
tur är kopplat till begreppen tradition, ekologiskt förvaltarskap och 
hållbarhet. Denna konstruktion positionerar urfolkssubjekt främst som 
innehavare av traditionell kunskap och rättfärdigar urfolks deltagande och 
inflytande baserat på deras potentiella bidrag till naturvårdens mål. En andra 
konstruktion kopplar urfolks roll i naturvård och skyddade områden till de 
rättigheter som tillkommer dem som folk enligt folkrättsliga principer. Den 
tillskriver urfolks deltagande och inflytande ett inneboende värde, oavsett 
vilket bidrag deras deltagande gör till målen för skyddade områden.  

Dessa konstruktioner både möjliggör och begränsar urfolks 
handlingsutrymme på olika sätt. De är inte nödvändigtvis ömsesidigt 
uteslutande, men de har till viss del olika konsekvenser och det finns 
spänningar mellan dem som kan påverka urfolks handlingsutrymme i relation 
till skyddade områden. Bägge återfinns på och rör sig mellan och inom olika 
politiska och administrativa nivåer, och de reproduceras och omformas i 
skärningspunkterna mellan lokala, nationella och internationella diskurser. 

Vissa diskursiva konstruktioner har intagit en hegemonisk position, det vill 
säga, de har blivit så dominerande att de uppfattas som självklara och verkar 
omöjliga att ifrågasätta. För det första konstruerar hegemoniska diskurser om 
naturvård avsättning av skyddade områden som något naturligt och 
obestridbart. Urfolks användande av och förhållande till sina marker 
underordnas naturvårdens målsättningar och villkoras utifrån sitt eventuella 
bidrag till uppfyllandet av naturvårdsmålen. Därmed tystas diskurser som 
ifrågasätter de koloniserande samhällenas auktoritet och kontroll över urfolks 
territorier. För det andra struktureras urfolks handlingsutrymme som 
deltagande inom vissa specifika strukturer och radikala ifrågasättanden av 
själva grunden för och utformningen av dessa deltagandeformer tystas 
därmed ner. För det tredje formar diskurser om mänskliga rättigheter urfolks 
handlingsutrymme i förhållande till hegemoniska konstruktioner av 
självständighet och självbestämmande och tystar alternativ som kunde ha 
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ifrågasatt dessa och varit bättre anpassade till urfolks egna världsåskådningar 
och sociala ordningar.  

Avhandlingens resultat visar att diskurser om naturvård och skyddade 
områden positionerar urfolk i skärningspunkten mellan föreställningar om 
natur, kultur och rättigheter och konstruerar och formar urfolks 
handlingsutrymme i relation till naturskyddsområden i relation till 
föreställningar som kan verka både gynnande och begränsande. Resultaten 
visar på betydelsen av internationella diskurser för konstruktionen av 
handlingsutrymme på nationell och lokal nivå, men också på att det specifika 
innehållet i de olika subjektspositioner dessa diskurser artikulerar spelar 
viktig roll för urfolks handlingsutrymme. Dessutom påverkar nationella 
diskurser vilken inverkan internationella diskurser har eller kan få på 
nationell och lokal nivå.   

Jag poängterar vikten av fortsatt kritisk granskning av förutsättningarna 
för urfolks politiska handlingsutrymme i dominerande diskurser om 
skyddade områden och angelägenheten i att uppmärksamma och kritisera 
effekterna av koloniala diskurser och maktrelationer i alla fall av styrning och 
förvaltning av skyddade områden på urfolks marker. Genom att dekonstruera 
de processer genom vilka subjektspositioner artikuleras och 
handlingsutrymme formas kan vi ge plats åt alternativa tolkningar och 
annorlunda visioner.  

Nyckelord 
Skyddade områden, naturvård, biologisk mångfald, världsarv, urfolk, 
urfolksrättigheter, samer, diskurs, postkolonial teori, deltagande, 
handlingsutrymme  
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Introduction 

Many Indigenous peoples still live in remote, sparsely inhabited areas, often 
rely on natural resources for their livelihood, and share a close connection to 
land and strong traditions of caring for their natural environment (Daes 
2005). Indigenous peoples’ territories commonly have high levels of biological 
diversity and other valued natural resources, and there is considerable 
geographical and ideational overlap between Indigenous peoples’ lands and 
rights and the practice of setting aside protected areas for nature conservation 
(Colchester 2004; Stevens 2014a). Discourses of conservation converge with 
discourses of Indigenous peoples, and both carry a legacy of colonial 
constructs and relationships (Adams 2003). With these overlaps as a point of 
departure, this thesis sets out to investigate how discourses of nature 
conservation, protected areas, and Indigenous peoples shape Indigenous 
peoples’ space for agency in relation to protected areas on their lands. 

Peoples and communities across the world have long practiced area 
protection by regulating, limiting, or prohibiting access to or use of specific 
sites, landscapes, or resources, for spiritual or other reasons (Brockington et 
al. 2008; Dudley et al. 2009; Kothari et al. 2013). The Western tradition of 
protected areas, which forms the basis of contemporary area protection for 
nature conservation, is more recent. It has its roots in the first national parks, 
often represented by Yosemite (est. 1864) and Yellowstone (est. 1872) 
National Parks in the USA. These early parks were created to preserve scenic 
beauty and natural wonders. They set a model for protected areas, sometimes 
referred to as the “Yellowstone model”, that quickly became a world standard 
– strict nature protection, controlled by central authorities, that prohibited
settlements and all uses of natural resources and limited human access apart 
from tourism (Stevens 1997b). The areas set aside for protection were often 
inhabited or used by Indigenous peoples and local communities, and the 
social, economic, and political consequences of protected areas have in many 
cases been extensive.  

Dominating discourses have portrayed Indigenous peoples as backwards, 
primitive, and inferior, ignoring or suppressing Indigenous peoples’ land use, 
knowledge, and practices (Adams 2003; Plumwood 2003). These notions 
have positioned Indigenous peoples in ways that made it hard or even 
impossible for Indigenous individuals or groups to be recognized as 
knowledgeable, authoritative, or politically relevant actors. They have served 
to justify the dispossession of Indigenous lands and have been an important 
building block in protected area establishments aiming to conserve 
“wilderness”. Protected areas have threatened the livelihood or even survival 
of Indigenous peoples by regulating or prohibiting their use of and activities 
in the areas, limiting access to important sites, or forcibly displacing whole 
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communities (Stevens 1997a; Chatty and Colchester 2002; Colchester 2003; 
2004; Brockington and Igoe 2006; Brockington et al. 2006; West et al. 2006; 
Adams and Hutton 2007; Colchester et al. 2008; Agrawal and Redford 2009; 
Dowie 2009). 

The spatial convergence between protected areas and Indigenous peoples’ 
lands continues today, and a majority of the worlds’ protected areas are 
inhabited, used, or claimed by Indigenous peoples (Colchester 2004; Stevens 
2014a). In some cases, protected areas continue to threaten Indigenous land 
rights, livelihoods, and cultures, but there are also potential common interests 
or possibilities of strategic alliances between Indigenous peoples and 
conservationists (Gadgil et al. 1993; Adams and Hutton 2007; Alcorn 2010). 
Indigenous peoples frequently draw on their relationship to lands and 
territories, and their capacity to interact with nature in ways that conserve and 
improve ecological conditions, to support claims for land rights and political 
influence (cf. IIFB 2006; 2008; 2010; 2012; Kari-Oca II Declaration 2012; 
IIFB 2014; Survival International 2014).  

Policy makers, conservationists, and scholars have also increasingly come 
to recognize Indigenous peoples’ role in and contribution to conservation. 
Here,  Indigenous peoples’ relationship to nature is articulated in a somewhat 
different way than earlier colonial representations, emphasizing Indigenous 
peoples’ knowledge and practices as examples for sustainability and stressing 
their role as stewards of natural resources or biological diversity. While these 
articulations may work to increase Indigenous peoples’ capacity as political 
actors, they also risk reproducing stereotypes and place limits on the possible 
space for Indigenous agency (Redford 1991; Conklin and Graham 1995; 
Conklin 1997; Nadasdy 2005b).  

Recent decades have seen significant developments regarding both 
Indigenous rights and protected areas, and Indigenous peoples are 
increasingly visible and influential in international and national policy 
processes  (Anaya 2004). Sharing experiences of colonialism, dispossession of 
their lands, marginalization, discrimination, and racism, Indigenous peoples 
have long fought for the recognition of their rights to land and self-
determination (Niezen 2003; Daes 2005; Dahl 2012). Since the 1970s, the 
Indigenous rights movement has achieved increasing possibilities for 
Indigenous peoples to participate in international law- and policy-making 
procedures, the creation of permanent bodies within major inter-
governmental organizations to represent and promote the rights of 
Indigenous peoples, and the establishment of international law for Indigenous 
rights (Daes 2008; Tramontana 2012).  

In parallel to this development, policies and practices of protected areas are 
now promoting participatory management processes, acknowledging local 
and traditional knowledge, and recognizing Indigenous peoples’ potential 
contribution to conservation objectives (Berkes et al. 2000; Heinämäki 2009; 
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Stevens 2014b). Throughout the first part of the 20th century, centralized 
control of protected areas continued to dominate. More recently, these top-
down structures have been complemented with, or sometimes replaced by, 
different forms of collaborative management models, with control and 
responsibilities shared between state governments and local authorities, 
communities, civil society, or private actors (Brosius et al. 1998; Kellert et al. 
2000; Zachrisson 2009a; Lockwood 2010; Kothari et al. 2013).  

Protected areas can serve as a tool to safeguard Indigenous peoples’ 
traditional lands from industrial or other encroachment (Riseth 2007; Stevens 
2014b). Co-managed protected areas, community-based conservation, and 
other shared governance arrangements for protected areas are receiving 
considerable attention as potential vehicles of more efficient and effective 
conservation, equity, and Indigenous self-determination (Borrini-Feyerabend 
et al. 2004a; Langton et al. 2005; Kothari 2008; Nursey-Bray and Rist 2009; 
Ross et al. 2009; Dressler et al. 2010; Stevens 2010; Hill et al. 2012; Kothari 
et al. 2013; Dodson 2014). The shifting discourses of protected areas,  the 
expansion of Indigenous rights, and the growing recognition of Indigenous 
peoples’ and local communities’ traditional knowledge and practices as assets 
for conservation efforts have opened up new opportunities for Indigenous 
peoples in relation to protected areas on their lands (Berkes et al. 2000; 
Brosius 2004; Heinämäki 2009; Stevens 2014b). 

However, important obstacles to the full realization of Indigenous rights 
remain. Protected areas can be a threat to Indigenous rights, if they restrict 
Indigenous peoples’ use of and access to land and natural resources 
(Colchester 2004; Stevens 2014a). Indigenous peoples articulate claims to 
collective rights based on their status as peoples, as understood in the 
foundational principles of international law and entailing the right to self-
determination. This interferes with notions of state sovereignty and the 
understanding of rights as something that pertains to individuals, and has met 
resistance from states wary of the consequences of full Indigenous self-
determination (Anaya 2004; Daes 2008; Lightfoot 2012; Northcott 2012). 
Land expropriations and removals still occur, and many countries fail to 
acknowledge and implement Indigenous rights or apply discriminatory laws 
and policies affecting Indigenous peoples’ rights (Daes 2005).  

Some national courts have started to respect and implement the provisions 
of the international resolutions and declarations on Indigenous rights (Daes 
2008), but many countries continue to oppose implementation of Indigenous 
rights in practice (Daes 2005; Northcott 2012). Indigenous peoples’ position 
in nature conservation is still often contested, and the perceived common 
ground between conservationists and Indigenous peoples has not always 
delivered the expected results for either part (Chapin 2004; Colchester 2004). 
Conservation objectives are not always compatible with Indigenous peoples’ 
rights, needs, and interests, and although Indigenous peoples are sometimes 
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able to combine efforts with conservationists, these alliances can be unstable 
(Conklin and Graham 1995; Adams 2003; Langton 2003; Heikkilä 2004; 
Riseth 2007; Brockington et al. 2008; Hirsch et al. 2011; Kashwan 2013). 

Moreover, although major international environmental authorities now 
acknowledge social aspects of conservation efforts, give prominence to rights, 
and open up for new approaches to protected areas, the pace of national 
implementation has thus far been slow (Stevens 2014c). State control of 
protected areas remains dominant, and the actual impact of the changing 
discourses of conservation has been subject to critical questioning (Wilshusen 
et al. 2002; Berkes 2004; Chapin 2004; Hutton et al. 2005; Colchester et al. 
2008; Kothari et al. 2013). Community-based management is not necessarily 
fairer or more democratic than traditional approaches, nor do co-
management arrangements always lead to equal inclusion of Indigenous 
groups (Castro and Nielsen 2001; Lane 2003; Coombes and Hill 2005; Lane 
and Corbett 2005; Duncan 2007; Brockington et al. 2008; Zachrisson 2009a; 
Hovik et al. 2010; Lyver et al. 2014).  

Differing ways of understanding, valuing, using, and taking care of nature 
between Indigenous peoples and international, national, or local majorities 
continue to cause problems in relation to protected areas on Indigenous lands 
(Niezen 2003; Nadasdy 2005b; Brockington et al. 2008). The construction of 
environmental problems, and the ways in which we understand nature, 
conservation, area protection, and Indigenous peoples as political agents, 
have profound political significance (Escobar 1998; Feindt and Oels 2005; 
Adams and Hutton 2007). Discourses of protected areas have consequences 
for peoples’ relationships with, access to, and control over nature and natural 
resources. Their material aspects include the political, social, and economic 
consequences of protected areas: the current and future limits protected areas 
set for the rights of people to use nature, the organization of power and 
influence they represent, and the distribution of resources that follow 
(Ockwell and Rydin 2006; Adams and Hutton 2007; Agrawal and Redford 
2009; Corson et al. 2014).  

Protected areas occupy a hegemonic position in conservation discourses 
and are the means by which many people relate to nature and the environment 
(West et al. 2006; Corson et al. 2014). Discourses of Indigenous peoples have 
justified the colonization of their lands and societies, and they continue to 
govern their possibilities for political agency and influence (Mörkenstam 
1999; DeLuca and Demo 2001; Schroeder 2010; Tennberg 2010). In order to 
understand and analyze the construction of space for Indigenous peoples’ 
political agency in contemporary nature conservation and protected area 
politics and practices, a deeper comprehension of these intersecting and 
interacting discourses, and the colonial traits that they share, is necessary 
(Stevens 1997b; Adams 2003; Plumwood 2003).  
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International arenas for nature conservation are important instruments for 
Indigenous peoples in the struggle to safeguard rights to land, knowledge, and 
culture (Fourmile 1999; Morgan 2004; Barsh 2007; Forest Peoples 
Programme 2015). International discourses of both Indigenous peoples and 
protected areas shape national and local policy, goals, and management 
models, and affect the political agency of individuals and groups on all 
political levels. National and local levels, in turn, respond to these 
international discourses in different ways – accepting, modifying, or resisting 
them (Büscher and Whande 2007). Investigations of the connections and 
relationships between discursive constructions on different political and 
administrative levels offer ways to analyze this web of power, articulation, and 
discursive (re)production.  

On the national level, protected areas in the traditional lands of the Sami 
people – Sápmi1 – in Norway and Sweden provide an interesting case for 
study. Norway and Sweden are both modern constitutional and welfare states 
with high international reputations in the areas of human rights and 
environmental issues. However, the issue of protected areas on Sami lands is 
the subject of ongoing critical discussion, as are the colonial histories and 
relationships between the nation-states and the Sami people (cf. Fur 1999; 
Mörkenstam 1999; Lantto 2000; Schanche 2001; Andersen 2002; Lantto 
2003; Mörkenstam 2005; Lantto and Mörkenstam 2007; Riseth 2007; 
Johansson 2008; Ledman 2012a; Lawrence 2014; Össbo 2014; Brännlund 
2015). 

While seemingly culturally and politically similar, Sweden and Norway 
differ in their approaches to both nature conservation and to the Sami, and 
the establishment of national borders has led to different conditions for Sami 
political agency in different parts of Sápmi (Minde 2001; Allard 2011; Josefsen 
et al. 2014; Allard forthcoming). Both states take active part in international 
arenas for conservation and protected areas, but their prioritizations and 
implementation of international conventions differ (Hovik et al. 2010; 
Fauchald et al. 2014). Studying protected areas in the Swedish and Norwegian 
parts of Sápmi provides insights into the intersections and relationships 
between discourses on different levels and opportunities to explore the effects 
of current trends in both conservation and Indigenous rights discourses.  

Purpose of the thesis 
The purpose of this thesis is to explore how the discourses that govern nature 
conservation and protected areas shape the conditions for Indigenous 
peoples’ influence and participation in the governance and management of 
protected areas on their lands. I pursue this aim by analyzing, and critically 

1 “Sápmi” is the term for the Sami territory and people in Northern Sami, the most widely spoken of the Sami
languages. 
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examining the consequences of, the construction of Indigenous subject 
positions and conditions for agency in discourses of nature conservation and 
protected areas. The empirical focus of the thesis lies with international 
discourses of protected areas and Indigenous peoples, on the one hand, and 
local and national discourses articulated in relation to two cases of protected 
areas in Sápmi, on the other.  

Sápmi stretches over Norway, Sweden, Finland, and the Russian Kola 
Peninsula. The case studies included in the thesis – the Laponia World 
Heritage site in Sweden (Paper II) and the newly implemented local 
management boards for protected areas in Norway (Paper III) – are situated 
in the Swedish and Norwegian parts of Sápmi, respectively. Consequently, I 
delimit my analysis of national contexts to the nation-states of Sweden and 
Norway. I have chosen these cases as recent examples of potentially increased 
influence of an Indigenous people in relation to protected areas on their 
traditional lands, and as examples of the intersections between protected 
areas and Indigenous rights in Sápmi. I view Sápmi, rather than the individual 
nation-states, as the study area for this thesis. However, I have found the 
national context crucial to understanding both national and local discursive 
production and reproduction and the interaction between international, 
national, and local discourses.  

On the international level, I focus on discourses articulated in and through 
the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), the World Heritage Convention 
(WHC), and, to some extent, the International Union for Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN). This choice is guided partly by my case studies, where the 
WHC (Paper II) and the CBD (Paper III) are central to the protected area 
arrangements studied, and partly by the significance of these frameworks to 
the issue of Indigenous rights in relation to protected areas. The CBD, the 
WHC, and the IUCN are critical arenas for the formation of discourses of 
protected areas and Indigenous peoples. As central international authorities 
for nature conservation, they commit national governments to fulfilling 
ambitious targets for area protection and influence (SCBD 2004b; Dudley 
2008; COP-CBD 2010). As states or local communities interact with, refer to, 
or in other ways use them, these international arenas shape discourses on 
national and local levels, and through the negotiations between their 
members, national and local discursive constructions, in turn, influence them.  

This thesis is part of a research project titled Indigenous rights and nature 
conservation, funded by the Swedish Research Council Formas. The aim of 
the project is “to examine how nationally defined values and ideologies, 
historical and contemporary, form the basis for the development of 
Indigenous rights and different management models of land – in particular 
protected areas – in Sápmi” (Elenius n.d.)  

The thesis contributes to the project and to the literature on Indigenous 
peoples in relation to protected areas by continuing and adding to the 
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deconstruction of dominant discourses and by discussing critically the 
consequences of these discourses for Indigenous peoples’ space for political 
agency. By including discourses on international, national, and local levels in 
the analysis and exploring the links between them, I am able to discuss 
processes of discursive reproduction, re-articulation, resistance, and 
reinvention within and across political and administrative levels. The thesis 
adds new perspectives to the study of protected areas in Sápmi, as it examines 
recent examples of arrangements that potentially increase Sami influence over 
protected areas on their traditional lands. These issues have been less 
thoroughly explored in the Nordic countries than in the developing world or 
the Anglosphere. Few studies have focused on protected areas from a 
discourse analytical perspective, and the links between international, 
national, and local discourses have not been extensively investigated.  

Organization of the thesis 
This thesis consists of an introductory section, divided into six chapters, and 
four appended papers. Following this introduction, the second chapter 
provides a background to the empirical scope of the thesis. The third chapter 
expands on the links between colonialism, nature conservation, and 
Indigenous peoples, and introduces postcolonial theory as part of the 
theoretical framework of the thesis. The fourth chapter further outlines my 
analytical approach, describes the analytical tools and the empirical material 
of the thesis, and discusses strategies for ethical practice in research 
concerning Indigenous peoples. The fifth chapter summarizes the four 
appended papers, and the sixth and final chapter synthesizes the results of 
these four papers and discusses the main findings of the thesis.  

The four appended papers explore the space for Indigenous agency in 
different protected area contexts. Paper I focuses on the Convention on 
Biological Diversity. Paper II analyzes the management of the Laponia World 
Heritage in Sweden. Paper III examines discourses of local participation in 
protected area management in Norway. Paper IV investigates effects of the 
intersections of international, national, and local discourses on Indigenous 
space for agency in relation to protected areas.  
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Situating the thesis 

This chapter situates the thesis in a thematic and historic context. It provides 
a background to the empirical scope of this thesis and introduces the 
particular arenas and contexts in focus for my analysis. I describe the major 
international arenas for nature conservation and area protection, discuss the 
development of discourses centered on decentralization and participation, 
and introduce protected areas in Swedish and Norwegian Sápmi as a case for 
study.   

International arenas for protected areas 
The scope and extent of international institutions, organizations, and 
knowledge systems aimed at solving environmental problems is increasing. 
The power of international conservation authorities is growing, and 
international legislation and policy frameworks are now central parts of 
national and local protected area governance and management2 (Sonnenfeld 
and Mol 2002; Zimmerer 2006; Büscher and Whande 2007). Furthermore, 
international arenas3 are, and have been, fundamental to Indigenous 
advocacy (Niezen 2003; Anaya 2004; Koivurova and Heinämäki 2006; 
Schroeder 2010; Dahl 2012).  

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) (1992) is one of the main 
international authorities for nature conservation. The CBD is legally binding, 
and the 196 state parties to the convention are committed to implement 
decisions made by the CBD’s governing body, the Conference of the Parties 
(COP). While the CBD is not primarily concerned with protected areas, it 
provides a “lowest common denominator”-definition of protected areas 
(Gillespie 2007; Chandra and Idrisova 2011; Harrop and Pritchard 2011; 
Morgera and Tsioumani 2011). The CBD has become a major focus for 
advancing Indigenous peoples’ environmental claims and gaining protection 
for Indigenous peoples’ natural resources, knowledge, traditions, and 
lifestyles (Posey 1996; Fourmile 1999; Richardson 2001).  

Indigenous peoples’ representatives are continuously advocating their 
rights and perspectives within the CBD context, but have also been vocal in 
their critique of the convention, the COP, and states’ implementation of the 
CBD (cf. IIFB 2006; 2008; 2010; 2011; 2012; 2014). Some of the major 
objections to the CBD’s approach to Indigenous peoples include the reluctance 

2 I use “governance” to refer to the overarching processes of political negotiation and decision-making that
result in objectives for and legislation and regulation of protected areas. “Management” refers to the activities 
carried out to fulfil the objectives, implement the legislation, and enforce the regulations (cf. Borrini-
Feyerabend et al. 2013: 10).  
3 I use the word ”arenas” to refer to the both material and non-material spaces for discourse formation and
negotiation constructed through conventions, authorities, organizations, and meetings on the international 
level (cf. Fraser 1990). 
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to recognize Indigenous peoples as peoples in accordance with international 
law, the conflation of Indigenous and non-Indigenous local communities, and 
the focus on state sovereignty over natural resources (IAITPTF & IWGIA 1996; 
Woodliffe 1996; Fourmile 1999; Oldham 2001-2002; Heinämäki 2009).  

The Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and 
Natural Heritage, commonly known as the World Heritage Convention 
(WHC), was adopted by the General Conference of the UN Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in 1972. It provides the legal 
framework and the administrative and financial support for the World 
Heritage List, which is an inventory of cultural and natural sites deemed to be 
of “outstanding universal value” (World Heritage Convention 1972). Its main 
body for implementation is the World Heritage Committee, which consists of 
21 State Parties to the Convention, elected by the annual General Conference 
(Baird 2009: 69). The WHC has almost universal adoption among the nations 
of the world. As one of few international instruments that have tried to engage 
with cultural landscapes, it holds potential for Indigenous peoples as a way to 
protect their lands, culture, and heritage (Rössler 2006; Gillespie 2007; Disko 
and Tugendhat 2013).  

Indigenous peoples have been able to use the WHC as a tool to protect their 
rights to land and culture, but the WHC has also been criticized for upholding 
Eurocentric, universalizing discourses, reproducing colonial structures, 
constraining the agency of Indigenous peoples, and for violations of 
Indigenous rights in the implementation of the convention (Byrne 1991; Smith 
2006; Waterton et al. 2006; Labadi 2007; Baird 2009; Smith and Akagawa 
2009; Disko 2010; Disko and Tugendhat 2011; Baird 2013). Only State Parties 
have voting rights in the General Conference and the World Heritage 
Committee, and Indigenous representatives have few means to influence 
decision-making processes. Efforts have been made to establish an advisory 
body of Indigenous experts on World Heritage, but have thus far failed 
(Meskell 2013). 

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) and its World 
Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) are important arenas for the 
articulation of discourses of protected areas. Although a relatively small 
number of countries have incorporated the IUCN’s category system for 
protected areas into national legislation, the IUCN’s definitions and 
categorizations are widely recognized by both international and national 
political and scientific bodies (Bishop 2004; Chape et al. 2005; West et al. 
2006; Gillespie 2007). The IUCN World Parks Congress (WPC), held every 
ten years, is a major global occasion for the development of international 
standards and guidelines for protected areas, and the IUCN and the WCPA 
have been instrumental for the shifts in protected area discourse in recent 
decades (Chape et al. 2005; Stevens 2014b).  
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Toward decentralization and public participation? 
Discourses of natural resource governance and management, nature 
conservation, and sustainable development are increasingly centering on 
decentralization and local participation (Brosius et al. 1998; Kellert et al. 
2000; Lemos and Agrawal 2006; Zachrisson 2009a). International 
environmental frameworks now widely prescribe and promote local influence 
and participation as important tools in the governing of protected areas 
(Borrini-Feyerabend 2004; Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004b; Kothari 2004; 
Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2013). Furthermore, they put forward Indigenous 
peoples as holders of knowledge that can contribute greatly to conservation 
objectives and are increasingly articulating Indigenous peoples as having a 
right to participate in and influence protected area establishment and 
management (Heinämäki 2009; Lindroth and Sinevaara-Niskanen 2013). The 
international arenas described above have all been parts of this development; 
particularly, the CBD and its ecosystem approach and the “new paradigm” 
established under the auspices of the IUCN.  

The CBD and the other outcomes of the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro, 1992, all address issues 
of local participation and decentralization and stress the importance of 
including Indigenous peoples and local communities in nature conservation 
efforts (Convention on Biological Diversity 1992; UNCED 1992b; 1992a). The 
Conference of the Parties (COP) to the CBD has adopted the so-called 
“ecosystem approach”, which includes the principle of subsidiarity, as the 
primary framework for action under the CBD (COP-CBD 1998). Through its 
work under Article 8(j) and related provisions, the CBD engages in issues 
concerning Indigenous peoples’ traditional knowledge, innovations, and 
practices in relation to biodiversity conservation (SCBD n.d.). 

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has been a 
central arena and focal point for the changes in protected area discourses. 
IUCN’s Vth World Parks Congress, held in Durban in 2003, marked a shift in 
international protected area policy and practice, both in relation to 
governance structures for protected areas and in relation to Indigenous 
peoples’ rights (Stevens 2014b). Indigenous peoples had mobilized and were 
represented in unprecedented numbers, challenging prevalent protected area 
paradigms and demanding that protected areas recognize their rights, 
responsibilities, and contributions to conservation (Brosius 2004). As a result, 
the WPC adopted a new paradigm for protected areas, articulated in the 
Durban Accord (IUCN WCPA 2003a) and specified for implementation in the 
Durban Action Plan (IUCN WCPA 2003b).  

The new paradigm includes a distinct focus on Indigenous peoples. The 
Durban Accord makes several mentions of Indigenous peoples, including calls 
for commitment to involve and share benefits with Indigenous peoples in the 
establishment and management of protected areas (IUCN WCPA 2003a: 
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222). The Durban Action Plan sets specific goals and targets in relation to 
Indigenous peoples’ rights and participation (IUCN WCPA 2003b: 226, 229). 
The major international conservation bodies have subsequently intensified 
their engagement with Indigenous peoples and their focus on local 
participation (cf. Borrini-Feyerabend 2004; Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004a; 
Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004b; SCBD 2004a; 2004b; IUCN 2006; 2008; 
2010).  

At the VIth World Parks Congress in Australia in 2014, participants reported 
that although progress was made, full recognition of the rights of Indigenous 
peoples had not yet been achieved (IISD 2014; Laina and Tsioumani 2015). A 
major outcome of the VIth WPC was the Whakatane Mechanism, launched by 
the IUCN in cooperation with several Indigenous peoples’ organizations, 
which aims to “assess the situation in different protected areas around the 
world and, where people are negatively affected, to propose solutions and 
implement them” (Forest Peoples Programme 2011a; 2015; Whakatane 
Mechanism n.d.). The VIth WPC also presented recommendations for 
including Indigenous peoples and respecting Indigenous and traditional 
knowledge and cultures in conservation efforts (IUCN 2014b; 2014c; 2014a). 

If implemented and universally adopted, the new paradigm could open up 
spaces for agency for Indigenous peoples in relation to protected areas 
(Stevens 2014b). Protected area discourses promoting decentralization and 
public participation can increase Indigenous peoples’ possibilities to retain 
control over their traditional lands, safeguard their rights, or secure influence 
over protected areas. Likewise, the consideration of social aspects of protected 
areas, the development of Indigenous rights, and the attention to Indigenous 
peoples’ role in, and contribution to, conservation can present opportunities 
to Indigenous peoples in relation to protected areas on their lands. Some 
argue that the days of top-down, exclusionary protected area policies are 
definitely over, and that critics assume outdated attitudes to protection now 
held only by a minority of practitioners and specialists, thus failing to 
recognize the major changes that have occurred (Dudley et al. 2014).  

Nevertheless, there are concerns that while the new paradigm is certainly a 
welcome change and a good indication that Indigenous advocacy is paying off, 
it is still somewhat of a paper tiger, and implementation is lagging (Colchester 
et al. 2008; Moorcroft and Adams 2014; Stevens 2014c). Indigenous peoples’ 
organizations continue to criticize international conservation authorities for 
failing to fulfil their targets and obligations to Indigenous peoples, not 
adequately securing Indigenous participation, and disregarding Indigenous 
rights (cf. IIFB 2006; Forest Peoples Programme 2008; IIFB 2008; 2010; 
Forest Peoples Programme 2011b; IIFB 2012; 2014). Colonial discourses and 
the ideal of “fortress conservation” are still present in protected area policy 
and practice (Wilshusen et al. 2002; Benjaminsen and Svarstad 2010; Sandlos 
2014), and many challenges to participation and influence still exist on both 
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national and local levels (Lane 2003; Lane and Corbett 2005; Koivurova and 
Heinämäki 2006; Schroeder 2010; Paulson et al. 2012; Minter et al. 2014).  

The international arenas described here are central to the formation and 
negotiation of discourses of protected areas and Indigenous peoples. They 
guide discourse formation on the national and local levels and through 
binding commitments and obligations, they shape the discretion of national 
and subnational governing bodies. They are, however, also guided and 
governed by discourses on lower levels. Discourses articulated in international 
arenas and in regional, national, or local contexts influence and reinforce each 
other, as they are adopted and adapted across and within arenas on different 
political and administrative levels through complex processes of 
reinterpretation, resistance, and negotiation (Brosius 1999; Büscher and 
Whande 2007; Campbell 2007; Baird 2009; Banerjee 2012).   

Protected areas in Swedish and Norwegian Sápmi 
Sweden adopted its first nature conservation legislation and designated its 
first national parks in 1909. About 11 per cent of the land area of Sweden is set 
aside for protection, most of it as nature reserves or national parks (SCB 2015). 
The first Norwegian nature protection act was adopted in 1910, but until the 
1950’s, nature protection policy was mainly focused on trees, rare plants and 
threatened animal species. During the early 20th century, Norway did not 
designate large national parks or other protected areas, as was the case in 
Sweden and other countries at the time, but it has since picked up the pace 
(Sande 2010: 90; Fauchald et al. 2014). To date, almost 17 per cent of 
mainland Norway is set aside for protection (State of the Environment 
Norway 2015).  

A large proportion of areas set aside for protection or conservation in both 
Norway and Sweden are located in Sápmi, the traditional lands of the Sami 
people (SCB 2015; State of the Environment Norway 2015). Previous research 
shows that the establishment of protected areas can benefit Sami reindeer 
herding by securing grazing areas or serving as a guarantee against other 
intrusions. However, protected areas might also clash with Sami property and 
usufruct rights, or be perceived as entailing increased intrusion and reduced 
influence (Sandersen and Olsen 2001; Andreassen 2002; Riseth 2007; Riseth 
and Holte 2008; Ween 2012). Researchers have pointed out that Sami land 
and natural resource use often conflicts with the interests of other local or 
national parties, and that Sami rights are frequently subordinated other 
environmental commitments (Heikkilä 2004; Riseth 2007; Sande 2010). The 
view of nature articulated in nature conservation policy is not always 
compatible with Sami notions of their environment, leading to problems and 
conflicts (Eythórsson 1999; Gaski 1999; Andreassen 2001; Falch 2002; 
Schanche 2002; Sande 2010).  
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While there are differences between the two countries’ political traditions, 
the institutional design for protected areas is similar between the two 
countries (Sandström et al. 2009; Fauchald et al. 2014). Ministries of the 
Environment have the main responsibility for carrying out the Governments’ 
environmental policies and national environmental agencies (the Norwegian 
Environment Agency (NEA) and the Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency (SEPA), respectively) serve as their executive and advisory bodies. 
Regional state agencies (the County Governors (CG) in Norway and the 
County Administrative Boards (CAB) in Sweden) and municipalities engage 
in area protection on the regional and local levels. In Norway, the Government 
establishes and presents management plans for protected areas and may then 
delegate authority to bodies on regional or local levels (The Nature Diversity 
Act 2009: Articles 34, 62). In Sweden, the Government establishes national 
parks, while CABs and municipalities may establish and regulate nature 
reserves and other smaller protected areas (The Environmental Code: Ch. 7, 
Articles 1-30). Both countries participate actively in international protected 
area arenas including the CBD, the IUCN and the WHC (Fauchald et al. 2014). 
Through membership in the European Union (EU), Sweden is also bound by 
EU conservation policies.  

Historically, nature conservation through strict protection and top-down 
processes has been the norm in both Norway and Sweden. Both countries have 
been part of the international discursive shift in views of nature and nature 
conservation, and now focus more on preserving biodiversity than on creating 
outdoor museums of untouched nature (Zachrisson 2009a; Bay-Larsen 2010; 
Hovik et al. 2010; Bay-Larsen 2012). Environmental policy is moving towards 
co-management models as the preferred arrangement for natural resource 
management, which means an increased focus on local stakeholders, and 
increased opportunities for local involvement. Norway has moved further 
towards a delegation of authority over protected areas and places greater 
emphasis on sustainable use, whereas Sweden prioritizes strict regulation and 
has a less comprehensive strategy for decentralization (Hovik and Reitan 
2004; Hovik and Vabo 2005; Lundgren 2009; Zachrisson 2009a; 2009c; 
Hovik et al. 2010; Wramner and Nygård 2010; Bay-Larsen 2013; Fauchald et 
al. 2014).   

Norway recently implemented a major reform of protected area 
management which provides for a transfer of management responsibilities 
and authority to local National Park Boards (NPBs) (Falleth and Hovik 2009; 
Hovik et al. 2010; Fauchald and Gulbrandsen 2012; Fauchald et al. 2014). 
Sweden has implemented co-management arrangements for individual areas 
and declared intentions to increase public participation in protected areas 
(Reg. skr. 2001/02:173; Swedish Gov. Bill 2008/09:214), but has not initiated 
large-scale decentralization processes for protected areas equivalent to the 

14 
 



Norwegian reform (Zachrisson 2009c; Hovik et al. 2010; Zachrisson and 
Beland Lindahl 2013; Fauchald et al. 2014).  

Sami influence over and participation in protected areas differs between 
and within the countries. The Sami Parliament in Norway and the Norwegian 
Government have agreed on specific guidelines regarding proceedings on 
protected areas in Sami areas (Ministry of the Environment and Sámediggi - 
Sametinget 2007). The regulations for the newly established local National 
Park Boards require Sami representation on the boards in Sami areas (Norges 
nasjonalparks- og verneområdestyrer 2014; Norwegian Environment Agency 
n.d.). In Sweden, Sami reindeer herders have secured influence over the 
management of the Laponia World Heritage site (Torp and Vikman 1999; 
Beach 2001; Rådelius 2002; Nilsson Dahlström 2003; Adams 2005; Lasko 
2005; Nilsson Dahlström 2008; Green 2009; Nilsson Dahlström 2009; 
Zachrisson 2009b). Outside of Laponia, the Sami have no specific rights or 
means of participating in or influencing protected areas beyond general 
channels such as governmental commissions and consultation obligations 
(Allard 2006: 473-479). 
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(Post)colonial perspectives 

This chapter expands on the links between colonialism, nature conservation, 
and Indigenous peoples. Colonialism is here understood as not merely the 
conquest and control by European powers of other peoples’ land and goods, 
but a discursive system that works to legitimize colonial and imperialist 
projects (Loomba 2005: 22-53). Stereotypes, images, and knowledge of 
colonial places, subjects, and cultures have interacted with economic, 
administrative, political, and judicial systems to form and perpetuate 
colonialism through processes that have affected both the colonizer and the 
colonized (Césaire 2000: 35-46; Loomba 2005: 50-51). Furthermore, 
colonialism has had fundamental effects on the relationship between humans 
and nature. The legacy of colonialism in discourses of both nature 
conservation and Indigenous peoples largely remains today (Smith 1999; 
Adams 2003; Adams and Mulligan 2003; Anaya 2004; Torgerson 2006).  

Parks, peoples, and colonial discourses 
The first national parks were established on Native American land in the USA 
in the late 19th century. They were governed through a model of strict 
protection, limiting or eliminating human use, which has greatly influenced 
the creation and management of protected areas worldwide. This model was 
founded on colonial understandings of the right and possibility of (European) 
humans to control, restructure, and re-order nature in order to serve human 
needs and desires, and was deeply imbued with notions of race and class 
(DeLuca and Demo 2001; Adams 2003; Adams and Hutton 2007). It was 
underpinned by a conceptual distinction between “nature/natural” and 
“human/social”, conceptions of “wilderness” – untouched, pristine, and 
uninhabited nature, free from human impact and therefore worthy of 
protection – and a belief in the righteous power of humans (or, rather, wealthy 
white men of European descent) over nature (Cronon 1996; Stevens 1997b; 
Adams 2003; Pickerill 2008; Uggla 2010; Wall-Reinius 2011). As part of 
colonial projects, nature conservation and area protection have restructured, 
reordered, and regulated nature and human-nature relationships in order to 
serve needs and desires of recreation or resource extraction or to reinforce 
notions of civilization, culture, and national identity (Adams 2003). 

Early conservation discourses articulated nature as a wild, sometimes 
dangerous, but beautiful “other” to modern civilization (Adams 2003; Gross 
2008). The desire to protect it originally stemmed from an interest in 
preserving its pristine qualities, its spiritual values, and its beauty, while also 
offering people the opportunity to experience and enjoy “wilderness” by 
visiting protected areas as tourists (Kalamandeen and Gillson 2007). Colonial 
discourse has largely articulated Indigenous peoples as part of the concept of 
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“nature” – less ideal or more primitive forms of the human; backwards, 
primitive, and inferior (DeLuca and Demo 2001; Plumwood 2003). This has 
meant that even where Indigenous peoples had long histories of inhabiting, 
using, and caring for natural areas; conservationists could still consider these 
areas “wilderness”. Indigenous land and resource use, knowledge, and 
practices have not been understood to transform or leave significant marks on 
the landscape, and have therefore been ignored or suppressed (Stevens 1997b; 
Adams 2003; Pickerill 2008). In other cases, Indigenous peoples’ activities 
have been perceived as threats to the values of nature (Adams 2003; Langton 
2003; Stevens 2014a). Either way, the wilderness ideal and the exclusion of 
people from protected areas has often had particularly radical consequences 
for Indigenous peoples, including forced relocations, dispossession of land, 
and disruptions of social and economic organization (Chatty and Colchester 
2002; Adams 2003; Colchester 2003; 2004; Brockington and Igoe 2006; 
Brockington et al. 2006; West et al. 2006; Adams and Hutton 2007; Agrawal 
and Redford 2009). 

The notion of Indigenous lands as untouched wilderness is possible within 
a discourse that understands use of nature and natural resources from a 
perspective of Western agricultural and industrial modes of production and 
concepts of property (Tully 1994). Indigenous peoples have interacted with 
their natural environment in ways that have often altered or modified it in 
different ways and have practiced systems of access, restriction, exclusivity, 
and sharing land, but these practices cannot necessarily be understood using 
the same conceptual framework as liberal or capitalist environmental and 
property rights discourses (Redford 1991; Nadasdy 2005b; Pickerill 2008). 
These fundamentally different ways of understanding and relating to nature 
are central to many of the problems Indigenous peoples have faced in relation 
to protected areas on their lands (Andreassen 2001; Falch 2002; Poirier and 
Ostergren 2002; Schanche 2002; Langton 2003; Heikkilä 2004; Pickerill 
2008; Nursey-Bray et al. 2010). 

In addition to the nature/culture dichotomy and the “othering” and 
subjugation of non-white, non-Western subjects, the colonial legacies in 
protected area discourses include assumptions regarding the goals of 
conservation and appropriate governing structures for protected areas. The 
authority to create and govern protected areas has been placed firmly with 
nation-states and conservation goals have been articulated in terms of strict 
preservation, requiring protected areas to be uninhabited and unused by 
humans. To achieve these goals, coercive force could be legally and morally 
justified to remove residents or end practices that were deemed harmful to 
conservation (Stevens 2014a). Techno-scientific, centralized, and formalized 
ways of knowing have been prioritized over local and Indigenous knowledge 
systems (Adams 2003). The effects of these discourses have included the 
spatial, economic, political, and cultural displacement and marginalization of 
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peoples living in and close to protected areas, the disruption of traditional 
knowledge systems, conflicts, and changes in social relations and practices 
(West et al. 2006; Stevens 2014a). 

Dominant views of nature have evolved over time – from the wild, beautiful, 
and intimidating “other” that needed to be tamed, via instrumental views of 
nature as a resource to be exploited and used, to nature as something with 
intrinsic values and rights to be protected, and perhaps even to a more holistic 
view of humans as part of nature (Gross 2008; Skoglund and Svensson 2010). 
There is a growing focus on the potential contribution of Indigenous and local 
knowledge to conservation objectives, and local participation, 
decentralization, and co-management have become key concepts in protected 
area discourse. The shifts in protected area discourses in recent decades could 
enable space for agency of Indigenous peoples in relation to protected areas, 
and strengthen Indigenous peoples’ position on both international, national, 
and local levels.  

However, the nature-culture dichotomy remains visible in discourses of 
nature, conservation, and protected areas (Uggla 2010). Contemporary nature 
conservation politics tends to oversimplify Indigenous peoples’ motivations, 
capacities, knowledge, and practices, thus undermining their legitimacy as 
actors in relation to protected areas (Wilshusen et al. 2002; Dove 2006; 
Bjørkan and Qvenild 2010). Nation-states continue to control most of the 
protected areas in the world as well as the international fora that articulate 
global conservation norms and objectives (Wilshusen et al. 2002; Hutton et 
al. 2005; Kothari et al. 2013).  

Indigenous peoples and colonialism 
Indigenous peoples commonly share experiences of colonialism, 
dispossession of their lands, marginalization, discrimination, and racism, but 
these experiences vary between and within Indigenous groups. They are and 
have been affected by place, time, class, and gender, and Indigenous peoples’ 
position in social, cultural, political, and economic structures differs between 
different countries and areas. Nevertheless, there are similarities in how 
dominating discourses, contingent on colonial notions, are and have been 
constructing and positioning Indigenous subjects.  

Indigenous peoples’ experiences of colonization have commonly begun 
with the geographical intrusion by colonial powers without the Indigenous 
peoples’ consent, against their resistance, and often by force (Tully 2000: 37). 
Founded on and fueled by racist and capitalist discourses, colonizing powers 
have subjected Indigenous peoples to political control, economic exploitation, 
cultural domination, racial conflict, and the restructuring, destruction, or 
undermining of Indigenous social, cultural, and economic structures (Smith 
1999; Anaya 2004; Daes 2005; Kuokkanen 2011).  
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Some scholars use the concept of internal colonialism, or internal 
colonization, to describe the colonization of Indigenous peoples, in order to 
reflect how these colonized peoples are situated within the boundaries of the 
states that colonized them (Hicks 2004). The concept has been used in 
multiple contexts as a domestic analogy to “classical” colonial forms of 
economic and social domination, and as a way to analyze intra-national 
exploitation of distinct cultural groups (Blauner 1969; Hind 1984; Hicks 
2004).  

In relation to Indigenous peoples, James Tully (2000: 37) defines internal 
colonization as the relationship “between the establishment and development 
of western societies and the pre-existence and continuing resistance of 
indigenous societies on the same territory”. In Tully’s view, internal 
colonization refers both to the historical processes by which structures of 
domination have been set up over Indigenous peoples and to the multitude of 
techniques of government by which Indigenous peoples and their territories 
are governed within the colonizers’ political systems (Tully 2000: 37-38).  

While potentially useful as a way to draw attention to the particularities of 
Indigenous peoples’ experiences of colonization, I do not consider the 
distinction between “internal” and “external” colonialism crucial to my 
analysis. Affected by factors such as place, time, race, class, and gender, 
colonial experiences differ greatly, and colonialism is by no means a unified 
or unambiguous concept (Hall 1996; R. J. C. Young 2001: 16-17; Loomba 
2005: 7-12). Nonetheless, the historical and contemporary colonization of 
Indigenous peoples and their territories shares similar foundations of racism, 
separation, exclusion, and “othering” as “classical” colonialism (Blauner 1969; 
Das 1978; Plumwood 2003). The relationships between Indigenous peoples, 
nation states, and majority populations hinge on colonial discourses that 
continue to shape the conditions for Indigenous peoples lives, cultures, self-
determination, and resistance (Smith 1999; Tully 2000; Hindess 2001; Anaya 
2004; Hicks 2004; Alfred and Corntassel 2005; Hall 2013).  

Indigenous peoples’ strategies of resistance and work for decolonization 
span over multiple political and administrative levels and include local 
protest, national political struggles, international advocacy, and pan-national 
mobilization. Indigenous peoples have actively used existing international 
political structures to further the development of Indigenous rights 
(Thornberry 2002: 406). Results include the development of the ILO 
Convention No. 169 and the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP); the establishment of the UN Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Issues (UNPFII); and increasing recognition of Indigenous 
peoples as partners and knowledge holders in nature conservation and 
sustainable development efforts.  

Strategies to further Indigenous claims within the discourses of 
contemporary liberal democracy, individual property rights, state sovereignty, 
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and human rights have also been problematized. While enabling certain forms 
of resistance, advocacy, and agency, these discourses also position Indigenous 
peoples’ space for agency in relation to hegemonic constructions of 
sovereignty, self-determination, land rights, sustainability, and conservation 
(Young 2000; Holder and Corntassel 2002; Brown 2004; Spivak 2004; 
Coombe 2007; Coulthard 2007; Corntassel 2008; Alfred 2009; Lindroth and 
Sinevaara-Niskanen 2013).  

Colonial histories and relationships in Sápmi 
The Sami are an Indigenous people and an ethnic minority in Norway, 
Sweden, Finland, and Russia, and one of few officially recognized Indigenous 
people in Europe. Sami people have lived and used the land in large parts of 
Fennoscandia since prehistoric times and have interacted in different ways 
with Swedes, Norwegians, Finns, and other peoples throughout the centuries 
(Hansen and Olsen 2006; Ravna 2012). The Sami population is vastly 
heterogeneous, linguistically, culturally, and economically. Sami linguistic 
and cultural divisions cut through contemporary nation-state borders, and 
experiences of colonization and relationships between the Sami and the 
majority populations differ between the nation-states that divide Sápmi today. 

Traditionally, Sami livelihoods have included combinations of hunting, 
fishing, trapping, farming, and reindeer herding. Although Sami subsistence 
and culture have always relied on a variety of activities and while only a 
minority of the Sami today is actively involved in reindeer herding, reindeer 
herding occupies a central position in notions of Sami culture and identity in 
both Sami and majority discourses (Lantto 2000: 32; Beach 2007; Nordin 
2007; Ledman 2012a: 75; Löf 2014a: 45).  

Previous research has shown that while the emerging nation-states made 
efforts to colonize the north from the Middle Ages, the Sami as a distinct 
people and their rights to land were generally acknowledged and respected 
until the end of the 18th century (Lundmark 1998: 25-32, 59-66; Korpijaakko-
Labba 2005: 322-351; Hansen and Olsen 2006: 290-307; Pedersen 2008: 21-
22; Päiviö 2011: 80-119). The nation-states competed for land, tax revenues, 
and trade profits, but were not mainly interested in the restructuring of Sami 
social organization or livelihoods (Brännlund 2015: 13). In Sweden, the local 
courts’ practices were adapted to local and Sami customary law and tradition 
and guaranteed Sami representation and influence (Sjölin 2002: 29-31, 40-
42; Korpijaakko-Labba 2005: 321-322). The Norwegian authorities generally 
prioritized agricultural interests and the rights and needs of Norwegian 
farmers and fishermen, but some arrangements were relatively well attuned 
to Sami land use practices and could be used to safeguard Sami rights (Hansen 
and Olsen 2006: 290-291). 

From the mid-1700s, the states intensified their efforts to colonize Sami 
lands, increase their control over natural resources in Sápmi, and secure and 
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legitimize the borders of the states. Dominant perceptions gradually shifted, 
nationalist and social-Darwinist ideas gained prominence, and Sami lands 
were increasingly considered Crown land, not Sami property. By the end of 
the 19th century, the Swedish state had effectively reduced Sami customary 
land rights to usufruct rights on lands now claimed by the state, while settlers 
were given ownership rights to farmlands (Lundmark 1998: 67-75; 
Korpijaakko-Labba 2005: 351-366; Päiviö 2011: 188-207). The Danish-
Norwegian state claimed ownership over Sami lands and was engaged in an 
active politics of colonization, including land-partitioning reforms that 
benefitted resident farmers and Norwegian language speakers (NOU 1984:18: 
78; Jernsletten 1998: 12-13). 

From the late 19th century onwards, state policies built openly on racist and 
colonial constructions categorizing the Sami as an inferior race, incapable of 
development, ineligible for land ownership, and unqualified to manage their 
own affairs. The Swedish authorities used stereotypical ideas about Saminess 
to position nomadic, mountain dwelling, reindeer herding Sami as more 
authentic than other variations of Sami culture and livelihood, and tied Sami 
land rights firmly to reindeer herding. The nomadic reindeer herding Sami 
were to be kept segregated from Swedish society, to avoid them being 
corrupted by exposure to “civilization” and to prevent the deterioration of the 
quality of reindeer husbandry (Mörkenstam 1999: 107-109; Lantto 2000: 40-
42). Resident or non-reindeer herding Sami, and those who left reindeer 
herding to take up other occupations or livelihoods, were in effect excluded 
from the Sami group and were to be assimilated into Swedish society 
(Mörkenstam 1999: 110-113). These policies of segregation and assimilation 
continued well into the 20th century (Mörkenstam 1999; Lantto 2000; 2003).  

In Norway, the assumed inferiority of Sami language and culture laid the 
foundation for a strict policy of assimilation, initiated in the mid-1800s, which 
came to dominate Norwegian Sami politics for over 100 years (Minde 2003b). 
The colonial and social-Darwinist discourse that disqualified Sami land use as 
the base of land ownership was combined with a national security discourse 
to form the foundation of the assimilation policy (Eriksen and Niemi 1981; 
Jernsletten 1998: 19-22). The perceived superiority of agrarian culture over 
nomadic reindeer herding, and land use conflicts between the two, were also 
central to the state’s Sami politics (Jernsletten 1998: 8-18).  

The gradual and uneven character of colonization, the persistent structural 
downgrading and subordination of the Sami, and the vast differences in power 
between the state administration and Sami have historically worked to 
undermine potential Sami organized resistance to colonization and colonial 
politics (Eythórsson 2003; Minde 2003b; 2003a). Local protests and 
rebellions occurred, and Sami scholars, politicians, and activists made efforts 
to encourage Sami education and interest in public affairs through media and 
literature (Jernsletten 1998: 23-36).  Sami ethno-political mobilization and 
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organization grew stronger in response to the intensification of colonial 
segregation and assimilation policies from the late 19th century onwards 
(Jernsletten 1998; Lantto 2000; Minde 2003a).  

Since the early 1900s, Sami organizations have worked nationally and 
internationally to strengthen Sami land rights, identity, and culture, increase 
Sami autonomy, and revitalize Sami languages (Lantto 2000; Minde 2001; 
Lantto 2003; Minde 2003a; Lantto and Mörkenstam 2007). After World War 
II, discourses of minorities and Indigenous rights shifted, and Sami political 
mobilization gained momentum. In Norway, the conflict over the damming of 
the Alta/Kautokeino River in the late 1970s and early 1980s put Sami rights 
on the political agenda and was eventually followed by a strengthening of Sami 
rights (Minde 2001; Semb 2001). In Sweden, Sami reindeer herders 
challenged the Swedish state in legal processes and achieved some recognition 
of Sami land rights (Allard 2011; Josefsen et al. 2014). Following government-
initiated inquiries on Sami rights in the 1980s, Sami Parliaments were 
established in Norway in 1989 and in Sweden in 1992.  

Both Norway and Sweden have generally continued to claim ownership of 
Sápmi and recognize Sami territorial rights only as usufruct rights, although 
recent developments in Norway offer some alternatives to this tradition 
(Sandberg 2008: 278-285; Allard 2011: 171-174). The Swedish state does not 
recognize any general Sami ownership of land and exclude non-reindeer-
herding Sami, who constitute a majority of the Sami people in Sweden, from 
the system of Sami land rights (Mörkenstam 1999: 115-150; Allard 2006: 297-
299). 

Both countries have officially recognized the Sami as an Indigenous people. 
Norway is commonly regarded as being comparatively more active in its 
engagement with Indigenous issues, having led an offensive strategy both on 
national and international levels in the field of Indigenous rights (Minde 
2001). The Norwegian Sami Parliament operates with a broader space for 
political agency than its Swedish equivalent, and Sami customary rights are 
stronger in Norway than in Sweden (Allard 2011; Josefsen et al. 2014). Norway 
was the first country to ratify the ILO Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and 
Tribal Peoples (ILO 1989), and has subsequently established agreements with 
the Sami Parliament in Norway concerning consultation procedures for 
matters affecting Sami interests (Procedures for Consultations between State 
Authorities and the Sami Parliament 2005). Sweden has not ratified the ILO 
Convention No. 169, nor has it established agreements on consultations.  

The Nordic states have been reluctant to define their relationship with the 
Sami people as colonial, perpetuating a discourse where colonialism as a 
concept is only applicable when the colonized territory is geographically 
separate from the colonizing power, the so-called “salt water” or “blue water” 
doctrine (Bull 2002b: 31-32; Johansson 2008: 153-156). However, the 
territorial and political colonization of Sápmi follows a clearly colonial logic 
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(Lantto 2000: 14; 2003: 11; Kuokkanen 2006: 2-3; Lawrence 2014: 1042-
1045; Össbo 2014: 37-55; Brännlund 2015: 15-16).  

The relationship between the Sami and the Nordic governments has been 
characterized by inequality and distinct power hierarchies, and state policies 
have constructed and institutionalized Sami subjectivities according to racist 
and colonial logics (Jernsletten 1993; Mörkenstam 1999; Amft 2002; Minde 
2003b; Johansson 2008; Ledman 2012a; Össbo 2014; Brännlund 2015). The 
states have viewed the Sami as primitive and uncivilized and treated the 
traditional lands of the Sami as uninhabited wilderness. They have ignored 
and suppressed Sami use of land and natural resources and disqualified it as 
a basis for land rights or sovereignty, and have applied legal systems that are 
poorly adjusted to Sami customary land use and social and cultural practices 
(Falch 2002; Schanche 2002; Heikkilä 2004; Oskal 2004; Allard 2006).  

The popular description of the colonization of Sápmi as slow, gradual, and 
relatively peaceful ignores experiences of harsh taxation, forced labor, and 
forced relocations (Hansen and Olsen 2006: 229-230; Päiviö 2011: 109-112). 
It obscures the epistemic violence (Spivak 1988) of the colonial process – the 
assimilation, discrimination, shaming and silencing of Sami people; the 
disruption of Sami political and social organization; and the loss of Sami 
language, culture, and sense of belonging (Minde 2003b: 133-142; Össbo 
2014: 53). The effects of colonialism are ongoing in Sápmi, as evident not least 
in the continuous struggle for land rights, obstacles to full realization of Sami 
self-determination, and the racism and discrimination faced by many Sami 
(Mörkenstam 2005; DO 2008; Hansen et al. 2008; UNHRC 2011; Lawrence 
and Mörkenstam 2012; Össbo 2014).  

Previous research has shown how dominating discursive constructions of 
the Sami as a group have shaped the space for Sami political agency in 
significant ways, making certain strategies more useful, or perceived as more 
legitimate. In Sweden, the dual policies of segregation and assimilation 
divided the Sami, constructing different conditions for reindeer herding and 
non-reindeer herding Sami, respectively. This also affected Sami mobilization 
and organization (Mörkenstam 1999; Lantto 2000; 2003). Since the 1970s, 
Swedish state has treated reindeer herding as an industry among others and 
the Sami as an interest group comparable to forestry and agriculture, thus 
reducing the space to argue for Sami rights as Indigenous rights (Josefsen et 
al. 2014; Löf 2014b). In contemporary Swedish political discourse, the Sami 
are treated as a minority group rather than an Indigenous people, and this has 
consequences for the means by which the Sami can articulate their position 
and what rights they can claim (Johansson 2008).  

In Norway, the harsh assimilation policies caused many Sami to lose or 
abandon their Sami identification (Minde 2003b). While the Norwegian 
discourse did not uphold the same rigid distinction between reindeer herding 
and non-reindeer herding Sami as the Swedish, the consequences of the 
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assimilation policies have varied between different Sami groups and across 
different areas (Andersen 2003; Eythórsson 2003; Gaup 2006; Josefsen et al. 
2014). Sami identification and agency is a complex issue in both countries, 
with stereotypes, expectations of “authenticity”, and dichotomous 
constructions shaping processes of subjectification and capacities to act and 
speak (Stordahl 1996; Oskal 2003; Paine 2003; Persson 2006; Åhrén 2008; 
Ledman 2012a; Kemi Gjerpe 2013). 

Dominating discourses have constructed Sami subject positions in relation 
to understandings of the Sami, the majority populations, nature, and the 
relationship between these concepts. Tom Mels (1999; 2002) argues that 
Swedish policy, legislation, and official statements reflect an understanding of 
national parks as a “presocial realm” (2002: 136), dissociated from social and 
cultural histories and imagined as free of human influence. In relation to this 
realm, the Sami were previously represented as a part of nature, potentially 
adding to the natural values of an area, but lacking the capacity and right to 
be involved. Later discourses redefine Sami culture, in particular Sami 
reindeer herding, as modern and thereby by definition unnatural, potentially 
threatening nature and the values of protected areas (Mels 2002). Åsa Nilsson 
Dahlström notes a similar process in her work on the Laponia World Heritage 
Site, where she shows how Sami reindeer herders were constructed as a 
possible threat to the natural values and conservation of Laponia, and their 
knowledge ignored and invalidated (Nilsson Dahlström 2003).  

The space for Sami political agency in relation to protected areas is shaped 
by dominant perceptions of indigeneity and by hegemonic environmentalist 
discourses that may ignore or obscure Sami knowledge and undermine Sami 
claims to land rights or political influence (Heikkilä 2004; 2006; Green 
2009). Sami actors navigate a complex terrain of different knowledge systems, 
competing local interests, and institutionalized constraints to their scope of 
action in protected areas (Riseth 2007; Risvoll et al. 2014). The understanding 
of the colonial histories and relationships between the Sami and the nation-
states is therefore necessary for the conceptualization and analysis of this 
terrain. 

Postcolonial theory 
“The postcolonial” can refer to a historical condition where direct colonial rule 
has ended but where the colonial past still serves as a basis for unequal power 
relations and exploitations. It can also be used to highlight power and power 
relations based on race, ethnicity, class, and gender and the “othering” of non-
white, non-European subjects. In the latter sense, it draws on post-
structuralist perspectives and focuses on the relationship between power and 
knowledge and the production of knowledge and knowledgeable subjects 
(Said 1978; R. J. C. Young 2001; Loomba 2005). This approach forces us to 
question and rethink binary representations and allows us to deconstruct the 
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assumptions underpinning histories of colonialism and imperialism (Hall 
1996). “The postcolonial” can then be understood as a process of 
disengagement from colonialism, offering a way to contest colonial 
domination and the legacies of colonialism (R. J. C. Young 2001; Loomba 
2005).  

Founded in radical critiques of colonialism and imperialism, postcolonial 
theory addresses the intersections of class, race, ethnicity, and gender in the 
economic, material, and cultural conditions of the global system (R. J. C. 
Young 2001: 57; Loomba 2005: 23-26). It elucidates the intricate links 
between colonialism and capitalist expansion and offers ways to conceptualize 
the ways in which colonial discourses form and perpetuate asymmetrical 
power relations between colonizing and colonized societies (Loomba 2005; 
Groglopo 2012). Postcolonial theory emphasizes the role of language and 
linguistic practices in the structuring of reality and creation of identities, 
institutions, and politics (Loomba 2005: 43-45). Language, in this view, is 
organized around binary oppositions through which concepts, subjects, and 
objects are given meaning through their difference to other concepts, subjects, 
and objects (Ashcroft et al. 2013: 25-28). The relationship between these 
binary oppositions is hierarchical, promoting and giving a dominant position 
to one part of the dichotomy and thus serving to rationalize domination, 
exploitation, and colonization (Said 1978; Hall 1992; 1996).  

Like colonialism, postcolonialism as a concept remains ambiguous, and 
postcolonial theory is a wide and disparate field. Critics have problematized 
the use of the prefix “post-“, as it indicates an understanding of colonialism as 
something of the past and implies linearity in societal development 
(McClintock 1992; Shohat 1992). The inequalities of colonial rule remain to 
large extent today, both within and between countries. Some argue that 
colonialism is still ongoing, albeit in new forms, even where the colonial rule 
in the form of direct political control by European powers has been brought to 
an end (Young 1991; Spivak 1999; Loomba 2005: 12).  

The “post”-prefix sits especially uncomfortably with many Indigenous 
peoples continuously facing and resisting contemporary forms of colonialism 
by and within the nation-states that colonized them (Smith 1999; Alfred and 
Corntassel 2005; Hall 2013; Össbo 2014). Critiques of postcolonial theory 
from an Indigenous perspective have taken issue with the tendency of 
postcolonial texts to ignore or marginalize Indigenous peoples’ ongoing anti-
colonial struggles, with assumptions of historical linearity and progressivity, 
and with the Eurocentric bias of theories arising from Western epistemologies 
and discourses (Banerjee 2000; Browne et al. 2005; Spivakovsky 2006).  

Used without careful qualifications, “the postcolonial” risks homogenizing, 
universalizing, and ignoring the temporal and spatial specificity of colonial 
and postcolonial experiences, thus obscuring or reinforcing the relationships 
of power and domination that it aims to expose (Shohat 1992; Loomba 2005: 
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21-22). Mindful of these caveats, I still find the postcolonial approach useful 
as a theoretical and analytical tool to understand the historical and political 
contexts of contemporary discourses of protected areas and Indigenous 
peoples.  

Following Stuart Hall (1996: 253), I read the “post-” in postcolonialism as 
not only “coming after” but “going beyond” the colonial. Despite considerable 
heterogeneity and diversity, colonialism has had similar disruptive 
consequences for colonized societies, including persisting power relationships 
along axes of class, race, and gender. Postcolonial theory offers a way to 
problematize and deconstruct these consequences (R. J. C. Young 2001: 24; 
Loomba 2005: 111). Acknowledging the diversity and homogeneity of colonial 
and postcolonial experiences, I employ postcolonial theory to investigate the 
effects of colonial discursive constructions on the organization of knowledge, 
the production of subject positions, and the conditions for Indigenous space 
for agency in relation to protected areas (Hall 1996). Postcolonial theory 
contributes to understanding the links between discourses of protected areas 
and Indigenous peoples, and provides an overarching theoretical framework 
to guide the discourse analytical approach I employ.  
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Analyzing space for agency 

This chapter further outlines the theoretical basis for my approach, describes 
the analytical tools I use and the empirical material I apply them to, and 
discusses strategies for ethical practice in research concerning Indigenous 
peoples. Departing from the assumption that agency is shaped through the 
discursive positioning of individuals and groups and through the articulations 
of the contextual conditions for their agency, I use space for agency as a 
concept to describe and analyze the effects of these positions and conditions. 
I understand agency – the ability or capacity of an individual or group to act 
or to be perceived as a legitimate actor – as enabled and restrained by the ways 
in which discourses produce and position subjects, legitimize or delegitimize 
their knowledge, and produce conditions for action including agendas for 
deliberation, processes for decision-making, and mechanisms for influence.  

Discourse theory and analysis 
From a poststructuralist perspective, language does not simply reflect an 
objective reality, but produces and shapes the world we know (Jørgensen and 
Phillips 2002: 10-12). All knowledge, every representation, is historically, 
culturally, and politically specific, and all understandings of the world are 
created and maintained through social activities and interactions (Jørgensen 
and Phillips 2002: 4-6). Social phenomena receive meaning through 
language, as concrete subjects or objects are connected to specific linguistic 
signs and defined by their relation and difference to other signs (Loomba 
2005: 35). These systems of meaning, or discourses, define and produce the 
objects of our knowledge and regulate the way we can meaningfully talk about 
them (Hall 2001). They form the identity of objects and subjects, legitimize 
certain knowledge, and define who can make authoritative claims to hold such 
knowledge (Howarth 2000: 9; Foucault 2002: 54). Through these formations, 
legitimizations, and definitions, discourses shape the space for agency of 
individuals and groups. Discourse analysis aims to map the processes through 
which meanings are established, and to critically interrogate the relationships 
of power underlying and inherent to these processes (Howarth 2000: 129; 
Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 25-26).  

Discourse theory, as developed by Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe 
(1985), stresses the impossibility of finalizing or irreversibly fixing the 
meaning of social phenomena. Fixations of meaning are both possible and 
necessary, but they are always partial, never final or inevitable. They are 
contingent on historical, cultural, and political contexts, and they need to be 
reproduced in order to maintain stability (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 110-112; 
Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 29). The relationship between language and 
reality is arbitrary in the sense that “words achieve their meaning from an 
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association in the mind, not from any natural or necessary reference to entities 
in the real world” (Loomba 2005: 35). Linguistic structures are social 
constructions and can thereby change over time or depending on context 
(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 10-12).  

Laclau and Mouffe’ establish a comprehensive definition of discourse, 
including not only language but all social phenomena and rejecting any 
distinction between discursive and non-discursive practices (Laclau and 
Mouffe 1985: 107; 1987: 80-83). Any social practice or phenomenon, 
including but not limited to language, that reproduces or changes attributions 
of meaning can be seen as a discursive articulation (Jørgensen and Phillips 
2002: 35-36). Every discursive structure has a material structure, and 
institutions, physical spaces, and other material societal conditions – 
including political and economic structures – are part of discourse (Laclau 
and Mouffe 1985: 108; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 35).  

The meaning of an object or subject depends upon socially constructed 
systems of rules and differences, and our understanding of them is always 
mediated by discourse (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 107; Howarth 2000: 8; 
Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 35). Consequently, our identities as individuals 
and groups, our capacity to speak and act, and our position as political actors 
are effects of discourse and power (Foucault 1980: 98). The subject is here 
understood not as an autonomous or sovereign entity, but as decentered, 
unstable, and changeable (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 115). It is ascribed 
different positions by different, sometimes conflicting, discourses (Jørgensen 
and Phillips 2002: 41). The forces and institutions of social, cultural, political, 
and economic systems shape an individual’s structural position within those 
systems, but that position can only be experienced or interpreted through 
discourse (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 115; Smith 1998: 56-59). Discourses thus 
produce subject positions that frame the space of subjects’ agency by 
regulating possible and/or legitimate social or political positions for subjects 
or groups of subjects.  

Anna Marie Smith explains subject positions as the “ensemble of beliefs 
through which an individual interprets and responds to her structural position 
within a social formation” (Smith 1998: 58). Subject positions do not 
completely determine identity or agency, but structure and regulate the field 
of possible identification within the framework instituted by hegemonic 
discourse (Smith 1998: 64). Discourses govern what political claims are 
perceived as meaningful, legitimate, or possible, who can make those claims, 
and on what grounds (Foucault 2002: 55-61). The power relations structuring 
the political terrain thereby shape the availability, intelligibility, and 
legitimacy of subject positions (Smith 1998: 64). Some subject positions limit 
the ability of an individual or group to make claims to “truth”, to speak with 
authority, or to be recognized as knowledgeable in a particular topic area, 
while other positions strengthen and add legitimacy to certain claims, 
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statements, or demands. The articulation of subject positions influences and 
shapes abilities and capacities to speak and act of individuals and groups, and 
thus structures their space for agency (Davies 1991). 

Discourse theory shares with postcolonial theory a focus on power and 
knowledge, how linguistic constructions create meaning, and on the 
importance of language in the production of the social and political world. 
Discourses of nature conservation and Indigenous peoples govern the 
purpose, scope, and regulation of protected areas. They structure the 
involvement and influence of Indigenous and other actors in the governance 
and management of protected areas, the valuation and utilization of 
knowledge, and the consideration of different interests in relation to 
conservation. They are produced by and productive of power, knowledge, and 
politics.   

Power and hegemony 
The production and reproduction of meaning is a political act, entangled in 
complex power relations and with fundamental consequences for the 
organization of society (Howarth 2000: 104; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 
36). No single discourse can ever completely fixate all social meaning, and any 
given understanding or organization of the world is the result of processes of 
power and politics (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 38-40). Similarly, the 
individual is constituted by discourse, but the structuring of the subject is 
never total, and any given identity or identification is possible but not 
necessary (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 42-43, 47). From this anti-
essentialist account follows an understanding of social and political identities 
as vulnerable and incomplete and of the positioning of subjects as an act of 
power, as every identity and identification is constituted in relation to 
potentially competing systems of meaning by processes of inclusion and 
exclusion (Howarth 2010: 314).  

Power is here understood in a Foucauldian sense, as “employed and 
exercised through a net-like organization” rather than working only from top 
to bottom or coming from a single source (Foucault 1980: 98). Power is not 
only repressive, nor simply something that some people possess and exercise 
over others, but relational and productive (Foucault 1980: 119, 198; 1982: 785-
790; 1990: 94-96). Power constitutes discourse, produces truths, forms 
knowledge and subjectivities, and thus provides the “conditions of possibility 
for the social” (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 13). To govern, in this 
understanding, is “to structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault 
1982: 791), and government refers not only to political structures or state 
activities but to “any more or less calculated and rational activity, undertaken 
by a multiplicity of authorities and agencies, employing a variety of techniques 
and forms of knowledge, that seeks to shape conduct” (Dean 2010: 18). Power 
is rooted in forms of behavior, bodies, and local relationships that do not 
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merely reproduce centralized forms of power but work and circulate through 
a myriad of localized tactics, mechanisms, and effects (Foucault 1977: 27; 
1980: 201) .  

Foucault argued that power and knowledge directly imply and constitute 
each other (1977: 27). These “power-knowledge relations” produce and 
sustain “truths” that have consequences for the social and political 
organization of the world as well as for the ability and capacity of subjects to 
act (Foucault 1980: 131-133). They govern behavior and conduct, not 
necessarily through coercion, repression, or force, but by regulating and 
guiding the possible field of conduct through a multiplicity of techniques 
(Foucault 1982). What we “know”, or what is “true”, in a particular place and 
time will have effects on governing strategies, societal organization, and the 
articulation of subjects.  

As fixations of meaning always represent sites of power, contestation, and 
struggle, there is always a possibility of conflict between discourses defining 
reality in different ways. Nonetheless, certain discourses may come to 
dominate alone, appear to be the only natural interpretation of reality, and 
force users of other discourses to relate to the interpretations and conceptual 
frameworks of that discourse (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 47-48). Some 
discourses become sedimented, appear stable over long periods, and result in 
taken-for-granted social arrangements (Smith 1998: 151-162; Jørgensen and 
Phillips 2002: 55; Johansson 2008: Ch. 3). Laclau and Mouffe suggest the 
concept of hegemony as a way to theorize and understand the domination of 
certain discourses at certain times (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: x-xiii). 

Hegemonic formations fixate meaning across antagonistically colliding 
discourses, excluding the “surplus of meaning” pooled in the field of 
discursivity – the totality of all meaning not articulated in the discourse, 
forming the constitutive outside to any discourse (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 
111). Hegemony is always temporary, threatened by the contingency of 
discursive formation and challenged by alternative systems of meaning 
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 136-143; Howarth 2000: 110; Jørgensen and 
Phillips 2002: 47-49). Discourse analysis offers ways to challenge hegemony 
by demonstrating the contingency of hegemonic formations and 
deconstructing taken-for-granted structures. It thereby allows us to explore 
alternatives to the political and social consequences of the given organization 
of the world (Laclau 1996; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 48-49).  

The critical exploration of discourses of nature conservation and 
Indigenous peoples may uncover the power relationships underlying the 
organization of protected area governance and management. It provides entry 
points for the critique and challenging of hegemony and domination and ways 
to envision alternatives. It can thus contribute to a reshaping of the space for 
Indigenous agency in relation to protected areas.   
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Analytical tools 
Laclau and Mouffe introduce a number of concepts to theorize discursive 
formation, thereby presenting a kind of toolbox for discourse analysis (1985: 
105, 110-113). The authors describe how linguistic signs, objects, subjects’ 
identities and positions, and other social phenomena are invested with 
meaning in relation to each other through articulation, defined as “any 
practice establishing a relation among elements such as their identity is 
modified as a result of the articulatory practice” (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 
105). A successful articulation leads to a temporary fixation of the discourse; 
a momentary stop to the fluctuations in meaning. Such fixations are, as 
discussed above, partial, contingent on context, and embedded in 
relationships of power. Floating signifiers are signs or concepts that are 
particularly open for different meanings and thereby for contestation (Laclau 
and Mouffe 1985: 113). Nodal points are privileged signs around and in 
relation to which other signs are ordered and given meaning (Laclau and 
Mouffe 1985: 112).  

Nodal points act as discursive centers, as discourses are organized and 
structured around them and other signs acquire meaning in relation to them 
(Smith 1998: 98; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 26). The production of floating 
signifiers as nodal points is central to hegemonic formation (Laclau and 
Mouffe 1985: 136; Laclau 2006: 107-110; Howarth 2010: 110). The 
identification and analysis of nodal points and floating signifiers, and the 
analysis of how social actors invest them with different contents, thus offers 
ways to explore hegemony, discursive struggles, power relations, and the 
potential consequences of particular discursive formations for subjects’ 
identities and agencies (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 50-51).  

The discourse theoretical approach highlights how central concepts acquire 
meaning and link together within a network of related signs. The fixation of 
discourses and their nodal points, and the associated positioning of subjects, 
can be understood as taking place through the linking together of discursive 
elements in chains of equivalence4 (Laclau and Mouffe 1985: 127-130). Chains 
of equivalence sort, link, and define signs or concepts in relation to each other 
and in opposition to other chains. These contingent constructions of 
equivalence and difference position subjects in relation to each other, 
privileging certain possibilities of identification while excluding or silencing 
others, thus shaping the space for agency of individuals and groups (Laclau 
and Mouffe 1985: 127-130; Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 43-45, 50). Mapping 
these relationships offers ways to identify and critically examine discourses, 
and to explore the alternative meanings and identifications made impossible, 

4 Although denoted as “chains”, the relationships that invest meaning into signs or concepts are not necessarily 
linear or hierarchical (cf. Carlbaum 2012: 41).  
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improbable, or impractical within prevailing discursive formations 
(Jørgensen and Phillips 2002: 48-50).  

I have also approached the discursive construction and positioning of 
subjects as shaped by and through the formulation and representation of, and 
proposed solutions to, societal and political problems. Drawing on and 
broadening Foucault’s use of the concept, Carol Bacchi (2009; 2012) argues 
that the study of problematizations offers ways to recognize and understand 
the thinking behind different forms of rule. The articulation of collective 
problems fixates elements within discourse in accordance with a specific 
interpretation of the world, based on particular assumptions, and with 
solutions legitimized by certain conceptions of subjects’ identities and group 
identifications (Bacchi 2009: 25-32). Critical interrogation of the 
representations of social and political problems allows us to scrutinize these 
interpretations, assumptions, and conceptions, thereby contributing to the 
analysis and deconstruction of hegemonic formations and discursive 
constructions (Bacchi 2009: 2-21).  

Laclau and Mouffe’s toolbox and Bacchi’s suggestion to study 
problematizations provide complementary approaches to the analysis of 
subject positions and space for agency (cf. Mörkenstam 1999: 55-60; 
Carlbaum 2012: 37-42). The investigation of problem representations 
highlights the assumptions that justify particular policies or activities. The 
study of articulations and key signifiers facilitates a deeper analysis of the 
fixation of meaning and the organization of discourses. Both approaches 
enable a discussion on the constitutive outside of discourse. The combination 
of different methods and perspectives is also a way to ensure the 
trustworthiness, credibility, and dependability of my analysis (Flick 2006: 
376, 389). 

The individual papers included in this thesis use the analytical tools 
described above to different extents. Paper I, Paper III, and Paper IV combine 
the study of problematizations and the mapping of chains of equivalence, 
while Paper II concentrate on chains of equivalence. Nodal points and floating 
signifiers are discussed in all four papers and further explored in the 
concluding chapter of the thesis.  

Methods and materials 
The discourse analytical approach treats a wide range of linguistic and non-
linguistic material as “text” or “writings” and thereby as the focus of empirical 
analysis (Howarth 2000: 10). My analysis includes field notes, interviews, 
policy proposals, legislative texts, and other official statements, and the 
different kinds of texts included are treated as equals – they are each part of 
the discursive processes studied, articulate and reproduce particular 
representations of truth and knowledge, and contribute to the understanding 
of how discourses invest meaning into subjects and objects.  
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The texts were coded through the identification of themes, both drawn from 
theoretical assumptions and emerging from the empirical material. I have 
interrogated the material for descriptions of concepts such as protected areas, 
conservation, indigeneity, participation, and influence; descriptions of groups 
or actors and their relationship to other groups or actors; accounts of power 
relations; problem representations; and links to wider contexts and conditions 
for agency. I have searched for key signifiers – floating signifiers that appear 
contested, arbitrary, or open to interpretation; and nodal points that serve as 
anchors for other concepts and fixate their meaning and relationship to each 
other. 

Documents 
The documents analyzed in this thesis were chosen to represent dominating 
discourses on international and national levels and include international 
conventions and treaties, national law and policy, decisions and statements by 
international, national, and local authorities, and established regulations for 
protected areas.  

In Paper I, I focused on the text of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
in particular the preamble to the convention and Article 8(j), which is the main 
provision for issues regarding Indigenous peoples in the context of the CBD. 
The convention text was chosen to represent broad tendencies in the CBD 
discourse on Indigenous peoples, nature conservation, and protected areas, as 
it constitutes the basis of other texts and statements on Indigenous peoples in 
relation to the CBD. I complemented the analysis with texts from the website 
of the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity aimed to describe 
and communicate the work done in relation to Indigenous peoples and 
traditional knowledge under the CBD.  

In Paper II, the documents analyzed are mainly concerned with the local 
level. The management plan for the Laponia World Heritage Site and the 
statutes for its management organization constitute the principal 
documentary material for the study, and were chosen to represent images and 
notions jointly presented by the parties involved. Position papers and 
proposals published by the parties in the process leading up to the current 
arrangement, including the local Sami reindeer herding communities’ vision 
and strategy for influence and control over the site, were included to a lesser 
extent and used to trace and discuss specific trends or shifts in discourse. 

The analysis in Paper III mainly focuses on Norwegian protected area 
discourses on the national level, as articulated in legislative texts and 
government-issued documents. The main documents studied were the 
legislative history of the Nature Diversity Act of 2009 and the 2009 budget 
bill introducing the reform of protected area management that the paper 
focuses on. 
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Paper IV draws on documents from the international to the local, including 
convention texts, national legislation and government documents, and 
governing documents for local protected area management arrangements. In 
this paper, I develop and link together the analysis of the document studies 
from Papers I-III and compare and contrast the results from the case studies 
in Papers II and III.  

The analysis of documents sheds light on the ways in which an actor, or a 
group of actors, articulates meaning and represents their position (Vromen 
2010: 264). Policy documents, legislative texts, and official statements are 
produced within and reproduce particular discourses. Their discursive 
representations and reproductions are part of processes of power and 
knowledge that work to exclude other possible articulations (Atkinson and 
Coffey 2011: 88; Prior 2011: 101-104).    

Interviews and observation 
In 2013, I interviewed six persons who at that time were either serving as 
members of the board of the Laponia management organization or employed 
at its operative body. These interviews constituted part of the material for 
Paper II. In 2014, I interviewed four persons about the reform of Norwegian 
protected area management – one employee at the Norwegian Sami 
Parliament, two board members of a local National Park Board (NPB), and 
one employee at a local National Park Center. I also observed a board meeting, 
including a field trip, of an NPB. The analysis in Paper III partly draws on 
these interviews and observations. Both sets of interviews were further 
analyzed in Paper IV.  

The interviews were semi-structured (Kvale 2007: 51; Bryman 2012: 471-
472). I had prepared a series of themes to be covered and questions to ask, but 
remained open to changes in order and form of themes and questions as well 
as to subjects introduced by the interviewees. I selected interviewees based on 
their involvement in the protected area management arrangements I wished 
to study and approached them via email or telephone. Interviews lasted 
between 45 minutes and three hours, most between one and one and a half 
hour. Five of the interviews took place at the interviewees’ places of work. One 
was conducted in the interviewee’s home, one in a restaurant, and three at a 
hotel in connection to the board meeting of a local National Park Board in 
Norway. I recorded the interviews and took notes, which I wrote out and 
complemented the same day or the day after. The recorded interviews were 
transcribed by me or by a research assistant. I translated quotes from Swedish 
and Norwegian to English and edited them to improve readability (excluding 
pauses, repetitions, etc.).   

My role as an observer at the NPB meeting resembles what Alan Bryman 
characterizes as the “minimally participating observer” (Bryman 2012: 443-
444), where the observer interacts with group members, but participates 
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minimally in group activities and does not rely on observations as the main 
source of data. I participated in a one-day field trip to one of the national parks 
managed by the NPB and observed a three-hour board meeting the next day. 
I gave a short presentation of my research interests and methods to the board 
and interacted with board members and management staff during the field 
trip and over meals. I took notes continuously, wrote them out the same day, 
and discussed my observations with the interviewees.  

I regard interviews and observations not as a collection or representation 
of existing knowledge, but as a process of joint knowledge construction (Kvale 
2007: 19-20). The interviews complement the document studies with local 
perspectives and insights into the experiences of persons directly involved in 
protected area management on Sami lands. The interviewees’ accounts, our 
conversations, and my interpretation and analysis of the interview material 
and my observations have given me opportunities to learn and to reflect on 
my own assumptions. Moreover, the interviews and my visit to the Norwegian 
NPB were important as a way to establish relationships with persons involved 
in the cases of protected area management I wished to study. This has been a 
central part of my attempts to find strategies for ethical research practice.  

Ethical considerations 
Research has been a central part of the colonial project and a tool in the 
colonization of Indigenous peoples and their territories (Smith 1999). 
Research on Indigenous peoples and communities has included physical and 
psychological abuse, theft, discrimination, and oppression (Smith 1999: 68-
69). Researchers have described, measured, analyzed, and assumed to know 
things about Indigenous peoples in ways that have undervalued, simplified, 
ignored, and undermined Indigenous knowledge and practices (Smith 1999: 
Ch. 2-3). As part of decolonization processes, Indigenous peoples around the 
world are now articulating their own research agendas and methodologies, 
resisting further colonization through research, and seeking ways to use 
research as a tool for Indigenous self-determination and the improvement of 
Indigenous lives (Smith 1999; Bull 2002a; Porsanger 2004; Bishop 2005; 
Kovach 2009). They are also demanding that non-Indigenous researchers 
acknowledge their place in the hierarchies and power relationships they are 
investigating and take on the responsibility to “dismantle colonial constructs” 
(LaRocque 2010: 162) by deconstructing and criticizing beliefs, biases, and 
assumptions of both themselves and the academic community in which they 
operate (Spivak 1988; Kuokkanen 2008; 2010).  

Most countries regulate research involving human subjects, through 
legislation and guidelines, and many require researchers to submit their 
projects for ethical review. However, standardized ethics regulations tend to 
presume universal values for ethical research conduct, and lack 
representation of (or capacity to incorporate voices of) marginalized and 
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vulnerable groups (Smith 2005: 96-102). They do not always accommodate 
for alternative methodologies to the mainstream paradigms, or recognize 
community responsibilities and established relationships as the basis of 
ethical practice (Cannella and Lincoln 2007; Coram 2011). Strategies for 
ethical practices in qualitative social research commonly focus on the welfare 
of research participants and include consideration of issues of informed 
consent, anonymity, confidentiality, and privacy (Lewis 2003: 66-69; Flick 
2009: 35-44; Bryman 2012: 135-143). In Indigenous contexts, these strategies 
might prove inadequate or even counterproductive.  

Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2005: 99) problematizes the principle and practice 
of informed consent, arguing that power relations between researchers and 
researched need to be taken into account in the process of achieving consent. 
She points out that these relationships, and the complexities surrounding 
them, shape the dialogues and negotiations between researchers and 
researched, as well as potential participant’s rationales for giving consent. 
Getting access to and acquiring sufficient information to make the decision to 
participate in research might be difficult for people who may speak a different 
language, or have a different educational background. Smith further suggests 
that as the right to informed consent is individual, it does not necessarily 
protect collectively shared knowledge such as Indigenous knowledge (Smith 
2005: 99).  

Similarly, issues of anonymity and confidentiality in Indigenous contexts 
warrant particular consideration. Anonymity can be difficult to ensure for 
smaller groups or communities, and ethical review boards may lack the 
cultural and contextual knowledge and sensitivity needed to address these 
issues in an Indigenous context (Ledman 2012b: 40-41). Anonymity might 
even be inappropriate as an ethical practice – misrepresentation, theft, and 
silencing of “other" voices are still challenges in studies concerning 
Indigenous peoples, and acknowledging participants the source and owner of 
knowledge used can be a strategy to counter this (Svalastog and Eriksson 
2010).  

The Swedish national ethical research guidelines are generally written with 
a focus on scientific quality and integrity (The Swedish Research Council’s 
expert group on ethics 2011). The Norwegian National Committee for 
Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the Humanities (NESH) and the 
Research Council of Norway (RCN) provide recommendations that are more 
detailed (NESH 2006; The Research Council of Norway 2008; Ingierd and 
Fossheim 2014). Article 27 para. 3 of the proposed Nordic Sami Convention, 
which has been subject to negotiation between the Nordic states since the 
early 2000s, requires research concerning Sami matters to be adapted to 
“such ethical rules that the Saami’s status as an indigenous people requires” 
(Nordic Saami Convention 2005; Åhrén et al. 2007: 103). However, neither 
Sweden nor Norway has yet adopted any specific guidelines for ethical 
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conduct in research related to the Sami people (Porsanger 2008; Ledman 
2012a; 2012b; Stordahl et al. 2015). 

Indigenous peoples in, for example, Canada, Aotearoa/New Zealand, and 
Australia have established their own ethical guidelines for research, created 
according to the wishes and demands of Indigenous communities and based 
on their values (NHMRC 2003; Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al. 
2010; Hudson et al. 2010; AIATSIS 2012). In Sápmi, this work is ongoing. The 
Sami parliaments in both Norway and Sweden have addressed the issue and 
initiated, but not finalized, work to establish ethical guidelines for Sami 
research (Nordin-Jonsson 2010a; 2010b; Stordahl et al. 2015). Sami research 
and research ethics are also increasingly being discussed and debated within 
the research community (NESH 2002; Ledman 2007; Porsanger et al. 2008; 
Ledman 2012a; 2012b; in press). I have drawn on these developments and 
debates, and looked to the literature on Indigenous methodologies, to develop 
my own strategies for ethical practices.  

Strategies for ethical practice 
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999; 2005), Russell Bishop (2005), and Margaret 
Kovach (2009) argue that ethical practice in research on Indigenous issues, or 
in Indigenous contexts, must be based on the establishment and maintaining 
of reciprocal and respectful relationships. Taking this as a point of departure, 
I have strived for transparency and reciprocity in my relationships with 
interview participants and other groups and persons potentially affected by 
my research.  

When approaching potential interviewees, I have introduced my theoretical 
and methodological foundations and my previous research along with the 
conditions for participation. In interview situations, I have stressed the 
impossibility of guaranteeing anonymity, given the small social and political 
circles of both Sweden, Norway, and Sápmi, and asked interviewees to 
consider this in our discussions. Interviewees could stop the interviews at any 
time, decline to answer specific questions, or exclude certain answers from the 
material. I sent transcripts to interviewees for validation, and the interviewees 
have had the opportunity to approve any quotes I wanted to include in my 
analyses.  

The dissemination of results has been an important part of my relationship 
with interviewees and other affected parties. I have communicated with 
interview participants on the progress of my work and the process of journal 
reviews. In the case of Laponia, the board and operative body of the 
management organization required a plan for how and when I would present 
my results to interview participants and other affected or interested parties as 
a condition for my access to interviewees. In addition to providing access to 
the published article and producing a Swedish summary, I gave a presentation 
to the board and staff at a board meeting in October 2014. In the Norwegian 
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case, all interviewees have had the opportunity to hear me present my 
research. Discussions on further feedback and presentations of results will be 
continued, as will the process of communicating and validating my use of the 
interview material with the participants.  

 My research aims to problematize and deconstruct discursively 
constructed categories; however, in doing so, I risk upholding and 
reproducing these very categories (Ledman 2012a: 57-60). While this 
dilemma is perhaps unavoidable (Ledman 2012a: 58), the critical approaches 
employed in this thesis offer some perspective on issues of representation and 
objectification (Denzin and Lincoln 2008: 6). The focus of my research is the 
construction and positioning of Indigenous peoples within dominant 
discourses, not formations or perceptions of identity within Indigenous 
communities. My ambition is to “study up” – to “study the colonizer rather 
than the colonized” (Nader 1972: 289) and to focus on dominant discourses in 
order to deconstruct and destabilize hegemonic formations (Kincheloe and 
McLaren 2005: 309-310). The problem is not “Indigenous peoples in nature 
conservation”, but the ways in which dominating discourses and power 
structures construct Indigenous peoples as a category and how they define and 
delimit Indigenous peoples’ possibilities to participate in natural resource 
management (cf. Mouffe 1993: 78).  

Writings and discussions on Indigenous methodologies, colonial histories, 
and the decolonizing potential of research have required me to reflect critically 
on my own position as a non-Indigenous researcher (Denzin and Lincoln 
2008: 6; Kovach 2009: 33; Ledman 2012a: 55-57). As a Western academic, I 
cannot speak for or represent Indigenous peoples. I turn my attention to the 
dominating discourses, upheld by the academic community in which I am 
trained and active and the political systems that privilege me, in an attempt to 
deconstruct taken-for-granted knowledge and contribute to change (Spivak 
1988; Kincheloe and McLaren 2005; Denzin and Lincoln 2008; Kuokkanen 
2010). In this way, I hope that my research “gives back to individual and 
collective good” (Kovach 2009: 174) and can contribute to a deeper 
understanding of how discursive constructions enable and restrain spaces for 
agency.  
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Overview of appended papers 

Paper I 
In Paper I, I analyze the construction of Indigenous peoples’ subject positions 
in and through the Convention on Biological Diversity and discuss the 
potential consequences of these constructions for Indigenous peoples’ 
political agency in the context of the CBD. I explore the intersections between 
discourses of Indigenous peoples and protected areas and outline core 
features of colonial discourse still present in contemporary discourses. These 
include the “othering” of nature; the “othering” and subjugation of non-white, 
non-Western subjects; the failure to recognize Indigenous land use and land 
rights and the construction of Indigenous lands as wilderness; and the 
reluctance to recognize Indigenous peoples as peoples. I investigate problem 
representations and chains of equivalence articulated in the convention text 
and official publications from the Secretariat of the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (SCBD), and I argue that these texts present a narrow recognition of 
Indigenous peoples’ role in the context of the CBD.  

The texts articulate Indigenous subjects of interest to, and protected under, 
the CBD as those leading traditional lifestyles and holding traditional 
knowledge relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity. 
The concepts of “traditional lifestyles” and “relevance for the conservation and 
sustainable use of biodiversity” appear as nodal points in the discourse. They 
remain open to interpretation and thereby to the influence of postcolonial 
relationships of power. Furthermore, I find several of the core features of 
colonial discourse outlined above in the CBD’s articulation of Indigenous 
peoples’ subject positions. I conclude that the discursive construction of 
Indigenous subject positions in and through the CBD may limit the space for 
agency of Indigenous peoples within the context of the CBD.  

Paper II 
In Paper II, I explore the space for agency of the Indigenous Sami in the 
management of the Laponia World Heritage site in northern Sweden. Laponia 
was listed as a World Heritage site in 1996 based on both natural and cultural 
criteria, and the living cultural heritage of the reindeer-herding Sami was key 
to the nomination and inscription. After almost 15 years of negotiations, the 
reindeer-herding communities (RHCs)5 in the area managed to secure 
significant influence and control over the management of the site alongside 
state and municipal authorities. A novel management organization, 
Laponiatjuottjudus, has been established, where efforts have been made to 
adapt the management structure to traditional Sami organizational practices 

5 An RHC (Swe. sameby, lit. “Sami village”) is an economic association for reindeer herders. It also refers to
the geographical area in which the RHC is entitled to pursue reindeer husbandry. 
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and knowledge and where Sami representatives hold the majority on the 
board of directors.  

Analyzing policy documents and interviews with key actors in the 
organization, I argue that Laponiatjuottjudus is articulated as an organization 
that puts the Sami and Sami knowledge and practices at the front and center, 
recognizes and values different kinds of knowledge, and functions as an arena 
for negotiation between equal parties. These articulations can work to both 
enable and restrain Sami agency. The focus on Sami knowledge and practices, 
the attention paid to different kinds of knowledge, and the established 
processes for decision-making and negotiation can widen the space for Sami 
agency in Laponia, as can the insistence that the parties are on equal footing 
in the organization. On the other hand, there is a risk of underestimating the 
differences in access to resources and power between different actors and the 
influence of prevailing inequalities. The board practices consensus decision-
making, and while this is put forward as a way to incorporate Sami 
organizational practices, it somewhat undercuts the importance of the RHC 
majority on the board. 

I find a tension in the discourse regarding the arguments for Sami 
influence. Two parallel chains of equivalence are articulated, one following an 
understanding of the Sami as an Indigenous people with rights according to 
international law, and one articulating a more instrumental value of Sami 
influence based on the importance of the Sami RHCs for the values of the 
World Heritage site. The positioning of the Sami as rights-holders gives 
intrinsic value to Sami participation and influence, whereas a position as 
value-bearers gives a more instrumental value to the influence of the Sami 
RHCs. The latter could leave the arrangement more vulnerable in the event of 
non-success or failure, changes in funding, or changes in political priorities. It 
could also affect the possibilities to use the progress made in Laponia to argue 
for strengthened Sami rights and influence elsewhere. 

Paper III 
In Paper III, I analyze a newly implemented reform of protected area 
management in Norway, which has provided new arenas for influence for the 
Indigenous Sami over protected areas on their lands. Under the reform, the 
Norwegian government may delegate the management of national parks and 
other large protected areas to inter-municipal National Park Boards (NPB), in 
which the degree of Sami participation is determined by each area’s 
importance for Sami culture and industry.  

Based on analyses of the introduction and implementation of the reform, as 
well as the revision of Norwegian protected area legislation that preceded it, I 
find that the relationship between Sami rights and protected areas is 
articulated in different, potentially contradictory, ways. On the one hand, 
protected areas are articulated as a potential means to secure Sami culture and 
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rights. On the other hand, the relationship between protected areas and Sami 
culture and use is articulated as potentially mutually beneficial, but also 
potentially conflicting, and conservation objectives are positioned as 
prioritized over Sami rights. The former articulation could enable space to 
argue for initiation of conservation efforts or protected areas as well as against 
them, depending on the perception, interests, and strategies of concerned 
Sami communities. The consequences of the latter could include Sami rights, 
traditions, or knowledge being recognized only when they correspond with or 
contribute to conservation objectives.  

The concept of participation appears as a nodal point in the discourse. It is 
defined and argued for in relation to a number of concepts including 
democracy, efficiency, local and traditional knowledge, and international 
obligations. Each of these connections could have different consequences for 
Sami space for agency and possibilities for influence. Sami participation is 
articulated both as a way to access and make use of traditional knowledge, as 
required by Norway’s obligations under the CBD, and as a right pertaining to 
the Sami as an Indigenous people, following Norway’s commitments under 
Indigenous rights law.   

The production of participation as a floating signifier and a nodal point 
makes it possible to integrate into a system modelled after traditional, 
centralized organizational structures that prioritizes conservation objectives 
over Sami rights without fundamentally challenging relationships of power, 
divisions of responsibilities, or objectives for management. The paper 
concludes that while Norway’s organization of protected area governance and 
management provide arenas for Sami influence, the failure to radically 
reconsider the principal assumptions of protected area discourses risks 
upholding or reinforcing asymmetrical power relations and colonial 
stereotypes. 

Paper IV 
In Paper IV, I examine how discourses articulated in and through 
international arenas for protected areas and nature conservation affect 
Indigenous peoples’ space for political agency on national and local levels, and 
discuss the potential of international arenas for the promotion of Indigenous 
rights in national contexts. I investigate two cases of protected area 
governance and management in Swedish and Norwegian Sápmi, where the 
World Heritage Convention and the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
respectively, are central to the discursive production of Indigenous subjects, 
and discuss the consequences of discursive constructions of Sami influence 
and participation for Sami space for agency in relation to protected areas.  

In the negotiations over management of the Laponia World Heritage site in 
Sweden, UNESCO and the WHC have been useful in Sami strategies to gain 
influence over the management of the World Heritage site and shape their 
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space for agency in relation to the natural and cultural resources of Laponia. 
However, the emphasis on Sami reindeer-herders’ contributions to World 
Heritage values as the basis for Sami influence in Laponia ascribes an 
instrumental value to Sami participation, rather than legitimizing the intrinsic 
rights of the Sami as an Indigenous people to participate in and influence 
protected area management on their traditional lands.  

In a recent reform of Norwegian protected area management, the CBD and 
its Programme of Work for Protected Areas contribute to the legitimization 
and justification of Sami participation and influence. The reform reflects the 
tendency of the CBD to qualify Indigenous participation by its potential to 
conservation objectives, but also articulates a discourse that constructs Sami 
rights as Indigenous rights, linked to Norwegian obligations under 
international Indigenous rights legislation such as ILO 169. The more 
established Norwegian discourse of Sami rights as Indigenous rights, along 
with the greater Norwegian emphasis on local participation in nature 
conservation in general, thus constructs a space for Sami political agency that 
differs significantly from the Swedish part of Sápmi. 

These results show that international protected area arenas can be used to 
further or strengthen Indigenous peoples’ claims to rights in relation to or 
influence over the management of protected areas on their traditional lands, 
but may also set limits for the articulation of claims and the political strategies 
possible or acceptable on the national or local level. Furthermore, the results 
show how national discourses mediate or limit the impact of discourses 
articulated in and through international arenas, thus illustrating the 
complexity of the interactions between discourses on different levels. 
  

44 
 



Space for Indigenous agency in protected 
area discourses 

This chapter discusses and analyzes the findings of the appended papers in 
relation to the overall purpose of this thesis: to explore how the discourses 
that govern nature conservation and protected areas on Indigenous peoples’ 
lands shape the conditions for Indigenous peoples’ influence and participation 
in relation to protected areas. To operationalize this aim, I suggested a focus 
on the discursive constructions of Indigenous subject positions in discourses 
of nature conservation and protected areas and a critical examination of their 
consequences in terms of space for Indigenous peoples’ political agency.  

The first section of the chapter presents and discusses the results from the 
four appended papers, focusing on the construction of Indigenous subject 
positions in protected area discourses. The second section of the chapter 
explores hegemonic formations in discourses of nature conservation and 
protected areas, relating my results to a broader discussion of how these 
hegemonies and silences shape the space for Indigenous agency in protected 
area discourses.  

Indigenous subject positions 
Discursively produced subject positions structure the interpretation of 
subjects’ position within societal systems. Subject positions regulate both 
subjects’ own responses to their structural position and the ways in which 
others perceive and define them. Discourses of conservation, area protection, 
and Indigenous peoples produce subject positions that structure Indigenous 
agency in protected area governance and management, position Indigenous 
subjects in relation to other individuals or groups, and regulate the 
understanding of which social or political positions are possible and/or 
legitimate for Indigenous peoples.  

The results from the studies included in this thesis show two main 
articulations of Indigenous subject positions in protected area discourses. One 
articulation connects Indigenous peoples to conservation through the concept 
of traditional knowledge, in turn linked to conceptions of traditionality, 
ecological stewardship, and sustainability. A second articulation focuses on 
the rights pertaining to Indigenous peoples as peoples, in accordance with 
international human rights and Indigenous rights law. These articulations 
shape Indigenous space for agency in relation to protected areas in somewhat 
different ways. They are not mutually exclusive, but I argue that they indicate 
a discursive tension that might have consequences for Indigenous peoples’ 
abilities and capacities to speak, act, and exert influence over protected areas 
on their lands. 
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Traditional ecological knowledge 
Where Indigenous peoples were previously constructed as irrelevant to or 
threatening natural values of interest for conservationists, protected area 
discourses increasingly acknowledge Indigenous peoples’ knowledge and 
practices as important for environmental protection, conservation, and 
sustainable use. The growing efforts of international conservation bodies to 
include Indigenous peoples and make use of traditional ecological knowledge 
and the “new paradigm” established through the Durban Accord and the 
Durban Platform are testament to this development, which is largely the result 
of Indigenous peoples’ political mobilization and advocacy. Indigenous 
organizations and representatives have highlighted Indigenous peoples’ close 
relationship to land, their practices of caring for their environment, and their 
traditional ecological knowledge in order to support their claims for influence 
and authority over protected areas in their territories.  

Paper I shows how the discourse articulated in and through the Convention 
on Biological Diversity, one of the main international conventions for nature 
conservation, constructs Indigenous peoples in relation to the concepts of 
traditional knowledge and traditional lifestyles and to the objectives of the 
convention. A problem representation that centers on the connection between 
Indigenous peoples and biological resources and the value of Indigenous 
peoples’ knowledge, innovations, and practices positions Indigenous peoples 
as important knowledge-holders and contributors to the objectives of the 
convention. State parties to the CBD are positioned as obligated to respect, 
preserve, and maintain Indigenous traditional knowledge, to promote its 
application, and to ensure equitable sharing of benefits arising from its use. 
The CBD discourse articulates Indigenous as linked to traditional lifestyles, 
traditional knowledge, and relevance for conservation and sustainable use 
of biodiversity.  

The discourse of the Norwegian protected area management reform 
discussed in Paper III reproduces the importance of traditional knowledge 
and the state’s obligations to safeguard it. The analyzed documents underline 
Norway’s obligations under the CBD to protect, preserve, and promote Sami 
traditional knowledge and links Sami participation to traditional knowledge 
and sustainable use. Paper II shows a similar construction in the discourse 
articulated in relation to the Laponia World Heritage site. The linking of 
Laponia to Sami cultural landscape; Sami culture, knowledge, and practices; 
and conditions for World Heritage values positions Sami subjects, and Sami 
influence over the management of the site, in relation to Sami reindeer 
herding as a condition for and important contributor to the values Laponia is 
established to protect. 

When positioning Indigenous peoples in relation to conservation objectives 
and centered on Indigenous peoples’ potential contribution to the 
conservation and sustainable use of natural resources or biological diversity, 
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protected area discourses enable space for agency by articulating Indigenous 
peoples as holders of relevant knowledge. They allow them to speak with 
authority on these issues and make their inclusion in protected area 
management seem natural or unavoidable. The acknowledgements of 
Indigenous peoples’ close relationships to land and nature, including 
traditions of caring for their natural environment, can further work to 
legitimize their environmental claims. Paper II shows how this positioning has 
worked to strengthen the demands of the Sami reindeer herding communities 
to be included and allowed influence and control over the management of 
Laponia. The results from Paper III suggest that representations of Norway’s 
obligations under the CBD reinforce arguments for Sami participation in 
protected area management by linking them to the potential contribution of 
Sami traditional knowledge and practices to conservation objectives. 

However, the construction of Indigenous subject positions in nature 
conservation based on Indigenous peoples’ relationship to nature and 
potential contributions to conservation efforts may also restrict Indigenous 
peoples’ space for agency. In Paper I, I argue that the articulations of the CBD 
discourse position Indigenous subjects whose knowledge is not deemed 
relevant for the objectives of the convention, or whose lifestyles are not 
considered traditional enough, outside the scope of interest and protection of 
the convention. Paper II discusses how tying Sami influence to the importance 
of Sami reindeer herding for the World Heritage values of Laponia risks 
limiting the opportunities to “export” the progress made by Sami communities 
there to other instances of protected areas in Swedish Sápmi and could leave 
the arrangement more vulnerable in the event of non-success or failure.  

Discourses that articulate Indigenous subject positions in relation to 
protected areas mainly as holders of traditional knowledge ascribe a largely 
instrumental value to Indigenous participation and inclusion. Arguments for 
Indigenous peoples’ inclusion and influence based on Indigenous peoples’ 
contributions to conservation objectives or their ability to manage natural 
resources in sustainable ways risk reproducing a discourse that prioritizes 
conservation objects over Indigenous rights, thus restricting the space for 
agency of Indigenous peoples. They reproduce colonial notions of Indigenous 
peoples as “other” and closer to nature, and risk essentializing Indigenous 
peoples’ relationships to their natural environment.  

Indigenous rights 
In their mobilization and advocacy for recognition of Indigenous rights, 
Indigenous peoples’ organizations and representatives have articulated a 
discourse centered on their status as peoples, and as such enjoying the right 
to self-determination and rights to land, water, and natural resources (Niezen 
2003; Anaya 2004). This discourse challenges dominating notions of state 
sovereignty and has been resisted by many nation-states, as discussed in 
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Paper I. Nonetheless, Indigenous advocacy has resulted in significant progress 
on the international level, including the development of ILO 169 and the 
adoption of the UNDRIP. International arenas for nature conservation and 
protected areas have followed suite, at least to some extent. For example, after 
more than 20 years of consistently referring to Indigenous (and local) 
communities, not Indigenous peoples, the 12th COP to the CBD in 2014 agreed 
to use the term “Indigenous peoples and local communities” in future 
decisions and secondary documents under the convention (COP-CBD 2014).  

Papers II and III both show that the discourse on Indigenous peoples as 
peoples has influenced national and local discourses of protected areas in 
Sápmi. The analyzed texts in both cases acknowledge the Sami as an 
Indigenous people, with rights according to international law. In Laponia 
(Paper II), a chain equating Sami – Indigenous – Indigenous rights 
(international law) – rights to land, water, and natural resources is 
articulated in parallel to the positioning of the Sami reindeer herders as crucial 
for the World Heritage values of the site. Laponia is articulated as an impact 
site for a number of binding obligations for Sweden, centered on Swedish-
Sami relationships and including acknowledgements of the Sami as an 
Indigenous people. In the Norwegian protected area management reform 
(Paper III), links to international Indigenous rights law connects the 
protection of nature and biological diversity to the protection of the material 
grounds for Sami culture, and Norway’s obligations under ILO 169 are 
highlighted. Sami participation is articulated as a right held by the Sami as 
an Indigenous people, and Norway is positioned as obligated to ensure the full 
and effective implementation of that right.   

The effects of the articulation of the Sami as an Indigenous people with 
rights according to national and international law differ between the Swedish 
and Norwegian contexts. In Laponia, the texts acknowledge Sami rights to 
self-determination, including the right to exercise influence over their 
territories and natural resources, but do not specify what this means for the 
management of Laponia. Instead, the arguments for Sami influence in the 
governing documents for the management of Laponia rely on the articulation 
of the Sami reindeer-herders’ role as bearers and guardians of World Heritage 
values, and interviewees made few explicit connections to discourses of 
Indigenous rights as an argument for Sami influence in Laponia (Paper II; 
Paper IV). In the Norwegian case, the articulation of Sami participation as a 
consequence of Sami rights appears more influential than the linking of Sami 
participation to traditional ecological knowledge. The commitments to ensure 
Indigenous participation in order to protect, preserve, and promote 
traditional knowledge serve to further support the articulation of Norway’s 
obligations to the Sami, but the state’s commitments to protect Sami rights as 
Indigenous rights emerges as the main basis for Sami inclusion in protected 
area governance and management (Paper III; Paper IV).  
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These results highlight the importance of national and local discursive 
contexts to the effects of international discourses on lower levels. The more 
established Norwegian discourse of Sami rights as Indigenous rights, along 
with the greater Norwegian emphasis on local participation in nature 
conservation in general, constructs a space for Sami political agency in 
protected area governance and management that differs significantly from the 
Swedish part of Sápmi (Paper IV). Norway’s organization of protected area 
governance and management provides arenas for Sami influence both 
through consultation on policies and regulations and direct participation in 
local NPBs. The Norwegian reform applies to most of Norway’s larger 
protected areas, and the studied documents discuss Sami rights and roles in 
relation to protected areas in general terms (Paper III). By contrast, Laponia 
is consistently described as extraordinary and unique, and the analyzed 
material connects Sami influence to the specific circumstances of that 
particular site (Paper II).   

Discourses that focus on Indigenous peoples’ rights in relation to protected 
area governance and management gives an intrinsic value to Indigenous 
participation and influence and enables space for Indigenous subjects to make 
claims based on widely accepted international conventions and agreements. 
They position nation-states as obligated to safeguard and facilitate Indigenous 
peoples’ inclusion and influence in protected area governance and 
management and work to strengthen Indigenous peoples’ position as equal 
parties in negotiations with governments. However, my results show that 
these articulations do not necessarily signify a break from assumptions of the 
presence and development of protected areas on Indigenous lands as desirable 
or necessary, nor enable fundamental questioning of state assertions of 
ownership of Indigenous territories. They make it possible to direct 
Indigenous agency to matters of participation in and influence over protected 
area governance and management within existing political and organizational 
structures without essentially challenging those structures. 

Hegemonies and silences 
Hegemonic formations fixate meaning across conflicting discourses. They 
obscure and exclude alternative meanings and make certain interpretations of 
reality appear natural, self-evident, or undeniable. They position subjects and 
structure their space for agency in relation to taken-for-granted articulations, 
representations, and assumptions, and restrict the space to act and speak in 
ways that contradict or do not correspond with the dominating discourse.  

My results indicate the hegemony of a discourse that takes conservation 
through protected areas for granted, subordinates Indigenous land use to 
conservation, and judges Indigenous knowledge by its contribution to 
conservation objectives, thus silencing articulations that would question the 
basic notion of protected areas or challenge the authority of colonizing 
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societies to establish protected areas in Indigenous territories. Hegemonic 
formations of decentralization and participation structure Indigenous agency 
in specific types of arrangement, and silence any radical critique of the 
fundamental nature of those arrangements. Discourses of human and 
Indigenous rights position Indigenous peoples’ space for agency in relation to 
hegemonic constructions of sovereignty, self-determination, and rights while 
silencing alternatives to discourses of contemporary systems of sovereign 
nation-states, liberal democracy, and individual rights. This section further 
explores these hegemonies and silences in discourses of protected areas and 
Indigenous peoples. 

The nature/culture dichotomy 
As discussed in Chapter 3 of this thesis, the practice of setting aside areas for 
nature conservation or protection originates from colonial discourses of 
nature as a resource for humans – an “other” that could be legitimately 
colonized, controlled, and utilized. The separation of nature and culture and 
the production of these concepts as binary oppositions lies at the core of these 
understandings, whether nature is conceptualized as a wild and dangerous 
“other”, a resource to be exploited, or a bearer of values in need of protection 
(Gross 2008; Skoglund and Svensson 2010). It is reproduced through 
protected area categorizations, governance and management arrangements, 
and dominating notions of Indigenous peoples’ knowledge and practices 
(West et al. 2006). Intertwined with colonial constructs of colonizing societies’ 
authority over Indigenous territories and the hegemonic position of nation-
states’ territorial sovereignty, it places the responsibility for and control over 
the preservation of nature with nation-states (Shohat 1992; Banerjee 2000). 

The nature/culture dichotomy is fundamental to the very idea of area 
protection in its contemporary form, and it has been crucial to the 
development of contemporary governance and management of protected 
areas. Conservation has been articulated as a remedy to the threat of human 
(cultural/unnatural) activities to nature and in opposition to concepts such as 
industrialization or urbanization, and the  nature/culture dichotomy remains 
visible in constructions of conservation and use as conflicting concepts 
(Zachrisson 2009a; Uggla 2010).  

The production of Indigenous subject positions in relation to traditional 
ecological knowledge, as discussed in the previous section of this chapter, 
hinges on the same colonial logics. My results show that the concept of 
tradition, articulated in opposition to the concept of modernity and closely 
related to the nature/culture dichotomy, appears as a nodal point in 
discourses of conservation and Indigenous peoples.  

Tradition is central to the articulation of a number of other concepts. The 
CBD articulates Indigenous subjects of interest to, and protected under, the 
convention as those embodying traditional lifestyles and holding traditional 
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knowledge that is relevant to the conservation of biological diversity (Paper 
I). In Laponia, traditional Sami reindeer herding constitutes part of the 
conservation values of the site. The inclusion of Sami actors in the 
management of the Laponia World Heritage site is largely based on their 
embodiment of cultural heritage values and the contribution of their 
traditional knowledge as a condition for upholding the World Heritage status 
of Laponia (Paper II; Paper IV). 

“Traditional knowledge” is commonly linked to local adaptation, 
practicality, oral transmission, and generational accumulation (cf. SCBD 
n.d.), and is articulated in opposition to “modern, scientific knowledge” 
(Agrawal 1995; Berkes et al. 2000; Mauro and Hardison 2000). “Traditional 
lifestyles” is fundamental to the CBD’s articulation of Indigenous peoples. 
What traditional means as a determinant of particular lifestyles is not clearly 
defined, but proposed interpretations links the concept to the reliance on 
“age-old traditional methods and practices”, articulated in opposition to 
“modern scientific, technological and commercial methods of natural 
resource management” (Working Group 8(j) 2002: Para. 8).  

These articulations resonate colonial constructs of a dichotomy of tradition 
and modernity, linked, in turn, to the dichotomy of nature and culture. The 
concept of modernity connects to culture, to civilization, and to progression, 
while tradition carries connotations of stasis or even stagnation. The 
production of tradition/modernity and nature/culture as binary oppositions 
has been used to justify the colonization and marginalization of Indigenous 
peoples. Courtesy of their position as modern and cultural, non-Indigenous 
colonizers have been able defend their appropriation and control of 
Indigenous peoples and their territories and the continued devaluation and 
suppression of Indigenous cultures and societies. By referring Indigenous 
peoples to the categories of traditional and natural, colonial discourses have 
positioned Indigenous peoples as being outside of culture, uncivilized, and 
backwards, and therefore inferior, incapable of progress, and ineligible for 
political influence (Said 1978; Hall 1992; 1996; Loomba 2005; Kuokkanen 
2011). 

The production of tradition as a nodal point and the reproduction of the 
tradition/modernity and nature/culture dichotomies reiterate colonial 
notions about humans, nature, and the relationship between them. 
Challenging such constructions, Indigenous peoples make use of tradition or 
traditional knowledge in ways that that allow them to make space for their 
own epistemologies, methodologies, and value systems, thus holding the 
potential for challenges to hegemonic understandings of the concept 
(Porsanger 2011). Discourses of conservation that focus on the relationship 
between Indigenous peoples and biological diversity, environmentally 
sustainable practices, and traditional ecological knowledge do also carry the 
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potential for more radically different articulations of the consequences of 
Indigenous peoples’ close relationship to land, water, and natural resources.  

The results from Paper III show traces of such an alternative discourse, as 
the analyzed documents include articulations of protected areas as a means to 
safeguard Sami culture. These articulations could serve to justify protected 
areas based on Sami priorities and use, protected areas with restrictions on 
other land uses but not Sami use, or management structures based on Sami 
organizational knowledge and practices. However, no such effects are visible 
in the Norwegian discourse. The analyzed texts stress the primacy of 
conservation objectives over all forms of use, treat the convergence between 
areas set aside for protection and the safeguarding of Sami culture and rights 
as a happy coincidence, and refer Sami participation to arrangements 
modeled on conventional, centralized governance and management 
structures (Paper III).  

The separation of nature and culture, and the construction of human use as 
a threat to nature, works to justify the prioritization of conservation objectives 
over Indigenous control over their territories (Dowie 2005). Hegemonic 
discourses of conservation treat protected areas as a given and articulate 
Indigenous subject positions in relation to this, thus constraining the space to 
argue from or claim a position that contradicts the basic assumption of 
protected areas as a desirable and necessary measure to conserve biological 
diversity and other natural values. They privilege the notion that nature is best 
conserved or preserved through the protection of “natural” or “wilderness” 
areas (Uggla 2010) and assume the sovereign authority – and responsibility – 
of nation-states to establish protected areas within their territories, thus 
silencing articulations that would challenge the authority of colonizing 
societies over Indigenous territories. Furthermore, they confine discussions 
about Indigenous influence and authority to the boundaries of dominant ideas 
about the goals and structure of governance and management arrangements 
for protected areas. 

The organization of participation 
Discourses of the management of protected areas have shifted towards an 
increasing emphasis on decentralization and local or public participation. 
Participation appears as a key concept in discourses of protected area 
management in general, and of Indigenous peoples in relation to protected 
areas in particular, and is expected to lead to a variety of positive results, 
including the strengthening of the rights and interests of marginalized groups 
and Indigenous peoples. However, dominant discourses of participation and 
decentralization might work to obscure or ignore power relations and 
differences in access to resources, both between national and local political 
levels and between different groups within levels (I. M. Young 2001). 
Discourses legitimizing public participation based on its assumed beneficial 
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outcomes for the efficiency and strength of governance and management 
arrangements, and without critically questioning dominating discourses, 
power relations, or prevailing inequalities, can work to solidify rather than 
challenge dominating power relations (Banerjee and Linstead 2004; Nadasdy 
2005a; Howitt and Suchet-Pearson 2006).   

The linking of Indigenous participation to the broader concept of public or 
local participation risks obscuring the particularities of Indigenous claims for 
influence and control. The articulation of Indigenous peoples as participants, 
without consideration of the construction of arenas and conditions for 
participation, may work to suppress conflict, silence opposition, and thus 
restrict the space for Indigenous agency.  

As discussed in Paper I and Paper IV, much of the work under the CBD in 
relation to Indigenous peoples centers on the participation of “Indigenous and 
local communities” – a formulation heavily criticized by Indigenous 
representatives and organization, as it represents a resistance to acknowledge 
Indigenous peoples as peoples and obstructs the recognition of Indigenous 
self-determination. In Paper II, I discuss the interviewees’ tendency to play 
down exclusively Sami knowledge and influence and instead stress local 
knowledge and participation in Laponia, an articulation that could be 
interpreted as a challenge to the somewhat stronger links being made to 
Indigenous particularity and discourses of Indigenous rights in the Laponia 
management plan. These results may be indicative of an overarching Swedish 
discourse that makes it difficult to frame Sami rights as Indigenous rights, as 
discussed by Johansson (2008).  

The rationales for and definitions of participation remain the subject of 
continuous discursive negotiation, and the discursive struggles over meaning 
and interpretation of these concepts are likely to be dominated by states and 
majority populations, as Indigenous peoples are still marginalized on both 
international, national, and local levels. Mechanisms for local participation, 
sharing of power and responsibilities, and attention to traditional and local 
knowledge systems can work to establish arenas for Indigenous agency and 
legitimize Indigenous people as actors in nature conservation, but hegemonic 
formations and the effects of power relations will affect the space for 
Indigenous peoples’ political agency as articulated in relation to these 
concepts. In the case of Laponia (Paper II), the analyzed documents and 
interviews link Laponiatjuottjudus to the concept of negotiation between 
equal parties, and while this articulation could work to counter unequal 
constructions that exist elsewhere in Swedish society and increase Sami space 
for agency in the context of Laponia, it risks underestimating and making 
invisible the influence of prevailing inequalities. 

The Norwegian discourse analyzed in Paper III and Paper IV is centered on 
local participation, described in one of the texts as “the foundation of a well-
functioning democracy”. Its articulations of participation reiterate notions of 
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public and local participation as a guarantee for democracy, efficiency, and 
equity in protected area management, and as a way to create opportunities for 
influence and control of poor or marginalized groups (cf. Kaimovitz et al. 
1998; Duncan 2007). Sami participation is articulated as a way to fulfil 
national and international obligations to safeguard Sami rights, and as a way 
to ensure the protection and promotion of Sami traditional knowledge.  

The Norwegian discourse produces the concept of participation as a nodal 
point and floating signifier, and thereby as a projection surface for a variety of 
meanings and a potential site of discursive struggle. The analyzed texts 
articulate participation as a requirement under international commitments, a 
contributor to the fulfilment of environmental objectives, and as an 
instrument for conflict reduction and resolution. They link participation to 
involvement, responsibility, and sustainability; to Indigenous rights; to 
traditional knowledge and sustainable use; and to conflict reduction, 
legitimacy, acceptance, and affiliation.  

Closer analysis of the implementation of the reform suggests that while 
Sami participation in the local management bodies created under the reform 
is articulated as a given, the space for Sami agency is restricted by a continued 
prioritization of conservation objectives over Sami authority and control over 
their territories and a subordination of Sami interests to other groups. The 
organization and methods of operation of the local National Park Boards are 
not necessarily well adjusted to the realities of Sami reindeer herders or 
effectively recognizing traditional knowledge and traditional knowledge 
holders (Paper III). These results correspond with concerns voiced in previous 
research: that participatory approaches without additional efforts to include 
marginalized populations, mediate local conflicts or contests, or build the 
capacity of marginalized actors may sustain or increase inequalities and 
conflicts (cf. Lane 2003; Ribot 2004; Robins 2009; Bay-Larsen 2012). 

The production of participation as a nodal point and floating signifier in 
the Norwegian protected area discourse makes it possible to integrate into 
existing governance and management structures without fundamentally 
changing or challenging dominating relationships of power, divisions of 
responsibilities, or objectives for management (Paper III). Sami participation 
under the reform is organized mainly according to conventional Norwegian 
principles for protected area governance and management. The organization 
and working methods of the local National Park Boards do not differ 
considerably from other state or municipal arrangements, and their 
instructions do not explicitly engage with Sami organizational practices.  

By contrast, discourses of Sami reindeer-herders in relation to the World 
Heritage values of Laponia have resulted in a management organization that 
explicitly engages with Sami organizational knowledge and practices, 
including the use of Sami concepts and terminology to describe and organize 
mechanisms for deliberation, consultation, and decision-making (Paper II). 
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Laponiatjuottjudus engages in Sami language revitalization, documentation 
of Sami traditional knowledge, and inclusive processes for deliberation and 
consultations, all of which could work to enable space for agency of Sami 
individuals and groups in relation to Laponia. Laponiatjuottjudus is 
positioned as an organization that puts Sami knowledge and practices at the 
front and center and uses it as the basis of all management work in Laponia, 
an articulation that can work to enable space for political agency and increase 
the legitimacy of Sami political claims. However, Sami influence in Laponia is 
intimately linked to the particularities of that specific site. Sami space for 
agency is mainly structured in relation to the role of Sami reindeer herding as 
a bearer of Laponia’s cultural heritage values, and the strengthened position 
of the Sami in Laponia does not necessarily challenge hegemonic assumptions 
of state authority over Sami territories in Sweden.  

In both cases, the organization of local participation, the scope and content 
of the responsibilities and powers shared, and the agendas of Indigenous 
peoples become understandable mainly in relation to conservation as the 
superior objective. In Norway, Sami participation is linked closely to the 
assumed beneficial effects of participation in general. In Laponia, arguments 
for Sami inclusion and influence are mainly based on Sami contributions to 
conservation objectives. Both sets of arguments ascribe instrumental, or 
functional, values to Indigenous participation and reproduce a discourse that 
prioritizes conservation objectives over Indigenous rights, but my results 
suggest a potential difference in outcome depending on the larger national 
context (cf. Paper IV).  

Put simply: Since Sweden has no widely institutionalized mechanisms for 
Sami participation and influence, Laponiatjuottjudus has been free to develop 
its own. The articulation of Laponia as extraordinary and unique means that 
its alternative organization does not necessarily challenge the hegemonic 
Swedish discourse of state control over protected areas, authority over Sami 
territories, and limited Sami rights (Mörkenstam 1999; Johansson 2008). In 
Norway, the extent of institutionalization of Sami rights in the general political 
system is significantly higher, and mechanisms for consultation were already 
in place and used to develop the reform. While Sami participation is an explicit 
component of the reform, the local National Park Boards are mainly 
articulated as a measure to increase and benefit from local and public 
participation in general. Sami participation is included because the 
Norwegian discourse articulates it as a Sami right and a Norwegian obligation 
in all matters of relevance to the Sami. This enables space for Sami influence 
and participation in the local National Park Bards, but also confines Sami 
participation to the dominant political system and leaves little room to argue 
for radically different approaches (Paper III). 

Norway’s organization of protected area governance and management 
provides arenas for Sami influence both through consultation and direct 
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participation, and the Norwegian case could serve as an example for protected 
areas on Indigenous lands elsewhere – not least in Sweden. The more 
established Norwegian discourse of Sami rights and the greater Norwegian 
emphasis on local participation in nature conservation in general enables 
space for Sami political agency that mostly lacks equivalents in Swedish Sápmi 
outside of Laponia (Paper IV). Nonetheless, the Norwegian discourse encloses 
Sami participation in existing structures and may thus work to silence critique 
of the fundamental nature of those structures. 

The hegemonic discourses of nation-state sovereignty and liberal 
democracy make it possible to incorporate Indigenous influence and 
participation into existing political and governing arrangements without 
fundamentally changing or challenging those arrangements. The failure to 
radically reconsider these fundamental assumptions risks upholding or 
reinforcing asymmetrical relationships of power, reproducing stereotypes, 
and hindering decolonization efforts (Banerjee and Linstead 2004; Howitt 
and Suchet-Pearson 2006).  

The concept of rights 
The concept of “Indigenous rights” and the interpretation and 
implementation of international law is subject to ongoing discussions, as is 
the concept of “Sami rights” in both Sweden and Norway. Human rights 
discourses have articulated the concept of “rights” mainly in terms of 
individuals’ demands vis-à-vis the state, whereas discourses of Indigenous 
rights include a greater recognition of collective rights (Anaya 2004: 52-53; 
Xanthaki 2007: 29-38). Critics have argued that existing human rights 
instruments emphasizing individual needs and entitlements are ill-equipped 
to adequately address Indigenous peoples’ rights, and that common 
conceptualizations fail to account for the complex ways in which many 
Indigenous peoples conceive of groups and the mutual interaction between 
individual and collective rights (Holder and Corntassel 2002; Lauderdale 
2009). Human rights discourse is closely tied to discourses of capitalism and 
liberalism, and it produces and regulates the subjects to whom rights are 
assigned in accordance with constructions of state sovereignty, self-
determination, and human-nature relationships that often do not correspond 
well with Indigenous peoples’ world-views or visions (Brown 2004; Spivak 
2004). Moreover, critics hold that hegemonic discourses of rights define 
Indigenous rights in relation to the nation-state and its institutions and 
political structures, thus reproducing colonial relationships of power and 
obstructing meaningful Indigenous self-determination (Coulthard 2007; 
Corntassel 2008; Alfred 2009; Lightfoot 2012; Northcott 2012). 

The meaning and content of the concept of “Sami rights” remains open and 
contested in both Swedish and Norwegian discourses. With the exception of 
one Norwegian Supreme Court ruling (the Svartskogen case in 2001), neither 
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country recognizes any general Sami ownership of land. Instead, Sami land 
rights are articulated as usufruct rights based on protracted or customary use 
and regulated by national property and reindeer herding legislation (Allard 
2011; forthcoming). The Swedish regulation of Sami land rights (as reindeer 
herding rights) is ambiguous – it is articulated as a collective right pertaining 
to the entire Sami population, but only Sami persons who are members of a 
reindeer-herding community (RHC) are allowed to exercise it (Allard 2013).  

The floating nature of the concept of Sami rights is also evident in my 
results. As discussed above and in Papers II and IV, the reindeer herding 
communities’ early vision for Laponia drew on discourses of Indigenous 
rights, and subsequent governing documents for the management of Laponia 
reproduce the articulation of the Sami as rights-holders. However, the texts 
are not clear on the implications of this articulation for the management of 
Laponia. The Norwegian discourse analyzed in this Paper III and Paper IV 
largely excludes references to Sami land rights and addresses Sami rights 
mainly as procedural rights. For example, the analyzed texts mainly discuss 
Norway’s obligations under ILO 169’s Article 7, Article 6, and Article 15, which 
concern rights to consultation, cooperation, and participation, but lack 
extensive discussions of Article 14, which concerns the rights of ownership and 
possession of Indigenous peoples over the lands that they traditionally occupy. 

Norway’s ratification of ILO 169 has created potential for a more far-
reaching transfer of ownership of Sami territories, but any such effects remain 
largely to be seen. The adoption of the Finnmark Act of 2005, which has 
established a new government body to manage the previously state-owned 
lands of Norway’s northernmost county (a core Sami area), should be 
understood in this context. An investigative commission is tasked to assess 
potential collective and individual Sami rights to land in Finnmark, but the 
process has been slow and the issue of whether indigeneity should serve as a 
basis of land rights has been subject to substantial controversy (Sandberg 
2008; Ravna 2011; Ween and Lien 2012; Ravna 2013; Broderstad 2015).  

The Norwegian discourse on Sami rights and its links to discourses of 
human rights, Indigenous rights, and Norway’s binding obligations under 
international law enables a greater space for Sami agency than is the case in 
the Swedish part of Sápmi (Paper IV). Norway’s ratification of ILO 169 and 
comparatively greater emphasis on Sami rights creates a stronger framework 
for Sami land rights than is the case in Sweden. It allows for more explicit links 
between international Indigenous rights law and Sami rights to own or use 
their traditional territories than in Sweden, and in contrast to Sweden, Sami 
rights are not exclusively tied to reindeer herding (Mörkenstam 1999; 
Josefsen 2007; Josefsen et al. 2014). The ratification of ILO 169 has 
positioned the Norwegian Sami as legitimate partners in negotiations with the 
state (cf. Procedures for Consultations between State Authorities and the Sami 
Parliament 2005), and ensured space for political agency in matters of 
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concern to the Sami. The Norwegian state has not always fulfilled its 
obligations to consult and consider the Sami, but the discretion of the 
Norwegian Sami Parliament is greater than its Swedish equivalent and the 
negotiating position of the Sami in Norway is significantly stronger than that 
of the Sami in Sweden (Lawrence and Mörkenstam 2012; Josefsen et al. 2014). 
However, the incorporation of Indigenous rights into state-centric 
frameworks is especially visible in the Norwegian case, as discussed in the 
previous section and in Paper III and Paper IV. One of the analyzed texts goes 
so far as to explicitly rejecting any interpretation of Sami rights that would 
have consequences for the composition of the Norwegian Parliament and 
Government or prohibit these bodies from adopting laws or regulations on 
natural resources in Sami areas (Paper III). 

Hegemonic discourses of rights structure the space for Indigenous agency 
in relation to particular understandings of the meaning, content, and 
implementation of rights, and in doing so works to silence their alternatives. 
They enable spaces for Indigenous agency in the governance and management 
of protected areas that are perhaps wider than the spaces enabled by 
articulations of Indigenous peoples as holders of traditional ecological 
knowledge, but they confine Indigenous agency to state-centric systems that 
are not necessarily well adjusted to Indigenous world-views, ambitions, or 
societal structures. Moreover, they restrict the space for radical challenges to 
the status quo and the articulation of thoroughly different alternatives (Alfred 
and Corntassel 2005; Alfred 2009).  

Concluding remarks 
The separation of nature and culture is enduring in discourses of conservation, 
protected areas, and Indigenous peoples. The ongoing negotiation of the 
meaning of nature, culture, and the relationship between them invokes 
colonial constructs that may restrict the space for Indigenous agency, and I 
have discussed the potential pitfalls of a positioning of Indigenous peoples 
linked to nature, tradition, or inherently environmentally friendly practices. 
However, these positions may also hold the possibility for radical challenges 
to hegemonic assumptions about human-nature relationships. Indigenous 
peoples’ own positioning of themselves as upholders of deep connections to 
their natural environment,  guardians of Mother Earth,  or natural 
conservationists (cf. Survival International 1969-2015; Kari-Oca II 
Declaration 2012; Gaup Beaska 2015; Native Elders for Mother Earth and 
Peace World Project & United Indigenous Nations 2015) essentially reject the 
nature/culture dichotomy, present fundamentally different understandings of 
the interaction between humans and nature, and challenge the authority of 
nation-states to control Indigenous territories.  

Critical analysis of discourses of decentralization, participation, and human 
and Indigenous rights bring the meaning of the concept of rights to the fore. 
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Through the development and promotion of Indigenous rights, Indigenous 
peoples have carved out spaces for agency within the existing system, but the 
hegemony of the organization of that system risks obscuring other ways to 
structure participation, deliberation, consultation, and influence. Indigenous 
peoples’ articulations of human-nature relationships in terms of mutual 
obligations and responsibilities, rather than ownership, control, or individual 
property rights, offer alternatives to these hegemonic formations. 

The findings of this thesis show that discourses of nature conservation and 
protected areas locate Indigenous peoples in a complex intersection of notions 
on nature, culture, and rights, thus constructing and shaping the space for 
Indigenous agency in relation to protected areas. My results demonstrate the 
importance of international political and legal discourses in the construction 
of national and local spaces for agency, but they also point to the significance 
of the specific subject positions they articulate and the ways in which national 
discourses mediate their impact. Articulations of Indigenous subject positions 
in relation to protected areas converge, interact, connect, and travel across 
political and administrative levels, and they are reproduced and reshaped in 
the intersections between local, national, and international discourses.  

Connections to global discourses of Indigenous rights and Indigenous 
knowledge, as well as to international Indigenous advocacy and activism, can 
back up and strengthen Indigenous peoples’ claims on local levels, and the 
“new paradigms” of global nature conservation discourses can offer 
opportunities for Indigenous peoples in relation to protected areas. 
Nevertheless, my results demonstrate the need for continued critical scrutiny 
of the conditions for Indigenous political agency in dominating discourses of 
protected areas and the urgency of acknowledging and criticizing the effects 
of colonial discourses and (post)colonial relationships in all instances of 
protected area governance and management on Indigenous lands. By 
deconstructing the processes through which subject positions are articulated 
and spaces for agency constructed, we may enable space for alternative 
articulations and make room for different visions. 
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