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“I had a reindeer called Onni. ..”—
Values, Emotions, and Relationships
with Working Reindeer in Stories
Told by Reindeer Herders

in Northern Finland
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Abstract. This paper focuses on reindeer stories, as told by reindeer herders who live in northern
Finland and train and work with reindeer, both in the context of tourism and competitive rac-
ing in Lapland. The stories—ranging from anecdotes and short sequences of events to whole life
stories and collected as part of broader participant research focusing on human-reindeer rela-
tionships in current reindeer herding in Finland—are used to examine cultural conceptions and
meanings integral to human-reindeer relationships. The stories show that considerable empha-
sis is put on the character, personhood, and agency of the reindeer in contemporary reindeer-
herding culture. Valued characteristics in reindeer in the stories told by herders are intelli-
gence, independence, empathy, ability to collaborate, stamina, and psychological strength.
Moreover, the stories show that emotions are an important component of the relationships
between trainers and working reindeer, the affection between reindeer and their trainers, which
is palpable in the way the narratives unfold.

Anna-Kaisa Salmi, University of Oulu, History, Culture, and Communication Studies, University of Oulu,
Pentti Kaiteran katu 1, 90014 Oulu, Finland; anna-kaisa.salmi@oulu.fi

Pdivi Soppela, University of Lapland, Arctic Centre, POB 122, FI-96101 Rovaniemi, Finland,
and University of Oulu, History, Culture, and Communication Studies, University of Oulu,
Pentti Kaiteran katu 1, 90014 Oulu, Finland; paivi.soppela@ulapland.fi

Sanna-Mari Kynkddnniemi, University of Lapland, Arctic Centre, POB 122, FI-96101 Rovaniemi, Finland,
and University of Oulu, History, Culture, and Communication Studies, University of Oulu,
Pentti Kaiteran katu 1, 90014 Oulu, Finland; sanna-mari.kynkaanniemi@oulu.fi

Henri Wallén, University of Lapland, Arctic Centre, POB 122, FI-96101 Rovaniemi, Finland,
and University of Oulu, History, Culture, and Communication Studies, University of Oulu,
Pentti Kaiteran katu 1, 90014 Oulu, Finland; henri.wallen@ulapland.fi

ARCTIC ANTHROPOLOGY, Vol. 60, No. 2, pp. 168183, 2023 ISSN 0066-6939 e-ISSN 1933-8139
doi:10.3368/aa.60.2.168 © 2026 by the Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

This open access article is distributed under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND license (https://creative
commons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0) and is freely available online at: https://aa.uwpress.org.


http://
http://
http://

Downloaded from by guest on September 6, 2026. Copyright 2026

“I had a reindeer called Onni. . .”

I had a reindeer called Onni. [My daughter] re-
members that he was so smart you could have taken
him to church. I was doing safaris with him at night,
in [the name of a tourism center], and here, and
once, as I was driving home, I fell asleep. Onni
came home without guidance. He had a bell around
his neck, it made a sound, and I didn’t have to steer
him at all. He knew everything, and when he cros-
sed a road, he knew to look for cars. He was

great.. . .I've had a lot of great bulls. And when they
have grown old and gotten sick, parting from them
has brought tears to my eyes. They have been like
brothers to me (H12).

The reindeer (Rangifer tarandus) is important for
many Indigenous cultures and economies of the
Eurasian north. Working reindeer have probably
been a central part of reindeer-herding cultures
from very early on: there is archaeological evidence
possibly pertaining to working reindeer use and
training dating back to as early as the turn of the
millennium in Siberia (Losey et al. 2021) and from
the 9th to 10th centuries onwards in northern Fen-
noscandia (Salmi 2023). The archaeological evi-
dence indicates that draft reindeer were trained and
used as a part of small-scale reindeer herding,
where multipurpose reindeer herds were managed
in combination with hunting, fishing, and gathering
(Salmi 2023), and that they contributed to the econ-
omy, mobility, social networks, and ritual life of the
Sdmi (e.g., Fjellstrém et al. 2022; Halinen 2022;
Salmi et al. 2022; Salmi and Seitsonen 2022). Med-
ieval and Early Modern-period historical sources
describing Sdmi reindeer herding often mention
draft reindeer (e.g., Magnus [1555]1996; Rheen
[1671]1897; Schefferus [1674]1979; Tornaeus [1672]
1900). Likewise, draft reindeer were important for
the Swedish Crown’s officials, tradesmen, and
priests during the Late Medieval and Early Modern
periods, as they relied on transport reindeer, man-
aged and trained by Sdmi reindeer herders, when
they needed to travel to distant parishes and market-
places for business and official duties (Kortesalmi
2008:63—64,73-81). Reindeer herding and draft
reindeer use were also adopted by Finnish farmers
in the 18th century (Kortesalmi 2008:137-174).

The use of working reindeer ranged from
herding tasks and the seasonal mobility of reindeer-
herding communities to commercial, industrial,
and wartime transportation purposes (e.g., Korte-
salmi 2008:44-52, 73—81, 137—174; Turunen et al.
2018). Working reindeer culture almost dis-
appeared in the latter half of the 20th century due
to motorization and other changes in the practices
and socioeconomic conditions of reindeer herding
(Pelto et al. 1968; Soppela et al. 2022, 2024). How-
ever, it has been revived in the last three decades
due to Lapland tourism boom, with herders starting
to organize reindeer drives for travelers (Soppela
et al. 2020, 2024). Today, working reindeer training
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combines traditional knowledge with the require-
ments of modern society and is seen as an
important bearer of reindeer-herding culture by
the herders (Soppela et al. 2020, 2024).

Reindeer husbandry is practiced in Finland
both by Sdmi and non-Sdmi (unlike in Sweden
and Norway, where it is mainly an exclusive right
of the Sami). Reindeer husbandry has important
economic, cultural, and social significance in
northern Finland (Soppela and Turunen 2017),
and provides employment through meat proces-
sing, handicraft production, and tourism. In recent
decades, reindeer herding has undergone signifi-
cant changes, such as loss and fragmentation of
pastures (Anttonen et al. 2011; Kumpula et al.
2014), the introduction of new technologies and
policies, and changes in management practices
(Helle and Jaakkola 2008; Mazzullo and Soppela
2023). Reindeer herding is also in a state of change
due to the cumulative impacts of global warming
(Rasmus et al. 2020; Tyler et al. 2007) and compet-
ing land uses such as forestry and traffic (Sarkki
et al. 2018). Despite changes and differences in
practices and environmental conditions between the
herding districts, the activities of reindeer herding
are still based on the annual cycle and behavior of
reindeer, and prevailing seasonal weather condi-
tions. The calves are born in the spring and ear-
marked in the summer or the following fall. During
the rut in the fall, the reindeer get together and are
thereafter gathered at round-up sites, counted, and
separated for breeding, training, or meat production.
During the winter months, in most of the reindeer-
herding districts in Finland, reindeer are fed either
in the forest or in enclosures near the herders’
houses (Turunen and Vuojala-Magga 2017). The
purpose of feeding is to support pregnant hinds
over the winter, manage working reindeer, and pro-
tect the herd. The choice of reindeer suitable for
working purposes is done during fall roundups and
winter feeding (Soppela et al. 2020, 2024). Training
starts in November or December and continues as
long as there is snow on the ground.

In our previous study, we focused on aspects
of human-reindeer relationships in working rein-
deer training as well as changes and continuities
in training practices (Soppela et al. 2024). The
work was part of a larger project concerning
human-reindeer relationships in the process of
reindeer domestication." We found that the train-
ing of working reindeer follows similar steps to
those followed in the last century in northern Fin-
land (Itkonen 1948; Kortesalmi 2008), but nowa-
days the training starts earlier, already with calves
in their first fall, and lasts longer, usually three to
four winters (Soppela et al. 2024). When intro-
duced to training, reindeer are accustomed to
human nearness and touch. Some calves approach
humans more readily than others and are chosen
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for training. The candidates for training are care-
fully chosen according to their future work. In
contrast to the multipurpose reindeer of the past,
working reindeer and racing reindeer are selected
on a different basis—favoring calmness in the for-
mer and a certain “wildness” in the latter—and
training is adjusted according to individuals and
their personalities (Soppela et al. 2024). Training
can also be more specific. For instance, reindeer
pulling a sledge for tourists can be trained for dif-
ferent roles in the driving team, such as the lead,
middle, or last reindeer, according to their prefer-
ences. The herders in our study highlighted that
the establishment of human-reindeer collaboration
and relationship is based on regular contact, learn-
ing from each other, and trust (Soppela et al. 2024).
Working reindeer are kept in feeding enclosures
throughout the winter season, but separately from
other reindeer fed during the winter. The rest of
the year, the working reindeer, similarly to other
reindeer, freely roam in the wild.

As we conducted interviews with reindeer
herders to study working and racing reindeer
training, we noticed that the technical and practi-
cal aspects were often communicated via stories
(Soppela et al. 2024). Herders communicated nu-
merous little anecdotes, series of events that had
taken place during training and working together
with reindeer, and whole life stories of reindeer in-
dividuals. Stories like that of Onni, a sled reindeer
trained for tourism, recount events and link them
with meanings, emotions, and lives shared with
the reindeer. Thus, similarly to anthropologist
Monika Kolodziej (2022), we “did not ask for stor-
ies, but found conversations in the field to be
punctuated by them.” In addition to the technical
and the practical, these reindeer stories contain a
wealth of information about the cultural, social,
and emotional sides of living and working with
reindeer. Thus, interpreting them as narratives
offers a chance to provide insights into cultural
meanings imbued in human-reindeer relationships.

In this paper, we focus on reindeer stories
told by herders who live in Northern Finland and
train and work with reindeer, both in the context
of tourism and competitive racing in Lapland. We
examine the cultural conceptions and meanings of
human-reindeer relationships emerging from these
stories, interpreting them in the context of contem-
porary reindeer-herding culture, which we under-
stand as a multispecies community appreciative
of reindeer agency and personhood (Helander-
Renvall 2010; Soppela et al. 2024; Vuojala-Magga
2010). We maintain that stories are indicative of
individual and cultural values related to reindeer
herding, human-reindeer relationships, and
emotions, asking 1) what the stories tell about
human-working-reindeer relationships, 2) what
kind of values the stories communicate, and
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3) what kind of emotions were imbued in working
reindeer training and use?

Theoretical Perspectives

Our theoretical framework in this paper is broadly
informed by the affective turn in social sciences,
posthumanist, and multispecies scholarship

(e.g., Haraway 2008; Ingold 2013; Kirksey and
Helmreich 2010; Kohn 2013). Thus, we acknowl-
edge the contribution of nonhumans to social
relationships—that the webs or relations consist of
both human and nonhuman actors in culturally
specific ways and that animals have personhood
and agency that emerge situationally and cul-
turally. In the context of reindeer herding spe-
cifically, it has been noted that reindeer are
considered as persons in possession of consider-
able agency and autonomy. They are also capable
of learning, communicating with people, and mak-
ing their own decisions, these capabilities being
acted out and manifesting differently in various
situations (e.g., Helander-Renvall 2010; Mazzullo
and Soppela 2023; Soppela et al. 2024; Stépanoff
et al. 2017; Vuojala-Magga 2010). Moreover, we ac-
knowledge that emotions are an important compo-
nent of these social relationships, as people form
emotional bonds with a variety of nonhuman ani-
mals; the emotions in question are as variable as
the human-animal relationships are.

A significant portion of research focusing on
emotional bonds between humans and animals has
addressed pets and other nonhumans with whom
modern urban westerners form relationships
(Franklin 1999:98; Juola 2024; Schuurman and
Dirke 2020). People form close and even familial
bonds with pets, but also relationships with synan-
thropic species such as pigeons and rats are im-
bued with emotions ranging from loss and sorrow
to awe, disgust, and annoyance (Juola 2024;
Schuurman and Dirke 2020). In addition, emo-
tional bonds are also formed with livestock and
working animals, such as cattle, horses, and rein-
deer (Kaarlenkaski 2014; Leinonen 2013; Mazzullo
and Soppela 2023; Soppela et al. 2023, 2024;
Vuojala-Magga 2010). The expressions of emotions
towards working animals are dependent on the
cultural and social context and, therefore, variable
in time and space. Working horses, such as Finn-
horses, for instance, were considered friends and
active companions as well as a labor force in
agrarian Finland, working with them evoking feel-
ings of joy and pride, but also shame if the horse
was old and slow. Parting with a horse at death
caused sorrow and a deep sense of loss (Leinonen
2013). To mention another example, feelings of
pity, empathy, and solidarity were expressed
towards cows, particularly by women, who in
Finnish traditional agriculture have been mostly
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responsible for tending them (Kaarlenkaski 2014).
On the other hand, cows, Lapland cattle, for exam-
ple, have brought joy and a spark to the lives of
people who tend them (Soppela et al. 2023). Re-
garding reindeer, Vuojala-Magga (2010) describes
her personal experience of training working rein-
deer as evoking a feeling of joy (“we had a won-
derful time”) and her becoming emotionally more
secure about training reindeer with practice.
Emotions are integral to social relations in
general; one of the ways they are expressed and
articulated is through narratives. Stories mean-
ingfully link what happens in terms of actions,
thoughts, and feelings (G6tsch and Palmberger
2022). Therefore, the approach of this paper will
be based on narratives, focusing on reindeer stor-
ies told by the herders. Narrative and narrative
practice serve as umbrella terms for different kinds
of stories, tales, and storytelling (Gotsch and Palm-
berger 2022). Narratives serve multiple social and
cultural purposes; they help individuals and
groups make sense of experiences, contribute to
socialization into group practices and norms, and
transmit ideologies and worldviews (Gotsch and
Palmberger 2022; Heikkild 2021; van Hulst 2020).
Storytelling is in many ways integral to humanity
(e.g., Freeman 2015; Heikkild 2021). Stories form
meaningful links between actions, thoughts, and
feelings and, as such, they help us make sense of
the world (Gotsch and Palmberger 2022). There-
fore, the reindeer stories told by the herders reflect
various aspects of human-reindeer relationships in
reindeer herding today. They are stories that help
the people who tell them to make sense of experi-
ences, transmit knowledge, and contribute to the
socialization of the reindeer-herding culture.
Stories come in many forms—current under-
standing of narrative is broad, comprising both
more typical narratives, understood as stretches of
talk that convey a sequence of past events and the
teller’s perspective on them, but also other types of
narrative fragments, such as the recounting of on-
going or future events, non- or multilinear unfold-
ings of events, and the recounting of mundane and
everyday events (de Fina and Georgakopoulou
2015; Gordon 2015; van Hulst 2020). For the pur-
poses of this paper, we embraced a broad defini-
tion of narrative, considering both longer stretches
of speech recounting and interpreting whole life
stories on one hand, and shorter unfoldings of ev-
eryday events on the other, as valid narratives.

Materials and Methods

In this paper, we focus on stories that the herders,
who train and drive reindeer, told about the
reindeer during the interviews. The field work
included both interviews and participatory obser-
vation among reindeer herders. We interviewed 13
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reindeer herders (nine males and four females)
from different parts of the reindeer-herding area in
Finland during 2019-2019 (Soppela et al. 2024).
Nine herders trained draft reindeer for tourism en-
terprises of their own. Their enterprises were lo-
cated in the neighborhood of large tourism centers.
The other four herders trained racing reindeer. All
the herders except one had been reindeer herders
their whole lives. They all had long experience of
training draft reindeer (mean 30 years) and prac-
ticing reindeer herding in general, including meat
production. The average age of herders was 47
years; 35 for women (range 27—43 years) and 53
for men (range 37-66 years).

The interviews were semistructured and in-
cluded questions on topics ranging from working
and racing reindeer training to their personalities,
relationships with other reindeer and humans
(Soppela et al. 2024). The questions were orga-
nized according to the topics, but the interviews
were kept flexible and open-ended. The focus of
this paper is on the stories herders told about the
reindeer during the interviews. It is important to
note that the values, meanings, and emotions at-
tached to reindeer and reindeer herding are not
necessarily the same across all herders. Although
reindeer herders observe and interact with all rein-
deer to some extent, for instance, during roundups
or feeding, working reindeer engage in much more
frequent and close interaction with herders than
other reindeer in the herd.

All the interviews were conducted in Finn-
ish, recorded, and transcribed. The interviews
were coded (H1-H13), and the data were used
anonymously according to data protection and eth-
ical practices (University of Lapland 2009). The
transcription material was analyzed with the aid of
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2008) using
the RQDA package (Huang 2016) of the R program-
ming system (R Core Team 2020). This included
choosing the codes for the keywords drawn from
the interviews and marking the codes on the tran-
scripts (Soppela et al. 2024). Each researcher co-
ded the transcripts separately, after which the
coding results were reviewed and discussed to-
gether, and a preliminary summary was made.
This was followed by the classification of the re-
sults under the themes drawn from the interviews
and using them for further analysis, discussion,
and reporting.

Stories of Companionship

It is exactly that, the trust. An ability to trust. It is
very hard to teach a reindeer that is almost totally
wild. It has not been in contact with people. You
can see it clearly if you start to teach reindeer at
about four years of age. Although itis .. ..Take
Yrjo, for instance. His training started when he
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was four years old [almost adult]. He had been on
a leash, but he hadn’t even been made such that
you could walk him around on it at four years of
age. He came to people, but when he was tied up,
he didn’t trust the person anymore. But take
Arska. He was also four when he came [for train-
ing]. He hadn’t even been on a leash. But he came
to people for petting when they offered him food.
He let me pet him and everything. He was put on
a leash, and it took maybe two or three weeks un-
til he was completely used to it (H3).

Stories such as these, from little anecdotes to full
life stories on individual reindeer, cropped up
repeatedly in the conversations with reindeer
herders. In these stories, the herders identify

the reindeer individual by name and describe

the technicalities of the training, showing how the
personality of the reindeer affected the choices
the herder had made training it (Fig. 1). The herd-
ers talked about how they observe the animals
and make choices based on their characteristics
during training. This is in line with our prior
research on reindeer training: the reindeer lit-
eracy of reindeer trainers develops both in their
reindeer-herding practices and draft-reindeer
training, the herders closely observing reindeer
behavior in different situations before and during
training, and paying particular attention to the
personalities of the reindeer they have frequent
contact with (Soppela et al. 2024). Herders make
interpretations about the differences/personal-
ities between individuals and the suitability of
the reindeer for training and draft based on their
behavior, recognizing the reindeer as different
persons (Soppela et al. 2024).

The herders often conceptualized reindeer
personhood and personality by using the word
“luonne” in Finnish, referring to the reindeer’s
temperament and individual way of reacting. This
word corresponds to the word “character” or “per-
sonality.” Reindeer express their personalities
through their temperament, learned habits, and be-
havior. The descriptions of the herders about the
character and behavior of individual reindeer
(reading of reindeer) gave detailed knowledge of
reindeer personalities, either as direct interpreta-
tions or through stories. The herders also spoke
about different types of reindeer based on their re-
lationship with them. They referred to reindeer
with nominations such as “tavanporo,” an ordi-
nary reindeer in the herd, or “tuntoporo,” a known
reindeer, or “gjokas,” a draft reindeer.

Herders told numerous stories about draft
reindeer and how they regarded them as persons:
“They have different energy and different learning
motivation” (H8). Some reindeer were described
as being distinctive from the other reindeer when
observing the herd and looking for candidates
for training.

Arctic Anthropology 60:2

Figure 1. A herder walking a male reindeer calf on a
leash. The training of sledge reindeer starts early, usu-
ally during their first winter. Photo: Pdivi Soppela.

“That sort of reindeer stands out though — a sort
of naturally tame, or a really, really timid rein-
deer.” (H5).

“And yes, such reindeer do stand out, those who
are a bit more cheerful than the others.” (H6).

Some of the draft reindeer candidates were
also described as being more active in nature than
others, and some were described as solitary, and
some as more social individuals of the herd (H4,
H5, H7). All interviewees agreed that it is up to the
reindeer’s personality how it adapts to become a
draft reindeer (a reindeer itself shows whether it
can be trained to be a draft reindeer or not) (Sop-
pela et al. 2020, 2024). Some draft reindeer can be
very talented individuals in their learning abilities,
as quick learners. The reindeer trainers recognized
the influence of heritage on reindeer personalities
and used this information to assess reindeer be-
havior and select candidates for draft training. The
trainers recognized similarities in the offspring
and siblings of certain female reindeer (i.e., broth-
ers, as well as in characteristics related to reindeer
color). “There are sort of similarities there you can
almost see from a calf” (H13). For example, all
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interviewees described the characteristics of white
reindeer in a similar way: usually drowsy and
passive (Soppela et al. 2024).

However, the stories herders told about the
training process and the reindeer were not solely
about characteristics that affected training-related
decisions—they were often rich narratives, inclu-
sive of assessment of the character of the reindeer,
but also interpretations of their motivations as well
as emotionally charged moments between the rein-
deer and the herder.

But the best ones are of course, and I'm not a good
storyteller, by the way, the feelings of success that
you get with a working reindeer when you see that
he’s doing things, and he trusts you. And, you
know, that same reindeer called Bingo was still
with me back then when folks were building the
first cottage on [the name of an island] in [the
name of a lake], they were building it at the last
minute but still wanted to get bricks on the island
during the spring. There were already melted
spots on the ice and [an unclear word] when they
asked for a reindeer to pull the bricks. There were
many hundreds of bricks, of course, to build a big,
long pipe and then a wall.. . . There was still some
slush ice in the lake.. . . Then I said that I could
try to get there with the reindeer. And the weather
was already such that it would be quite difficult to
get there, so I first went to see for myself how I
could get to the island. And in my own opinion, I
found a route, and so I said that I could try it with
the reindeer. Those bricks were pretty heavy. I do
not remember the number of pieces, but I had a
three-pack sledge and I put two of them in a row.
The reindeer pulled, and I pushed to help him,
and he knew how to go on my earlier track, so it
didn’t need more than that one rein to guide him. I
just commanded him, and he was ready to help
me, so we got the bricks to the island that evening.
I promised the reindeer that now you can have a
holiday—there were snowless spots, scrubs and
lichens—and I took the empty reindeer harnesses
and brought them out myself, and he was so tired
that he stayed on the island in the evening, but he
came home again in the morning, and he didn’t
stay there any longer. But it’s been one of those
rousing experiences for me. If the reindeer hadn’t
wanted to do it, it wouldn’t have been possible;
there was no way I could have done anything. I
would not, it wouldn’t have happened if I'd forced
the reindeer to go there. But the reindeer went in
front, and I pushed the sledge behind him to help.
There are that kind of reindeer (H13).

In this story, the herder emphasized how the
reindeer—Bingo—helped him because he wanted
to. He was that kind of a reindeer. Moreover, the
herder’s role in this story was to help Bingo by
pushing the sledge behind him. The herders’ sup-
port and care of Bingo manifested in him carrying
the harness home himself, and Bingo returning
home the next day. Thus, the story emphasized a
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mutual feeling of friendship and a willingness to
help the other even in taxing circumstances.

This kind of nuanced understanding of moti-
vations and emotions—agency—of the reindeer
occurred repeatedly in different contexts. In the
herders’ stories, the agency of draft reindeer var-
ied in relation to their position among other draft
reindeer, age, and experience. A draft reindeer
could act as a lead draft reindeer in a group of
sledge reindeer (Soppela et al. 2024). Likewise, an
old, experienced draft reindeer could act as a
trustworthy driver of children. These agencies
could be so regular that one could even call them
roles. The herders also referred to particular agen-
cies of the racing reindeer: “A competent racing
reindeer shows whether it wants to run and is
naturally fast” (H1, H2, H5, H6, H9, H13). The
herders discussed and pondered among them-
selves the causes and consequences of reindeer
behavior, the reindeer’s species-specific behav-
ior, and reflected on the reindeer’s behavioral
response to their own actions in different
situations. In training situations, interviewees
emphasized the importance of the messages sent
by the trainer (see communication), through
which the reindeer are able to read the human.
This mutual reading and interpretation of each
other by the human and the reindeer results in a
relationship of trust, which is weighed up during
the training, and which guarantees the continua-
tion and success of the training relationship
(Soppela et al. 2020, 2024). In addition, as this
story exemplifies, mutual trust and understanding
were interpreted in terms of collaboration, friend-
ship, and mutual care.

Stories of Care

Already touched upon in the story we quoted
above, care is another aspect of human-reindeer
relationships that frequently cropped up in the
stories the herders told about reindeer.

He [Poju] was like this. . . . For example, if I
wanted to drive out of our yard. I put a water

sled or whatever behind him, and he was always
like. . .let’s just go! He never acted out. I was driv-
ing on skis with him, and if I fell on a bump and
he saw that I had fallen, he stopped and waited for
me and watched when I grabbed the reins again,
and then, when I commanded him, he immedi-
ately started to run. He never left me. Wherever I
was driving him, and if I happened to fall and lose
my grip, I was so small. I couldn’t just keep on
hanging behind him. He saw that I fell over and he
stopped. So, I went again and grabbed the reins
and watched. And if the rein was under his leg, I'd
go under the neck and clear the rein for him and
put the rein straight, and we’d start again. Then
we just went on again (H1).
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Figure 2. Winter feeding is important not only in keeping reindeer in good condition but also in building a trusting
relationship between the reindeer and the herder. Photo: Péivi Soppela.

In the story quoted above, there is a relation-
ship of mutual care and understanding between
the child and the reindeer, both willing to play to-
gether and adjust to the needs of the other. The
reindeer stops as it notices the boy falling; the boy
sorts the reindeer’s reins; and off they go again.
The story shows how the reindeer understands
that the boy is just a child and adjusts its actions
accordingly, and how the herder, now as a grown
man, still remembers the care and companionship.

Care in the context of reindeer herding can
take many forms. Care can mean protecting the rein-
deer from predators or guiding them to fresh pas-
tures when old ones are depleted. Furthermore, it
can mean feeding the reindeer, feeding places acting
as places of care and comfort for animals and peo-
ple (Anderson et al. 2017; Birke 2017). Reindeer
herd management is strongly tied to the land and,
therefore, holistic in nature. The herders’ primary
concern is to take care of the herd’s welfare in such

a way that reindeer can roam freely, find their food
from pastures, reproduce, and be safe from preda-
tors. The herd should be diverse in terms of animals
of different ages, sizes, and types, making it strong
to adapt to and survive varying conditions. Such a
herd is a beautiful herd or ¢appd eallu (North Sami)
(Mazzullo 2010; Tyler et al. 2007).

Feeding is important for many purposes:
establishing a relationship between the reindeer
and humans, helping with taming, and keeping
reindeer in good condition (Soppela et al. 2024)
(Fig. 2). Herders mentioned that some reindeer
are more eager for food than others and get more
easily accustomed to humans and, thereafter, to
training.

You just need to whisper and chat with them often
enough. You’ll take them for a walk and feed them
and just be there, crouch beside them and give
them lichen and, when they come to eat from your
hand, you know you’re on the right track (H11).
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Feeding is also an important occasion when
the herders can observe that the reindeer are heal-
thy and get to know their reindeer personally. Ob-
servations of behavior, appetite, and quality of
excrement are made during feeding.

When you give the food, you always watch that
everyone comes to eat. They stay for a while and
don’t go away immediately. Then you know that
they are [healthy]. A reindeer is like that; if it
doesn’t come to eat and won’t eat, then it has
some problems (H5).

Herders can also tell that when a reindeer,
through regular feeding, care, and training, has
learned to trust a human, it becomes “imprinted,”
seeking human closeness and protection in unex-
pected or threatening situations, showing a prefer-
ence for and great degree of trust in their herder
(Soppela et al. 2024). Moreover, the reindeer learn
to recognize their trainer as “a homeperson”
whom they recognize by visual and other sensory
cues such as smell.

Reindeer trust that the human will help them. For
example, last November. . .I was there in the rein-
deer park two kilometers from here, and the rein-
deer were in a large enclosure covering about ten
hectares, and I went there to feed the reindeer so
that I could round them up in the holding area. As
I stepped out of the car and started calling the
reindeer, a tourist from the Czech Republic pulled
over and let a husky out to pee. The husky imme-
diately smelled the reindeer and happily ran into
the enclosure. Luckily, it was a big enclosure.
When the reindeer ran, the dog chasing them, they
kept on running past me, looking at me as though
they were asking me to catch the dog (H8).

In addition to human-to-reindeer or reindeer-
to-human care, the herders’ stories touched upon
care between reindeer.

Well, that’s Pikku Valkko (Little White). Just the
one that we saw . . . It was right from the first win-
ter, it was kind of like he took those younger rein-
deer. . . or some weaker reindeer as his friends.
Even now, that happens when we have had those
younger reindeer in that enclosure. . . now that he
is four years old. He always takes one of those
yearlings, the weakest one, as a friend. It’s like
he’s defending the weakest ones. When he was
two years old, he stayed with us for a bit longer

in the summer in that enclosure. There was an
orphan calf, and he took her as his little sister, a
female calf.. . . He adopted the orphaned female
calf. . .He (Pikku Valkko) is such that even this
winter, he adopted a reindeer calf that is deaf.
And he himself is a really small male reindeer, but
he took the deaf one as his friend. They slept there
in the enclosure with their backs to each other, as
the deaf reindeer doesn’t react to sounds. So they
slept with their backs to each other. Whenever this
Pikku Valkko got up, the other one (deaf) knew
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that he had to wake up too. . .I'm still waiting for
him (Pikku Valkko) to grow up; he’s still growing.
He will become a great reindeer (H3).

The story of Pikku Valkko is exceptional in
that it addresses care between reindeer, which was
not a topic raised in any of the other interviews,
apart from care between mothers and their calves.
Telling the story, the herder assessed the character
of the reindeer based on the care it showed to-
wards others, seeing it as a virtue of Pikku Valk-
ko’s. The story ends with a glimpse towards the
future where the herder expects Pikku Valkko to
grow up and “become a great reindeer,” the under-
lying assumption being that the lives of the herder,
Pikku Valkko, and other reindeer in the herd will
continue over seasons and years.

Conflicts and Confrontations
in Reindeer Stories

Not all the stories depicted reindeer in a positive
light. In general, the herders aim to train working
reindeer who are tame and behave in a safe way
around tourists; if a conflict arises, the herders ne-
gotiate the situation with the reindeer via different
means, such as soothing body language (Soppela
et al. 2024). However, the will of the reindeer and
the herders occasionally clashed in ways that
prompted the herders to tell stories about “badly
behaving” reindeer. Such behavior was often de-
scribed in terms of the reindeer trying to get an
upper hand on the herder, as for example in this
narrative:

Keijo is such that not everyone can work with
him. When he has gotten an upper hand on some-
one, noticing that person can be manipulated, he
will try to do the same to the next person, and if
that person backs off too, Keijo will already be
testing me and my brother. Then we know that we
will have to have a wrestling match again, oh what
great fun! Keijo is good at manipulating; he can
read it if someone is afraid. He will try to take a
couple of quick steps closer, head held high to
frighten, and make snorting sounds. If he backs off
from the harness, it is impossible to get him to
wear it. He will come at you, show you one hoof,
and then soon he will be standing on two legs
when you are trying to put the harness on him.
We sometimes call him a psychopath (H11).

Keijo’s behavior is described in terms of
“testing” people; he is depicted as good at manip-
ulating people with aggressive behavior, jokingly
even called a “psychopath.” It is also implied
that some people are more susceptible to Keijo’s
antics, although his owner sees right through him.
Indeed, a common trope in stories about badly
behaving reindeer was a reindeer trying to get
the upper hand on people. In these stories, the
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reindeer were forgetting their place in the hierar-
chy, sometimes actively challenging it, as in
Keijo’s story, sometimes showing the lack of
understanding of human-reindeer hierarchy by
more indirect means.

If there’s a tame reindeer, he can easily be defiant.
He will try, like any other animal, to see where the
lines are drawn. You need to be really strict with
them; what is forbidden is always forbidden. They
can’t tell people what to do. For instance, when
people are feeding them, they can’t kick the per-
son like “give me the food, quick.” Because it is
what it is, the reindeer herd has a hierarchy, and
you will just have to show that you are on top of
that hierarchy. It doesn’t mean subjugating the
reindeer; it’s just how the reindeer behave. For in-
stance, when I'm walking in the enclosure, I al-
ways walk so that the reindeer give way to me. I
don’t have to intimidate or act menacingly; I'm
just confident, and I'm communicating with my
body language that I'm above you and we belong
to the same group. I'm going to feed you and so
on. This is something that applies to all reindeer
and all animals. They will know their position in
the herd—they will know what’s allowed and
what’s not (H8).

In the quote above, the reindeer who forget
their place in the herd structure are described as
too “tame”; it is implied that such reindeer will
consider people their equals, fellow herd members
with similar social standing. Besides highlighting
unwanted behavior in reindeer, stories like this
emphasize that the correct order of things needs to
be reestablished. Herders had several strategies for
doing that, informed by their knowledge of rein-
deer social behavior. In Keijo’s case, active means
of putting the reindeer back in his place were nee-
ded, described as a “wrestling match”; in other
cases, more indirect means such as confident body
language communicating leadership and care were
used to maintain a hierarchy where the herders
and reindeer were on the same side—“belonged to
the same group”—but with the herder at the top of
the hierarchy. The stories about badly behaving
reindeer were thus imbued with an understanding
of reindeer as creatures with their own will and
behavioral traits that need to be accounted for.
However, the stories also emphasized how people
need to actively take, even earn their place at the
top of the hierarchy through knowledge, experi-
ence, and care.

Sometimes the stories about reindeer misbe-
havior were also laced with humor. Although the
underlying moral of the story may have empha-
sized the need to establish a human-reindeer
hierarchy, the humorous tone highlighted the ap-
preciation of the reindeer’s personality and will.

We have a reindeer called Julli. Julli is a very ex-
pressive reindeer. He likes to use his antlers. . . he
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had large antlers. Or has. He likes to take a person
between his antlers and rub people with his ant-
lers, and we needed to teach him not to, at least
not with customers. He still takes drivers between
his antlers. He also liked to throw people. For in-
stance, when my daughter kept him as the lead
bull, he wanted to play, but he needed to go work
on safari. He walked behind and [my daughter]
did not understand. . . she kept giving him more
leash, like “let’s just walk this safari.” Well, Julli
accelerated, racing forward at full speed. He didn’t
have antlers at that time, so he stuck his head be-
tween [my daughter’s] legs, lifted her up with his
head, threw her in the ditch, and then just stopped
there to eat snow and to laugh. The customers
were amused. . . . The next day, another young girl
[one of the drivers] went on safari with him, and
Julli stopped. [The girl] called me from the safari,
asking what to do and saying that Julli was broken.
“What?” I asked. “Julli is not moving.” I said, “I
can’t help you from here, it’s such a long way, and
I have customers here. You’ll just have to tell Julli
you need to go.” Soon, she called me back, saying
that Julli was just jumping on the spot and totally
fooling around. The customers were laughing so
hard and wondering what was going on. I said that
she needed to tell Julli not to act up. “You need to
take back control; now he’s just laughing at you.” I
heard nothing back after that. Julli had taken his
time jumping on the spot, while [the girl] had tried
to learn how to order a reindeer to move. Even-
tually, he had thrown [the girl] into a ditch a cou-
ple of times on the way, but they had made it back
in the end. But the customers had fun. Julli can be
such a character. They’ve got that; they can com-
municate with people (H8).

From Family Stories to Life Stories

Different continuations—training processes, life-
long emotional bonds, family lines—were a recur-
ring element in the interviews. For instance,
herders regarded the family lines of the female
reindeer as an important part of the selection pro-
cess when choosing their offspring for driving and
racing education. Interviewees did not keep re-
cords of hinds, but said they remembered their
reindeer (H3, H4, H5, H12). The hinds included
known reindeer (tuntoporo), whose offspring were
observed. The family lines of the hinds were taken
into account in the selection process.

There are some good ones among the hinds. You
remember them and you know them. You know
them in a certain way. In general, they are a bit
bigger. Reindeer that you like. Reindeer that you
know. And then, of course, you can observe them
to see if they are like that (H12).

.. . we will start training a reindeer already
as a calf, so it’s important to know what family it
is from and what kind of calfitis ... .It’s impor-
tant to look as far back into the past of the mother
reindeer, how it was grazing and where it was
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rearing, and what kind of reindeer the family in-
cluded, so it’s kind of a very precise matter. Train-
ing won’t succeed if you just take a reindeer and
start to train it (H12).

Our earlier studies have shown that the es-
sential basis of the human-draft-reindeer rela-
tionship is trust established in a regular and
continuous interaction between them (Soppela
et al. 2020, 2024). It starts very early, already
when the calves or yearling reindeer are chosen
for training. The herders then pay attention par-
ticularly to those reindeer that are not afraid of
humans and approach them easily. It is familiar-
ization with the nearness of humans that is the
very first important step of human-reindeer inter-
action. Thereafter, all the other interaction gets
easier, and the reindeer starts to get used to hu-
man touch. Feeding practices were considered a
key factor in the process, as well as taking care of
the holistic well-being of the reindeer. The conti-
nuity is created by frequent contact and, in terms
of training for working reindeer, repeating the
same practices (Fig. 3).

The interviewees had personal preferences
and practices for building trust, but there were
some similarities and typical milestones in this
process (Soppela et al. 2020, 2024). For example, it
was generally regarded that the reindeer’s accep-
tance of being walked on a leash is a significant
moment in the training process. Some herders
highlighted an important turning point in the
human-reindeer relationship, trust, and “domesti-
cation.” They mentioned that it happens when the
reindeer seek protection from humans in unex-
pected situations, such as when they get alarmed
by predators (H10). One interviewee described the
moment as follows:

Figure 3. Human-reindeer bonds form in continuous
close interaction with the reindeer. Photo: Péivi Soppela
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A kind of exciting feeling when the reindeer gets
scared of something and goes behind your back for
the first time. That has been a kind of inspiration
for me (H6).

The herders stated that reindeer always have a rea-
son for seeking human protection, although it
might not be evident at first. When the reindeer
seeks shelter, it is “imprinted” and bonded to the
human, they said (H10).

The herders emphasized that a reindeer must
be allowed to follow its own learning pace and not
be trained in a rush. If there is no progress in the
development of the reindeer, despite careful teach-
ing, it is wisest to let him go (Soppela et al. 2024).
If a reindeer is too “wild,” it cannot become a draft
reindeer. However, it was also emphasized that
trainers should not give up training too soon. A
reindeer can be too tame, test its trainer, and make
different moves. Then, one day, it is over, and the
reindeer starts to behave like a draft reindeer.

A certain amount of taming has to happen before
you can start training a reindeer. It does not
mean that it is as tame as a horse or a cow or
something else. The taming of a reindeer is a bit
different (H8).

There is a natural break in the summer and fall
between the training and working seasons of
reindeer, and working reindeer freely roam in the
forest. The herders mentioned that reindeer have
good memories and that they remember what
they have learned in the previous training sea-
son. They even remember unwanted bad habits
(H1), even if there has been a break of several
years in between (H5). They, of course, also re-
member their trainers. Younger reindeer tend to
forget more easily what they have learned, but
that varies individually (H13).

Then those reindeer that have become a little fa-
miliarized to humans, that have been fed part of
the winter and been the rest of the time in the for-
est, are already imprinted on humans, so they un-
derstand that humans bring them food, and then
they will follow (H8).

The continuous nature of human-reindeer rela-
tionships in reindeer herding culminates in life-
long bonds and intergenerational ties between
people and animals. In some of the stories the
herders told, the perspective was multigenera-
tional or comprised the whole intertwined life
courses of a reindeer and a human. For instance,
in the following story, the herder situates him-
self as a part of a family, a chain of generations
engaging with reindeer herding—*“He was one of
my father’s reindeer”—but in addition to that,
the story focuses on the lifelong emotional bond
that comes into being through care, trust, and
companionship.
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He was my first. He was one of my father’s rein-
deer. I worked with my father’s reindeer, but they
weren’t actually mine if you know what I mean.
The first reindeer who was really mine was called
Uusikuu. He was a white reindeer. All white. We
really connected around the time he was five. He
got really sick with diarrhea. I don’t know where
he got it from. My father said it was time to give
up on him. He had gotten so thin. But I said no, I
will not give up on him. I think we should keep
trying. And I don’t remember anymore what I did
exactly to take care of him, but I did, and I got his
stomach working again. I saved him, and so Uusi-
kuu and I became really close. He was always fol-
lowing me around, and when he was let out of the
enclosure, he stayed over there in the field, and
every time I went there, he followed me. Even
though we let him into the forest for the summer,
he always lingered here. He was imprinted.

He worked. He was 12. . .no 13. I could see
in the spring that he wasn’t in good condition. He
still had his teeth, but they were not in good condi-
tion. He was really skinny. His stomach wasn’t
working properly anymore. He came home in the
fall and was really skinny. And then, it was around
the time of the first snow, in November, when I
went to the enclosure one morning and he couldn’t
get up anymore. His hind legs were paralyzed. He
was just lying there, calm, waiting for me to help
him. I said goodbye and thanked him for every-
thing. He was really important to me (H3).

Discussion

Reindeer herding is an important means of liveli-
hood and cultural practice in the Eurasian Arctic.
Recent environmental, social, and economic chan-
ges have caused transformations in reindeer-
herding practice, but, on the other hand, there is
significant long-term cultural continuity in many
reindeer-herding practices (Mazzullo and Soppela
2023; Salmi et al. 2022; Sarkki et al. 2018). In par-
ticular, working reindeer training and use have
been an essential part of reindeer herding probably
since its beginning, and still continue today, albeit
in a different form: in tourism-related activities
and competitive racing (Soppela et al. 2022, 2024).
The relationships with draft reindeer are long-term
and integrated with the herders’ lives. Working
reindeer become known as persons and individu-
als, people telling stories—ranging from short
incidents and anecdotes to complete life stories—
about them. These stories are told and experiences
shared between family members, generations, and
other herders. As narratives, they contain a wealth
of information about the cultural understanding of
human-reindeer relationships.

Reindeer character, personhood, and agency
were often highlighted in the stories the herders
told about training and working with reindeer. The
interviews showed that all reindeer are different
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for the herders; most animals in the herd are con-
sidered ordinary reindeer (“tavanporo” in Finnish)
while some, particularly those trained for working
and racing, are known individuals (“tuntoporo”).
The herders see that reindeer have different per-
sonalities. Especially in the context of working
reindeer training, the personalities and individual
learning styles of the animals come into play. The
herders interact with the working reindeer over
the course of several seasons and years and get to
know them well (Soppela et al. 2024). Herders also
felt that fully trained draft reindeer differed from
ordinary reindeer: they are described as “tame,”
are known by their names and personalities, and
treated as individuals. Herders also observe ordi-
nary reindeer in a herd when rounding them up in
the fall or feeding them in winter, but not as clo-
sely, assessing their capabilities and potential.
Some of these reindeer become better known as in-
dividuals due to a special trait or position, similar
to draft reindeer. For example, some female rein-
deer in a herd were the ones followed by others
and got a bell around their neck, strengthening
their role. Moreover, the agency of female reindeer
in leading the herd and teaching their calves how
to behave was acknowledged by the herders. Simi-
lar female leadership roles have been observed in
Lapland cattle, for instance (Soppela et al. 2023).
Thus, herders see the herds as consisting of indi-
viduals with different characteristics, social roles,
and relationships with humans, for instance, work-
ing reindeer forming closer bonds with humans
than other reindeer.

These observations are in line with previous
research, which emphasizes that, in reindeer-
herding cultures more generally, reindeer are seen
as endowed with considerable agency and auton-
omy (Mazzullo and Soppela 2023; Soppela et al.
2022, 2024; Stépanoff et al. 2017), the herd consist-
ing of individuals with varying characteristics,
social roles, and degrees of familiarity with humans
(Stépanoff et al. 2017; Takakura 2010). This also
holds true for relationships between humans and
other animal species in traditional agricultural con-
texts (e.g., Kaarlenkaski 2014; Leinonen 2013;
Soppela et al. 2023). Moreover, in the case of a draft
reindeer, agency can be seen to refer to its action as
a working reindeer, the action that becomes appar-
ent in interaction with humans and other reindeer,
but also to its other entities. This includes the idea
of relational agency, which is formed in relation-
ships with other actors (Despret 2013). Agency is
thus not a built-in characteristic or mode of action
of individuals but is formed in relationships with
other actors, with all of them contributing and
being affected by this process. The agency of the an-
imals varies in different social situations and over
time. Because of the relationality and situationa-
lity of reindeer personhood and agency, there are
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likely temporal and regional differences in these as-
pects of human-reindeer relationships, dependent
on, for instance, the intensity and frequency of the
contact with the reindeer.

In addition to highlighting aspects of reindeer
personhood and agency in draft reindeer training,
already familiar from other ethnographic work
among reindeer herders (e.g., Soppela et al. 2022,
2024; Vuojala-Magga 2010), the stories touched
upon emotional ties, family relationships, and life-
long relationships with reindeer. Relationships
with reindeer—particularly working reindeer—are
continuous over several seasons and years. This
holds true for current reindeer-training practice
but has likely applied to some extent to human-
working reindeer relationships in past reindeer
herding as well. In practical terms, this means that
the training takes place over several seasons, with
check-ups and re-evaluations occurring along the
way (Soppela et al. 2024). Likewise, the ability of
the reindeer to remember the previous training
seasons and form bonds with their trainers is ap-
preciated by the herders. Over the course of this
relationship, trust is slowly established between
the reindeer and the trainer, the moment of “im-
printing” being a key moment in this relationship
as described by the herders. Moreover, these rela-
tionships can even be cross-generational, as family
lines of reindeer are recognized and taken into
account in selection for training (Soppela et al.
2024). In other words, the continuity in human-
reindeer relationships is created in frequent con-
tact with the reindeer, the herders always being
mindful of the reindeer, their individual life histo-
ries, and characteristics. Persistence is needed to
build long-term relationships with reindeer, and
such relationships are not formed with all individ-
uals. The relationships with working reindeer
were often interpreted in the light of companion-
ship: themes of friendship, mutual care, and will-
ingness to help each other emerged in several
narratives, for instance, the stories of Bingo, Uusi-
kuu, and Poju.

These long-lasting relationships are imbued
with and built upon emotions. The reindeer stories
we heard conveyed various feelings, ranging from
affection and joy to mourning and sadness. Narra-
tives are particularly valuable for gauging these
emotions and meanings, as narratives help narra-
tors convey what they think is important and give
meaning to events and experiences (Gotsch and
Palmberger 2022). They help narrators make sense
of things, and thus, are ideally suited to conveying
emotions, meanings, and values. The story about
Bingo and the herder transporting bricks to an is-
land in difficult weather conditions, for instance,
conveyed both tiredness and weariness, but also
joy and pride, as the herder described the feeling
of success in seeing the reindeer cooperating and
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trusting the herder. A rousing experience, it
evoked a feeling of appreciation towards Bingo in
the herder’s mind: “There are that kind of rein-
deer” (H13). Joy and humor were also expressed
in the stories, as for instance in the story of Poju,
where driving the reindeer was an enjoyable expe-
rience for the child: “Then we just went on again”
(H1). Likewise, the story of Julli, the tourist rein-
deer who pulled a stunt on the driver and refused
to move on a safari, was imbued with humor and
appreciation of Julli’s character and will. Even in
stories such as Uusikuu’s, where feelings of worry
and sadness were part of the narrative arc, the pre-
vailing feelings were those of thankfulness, affec-
tion, and appreciation.

A recurring element in the stories was thus
appreciation of reindeer, both as companions
whom the herders were attached to and as crea-
tures with their own will and agency. What these
narratives also do is that they emphasize values—
what is a good working reindeer?—and by doing
so, shed light on cultural understandings of how
human-reindeer relationships should be. For
instance, in the story about Bingo, the herder
emphasized how Bingo helped him because he
wanted to, being that kind of a reindeer. As an-
other example, we learned that Onni was seen as
a great reindeer—*“He was great”—based on the
initiative and intelligence he showed in making
sure his sleeping human got home safe. Poju, on
the other hand, was appreciated for the care he
showed for the child who was driving him. Thus,
valued characteristics in reindeer according to
these stories are intelligence, independence, empa-
thy, and the ability to cooperate. Some of the stor-
ies even followed a hero’s journey type of a story
arc, the reindeer facing obstacles—think of Bingo,
for instance—and overcoming them with their
strength and wisdom. They therefore emphasize
the value placed on the wit, stamina, and psycho-
logical strength of the reindeer. Moreover, some
of the reindeer characters—Julli and Keijo, for
instance—resemble a clever and cunning trickster
character type. Even though the stories depicting
“badly behaving” reindeer often emphasized re-
establishing the hierarchy—that the human should
ultimately take the lead—they also showed an
understanding and respect for the reindeer’s
character and will. In these stories, the reindeer’s
willingness to cooperate had to be negotiated.

Although these observations are especially
pertinent to current reindeer-herding culture and
working reindeer training in Finland, it is inter-
esting to note that these values, as well as the
emphasis these stories place on companionship,
negotiation, and mutual care, are in line with
the values of reindeer herders more generally.
Research has shown that North Asian reindeer
herders highly value autonomy and a disposition
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to cooperate in domesticated animals (Anderson
et al. 2017; Dwyer and Istomin 2008; Stépanoff

et al. 2017). Herders exert close control over ani-
mals only when necessary; otherwise, the animals
themselves are expected to function indepen-
dently of humans. The herders appreciate, encour-
age, and take advantage of the animals’ autonomy
as well as their disposition to cooperate with hu-
mans (Mazzullo and Soppela 2023; Soppela et al.
2024; Stépanoff et al. 2017). Thus, the ideal rela-
tionship between human and reindeer seems to be
companionship wherein the human and animal
partners come together in temporary cooperations
while retaining their respective autonomies (Sté-
panoff et al. 2017). Narratives organize experiences
and provide moral direction and explanations of
what holds the world together (Gétsch and Palm-
berger 2022). The stories told by the reindeer herd-
ers in this study, structured around the themes of
mutuality and reindeer autonomy, clearly show
the moral and emotional importance of these qual-
ities of the human-reindeer relationship in con-
temporary reindeer herding culture.

Conclusions

Stories help make sense of the world—they make
meaningful links between actions, thoughts, and
feelings, contribute to socialization into group
practices and norms; and transmit ideologies and
worldviews (Gotsch and Palmberger 2022; Heik-
kild 2021; van Hulst 2020). Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, considering humankind’s predisposition to
storytelling, reindeer herders who engage in train-
ing and working with reindeer also tell stories
about the animals they share their lives with.
Working reindeer training and use are important
parts of many reindeer-herding cultures—the moti-
vations and techniques vary in time and space, but
the underlying interspecies relationship generally
contains elements of companionship and trust
(Losey et al. 2021; Soppela et al. 2024). In the cur-
rent reindeer-herding culture in Finland, reindeer
are trained for and used in competitive racing and
tourism, the training combining traditional knowl-
edge with modern requirements and being consid-
ered as an important bearer of reindeer-herding
culture by the herders (Soppela et al. 2020, 2024).
In this paper, we have explored reindeer
stories told by herders who train and work with
reindeer, both in the context of tourism and com-
petitive racing in Lapland, as narratives indicative
of values and emotions related to working rein-
deer. The stories—ranging from little anecdotes
and short sequences of events to whole life
stories—showed that considerable emphasis is
put on the character, personhood, and agency of
the reindeer. Working reindeer are persons with
often life-long relationships with their trainer,
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their personalities, quirks, and individual charac-
teristics shaping their relationships with herders
and making their way into the herders’ narratives.
Furthermore, this paper has shown that emotions
are an important component of the relationships
between trainers and working reindeer. They were
articulated and expressed in reindeer-herders’ nar-
ratives, emphasizing values related to working-
reindeer culture as well as the affection between
people and the reindeer they worked closely with.
The reindeer stories explored here show clearly
how independence and care were valued, both in
terms of humans taking care of reindeer and vice
versa, the affection between the two palpable in
the way the stories were unfolding: “I said good-
bye, thanked him for everything. He was really im-
portant to me” (H3).

Cultural conceptions of animals and human-
animal relationships are always relational and sit-
uational; that is why it is important to remember
that the values and emotions highlighted in the
reindeer stories addressed in this paper reflect
those of present-day reindeer herders in Finland.
For instance, the specifics of the reindeer-herding
techniques, such as the relatively low-frequency
contacts with ordinary reindeer in the herd versus
the lifelong and close interactions with reindeer
trained for competitive racing and tourism, proba-
bly shape cultural conceptions of human-reindeer
relationships in this cultural context. We have no-
ted elsewhere (Soppela et al. 2024) that the valued
characteristics for working reindeer have changed
in recent decades due to the different purposes the
reindeer are used for; in a similar vein, the emo-
tions and values attached to working-reindeer
training and use are dependent on their historical
and cultural context. Participatory and narrative
approaches to case studies like this have the ca-
pacity to contribute to our understanding of the af-
fective qualities of human-animal relationships,
thus far rarely examined in pastoral and tradi-
tional agrarian contexts across the Arctic.
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