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On Visible Places and Invisibilized Peoples:  

Swedish state-supported hydropower exploitation of indigenous peoples’ territories1  

 

 “When the water came closer to the village, some of the villagers tried to write to the government to protest. But 

it was already too late. The water was already there. We had to move.”2 

 

 

Mr. Magomba Meshack, a married man and father of seven children, is one of the displaced 

inhabitants of the “Great Ruaha Power Project”. He and his family lived in the (Old) Mtera 

village, submerged since the early 1980s by the Mtera Dam. The Mtera Dam became the 

largest artificial lake in Tanzania when it was finalized and reached its full supply level for 

the first time in 1984.3 The dam was constructed with the objective of giving the downstream 

Kidatu hydropower plant a capacity to produce 200 MW.   

 Before the era of the Mtera Dam, Mr. Meshack was a farmer cultivating the fertile land 

surrounding the old village. Once the water threatened his village, Mr. Meshack was one of 

the fortunate few. As he could show proof of his land tenure, the family was paid one of the 

highest amounts of compensation that any of the displaced villagers could receive. Even so, 

the 5000 Tanzanian shillings they received was not enough to pay the cost of constructing a 

new house for the family. Since then his wife and the children have lived in the “Italian 

camp”, a housing area within the Mtera Dam construction site. After construction was 

finalized, the consulting firm Sweco handed over control of the regulation reservoir to the 

Tanzanian electricity company, Tanesco. Mr. Meshack then was one of five lucky villagers 

who managed to obtain employment at the dam.4  

 The fates of Mr. Meshack and his co-villagers of the (Old) Mtera village are similar to 

those of many people living close to large-scale hydropower projects around the world. 

Nevertheless, there are differences in the power relations between the different affected 

riparians, depending on the historical and societal context. The Mtera Dam, and the whole 

Great Ruaha Power Project, was a state project, with massive financial support from 



    
   
 

development assistance donors, the Swedish Development Assistance Agency, Sida, and the 

World Bank. The local inhabitants seem to have been unable to exert any influence whatever, 

and attempts at resistance were futile. When the water came, they had to move. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Fig 1] The large Suorva regulation dam, on the Lule River in Sapmi, turning five small lakes into one inland 

sea. The tour boat takes tourists from the village Vaisa to the Ritsem tourist station. When water is low in the 

dam, people can cross over by foot. Photo: May-Britt Öhman, July 2004. 

 

The Swedish development assistance participation in the financing of the Great Ruaha Power 

project is not too surprising. Sweden is a major hydropower nation. Early in the 20th century 

the Swedish State Power Board became the main actor within the sector, which it has 

remained ever since. Unlike the initiators of the Great Ruaha Power Project, the power 

companies, whether private or state enterprises, have in many cases been forced to enter into 



    
   
 

stry.7   

extensive negotiations and have had to pay compensation to landowners.5 Yet, the state-

supported hydropower exploitation in Sapmi, in the northern parts of the Swedish territory - 

shows many similarities to the project on the Great Ruaha River. Sapmi stretches across the 

borders of Sweden, Norway, Finland and Russia, and has been inhabited by the Sami ethnic 

group for many thousands of years. When Sweden and the neighbouring states colonized the 

territory, and the borders were demarcated, the Sami became citizens of different nation 

states. Then, as hydropower construction began in the area, any land and water not judicially 

proved to belong to a private person was considered to belong to the Swedish state, which was 

free to initiate industrial activity.6 The inhabitants, many of them belonging to the Sami 

ethnic group, descendants of Sami or mixed with Sami, suffered severe losses. A particularly 

severe blow was inflicted on a traditional Sami economic activity, reindeer-herding, an 

activity already under heavy pressure from industrial mining and fore

 

Drawing on the experiences of the Sami minority in Sweden, and specifically along the Lule 

River, this essay is an attempt to argue that the Swedish state has established a 

“technoscientific paradigm” in relation to large-scale hydropower. The term is related to the 

notion of the “big dam era” described by, amongst others, Sanjeev Khagram.8 The term 

“technoscientific paradigm” is used in an attempt to describe the basis for the big dam era, 

being an elaboration of Thomas Kuhn’s “scientific paradigm”. According to Kuhn, scientific 

thinking and performance are predestined by a historical social context. The scientific 

paradigm gives the framework for the interpretation of an examined object, as well as the 

methods and theories to be used in the interpretation and the definition of “good science”.9 

Kuhn describes how a crisis may appear within a paradigm, when discoveries show an 

anomaly between the existing theory and the nature. The crisis may be resolved in three 

different ways – “normal science” may prove capable of handling the problem – and then 

everything reverts to ‘normal’. The problem may persist, and be labelled, but is then 

perceived as a result of a failure within the scientific field and is set aside for future 

generations to deal with. In a few cases, the anomaly may lead to the paradigm being 

overthrown after a period of paradigm war. 10  

 Dealing with large-scale hydropower, which raises a complex mixture of social, 

economic, technological and scientific issues, I have opted to use the term “technoscience” as 

it signals the non-existent boundaries between science and technology, and furthermore 

allows a closer look at the design of the artifacts produced. The term also indicates the 

multitude of actors involved in the making and is inspired by the work of Donna Haraway.11 



    
   
 

The main pillar in the technoscientific paradigm, in relation to hydropower, I define as the 

view that equates large-scale hydropower plants with progress. This view sets the basis for 

related science and technology – technoscience performed – and helps to exclude opposing 

views and knowledge. One precondition of the persistence of this specific technoscientific 

paradigm is access to land areas for reservoirs and rivers. In order to achieve this, the state 

makes use of territory inhabited by peoples (often indigenous and/or ethnic minorities) 

without a strong voice. In the process of planning the large-scale hydropower project, these 

peoples are “invisibilized”, which can be seen as a kind of problem-solving within the 

paradigm. There are, as the term “technoscience” indicates, other important components of 

the paradigm, in terms of technoscience as well as of social and economic factors. However, 

my main focus in this essay is on the land question and related issues. This technoscientific 

paradigm, with its inherent view of the land, I argue, has been exported to Swedish-funded 

development assistance projects in Tanzania.12 This essay, however, will concentrate on the 

Sapmi case. 

 

Taking and inundating the land of indigenous peoples 

In the 20th century, large-scale hydropower construction and electricity became a model for 

energy supply, a symbol of progress and of modernization.13 Hydropower is, as the name 

indicates, energy taken from water. Electricity is provided by using the potential energy of 

falling water, from a higher level to a lower one. A problem within hydropower production is 

that electricity has to be consumed immediately; it cannot be stored. The consumption of 

electricity varies over 24 hours, over the year and over long periods, depending on a number 

of climatic, economic and political factors. The demand does not correspond to the natural 

flow of a river. All rivers have their own unique flow of water, depending on climatic and 

environmental context. The solution to the problem is to save the water in reservoirs, and to 

release it according to the need for electricity.14 The larger the hydropower plant, i.e. the 

greater its capacity measured in megawatts, the larger the water storage facility – the 

regulating reservoir – has to be. In consequence, hydropower plants with a high capacity 

demand large reservoirs. Or at least, this is the technical solution that has come to prevail 

throughout the 20th century.15 

 The creation of the reservoirs has a number of serious negative impacts on the local 

inhabitants. Land is inundated, to various degrees. The inundation results not only in a loss of 

land for agricultural and pastoral activities, but also in chemical pollution, and, depending on 

the environmental context, often in fatal waterborne diseases.16 The regulation of the water is 



    
   
 

in itself troublesome to local inhabitants. In Sweden, with its cold climate, water regulation in 

winter affects snow and ice tracks on frozen lakes and rivers. Furthermore, the change of the 

exploited landscape may also lead to gender-related changes in economic activities.17 

Large-scale hydropower generation thus causes numerous kinds of 

environmental, social and health hazards to those in the area where it takes place. Yet, when it 

comes to large-scale hydropower exploitation in “remote areas”, i.e. areas far from the central 

decision-making institutions and inhabited by people that have few opportunities to make 

themselves heard in political arenas, the hazards are easily disregarded, invisibilized, as are 

the affected people themselves. 

 

With the big dam era that started in the 20th century, power companies, construction 

companies, governments and financiers within the development assistance area tended to 

share a common view of the land where the projects were to take place: the land belongs to 

the state. In most cases, indigenous people/ethnic minorities living in an area for centuries or 

even thousands of years have been treated as though they do not have a right to stop or 

influence major hydropower projects. Nor have they been acknowledged the right to generous 

financial compensation. Inga Lill Aronsson has in her thesis on the negotiations preceding 

displacement of indigenous people for the construction of a hydropower dam in Mexico 

described the land inhabited by indigenous people as being considered “empty” by the dam 

developers.18   

 

The main issue discussed in this paper is thus the relations between the state and the people 

living in the land to be inundated. The state in this case is represented mainly by the State 

Power Board, but other state authorities are also mentioned.19 As a model for understanding 

how opposition from the affected people in Sapmi was met by the Swedish state, I use the 

term “invisibilization”. States may make use of violent measures to stop any opposition to a 

state project – such as torture and imprisonment of opponents, but “softer” measures may also 

be used. One “soft” strategy is to deny affected people access to a national political agenda, 

moving the cases to different courts and thus depoliticizing the issue.20 A further step is to 

belittle and play down the damage inflicted upon a certain groups of people within a 

framework of official rhetoric and historiography. The term “invisibilization” has mainly been 

developed within theories on gender, to refer to the phenomenon of social and economic 

activities performed by women being neglected, declared unimportant or even ridiculed.21 

However, the concept can also be used to define peoples of (internally) colonized territories, 



    
   
 

mportant, they are 

nobodies”.24   

 Swedish technoscientific paradigm for hydropower constructions in Sapmi

as well as people without strong voices or influence.22 Using the term “invisibilization” 

reflects how the affected people are turned into “non-actors” by the decision-makers. One 

important connotation of the term “invisibilization” is that the peoples affected by 

hydropower development are not actually invisible – they are “invisibilized”. That is, the 

failure to see the affected people is a matter of choice, not a miscalculation. There is, 

furthermore, an attempt to avoid meeting the affected peoples on their own terms, designed to 

reduce and/or make it possible to ignore their demands.  

 The NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) syndrome is a term used to describe the often 

fierce local opposition to environmentally hazardous industrial activities, considered 

necessary for the public good or for the benefit of a whole nation.23 Opposition to 

hydropower exploitation conducted by a state company in the name of progress and for the 

alleged benefit of a whole nation could be cited as a perfect illustration of the NIMBY 

syndrome. However, the NIMBY syndrome assumes a state in which there is space for 

opposition. It also assumes that affected people are informed of the project plans and their 

consequences, have enough skills to deal with judicial processes, and have the time and 

organization to make their voices heard. Finally, and maybe most importantly, for the 

resistance to be successful, the people affected have to be considered the rightful owners of 

the land to be inundated and damaged. When it comes to large-scale hydropower exploitation, 

or other industrial exploitation, in “remote areas”, it seems appropriate to describe these areas 

as a sort of “nobody’s back yard”. The ones objecting and protesting are uni

“

 

 

A  

, however, to a large extent, been resolved 

rough negotiation and one might even say on the best of terms.”25 

 

“We have not been able to avoid damages for the inhabitants along the river, for the Sami, for the conservation 

of nature nor for the interest of recreation. The issues raised have

th

 

The above quotation is from the speech made by the then Swedish prime minister Mr. Tage 

Erlander, at the inauguration of the Messaure Dam on the Lule River in 1963.  

 The Lule River is today the most hydroelectrically developed river in Sweden. The first 

hydroelectric plant was inaugurated at Porjus in 1915.26 Construction of the first stage of the 

great reservoir at Suorva, upstream from Porjus, took place between 1919 and 1923. Since 



    
   
 

y of them Sami whose major economic activity and livelihood was reindeer-

erding.29   

 

then the Suorva Dam has been enlarged three times, to its present level and size.27 Over the 

years the Lule River has been made into an energy-producing factory, with fifteen 

hydropower plants and a total installed capacity of 4350 MW, or an annual output of 13.6 

TWh. The Lule River alone now produces almost half of all the electricity from hydropower 

in Sweden.28 Yet, over eighty years after the first hydropower constructions in Sapmi, there 

has still been very limited academic research into the effects of the displacement of the 

people, man

h

 

 

 

[Fig 2] The Lule River is no longer a river but a series of reservoirs, forming a staircase: Dry river bed 

ownstream of the Ligga hydro power plant. Photo: May-Britt Öhman, July 2004. d

 

The basis for the introduction of the big dam era, and thus the technoscientific paradigm, in 

Sweden has been described by the historian Eva Jakobsson.30 Jakobsson has in her thesis 

identified a specific group of actors, whom she calls “hydropower developers”. They were 



    
   
 

ff; the “industrialization” of the Swedish rivers, as Jakobsson 

escribes it, could start.31  

ganized protest of any size starting in the 1950s, in the Sami national 

engineers who owned hydropower companies, leaders in the Swedish state hydropower 

production, consultant engineers in the water development area, and water rights lawyers who 

campaigned and won the battle that paved the way for large-scale hydropower construction in 

Sweden at the beginning of the 20th century. Prior to 1918, the complete harnessing of a river 

was prohibited by law, and thus no large-scale hydropower plant could make use of the water 

according to the demand for electricity. With the new Water Act, the principle of “reasonable 

use” was established. If the “benefit” of the regulation could be proved three times greater 

than the damage, engineering projects and water regulation would be allowed. One important 

tactic of the hydropower developers in achieving their objective was to depoliticize the 

controversial issue of water regulation. The hydropower developers managed to shift the 

decision-making process from the political agenda to special water courts. These water courts 

were staffed not only by lawyers, but also by technicians, and thus a highly political issue was 

handed over to technicians and bureaucrats. Against this background, large-scale hydropower 

construction could take o

d

 

The industrialization of the rivers was dependent on another important factor, the financing of 

the hydropower projects. At the start of the 20th century, hydropower plants in Sweden were 

built mainly by private companies. As the potential of the rivers of the northern part of 

Sweden was discovered, the State Power Board, established in 1909, became the prominent 

player, and paved the way for far bigger investments, technological development of 

transmission lines and consequently large-scale projects.32 The hydropower exploitation of 

the northern parts, in Sapmi, took off with furious haste. It was part of a national strategy to 

make use of the dormant resources of northern Sweden.33 Initially, exploitation did not meet 

with any serious protests, although the national conservationist organization, the SNF, and the 

national tourist organization, the STF, made their voices heard from time to time. Sami people 

protested, the first or

organization, SSR.34 

 By the early 1960s, the opponents of large-scale hydropower construction managed to 

get themselves onto the national political agenda and to assemble political support to slow 

down the harnessing of certain rivers.35 Still, they did not manage to completely stop further 

hydropower exploitation until the 1990s. Only in 1993 did the Swedish parliament pass a law 

which stopped further hydropower exploitation of a number of Swedish rivers.36 All the 



    
   
 

ajor rivers rising within and flowing through the land of Sapmi, except three, are now m

regulated.37  

 

 

Sapmi – a non-existent land ? 

As mentioned above, protest and resistance against hydropower exploitation has come from 

the Sami people and the SSR, in particular. Yet, until today, there has been very little research 

r to the majority of 

e Swedish people living outside it.41 When I use the term “Sapmi”, it is to emphasize the 

into the impact of hydropower on Sami culture and livelihood. To understand why, it is 

important to recognize the depiction of Sapmi as a “remote area”, an “empty land”, a “terra 

nullius” or “nobody’s back yard”. 

 Sapmi is the Sami name for the area populated by the Sami people.38 The area stretches 

over four states, Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia. As ethnic categorization is not allowed 

in Sweden, Norway and Finland, and as it is difficult to establish who actually is a Sami, an 

exact number is impossible to give. The majority of Sami live in Norway, while in Sweden 

there are an estimated 20,000 – 40,000 Sami.39 The term “Sapmi” has not gained official 

recognition. In the Swedish language the north-western part of Sapmi within the Swedish 

territory has been known as “Lapland”. The name dates back to the 16th century, while the 

demarcation on the western side, towards Norway, was settled in the 18th century. However, 

“Lapland” does not have any administrative function, merely a symbolic one. Nor does 

“Lapland” correspond to “Sapmi”. Neither does the area denoted by the other name that has 

become a Swedish designation for the vast Swedish territory north of the River Dal, 

“Norrland”, (corresponding to about 2/3 of the whole Sweden of today). Directly translated 

into English, this means “north land”. 40 The name given to the area is in itself of interest, as it 

represents a view of the land as far removed from the centres of power in the Swedish capital, 

Stockholm, and the southern parts. “Norrland” is a remote area, unfamilia

th

perspective of a person familiar with the area and with a personal historical relation to it, as 

well as to protest against the connotations of the terms used in Swedish.42 

 

 The inhabitants of Sapmi, the Sami, have lived here since long before the Swedish state 

was founded. Archeological research bears witness to a territory, not of wilderness, but full of 

economic activity going back thousands of years. 43 The Sami people were never an exotic 

group, foreign to others. Researchers have pointed out that the area consisted of a mixture of 

ethnicities, generally categorized into Sami, Swedish and Finnish. Intermarriage and 



    
   
 

dish state to 

ove southwards, and to integrate with other Sami villages. This was problematic for many 

reasons; not only did the incoming Sami feel that they were intruding on other Sami, but there 

were also differences in language, as well as in ways of managing the reindeer.47 

 

economic exchange were common. Until the early 20th century, peasants of ethnic 

backgrounds other than Sami had reindeer which were tended by Sami reindeer-herders, who 

earned extra income through this arrangement.44 With the establishment of the Swedish state 

under Gustav Vasa in the 16th century, a state-conducted colonization of Sapmi began. Along 

with the wish to establish Swedish control over the territory at this early stage, there was a 

view of the area as a prosperous land to develop for the benefit of the Swedish nation. A 

number of scientific explorations of the area and of its inhabitants have been made by 

outsiders since the 18th century. In many cases the Sami have been depicted as closer to nature 

than to civilization, and different ideas on how they should be developed, or on the contrary 

kept in their “natural state”, have even been discussed on a national level by the Swedish 

Riksdag.45 One important issue has always been the land rights of the Sami peoples versus the 

Swedish state, an issue which still remains unresolved in the 21st century.46 One concrete 

example of the problems occurred when the union between Sweden and Norway was 

dissolved in 1905 and the frontier between the two countries was closed for the traditional 

grazing of reindeer. The reindeer used to migrate freely between the two countries for pasture. 

When the pasture in Norway was restricted, the area within the Swedish territory became too 

small to feed all the reindeer. Certain Sami families were then forced by the Swe

m



    
   
 

 
[Fig 3] Reindeers and Samis resting on the frozen lake Malgomaj during spring migration, the sledge raid going 
from the coast zone towards the mountains, some time between 1913-1925. The people on the photo are 
probably south Samis. Photo: Lage Dahlberg/Västerbottens Museum.  
 

 

 

 

Constructing the Suorva Dam and neglecting the Sami 

The Suorva Dam was first constructed as the reservoir regulating the Porjus hydropower 

plant. The area in which the dam was planned to be constructed had actually already been 

protected from exploitation as it had been declared a national park in 1909. Furthermore, the 

area had earlier been assigned to the Sami, by the Swedish law on reindeer pasture of 1898, 

primarily for reindeer-herding and related activities.  However, the48  strong economic interest 

f the State Power Board in obtaining permission for hydropower exploitation led to its o

receiving approval for the project. Among the Swedish authorities that were asked to express 

their views on the proposed venture was the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences (Academy 

of Sciences). The Academy replied in 1917 that regulation would damage the area, and reduce 

its value as a natural environment. However, the Academy of Sciences also stated that the 

benefit to the national economy would be such that it could not oppose the plans.49 Other 

bodies that were consulted were the Norrbotten County Administrative Board, and the 



    
   
 

ealed 

In the 

tate Power Board claimed that the landed properties that would be affected 

  

tional association of Sami villages and Sami 

indeer-herding activities were not mentioned. 

In the report presented two years later by the commission the issues were still not 

National Board of Agriculture. Both stated that there might be a negative impact on the Sami 

people in the area, but that this should not be allowed to put a stop to the project, in view of its 

great national importance. On the strength of these opinions, the State Power Board app

two years later to the water court, for the right to construct a dam at Lake Suorva. 

appeal, the S

belonged to the Swedish state and were located above the geographical limit for cultivation. 

Thus, as this land was located in “uninhabited territory, unused for agricultural or industrial 

purposes”, there was no other holder of legal rights than the state.50

 

In the 1950s, the recently established na

organizations, SSR, started to protest against the regulation of the water. In 1953 the SSR 

wrote to the Swedish Government, demanding that profit from the hydropower plants in 

Sapmi should be distributed among Sami peoples, in the form of funds for education and 

research. The SSR also encouraged Sami people to be active in the judicial process, and to be 

sceptical and cautious regarding the short-term compensation promised by the State Power 

Board. Yet, the demands and proposals from the SSR were left unheard by the Swedish state 

representatives. For instance, in the instructions for the establishment of the state hydropower 

enquiry in Norrland, the Sami and their re

 

mentioned.  

 Also the state inquiry commission on electric power of 1943, which published its main 

report in 1954, although touching upon the hydropower exploitation and its impact in 

Norrland, did not mention the Sami and their reindeer-herding.51  

 

“Invisibilization” by the State Power Board 

Thirty-seven years after the first regulation of the river at Suorva, Mr. Åke Rusck, the then 

General Manager of the State Power Board, expressed his views on hydropower exploitation 

in Sapmi at a conference on the future of the administrative district of Norrbotten.  In his 

paper, Mr. Rusck told a story of how the State Power Board first entered “pure wilderness”, to 

build the Porjus hydropower station.  Mr. Rusck continued by stating that Sweden had a 

great advantage in its access to harnessable waterfalls “of which most are located in 

Norrland” at a low cost.  The Lule River would become the most productiv

52

53

54 e river in 

weden, providing “12.5 billion kWh per year”.55 

 

S



    
   
 

d together with a sevenfold image of the Cheops pyramid in 

gypt. The subtitle reads: “The dam at Messaure will have a volume corresponding to seven 

heops pyramids”.56 At the end of his speech Mr. Rusck referred to the cost of the 

r in Sweden.60 Probably 

 response to the criticism, the State Power Board produced five folders dealing with 

h  the State Power Board and the 

wedish state have paid for the construction of fences, specific enclosed work areas, reindeer-

Besides the high figures for the Lule River’s energy potential, Mr. Rusck’s address is full of 

verbal images of the future, of how the State Power Board would bring wealth and progress, 

by means of large-scale hydropower exploitation in “Norrland”, to both the region and the 

whole country. In the reprint of the speech, the Messaure Dam on the Lule River, at that time 

under construction, is picture

E

C

exploitation for protection of the environment and tourism. He stated that the development 

would improve the prospects for tourism, through the construction of “better 

communications”.57 There was no mention whatever of the Sami as an ethnic group or of 

their dependence on traditional economic activities which were damaged by large-scale 

exploitation.58 The “local inhabitants”, though, are mentioned, as Mr. Rusck states that a 

“few” of them would have to move, but that their losses were to be fully covered:  

 

“I will not deny that damage often occurs – people have to move, homes are abandoned. It is of course not 

enough to claim that the water law ensures more than full compensation for this. The problem is not only 

economic, it has also a human aspect. The State Power Board also tries in various ways to alleviate this 

dislocation – whenever the person concerned so wishes, we try to help him to a new estate. […] On the other 

hand there will be quite a few people that will have to leave their homes on account of these new hydropower 

constructions in the Lule River.”59 

 

 

By the 1980s, the harnessing of Sweden’s rivers had run into fierce opposition and there were 

at the time a number of campaigns against further hydroelectric powe

in

different aspects of the impact of hydropower on different economic activities and the 

environment. In the folder dedicated to the problems of the Sami people entitled 

“Hydropower and Reindeer Management” it is stated that there are a number of negative 

impacts of hydropower exploitation – but that there are also positive effects, such as the 

construction of roads which facilitate transport to the benefit of the local inhabitants and their 

economic activities. 61 Furthermore it is also declared t at

S

herder cottages, slaughterhouses, roads, migration routes and bridges for the animals, as well 

as paying compensation for the damage: 

 



    
   
 

ne example is mentioned, the Sirkas (Sirges) Sami village which according to the folder 

 show that reindeer-herding has not suffered any 

reat losses. In six diagrams and a table it is stated that the actual number of reindeer has not 

m 

reindeer-herding” is mentioned once, when referring to the effect of hydropower exploitation 

“The power companies have aimed to give full indemnity for damage and intrusion through a combination of 

measures and financial compensation. [---] The power companies have now settled the issues of damages and 

intrusion with most of the Sami villages affected by hydropower exploitation” 62   

 

O

received SEK 11.7 million in 1983 for damage to fishery, and for damage to reindeer-herding 

in 1984 an amount of SEK 10 million.63 Together with the amount of money that is 

mentioned, a statistical perspective is used to

g

gone down as a consequence of hydropower exploitation.64  

 

Finally, by the end of the 1990s, the State Power Board had developed an environmentally 

friendly profile. In the age of the Internet, the strategies and achievements in “life cycle 

analysis”, environmental protection, and risk analysis of the company are presented on the 

State Power Board home page in downloadable documents.65 In this setting, the issue of 

reindeer-herding had almost completely vanished. On the company website, the ter

“

on the activities:  

 

“Hydropower exploitation affects agriculture, forestry and reindeer-herding in different ways. The most concrete 

is the loss of land and damage to land due to inundation for water regulation. On the other hand the water flow 

becomes more uniform with less risk of flooding.” 66 

 

The same sentence is found in the document on life cycle analysis of electricity production by 

the State Power Board.67 In the environmental declaration on the Lule River,68 a number of 

risks – environmental and health hazards – related to hydropower dams and power plants 

during and after construction are discussed. Yet this document says nothing about risks or 

health hazards faced by reindeer herders.69 On the main Internet site, describing how 

hydropower is adapted to the environment, hydroelectricity is referred to as an “economic, 

renewable resource which is in principle free from environmentally damaging depletion”.70 

 

It is important to stress that during the 20th century the State Power Board has never been 

unaware of the Sami people’s situation. On a number of occasions, the State Power Board has 

actually financed scientific investigations of the Sami villages and Sami traditional activities, 



    
   
 

tive impact on reindeer-herding and related activities. 

 few examples stretching from 1917 to 2004 of how Sapmi 

nal activities, their attempts to protest and their culture. Hydropower exploitation has, 

dustry on Sami activities and traditions, together with a brief analysis of 

the views arg

the first as early as 1922.71 The State Power Board has thus had several indications of the 

severe nega

 

In this section I have mentioned a

has been considered deserted, sparsely populated, and roadless and how the damage inflicted 

upon the “few inhabitants concerned” has been considered fully compensated. Another 

phenomenon I have identified is the invisibilization of the ethnic group of the Sami, their 

traditio

by the state representatives, been considered a way of developing the area. The examples are 

collected mainly from the small amount of existing research literature dealing with the impact 

of the hydropower in

ued by the State Power Board. It is obvious that more research is needed in this 

area, but I consider it possible to argue that the examples mentioned are indicators of a 

technoscientific paradigm promoted by the Swedish state, with the “invisibilization of the 

Sami people” and their land rights being used as a way to overcome a severe anomaly in the 

paradigm. 

 

Viewpoints of the “invisibilized“ 

As a contrast to the view adopted by the Swedish state and presented in the preceding part, I 

will now deal with the issues from the viewpoint of the “invisibilized”: roadlessness, 

compensation and cultural values and how these things have a great impact on their “back 

yard”. 

 First of all, the issue of roadlessness is of great interest, as it is a good example of the 

way in which perspective changes with the beholder. Sapmi has never been a roadless land or 

a “pure wilderness”. 

I have already described the inhabitants of Sapmi and their long history. 

urthermore, the Lule River, desired by the State Power Board for the production of 

lectricity, is assumed to have received its name from the Sami language, Lulij-jokko, 

meaning the river of the Forest Sami or the river of the Easterners.72 The Lule River was for 

many centuries a central highway between two seas, the Atlantic Ocean and the Gulf of 

Bothnia, and as such an important cultural and economic link between eastern and western 

societies.73 As a consequence of the hydropower exploitation transport has been made much 

more difficult, both in summer and in winter. The former water link between the two seas has 

been replaced by a bitumen road built to give access to the different construction sites. The 
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river is nowadays no longer a river but instead a series of reservoirs, like a staircase. At the 

hydropower sites, the water disappears underground for some kilometres, leaving the old 

watercourse bare, like an open wound in the landscape. In winter time, the ice that used to 

provide safe and easily accessible roads is damaged by constant variation of the water level, 

in response to the peak demands of electricity in the Swedish cities. 

 

 

 

 

 

[Fig 4] Amma and Sunna Spik, Lule Samis of the Sirges Sami village, Aktse-Njunjes group, during spring 

migration, heading for their summer residence by the lake Sitojaure of the Lule River system, 1946. Photo: Lars 

Hermodsson/Ajtte. 

 

 

 

In a book based on her academic investigation of the impact of the Suorva regulations on the 

people of the Sirges Sami village, Gertrude Hanes describes the issue of the ice tracks: 

 



    
   
 

ows used 

 calve were gone and they had to use sites for calving in the border mountains and on the Norwegian side. 

ng and autumn migrations and the activity became something 

he reindeer lived close together had gone.74 

 thus irrelevant.75  

e 

servoirs in order to succeed. These reservoirs are dangerous at any time of the year. When 

ands. This has helped to make reindeer-herding one of the most dangerous economic 

ities in Sweden. 76 

One of the problems that came after the second and third regulation of the river at the Suorva Dam was the 

deteriorated ice conditions. There was so much water on the frozen lake and the cracks in the ice and the hanging 

ice by the shores made it difficult to reach land. The sledges broke and reindeer were hurt. Sometimes reindeer 

fell into the cracks and they had to worry all the time in case the children fell too. There was no longer pasture to 

be found for the reindeer during their yearly migrations, as the islets were flooded. They had to start bringing 

reindeer moss to feed them during the migration. As there was no pasture in the valley they had to move faster 

and so the reindeer herd was moved separately from the family. The reindeer herd was moved partly over the 

mountains instead of through the valley all the way as before. The protected areas where the reindeer c

to

After the third regulation boats were more often used when moving up to Vaisa. They continued to move with 

the raid to Vaisa early in spring, but then took the sledges back to Suorva and went by boat back to Vaisa. In the 

autumn boats were used to go to Suorva, and then they waited for the ice to be able to continue with sledge raid 

to the winter pasture. Downstream from Suorva the delayed freeze and water on the ice were the biggest 

problem. Finally they gave up, one by one, and started moving by boat on open water even below Suorva. The 

younger men who did not have a family stayed behind and watched the reindeer. Then the men, the family 

fathers, went back and took the reindeer herd down. Eventually some families chose to stay in Porjus in spring 

and wait for open water, while only the reindeer herders followed the reindeer westwards. Thus, the reindeer 

herd and the family were separated during both spri

that men dealt with. The time when the whole family and t

 

The ice road problem discussed above is one very important consequence of the hydropower 

exploitation in Sapmi. The State Power Board is obliged by agreements to strengthen the ice 

tracks. There also exists an agreement that when required by reindeer herders, the State Power 

Board has to make measurements to establish whether the passage at a certain location is safe 

or not. However, in real life, the request to the State Power Board has to come in one or two 

days before passage, while reindeer-herding is not predictable work. The herders cannot know 

if the reindeer will be at that specific location or not, two days later, which means that this 

option is never used and

 

Not only have the traditional paths for the annual migration been damaged by the hydropower 

exploitation, the working environment of the reindeer herders has also been affected. The 

animals have to be collected at certain times and the herders sometimes have to cross th

re

the water is open, the size of the reservoirs makes them windy and thus difficult to navigate. 

In winter the ice is fragile and treacherous due to the changing water levels, caused by peak 

dem
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ansported back to the 

mmer pasture, the final cost will be around 84 000 crowns for the reindeer transport alone every year.”79   

d, promised by the State Power Board and 

presentatives of the Swedish Government as good enough to make up for the losses.82 

non-Sami. By the early 20  

entury the Swedish state had introduced the “Lapp should be Lapp” policy, with clear racist 

 

The damaged snow roads have led some Sami villages to start moving their reindeer by truck, 

which has had a great economic impact.77 The activity has become a lot more expensive, and 

even led some to give it up.78 Amft has presented a calculation of costs from one informant:  

 

“If the transport, at a low estimate, costs around sixty crowns [SEK] per reindeer, and a family needs about 700 

animals to manage their economy, and if you then consider that all reindeers have to be tr

su

 

For reindeer owners with small herds, these costs are likely to make the whole enterprise 

much too expensive. Amft refers to how this, in combination with the fact that the Swedish 

legislation assumes as a norm that the reindeer herder is a man, has led to a masculinization of 

the activity, as few women have been able to continue it. 80 Yet another complication of the 

damming of the Suorva was that the trees were not removed before the flooding. As a 

consequence the fishery, which is an important ancillary occupation for the reindeer herders, 

has been disturbed as, for instance, nets are damaged by the wood debris.81 

 

Financial compensation was, as mentione

re

Before, during and after the exploitation of the great rivers in Sapmi, judicial proceedings 

actually took place on a number of occasions, but in several cases the Sami minority did not 

manage to make their voices heard. Amft refers to an informant who has described how he 

was treated during the judicial proceedings in his village in the 1940s. The villagers had to go 

to court to get any compensation at all. According to the informant it was more difficult for 

the reindeer-herders to be compensated for their losses. The informant stated that the Swedish 

farmers received a lot more compensation, that every word they said was believed while the 

Sami reindeer-herders were not believed.83  

 

The issue of categorization of ethnicities also forms a part of the hydropower exploitation. 

The category “farmers” had already earlier been restricted to th

c

overtones. Sami were considered to have specific characteristics, which made them suitable 

only for nomadic reindeer-herding. If they were to turn to anything else, they would in this 

view sink into wretchedness. Thus it was considered important to keep them as far from the 



    
   
 

ation” they had been transformed into 

wedes. 84 As Amft describes, the ones that already had been “Swedified”, the peasants and 

ne issue rarely touched upon by the representatives of the Swedish state is the emotions and 

ultural values of the displaced Sami peoples. Lennart Pittja has expressed some of the 

the power lines. He 

f these emotional and cultural values, and the sense of being expelled from one’s 

Swedish culture as possible. Sami who were not reindeer-herding were to be considered 

Swedish. Through the Swedish state policy of “Swedific

S

landowners, were again separated from the reindeer-herders, and received better 

compensation than those without any formal land ownership.85  

 

When it comes to the cases where financial compensation has been paid, the Sami reindeer-

herders have had to pay a great part of it back to the Swedish state, in the form of taxes. One 

example is presented by Mr. Lennart Pittja, who tells the story of how he was compensated in 

1984, but then ten years later was asked to pay taxes on the compensation. This meant that he 

had to pay back half of the compensation to the state.86 

 

O

c

emotions, speaking of sadness over the intrusion into the landscape of 

stated that one consequence is that the children no longer have to learn to find their way in the 

terrain via traditional knowledge, because instead they just follow the power lines.87 Other 

examples o

own land, are expressed in the poetry of Paulus and Inger Utsi, of Vaisa (and the Sirges Sami 

village). Paulus and Inger Utsi started writing poetry in response to the regulation of the 

Suorva Dam in the 1940s. I will deal further with this in the following chapter. 

 

 

Revisibilizations of the Sami in consequence of hydropower exploitation 

Although the hydropower exploitation of the rivers in Sapmi was based on the invisibilization 

of the Sami people, the very same phenomena has led in certain respects to revisibilizations of 

the Sami.  

 First of all, according to Patrik Lantto, Sami reindeer-herders who were not capable of 

resisting the constructions and expropriations focused instead on organizing themselves to 

receive as much financial compensation as possible. This has led to an ethnic mobilization 

amongst the Sami, which has had a concrete outcome in the establishment of the Sami 

parliament in the 1990s.  Secondly, as a result of the early investigations of Sami culture at 

the time of the hydropower development of 1922, and specifically since 1942 and the passing 

88

of the law on ancient monuments that forced the exploiter to finance archeological 



    
   
 

re are, however, two peculiar 

spects to these investigations. Research on Sami settlements has shown that the early 

f the assertion that compensation 

has been adequate. The view of the affected people, though, seems quite different when 

interpreted through the poetry of the poets Paulus and Inger Utsi. 93 Their poetry writing, 

starting in the 1940s, and published from the 1960s, became an emotional response to the 

exploitation of the area. The poetry of Paulus and Inger came to serve as a sort of a wake-up 

call to Sami people, expressing the sense of loss of ancient traditions and cherished 

landscapes.94 Newspapers have written about the poetry, and Paulus appeared on radio and 

television and at concerts. Some of the texts were also out to music and as such they have 

reached Sami youth as well as an international audience.95  

investigations before any larger industrial project, thousands of ancient Sami habitations have 

been discovered along the harnessed rivers of Sapmi.  The89

a

investigations were quite faulty.90 Sami settlements, graves and holy sites are now inundated, 

and lost forever to any future research. The results of the investigations have also led to a 

debate on historical ownership. The question has arisen of who the peoples were that used the 

settlements discovered and who made the rock-carvings near, for example, the power stations 

in Nämforsen and Stornorrfors.91 The State Power Board, which is responsible for the 

maintenance of the rock-carvings in Stornorrfors, presents them not as a Sami heritage, but as 

a national heritage without any specific ethnic background.92   

 

Thirdly, Vaisa, by the Suorva Dam, is one of the villages within the Sirges Sami Village, 

which has been used by the State Power Board in support o



    
   
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Molested village   Ráfehisvuođa siste 
In anguish breathes the village   Ráfehisvuođa siste vuoigná siida 
Fleeing in terror from new waters   ođđačàzi baluin báhtaraddet 
 The water rises to the dwellings  Dulvi bàisa oruhagaide 
Toiling to move the tents   Váigatvuođain gođiid sirdit 
smooth slopes, green pastures   jalges dievaird, ruonas gittiid 
 they must leave with heavy hearts  losses mielain fertejit guođđit 
Hard the roads they wander   Golgangeainnut váivin šaddet 
bearing the weight of their burdens  lossa noađđebáttiid vuolde 
to a new place to live   ođđa báikai saji dahkat 
Without mrecy the Sami   Árpmukeahtta sápmelaččat 
are driven to move   rissejuvvun johtimii 

Landscape, streams, lakes   Luonddueanan,jogat, jávrrit 
become deeps, sounds, open seas  fávlin, nuorrin, áhpin šaddet 

 their bounds unseen   oaidnemeahttun ravddat 
The lake’s high water draws nigh  Jávrri dulvi lahkanadda 
the molesting winds do blow   ráfehisvuođa  biekkat bossut 
 

Old Vaisa   Boares Váisa 
 
In the heat of the summer you shone Geassebáhkkan don báitet 
like a star on the mountainside  degu násti várregilggas 
High mountains rising to heaven Alla várit áimmu ravddas 
You were the loveliest of villages Čábbasmus leat siidan leamaš 
 
Warmly you embraced  Liekkusvouođainat vuosta váldet 
every soul in your bosom  juohke sielu iežat fátmai 
 
Little blue lakes   Jávrražat mat alihahtte 
have become a sea  leat mearran muktašuvvan 
Light breezes are now strong winds Biekkažat leat ožžun vuoimmi 
the waves dash hard  bárut doidet garrasit 

Paulus and Inger Utsi 

 

 

These two poems are by Paulus and Inger Utsi, from the second collection, Giela Gielain, 

1980. The poems are originally written in the North Sami language and via Swedish translated 

into English.96 The first poem is called “Molested Village”, and describes how the people of a 

village flee the rising waters in fear, carrying their old homes, how former creeks and lakes 

turn into an open sea - the Suorva dam. It says that there is no mercy for the Sami, they are 

forced to move. The second poem is a tribute to their village “Old Vaisa”, which was 

inundated by the Suorva dam.  

 

Recently, the State Power Board has on two specific occasions contributed to the 

revisibilization of the Sami culture. In 1998, the inauguration of a new technical innovation, 

the “Powerformer”, at its first location at Porsi Power Station on the Lule River had a Sami 

cultural contribution. A woman dressed in Sami costume performed a yoik, standing on top of 

the Powerformer unit.97 The State Power Board has also invited artists to make a painting 

inspired by Sami symbols called Uvssat davás, in the Sami language meaning “the Doors to 



    
   
 

the West”, at the Akkats Power Station on the Lule River. Both these events can be and have 

been questioned: do they represent further exploitation of Sami culture by the Swedish state, 

treating the Sami as a kind of cultural curio, or are they actually a step towards the 

revisibilization of Sami identity.98 

 

 

 

 

[Fig 5] Uvssat Davás – “the Doors to the West ”,work of art on the Akkats hydropower station on the Lule River. 

Photo: May-Britt Öhman, July 2004. 

  

  

Conclusion  

In the 20th century, electricity produced in large-scale hydropower plants, has become a 

symbol of progress and modernization. It has been referred to as the “big dam era”. This essay 

discusses the issue of states taking land from indigenous people/ethnic minorities for the 

construction of large hydropower projects. I have discussed this using the term 

“technoscientific paradigm”, setting the limits to the kind of technoscience – science and 



    
   
 

technology realized – that is considered good technology/science. The paradigm also gives 

guidelines on the kinds of objects that are investigated, and the kind of questions that are 

asked in the investigations, excluding other views. I have identified as the main pillar in this 

technoscientific paradigm, related to hydropower, the view of large-scale hydropower plants 

as synonymous with progress. An important condition for the survival of the technoscientific 

paradigm is the access to territory on which the large dams may expand and within which the 

waters may be regulated. In Sweden these areas are inhabited by the indigenous Sami people, 

many of whom been performing a nomadic pastoral activity (with yearly migrations) highly 

dependent on the water/ice/snow routes. Their land Sapmi, or as it is called in Swedish – 

Lappland/Norrland – was considered by the Swedish state representatives “empty” or 

“sparsely populated”. The inhabitants were considered to have few or no formal rights to the 

land on which they depended for thousands of years, as the territory was claimed by the 

Swedish state. 

 Earlier studies have shown how a part of the success in establishing the basis for the 

technoscientific paradigm (and thus the big dam era) within Sweden, access to land, was due 

to the strategy of refusing affected people access to the political agenda by transferring the 

conflicts to water courts. A further step was for the water courts to deny the Sami people their 

right to extensive compensation, which could have placed a heavy cost burden on the projects. 

In order to achieve its objective, the Swedish State Power Board, the main actor in the 

hydropower exploitation in the area, has used a strategy of ‘invisibilization’ of the people 

living in Sapmi, and of the Sami with traditional economic activities in particular. Throughout 

the whole big dam era of the 20th century, the Swedish state has had to deal with the Sami 

through different authorities as well as through scientific investigations. There has also been 

organized opposition from Sami groups, particularly since the 1950s. Yet, the choice of the 

state representatives has been to invisibilize the Sami instead of fully recognizing their 

specific rights as traditional landholders. To avoid a NIMBY syndrome, which could have 

proved costly to the state and even contributed to a severe contestation of the technoscientific 

paradigm, the affected peoples have been invisibilized, turned into “nobodies”, and seen their 

land treated as “nobody’s back-yard”. As a result, the hydropower exploitation has led to far-

reaching consequences for the Sami way of living, economically as well as socially and 

culturally.  

 However, although hydropower exploitation has had a severe impact on traditional Sami 

activities, as well as on Sami cultural values, there is also another perspective that has 

emerged in this essay. The response of Sami peoples to the extensive hydropower exploitation 



    
   
 

                                                

and the inadequate compensation has led to a certain revisibilization of Sami culture in 

Sweden.  

 Yet, the main issue, an anomaly that could undermine the prevailing technoscientific 

paradigm in Swedish large-scale hydropower exploitation, the question of land ownership, has 

remained unsolved and is left for future generations to deal with. 
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