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Abstract 
While suffering the consequences of climate change, traditional 
lifeways in Sápmi are also under pressure from state-based plans 
for an energy transition, including large wind turbine parks in 
reindeer-herding districts. Critics speak of green colonialism and 
climate injustice, structurally connected with former modes of colonial 
intervention. Conflicts have played out in the courts, politics, and 
news media, mostly in secular terms, but increasingly in religious 
registers. I cover some of these grounds through a two-part agenda. 
The first exemplifies the presence of  religion in nature-related con-
flicts in Sápmi. The second explores the wildcard dimension of such 
a presence. As a recent player, what can religion enable, facilitate, and 
contribute? What does indigeneity add? More broadly, what are the 
spaces of opportunity and limitation for indigenous religion(s) on 
nature-based conflict grounds?

Keywords: wildcard religion, Sámi, indigenous religion(s), conflicts, 
activism

Sápmi is the homeland of the Sámi, spanning the northern and central 
parts of Norway, northern Sweden, Finland, and Russia’s Kola peninsula. 
Between 80,000 and 100,000 Sámis live in this large area, the majority in 
Sápmi on the Norwegian side, my entry point in what follows. Traditional 
lifeways such as reindeer-herding are still maintained in settlement areas 
in the north (Troms and Finnmark counties) and parts of the South Sámi 
region. They are increasingly pressurized, critics argue, due partly to the 
Norwegian state’s plan for an energy transition, with large wind turbine 
parks in particular and their extensive associated supporting infrastructural 
development collectively adding to nature and biodiversity loss, and furt-
her eroding adaptation to the consequences of climate change (Sámediggi 
2023). An unprecedented level of conflict has ensued. While it has been 
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predominantly secular, it has increasingly drawn on religious frameworks, 
including sacred claims, religious rights, ceremonial approaches, and art-
based appeals (Kraft 2025). 

Such a presence represents a shift in Sápmi on the Norwegian side. For 
example, religious registers was absent from the decade-long Alta case (Kraft 
2022), which involved the construction of a hydroelectric plant on the Alta 
river in Finnmark county (between the early 1970s and 1981).1 Known as 
the largest protest in Norwegian history, the Alta case triggered a process 
of ethnopolitical revival after decades of harsh assimilation policies (Berg-
Nordlie et al. 2015). Norway’s signing of Convention 169 in 1989 was a result 
of these struggles, along with the establishment of the Sámi Parliament the 
same year. Processes of reclaiming the ancestral Sámi religion can also be 
dated to the 1970s, but they were rarely articulated in the realm of politics, 
protest, and legal struggle between the 1970s and mid-2010s (Kraft 2022). 

In what follows I focus on the more recent shift to religious registers. 
The aim is twofold: first, to illustrate the presence of religion in nature-
related conflicts in Sápmi; second, to explore the wildcard dimension of 
such a presence. As a recent player, what can indigenous religion enable, 
facilitate, and contribute to in nature-related conflicts? What are some of 
the restrictions to the use of religion in political and activist settings? How 
are religion-related resources used, negotiated, and explored?

The first section covers conceptual entry points, along with a contextual 
backdrop that focuses on reclaiming the ancestral religion and connections 
with global indigeneity. A series of ethnographic snapshots follows, offering 
a sense of Sámi indigenous religion on activist grounds and exemplifying 
some of the dynamics at play. These dynamics are further categorized and 
analysed in the subsequent section, with an emphasis on wildcard poten-
tial and limitations. The conclusion gathers threads, along with conceptual 
reflections. 

I have followed religiopolitical developments in Sápmi since the early 
2000s through multisited fieldwork and textual studies, and through living 
and working in Tromsø, the regional centre of northern Norway and the 
largest settlement area for city Sámi (Kraft 2025; 2022; Kraft et al. 2020). This 
article builds on this long-term engagement, including fieldwork on religio-
activist grounds in the southern and northern Sámi areas, and regular moni-
toring of local and national news media coverage of nature-based conflicts. 

1 For a more detailed description of the Alta case and of the overall absence of religion in the 
forms of action and protest registers used, see Kraft 2022, 35–66.
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Contextual backdrop and conceptual entry points   

The history of religion in Sápmi is diverse. In Sápmi on the Norwegian 
side Lutheran state-driven mission took an aggressive turn in the seven-
teenth century, resulting in the disintegration of the ancestral religion, 
at least in systemic terms (Rydving 2004; Rasmussen 2016). Christianity 
became – and remains – the dominant religion, especially in the settlement 
areas (Andreassen et al. 2024). However, it is no longer the only version 
of ‘Sámi religion’. Since the 1970s revived forms of the ancestral religion 
have been established, initially through the work of artists and a process 
of heritagization (Kraft and Tangen 2025; Kraft 2022), and since the 1990s 
in the form of religious groups and milieus. Sámi shamanism(s) emerged 
from the pioneering efforts of the author and Alta activist Ailo Gaup (Fon-
neland and Kraft 2013). While initially shaped by Michael Harner’s core 
shamanism,2 Sámi shamanism(s) was/were gradually anchored in local 
traditions in the decades that followed (ibid.). Running parallel to shamanic 
development was the emergence of ‘Sámi indigenous Christianity’ through 
a rethinking of pre-Christian traditions as a resource, and even as the Old 
Testament of Christianity in Sápmi (Kraft 2022).3 More fluid articulations 
of ‘Sámi spirituality’ also became publicly visible in this period, centred 
on traditional relationships with nature based on practices that had partly 
survived (ibid.).

While differing in significant respects, these formations are anchored in 
the same past, sources, landscapes, and political developments, and they 
share connections with globalizing discourses on ‘indigeneity’. ‘Global 
indigineity’ emerged from the movement of Indigenous people4 during 
the 1970s (Clifford 2013; Niezen 2003), as did the related development 
of ‘indigenous religion(s)’ (Kraft et al. 2020).5 Much of my research has 
focused on this shift and its implications for the processes of reclaiming 

2 Having received training in core shamanism at Michael Harner’s Institute for Shamanic stud-
ies in California between 1986 and 1993, Gaup established himself as a professional shaman 
in Oslo (Fonneland and Kraft 2013). For critical approaches to ‘shamanism’ as a label for the 
pre-seventeenth-century Sámi religion see Kaikkonen 2020. 
3 For influential texts in the field of indigenous Christian spirituality see Johnsen 2007; 2022. 
4 I capitalize the I for Indigenous peoples because this is a legal term based on political 
achievements. I do not capitalize ‘indigenous religion(s)’ because this is an analytical construct 
intended to cover particular formations.
5 This approach was developed within the framework of the ‘INREL – Indigenous Religion(s): 
Local Grounds, Global networks’ project, which I headed between 2015 and 2021. INREL 
gathered seven scholars from around the world in an effort to challenge essentializing app
roaches to ‘indigenous religions’ on the one hand and to explore novel forms of connections 
and commonalities on the other. 
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religion in Sápmi. By indigenous religion (singular) I mean a globalizing 
discourse centred on notions of a ‘we’, and a flexible but fairly standardized 
vocabulary of assumed similarities: harmony and care for nature; healing 
and holism; antiquity and spirituality; shamanism and animism (ibid.). 
By indigenous religions (plural) I mean formations that are anchored to 
ancestral pasts and shaped by this discourse (ibid.).

Three dynamics of indigenous religion(s) are explored in what fol-
lows. One is indigenous religion(s) as a translational device, an identity 
level that can be switched on and off, depending on needs and contexts, 
and that is more likely to be activated during protests, festivals, and 
encounters with other Indigenous peoples than in everyday life set-
tings at home. The second is indigenous religion(s) as a filter, based 
on standardized translations. For example, the shaman has become a 
prism through which the noaidi (a Sámi ritual specialist) is perceived, 
while shamanism has to some extent become the lens through which the 
ancestral religion is understood. The third is indigenous religion(s) as a 
scalar dynamic, affecting size, value, and relevance. The Standing Rock 
protests (2016–2017) offer paradigmatic examples. Although centred on a 
local case – a pipeline on the Missouri river – this protest was upscaled to 
the level of global concerns – Mni Wiconi/Water is Life – thus encompass-
ing water in general and Indigenous people in particular, including the 
Sámi, some of whom joined the protesters on the Sioux Tribe reservation 
in North Dakota, and many of whom supported the protest from afar 
through acts of solidarity in Sápmi and digital co-presence (Johnson 
and Kraft 2017; 2018). 

While this is a case study focusing on recent and largely unexplored 
developments in Sápmi on the Norwegian side, what I refer to as the 
wildcard dimension of indigenous religion(s) may also be applicable 
elsewhere in the world of Indigenous peoples, nature-related struggles, 
and ‘green colonialism’.6 The colonialization of Indigenous peoples 
typically involved the dual machinery of church and state, leading to 
the loss of ancestral religions. The 1970s and 1980s were for many a 
period of reclaiming and revitalization (Clifford 2013), based on local 
grounds and novel connections. Nature-based conflicts have triggered 
religiopolitical mobilization for some (Johnson 2023; 2007; Johnson and 
Kraft 2018; McNally 2020). 

6 For ‘green colonialism’ related to Sápmi see Retter 2021, Reibold 2023, and Normann 2021. 
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Ethnographic snapshots 

In what follows I present a series of snapshots, each exemplifying the pres-
ence of religion in nature-related conflicts in Sápmi. The first snapshot fea-
tures a shamanic performance at a municipal meeting. The second focuses 
on ‘religion as leverage’, including the founding of a religion to influence 
politics and the cathedralization of a sacred mountain. Finally, I introduce 
the AAhkA artwork, a giant depiction of Mother Earth by Sámi art activ-
ist Outi Pieski that has covered the entrance wall of the new government 
quarters in Oslo since November 2025. 

For each of these examples I zoom out to address the broader contexts 
to which they belong. The aim is to illustrate some of the ways in which 
religious frameworks are mobilized, thereby providing a sense of these 
complexities and preparing for a subsequent analysis of ‘wildcard religion’ 
– what religion can be and do on eco-activist grounds. 

Snapshot 1. Arctic Shaman Circle: Ritual display, scalar dynamics 

On 22 November 2018 a community meeting took place at Sijti Jarnge, the 
Sámi centre in Hattfjelldal in the South Sámi area. The mayor attended, 
along with local politicians, reindeer herders, environmentalists, Sámi 
Parliament members, and the Arctic Shaman Circle, a then recently es-
tablished group for which spiritual activism was a central goal.7 We had 
gathered to discuss plans for a hydroelectric plant and the consequences 
for sacred landscapes, local land use, and reindeer herding. Among the 
speakers was the mayor, a non-Sámi man from the south. He entered in 
a suit, with a prepared text that he read aloud and at length, focusing on 
costs and energy needs.

Next was Erena Rhöse, a Maori woman who lives in Sápmi and has been 
involved in the Arctic Shaman Circle from the beginning. She entered with 
facial tattoos and feathers in her hair, carrying two containers of water and 
a bundle of herbs. As she started, she offered the water to the mayor, who 
looked uncomfortable but did as he was told as Rhöse embarked on a pas-
sionate mixture of human rights language and spiritual references: gentle 
appeals, haka-style demands, and threats, including the potential for divine 
intervention. ‘I have made my assessment report,’ she concluded, now fac-
ing the mayor, ‘and I think twenty generations ahead. Will you pay your 

7 I have followed the Arctic Shaman Circle from the beginning, including its founding meeting 
in Oslo and the abovementioned community meeting in Hattfjell (both in 2018).
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share? What will you do when there is no longer any water to drink? … It’s 
you and me now – twenty generations.’ 

There is a diverse milieu of shamanisms in Sápmi (Fonneland 2017). The 
Arctic Shaman Circle is the most politically active, based on an explicitly 
indigenous profile (Kraft 2022). Contributions range from participation in 
protests to the organization of their own events, often with art activists, and 
collaboration with environmental and climate change movements. Venues 
range from the local to the international. The Arctic Shaman Circle has at-
tended UN sessions on Indigenous peoples and climate change. They have 
worked legally in connection with cultural heritage legislation and person 
rights for rivers and mountains, most recently (2024) in a declaration of the 
rights of Akerselva in Oslo. They are familiar with the bureaucracies of nature 
preservation, such as petitions, hearings, assessment reports, media strategies, 
networking, and alliance building, including with environmental organiza-
tions and other spiritual milieus. Moreover, as shamans, they are familiar 
with ritual display and thus with the design of performance-based activism.

Snapshot 2. Religion as leverage: Cathedralizing nature 

One of the most controversial recent projects is the Davvi windpark in Le-
vajok in northern Norway.8 If realized, this would be the largest windpark 
in northern Europe, situated in the second largest contiguous nature area in 
Norway. In December 2021 Norwegian Broadcasting (NRK) posted a video 
featuring local opposition, including from two Sámi men, Olav Nikkinen 
and Thoralf Henriksen (Johre 2021). First, Nikkinen performed what the 
reporter called a shamanic ritual at the foot of Rásttigáisá mountain, in-
tended to ‘ask the spirits of nature to protect the sacred area’. ‘Nature here 
is our cathedral,’ Henriksen declared towards the end, ‘it’s as if someone 
were to build a wind turbine on top of Nidarosdomen’ (Norway’s most 
famous cathedral). 

Almost a year later a similar feature appeared as a six-minute segment 
on NRK’s primetime news: the same two men, here introduced as the 
founders of the Samisk tro- og livssyn/sami osku-ja eallioaidnu (Sámi faith and 
lifeview organization) (Fjeld 2022). The reporter first invoked a new report 
by the United Nations Nature Panel, which recommended that ‘spiritual, 
cultural, and emotional values must count before encroachment on nature’, 
and that Indigenous people must be consulted. Next was a sequence from 

8 I discuss this case in more detail in Kraft 2025. 
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Rásttigáisá, with the caption ‘Henriksen calls it the cathedral of the Sámi’. 
Finally, a water blessing was performed ‘to protect the mountain against 
intruders, windmills, and mines’. 

I first heard of Henriksen and Nikkinen in January 2021 from a journalist 
at the Sámi newspaper Ávirr. She wanted my reflections on whether it was 
‘common to establish a faith community to change politics’. The founders 
had themselves made this connection in the Sámi newspaper Ságat a few 
days earlier by proposing that Sámi Life and Faithview be used as a ‘tool 
in the protection of sacred sites’, as  a ‘leverage against  windparks’, and as 
a necessary defence mechanism for a Sámi future’ (Svala 2021).  

When I first met the founders (in 2021), they described the protection of 
Rásttigáisá as their immediate priority, with building the faith community 
the second.9 In the following years they worked on multiple fronts, includ-
ing making contributions to hearing processes and the media, collaboration 
with environmental organizations, and the gathering of historical informa-
tion to document the sacredness of Rásttigáisá and lay the foundations for 
legal claims.

Snapshot 3. Spiritual craftivism 

Outi Pieski is a prominent visual artist from Sápmi on the Finnish side.10 She 
describes her work as tradition- and land-based, as ‘craftivism’ – activism 
that uses handicrafts as a medium – and as future-oriented, creating spaces 
for envisioning future livability. In an interview with The Guardian she 
talks about earth jurisprudence, a philosophy of law and governance that 
emphasizes the interconnectedness of human and natural systems (Jones 
2024). She believes this can help in the fight against industrial land use in 
Sápmi because it has been used effectively elsewhere. ‘Art is not bound by 
everyday reality,’ she adds in an interview with Tate St Ives: ‘It is free to 
vision, reveal and pose questions that may help others to put forth realistic 
alternatives’ (ibid.).

9 Formal recognition as a religion in Norway is regulated by the Lov om tros- og livssynssam-
funn (2020, the Act on Religious Communities). To qualify, an application must be submitted 
to the county governor, containing the name of the religious community and proof of meet-
ing faith-based, ritual, and organizational requirements. ‘Sami Life and Faithview’ had not 
completed this process at the time of the news media announcements. They had registered in 
Brønnøysundsregisteret (a government agency responsible for managing national registers), 
thus securing the status of a formal organization.
10 See Pieski’s webpage (Pieski n.d.) and Pieski 2023. For craftivism and rematriation see 
Harlin and Pieski 2020; Haugdal 2024; Nylander 2023.
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Among Pieski’s recent paintings is a series devoted to mountains, riv-
ers, and valleys in her home region, with titles like ‘Independent Right to 
Exist and Flourish’ and ‘Sacred Mountain Rásttigáisá as a Legal Person’, 
echoing legal developments elsewhere in the world of Indigenous peoples 
(Willems et al. 2021). Among her most prominent artworks is the monu-
mental AAhkA, integrated into the surface of the inclined wall of Oslo’s 
new government quarter entrance (Haugdal 2024). Aahka is a Sámi term 
that translates to elder woman, grandmother, or guardian, and it can also 
refer to sacred mountains. The press release further connects the term to 
Mother Earth as a legal person (Koro n.d.). Size and site matter. AAhkA is 
fifty metres high, covering 700 square metres, and it is positioned at the 
heart of Norwegian politics, surrounding visitors as they enter the space 
and remaining visible from outside through the glass facade. In the words 
of the newspaper Minerva’s justification for naming AAhkA ‘the artwork 
of the year’, ‘AAhkA means Mother Earth, a fitting reminder for all those 
working in the A-block, which will house the Ministry of Industry and 
Fisheries and the Ministry of Climate and Environment’ (Minerva 2025), 
the two ministries most directly engaged with nature-based developments 
in Sápmi.

Ole Henrik Magga, the first Sámi Parliament president, once stated that 
artists have ‘done more for the breakthrough of political power than our 
hundreds of resolutions’ (Hilder 2010). Artists have the necessary skills 
for crafting forms and imagining designs, as well as platforms for storing 
and spreading them. Such skills were vital for the articulation of a national 
inventory during the 1970s and 1980s (a flag, a map, a calender, cultural 
heritage, etc.). Similar importance can be ascribed to the current genera-
tion through art-based articulations of land rights and nature protection 
(Heith 2020; Hiroshi 2023; Sandström 2020; Hansen 2017; 2019; 2010).11 
Spiritual registers are common, often taking the form of relational ontolo-
gies and involving indigenous stewardship, elements from the ancestral 
Sámi religion, and the translational logics of indigenous religion(s) (Kraft 
and Tangen 2025; Kraft 2022). 

11 The Sámi participation in the 2017 documenta 14 and the Sámi Pavilion at the 2022 Venice 
Biennale have been described as milestones in visibility for Sámi artists (Danbolt et al. 2024). 
They were followed by prestigious assignments, both in Sápmi and internationally, for artists 
like Outi Pieski, Máret Ánne Sara, Anders Sunna, and Joar Nango.  
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Spaces of opportunity and limitation

My snapshots pertain to specific situations, cases, and conflicts, as well 
as to their immediate contexts and some of the dynamics at play. In what 
follows I aim for the conditions of possibility that surround, restrict, and 
enable them. These conditions include what I refer to as secular restrictions 
and escapes, which are related to the role of religion in Norwegian political 
and activist contexts. They also include resources that are categorized here 
based on my snapshots.  By ‘faith in religion’ I mean notions of religion 
as a resource for sustainable development. ‘Religion as leverage’ concerns 
religion’s strategic and pragmatic use as a legal, publicly recognizable, and 
organizational form. ‘Sacred claims’ involve the politics of shame and the 
defining of limits for negotiations and compromise. Finally, ‘scalar dynam-
ics’ focus on mechanisms for changing optics.

Secular restrictions – and escapes

Let me start with restrictions. Nordic majority publics tend to be hostile 
to religiopolitical mixtures (Bangstad et al. 2012; Furseth et al. 2019). To 
be taken seriously on political stages normally means reasoning in secular 
terms, following what John Rawls calls the duty of civility (Rawls 1999). 
Not doing so risks ridicule, critique, and conflict (Døving and Kraft 2013). 
The Arctic Shaman Circle has occasionally been criticized for disturbing the 
unity required for protesters to unite (fieldwork information). At least one 
of the groups connected with the Shaman Association has therefore decided 
to keep a low profile during protests (ibid.). 

Yet there are escapes, or free zones. One is art-based forms. To be framed 
as art is to be positioned ambiguously regarding religiosecular boundaries, 
due at least partly to the forms involved, the tools of the trade, and the frame 
confusion that is allowed (or intended) to follow (Schechner 1993). Artists 
create, imagine, envision, and play roles, often in ways that leave open the 
question of what is happening: belief or make-believe; Mother Earth as a 
symbolic or spiritual reference (third snapshot).

Second, there are legal- and heritage-based forms of suspension. To 
be legally sacred is to be authorized in secular terms, regardless of faith 
or its lack. Even shamans speak in these terms. They normally add other 
elements, though based on a premise of factual sacredness. Moreover, 
boundaries between religion and heritage discourse tend to be fluid for 
both sieidi (sacred rocks/sites) and sacred mountains in ways that enable 
the bypassing of religion-based restrictions. A Sámi friend says that sacred 
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mountains are like cemeteries. You don’t believe in a cemetery; you relate 
to it in particular ways. There are things you do and don’t do there, and 
things that belong and don’t. To my friend this is not about religion at all. 
It is about respect for the place and the past, and a responsibility to protect 
their integrity for the future. 

Faith in (indigenous) religion(s)

By ‘faith in religion’ I mean notions of religion as a resource for sustainable 
development. This has been a longstanding interest in our discipline, but it 
has usually focused on specific religions, and how they influence environ-
mental values and behaviour.12 

By faith in religion I also mean a broader scope prevalent in the envi-
ronmental humanities, critical posthumanities, and feminist and decolonial 
research from leading scholars like Bruno Latour, Donna Haraway, and 
Achille Mbembe. Their focus is not on specific religions and their fol-
lowers. They are interested in alternatives to androcentric cosmologies, 
in figures and narratives that can help us think differently, and that can 
inspire relational, more-than-human, and sustainable terms. From this 
perspective religion is a source of imagination, creativity, and knowledge, 
for expanding the horizons of the thinkable.13 The Cameroonian historian 
and political theorist Achille Mbembe, for example, speaks of the need to 
use all the world’s archives, not only the Euro-American ones, of ‘think-
ing the world from Africa’ and other places whose knowledges have been 
ignored, suppressed, or discarded (Mbembe 2024). When describing such 
knowledge, he tends to favour terms like cosmologies, storytelling, figures, 
and practices, and in ways that escape distinctions between religion and 
the secular. 

Similar faith can be found outside academia, in what Bron Taylor calls 
‘dark green religion’ milieus such as UN fora, the arts, and climate change 
and environmental movements (Taylor 2009). What has been referred to 
as a green shift for the Nordic region is another example (Thurfjell and 
Remmel 2024). Running parallel to a decreasing interest in Christianity 
is an increasing spiritual interest in nature, some of which overlaps with 
environmental concerns (ibid.).

12 For a critical overview of the greening of religion thesis see Taylor 2016a and 2016b; Koehrsen 
et al. 2023; Jenkins et al. 2018. 
13 A similar point is made about Latour in Jenkins et al. 2018. 
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Indigenous traditions hold a privileged position among these various 
forms of faith in religion.14 Such privilege can be a mixed blessing (Conklin 
and Graham 1995). There is on the one hand the lingering strength of ‘the 
ecological Indian’ trope, based on stereotypes and expectations that are 
often unrealistic and blind to the diversities of Indigenous peoples, and that 
can be challenging on local grounds (ibid.). Not so long ago being ‘close to 
nature’ was a sign of heathenness and backwardness. There is the potential 
on the other hand to translate ‘faith in indigenous religion(s)’ to actual re-
sources – alliances, networks, support – for at least some causes some of the 
time. While still vulnerable vis-à-vis nation-state politics and regulations, 
the Sámi are in a better position to negotiate terms and turf than during 
the early period of the ethnopolitical revival. Professional competence has 
been secured for a variety of fields, including law, politics, journalism, and 
art. Media technological developments have facilitated collaboration and 
alliances, reducing dependence on state-run media platforms. 

Religion as leverage 

If ‘faith in religion’ is to explore alternatives to modernity and its regime, 
‘religion as leverage’ is to use modernity against itself. What is today known 
as ‘Sámi religion’ preceded modernity and its distinctions: the secular as 
distinct from the spiritual; nature from culture; lifeways from faithways. 
Such distinctions were imposed from outside through missionary attempts 
to destroy what was perceived as heathen and primitive (Rydving 2004). 
Indigenous religions result from and react to such processes. They relate to 
a premodern world in which lifeways and faithways were intertwined, and 
to a modern world which insists on dividing them. To insist on the political 
relevance of faithways is to reconnect them, to make a mess and a mesh. 

Religion as leverage is also about pragmatism. People like Henriksen 
and Nikkinen care less about the terms used than the realities they name. 
Being organized as an indigenous religion can provide access to political 
arenas such as hearings, consultations, and debates (Niezen 2003). It can 
also open doors to news media platforms and the realm of legal rights 
(Johnson 2007; Årsheim 2018; 2024). During the meeting in Hattfjelldal the 
focus was on the Cultural Heritage Act, which in Norway includes a clause 
concerning ‘cult sites… associated with… beliefs, legends or customs’ as 
potentially protected, with all Sámi examples of such places from before 

14 For a critical take on the assumption that ‘animist’ worldviews necessarily leads to envi-
ronmental concerns, see Rots and Nhong 2023.
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1917 automatically protected (Lov om kulturminner 1978).15 Other options 
include ILO Convention 169,16 soft law instruments like the UN Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, religious rights, and the emerging field 
of Rights of Nature. 

Meanwhile, recent developments in the case of Rásttigáisá against the 
Davvi windpark (second snapshot) indicate that sacredness can add weight, 
even without a legal status. In a report released in June 2024 the Norwegian 
Energy and Water Directorate decided against granting a permit to the Davvi 
windpark, effectively ending a seven-year struggle (NVE 2024). The report 
highlighted two key aspects: the landscapes and biodiversity involved; and 
Sámi interests, including reindeer herding, traditional resource use, and what 
the report called ‘symbolic values’ – myths, legends, and a sacred mountain.

Sacred claims

Religion as leverage is also about persuasiveness or its potential. Sacred 
claims are one example. By sacred claims I mean appeals to ultimate con-
cerns in absolute terms. To say that ‘this is a sacred mountain’ is to set it 
apart (Durkheim 1912) from ordinary mountains and politics as usual; the 
mundane world of needs, costs, opinions, and decision making. Limits of 
negotiation are thereby set. As Jeffrey Olick notes, ‘One does not debate with 
a taboo. One either obeys or transgresses its proscriptions’ (2007, 41). These 
were the options presented to the mayor (first snapshot) and to the parties 
responsible for the wind turbines on Rásttigáisá (second snapshot). They 
qualify for a politics of shame (Niezen 2003; Johnson and Kraft 2017; 2018): 
for soft diplomacy with a sting. Civilized governments do not destroy their 
sacred sites or the sacred sites of others, especially those belonging to colo-
nized groups within their borders. Public exposure of such behaviour is risky 
for governments that care about their moral standing, especially for countries 
with humanitarian superpower ambitions like Norway (Bjørkdahl 2024).

News media interest is basic for the politics of shame to be effective. 
In the above cases at least two related news criteria helped secure it. First, 
there was conflict, drama, exoticism, novelty, and surprising twists – legal 
sacredness, mountain cathedrals, religion as leverage. Oslo-based journalists 

15 The transition from automatic to actual has thus far proved problematic (Myrvoll 2008), 
due partly to methodological issues about how to proceed, and what to cover.
16 ILO Convention 169 concerns the rights of Indigenous peoples, including what is referred 
to as their ‘spiritual values’. See ILO-konvensjon nr. 169 om urfolk og stammefolk i selvsten-
dige stater (1989). 
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would hardly have headed for the distant and remote area of Rásttigáisá 
were it not for the novelty of spiritual designs. Conflict between locals and 
developers is old news, regularly covered in local news media. NRK came 
because of the cathedral. 

Accessibility was the second criterion. Norwegian journalists tend to 
lack competence and interest in Sámi religion, and they have limited space 
for elaboration (Døving and Kraft 2013). Sacred claims are simple and 
straightforward. The mountain cathedral relies on only a minimum amount 
of contextual knowledge about Nidarosdomen17 and the Sámi as an Indig-
enous people (with close spiritual connections to nature). 

Scalar dynamics – ritual display

Critics refer to a piece-by-piece degradation of nature in Sápmi (Nord and 
Duarte 2020). Each piece may be insignificant and is thus difficult to defend. 
Collectively, the extent of the damage is vast, stemming from multiple un-
coordinated developments across various sectors such as  tourism, cabin 
construction, road building, windparks, mining, fish farming, and more.

By scalar dynamics I mean mechanisms for changing optics. To scale is 
to enact changes in scope or degree such as relative size (small–large), reach 
(local–global), or value (good–bad, important–insignificant) (Kraft et al. 
2020). This is what Henriksen and Nikkinen did by portraying Rásttigáisá 
through the lense of Nidarosdomen, Norway’s most famous cathedral, 
reknowned for its medieval grandeur and its ties to the monarchy and the 
Church of Norway (Mikaelsson 2019). To be ‘like Nidarosdomen’ is to be 
all of this on Sámi terms, and similarly entitled to respect and protection. 

Optical scaling is also what Rhöse did, based on performative means and 
a ritual formula. This was a staged encounter between styles, stakes, actors, 
values, goals, and connections; the world of indigeneity and the world of 
colonial modernity. Rhöse shifted the terms of responsibility from faceless 
systems to the mayor personally: I and you, here and now; and she shifted 
the terms of authority by literally silencing and sidelining the mayor and 
his regime. She globalized the event by being an outsider as a Maori and an 
insider as indigenous. She linked spirituality, indigeneity, and sustainability. 
Moreover, she existentialized the stakes by upscaling the case from local to 
global, this water to water in general, here and now to twenty generations, 
a specific case to future livability. 

17 Nidarosdomen is the best known of Norway’s church buildings because of both its historic 
significance and its connections with the royal family. 
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Green colonialism is another example of upscaled optics. Cases like the 
Davvi windpark are not isolated events from this perspective. Exemplifying 
green colonialism implies a history of systemic injustice targeting Indig-
enous people, their land, and their traditions. A broader systemic divide is 
implied concerning ontologies and temporalities. Indigenous long-termism 
contrasts with short-term profit and local economic growth. Rhöse invokes 
this through ‘the seventh generation principle’: always considering the im-
pact of decisions on the next seven generations. Sámi activists often frame 
their arguments in these terms. Originally an Iroquois principle (Graham 
2008), the concept of seven generations has entered the discourses of global 
indigeneity and is thus applicable to the future of Sápmi and the Sámi. 

Closing reflections – wildcard religion 

The Alta case gathered tens of thousands of activists from the mid-1970s 
to the early 1980s, engaging in an unprecedented range of action. Sacred 
claims were absent, however. The protesters spoke about local matters 
in secular terms: the salmon in one of Europe’s richest salmon rivers; the 
reindeer grazing in the area. This was all about nature, but nature was 
connected neither with religion nor with indigeneity. The political shift 
came later, and in multiple forms. There was no master plan behind such 
developments in the sense of elders pulling the strings or religious leaders 
with a unified agenda. Politicization emerges as the aggregated results of 
multiple simultaneous developments, linked by the logics of indigenous 
religion and triggered by a new world of wicked problems, as in difficult, 
complex, unpredictable, lacking simple fixes or solutions,18 and colonial 
wicked problems, as in entangled in colonial structures. They are further 
linked by resources pertaining to religion, indigeneity, and combinations 
of the two, parts of which have recently been assembled. 

Religion is a wildcard in this setting vis-à-vis politics, activism, and the 
law.19 To be a wildcard religion is to enter novel spaces, move in new ways, 
and challenge the established rules of the game of keeping religion out of 
politics and activism. It is also to negotiate such rules and the categorical 

18 Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber formulated the ‘wicked problem’ concept in 1973. 
It concerns problems that lack straightforward solutions. In recent decades it has been used in 
connection with climate change and the biodiversity crisis due to their complexity, intercon-
nectedness, and the numbers of stakeholders involved. For an overview see Lönngren and 
van Poeck 2020.
19 ‘Wildcard’ is used in different ways in various contexts, including gaming, computer 
language, and sport. 
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distinctions on which they rely. Using religion as leverage means depart-
ing from established notions of what religion is, can be, and do from the 
perspective of the Lutheran upbringing of the majority of Norwegians, 
including the majority of Sámi. 

Wildcards move in surprising ways, as with the shamanic shock treat-
ment of the mayor (first snapshot), and they turn up in unusual places, as 
with Mother Earth on the government quarter walls (third snapshot). They 
are difficult to oppose or prepare for due to their lack of predictability and 
the unorthodoxy of their approaches. Mayors are not used to dealing with 
shamans. Sacred claims are difficult to counter, address, and respond to. 

Outcomes are similarly uncertain. To be a wildcard means being unquali-
fied by ordinary standards, using alternative credentials whose legitimacy 
may be questioned, and it means being untested regarding impacts and 
outcomes. Moves are likely to be tentative, exploratory, creative, innova-
tive, adaptive, and pragmatic. The overarching goal is to turn the tables, 
both for specific cases and long-term objectives. People like Henriksen are 
not theologians. Their aim is not to systematize the meaning of life but to 
protect nature-based lifeways and faithways. To be a wildcard religion in 
this context is to favour the trickster over the theologian, the street-smart 
over theorizing, creativity over dogma. 

Indigeneity adds temporal complexity and colonial dimensions. Being 
an indigenous wildcard religion means to ‘become with’ (Haraway 2008) 
the past and the present, and pasts in the present. It means using mission-
ary texts as sources for reclaiming, scripts from elsewhere as methods for 
proceeding, secular criteria for design and infrastructure. And it means 
disregarding the boundaries between religion and the secular. If separating 
them were a colonial move, connecting or confusing them means to take 
and talk back. 

Wildcards involve risk and promise. In contrast with the safety of ordi-
nary play, wildcards sometimes turn the tables, either despite or because of 
their ability to move differently. Shamans know that what they are doing is 
unconventional. People like Henriksen and Nikkinen know that religion can 
backfire on home grounds and in news media venues. But they also believe 
in the promise. Current opportunity structures are in some ways supportive 
of indigenous religion(s), including religious rights and sacred claims.

Wildcards are unruly. Outcomes are unlikely to be random, but they are 
also unpredictable. These are relational terms, dependent on what else is 
on the table – players, stakes, skills, concerns – and on the unfolding of the 
game, including the potential for tipping points and cascading effects. To be 
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a wildcard religion is yet to have failed or succeeded, to explore gaps, test 
potential, regroup if necessary, move reflectively in spaces of opportunity 
and limitation. Wildcards are there because they can be (space and potential). 
Strategies are involved, but along with chance, coincidences, surprises, and 
off-table developments.

* * *
SIV ELLEN KRAFT is Professor at the Department of Archaeology, His-
tory and Religious Studies at UiT The Arctic University of Norway. Email: 
siv.ellen.kraft@uit.no
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