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Luleå University of Technology (LTU) was opened in 1971. It is located in the residential 
town of Norrbotten County, the northernmost region of Sweden. In this region, there are three 
ethnic groups claiming rights to land and water. These are the Finnish speaking population 
(Meän Kieli), the Saami and the Swedish. Since the early 1980’s there has been a group of 
women at LTU, involved with feminist analysis of technology and also with the issue of 
implementing feminist theories and standpoints into the engineering sciences. This paper is 
written from background of being an engineer educated at LTU, originating from Norrbotten 
and with mixed ethnic background, and taking part in the LTU women’s group’s fortune 
during the last ten years. 
 
Working with the implementation of feminist theory into the engineering sciences does not 
necessarily demand an emphasis on women. Nevertheless, the scarcity of women in the 
environments where technology is developed and managed is such a dominant feature of 
technological praxis, that it is difficult to imagine this phenomenon to actually lack relevance 
to any topic within the field. The major iron ore mining company LKAB (Luossavara 
Kirunavaara AB) that operates in the Northwest parts of Norrbotten is a concrete example. 
The people employed by this company have been men all since the start c/a one hundred years 
ago and into present days. In 1994 were 197 out of 2456 employees women. This is less than 
ten per cent. Such figures are perhaps just what to be expected in the case of mining and 
heavy industry. The miner as well as the mining itself, are symbols for masculinity. The 
figures are not so extreme as could be imagined, though. For example, the situation is the 
same in management of technical infrastructure. Electrical power distribution, sanitation, 
roads and other essential technical structures are in many Swedish municipalities entirely 
managed by male employees.1  
 

Initiatives in Norrbotten 
Often, the “women and technology”-problem is viewed from individual and separate 
horizons, such as the idea that more women should become engineers. However, it has been 
clarified through international research, that the existence of individual women in the 
technological expert corps does not necessarily improve the situation for other groups of 
women, e.g. in terms of influence into technical development, terms of employment as service 
sector or industry workers. 2 Also, men’s studies reveal technological competence and 
influence as distributed rather than located to certain positions: dependent both upon 
brotherhood and specialisation and stratification, dependent upon many-dimensional 

                                                           
1 Information collected from Doktare & Sihm 1994, Forsberg 1997, Sundin 1998 
2 Canel et al (2000), Udén (2002), from a general management perspective also Cockburn (1991). 
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information and codes for contact.3 Therefore, it is noteworthy that since circa ten years do 
initiatives take place in different parts of the world, for strengthening women’s 
competitiveness with help of technology in regional and local woman-to-woman development 
projects, and that these initiatives exist within a distributed movement of grass-roots and 
officials.  
 
A preliminary attempt to sketch the history of the technology-comprising woman-to-woman 
projects in Norrbotten can start with LIERA, during the 1990’s operative as Regional 
Resource Centre for Women in Norrbotten4. In the year 1995 steps were taken by its steering 
committee, to build an electronic network. Since that point, LIERA was officially presented 
as consistent of two parts: a social network and a technical network. It would be far from the 
truth to say woman-managed technology projects have become usual, every-day constituents 
of Norrbotten citizenship, business or public policy development since. One genuine project, 
however, has been run under the name Qvi-net, “an electronic network for women in the 
countryside”, run December 1999-November 2001. Its aim was to offer two things: general 
competence development and competence in using IT as help in running a business for (new) 
women entrepreneurs in the eastern parts of Norrbotten. A wide approach to technology, is 
currently under development in the project Woman in the Saami Village (KIS), in Sirges 
Saami Village, with territory in Norrbotten’s western parts.  
 
Expectations upon women in technology to do for others; generally expressed as to create a 
technology better for “mankind” or “the planet”, rule public discourse upon “women in 
technology” (e.g. women engineers). The projects described above are directed towards 
specific women’s own situations regarding:  
•  economic prospects  
•  political influence  
•  social and cultural position. 
LIERA, Qvi-net and KIS all were and are aimed towards bread-winning capacity of women in 
Norrbotten. Additionally, the LIERA project involved the support of women’s political grass-
root movements, and KIS involves women’s larger influence in the management of the Saami 
villages, specifically Sirges. What are the technical and social measures, needs and means of 
projects of this kind? And do they have problems in common, for example to face a globally 
dominant hegemonic masculinity, as gender theory would suggest? To start answering these 
questions, I will give a more detailed description from KIS and the situation of women in 
reindeer herding.  
 

The Snow Scooter Problem 
The Saami villages in Sweden are juridical units that hold the rights for use of pasture for 
reindeer herding in Swedish territory of Lapland. Moreover, as result of legislation and other 
circumstances, they have high relevance for a number of major economic and cultural issues 
for Saami living. The male domination in their government is massive.5 With its 500 
members, Sirges is the largest Saami village in Swedish territory. Woman in the Saami 
Village (KIS) is an EU funded project. Ms. Susanne Spik, reindeer herder, member of Sirges 

                                                           
3 See e.g. Cockburn 1983, 1985, Erson 1992, Mellström 1995, 1999, Waldén 1990. 
4 The type of resource centre was established in all Swedish provinces, as result of directions in government 
proposition 1993/94:140 and existed during some 5-6 years in this nation-wide mode. However, the network 
upon which LIERA was based preceded the national initiative. My knowledge about LIERA comes from an 
appointment by the County Administration of Norrbotten to evaluate its development 1997-2000. 
5 As described by Andrea Amft (2000). 
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and board member of the National Saami Federation in Sweden, SSR, planned the project and 
acts as project leader. Basic aim is to lay foundations for a larger influence from women’s 
part, in the management of Sirges Saami village.  
 
Less than ten per cent of professional reindeer herders in Sweden are women.6 One target area 
within KIS concerns women in reindeer herding, and specifically women as active reindeer 
herders. For scientific assistance in mapping and analysing social and technical circumstances 
in active reindeer herding, Luleå University of Technology was contacted already in the 
planning of the KIS project. Thanks to initial funding from VINNOVA, we have been able to 
follow KIS from its start7.  
 
In KIS’ project description, the significance of technical development was stated as a factor of 
concern to the situation of women in reindeer herding. So, which are their technical measures, 
needs and means? It was not long in the research process, before the significance of the snow 
scooter became apparent. Both in formal and informal occasions, people would talk about the 
scooter as the main obstacle against women’s full partaking in the active herding today, or as 
it was concretely put: “The snow scooter is too heavy for women”. To some degree it is the 
established meaning among the women themselves that a number of situations associated to 
the snow scooter are heavy. Nevertheless, the Sirges women also find that both attitudes in 
their community and unfavourable arrangements in work organisation contribute to put them 
in disadvantageous positions in relation to the snow scooter and its use. However the problem 
was apprehended, it was often the case – especially from the part of the women reindeer 
herders but also by men – that solutions were suggested in the same process as the problem 
was described. This has given a good basis for analysis. Collected from the thoughts and 
suggestions from both women and men, the solutions of “the snow scooter problem” are as 
follows (presented with short explanations):  
 

                                                           
6 For statistics see Svensk rennäring (1999). 
7 With myself as responsible researcher, the LTU research project associated to KIS was originally placed at the 
Gender and technology department with Professor Christina Mörtberg as Head of department. Since 2002 it is 
carried through at the Gender, human, machine department, with Professor Marja Vehviläinen as Head of 
department. In the moment of writing, we are awaiting reply regarding extended funding to follow the project in 
full. 

1. Lighter snow scooter: a lighter 
machine lessens the strain on the 
driver. 

2. Education in driving and 
maintenance: a good driver can 
foresee problems, and maintenance 
competence gives independence. 

3. Attitude changes: the scooter is not 
the problem. It is used as excuse to 
control the behaviour of women. 

4. Low-tech-solutions and high-tech 
solutions: return to skiing in the winter 
(thought of as impossible), or lessen 
the need for transportation through a 
return to intensive herding, or the use 
of ICT, e.g. for tracking the herd and 
planning, or a combination of both. 

5. Heavier snow scooter or other heavy 
vehicle: a heavy, broader vehicle is less 
likely to get stuck, which takes much 
strain from driving. 
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6. Better technical aids for especially 
strenuous situations: electrical start to 
complement the manual is an example, 
better winches for field use another. 

7. Physical training: purposeful training 
to make women stronger overall and in 
momentous situations. 

8. Change of work organisation: e.g. 
increased co-operation and work in 
pairs and groups. The principle is 
known also in other risky and heavy 
jobs such as police work, health care.
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Figure 1. Solutions for the snow scooter problem. 
 
The graphic representation in figure 1 describes the structural relations between the 
suggestions. It is designed to display how opposite solutions, as both the use of heavier and 
lighter snow scooters hold possibilities to better women’s possibilities in reindeer herding. 
(And both changes in attitudes among people in general and in individual women’s physical 
strength do the same.) Also, it demonstrates how human and machine both can be seen as 
causes and solutions for the same problem.8  
 
As to the different solutions, a project time of two years is not enough to carry either of them 
completely through. Via KIS, however, indications will show whether partners are available, 
with whom women in Lapland, and women’s empowerment projects, can co-operate to the 
benefit of both parts, and whether resources can be found, to make elaboration possible. One 
immediate, practical example of how the range of solutions is restrained is that the snow 

                                                           
8 However, this analysis puts women’s (apprehended) shortcomings in centre of argumentation, which is a 
weakness if not contradicted. A complementary model is under development, where women’s strengths (as 
perceived by themselves and their community) make the core. 
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scooter market lately has offered less different brands and fewer light-weight models and 
models for duty performance in untracked terrain.  
 
Apart from market situations – whose range are made evident e.g. through difficulties for 
sparsely populated areas to benefit from ICT development such as mobile telephone nets, 
internet etc, another issue is that of ethnicity. To change or overthrow power relations within a 
nation state, “minority” men are perhaps as much of outsiders in relation to technological 
influence as women are. At least this has been the case for Sweden, in settings where 
ethnicity has been visible, communicated.9 But the ethnic discrimination in terms of 
technological access is possibly on the go to lessen, and the northern minority identities to be 
redefined in their relations to technology. I would say that for the Meän Kieli part (the Finnish 
speaking population of eastern Norrbotten), the way people think of themselves and are 
viewed from the majority side is changing, because of the Nokia example in nearby Finnish 
town Oulu. This fact could have affected the Qvi-net project, as it was carried through in a 
Meän Kieli cultural setting. And certainly the content of Saami ethnicity is changing through 
political and cultural resource development and utilisation. Will it show possible also for 
women to take advantage of this development? 
 
The short expression “attitudes” in the list of possible solutions of the snow scooter problem 
is the one exclusively referring to ideas and social processes. It does not content an analysis at 
the same detailed level as some technical suggestions do. As one can ask what traits of the 
snow scooter that should and can be changed first (e.g. the start mechanism or the weight?), 
one can ask what attitudes that can and ought to be changed in what ways.10 Different ways of 
living and preferences contribute to the existence of different viewpoints in this topic – among 
women reindeer herders in Sirges as well as among their fellow villagers. For a coming 
structural presentation and analysis I will take stance in Andrea Amft’s description of 
traditional norms and praxis in reindeer herding families. Furthermore, the “doing gender” 
approach will be applied for to reach dynamics in the analysis. Primarily I have a couple of 
reports by Susanne Andersson in mind. She used this approach in her study of gender, in a 
process of re-organisation of Swedish police work. Andersson’s framework has possibilities 
to show useful, as police work has certain likeness to reindeer herding in its physical content, 
risks, and need for both self-reliance and good relations to peers. Furthermore, Jorun 
Eikjokk’s pioneering contribution in analysis of gender and technology among reindeer 
herders in a Norwegian Saami village will be used. As to masculinity, it is evident already at 
an initial stage that both Swedish masculinity and Saami reindeer herding masculinity has 
impact on the situation of women reindeer herders; not least their interaction, I would say. 

 

Feminist theory and technology as means for women’s empowerment  
The snow scooter problem is an example of how technology exists embedded in a local 
discourse on women’s situation. It is my hypothesis that the engagement in technical issues as 
such leads to increasing power and influence for the Sirges women. Hopefully KIS and my 
own involvement as researcher will strengthen existing incitements to further elaboration, but 
time will tell whether I am right. Meanwhile, bringing feminist thinking into engineering 
sciences is only in the first stages of development. In current theoretical approaches to gender 
and technology, technology is clearly regarded as a means for exerting power. This is not a 
                                                           
9 More on this issue is found in Udén (2000). 
10 Sirges people themselves do not often use the word attitude. I use it in my model to stand for the range of very 
precise descriptions that usually are what I meet. 
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problematic account. That will say; it is so on the behalf of patriarchy, male gender and men. 
This is a problem for a procedure that takes stance in the idea of technology as a means for 
empowerment of women. Even if expectations are sometimes put on women engineers to 
improve women’s situation, the thought of technological power as a means to win power for 
women, and thus overthrow male dominance (gender order, patriarchy), is in no way central 
to feminist theory seen at large. Rather, a bias against such an idea can be traced: alternatively 
it is overlooked, forgotten. If technology is not part of women’s world, it is neither part of 
feminist thinking. Nevertheless, a new school with broad basis for recruitment is currently 
developing, which can act as academic counterpart to a feminist movement within the 
engineering, architecture and computer sciences. It can slowly be noted how feminist research 
within disciplines such as cultural geography – in short those regularly studying and taking 
part in regional development – take notice of technology in a new, intentional manner. In this 
respect, Tora Friberg’s publication in 1993 of The other side of the coin – about the one-eyed 
regional policy, was a turning point for the analysis of technology and the empowerment of 
women in Swedish feminist academia. 
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