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Abstract 

The Ewenki of Aoluguya, Inner Mongolia, used to be hunters and keep reindeer as pack 

animals. In 2003, they were relocated as “ecological migrants,” their guns were confiscated, 

and hunting was banned. Reindeer herding in state-owned forests is the only remnant of their 

transhumant lifestyle, which is now based mainly on the production of reindeer horn for use 

in Chinese medicine. A government-run enterprise is in charge of cutting and marketing the 

reindeer horn. China’s nationwide policy of de-collectivizing farming and herding was never 

fully implemented in Aoluguya, with implications for the herders’ rights to grazing land and 

even the ownership of the reindeer. Based on a study of land management policies, 

governance, and herding practices, this paper argues that Ewenki reindeer herders find 

themselves in a liminal space, or zone of anomie, where they are constantly treated as 

exceptional. They are no longer a “hunting tribe,” nor are they regarded as true pastoralists 

(Chinese: shoulie buluo; mumin), while government departments variously deal with the 

reindeer as domestic and wild animals. Despite the challenges, the reindeer herders are 

finding ways to manage by negotiating their own exceptions, sometimes enabling them to turn 

the discourse of exceptionality to their own advantage.  
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The Ewenki (Chinese: Ewenke) of Aoluguya, Inner Mongolia, used to be hunters and keep 

reindeer as pack animals. Aoluguya was a settlement built for them in the early 1960s when 

they were relocated from the banks of the Amur River, the border between China and Russia. 

During the days of the communes, the reindeer became collective property, while hunting was 

the main source of income for the lieye shengchandui (hunting production brigade). The 

brigade also introduced a new economic activity: the cutting of reindeer antlers for the 

production of medicine. By the late 1970s, reindeer horn had become a key product (see Kong 

1994). When the brigade was dismantled in 1980, a lieye lianshe (hunting cooperative) and 

later a lieye gongsi (hunting enterprise) took over the marketing of meat, furs, and reindeer 

horn. In 2003, hunting was brought to an end when the government confiscated the guns, 

imposed a complete ban on hunting, and moved the community as shengtai yimin (ecological 

migrants) to a new settlement 250 km to the south. 

 Since the resettlement, reindeer herding has become the only remnant of the semi-

nomadic lifestyle of the Aoluguya Ewenki. Except for regular milking and occasional 

slaughter of ailing animals, the reindeer are not primarily kept for subsistence but for the 

annual cropping (or cutting) of antlers. Beach (2003:33) refers to this as a “dual ownership 

system” based on milk and antlers, in which the “subsistence aspect” (i.e., milk) accrues to the 

herding families, while the antler crop is owned by the state. In addition to reindeer horn, 

producers of Chinese medicines also use dried reindeer placenta, penis, and luxin xue (heart 

blood) as raw materials. While other reindeer products are harvested by the herders, a 

township production unit is in charge of cutting the antlers once a year, drying the reindeer 

horn, and marketing the produce.  

 As of today, there are six reindeer herding camps in the Daxing’anling forest. Maria 

Suo’s liemin dian (hunters camp) in the Alongshan mountains has the largest herd, even after 

a new camp branched off during the spring of 2009. In addition to these two, four other camps 



are located to the South of Alongshan, two of which are single-household camps. The number 

of people in the camps varies, as some herders move back and forth between the settlement 

and the camps, while others stay in the forest more or less permanently. As of 2009, the 

community of Aoluguya numbered a few hundred people living in 62 households. About 25 

of these households made a living from herding, but only some of them stayed in the camps 

looking after the herds, totaling less than a thousand head of reindeer. In the new Aoluguya 

Ewenki Township, built in 2003 on the outskirts of the municipal capital, residents receive a 

monthly welfare payment of about 200 Chinese yuan ($30) from the Minzheng ju (Bureau of 

Civil Affairs). Other sources of income are government employment (about 20 households) 

and migrant labor outside the municipality (three to four households) in the factories of large 

companies such as Haier. Tourism is being developed as an alternative source of income and 

employment opportunity for inhabitants of the new town. With the help of the Finnish 

consultancy firm Pöyry (2008), the settlement is being transformed into the “Aoluguya Ethnic 

Reindeer Resort.”  

The resettlement plans were introduced to the people of Aoluguya with a promise 

from the government that they would no longer need to hunt because they and their reindeer 

would be provided for. When the plans were eventually carried out, the reindeer were moved 

into pens in the new town while the people settled into their new houses. The government had 

made plans for the reindeer to be hand-fed and kept permanently in enclosures near the 

settlement. However, within weeks after the move, the reindeer were falling ill and perishing. 

The herders were left with no other viable option than to return to the forests, back to the 

areas where the reindeer could find food. I argue here that the reindeer herders now find 

themselves in a liminal space, a “zone of anomie” or “indifference” (Agamben 2005) with 

implications for their rights to grazing land and even the ownership of their reindeer. Despite 

the challenges, the reindeer herders are not lost in this liminal space. Rather, they are finding 



ways to manage the ambiguities. Whereas the “ecological resettlement” policy is understood 

here as a “state of exception,” the return to the forest after the failure of the government’s 

reindeer ranching scheme is seen as an example of “self-exceptionalization,” whereby people 

exploit gaps, contacts, and circumstances to “establish temporary or semi-permanent 

exceptions within the state of exception they live and by doing so soften its effects” 

(Constantinou 2008:147).  

 

The State of Exception 

 

Agamben (2005) identifies two main schools of thought on the state of exception. The 

first views it as an integral part of law “because the necessity that grounds it is an autonomous 

source of law” (Agamben 2005:23), codified today in international law through the notion of 

“derogation.” This means that in the face of a public emergency that “threatens the life of 

the nation,” international human rights treaties and many constitutions permit states to 

suspend the protection of certain basic rights: “The existence of derogation-like clauses is 

generally represented as a ‘concession’ to the ‘inevitability’ of exceptional state measures in 

times of emergency, and also as a means to somehow control these” (Humphreys 2006:678). 

As described by Agamben (2005), the second view understands the state of exception to be 

extrajuridical, that is, something prior to or other than law. Agamben (2005:27) rejects both 

these views claiming that “the state of exception is neither internal nor external to the juridical 

order, and the problem of defining it concerns precisely a threshold, or a zone 

of indifference, where inside and outside do not exclude each other but rather blur 

with one another.” Agamben (2005:50-51) argues that the state of exception is not a “state of 

law,” but a “space without law,” or “zone of anomie.”  



Passavant (2007:153) critiques Agamben for attributing to the state an “absolutely 

sovereign power to determine life itself.” Ong (2006) similarly argues that the opposition 

between sovereign power and bare life is overly rigid and that Agamben (1998) ignores the 

possibility of complex negotiations of claims for the excluded. Pursuing a similar line of 

thought, Constantinou (2008:161-162) uses the case of Cyprus to illustrate that the discourse 

of exceptionality is not exclusive to governments, but can also be “a means through which 

individuals seek to fortify themselves, take exception from specific states of exception, and 

where possible move outside, or across one to another.” Drawing on these critiques, the 

exception is here seen as discursively constructed and as a site of negotiation over claims 

about rights, rationalities, and technologies of governance. 

I argue here that the Aoluguya reindeer herders have been “exceptionalized” by the 

state and local authorities on several counts. The first concerns their exemption from key 

facets of the Jiating lianchan chengbao zerenzhi (Household Contract Responsibility System). 

After the onset of Gaige kaifang (Economic Reforms) in 1979, herding as well as household 

farming were de-collectivized in China. The Household Contract Responsibility System was 

introduced in the early 1980s when the communes and production brigades were dismantled 

as a means to distribute use rights to agricultural land to individual farming households. In 

pastoral areas, livestock was distributed to individual herding households while contracts 

extended use rights to pastures after the introduction of the 1985 Grassland Law (see Banks 

2003; Banks et. al. 2003; Wilkes 2006). By the early 1990s, the Thirty-Year Use Right policy 

was implemented, enacted by the 1998 Land Management Law. These policies were supposed 

to be nationwide, but since reindeer herding was exceptional and the forests were not 

designated as “pastoral areas,” pasture contracts were never made available to the people of 

Aoluguya. 



After de-collectivization, every Ewenki herder was offered a hetong (contract) to take 

care of 30 reindeer, promising a prize to herders who were able to increase their herd to 40 

head within a year. The contracts were valid for a year only, and although they were supposed 

to be renewed annually (Beach 2003), contracts were signed only once. This left the formal 

ownership of the reindeer indeterminate. According to the former head of the hunting 

enterprise, the reindeer remained collective property, despite the issuing of herding contracts. 

While government representatives repeatedly assured that they encouraged herding, the 

herders did not enjoy the security that comes with a legal contract stipulating use rights to 

grazing land or clarifying the ownership of the reindeer. In this sense, I would argue that the 

herders were left in a “liminal space of law” (Humphreys 2006), or “zone of indifference” 

(Agamben 2005).  

The Ewenki herders were subjected to a different kind of “exception” in 2003 when 

the community of Aoluguya was relocated to a new town near the municipal capital. They 

were moved as shengtai yimin (ecological migrants), and funds for the resettlement were thus 

made available from a central government scheme earmarked for the relocation or 

sedentarization of semi-nomadic or nomadic herders (and hunters) from areas with a severely 

degraded environment. In western China, large-scale grassland ‘greening’ programs such as 

tuimu huancao have also been launched to address rangeland degradation, perceived by 

policymakers as a problem of overgrazing or overstocking by pastoralists (for 

counterarguments, see Banks 2001; Clarke 1987; Harris 2010; Longworth and Williamson 

1993; Taylor 2006; Williams 1996; Yeh 2009; Zhang 1988). These programs include weifen 

zhuanyi, caoyuan lüse and caoyuan huifu, schemes to fence pastures, move herders out of the 

grasslands and limit grazing. In Inner Mongolia and the Qinghai-Tibetan plateau, such 

environmental protection programs have aimed to relocate or sedentarize a large share of the 

previously self-reliant pastoralists. Many of them have moved into resettlement sites built 



specifically to accommodate migrants, where failed employment schemes often result in 

dependency on government welfare.  

The policy of “ecological migration” is a policy of “exception” in that it is founded on 

the claim that China’s pastoralist and hunting communities represent a major threat to the 

environment due to overgrazing of grasslands, overstocking of herds, or, in the case of the 

Ewenki, overhunting of wildlife. Sedentarization programs are supposedly carried out as the 

only viable means to “save the environment,” presuming a state of exception legitimized by 

the gravity of environmental degradation and the urgency of human-induced environmental 

threats. In justifying large-scale interventions, policymakers further posit a connection 

between ecological degradation in western China and the “security” of downstream areas 

(Yeh 2009). With the “ecological security of the country” at stake (Yeh 2009:892), the 

wholesale removal of people from tuihua (degraded) environments has become a key measure 

in the government’s environmental management strategy. 

 The reindeer herders of Daxing’anling are also affected by a range of “exceptions” 

constructed by local authorities. In the contemporary Chinese structure of governance and 

planning, the Aoluguya herders and their reindeer find themselves in a “zone of indifference” 

in the sense that every authority sees them as somehow excluded from their particular 

mandate or area of responsibility. Since hunting was banned, they are no longer “the last 

hunting tribe” (Dong 2007), nor are they seen as true mumin (pastoralists). The term that is 

now commonly used to describe them is yangluren, or “breeders of [rein]deer,” which brings 

to the fore the paradox of yangzhi (cultivating) an animal that is not usually considered as 

domestic (the deer). The contradiction in terms is not limited to the conceptualization of the 

herders, but can also be seen in the inconsistent classification of the reindeer. Local 

government officials claim that the reindeer are second-level protected animals on China’s list 

of endangered species and want to create a nature reserve specifically for the protection of 



reindeer. This contradicts the view of the central government’s wildlife protection unit under 

the Ministry of Forestry, which understands the reindeer as domesticated animals and has 

adopted the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) standard by including 

only wild animals in their Red List of endangered species. Staff of the municipal Huanbao ju 

(Bureau of Environmental Protection) also told me that the reindeer are domestic animals and 

that herders are, therefore, prohibited from keeping reindeer within nature reserves and 

national parks. However, while the reindeer are xunhua (domestic) for the purpose of wildlife 

protection, they are yesheng (wild) for management purposes, as seen by officials in the 

Nongmushuili ju (Bureau of Agriculture, Pastoralism, and Water Management). Since the 

reindeer are “wild animals” and the reindeer herders are not pastoralists, this department takes 

no responsibility for planning or management of reindeer herding.  

The reindeer herders keep their herds in state-owned forests. Although the reindeer are 

regarded by many as wild animals, this does not imply that the herders can move around the 

forest freely. Herders must report the whereabouts of their camps to the local linchang 

(forestry station) and are expected to stay within the confines of the forestry station to which 

they report. While officials in other government departments claim that the Linye ju (Bureau 

of Forestry) is responsible for managing the grazing of reindeer, forestry bureau officials 

argue that the xiang zhengfu (township government) has the responsibility despite the fact that 

the reindeer have never been herded within the boundaries of Aoluguya township, whether in 

the now abandoned old Aoluguya or in new Aoluguya where the herders officially reside.  

Whereas Agamben (1998, 2005) understands the exception as a liminal condition or 

zone in which sovereign power reduces the excluded (or non-citizen) to bare life, scholars 

such as Ong (2006), Neal (2006), and Constantinou (2008) highlight the discursive 

construction or politics of the exception. In contrast to Agamben (1998), Ong (2006:5) 

conceptualizes the exception more broadly “as an extraordinary departure in policy that can 



be deployed to include as well as exclude.” She further maintains that “sovereign rule invokes 

the exception to create new economic possibilities, spaces, and techniques for governing the 

population” (Ong 2006:7). As a technology of governing, neoliberalism is employed as 

exception in emerging countries in “sites of transformation where market-driven calculations 

are introduced in the management of populations and the administration of special spaces” 

(Ong 2006:3-4). Ong and Zhang (2006:4) argue that neoliberal logics have shaped the 

Chinese economy despite the fact that neoliberalism is officially rejected by the authorities 

and, as a result, “privatizing norms and practices proliferate in symbiosis with the 

maintenance of authoritarian rule” (see also Yeh and Gaerrang 2011).  

While the creation of Special Economic Zones (SEZs) in China exemplifies 

neoliberalism as exception (Ong 2006; see also Harvey 2005), exceptions to neoliberal 

rationality are also invoked “to exclude populations and places from neoliberal calculations 

and choices” (Ong 2006:4). The outcomes are contingent and ambiguous because 

“articulations between neoliberal exceptions and exceptions to neoliberalism have multiplied 

possibilities for moral claims and values assigned to various human categories, so that 

different degrees of protection can be negotiated for the politically excluded” (Ong 2006:6). 

As argued here, it is within the contradictions and ambiguities of a neoliberalizing China that 

market-driven rationalities are posited and exceptions are propagated and contested in 

present-day Aoluguya. As will be illustrated, both the state (government agents) and its 

subjects (the herders) draw variously on competing discourses of ecological and economic 

rationality to stake their claims and counterclaims. For some stakeholders, the contest is 

primarily about economic interests, while for others, it is about securing a livelihood or 

protecting a way of life.  

 

The Rationality of Environmental Protection 



 

According to the government, wildlife protection was the primary reason for resettling 

the community of Aoluguya and imposing a hunting ban. In their funding proposal to the 

central government, the municipal government also listed depletion of wildlife caused by 

overhunting by Ewenki hunters as key grounds for the resettlement. These claims were made 

without any supporting evidence in the form of wildlife population studies. In fact, it appears 

that no scientific studies of local wildlife populations were carried out, whether before or after 

the resettlement. Countering the government’s claims, former hunters presented their own 

views about the extent and causes of wildlife depletion in the Daxing’anling forest. While 

admitting that the wildlife in their old hunting grounds was gradually decreasing over the past 

decades, former hunters argued that this trend had not stopped with the 2003 hunting ban, 

since waidi ren (outsiders) continued to hunt regardless of the season. Because of the illegal 

hunting, they claimed, many species of wildlife were still being depleted after the ban was 

imposed.  

Dismissing the need for the hunting ban imposed on them, former hunters argued that 

the Ewenki had their own ways of protecting the wildlife against depletion, describing several 

of their traditional hunting restrictions. These included prohibition against hunting female 

deer during the autumn and spring, especially in the calving season, and against hunting birds 

in the nesting season. Some former hunters were highly critical of the hunting ban, describing 

the new policy as an eradication of their centuries-old hunting way of life, and their very 

culture and identity. In the words of one elderly man, “What are we, if we are not allowed to 

hunt on our own land?”  

Local authorities admitted that despite the threat of heavy fines and prison sentences 

and patrolling by local forest guards, poachers still managed to make their way into the forest 

to hunt illegally, with traps and even guns. Herders maintained that hunters (again described 



as “outsiders”) were killing many of their reindeer as well. In several encampments, I was told 

of instances of reindeer found killed or wounded by bullets or caught in illegal traps for big 

game. I was also told that reindeer sometimes just disappeared without a trace. These 

problems were widespread except in the one camp that was inaccessible by logging roads. 

According to the herders, the authorities were making serious efforts to address the problem 

of illegal hunting but were incapable of stopping it. The herders also complained that reindeer 

died after eating thin plastic bags left by people coming into the forest to pick wild foods such 

as mushrooms and berries. Another major cause of reindeer casualties were attacks by 

predators such as wolf, bear, and especially lynx. The herders were allowed to keep one gun 

in each camp for protection against predators, but they were not allowed to hunt any of these 

animals, even if they were known to have preyed on the reindeer.  

As chief custodians of the environment, various levels of government have established 

ziran baohuqu (nature reserves) for the protection of forest environments and wildlife in the 

Daxing’anling region. One such reserve, Mangui Alu, is located to the north of the old 

Aoluguya settlement. About half of this reserve, covering 64,386 hectares, lies in 

Heilongjiang Province. Another reserve is Hanma, located to the east of Alongshan and again 

bordering Heilongjiang. Hanma is a state-level nature reserve covering 107,348 hectares. 

Chaocha is a municipal-level reserve located to the north of Genhe, covering an area of 

11,791 hectares (Genhe Municipal Bureau of Environmental Protection 2009). These large 

forest areas are in principle off-limits to reindeer herding, since herding is prohibited in all 

nature reserves, as is the picking of wild foods and cutting of timber. Regardless of the 

regulations, herders have been given special permission, granted as yet another exception, to 

cut a limited amount of timber for the structures supporting their ridge tents. They are also 

allowed to collect firewood but only outside of nature reserves. In 2009, one of the herding 

camps was based in the northern part of the Chaocha nature reserve. The herders there did not 



relate any problems in this regard, although they were planning to set up their next camp 

outside the boundaries of the reserve. However, when a camp in Alongshan requested 

permission from their local forestry station to move into the Hanma reserve area, this was 

denied. Exceptions are evidently case-by-case and constantly open to reinterpretation.  

After the resettlement, tourism is being promoted by the government as a more 

economically viable alternative to hunting. According to a “master plan” for tourism 

formulated by the Finnish consulting firm Pöyry, hunting as well as reindeer herding are 

important cultural resources for tourism development in Aoluguya. Pöyry (2008), therefore, 

proposes to establish a “hunting park” and develop hunting trips as a tourist “product.” As 

described in the master plan, the hunting guide should be from Aoluguya, “using his 

knowledge about animals” (Pöyry 2008:76). As explained by the head of the municipal Lüyou 

ju (Bureau of Tourism), the master plan was well received and the bureau planned to 

implement many of the proposed activities, but as of 2009, they had not followed up on the 

“hunting park.” Since the main rationale for imposing a hunting ban on the Ewenki hunters 

was the protection of wildlife, obtaining permission to establish a hunting park may prove to 

be difficult. In this case, the exception that was originally invoked to justify the hunting ban 

will probably limit the options available to the authorities in charge of tourism development. 

This highlights how the state’s construction of an exception relies on a rationale or logic of 

claims and justifications that cannot easily be revoked, thereby exposing the exception as a 

potential site of contestation. 

 

The Economic Rationalities of Resettlement 

 

The relocation of Aoluguya was officially described as “ecological migration,” and 

this was also how the case was framed in the state-sponsored media. However, the protection 



of wildlife was not the only argument for the relocation of Aoluguya. Other factors, brought 

up in interviews as well as government reports, centered on the need for development and 

modernization, especially with regard to infrastructure such as electricity supply, housing, and 

transportation. Before the resettlement, most of the buildings in old Aoluguya were in need of 

renovation. The old settlement was also deemed “remote,” located 17 km to the North of the 

nearest town and railway connection at Mangui. On the way to Mangui, the same railway line 

runs through the municipal capital of Genhe. Located only five km from the center of Genhe, 

the new Aoluguya settlement is thus closer to a railway station. As argued by proponents of 

the relocation, the new settlement provides easier access to markets as well as improved 

facilities and infrastructure.  

 Another problem with the old settlement site may have weighed heavier for the Genhe 

authorities. This was the repeated flooding of the local river, caused by siltation and 

accumulation of debris at a fork in the river just downstream of the old settlement. When the 

resettlement plan was first introduced, the Genhe municipal authorities claimed that flood 

prevention would require a rerouting of the river, which would cost millions of yuan. They 

argued that it was simply impossible to access the funds necessary to carry out a river 

diversion project. However, central government funding was easily available for the 

construction of new settlements for “ecological migrants” and from a special fund for small 

ethnic groups. Resettlement was, therefore, presented as the only economically viable 

alternative.  

 Not long after the move, when the old Aoluguya settlement was left abandoned, 

municipal authorities signed an agreement with Daqing Oil Company to take over the entire 

settlement, complete with land and buildings, for the sum of 150,000,000 yuan ($22,000,000). 

The old Aoluguya settlement, with its exceptionally beautiful location, was to be transformed 

into a tourist resort. At the time of my visit in July 2009, most of the buildings were still 



standing and were being re-clad with new wooden panels. The school had been made into a 

hotel, and people’s houses had been converted into cabins for guests, already fully equipped 

with high-quality bathrooms, telephones, modern wooden furniture, and brand new wood-

burning stoves. Only one or two of the buildings had been demolished. The old television 

station was being rebuilt to accommodate the tourist resort as was the hospital, the township 

government buildings, the post office, the bank, the store, the museum, and the old people’s 

home. Interestingly, no flood prevention measures had been undertaken although the cabins 

and hotels were nearly completed.  

 Tourism is also being introduced in the new settlement, where the consulting firm 

Pöyry has drawn up plans for the “Aoluguya Ethnic Reindeer Resort.” Once completed, the 

resort intends to provide employment opportunities for local residents, including hotel jobs, 

souvenir production, and jobs in services such as “Ewenki home-stays.” The plans for the 

resort even include a reindeer research center with 20 to 30 reindeer. The idea behind all this 

is “to preserve the Aoluguya cultural heritage and old livelihoods by turning the old skills and 

unique lifestyle into a tourism product” (Pöyry 2008:7).  

In reconstructing the settlement as a resort, the new town houses have been completely 

refurbished in Finnish design with modern amenities such as central heating and cable 

television. The school has (again) been made into a hotel, and a new state-of-the-art museum 

has been constructed. In a forest theme park across the road, tourists can sit in a birch bark 

tent, sip tea from bark cups, and feed a half dozen reindeer kept there, while tour guides 

dressed up in “traditional Ewenki costumes” tell stories about the Ewenki hunters and their 

shaman. The “Ethnic Reindeer Resort” hopes to stand out from other resorts thanks to its 

“unique cultural products” (Pöyry 2008:2). The question is how viable these products can be, 

if what is marketed as “the Ewenki reindeer herding and hunting culture” is only sustained 

within the parameters of the resort.  



 When the inhabitants of Aoluguya were relocated to their new homes in August 2003, 

several hundred reindeer were moved by truck from the forests and into pens at the 

resettlement site. Only one herd remained in the forest. This was the herd of a camp led by an 

elderly woman named Maria Suo, who refused to move to the new town. The move itself was 

carried out quite efficiently, and the reindeer were apparently successfully “resettled” into 

enclosures just outside the settlement. However, only days after the move, the animals fell ill 

and some of them soon perished. Anger and desperation spread among the herders as they 

watched the reindeer suffer, gradually realizing that the government was incapable of 

restoring their health. Finally, they took action, letting the reindeer out of their enclosures and 

returning them to the forests. At this point, the flaws in the government’s reindeer ranching 

scheme were plainly evident. The authorities also realized the urgency of the situation and 

agreed to assist the herders in moving the reindeer back to the forests where they could graze. 

Although the reestablishment of forest herding camps is a constant reminder of the failure of 

the government scheme, the authorities were hard pressed to find a better option than to 

accept the herders’ return to the forest.  

 While drawing on Agamben’s notion of exception, Constantinou (2008:147) argues 

that “the exceptionalized are not always defenseless,” or reducible to bare life, “especially 

when they encounter and have to navigate across different and opposing states of exception, 

and sometimes with ability to move across and to play one against the other.” This is 

particularly the case for those who manage to become “an exception to the exception” 

(Constantinou 2008). Although the “exceptionalized” may not be able to completely 

overcome the state of exception created by authorities, they may counter it by virtue of an 

exception of their own. I argue here that this is just what happened in 2003 when the 

Aoluguya reindeer herders returned to the forest. 

 



Neoliberalizing the Economy of Reindeer Herding 

 

The Chinese state collectivized the reindeer in the mid-1960s, soon after the Ewenki 

community was moved from the banks of the Amur River to the settlement at Aoluguya. 

Since Economic Reforms, Ewenki reindeer herders have been subjected to a series of policies 

and programs intended to privatize and marketize reindeer herding, centered on household 

contract herding with reindeer horn as the key product. However, as Beijing introduced its 

brave new policies, local authorities repeatedly found reasons to take exception from market-

driven rationalities, resulting in a range of local ambiguities and contradictions, especially 

with regard to the role of the township production unit and local authorities in the 

management of reindeer herding and governance of the herders.  

Following the nation-wide policy of de-collectivization, the lieye shengchandui 

(hunting production brigade) was transformed in 1980 into a lieye lianshe (hunting 

cooperative). In 1984, the cooperative offered hetong (contracts) to Ewenki herders (all adults 

without government employment), each for the herding of 30 reindeer. Contracts were thus 

offered to 25 herders who were held responsible for a total of 755 reindeer (see Kong 1994 for 

statistics on numbers of reindeer from 1950 to 1994, with annual figures provided for the 

years 1971 to 1994). The contracts did not transfer property rights to the reindeer, nor did they 

specify any pasture use rights or designated grazing areas for herding. Rather, they set a target 

(and promised a prize) for increasing the size of each herd from 30 to 40 animals in the course 

of a year. About half the contractors met the target, but after the initial year, there was no 

renewal of the contracts nor did the authorities set further targets for increasing the size of 

herds. Statistical records also show an increase in the number of reindeer between 1984 and 

1985 (from 755 to 883 animals) followed by a decline in subsequent years (see Kong 1994). 



 By the mid-1980s, most of the herders had discarded their traditional birch bark tents 

and started to use ridge tents with heavy cast iron wood-burning stoves. From then on, the 

herders moved less frequently and preferred to use a vehicle for moving, setting up their 

camps along the ever-expanding network of logging roads that had come to cut through the 

forest. The hunting cooperative had its own truck, used for moving the herder’s camps. The 

vehicle was purchased in 1988 from proceeds of the sale of 31 reindeer, each at a price of 

5,000 yuan ($735 at today’s rate). The cooperative kept 30 percent of the income from the 

sales, while the individual herders received the remaining 70 percent. In 2001, the cooperative 

was transformed into a lieye gongsi (hunting enterprise). Whereas the cooperative would take 

30 percent of the income from the sale of products, the enterprise would only charge 20 

percent, which was an important change from the herder’s perspective. Every year, the 

cooperative, and later the enterprise, would hold a meeting to explain to the herders how they 

had spent the proceeds, such as maintenance of the factory where the antlers were dried and 

payment of the workers who cut the antlers.  

After the founding of the hunting enterprise, individual herders have been allowed to 

keep the entire proceeds from the sale of reindeer, although the production unit continues to 

charge a fee (fei) of 20 percent on the cutting and marketing of reindeer horn. The herders, 

hence, regard the reindeer as the property of individual households, who will also take 

decisions whether to sell animals or slaughter them if necessary. The herds are still 

collectively herded and looked after within the camp, and all related activities such as moving 

between campsites, veterinary care such as distribution of medicines, and the cutting of 

antlers is also carried out collectively by the people of each camp.  

The fee charged by the production unit is a bone of contention for many herders, who 

would rather keep all the income from antler production to themselves. Herders are also 

discontented with the price offered for the reindeer horn, as well as the time it takes to receive 



payments. When the workers from the production unit have cut the antlers, they give the 

herders a receipt. Up to a year later, when their produce has been sold, the herders can collect 

the money. Although some of the reindeer horn is sold while it is still wet (for the production 

of alcohol infusions), most of the horn is machine-dried. The delay in payments is due to the 

time it takes to sell the reindeer horn. Aoluguya has the only plant for processing reindeer 

horn in China, and according to the head of the production unit, they are well known for their 

top-quality produce. The marketing problem is caused mainly by the large quantities of 

reindeer horn being smuggled into China from Russia, which affects the market price and 

demand for reindeer horn from Aoluguya.  

Despite a gradual shift towards privatization, the herders remain dependent on the 

township production unit, not only for the cutting and marketing of reindeer horn, but also for 

provision of veterinary services, emergency supplies in bad weather, and assistance with 

moving camps. The township government is charged with the management of reindeer 

herding as well as facilitation of other employment for the township’s inhabitants. As 

explained by the present township leader, Pu Liangsheng, reindeer herding is still an 

important occupation, but the fodder for reindeer is scarce and the reindeer population, 

therefore, needs careful guanli (management). Citing a report conducted by Finnish 

consultants hired by Pöyry, he maintained that the carrying capacity for reindeer in the present 

herding areas is 3,000 animals, whereas the number of reindeer in 2009 was about 1,200. As a 

good custodian of government policy, the township leader reiterated concerns for 

environmental protection as well as the economic viability of reindeer herding.  

In their efforts to manage the reindeer population, the township hunting production 

unit compiles statistical data on the reindeer population. The workers collect the data every 

year when they cut the reindeers’ antlers, counting the adult reindeer and asking the herders 

for the number of calves. There are of course problems with this procedure, since herders 



have incentives to under-report the number of reindeer. One reason is to hide the fact that they 

are selling reindeer in case the government tries to tax the sales. Another explanation, 

provided by herders themselves, is that they are afraid the government will start limiting the 

number of reindeer to prevent overgrazing. On the other hand, there are also incentives to 

report higher figures, including a policy to provide financial assistance to herders based on the 

size of their herds. In 2007, the central government allocated 300 yuan ($44) per year for each 

reindeer as financial support for the herders, although the municipal government was still 

keeping these funds from the herders in 2009 on the pretense that the numbers of reindeer 

were unclear. The township government also has an incentive for over-reporting the number 

of reindeer simply in the need to succeed, especially after the resettlement. As admitted by 

one government official, “As long as the numbers are going up, everything is fine.” Not 

surprisingly, the reported numbers are in fact increasing.  

At the new Aoluguya settlement, the township government has kept records of the 

reindeer population since the move in 2003. According to these records, the reindeer 

population has been steadily growing every year, from 706 in 2003 to 1,204 in 2008. The 

preliminary figure for 2009 was as high as 1,497 head as of July that year. However, the 

Finnish consultants, who collected their own data in March 2008, reported a much lower 

figure of 595 animals. Although these figures were collected before the calving season, the 

number of calves is relatively low, due mainly to the high ratio of male reindeer, preferred for 

antler production because of the size of their antlers. In addition, losses are also quite high. 

According to my own estimates, the reindeer population remained stable at around 650 

animals as of July 2008 and 2009. This represents a decline as compared to the number in 

2003 when the reindeer were moved to the new settlement. Whatever the reasons for the 

apparent stagnation, it is evidently easier for government cadres to repeat the mantra of 



progress and sustainability than to admit to difficulties and call for resources to remedy the 

situation. 

Despite succeeding in their return to the forest, the herders are acutely aware of their 

dependence on the township production unit. Individual herders respond differently to this 

dependence. Some make their own market-driven calculations, aiming to increase their self-

reliance and supplement their income by receiving tourists to their camps. Others respond to 

the opportunities of the neoliberalizing economy by moving away from antler production, 

towards meat production and the sale of live animals. A key to pursuing this strategy is a 

gradual modification of herd composition, towards a preference for females. This strategy has 

its own set of risks and dependencies, such as the market for reindeer meat, which has so far 

not been developed, and the demand for live reindeer from the tourism industry.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

With China’s transition into a “socialist market economy,” the central government was 

eventually confronted with the effects of its own free market rationalities and emphasis on 

entrepreneurial efficiency, which has contributed to an increasing pressure on China’s 

grassland and forest resources. The government’s response was to introduce “ecological 

migration” as an extraordinary departure from the policy of marketization, justified by the 

severity of environmental degradation as a threat to the ecological security of the country 

itself. Previously criticized for their lack of market orientation, the herders were hence held 

responsible for destroying the environment, while the government upheld its role as custodian 

and protector of the country’s ecology and resource base.  

When municipal authorities planned the relocation of Aoluguya, they utilized the 

central government’s discourse of environmental disaster as exception to justify the building 



of a new settlement for the Ewenki and the discontinuation of hunting. At the same time, the 

scheme to keep the reindeer in enclosures and create a reindeer ranch drew inspiration from 

the discourse of marketization and nationwide programs to transform herders into ranchers. 

The failure of the ranching scheme became all too evident after the move, opening a space for 

the herders to contest the local government and return the reindeer to the forest. Whereas the 

government’s “ecological migration” policy utilized a discourse of “exception,” the herders’ 

return to the forest can be understood as an example of “self-exceptionalization” 

(Constantinou 2008).  

The Ewenki herders were able to negotiate an “exception within the state of 

exception” (Constantinou 2008) when they brought their herds back into the forest after the 

failure of the government’s reindeer ranching project. The outcome of this negotiation was 

perhaps mainly due to the sheer urgency and immediacy of the problem, i.e., the death of the 

reindeer. While the reindeer were perishing then and there, it was difficult to find signs of the 

“environmental disaster” that was invoked by the government to justify their relocation. In 

this case, the argument was not about neoliberal rationalities or calculations. What was at 

stake and contested was the sheer survival of the reindeer, or in Agamben’s terms, bare life.  

It is difficult to predict the prospects for reindeer herding in the Daxing’anling forest. 

Whatever else it holds, the future will certainly bring changes to herding practices in response 

to new challenges and opportunities. The reindeer herders of Aoluguya are adept at adjusting 

to new conditions. In dealing with the current situation, they may have found that the best 

way to reclaim the forest is to reformulate the discourse of exceptionality and take a course 

through the zone of anomie itself. 
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