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Introduction 

 

Finland’s Parliament House in Helsinki, March 2015. The Čahppes ráidu (Black string of people1) 

protest procession arranged by Sámi youth arrives at the Parliament House from the Senate Square. 

Some of the young people are clad in black waste bags and their faces are painted with white and 

eyes with black paint. They are leading people in Sámi costumes tied in rope collars. Some of the 

young people have their Sámi costumes inside out, which has traditionally signified a silent 

demonstration. 

“The goal is to raise the issue of what will become of the Sámi if legal matters aren’t progressing. We 

[Sámi] will disappear from here”, explains Anne-Maria Magga, chairperson of the Sámi youth of 

Finland association. The young people have come to Helsinki to demonstrate their support for two 

Sámi-related laws. The demonstrators want to point out that the views of the Sámi themselves are not 

respected in the drafting and passing of laws.2 

One of the laws is the convention concerning indigenous and tribal peoples, or ILO convention no. 

169, in independent countries of the International Labour Organisation. This international convention 

requires that also the Finnish government launches special actions to protect the culture, language as 

well as the social and economic status of Sámi people. The Sámi rights to the land and waters of their 

own home area are the controversial question. 

The other legislative proposal concerns the Sámi definition, which has been disputed since the Sámi 

Parliament was founded (1995). According to the proposal by Finnish government and Sámi 

Parliament, Sámi themselves are capable of determining who is Sámi and who is not. The legislative 
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proposal wants to change a paragraph of the 1995 law, which grants Sámi identity also to those 

inhabitants of Lapland who have not considered to be Sámi this far. 

In autumn 2014, Alexander Stubb’s cabinet has included both issues in the list of projects to be 

enforced before new general election. During the last weeks of the parliament session, however, both 

proposals supported by Sámi are killed. The extended Sámi definition remains in force in the 

parliamentary reading by a vote of 162 to 28. The ILO convention isn’t debated or ratified. 

The Finnish Parliament is in chaos in March 2015 anyway. Government parties are turning against 

even their own proposals and legislative reforms remain unenforced in large part. With laws 

concerning the Sámi, however, it’s only a matter of a logical continuum. They’ve been chewed over 

in various parliaments and cabinets already for 25 years. It has become clear during this time that 

even though the Sámi were granted cultural autonomy in the 1990s, they have no voice whatsoever 

in Sámi-related issues.  

No wonder that minister of justice Anna-Maja Henriksson expresses her deep disappointment at the 

situation. “I haven’t seen a circus such as this one in all these eight years”, the minister of justice 

frets, and she isn’t merely referring to the farce during the last weeks of the parliament session. In her 

opinion, even the big parties shouldn’t be allowed to change their mind arbitrarily. “This is contrary 

to all rules of the game. If we weren’t so close to the election, this would signify a cabinet crisis. That 

is how serious this matter is.” 3 

President of Sámi Parliament, Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, makes an even more drastic move. The 

chairman of the government-appointed Sámi parliamentary body announces his resignation in protest 

against the actions of the Finnish government in the Sámi definition issue. “Human rights took a great 

stride backwards in Finland”, he says. “The parliament didn’t have the courage to make a positive 

and responsible decision for basic and human rights.” 4 



5 
 

For a long time, Finland has been praising its progressive minority policy and, from 1995, also its 

indigenous people policy to the world. Now both are getting clearly stained. The Sámi emphasise that 

by dismissing Sámi proposals, Finland is failing to fulfil its international commitments. A week later 

in Finland’s Arctic Strategy conference, foreign minister Erkki Tuomioja has to reassure that the ILO 

convention hasn’t been abandoned; the process has only been delayed.  

“I consider this regrettable and detrimental and I would have hoped that it could have been ratified 

right away”, states Tuomioja. He emphasises, however, that because the international labour 

organisation ILO indigenous peoples convention is an international convention, the process doesn’t 

stop at the general election. The new parliament and cabinet have to take up the ratification of the 

convention again. “The convention is now on the table and it has to be addressed.” 5 

The new cabinet, led by the Centre Party and starting its work in early summer 2015, isn’t including 

the ratification of the ILO convention in its governmental program, however. It hasn´t courage to 

have another try with the issue that proved to be that controversy and confusing. Were the Sámi right 

after all in thinking that it was abandoned after being discussed for over 25 years? 

 

Legislation created a new group of “Lapps” 

Sámi are the indigenous people of Finland with their own democratically elected representative body, 

Sámi Parliament. It has been in operation already from 1973 and in cooperation with the Finnish 

government it has achieved significant reforms especially with Sámi languages and administration. 

The precursor of Sámi Parliament, Sámi Delegation, had little power in the 1970s and 1980s, 

therefore it could work in relatively peaceful conditions.  

Changes in Finnish legislation at the turn of the 1990s strengthened the judicial status of the Sámi. 

They also created a dispute which has been apparent locally and to some extent nationally. Sámi 

rights to cultural autonomy started to materialise in the 1990s, but an especially important pursuit to 
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strengthen them was the discussion of ratifying the international ILO 169 indigenous peoples 

convention.  

Now Sámi ethnicity started to interest locals even wider. People, who had earlier been considered as 

local Finns (“lantalainen” in Finnish, láddeláš in Sámi, i.e. Finnish inhabitants of Lapland), started 

to question the exclusive rights of Sámi to potential future benefits. The convention was ratified 

already in 1990 in Norway, where it was expected to increase the democratic participation and 

influence of locals – both Sámi and Norwegian. Instead, in Finland the ILO convention has aroused 

fears in local Finns that their own advantages could decrease. They’ve opposed the new Sámi rights 

and the Sámi Parliament, but have nevertheless tried to get into the electoral register of the parliament 

to receive potential benefits. 6  

They have invoked their remote Sámi roots in a manner that has acquired even mystical properties. 

In 2013, Aslak A. Pieski, a Sámi from Utsjoki, wondered at the situation where people “have suddenly 

remembered hearing from their grandmother that she had seen a strange Lapp coat when she was a 

child. In adult age, she had heard that it may have been great-grandmother’s paternal father’s 

forefather’s Lapp coat. Another boasts that one of his 256 ancestors was listed as a fisherman Lapp 

in the tax roll. Now there is strong evidence of Sámi identity to open the way to the Sámi Parliament 

electoral register.” 

Often the same people, who are searching for their roots in this way, don’t accept the ILO convention. 

Pieski comments: “So they wear two hats: oppose the ILO convention, but enter an application to the 

parliament electoral register just in case. When a crow flies, it remains a crow, but it seems that a 

Finn can change into a Sámi during a lifetime.” 7 

Sámi have been an officially esteemed and accepted minority in Finland especially since the 1980s, 

and also an indigenous people since 1995 in line with international recommendations. The recent two 

decades have shown, however, that when there have been plans to grant more significant rights to the 
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Sámi, the attitude is no longer unambiguously positive. In 2015 Mikkel Näkkäläjärvi, Sámi youth 

delegate to the United Nations, criticised the reasons for dismissing the ILO convention: 

All along there have been the most fantastic reasons expressed for why the ratification of 
the convention shouldn’t be done. There have been demands for more clarification and 
circumstance analysis, it has been argued that the convention is unsuited to Finland’s 
conditions. It has been said that it will take away people’s privately owned land, hinder 
or even stop economic growth and development in employment rate. Fears have been 
stirred up that it will bring a state of war in Lapland. Spreading this uncertainty has been 
successful: many people really don’t seem to know any longer what would follow from 
enforcing the convention. 

In reality, the convention is about protecting Sámi culture, languages, livelihoods and 
identity. It would also be a sign to the world that Finland is interested in how our 
indigenous people are doing. It would strengthen Finland’s reputation as an egalitarian 
and fair country. 8 

 

In 2011 Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, chairman of Sámi Parliament, wondered in his blog at the constantly 

repeating claims that seem ridiculous from the Sámi point of view. They state that the modern Sámi 

people consist only of “reindeer Sámi who migrated from Norway to Finland”, and that ratifying the 

ILO 169 convention would impoverish the livelihood rights of local Finns, so that they would have 

to ask permission from the Sámi to move freely in their home area. 

These claims live in the Internet and newspaper opinion columns as well as in the 
activities of “Lapp culture and tradition associations”, and no policies or research results 
from the Sámi Parliament can budge this lot. 9 

 

I had personally observed that the hyperspace is populated by many other beliefs and a dense 

collection of various interpretations of Lapland’s history. I followed them half-heartedly for a long 

time, mainly perhaps with amusement or slight irritation. In spring 2015, I awoke to realise that when 

issues vital to the future of Sámi were discussed in Finland’s Parliament, unfavourable decisions were 

justified with exactly the same reasons that I had been sneering at. 

The ILO convention and Sámi definition seemed to be fairly clear issues to me and I was puzzled 

how the parliament or the highest decision-making body in Finland had arrived at such decisions. I 

was awakened by a discussion with a South-Finnish cultural researcher I had come to know as a 
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progressive and inquisitive person. When I expressed my wonder at the situation, he said: “That case 

is really quite confusing.” This view surprised me, but I knew that if it was confusing to him, it had 

to be confusing. I also got the same impression when discussing with Sámi acquaintances in Nordic 

countries, as well: they didn´t know what to think about what was happening in Finland. 

In my book, I try to map 25 years of development, and how a seemingly clear issue became so 

confusing. What is the Sámi debate all about? One important thing is to clarify why even the Finnish 

parliament, despite the sanctimonious talk, has continuously ended up refusing the Sámi right to 

decide about their own affairs. It’s also a matter of an international convention, and by not ratifying 

it, Finland has received increasing numbers of complaints in the international community. Why have 

several Finnish cabinets and most recently the parliament in March 2015 postponed the ratification 

time after time? What are the perspectives that erode Finland’s international reputation as developer 

of legislation concerning indigenous peoples? 

I’m even more interested in the modes of speech that have been used during the debate. Opponents 

of Sámi rights have successfully promoted the view that the Sámi Parliament is controlled by “a very 

small circle” of “Sámi who have migrated from Norway”, who engage in “nepotistic” policies by 

accepting “only their own folk” as Sámi and by restricting “the democratic opportunities” of genuine 

Forest Sámi to be involved in decision-making. This view has penetrated Finnish media as well as 

decision-makers surprisingly well. Where has this mode of speech come from and what kind of reality 

is it building up? 

Several scientific articles have been made on this subject, even doctoral theses, but mostly in Finnish. 

Seija Tuulentie’s Meidän vähemmistömme [Our Minority] (2001) and Erkki Pääkkönen’s 

Saamelainen etnisyys ja pohjoinen paikallisuus [Sámi Ethnicity and Northern Locality] (2008) are 

excellent journeys into the Sámi struggle, as well as Sanna Valkonen’s Poliittinen saamelaisuus 

[Political Sáminess]  (2009). My own description here is a more popular and timely follow-up to them 

and, at the same time, it’s a summary of a 25 years long struggle. 10 
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The only English monograph on the issue is The ILO Convention No. 169 in a Nordic Context with 

Comparative Analysis: An Interdisciplinary Approach, the dissertation of Tanja Joona in the 

University of Lapland in 2012. It is mostly limited to juridical analysis, while the treatment of social 

and especially contextual issues remains quite superficial.11 It also represents the view that has been 

opposed by e.g. Sámi scholars Antti Aikio and Mathias Åhren in their article which deals 

comprehensively with the issue of the Sámi definition in Finland. 12 Laura Junka-Aikio has deepened 

this analysis as a social scientist. 13 

The publications describe how continually repeated adverse modes of speech, which do not follow 

the rules of normal scientific debate, may shake a national state’s self-evident conceptions, such as 

international human rights or an indigenous people’s autonomy. They also reflect the attitudes of 

politicians and decision-makers, where seemingly positive starting points “to protect minority 

cultures” can lead to most negative results for the legislative initiatives.  

 

“Knowledge” of Sámi?  

In my book, I would rather ask what knowledge and expertise the contemporary discussion and modes 

of speech are based on. Before the culmination of the debate, I had just published a large history 

volume, Saamelaiset suomalaiset – kohtaamisia [Sámi Finns - Encounters] 1896-1953 (SKS 2012), 

where I also contemplated the expertise that Finns applied in managing Sámi affairs in the first part 

of the previous century. 

I concluded that the “knowledge of Sámi” the decision-makers and civil servants used was a mixed 

bag of various influences. Often it wasn’t based on science, but it was influenced by old Sámi-related 

images, ideas of Finns as the vanguard of civilisation in the north and public pseudo-information, 

which was fostered by abundant popular media. A great deal of ordinary Finns – even of civil servants 
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on their way to Lapland – adopted their views from a very diverse field of communication, from 

newspapers to travel guides and text books to fiction. 14  

When I was writing the study, I still thought that luckily the “information” of Sámi is generated 

differently nowadays. Then I realised that it was still happening at the same manner.  Still at the end 

of the 1990s, many Sámi believed that decisions important also to the Sámi, as well as the Sámi image 

in media, were based on “facts” and solid expertise, deliberated documents and researched 

information. One may ask if this confidence was caused by a strong judicial emphasis in Sámi policies 

or by a positive development of Sámi society till the 1990s. 

Perhaps this confidence makes you wonder at the debate going on in letters to the editor and social 

media about ratifying the ILO convention and the Sámi definition; every inhabitant of the north, even 

a national beauty contestant, becomes an expert on the ILO convention. In reality, the claims that are 

very popular in publicity despite their dubious nature seem to have had a quite strong influence both 

in Finnish media and the views of decision-makers. These networks are a very essential part in the 

current Sámi debate on local and international arenas. 

In recent years, the concept of “knowledge” has been problematisized when the popular ways of 

argumentation and the “post-truth” discourses in internet forums, for instance, have become more 

visible and influential. Arthur Schopenhauer ironically named this kind of rhetoric “the art of being 

right”, when studying the tricks, dodges, and chicanery that people are using in order to be right in 

the end. According to Schopenhauer, you can generalize and exaggerate the opponent´s specific 

statements in order to revoke or ridicule them, to choose both facts and metaphors favourable to your 

own propositions, to appeal to authorities that support your claims, or to construct falsely the 

opponent´s conception of the matter and argue against that. Schopenhauer also reminds about 

becoming personal or insulting as a popular means to be right. 15  
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To study these manoeuvres in contemporary Sámi discussion, I wanted to extend my research material 

to especially review local communication in the Sámi territory, such as the Sámi speaking YleSápmi 

channel on Finnish national radio and especially the local Finnish Inarilainen newspaper and its 

letters to the editor, as well as Internet sources from newspapers to opinion columns. I’ll also present 

personal examples, because I’ve been involved in the affairs a few times,  promoting Sámi opinions 

in public and signing appeals for the ILO convention. 16  

Due to my complicity, I thought I should declare myself partial right off the bat – I’m Sámi after all, 

and traditionally, in the eyes of Finns at least, a Sámi cannot be impartial in matters related to Sámi, 

while they can claim themselves to be impartial when investigating the Finnish-Sámi relations from 

their own point of view. In recent years, however, it has been emphasized that even openly political 

perspectives can increase the objectivity of knowledge if they succeed to reveal some biases or blind 

angles that have been remained invisible or unrecognized. Thus, impartiality and objectivity are not 

parallel concepts, but there are diverse possibilities for objectivity, as long as the evidence will not 

be replaced by values or ideologies.17  

In order to decrease my subjectivity and to avoid starting to use tricks and dodges myself, I have tried 

to depict and analyse events and argumentations as transparently as possible so that the reader can 

follow my reasoning and assess its reliability him/herself. This has been my effort to produce 

justifiable and reliable knowledge about the controversies on Sámi issues that I think are in danger to 

remain invisible, not only in the Finnish society, but also in Nordic discussion on indigenous rights 

of the Sámi. 

 

Background: 

Sámi – minority and indigenous people 
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The Sámi are a people with a uniform origin and their own languages and culture. They live in an 

extensive, thousands of kilometres long zone, which extends from southern Scandinavia to the tip 

of the Kola peninsula in northern Russia. It’s called Sámiland (Sápmi in North Sámi). The Sámi are 

a minority in the territories on four countries: Finland, Norway, Sweden and Russia. They are the 

only population recognised as an indigenous people in the European Union. According to 

international law, a population group is considered an indigenous people when their ancestors 

inhabited their territory during the time it was occupied or subsequently colonised or before the 

current national frontiers were born. 18 

After the territories were occupied and colonised, the Sámi have preserved their traditional way of 

life as well as their social, economic, cultural and political institutions. Special Sámi characteristics 

also include nine existing Sámi languages with histories dating back two or three millennia. Sámi 

and Finnish have developed from the same parent language, which separated in the course of 

changing livelihoods and lifestyles. The inhabitants of southwestern Finland or later Finns received 

strong Germanic influences in agriculture, for example, while the inhabitants of midlands mostly 

continued in hunting livelihoods. Sámi language professor Pekka Sammallahti has wittily stated that 

Finns are Sámi who have become Indo-European. 19 

Depending on the calculation method, the number of Sámi is estimated between 60,000 and 100,000 

people. The best Sámi statistics have been compiled in Finland, where there are currently about 

10,000 Sámi. Most of them live in Norway, where the estimate varies between 30,000 and 60,000 

people. Only part of the Sámi belong in the Sámi Parliament electoral register in Norway. There are 

20,000 - 30,000 Sámi in Sweden and a couple thousand in Russia. 

Sámi territory in Finland consists of Enontekiö, Inari and Utsjoki municipalities and the area of 

Lapland’s reindeer-grazing association in the Vuotso region in the Sodankylä municipality. Sámi 

have been the majority only in Utsjoki. North Sámi (also called Mountain Sámi) has the strongest 

position among Sámi languages in Nordic countries today. It’s spoken in a wide region in Finland, 

Sweden and Norway. Also two smaller Sámi languages are spoken in Finland, Inari and Skolt Sámi. 

Only a couple hundred people speak these languages. 
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So Finnish Sámi are divided into three groups on a linguistic basis: North, Inari and Skolt Sámi. North 

Sámi are traditionally divided into two dialect groups, which also reflect a difference in livelihoods: 

speakers of the eastern dialect have been river Sámi from Utsjoki, while speakers of the western 

dialect have been reindeer Sámi from Enontekiö, Sompio and West Inari. Sámi languages were 

granted official status in 1992 in Finland, when the Sámi language act was decreed. It was renewed 

in 2004. The act granted Sámi people the right to receive government services in Sámi languages. 

The right is rarely fulfilled, however, because many civil servants don’t know the Sámi languages. 

The law does not oblige them; it only recommends that they know the language. 20 

Children and young people in the Finnish Sámi territory have the right to receive basic education in 

Sámi languages. It has also been enabled in secondary level schools as well as on the university 

level in the Giellagas institute in the University of Oulu. Smaller Sámi languages have been 

especially revitalized with language nests, and Inari Sámi have been particularly active there. A 

language nest is a child care method similar to a kindergarten, where small children are taught an 

endangered language and culture with language immersion. Language nest operation supports the 

transfer of language from generation to another. 21 

Sámi identity has traditionally been associated with reindeer husbandry, language and traditional 

way of life in the Sámi territory. They constitute the cultural background which the identity of a modern 

Sámi is based on. It acquires new forms, however, as the Sámi youth of Finland association 

describes: 

Although lean-tos, huts and other traditional things belonging to Sámi culture are still part 
of the Sámi year-round life, we Sámi youth also have modern dwellings, porcelain toilet 
seats, top-class information technology gadgets, such as mobile phones and computers 
- - as well as modern cars, motor sledges and ATVs. Today more than half of the Sámi 
live outside the Sámi territory, many of them in the city areas — in principle, Helsinki is 
the biggest Sámi village in Finland. 22 

 

This change is one factor in the Sámi debate when outsiders have wondered what ethnicity is all 

about. Today a person listed in the Sámi Parliament electoral register doesn’t necessarily live in 
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Sámiland. A person doesn’t need to know the Sámi language to be Sámi. Although a person is a 

reindeer herder in Finland, he or she isn’t Sámi, unless the other Sámi characteristics are present. 

Sámi identity cannot therefore be solely reduced to a certain characteristic, as outsiders often seem 

to expect. Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, chairman of Sámi Parliament, stated in 2012: “Sámi culture isn’t 

merely good or non-existent language skills. Culture cannot be pruned into superficial attributes or 

concepts based on tax lists or language certificates. - - Sámi culture is a way of life, and in addition 

to Sámi language, it includes traditional livelihoods, knowledge of tradition, epic tradition, yoik, 

community history, values, customs and social system.” 23 

Defining Sámi identity is based on objective characteristics, such as language or kinship. Subjective 

characteristics are equally important in ethnic Sámi identity. Individual self-identification or a person’s 

own identification with a group is an essential condition of belonging to an ethnic group, but so is 

group identification. The community itself must have the right to define who belong to it. This creates 

the feeling of “us”, the idea of a shared group that makes the members of a certain group aware of 

their shared dissimilarity. They feel they share the same culture and same identity, which is different 

from other groups. 

They have a consciousness of a common heritage with their own people and a language that 

strengthens both community with “us” and difference from “them”. The essential thing today is, 

however, the affinity of the ethnic group, which is also central to the definition of an indigenous 

people. With ethnic groups, we speak of relationships between living persons, where kinship and 

common cultural heritage are in a vital role. 24 

Siida or Lapp village system is considered the basic historical form of Sámi society. The network of 

villages still covered the whole Sámi territory in early 18th century. The term Lapp village referred to 

a certain area inhabited by Sámi, which was bordered from other Lapp villages with strict 

agreements. Lapp villages also constituted the administrative system in northern Sweden at that 

time. Later the Kemi Lapland siida was located in Finnish territory, and it covered approximately the 
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current Lapland province, excluding Utsjoki and Käsivarsi (northwest Lapland), which belonged to 

Tornio Lapland. 

The lands and waters of Lapp villages were used by clans or families, which lived scattered on their 

Lapp taxation lands for most part of the year, but gathered to the common winter village for midwinter. 

All common social activities of the community were conducted there. The operation of Lapp villages 

has been reconstructed later in studies, and there’s no reliable knowledge of whether all Sámi had 

winter villages, for example. 

The Lapp village system has been considered a form of Sámi self-government, even autonomic 

government. It crumbled gradually from the end of the 17th century, when Nordic societies took the 

territories over. Old Lapp village usufructs were often changed into private new farm properties. The 

Sámi debate has been accompanied by a disagreement whether the Lapp villages owned the lands 

and waters, i.e. do Sámi have rights from time immemorial to their historical territories. Sámi 

Parliament has emphasised that the burden of proof lies with the government, which has not been 

able to prove its own right of ownership. 25 

When Sámi have laid claims to the land use of the Sámi territory, they have also proposed an 

administrative return to the Lapp village system (see chapter 1). On the other hand, the counter-

movement to Sámi, so-called neo-Lapps, started to establish “Lapp village associations” in the 1990s 

and implied that they were continuation to the Lapp village heritage. 

The current Sámi government is based on a different model, which took shape on the basis of the 

Finnish government in the 1970s. The highest political body of the Sámi is their parliament 

Sámediggi or Sámi Parliament. In Finland, it was founded already in 1973 under the name Sámi 

Delegation, which changed into Sámi Parliament after the Nordic example in 1995. 21 members and 

four deputies are elected from among the Sámi in elections organised every four years. The most 

important organs in the Parliament are the Plenum, executive Board and full-time chair. Additionally, 

the Parliament appoints numerous expert committees for different sectors. 26 
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Founding the Sámi Parliament in 1995 was related to a wider cultural autonomy that the Finnish 

government granted to Sámi. This gives Sámi Parliament authority to decide such things as directing 

funds to teaching material production, social services in the Sámi language and supporting culture. 

According to the Sámi Parliament law, civil servants should hear the parliament more extensively in 

matters that concern the Sámi “in a far-reaching and significant way”. Many think, however, that this 

hearing doesn’t work out very well compared to Norway, for example, where civil servants are 

obliged to consider the Sámi parliament. Finnish Sámi Parliament does not have actual jurisdiction 

over the land use of traditional Sámi territories, for example. 

Modern Sámi identity is no longer committed to traditional livelihoods or way of life as strongly as 

before. The traditional Sámi livelihoods have been reindeer husbandry, fishing and hunting, but most 

Sámi acquire their income outside the traditional livelihoods. Land use in the Sámi territory is 

nevertheless an important factor as a foundation of the whole Sámi culture. According to the ILO 

convention, for example, the unique culture, identity and way of life of indigenous peoples are 

“shaped by their traditional territories and natural resources and closely connected to them.” 

Therefore, rights to the land use and environment are important to indigenous peoples. The Sámi 

youth of Finland association has stated: 

In the current system, Sámi affairs, such as fishing rights, issues related to reindeer 
husbandry and education, are decided by others than Sámi themselves. Sámi self-
determination is rather artificial and doesn’t provide any real possibility to decide about 
their own affairs. One of the greatest challenges today is to achieve true self-government 
in affairs that justifiably cannot be decided by anyone else but the Sámi themselves. 27 

 

According to the youth, the self-government granted to the Sámi in Finland in 1995 extends in 

practice as far as consensus with different authorities. It’s threatened by competing ways of land use 

from tourism to mining, and ultimately the government has free rein in these respects. For the Sámi, 

control over land use is a question of the foundation of the whole cultural environment, which is 

equally important as Sámi languages and the rest of the cultural heritage. 

Questions related to land use and Sámi self-determination are precisely the hot potato that 

crystallises the debates on defining Sámi identity and the ILO convention. 
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There have been attempts to develop Sámi self-government in all Nordic countries from the 1980s. 

They have their own administrative institutions, specifically Sámi Parliament, which was founded in 

Norway and Sweden at the turn of the 1990s. Favourable development was based on active Sámi-

related legislation, which has resulted in fruitful development on local and regional levels. Enforcing 

legally stipulated Sámi policy decisions predominantly on municipal and provincial levels has led to 

the emergence of new local and regional institutions. 28 

Sámi parliaments are among the most important influences in the public sector of their home area, 

but the official service apparatus cannot serve special groups sufficiently. Therefore, civic activity 

organised in associations is lively also in the Sámi society. Associations often belong to national or 

Nordic umbrella organisations. Saami Council (Sámiráđđi) functions as the international cooperation 

body of Sámi communities involved in civic activities. 

Saami Council is a cooperation body of Norwegian, Swedish, Finnish and Russian Sámi, which 

distributes and administers cultural subsidies to organisations and promotes visions of cultural policy. 

Saami Council has also striven to foster the competence and community activities of Russian 

indigenous peoples. The success of Sámi has traditionally been based on wider connections, which 

have extended to national and international levels, from the Nordic Sámi community to cooperation 

to with indigenous peoples. 29 

Sámi have been active in the cooperation between indigenous peoples, which has developed into a 

global network since the 1970s. Saami Council especially has taken a strong role in the UN 

indigenous peoples work, for example in the Permanent Forum of Indigenous Issues. Indigenous 

people status can influence national legislation through international law. Saami Council’s special 

priority is international influence through the UN to national levels. It has occasionally even come 

into conflict with the Sámi Parliaments, whose official cooperation in the Nordic countries mainly 

takes place in joint forums of parliament presidents. 30 
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Sámi culture is a matter of pride for many people, because different forms of Sámi art, for example, 

are well-known even internationally. In the field of culture, signs of becoming established include 

regular festivals and events, which are venues for varied encounters.  

The development of Sámi government and culture has made Sámi identity a positive or even 

emulated thing. The current strong position of the Sámi is reflected in the way new kinds of struggles 

are fought over their (real or imagined) rights. The heritage of the Sámi movement has become 

challenged in many ways especially in the 2000s. 
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Chapter 1 

Sámi rights – dictatorial power? 

 

Finland was a pioneer in the 1970s when it founded a dedicated Sámi parliament or Sámi delegation 

(Saamelaisvaltuuskunta) already in 1973, as the first Nordic country.31 In Norway, for example, the 

old tradition of assimilation policy or Norwegianisation was still strongly felt, although young Sámi 

had begun to move against it. The Sámi policy of the Norwegian government didn’t change until the 

struggle over the Alta-Kautokeino waterway dam at the turn of the 1980s. The Alta Conflict was one 

of the most remarkable societal controversies in Nordic countries which has been studied a lot.32 

In Finland, awareness of Sámi rights especially at the turn of the 1970s resulted in the emergence of 

committees and proposals discussing the status of the Sámi language. The radical movement of Sámi 

youth wanted to bring up also social issues, such as land and water rights. They had plans for a 

national Sámi organisation to support their claims, as the Sámi in Norway and Sweden already had. 

The political pressure could be a reason for Finland’s cabinet, led by the Centre Party in 1971, to 

found a state committee to discuss a rational way to deal with Sámi issues.  

Committees had convened before, but reports had not yielded perceptible results. Work in the Sámi 

committee did, however, result in the birth of a democratically elected representational body, Sámi 

Delegation. A test election was organised already in autumn 1972, before the committee work ended. 

The committee report, which was published in 1973, was a comprehensive document and a certain 

kind of programme for the new Parliament. 

The report specified that the most important goals of Sámi policy were to protect Sámi rights to their 

livelihoods, to achieve official status for the Sámi language in Finland and to secure the status of the 
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Sámi in Finnish legislation and administrative system. In a wider perspective, the goal was a Sámi 

Act which would enable extensive Sámi government in the Sámi territory, including land and water 

rights. 33 

The starting points were difficult: the Delegation had been assigned the task to oversee Sámi rights, 

but it wasn’t provided with authority or sufficient resources for this task. Authorities weren’t 

obligated to listen to Sámi opinions. The operation of the Sámi Delegation was largely reactive in the 

1970s and 1980s: usually it presented statements on projects that were already in preparation. 

Significant results were achieved mainly in language and school politics. A Sámi school affairs 

planner was appointed in Lapland’s State Provincial Office. The status of the Sámi language was 

considerably strengthened in primary and upper secondary school legislation. 

Among the most successful undertakings of the Sámi Delegation was the proposal of the Sámi 

language act, which came into power in 1992 in Sámi territory municipalities. Compared to the 

similar act in Norway, however, it was a compromise in many respects: Sámi language skills were 

not required of civil servants, it was only a recommendation. The enforcement of the act especially 

in local level was to cause problems especially because of the attitudes of civil cervants. Anyhow, the 

act did raise the status of the Sámi language among outsiders as well as Sámi. 34 

At the same time, the Sámi Act or the question of governing the lands and waters in the Sámi territory 

was carefully considered in many committees all through the 1970s and 1980s. The Advisory Board 

of Sámi Affairs, fronted by provincial governor Asko Oinas, prepared a proposal for a Sámi Act and 

submitted it to minister of employment Matti Puhakka before midsummer 1990. The starting point 

was that the so-called state lands in Sámi territories not included in the farm system would constitute 

Sámi common land, an undivided land and water territory, which would be managed by a Sámi 

governing body consisting of Lapp villages. Lapp village referred to the basic unit of the ancient Sámi 

society, which paid joint Lapland tax. 



21 
 

According to the Sámi Act, private rights, such as the fishing rights of farms and rights belonging to 

reindeer, natural livelihood and Skolt farms, would remain as they were. Governor Oinas explained 

the nature of the proposal: 

“These arrangements wouldn’t detract from any private person’s property or established 
right concerning a livelihood. All other legal land usage, fishing and movement of the 
local population would also remain unchanged. Municipalities would also retain authority 
in town planning and construction matters.” 35 

 

Despite reassurances, the published draft law aroused “astonishment” and “irritation” especially 

among those who used nature and resources in the Sámi territory. Newspaper headlines reported the 

reactions: “Sámi Act would decrease hunting possibilities of inhabitants”, “Sámi Act proposal 

astonishes hunters and fishermen in Inari”. In local newspapers, Sámi claims were compared to the 

apartheid politics of South-Africa and there were fears that the situation could become similar to 

Northern Ireland. Letters to the editor snapped: “Sámi Act is a new oppression law”. 36 

Opponents considered that the act would create inequality among local population groups. Local 

nature users were worried about their fishing and hunting rights. Change from the Finnish National 

Board of Forestry role to Sámi government preoccupied many people. There were fears that the Sámi 

territory would change into a “reservation” if it was handed over to the Sámi. An old fear spread on 

the local level that the Finns in the region would be exiled from their land and hunting rights. 

Matti Morottaja, former chair of the Sámi Delegation, regarded the fuss as a sign that the importance 

of Sámi government had increased. Back in the 1970s, the Sámi Act didn’t rouse great emotion and 

passion: “The idea was perhaps considered so utopian that the local majority population, for example, 

didn’t take it quite seriously.” Now the Sámi Delegation had become a power factor. It was seen as a 

threat that would change circumstances both in land ownership and reindeer husbandry. On the other 

hand, Finns already believed in its possibilities to bring benefits and so they wanted to secure also 

their own benefits. 37 
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Commotion against the Sámi Act and the contradictory statements had the effect that the ministry of 

the interior was ready to freeze the draft law. Minister of justice, Hannele Pokka, also thought that it 

would cause more problems than it would solve. However, Pokka wanted to develop certain proposals 

of the draft law separately, such as transforming the decree-based Sámi Delegation into a statutory 

Sámi Parliament. 38  

On this basis, Sámi Delegation proposed two committees. Sámi Delegation itself would clarify land 

ownership issues and problems related to the ratification of the ILO convention on indigenous 

peoples. The ministry of justice appointed its own committee to discuss Sámi-related administration 

and constitutional status. The committee view was that the equal treatment of Sámi as an indigenous 

people would become implemented when they were constitutionally decreed their own ethnic cultural 

autonomy or cultural self-government. The resources of the Sámi representational body had to be 

increased and it had to be granted more authority to decide about their own affairs. Also, it had to 

have a direct right of initiative in Finnish parliament in issues concerning the Sámi. 39 

The model now was Norway, where Sámi parliament had started in 1989 and had turned out to be a 

strong local and national influence. The Norwegian government granted it significant rights and it 

sought to build cooperation with local Norwegians. Norwegian Sámi policy had made a complete 

about-turn in the 1980s. The Alta conflict had smeared Norway’s reputation internationally, and it 

started to investigate Sámi rights to remedy the situation. The result was the Sámi language act and 

the founding of the Sámi parliament at the end of the 1980s. Norway also ratified the ILO convention 

among the first countries in 1990 and recognised the Sámi as an indigenous people. The best-known 

consequence of the ILO convention in Norway was the Finnmark Act (2004), which gave the former 

state-owned lands in the region to the possession of the local Sámi and Norwegians. 40 

Finland also had plans to implement new legislation to ensure better possibilities for the Sámi to be 

involved in the preparation of affairs concerning them. In spring 1995, the cabinet completed 
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proposals for cultural autonomy laws. The status of the Sámi as an indigenous people in Finnish 

legislation was ratified in them for the first time. 

The cultural autonomy of the Sámi ended up consisting of three separate laws in 1995. The law about 

changing Finland’s constitution granted the Sámi as an indigenous people the right to autonomy over 

their own language and culture in their home area. At the same time, Finnish parliament passed laws 

on the Sámi parliament and the use of the Sámi language with authorities. 41 

 

Oppressive legislation?  

Finland’s Parliament House in February 1995: A citizen’s delegation has arrived from Enontekiö to 

demonstrate against the Sámi rights that are being discussed in parliament. The aim is to enact the 

legislation for establishing the Sámi cultural autonomy. The members of the delegation call 

themselves “Lapps” and some of them are dressed in pseudo-Sámi costumes. This event means a 

beginning for a long process of appropriation of the concept “Lapp” to a local group which has been 

usually considered to be Finnish. 

The demonstrators gathered on the parliament house steps carrying posters: “Is the parliament 

blessing a civil war starting in Lapland?”, “Adam and Eve were indigenous, and “Why an oppressive 

law only to the North?”.There have been acrimonious writings in newspapers, where the Sámi 

parliament act has been considered “a racial discrimination and inferior population deportation law 

of Northern Lapland’s reservation”. Northern Lapland has been compared to South Africa and Nazi 

Germany. The draft law is regarded as a conspiracy and “a Trojan horse” which is used for covertly 

enforcing the old Sámi Act and for letting the Sámi to establish a dictatorship in Lapland. 42 

Despite the demonstrations, the Finnish parliament ratifies the act, but it’s postponed after the 

elections. In June 1995, both Sámi representatives and opponents of the act gather at Finland’s 

Parliament House to wait for the parliament decision. The culture and self-government package is 
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ratified by a vote of 159 to 20. Five of the members of Finnish parliament from Lapland oppose the 

act, three are in favour. Chairman of Sámi Parliament, Pekka Aikio, is pleased to say that the Sámi 

have “good reason to be proud of Finland as a leading country in the commonly narrow path of 

implementing human rights.” 43 

The Sámediggi or Sámi Parliament, starting in 1996, continues the work of the former Sámi 

delegation with slightly better resources. It gets a full-time chairman or president. The parliament 

itself can also distribute the funds to support Sámi culture; previously the Finnish ministry of 

education decided on these funds. That’s about all the power the new legislation has to offer for the 

Sámi. Authorities still don’t have to consult Sámi Parliament in affairs concerning the Sámi territory. 

44  

Similarly, the proposed direct right of initiative to the Finnish parliament has been dropped off the 

bill. The Sámi Parliament still isn’t granted more political power; it remains an advisory body. The 

new president of the Sámi Parliament, Pekka Aikio, assumes that minister of justice Jyri Häkämies 

watered down the reform, because he didn’t want the Sámi to have a right of initiative that would 

overtake the cabinet. 45 

Many Sámi suspect that “the mention of Sámi cultural autonomy that will possibly be entered in 

Finland’s constitution will remain just a declaration”.46 Opponents of the draft law state, however, 

that they will continue the fight to repeal the law. They found a new organisation, “A Lappish Culture 

and Tradition Association”, in Enontekiö with the purpose to “foster and protect Lappish culture”. 

It’s categorically opposed to Sámi Parliament. Journalist Jaakko Tahkolahti from the Helsingin 

Sanomat newspaper characterises it: 

People who had before sharply criticised the operation of Sámi Delegation, the 
predecessor of Sámi Parliament, and had demonstratively dissociated themselves from it, 
gravitated to the association. In their opinion, Sámi Parliament had been a leftist political 
group. - - Now they said they were afraid the new laws would result in Sámi dictation 
policy in northern Lapland and demand that they must also be accepted as Sámi based on 
their family roots and the new law. 47 
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Chairman of the association, Jouni Eira, states that he will appeal against the ratification of the law 

in the European Court of Human Rights and the United Nations. That never happens. Instead, the 

association starts a campaign against Sámi Parliament and Sámi rights that has continued to this day. 

The counter-movement adopts the name Lapps to describe their identity. This faction has 

subsequently been called “neo-Lapps” in Sámi research. 

 

Rival histories 

Sámi were acknowledged as an indigenous people for the first time in Finnish legislation in the 1995 

Sámi Parliament act and the concurrent civil rights reform. Ratifying the associated ILO convention 

required settling the legal status of the Sámi in a way satisfactory to the Sámi. The pain spot was land 

rights, which the Sámi Parliament regarded as an essential condition to the activities of traditional 

land use and further to all culture.  

The Sámi Parliament had promised to make a land right report under Kaisa Korpijaakko’s direction 

and funded by the ministry of the interior. No financial support came, however. This happened 

although the Finnish parliament, in connection with the Sámi Parliament act, had required a quick 

report as a basis for ratifying the ILO convention. So the Sámi Parliament worked on the report with 

its own funds. 

Contrary to this, the ministry of the interior started its own investigations. In 1998, it appointed its 

own investigator, member of the Supreme Administrative Court Pekka Vihervuori, to deliver an 

opinion on Sámi usufructuary rights on the state-owned land. He proposed founding a new Land 

Rights Council in connection with the Sámi Parliament. Four of its eight members would be appointed 

by the Sámi Parliament, the other four would be representatives from the municipalities in the region. 
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Based on Vihervuori’s report, the ministry of the interior appointed a committee under the direction 

of provincial governor Hannele Pokka. It proposed an advisory board to control the use of state land, 

consisting of representatives from the government, municipalities and Sámi groups. The last-

mentioned would have been a minority in the group, however, and the Sámi Parliament did not 

approve the proposal. 48 

Since issues related to land ownership were not part of Vihervuori’s assignment, only the usage of 

land, the ministry of justice requested Doctor of Laws Juhani Wirilander to draw a judicial assessment 

of land ownership conditions in the Sámi territory based on reports made so far. According to 

Wirilander, there was no undisputed evidence that Lapp villages owned their lands. 49 

The Sámi Parliament did not approve the reports of the ministry of justice, because they had been 

made without hearing the views of the Sámi. The Sámi were involved neither in framing the questions 

for the reports, nor as any other kind of experts. According the Sámi Parliament, the problematization 

of the mentioned assignments was incorrect since the real question should be, if the state has 

undisputed evidence to be the owner of Sámi lands. Korpijaakko, for instance, stated that the 

annexation of Sámi lands by the states in 17th and 18th centuries had not based on legislation but 

decrees which the officials and civil servants started to follow.  

In 2000, the ministry of justice ceased appointing requested experts to the work group supervising 

Sámi Parliament’s own land rights investigation. Instead, it founded its own committee to prepare 

proposals that would clear the way for ratifying the ILO convention. It did not include experts 

nominated by the Sámi Parliament because it considered the Sámi to be partial when clarifying the 

land ownership in northern Finland. 50 

The Sámi Parliament published the report of its own work group, to the effect that the lands in the 

Sámi territory “had been transferred from their earlier owners to the formal ownership of the state 

without expressed justification and without constitutional contribution”. According to the report 
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later research information has been able to convincingly vindicate the traditional property 
rights of the Sámi to the lands and waters of the northern territory. Arguments presented 
by the government for the rights of the state are feeble and superficial compared to 
preceding ones, and insufficient to prove the ownership of the state from a historical 
viewpoint or to substantiate its legally acceptable transfer to the ownership of the state 
based on newer land legislation. 51 

 

In 2002, the ministry of justice started to fund a new commissioned study. A group of history and law 

researchers from the universities of Lapland and Oulu, led by professor Jouko Vahtola, was assigned 

to clarify “the settlement and demographic history, land use and land ownership conditions in former 

Kemi and Tornio Laplands”.  

Again, the Sámi Parliament did not approve the premises of the new research. It specifically criticised 

the way the viewpoint of the indigenous people had been completely ignored already in the definition 

and tendering of the research, which was carried out without consulting the Sámi Parliament. The 

research frame did not even mention that the state would have to prove its ownership “on Sámi lands”, 

not the Sámi. 52 

Erkki Pääkkönen has drawn attention to the peculiar premises in the ministry research project. The 

researchers were given a precondition that they shouldn’t have “any connections to interest groups 

determined by the research subject”. Thus, the Sámi were consequently defined legally incompetent 

in their own affairs in a dispute between the Sámi and Finns. Pääkkönen states: “However, questions 

of legal incompetence weren’t problematised in any way in the case of the researchers, who were 

North-Finnish and represented the majority population.” Three of them had appeared as experts when 

neo-Lapps petitioned for a wider Sámi definition, for example. Instead, not one Sámi or Sámi 

representative researcher was included. 53 

The history work group of the ministry of justice published its report in 2006. It didn’t think it had 

found support in its research to a view that the Sámi had owned their land. “It cannot be proved that 

Lapp villages had collective right to the lands of the village in Kemi and Tornio Laplands”, it stated. 
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“The Lapland tax of Mountain, Fisherman and Forest Lapps entered in the land register in the 19th 

century wasn’t - - in any part based on and proof of land and land ownership, as has been claimed.” 

54 

Mauno Hiltunen, a researcher in the project, later said that results from the investigation were keenly 

waited for, like decisions from the highest court in complicated cases. In his view, historical research 

“cannot however function as a court of law or truth commission, because historical knowledge cannot 

be used either for the present or against it”. 55 In a land law seminar arranged by the Sámi Parliament 

in Inari in 2008, administrative director Olli Muttilainen from the ministry of justice said that he had 

heard expressions of disappointment in public about the fact that the research did not solve the land 

ownership issue. “The assignment wasn’t based on that assumption anyway.”  

Muttilainen admitted that there was some foundation in the criticism that the negotiations towards the 

Sámi Parliament could have been conducted better. He argued, though, that the state wasn’t officially 

obliged to negotiate, but such an essential project shouldn’t be started without negotiating with the 

Sámi. The same applied to other projects that significantly influenced the status of the Sámi. 56 

It seemed, however, that there were two rivalling histories about the historical ownership of Sámi 

territories. The results from both of them didn’t change the general notion of the life or cultural history 

of Lapp villages as such, but they had a strong impact on the current Sámi debate. The Sámi 

Parliament stated that the rights of the Lapp villages had not been revoked by legislation, but merely 

in the course of a gradually evolved practice. The opinion of the ministry was that state ownership 

was undisputed: Lapp villages had had usufructuary rights to their lands, not property rights. 

Neither party accepted each other’s interpretations but stuck firmly to their own standpoints. Ending 

up with two rivalling histories seemed to signify a deadlock in land rights investigations. The 

ownership issue of the historical Sámi territory drifted into a stalemate. The new chairman of the 

Sámi Parliament in 2008, Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, stated that the issue couldn’t be solved with new 
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investigations or models. His notion was that “we no longer need investigations, we need political 

will”. 57 

 

Freezing ratification  

At the same time, discussions on ratifying the ILO convention continued in public as well as in 

different cabinets. Its purpose was to protect the rights of the indigenous people to its language and 

culture in a way acceptable to the indigenous people. Control over Sámi territories was in an important 

role also here, although the Sámi Parliament was prepared to compromise over it in the final stages. 

Among the local population, however, the ILO convention was considered almost an equivalent to 

the Sámi Act. Therefore, it was emphatically rejected.  

ILO 169 is an extensive convention involving many sectors. The judicial experts said to be 

noteworthy that Finland had already fulfilled the ratification requirements of the convention in many 

respects. Especially land law and natural resource issues were still unsolved however. In public 

discussion, they stood out as almost the only things that were associated with the ILO convention, as 

did the question who the convention applies to. The public discussion completely ignored the sections 

of convention, aiming to use special means to support Sámi cultural traditions, such as the customs 

and traditional customary law of indigenous peoples, i.e. Sámi ways of understanding their own 

cultural environment and the related land use, for example. 58 

Another issue missing in public discussion was the essential goal in the ILO convention to create 

practices and structures that would help the Sámi make themselves heard. The convention would give 

the Sámi a better right to participate and a genuine possibility to get a strong role in decision-making 

in issues that influence the Sámi. The convention requires systematic, not merely sporadic 

negotiations with the Sámi. The parties in the negotiations are the government and the representative 

bodies of the indigenous peoples — in the case of Finland, Sámi Parliament and Skolt village meeting 
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in matters concerning the Skolt Sámi. The goal is to achieve consensus or approval to proposed 

actions. 59 

Also practices for audition already had a point of comparison in Norway, which had ratified the 

convention. The Norwegian government must consult the Sámi parliament regularly in issues that 

influence the Sámi. This isn’t a mere formality; the goal is consensus on legislation or other actions 

concerning or influencing the Sámi. The Norwegian government also has a separate minister and state 

secretary in charge of Sámi affairs. 

A remarkable example of the results from the ILO convention in Norway is the Finnmark Act, which 

was fully enforced in 2007. Large areas of land, 90 percent of northern Norway, were consequently 

transferred to the care of a new administrative body (Finnmarkeiendom). The Finnmark Act is based 

on regional administration without any ethnic group in dominant position. The Sámi do have an 

important role in the administration, because three out of the six members of the new administrative 

body are appointed by the Sámi parliament, the other three by the Finnmark County Municipality. 

So, the Sámi haven’t been granted exclusive rights in legislation over other groups. 60 

In Finland, 90 percent of the land in Sámi home territory is owned by the state and the rest 10 percent 

is privately owned. The state-owned land is administered and cared for by the National Board of 

Forestry (Metsähallitus). ILO 169 convention supporters in Finland emphasised that the Sámi 

wouldn’t become new owners of the land, because formal ownership isn’t necessary according to the 

proposal to fulfil the ILO convention requirements. Ratifying the convention would not interfere with 

private land property, either. 

According the Sámi Parliament, the convention cannot be implemented by removing rights, which 

are based on long-term usufruct, from other groups or individuals living in the area. The 

implementation of the convention would not mean creating new “land rights”, but acknowledging 
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that the Sámi have rights to these territories through traditional land use, ownership and control. These 

rights exist regardless of whether the state has recognised them. 61  

These reassurances were not, however, believed among opponents of the Sámi Parliament. The 

convention was considered an attempt to get more extensive land rights or even exclusive rights over 

state lands to the Sámi, as was the case with the Sámi Act. The question of private property was also 

blurred so that the most drastic threat scenario predicted “deportation from the country” to non-Sámi 

inhabitants. 62 

Ratifying the ILO convention was included in the program of many ministries and cabinets ïn Finnish 

parliament as a more or less formal item during the 2000s. For the international reputation of Finland 

it was an important issue, since the status of the Sámi as an indigenous people was entered in the year 

2000 constitution. Finland was also involved in formulating the UN declaration on the rights of 

indigenous peoples and ratified it in 2007. The government committed itself through its statements to 

actively supervise and implement the enforcing of Sámi rights in legislation, administrative decisions 

and also in practice. 63  

When President Tarja Halonen opened the quadrennial period of the Sámi Parliament in April 2008, 

she reminded that the cabinet of prime minister Matti Vanhanen had the objective to solve the land 

rights dispute during its term. Minister of justice in Vanhanen’s cabinet, Tuija Brax, hinted at a 

favourable attitude to ratifying the ILO convention on several occasions. On her trip to Lapland, she 

was also startled by the fierce opposition against the convention on the local level. She concluded 

that the situation was so confusing that the only possibility was to have an independent court of justice 

solve the dispute. Among the Sámi, this was thought to only result in a vicious circle of litigation. 64 

An interesting interpretation about the necessity of ILO convention in Finland was heard from the 

President of the Republic, Sauli Niinistö when he visited Inari before Christmas 2011. He said: “The 

ILO convention has been drawn up for those countries where injustices inflicted by colonial powers 
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on indigenous peoples have been rectified. Finland has not been under colonial power and the ILO 

convention does not apply to us as such.” 65 

A few weeks later he stated to Helsingin Sanomat newspaper that his opinion on the ratification is 

open. When opening the new Sámi Parliament term in March 2012, the president only spoke generally 

about the significance of the Sámi language and culture. He passed the ILO convention over quite 

quickly by saying: “Ratification requires, however, that national solutions can be found to issues that 

have proved difficult and diversified. - - In the course of years, the goal has been to find a balanced 

solution acceptable to all parties.” 

The president seemed to emphasise the Nordic Sámi convention, the official negotiations of which 

had just started. Niinistö wished that the preparations of both conventions could proceed in a 

reconciliatory manner. The general message was that Finland should consider its international 

commitments in indigenous people issues only after a national and local agreement has been achieved. 

66  

Professor emeritus of jurisdiction, former secretary of the Supreme Court, Jyrki Virolainen, wondered 

at Niinistö’s views. His opinion was that the ILO convention was one of the most important 

international conventions concerning Finland. “If we were to follow Niinistö’s example and remained 

waiting for an absolute consensus about who belongs to the indigenous people and who not, it would 

probably be impossible to ever ratify the convention.” 67  

Another question was whether important national or international conventions have been made in 

perfect agreement, as Niinistö seemed to expect. The president also denied the colonial history of 

Finland. This has been a popular argument in Finland in 2000s, which has been used to minimize the 

need for Sámi special rights. It´s true that there are special features in the history of Finnish Lapland 

that seem to support this claim, but in detailed studies, the obvious colonial structures of the Sámi 

policies by the Finnish state have been well argumented. 68 
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Menacing atmosphere 

The chairman of the Sámi Parliament, Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, disagreed with Niinistö. He pointed out 

how the atmosphere in Finland had been growing harder towards minorities as well as immigrants. 

The Sámi have also had their share of discrimination and even threats. Efforts to improve the status 

of the Sámi have also raised wishes in the rest of the population to be recognised as Sámi based on 

their political views, experiences, dwelling place or ancient forefathers”, said Näkkäläjärvi and 

continued: 

Sámi culture isn’t a state of mind nor does culture move or survive in genes, tax 
certificates or opinions. Sáminess is a connection to one’s own ancestors and 
grandparents, reindeer pastures, fishing waters or hunting grounds, richness of language, 
traditional knowledge, set of values and community system. - - In Sámi culture, you grow 
into the knowledge, skills and experience conveyed by previous generations with 
guidance and example from the whole clan. 69 

 

With a hard atmosphere, Näkkäläjärvi referred to the public discussion about Sámi rights that had 

been going on throughout the 2000s in the press, Internet as well as everyday life. In the comment 

threads in media and in other Internet discussions, for example, appropriate views were often drowned 

in a torrent of prejudiced beliefs, which started to amplify itself as it recurred. (See chapter “Adam 

and Eve were indigenous”.) 

Discussion about the ILO convention was characterised by duality. Plenty of expert seminars were 

arranged with lawyers, researchers and representatives of cabinets and Sámi organisations. There was 

no easy-to-follow information available about the convention, however, and this paved the way for 

the so-called popular logic that is characteristic to Internet discussions. Perhaps it was just this duality 

that created the notion of a “master’s” or “elite’s” project on one hand, and created a foundation for 

the most outlandish notions of the ILO convention on the other.  
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It was peculiar that when the time came to make decisions, these popular interpretations from the 

local and regional levels stood out and even became decisive. Antagonisms usually became sharper 

always when there was a turn in the convention process or when decision-makers visited Lapland. In 

April 2013, the parliamentary committee for constitutional law travelled to the Sámi territory to hear 

what the Sámi and municipalities in the Sámi territory thought about the ILO convention. Southern 

masters got an earful about how Lapland’s affairs should and shouldn’t be understood. 

The tenseness of the atmosphere was reflected in a simultaneous television broadcast on current 

issues. Chairwoman of Enontekiö municipal board, Sari Keskitalo, was stern in the live broadcast: 

“It would be a state of war, if the ILO convention gets approved! - - It cannot be so that other Sámi 

groups can determine who can get about and use the lands.” She stated: 

The Sámi Parliament wants the state to give the lands back to them. Here in Enontekiö, 
for example, this would mean that 90 percent of the lands would change to the ownership 
of a small group. There would be no more reindeer herding for the descendants of local 
Lapps. 

 

Another participant, chairman of the Global Indigenous Youth Caucus Tuomas Aslak Juuso, 

answered reassuringly: “This is clearly a misunderstanding of the ILO convention. The question is 

about bringing Sámi rights to the same level with others.” In his opinion, the Sámi parliament didn’t 

want to endanger anybody’s existing rights. 70 

Juuso referred to Norway where the convention has been ratified. “Local municipalities, provinces 

and the Sámi parliament have equal administration on lands in the Finnmark region in Norway. One 

solution could be to raise Sámi decision-making to an equal position in Lapland.” He continued: 

“According to the UN indigenous peoples declaration, indigenous peoples have a legal right to define 

themselves, who belongs to them. Personally, I favour language and culture as criteria.” 

According to Finnish national radio, the presiding officers of the Sámi Parliament had decided not to 

participate the discussion on the ILO convention with representatives of the Enontekiö municipality. 
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In their view, the ratification concerned the Finnish government and the Sámi Parliament only. The 

Sámi Parliament was willing to discuss the issue in the future also in public with representatives of 

the Finnish government. 

Chairman of the Sámi Parliament, Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, had followed the program, however, and 

intervened in Keskitalo’s statements. “I think it’s a very serious matter that the chairwoman of the 

Enontekiö municipal board threatens with war, if the ILO 169 convention is ratified. This isn’t 

acceptable conduct from a municipal official and verges on incitement against an ethnic group, which 

is criminalised under criminal law.” 

In Sámi radio, even a Finnish state prosecutor was asked to comment the issue. He said: “Quite 

extensively interpreted, the comments are perhaps along that line, but not however - - unlawful threat 

in the sense of the criminal law.” Instead, his view was that the comments were a sign that people 

were in bad terms with each other. Chairman of the constitutional law committee, Johannes Koskinen 

(social democrat), also thought that both sides were exacerbating the effects of the ILO convention. 

“Perhaps the Sámi Parliament sees that it would mean greater changes in legislation than is necessary. 

Lapp village representatives, on the other hand, exaggerate that it would bring some dramatic 

changes.” 71 

In May, the Sámi Youth of Finland (Suoma Sámi Nuorat) association criticised the “obvious attacks 

against the Sámi” published in the Internet and elsewhere. They considered the impact on Sámi youth 

and children especially outside the Sámi territory, where they didn’t have the support of the Sámi 

community. “I think their purpose is to create a menacing atmosphere and blur the facts, and this way 

prevent the ratification of the ILO convention in Finland. We cannot tolerate any kind of ethnic 

harassment towards the Sámi in our society”, the youth appealed. The association was active also by 

correcting false claims and misunderstandings in the Sámi debate. 72 
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The Equality First project of the ministry of the interior arranged a conference in Inari called 

Boahttevuohta (Future) in August 2013. The goal was to discuss the ILO convention on a practical 

level and consider the role of media in taming or increasing hate speech. Ombudsman for Minorities 

Eva Biaudet noted that a new aggressive spoken culture had emerged in Finland and discussion about 

it was avoided. According to her, hard criticism or somebody’s hurt feelings should not be considered 

as hate speech, but a provoking behaviour and speech stemming from fear of diversity, frustration, 

rage and safety needs could overstep the boundaries defined in law. 73 

One of the keynoters, former ILO specialist Lee Swepston, emphasised that talk about human rights 

and stopping discrimination eventually mean little, if they aren’t actively implemented in the whole 

society. In the case of the ILO convention, he specifically emphasised the importance of negotiation 

and involvement in relationships between a government and an indigenous people. 

Legal scholar Mathias Åhren from the University of Tromsø had the opinion that the difference 

between the Sámi and the majority population is seen more clearly in Norway than in Finland, where 

it would be important to educate administrators to see ethnic differences better – especially that the 

Sámi are a separate people of their own. Based on Norwegian ILO experiences, he emphasised that 

the ratification shouldn’t be regarded as an especially dramatic change in rights. 74 

The panel discussion brought out the view that media gives little space to different minorities. Also, 

media often tries to look for problems rather than answers. Journalism is often given the mission to 

tell about things, not to campaign for any cause. The views of minorities are easily drowned in the 

media of the majority, however. In 2012, Finnish UN Association published the UN declaration on 

the rights of indigenous peoples and the ILO general convention no. 169 as a booklet. The ministry 

of justice appointed a special official in charge of Sámi affairs, and legislative Counsellor Camilla 

Busck-Nielsen was selected to the post. 75 
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Also the Ombudsman for Minorities (later Non-Discrimination Ombudsman) Biaudet stated that 

there was uncertainty among politicians, administrators as well as private persons about the 

convention and its purpose. Her office compiled a popular guide 99 questions and answers about the 

ILO 169 convention in 2014. 76 

 

Proposal at last 

The ILO convention had been on the table almost a quarter of a century, but it wasn’t until June 2014 

that a cabinet proposal was accomplished. Alexander Stubb’s cabinet announced they would bring it 

to parliamentary proceedings during the autumn, “if the cabinet reaches agreement about the Sámi 

definition”.77 The cabinet emphasised that several international human rights organisations had 

reminded Finland of how necessary the ratification was. According to the cabinet, the proposal wasn’t 

aimed at creating special land rights to the Sámi, but settled for the decrees allowed by the current 

slightly privileged position. 

In October, minister of justice Anna-Maja Henriksson who had been active with the convention 

travelled to Lapland the explain the effects of the ratification. Her message was that it wouldn’t bring 

any special rights to the Sámi or anybody else, i.e. there was no intention to weaken anybody’s rights. 

Opponents of the convention were actively on the move and loudly questioned the special rights given 

to the Sámi as well as the Sámi definition. 

Especially the group acceptance part of the Sámi definition – i.e. the demand of Sámi Parliament that 

the Sámi themselves should have the right to define who are Sámi – was believed to lead to arbitrary 

actions. Henriksson stated that it wouldn’t be possible to make such an accurate definition that 

everybody would be satisfied, but therefore the decision could be appealed from.78 Lapland regional 

radio journalist described the atmosphere in the event: 
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“Group acceptance is all wrong. I should be allowed to accept other Inari Lapps, my own 
people. People who have immigrated from Norway partly illegally are now deciding 
about Sámi identity”, said Risto Seppänen, who introduced himself as an Inari Lapp, and 
received applause from the audience. 

“Group acceptance is a quite clear issue, as the minister said. The scientific world talks 
about identity negotiations or, in other words, each person has the right to demand access 
to a certain group, but every group has also a similar right to investigate if the applicant 
fulfils the requirements of their culture. Manninen [another participant] was quite right in 
saying that group acceptance derives from international law and there’s no need to 
apologise for it. I just wonder about this talk that goes on year after year”, Pekka Aikio 
said, and received applause from the audience. 79 

 

In early October 2014, the Sámi Parliament session decided to support the ratification of the ILO 169 

convention by a vote of 14 to 4. 80 However, the cabinet proposal was caught in a headwind as the 

autumn progressed. Many members of the Finnish parliament suspected that the ratification could 

bring long-reaching obligations to Finland in Lapland. Professor emeritus of international law, Lauri 

Hannikainen, refuted this by saying that many details related to the convention are in order in Finland. 

“Are the members of the parliament afraid?” 81 

In spring 2015, the cabinet proposal of ratifying the ILO convention proceeded to the constitutional 

law committee, which approved it for sending to the parliament. The issue became more complicated, 

because the Sámi parliament had bundled the convention with the Sámi definition – thus, approving 

the Sámi definition in a form supported by the Sámi Parliament was a precondition for approving the 

ILO convention. 

The Sámi definition wasn’t approved, however, according to the cabinet proposal. It was to be 

expected that the Sámi Parliament wouldn’t support the proposal for the ILO convention. As a 

demonstration, Näkkäläjärvi resigned from the chairman post of the Sámi Parliament. The presiding 

officers of the parliament turned around and were ready to approve the ratification. Despite of this, 

minister of justice Henriksson considered that the proposal wouldn’t have the required support in the 

parliament, so she withdrew the proposal. The proposal for the ratification was tabled for processing 

by the next cabinet.  
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Chapter 2 

Who is Sámi? 

 

How to define a Sámi has been a continuous subject for debate in Finland in recent decades. In the 

original Sámi Delegation definition (1973), Sámi referred to persons who had at least one parent or 

grandparent who had learnt Sámi as their first language, and the descendants of that individual. The 

persons themselves had to identify themselves as Sámi, of course, because nobody can be considered 

Sámi against their own will.82 The definition emphasised that the persons should have a connection 

to the Sámi language community over three generations. So the persons did not have to know the 

Sámi language themselves, because many people had become estranged from the Sámi language after 

WWII, due to the school system, for example. 

In the 1995 cultural autonomy act, an amendment was made to the effect that also “descendants of a 

fishing, hunting or mountain Lapp who has paid Lapland tax according to land and population 

registers” are considered Sámi. The Sámi Parliament itself has not approved this amendment; it has 

the principle, based on the international right of self-determination, that the Sámi themselves must 

have the right to determine who “we” are. 83 

One of the most popular claims in discussions during recent decades has been that the definition 

preferred by the Sámi had emerged accidentally, as the result of one interview survey in summer 

1962. Swedish and Norwegian Sámi definitions, where the criteria have been interpreted “very 

liberally”, have been brought up as points of comparison.84 The fact is, however, that Finland is a 

pioneer of the Sámi definition and Sámi-related demographics.  
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The Society for the Promotion of Sámi Culture, an association focused on managing Sámi affairs, 

started an extensive family history study of Finnish Sámi families in 1945. The work was directed by 

the keeper of the Oulu provincial archives, Aslak Outakoski, whose so-called family register files 

date back to the beginning of the 18th century. Apart from Sámi families, also population information 

from the whole Sámi territory was collected to the files at first. 85 

The state-appointed Sámi Affairs Committee, which delivered its report in 1952, collected detailed 

information from parishes and defined the statistics further. On the local level, people had good or 

even accurate knowledge of who were Lapps or Sámi and who were not. The committee defined the 

Sámi territory and drew a list of the people who were considered Sámi. The information was checked 

by experts of different disciplines. The map created as an appendix of the report presented these Sámi 

people in their own Sámi groups either as reindeer or mountain Sámi, Inari and Tana fishing Sámi, 

or Skolt Sámi. 86 

The committee secretary, magister Karl Nickul, had a notion already then that it would be possible to 

establish a democratically elected representative body based on the detailed Sámi statistics. The joint 

Nordic Sámi council raised the compiling of consistent statistics as an important theme in the 1959 

Sámi conference in Inari. Nickul, who had become general secretary of the Sámi Council, directed 

the clarification work in the municipalities of the Finnish Sámi territory.  

The field work done by young Sámi people was aimed at verifying earlier statistics, which were 

checked also by vicars of the Sámi territory. The central question in the interviews was if people 

considered themselves Sámi and part of a population group. In Nickul’s view, people could not belong 

to the Sámi register without their own consent. Subsequently there was an effort to complement the 

statistics with all Sámi who had moved out of the Sámi territory and their descendants. 87 

Nickul’s son Erkki made a separate statistical dissertation from the material in the university of 

Helsinki.88 It was a pro gradu thesis on the population, not a “Sámi register”, as was claimed later. 
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Finnish legislation does not allow the publication of person registers involving ethnic information. 

The use of Sámi Parliament’s registers is therefore quite restricted, which has given rise to suspicions 

of conspiracy and “small circle intrigue” in recent decades. 89 

Contrary to Finland, the clarification work could not be started in Sweden and Norway. Due to the 

comprehensive Sámi register, it was only possible in Finland to start a Sámi representational body at 

all. In Sweden and Norway, it was not even discussed too seriously at that time; Sámi activity was 

focused on establishing strong civic organisations. 

In Finland, the Sámi Parliament has had a dedicated election committee, managing the election 

activities and Sámi register. It also makes decisions of accepting new members. The electoral register 

has been continuously supplemented in later years. A rejected applicant has had the right to appeal to 

the Sámi Parliament and Supreme Administrative Court. Due to the whole extensive clarification 

work, the Sámi Delegation and later the Sámi Parliament have been considered a judicial 

representative of all Sámi. 90 

The Sámi definition was not much debated before the 1990s and the ILO convention. There was some 

discussion about whether the definition excluded some descendants of Inari Sámi, for example, from 

the electorate. They were considered distinctly Sámi, but did not belong to the group based on 

language criteria. This group did not seem to be large, however. 

Expanding the Sámi definition came up during the Sámi act preparation. According to Asko Oinas, 

head of the Advisory Board of Sámi Affairs, this was considered necessary, because “the land and 

water rights of Lapps/Sámi were primarily based on land and tax documents”.91 In the 1990 Sámi act 

draft, Sámi identity consequently applied to “a descendant of a fishing, hunting or mountain Lapp, 

who has paid Lapland tax according to land and population registers”. These Lapps were to be 

registered on the basis of land and tax registers from 1875 as well as subsequent land and population 

registers. 92 
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When the Sámi cultural autonomy act was in preparation, this extension of the definition was 

included. However, the Sámi definition changed drastically in the act implemented in 1995. Year 

1875 was still included in the cabinet law proposal, but the constitutional law committee dropped the 

limiting year, because that would have required a decree. The Sámi Parliament was not consulted 

about the change. Therefore, the time definition concerning ownership in a Lapp village became 

unlimited. 93 

The act thus had a disparity, because the main criterion (language) covered only three generations, 

but the subsidiary criterion went centuries back. Now anybody who could find one ancestor who was 

co-owner in a Lapp village hundreds of years ago could claim “Sámi status” and the right to vote in 

the Sámi Parliament elections. The extension was not merely temporal, but also territorial: 

descendants of co-owners in all Lapp villages, even outside the Sámi territory, had to be accepted as 

Sámi.  

The Sámi Parliament has opposed the current Sámi definition from the start, because a large 

proportion of the descendants of Lapp village co-owners in Southern Lapland in the 17th and 18th 

centuries are fully Finnish-speaking. They have not had any connection with living Sámi heritage for 

several generations, if ever. The new definition expanded the boundaries of Sámi identity also 

quantitatively. The Sámi Parliament deemed already in 1997 that every second Lapland inhabitant, 

about 100,000 people, had more or less Sámi lineage and were therefore eligible for Sámi status if 

they wanted.94  

Instead, the supporters of the Sámi definition extension estimated that the number would be in 

thousands at the most. The Sámi Parliament’s view was that even a thousand “non-Sámi members” 

would frustrate the original purpose of the Sámi definition: to protect the rights of the current Sámi-

speaking population to their own language and unique cultural heritage. A tenfold increase in the 

population through the inclusion of people who spoke Finnish and had become Finnish would mean 

that the Sámi language and Sámi culture drown in the majority culture. 95 
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Identities in the archives  

The extension of the Sámi definition in 1995 caused a huge commotion. Supporters of the so-called 

Lapp movement started to prepare for the 1999 Sámi Parliament elections, where the new Sámi 

definition would be implemented for the first time. Oulu province archives were flooded with people 

and hundreds of requests for clarification if it would be possible to find Lapp village co-owners from 

the applicant’s ancestors from the 17th century onwards. The archives had to hire extra staff, and the 

ministry of justice granted a 10,000 FIM allowance for the purpose. 

In 1999, a total of 1,128 people applied to the Sámi Parliament register with such documents. The 

Sámi Parliament rejected a large proportion of the applications, because the electoral committee did 

not regard the applicants as Sámi. The applicants made appeals to the Supreme Administrative Court, 

which accepted the Sámi Parliament’s argument that a people should have the right to define its 

members. It rejected a large part of the appeals. 

Niilo Tervo delivered 605 appeals of the cases, and only seven of them were accepted on the second 

round. Some people thought that the Sámi Parliament and the Supreme Administrative Court had 

acted contrary to existing law. Docent of international law, Lauri Hannikainen, appraised however 

that the SAC interpreted the 1995 Sámi Parliament act “on evidently solid grounds”. Almost all 

applicants invoked an ancestor who had been registered as a Lapp in the land register most recently 

during the period from 1739 to 1825. Only 50 applicants based their case on land registers from 1826-

1857, and nobody invoked statistics from 1858-1950. 

The Sámi Parliament accounted for the rejections with the fact that the applicants had not had a 

society-approved connection to Lapps for the last 140-300 years. “They belong to the linguistic 

Finnish-speaking community and culture based on its farm system.” Instead, ancestors of current 

language-based Sámi had been entered both in the 1739 land register and in the 1875 or later registers: 
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“the existing group of Sámi with their language, culture, identity and traditional livelihoods represent 

a continuous tradition from their Lapp ancestors to the present day.” 96 

The number of incomers would have meant a complete upheaval in the composition of the Sámi 

Parliament. According to the 1999 statistics, the Sámi electorate numbered 5,121 people. If a 

thousand applicants were accepted to the Sámi Parliament, they would have constituted about 20 

percent of all voters. The turnout in the election was 57.5 percent. New voters would certainly have 

been active, so their turnout would have been close to a hundred percent. In effect, the incomers 

would have taken the Sámi Parliament over. Opening the definition would also have opened the door 

to new demands for voting right. 

Complainants based their case on a strict interpretation of the law in claiming that it would be 

sufficient for registering as Sámi to be able to prove even one ancestor in some old Lapp register. 

Instead, the Supreme Administrative Court, as well as the Sámi Parliament, adhered to a more 

comprehensive interpretation of the law, which follows the purpose of the law and does not stick to 

the wording of a single rule in the law. 

The Supreme Administrative Court emphasized the purpose of law instead of singular rules. It stated 

that when the language criterion of the Sámi definition allows the applicant to invoke ancestors three 

generations back, it would be wrong to allow the application of the land tax criterion further back in 

history. It specified the boundary at year 1870. The SAC pointed out that protecting the cultural 

autonomy of the indigenous people, i.e. the Sámi, was the ultimate purpose of the law. It also referred 

to the basic rights in the constitution. It preferred the indigenous people’s own view of who belong to 

the indigenous people. If this was not the case, you could suspect a tendency to assimilate the 

indigenous people to the majority population.97 

Chairman of Lapp Association, Jouni Eira, made an unusual interpretation of the decision. His view 

was that Lapps were “too indigenous for an indigenous people”, because they had Lapp ancestors too 
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far back in the history in the opinion of the Supreme Administrative Court. Although they were 

indigenous population (which was obvious to Eira), they were not Sámi or indigenous people. 98 

In 1999-2011, there was in a way “balance of terror” around the Sámi definition. The Sámi parliament 

and the Supreme Administrative Court consistently applied the law according the policy they had 

chosen. There was, however, continuous pressure to change the Sámi definition. In the 1990s, the 

ministry of justice had decided to wait for experiences from the 1999 elections, where the new 

definition was implemented for the first time, but nothing happened after the elections. 

In connection with the 2011 elections, the Supreme Administrative Court unexpectedly accepted four 

persons as Sámi merely on the basis of their own notification and a Lapp ancestor entered in the land 

register in 1825. A distance of 186 years to an ancestor was enough now. One of the applicants 

asserted his own Sámi identity by relating his skills in reindeer handling and woodsmanship. The case 

involved only a few people, but it was feared to be a sign of policy change in the Supreme 

Administrative Court.  

The former legal secretary of the Sámi Parliament, Heikki J. Hyvärinen estimated that if all people 

entered as Lapps in the 1825 land register were accepted as ancestors of existing Sámi, it was 

numerically possible to “have 30,000 new Finnish-speaking and agrarian ‘document Sámi’”.99 Sámi 

circles considered that one reason for the change in the Supreme Administrative Court policy was 

that the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination had previously interpreted the 

Finnish Sámi definition as too narrow, which had startled the Supreme Administrative Court.  

The policy change stemmed equally from the Sámi Parliament, however. Earlier, the rejected 

applications had been thoroughly explained, but now the report to the Supreme Administrative Court 

had been defective. It did not refute the false claims of applicants, but relied on the continuity of the 

earlier policy without any need for special statements. Besides, the Sámi Parliament board was itself 
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inconsistent in accepting people as Sámi on the basis of an ancestor who had been entered as Sámi in 

the 1739 land register, and this decision came to the Supreme Administrative Court’s knowledge.100  

These reasons were the background to the fact that the decisions of the Supreme Administrative Court 

created new pressure to change the Sámi definition. However, in future, the SAC regularized it´s 

changed policy. In 2015, it decided to pass the assessments of the Sámi Parliament by and to estimate 

the appeals itself. About two hundred complaints that were made against the Sámi Parliament, the 

SAC approved nearly a hundred. For many Sámi this was a shock – according to them, they had lost 

the last signs of their self-government. Now they were the Finns in Helsinki deciding who would be 

a Sámi and who would not be.101  

 

Minority oppresses minority?  

In 2012, the Sámi debate in Finland was enlivened by Erika Sarivaara’s doctoral thesis about the 

identities of persons who “descend from a Lapp family and have learned the Sámi language, but do 

not belong to the electoral register of the Sámi Parliament”. She brought up a new concept, “Sámi 

without status”, based on the model of the North American Indian debate.102 Seldom has an academic 

dissertation raised such fuss as Sarivaara’s thesis. 

The author had interviewed ten persons, some of whom would want official Sámi status. Others, on 

the other hand, felt it important to be part of the Sámi community through language, without claims 

to be recognised as Sámi. Sarivaara demanded that the Sámi definition should be extended further in 

Finland to accommodate those without status. If a person belongs to an old Lapp family and has 

learned the Sámi language, the author thinks he or she should meet the criteria of Sámi identity. 103 

Sarivaara made more far-reaching conclusions in public than in her thesis. During the Salla festival 

in 2012, she announced she had demonstrated that “Forest Sámi have not disappeared or become 

Finnish; Forest Sámi is a living culture.” 104 This led her to found an association to foster the Forest 
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Sámi cause and also to start discussion about whether the whole region of the former Kemi Lapland 

should be included in the ILO convention. (See next chapter.) 

She also appraised that she had proved in her thesis that “the Sámi without status are conveyors of 

language”. In many of her statements, she connected this to the Forest Sámi, who were now language 

speakers and tradition conveyors important to the Sámi community. According to Sarivaara, some of 

the interviewees felt that being excluded from the electoral register was “an open wound”, which 

undermined their identity and right to their own history. “When their Sámi identity is not accepted, it 

wounds their identity. They have to defend themselves and justify their Sámi identity.” 105 

Sarivaara’s notion was that the Sámi had consequently become intolerant oppressors. The regional 

Lapin Kansa newspaper wrote sympathetically: “Being dismissed is a hard experience. Exclusion 

from the definition brings suffering, pain and a feeling of worthlessness.”106 So, by wanting to define 

themselves, the Sámi pressed down the ones excluded by the definition and inflicted incurable 

wounds on those without status. This image was effective on many outsiders: a minority was 

oppressing its own minority. 

Sarivaara opposed the election committee of the Sámi Parliament, which she thought was actually 

discriminating against the Sámi without status. She considered the Sámi definition and its inter-

pretation outdated, because it was based on “judicially and sociologically outdated information”.107 

However, she did not explain how. Sarivaara also started to emphasise that the Sámi language was 

only such part of the Sámi identity that could be learned. “I emphasise that the Sámi language is a 

person’s native language, although it has been lost. A language can always be revitalized.” 108 

Chairman of the Sámi Parliament, Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, had a negative attitude to Sarivaara’s 

suggestions. He stated that if all descendants of the former Kemi Lapland inhabitants were included, 

the Sámi Parliament would become a sort of Regional Council of Lapland, where the voice of the 

Sámi would not be heard. “Sámi culture and Sámi languages disappear, if anybody who is willing 
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can be Sámi. Then Finland would also be in violation of international human rights agreements and 

these actions would result in assimilation of the Sámi by force.” 109 

Sámi Parliament member Pirita Näkkäläjärvi stated that “this group has largely no (and at best have 

not had for a century) connection to living Sámi culture; they represent the majority population – 

should they still be allowed to be deciding about the future of Sámi culture?” She suspected that the 

group had no genuine interest in the Sámi language and cultural heritage, but this was all about the 

benefits brought by the ILO convention. She repeated the calculation that 100,000 Finns could come 

to the electoral register: “This would be a new, ingenious way to assimilate Finland’s 10,000 Sámi to 

the majority population!” 110 

Sarivaara’s research had an inherent contradiction. It indicates that many interviewees did not regard 

lineage or descent as very important to themselves or as a primary criterion of Sámi identity; their 

connection to Sámi identity develops through language. In the title of the book, however, Sarivaara 

gives the name “Sámi” also to people who do not feel or do not want to be called Sámi. It was a 

problem even in the sense of research ethics. It was exactly these kinds of cases that the definition 

was developed for in its time – Sámi have to feel they are Sámi, because they cannot be called Sámi 

against their will. 111 

Sarivaara’s research brought a new trend alongside the folksy, masculine and genealogy-oriented 

neo-Lappish conception; it derived from a single academic (female) researcher’s construction, i.e. the 

concept of a Sámi without status. Contrary to neo-Lapps, it started to talk about personal language 

studies as linguistic revitalisation, which juxtaposed the (already dead) Kemi Sámi with strengthening 

living Sámi languages. It was therefore more about personal self-identification than revitalising the 

language of the Sámi community. Similarly, the question in the ILO convention about “recognising” 

a person as Sámi was transferred to the individual level, which seems to have been easier for Finns 

to identify to than recognition on the community level. 112 
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Many neo-Lapps have appealed to the looser Sámi definition in Norway. Some Lapp movement 

members, such as Sarivaara, have applied to the Sámi parliament in Norway only to demonstrate the 

slant in Finland’s Sámi definition. “I am good enough for the Norwegian Sámi parliament, but not 

for the Finnish”, said Arto Enojärvi in 2013. 113 In reality, Norway had almost the same definition as 

Finland had originally. The difference was that it goes back one generation further, to the fourth 

generation. In Norway, the Sámi parliament also has final authority in accepting members. Contrary 

to Finland, there is no right of appeal to the Supreme Administrative Court (Høyesterett) in Norway. 

In the laws concerning the Sámi parliament in both Norway and Sweden, Sámi refers to persons who 

regard themselves as Sámi, providing that they have spoken Sámi at home or either of their parents 

or grandparents have spoken Sámi at home, or that they have a parent who is or has been listed in the 

Sámi parliament electoral register. Unlike the definition, Norway’s practices are different from 

Finland’s. Despite the wish of the Sámi Council in the 1960s, registering Sámi population did not get 

under way in Norway and Sweden, as it did in Finland. The reason may have been the larger Sámi 

populations in these countries, but another reason could be that the difference between the Sámi and 

Norwegians has been historically more pronounced than in Finland. For example, reindeer husbandry 

is an exclusive Sámi right in Norway and Sweden. 

Compiling Sámi parliament voters started from scratch in Norway in the 1980s, and it has not 

progressed very rapidly. Still in the 2010s, the electoral register of the parliament had about 14,000 

names, while the number of Sámi is estimated at 30,000- 60,000. They are figuring out ways to have 

more members in Norway. Anyone can get to the parliament today, because – unlike in Finland – 

there is no control whatsoever on who is admitted. There have even been small scandals in Norway, 

when some non-Sámi public figures have been admitted in the parliament just to demonstrate they 

can do it, the way Enojärvi did. 114 

This has had some effect in Norway’s Sámi parliament, because some ex-members of the parliament 

have regretted the way the Sámi language has faded in parliamentary activities. On the other hand, 
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there has traditionally been such a strong notion in Norway of the difference between the Sámi and 

Norwegians that there have never been similar problems of exploiting Sámi identity in tourism, for 

example, as there have been in Finland. This is why Norwegian non-Sámi do not “dare” to apply to 

the Sámi parliament, even if they would be admitted, because they would be laughed at even among 

their own people. 

Näkkäläjärvi was so interested in the Norwegian way to trace Sámi lineage to the fourth generation 

and the number of the descendants of the Kemi Lapland inhabitants that he had mathematician Tapani 

Matala-aho make a calculation of them in 2013. Sarivaara had estimated that the number of the “new 

Sámi” would not be great, “only” about 1,000-1,500 incomers. She admitted that there were about 

100,000 such Sámi without status, but “most them would not apply for Sámi status”. 115 

Based on the Norwegian model, Matala-aho calculated the descendants of those Sámi who had 

become Finnish and who were listed in the 1880 tax registers. Even a conservative estimate added up 

to 14,525-24,633 “new Sámi”. When the time boundary was moved further back, Matala-aho 

calculated that each Lapland tax payer in the 1750s now has about 1024 descendants. For example, 

if there had been 500 persons subject to Lapland tax, the number of their descendants could be as 

much as 512,000, i.e. half a million. 

Matala-aho commented that “a large part of Lapland’s current inhabitants have an ancestor who lived 

in the 18th century and paid Lapland tax. The population of the Lapland province at the end of 2012 

was 182,844 according to official Finnish statistics. Descendants of Lapland tax payers would 

constitute 9.4 percent of Finland’s population at the end of 2012.” 116 The figure Matala-aho arrived 

at is huge, but it is a calculative estimate, of course. Anyhow, even if the actual estimate was one fifth 

smaller, for example, the figure would still be tenfold the number of Sámi in all of Finland. 

In 2013, professor Pekka Sammallahti wrote a memorandum about the Sámi definition to the ministry 

of justice. In his opinion, invoking historical ancestors was not a valid criterion in defining Sámi 
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identity, if the person lacked subjective connection to the Sámi language and Sámi culture. He 

commented that “the ILO 169 convention is not retroactive and consequently does not apply to 

population groups and their rights in circumstances before the ratification of the convention”.  

In Sammallahti’s view, if people use their ancestors as justification for belonging to some ethnic 

group, they are not members of a living ethnic group. “The ethnic group is history, not the present 

day for them, and nobody can be a member of a bygone group.” The professor thought there were 

clear reasons why the Sámi definition could not be based solely on lineage, language or culture 

without a communal angle. The same applied to the definition based solely on the individual’s self-

identification. 

The only remaining possibility was therefore ”group identification, where individuals identify to their 

ethnic community on one hand, and the ethnic community identifies the individuals as members based 

on the characteristics of the ethnic community on the other”. According to Sammallahti, group 

identification is based on linguistic, cultural and communal characteristics inherited from the com-

munity. This is emphasised in UN documents as a criterion controlling the identification of an 

individual.  

Therefore, Sammallahti concluded, persons cannot become members of an indigenous people by their 

own decision. He stated that applying the Sámi definition added to the law in 1995 against the will of 

the Sámi, as expressed by the Sámi Parliament, had enabled people other than ethnic Sámi to enter 

the electoral register. This threatened the legitimacy of the Sámi Parliament, and he had a strong view 

on that issue: 

If cultural autonomy gradually transfers to other groups than ethnic Sámi, it [Sámi 
Parliament] loses its legitimacy as an institution sustaining and developing the language 
and culture of the Sámi. An institution that has lost its legitimacy must also be 
discontinued. 117 
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“Why are you setting boundaries?” 

During the Lapp debate, virtues emphasised by the Sámi, such as cross-border activities, 

multiculturalism and their own representational body, Sámi Parliament, were used against them. In 

the discussion about the Sámi definition, the Sámi were suddenly intolerant nationalists, who 

emphasised racial purity and built narrow boundaries in a freedom-loving world. The Internet 

discussion related to the Finnish Parliament House demonstration in 2015 revealed the opposing 

views clearly. An opponent of the Sámi Parliament wondered: 

Some “race-aware” Sámi would have liked to tighten the Sámi definition, so that those 
who feel they are Sámi and those who have Sámi lineage but fall short of some vague 
cultural criteria can be smoked out of their own ethnic identity. - - 

It is rather strange that we would support these kinds of tighter ethnic definitions when, 
at the same time, we have the view that you have the right to choose your sex / sexlessness 
and there is no right to discriminate against anyone based on ethnic origin. In Norway, 
for example, Sámi identity is just a matter of notification, just like Finnish Swede identity 
is in Finland; when you feel you are Sámi / Finnish Swede / Finn and you also know the 
language, why should you not be one also in the Sámi Parliament? 

 

A young Sámi answered this: 

There are so few Sámi in Finland that if you can become Sámi merely with a notification, 
Finns could destroy Sámi self-government and culture in a minute out of pure mischief. 
Undoubtedly many Finns in Lapland would not mind that at all. 

Changing one’s official native language to Sámi is probably just a matter of notification, 
like changing it to Swedish. It is clear, however, that this should not get you to the Sámi 
Parliament to decide on matters. 

The essential thing here is the freedom Sámi self-definition. In other words, they 
themselves – whatever the definition – define on the basis of their own culture and 
customs who are Sámi and who are not. No southern technocrat should have any say in 
the matter. 118 

 

Disapproving the Sámi definition involves a fair share of moralising by the Finns. When we talk about 

international legislation or special rights for protecting the existing language and cultural heritage of 

a certain group, it is vitally important to define this group and who belong to it. Definitions belong to 
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legislation. If outsiders of the group change the criteria and say that “in fact we are also Sámi”, the 

question is how much should the criteria be expanded eventually. 

It is like people wanting unemployment benefit despite not being unemployed. They could appeal to 

the fact that they have been unemployed before, or that it is not reasonable to restrict unemployment 

benefit only to the unemployed, because many working people are more or less unemployed after 

working hours. On the same grounds, you could demand that children’s rights should be extended 

also to adults, because adults have also been children once. Anybody can see how absurd these claims 

are, because they void the meaning of definitions.  

Instead, when the opponents of the Sámi definition assert that “I am Sámi although actually I am not”, 

or “I am a member of an indigenous people, although I belong to the majority population, why am I 

discriminated against”, they are taken at face value. The same applies to the concept indigenous 

people, which is defined on the basis of protecting the rights of today’s indigenous peoples. 

Applicants want to be part of the system because they have had the same ancestors as the Sámi two 

hundred years ago. “And although we were not an indigenous people, we are at least an indigenous 

population”, they may say. 

The Sámi definition supported by the Sámi Parliament has been considered tight partly because the 

Sámi themselves decide who are Sámi. This has always been hard for Finns to accept, as Sámi-Finnish 

histories of the 20th century indicate: the Sámi have not been trusted to decide on their affairs without 

protection from Finns. 

Critics often have no point of comparison to relate the Sámi definition to. Journalist Oula Antti Labba 

has pointed out how strict requirements there are for becoming a Finn. In an unofficial context, for 

example Rozhta Kenttälä, living in Cyprus, did not qualify for the Miss Finland contest in spring 

2014 despite her Finnish passport, because her language skills were rated inadequate. Officially, 

applying for and receiving Finnish citizenship requires that the person must live in Finland for several 
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years, pass the language and culture test, and the criminal record must be clean. Also, returning 

migrants must know the Finnish language in everyday dealings. A separate language test measures 

speech and text comprehension and writing. 119 

In the 1990s, Finland started to take in Ingrian-Finnish returning migrants on terms that were tighter 

than the Sámi definition: the Ingrian-Finns were required to have knowledge of the Finnish language 

and at least two Finnish grandparents. One grandparent with Sámi language skills is sufficient for 

becoming Sámi. At first, only one grandparent was sufficient to ensure the remigration of an Ingrian, 

but the conditions were tightened by the initiative of the minister of the interior, Kari Häkämies, to 

make the connection to Finnish culture stronger and to assimilate the migrant to the Finnish society. 

The remigration of Ingrians was discontinued definitively by a parliament decree in summer 2011. 

According to Labba, Finnish politicians are quite worried about the demands of the Sámi Parliament, 

although it defines Sámi identity more widely than Finns define Finnish citizenship. 120 Sámi Internet 

columnist Árvaleaddji (Thinker) has similarly made fun of Finns by switching the point of view. In 

his Internet causerie “Dispute in Finland: Who can be a Finn?”, the Russians Vasili Smirnov and 

Sergei Ivanov file their visa applications in the Finnish Consulate General in St. Petersburg to get 

Finnish citizenship. They want to have the right to vote in Finnish elections and get their share of 

Finnish social benefits.  

The applicants emphasize their bloodline connecting to ancient Ingrians: “My great-great-grand-

mother was a genuine Finn, and I cannot even visit Finland without a visa”, they grumble.  According 

to them, Finland controls its eastern border tightly, although there is a few millions of people beyond 

the border with Finnish lineage, but without official Finnish status. Would not it be democratic in the 

global world to let them also decide on the affairs of Finns? 

In Árvaleaddji’s causerie, the peace-loving indigenous people of Finland, the Sámi, feel sad to watch 

the wildly milling hate speech against people who try to come to Finland. “It is hard to understand 
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that the Finnish people cannot live in peace and harmony with each other. And there goes our Sámi 

tax money to pay for trivial quarrelling and political horse trading”, they wonder. The Sámi would 

gladly accept all who want to be Finn or feel they are Finn: “After all, this is a human rights issue: is 

it right that Finland’s parliament can pass laws defining who are Finns and can vote?” The causerie 

ends up to demand an external, objective assessment of the inflamed situation, which should be done 

by an impartial body, such as the Norwegian Sámi parliament.121 

 

Wanna be a Sámi? Just do it! 

In 2012, the ministry of justice appointed a work group to clarify the law on the Sámi Parliament and 

propose changes to it. The work group, which also assessed the amendment needs to the Sámi 

definition, delivered its report to the minister of justice in October 2013. 122 The work group proposed 

unanimously that the definition should be changed. According to the work group, the criterion about 

the entry in land, tax or population register should be removed. Instead, there was a proposal that 

Sámi should refer to persons who have adopted Sámi culture in their family community and 

maintained a connection to it. 

On this basis, minister of justice Anna-Maja Henriksson started to draw the proposal of Stubb’s 

cabinet for changing the Sámi definition. However, opponents were able to effectively publicise their 

own message that the situation was so confusing and unfair that the process should be discontinued. 

In March 2015, the parliament rejected the cabinet proposal on changing the definition in the Sámi 

Parliament act. Chapter 5 clarifies what factors produced this result. In any case, the disputed Sámi 

definition remained in effect. 

When the Sámi definition did not change in parliament in spring 2015 as the Sámi Parliament wished, 

applications to become Sámi continued. Before the Sámi Parliament elections in autumn, there was 

even a temporary neo-Lapp office in Ivalo to instruct people how to apply for Sámi status. The recipe 
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was simple: march to the Oulu provincial archives, where you can search by yourself (if you can read 

old handwriting) or let a clerk investigate if any of your ancestors was a member of a Lapp village in 

the last 400 years. 

If such an ancestor is found, request a certificate of the fact and apply for Sámi Parliament 

membership. It is possible, however, that if you have no living connection to the Sámi community 

for the last hundred years, the Sámi Parliament electoral committee will reject your application to 

become Sámi. Paragraph 6 in the constitution states, however, that citizens are equal before the law, 

in other words, you can make an appeal to the Sámi Parliament or Supreme Administrative Court. 

Usually they have nevertheless rejected applications based solely on ancient historical documents. 

In any case, the applicant may be in for a futile round. Not to worry. The Lapp village office consoles 

the applicant by saying that is such an important matter you should not be afraid of costs. “If there 

are costs, experience tells they are quite reasonable.” 123 

 

Case 1: 

“Why water down the difference between them?” 

There has been discussion on the definition of Sáminess on various discussion forums. In 2014-

2015, for example, municipal manager of Enontekiö, Mikko Kärnä, defended the rights of the Forest 

Sámi or Sámi without status on his own Internet pages and regretted the boundaries drawn by the 

Sámi. Linguist Jaakko Häkkinen was his most industrious interlocutor and emphasised that, in the 

case of indigenous peoples’ rights, definitions cannot be vague or so wide that they have no 

meaning. He defended the original definition of the Sámi Parliament. A selection of statements from 

Kärnä’s Internet pages, especially from the discussion with linguist Jaakko Häkkinen, reveal many 

arguments of both parties that were used also in other forums124: 

Mikko Kärnä: 
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I have never understood why people should be separated into different groups and create conflicts 
when things get on better in harmony. - - I think we should see to it that as many people as possible 
would continue a disappearing tradition and not exclude anyone unnecessarily. 

Jaakko Häkkinen: 

The language criterion is the only sensible criterion because, based on genetic criteria, all people in 
the northern half of Finland would be Sámi, and a good part on the southern side. An ethnic Finn 
cannot be an ethnic Sámi, of course, so the Sámi who have become Finnish generations ago are 
Finnish descendants of Sámi, but not Sámi. 

Timo Harju: 

Should this be interpreted so that when Sámi lose their native language as a result of Fennicisation, 
they stop being Sámi? 

Häkkinen: 

Surely not right away, that is why a grandparent’s Sámi language is enough in the Sámi criterion. 

Anonymous: 

Finns are also an indigenous people. 

Häkkinen: 

Finns have their own state, so Finns cannot be called an indigenous people according to international 
law. 

Kärnä: 

Language is only one factor here among others. I agree with Jaakko on the issue that the judicial 
descent criterion alone does not work. But when the descent criterion is combined with a way of life 
criterion, for example, it becomes quite workable in my opinion. 

Häkkinen: 

Think about descent from this angle: the number of ancestors each of us has doubles every 
generation we go back. It would be absurd to have the right to the ethnicity of all our biological 
ancestors: We could be Finns, Sámi, Swedes, Russians, Estonians, Germans… That would not 
make any sense. 

The significant distance in time must be limited, and grandparent level is a very sensible limit. Also 
because there is no significant difference in the living styles of different ethnicities on a collective 
level in Lapland (there are exceptional individuals, of course), the language criterion is the only 
sensible one. 

This is why the language of a grandparent is an important criterion for Sámi identity. Abandoning 
this criterion would result in a situation where a Sámi could not be reliably distinguished from a Lapp. 

Kärnä: 

A purely language-based criterion is discriminating and racist in my opinion. If it is going to be 
continued, the judicial position of the Forest Sámi and other Sámi without status as an indigenous 
people should be recognised with separate legislation, and they should be given their own cultural 
autonomy body. 

Häkkinen: 

There are no Forest Sámi today, there are only descendants of Forest Sámi, who have been 
speaking Finnish for generations. On what grounds should these Finns have the right to be Sámi? 
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As far as Sámi without status refers to those who would meet the Sámi Parliament criteria, but who 
are nevertheless not accepted, the arbitrary actions of the Sámi Parliament must be intervened by 
sanctions. If it refers to descendants of Sámi who have become Finnish long time ago, they really 
are ethnically Finnish, and they no longer have any right to Sámi identity. 

Petri Kivikangas: 

That definition clearly has a political motive to divide populations into “indigenous” and incomers. 
Let’s rather talk about historical peoples, for example. It is impossible to prove which people is 
“indigenous” in a certain area, but it is possible to investigate how long histories these peoples have 
approximately had in a certain area. 

Häkkinen: 

The issue is that the indigenous people status has been established to protect the rights of those 
population groups that have become a minority in their own dwelling area. The majority ethnic group 
of a state does not need such protection, because it has the decision-making power and it can even 
repress the minorities. The status of an indigenous people is consequently weaker than the status 
of the majority ethnic group. 

Ethnic Finnish identity on the southeast coast has an equally long history as the Sámi have in 
Finland, so in that respect also western Finns are an indigenous people. This is undeniable, but they 
have no right to the indigenous people status due to their majority status. 

Kärnä: 

When processing complaints about the electoral register, for example, the board of the Sámi 
Parliament has ended up voting if an applicant to the register is Sámi or not. In my opinion, this alone 
proves that something is wrong. The group acceptance model, where five North Sámi decide on the 
group acceptance, cannot be workable. 

Häkkinen: 

This is a sign of arbitrary actions by the Sámi Parliament, not of any fault in the criteria themselves. 
Of course, the criteria must be applied fairly and equally to everyone – anything else is arbitrariness. 
It is completely incomprehensible if one person in a family is accepted and another is excluded. - - 
Who watches the Sámi Parliament? The preliminary ruling of the Supreme Administrative Court is 
at least a good indication that arbitrariness is not tolerated. 

Kärnä: 

As to the Forest Sámi, there really are people who identify themselves as Forest Sámi. They descend 
from Sámi families and live in their traditional territories and pursue traditional livelihoods. These 
people can be found in Enontekiö especially in the old Peltojärvi Lapp village area in Peltovuoma 
and Vuontisjärvi. In my opinion, they have every right to their own identity and protection of their 
traditional livelihoods and way of life. People outside the language criterion are now being made 
“strangers in their own land”, and this cannot be right on any account. 

Häkkinen: 

Sarivaara also identifies herself as Forest Sámi, although she mentions that the language had 
changed generations ago. The criteria of Sámi identity cannot be safely extended four generations 
back, for example (“as long as one of the great-great-grandparents spoke Sámi), because then the 
inhabitants of the whole northern Finland would suddenly be Sámi. Even I would be Sámi by that 
criterion! 

The criterion cannot be loosened to stop these kind of absurdities, and then the so-called “Forest 
Sámi” are marginalised. The likes of Sarivaara constitute a problem: why on earth do they feel they 
are Sámi? What is it in their traditions that differs from the traditions of Lapland’s Finns? 
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Kärnä: 

One possibility to solve the issue is to have separate legislation to recognise the judicial status of 
the Forest Sámi and other Sámi without status, who are not sufficiently pure linguistically and 
culturally to satisfy the leadership of the Sámi Parliament. There are examples: 
http://fi.wikipedia.org/wiki/Métisit”. 

Häkkinen: 

I support protecting the rights of indigenous persons, even if they are not admitted in an indigenous 
people. 

Kärnä: 

The language-based Sámi definition, which the current leaders of the Sámi Parliament promote, is 
not workable. 

Häkkinen: 

From the Sámi point of view, it is workable and safe because it stops the invasion of Finns into Sámi 
identity. As I have argued, if the generation limit of the language criterion is loosened, the door opens 
to a large group of Finns, who would be thrilled to find their new identity in hope of special rights. 
The criterion must be tight to prevent this scenario: the majority of the Sámi is protected, but the 
price is the exclusion of a small minority. This is, however, the lesser evil from the Sámi point of view. 

Kärnä: 

Norway does not have these problems and no “invasion of Norwegians into Sámi identity” has 
happened there, although the criteria are not based on language. The Sámi Parliament is currently 
promoting a model where the only Sámi would be those who have learned Sámi as their native 
language. In Sarivaara’s case, I have understood that two generations did not speak Sámi as their 
native language, and now Sarivaara has revived the language. Why in the world would not she have 
the right to Sámi identity? 

Häkkinen: 

Why in the world would I and hundreds of thousands other Finns not have the right to Sámi identity? 
You must understand that it would not be sensible nor desirable from the Sámi point of view. Finns 
do represent a different ethnicity from the Sámi. Why water down the difference between them? 

Why in the world would western Finns not have the right to Swedish or Estonian identity, although 
there were both ethnicities in their ancestors? Because 1) a person grows into one ethnic identity, 
not many, 2) and the ethnicity of ancestors has no effect on this – only the recent generations count. 

Kari Virtanen: 

If the difference, or the issue is only the native language, why then do not Swedes or Russians have 
their own parliament in Finland working for their autonomy, although there are much more speakers 
than there are Sámi? 

Häkkinen: 

Exactly because there are so much more of them. Finnish Swedes have even their own party and 
they are an influential factor in Finnish politics, when the party automatically sits in every cabinet. 
The Sámi cannot get leverage in Finland’s parliament due to their small numbers, so they have their 
own system. 

Kärnä: 

Language alone does not define ethnicity. 

Häkkinen: 
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Not alone, of course. But as I have argued, it is not possible to draw a line between Sámi and non-
Sámi without language, because peoples who live near each other for long have their ancestral roots 
intertwined. Without language, Sámi identity disappears and blurs to nothingness. 

Therefore, the language criterion cannot be abandoned, and will never be abandoned. It would lead 
to an unendurable situation where the inhabitants of the northern half of Finland and Scandinavia 
would suddenly have the right to Sámi identity. It would be an utterly unendurable and absurd 
situation from the Sámi point of view – the same situation if all Russians were now given the right to 
Finnish identity and they would redefine Finnish identity based on their majority status! Surely you 
would not want that to happen? 
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Chapter 3 

Contested histories of Lapland 
 

In 1995, the municipality of Inari started to fund the writing of an extensive general history of Inari 

region. The kick-off seminar took place in the municipal council hall, where over 200 listeners 

squeezed in. The unusual size of the crowd for a history seminar reflected the interest that local in-

habitants had in their own past. It’s not only the Sámi who have the urge to perceive their own identity 

also through history. There has been Finnish-speaking population living in Lapland for centuries and 

their paths cross with the Sámi in many places. They may have blood ties with the Sámi, and Sámi 

families may have become completely Finnish likewise.125 

Similar throngs have been seen also in other history events in Lapland. The interest of the local people 

for their past was a welcome phenomenon, which has produced a great number of publications on 

local and regional history of the Northern Finland in the course of decades. They have largely had a 

balanced approach on the Sámi issue.126 The situation has, however, also resulted in problematic 

tendencies, when a passionate desire to establish own histories has merged with the current dispute 

of Sámi identity. Histories always come with a lot of emotions, since the heritage of ancestors is 

concerned. When history is viewed from today’s political basis, interpretations often become 

tendentious. The result was a competitive situation when the history became a subject of dispute. 

For the local people, which earlier was not considered to be Sámi, the possibility for ratifying the ILO 

convention raised pressures to demonstrate their own specificity also through history. Because the 

history of the Sámi seemed as passing for “proof” of old land and water rights, it became a subject of 
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struggle. The exclusive right of the Sámi to their past was questioned, and the contested inter-

pretations of local histories were constructed into a parallel or even surrogate of the Sámi 

historiography.  

Fear of the Sámi act and ILO convention started to produce new historical interpretations, where the 

local population of Lapland rewrote the “true history” of Lapland. In its core were the Lapps of the 

historical sources, not as ancestors of the modern Sámi but as ancestors of “us”, the cultivators of 

their “true heritage” – those who the elite Sámi did not accept as members of the Sámi Parliament. 

Interpretations of history were then linked with the central political goal of the neo-Lapps, contesting 

the current Sámi representational body, the Sámi Parliament.  

With clever and constantly repeated turns of phrase, Reindeer Sámi, who had settled to the current 

Finnish territory after 1852, were labelled the sole representatives of the Sámi Parliament. Branding 

them “immigrants” or late incomers has been an essential part of the opposition to the Sámi 

Parliament. (See next chapter.) Also new and even fictitious interpretations of history were often 

directed against the Sámi specificity. Modern Sámi were not the true heirs of Lapp culture – “we are”.  

This was already evident when neo-Lapps adopted the name Lapp, which specifically referred to the 

new us group in contrast to the Sámi. They regarded the Sámi word as a newly invented term, which 

referred to a political group. Researcher Maritta Stoor, coming from western Lapland herself, has 

used the term concept takeover in describing the way the opposition has taken possession of the word 

“Lapp” and denied the Sámi right to it. In this process, the scope of an established concept is first 

blurred and then filled with new semantic content. 127 

Previously the words Lapp and Sámi had the same meaning: Lapp was an eksonym, a name given by 

outsiders, while Sámi was an ethnonym, the name used by the group itself. The Sámi felt that the 

Lapp word contained too many negative connotations, while the word Sámi from the Sámi language 

was quite suitable to the Finnish language, too.128 When the Sámi rejected the Lapp word, other locals 
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took it over to describe their own view of who were “genuine” and “original” in the region. Soon the 

term indigenous people was also given a new content, which did not exist in legislation. Now it 

referred to the clan or family that had been the first to settle to a place, and it had nothing to do with 

the rights of modern Sámi. 

Blurring the concepts was an attempt to put across the idea that there had always been two groups in 

Lapland, Lapps and Sámi, and Lapps were the older community – as the claim of the newness of the 

Sámi concept indicates. So they thought they matched the indigenous people concept better than the 

“late-born” Sámi. This identity change took place gradually during the 1990s. Erkki Pääkkönen notes 

that in the beginning, the groups opposing Sámi rights presented themselves as “lantalainen” (a local 

concept of Finnish inhabitants in Lapland) in a report jointly created by the governing bodies of 

Enontekiö’s landowners’ association and common forest, for example. 

After the uncertain initial phase, however, they realised that they should start to emphasise the 

continuity of the lost Forest Sámi culture, where they represented the “true Lapp families”. The Sámi 

living in the forest zone had been called Forest Lapps earlier. The same way, neo-Lapps took over 

the former societal model of the Sámi, Lapp village system, by starting to found political associations 

with the names of “Lapp villages”, as if they were historical successors of 17th and 18th century Lapp 

villages or siidas. 129 

The names of Ivalojoki, Kyrö, Peltojärvi and Suonttavaara Lapp village associations were partly 

based on fictitious Lapp villages, which had never existed. Their Lapp village term competed with 

the efforts of the Sámi Parliament to create new Sámi administration with the Lapp village principle. 

Erkki Pääkkönen’s view is that neo-Lapps started to seek for society’s acceptance by founding 

associations and presenting themselves as “revitalised Lapp villages”. At the same time, they started 

to emphasise their significance as the voice of the local population towards the government, with the 

expressed goal to replace the existing Sámi government. 130 
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Later in the 2000s, a new turn took place when the opposition started to call themselves Forest Sámi. 

Thus, they also overtook the concept Sámi. The term Forest Sámi as such has a true historical nature, 

thus it is a general concept developed in old ethnological research, which has referred to all Sámi 

groups living in the forest region. They also included the Inari Sámi and Skolt Sámi. In the current 

political context, however, it became a fictitious or invented concept with the purpose to give an 

impression of the “real” Sámi roots of current people.  

This context also enabled the takeover of Sámi historiography, where Forest Sámi were considered 

predecessors of the modern Sámi. When the Forest Sámi talked about their own history with the 

concepts and descriptions of Sámi research, an outsider had difficulty in understanding why “the 

Sámi” were opposing to the “Forest Sámi”, as well as “Lapps”. The Sámi dispute started to become 

very confusing in the eyes of outsiders; Lapps objected to the views of the Sámi and the Sámi did not 

approve of the Forest Sámi. 

Even old Sámi people, who were accustomed to use the old Lapp term in Finnish about themselves, 

became confused. In the middle of the 1990s when feelings ran high, Reindeer Sámi Jouni Piera 

Jomppanen from West Inari hurried to Teuvo Lehtola and cried out in agony: “Now those Sámi are 

planning to kill us Lapps!” 131 

The opposing movement to the Sámi was itself divided into Lapps and Forest Sámi, and those were 

further challenged by a new term Sámi without status. Occasionally the opponents of the Sámi 

Parliament themselves have been about to get confused over their own concepts. For example, a 

Forest Sámi seminar took place in Inari in December 2012 and most of the speakers objected to the 

dominance, if not even a dictatorship of the Sámi Parliament.  

Hilkka Joki from Enontekiö wondered how “us Lapps” were forgotten, when the chairman only spoke 

about “Forest Sámi”. The leader of the Forest Sámi, Erika Sarivaara, who had also launched the term 

“Sámi without status”, explained that the usage of the term seemed to be a matter of generation: 
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people from the 1990s were evidently more Lapps, and those from the 2000s were Forest Sámi or 

Sámi without status.132 An outsider could easily sigh that those Sámi are always fighting each other. 

Compared to Sámi without status, who emphasized the skills of Sámi language as the main 

manifestation of their Sáminess, neo-Lapps were mostly interested in the past, which they considered 

the key to their own special rights. The past was pursued especially with the means of genealogy, 

which was used for validating the old rights of individual families. Genealogy as such was a serious 

research method. Interpretations made on its basis could, however, lead to wild speculations. 

 

Forgotten population group? 

According to historian Mauno Hiltunen, the root searching of neo-Lapps resulted in “a historico-

politically oriented, downright mythological” interpretation of history, the results of which he calls 

northern neo-myths. According to Hiltunen, identifying themselves as a group of their own, Lapps 

required their own history, a cultural narrative made up of genealogy studies, very extensive source 

material collected among the movement and “selective use of existing research”. To the opposing 

movement, history became  

“a sort of a court of law where the articles related to the interpretation of the ILO 
convention must be applied as if they were a binding law for interpretations of the past. 
It has led to falsifications of history and to myths, because proving that the Sámi are 
incomers and characterising your own ancestors an indigenous people have become the 
burden of proof.” 133 

The conscious construction of neo-Lapp history started already in the 1990s. The Lapp village 

associations published a handout Information for Sámi debate134, which was the manifesto of the 

movement in a sense. It was a historical review compiled by amateur historian Niilo Tervo and largely 

based on genealogical studies. The review presented “research results to decision-makers collected 

by the descendants of Lapland’s verifiable original Lapps”.  
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The associations opposed the view of Finnish minister of justice Kari Häkämies that the Sámi 

definition should be reverted to the language-based form, as had been suggested. The associations 

pointed out that both the minister and the expert of his, the president of the Court of Appeals, in their 

lack of knowledge had gone wrong when emphasizing the viewpoint of Reindeer or Mountain Sámi. 

In other words, the Finnish gentlemen from south could not understand the real situation in the north. 

In their clarification, the Lapp village associations objected to Sámi identity “as a political move-

ment”, which had emerged in the 1960s “due to a few young activists, and they were mainly well-

educated descendants of nomadic reindeer herders, who were guided and encouraged by a few south-

ern scientists”. According to the associations, the whole Sámi debate reflected the poor self-esteem 

of extremist Sámi groups, which was propped up by language when the right kind of lineage and 

documents could not be found. The associations wanted to bring up information concealed by the 

Sámi: 

There’s one verifiable cultural group, however, which nobody seems to know anything 
about, the Forest Sámi, that elusive and humble population group, which has lived in 
primitive wilderness economy since the stone ages; hunting, fishing, gathering, small-
scale cattle husbandry and small-scale and medium inland reindeer husbandry. Will they 
be completely forgotten? (Bold and underlined type by the authors.) 135 

 

The associations claimed that Mountain or Reindeer Lapps were originally Finnish (birkarl) people 

who had immigrated from Sweden and started a nomadic way of life. In addition to Fishing Lapps 

near Lake Inari and by the Tana river, there was reputedly “an untold group of Forest Sámi” who had 

led a quite isolated life before and married only inside their own cultural circle. This group of Lapps 

had been “pressed” by colonialism to establish new farms, which didn’t hinder their traditional way 

of life, however. 

In this interpretation, the Forest Sámi were considered to be separate from Finnish-born settlers, who 

constituted a tight group of their own. They were Finns, while Lapps were persons who descended 

from earlier tax-paying Lapps of Lapp villages. So, according to the associations, the three groups in 
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Enontekiö, for example, were “Finnish-born settlers, acknowledged Sámi and descendants of the true 

indigenous Lapps of the region”. 136 

The prevalent knowledge on Lapland’s history indicates these interpretations to be pure fantasy. The 

history of the Forest Sámi has been studied substantially and they have not been forgotten or ignored, 

as it was claimed. Part of them assimilated and became Finnish, another part remained ethnically 

Sámi and their history evolves to the current Sámi groups. No mysterious, forgotten population 

groups can be found there – tax authorities already took care of that centuries ago.  

Researchers have used different classifications with Sámi groups, and apart from linguistic and 

occupational characteristics, researchers have divided the Sámi into Mountain and Forest Sámi based 

on their environment. These concepts don’t refer, for example, to linguistic Sámi groups, which were 

the basis for the classification with Inari Sámi or Skolt Sámi. Forest Sámi refers generally to the Sámi 

in the coniferous forest regions from Sweden up to Russian Lapland.  

The Forest Sámi is, however, a concept developed by researchers. None of the ancient Sámi groups 

called themselves “Forest Sámi”. There are no grounds for constructing Lapland’s history on the 

contrast between the imaginary Forest Sámi and Reindeer Sámi, as the Lapp village associations have 

done in their use of history to support current politics. 

In the neo-Lapp interpretation of history, Hiltunen sees an aspiration to scientific like argumentation, 

which they use for building a “continuity hypothesis” to support their current claims. There are genea-

logical studies in the background for validating the Forest Sámi roots of the neo-Lapps. Hiltunen 

points out, however, that the neo-Lapps don’t speak specifically of the old Lapp village system, which 

was a central part of the Forest Sámi culture. Instead, they maintain that they have preserved a 

connection to their old (private) tax lands through the fact that they were converted into a peasant 

land property system in the 18th century tax collections. The ILO convention, however, doesn’t talk 

about private lands or persons but peoples.137 
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Another central goal in the neo-Lapp interpretation of history is to deny the specificity of the Sámi. 

It focuses especially on questioning the position of the Reindeer Sámi. To them, the only Sámi are 

Reindeer Sámi, who have no right to the indigenous people status due to their “late immigration”. 

Neo-Lapps utilise modes of speech from the Sámi ethno-political movement. These include the victim 

myth or talk about a silenced and forgotten population group. In the background, they see colonialism, 

which the establishment has used to deprive the Lapps of their original rights. 138 

The colonialist framework also explains why neo-Lapps no longer speak Sámi, only Finnish. It has 

been taken away from them, and by externalising them from their group, the modern Sámi try to 

double the damage. In other words, the modern Sámi continue this policy of forgetting. Neo-Lapps 

have suggested that today only language separates the inhabitants of Savukoski and Kuttura villages. 

139 The claim is quite bold and also peculiar, because the “Kuttura people” from Guhttor village 

represent precisely that Reindeer Sámi identity so abhorrent to the Lapps. 

Hiltunen reflects the central role of genealogical studies in neo-Lapp historiography. He thinks it has 

been excessively emphasised, without considering cultural change factors that shape ethnic groups. 

In their thoughts, genealogy then replaces the ethnicity-linked historical continuum, which is a 

continuous and mutable process. Hiltunen states: 

The counter-movement (of “Lapps”) sees that the historical connection to land and its 
resources is the most important criterion of the indigenous status, irrespective of the 
changes in the ethnicity of the groups it represents. However, it’s possible to verify 
empirically that neo-Lapps have lost their original culture and become part of the northern 
peasant culture. Through the ILO convention, connection to land has become a symbol 
of the lost indigenous past to the counter-movement. They use it in trying to attain the 
active role that has been regarded solely as Sámi property.140 

 

In their search for their own identity, neo-Lapps have elevated history interpretations almost above 

everything else. They have been linked to support today’s political struggle, but history can only help 

understand past events, not give answers to the present day. When the rivalling academic studies on 

the historical land ownership in Sámi area had drifted into a stalemate (as described earlier), also the 
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Finnish authorities started to retreat. It was stated by the ministry of justice in 2008, that the ILO 

decision cannot be based solely on historical information about the development of land ownership 

and land use. Their view was that also the contemporary situation should be examined, including the 

current status of the Sámi and the use of natural resources in the Sámi territory. 141 

Similarly, Sámi sources have emphasised similarly that the question of ethnic Sámi identity as well 

as the indigenous people definition pertains specifically to the current situation. In fact, there was a 

clear shift of Sámi politics, which still in 1990s relied strongly on historical research, but which 

especially after the stalemate practically abandoned the value of historical information and started to 

emphasize the current belonging. Thus the view of the Sámi Parliament is that descent or genetic 

relationship alone isn’t sufficient basis for Sámi identity. Persons and their families should have a 

living connection to the Sámi community.  

According to the Sámi related opinions, restricting to the genealogical continuity would lead to 

absurdity. Professor Pekka Sammallahti says that the whole Finland’s rural population has plenty of 

Sámi ancestors, from more ancient times in the south than in the north. In his opinion, this illustrates 

how descent cannot be a very important factor in defining the Sámi. Sámi identity isn’t merely 

descent; it consists of belonging to a certain language, culture and community in a certain time. Al-

though the remembrance and heritage of ancestors are important in Sámi identity, it takes shape 

among people living in the present age. 142 

 

Case 2: 

How to conquest Sámi history 

In his blog143, pseudonym Hirvasrumpu has written about the Lapland past in a way that it could be 

considered to be a proposal for neo-Lapp history. For a history scholar, it´s a complex fabrication 

and its convoluted train of thought can be hard to follow, because it´s fully based on existing Sámi 
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historiography, but the interpretation is completely arbitrary. It works through Lapp villages, Lapland 

territories, settlements and the relationship to the Finnish government, which are all elements of 

Sámi history writing.  

In the beginning of his story “Lapps and Sámi”, Hirvasrumpu suggests that the Lapps and the Sámi 

are the one and same indigenous people of Finnish Lapland. The writing ends up, however, 

demonstrating that Lapps are in fact more indigenous, while the Sámi don’t fulfil the characteristics 

of the ILO convention. In between, the blogger tells there is a “minority of an indigenous people” or 

Lapps, whose right to their own identity has been denied by the Sámi Parliament. 

The account diverges from the Sámi historiography when Hirvasrumpu states that the “common 

people” has divided into two, Forest Sámi and Reindeer Sámi cultures. According to him, Reindeer 

Sámi are emigrants from Norway, foreigners who have moved in the end of 19th century to Finland. 

The lineage starting from the Reindeer Sámi leads to the modern Sámi and the dictatorship of the 

Sámi Parliament, reigned by the Reindeer Sámi. Forest Sámi, on the other hand, remain “forgotten” 

and suffer internal ethnic oppression from the indigenous population. Circumstances force the Forest 

Sámi to gradually abandon the Lapp language and they are outcasted from the “Sámi family”. 

After reducing the situation to an antagonism between Reindeer Sámi and Forest Sámi, Hirvasrumpu 

also conquers the 19th and 20th century events of Sámi historiography. Now the so-called ethno-

political movement turns out to be “Blut und Boden” kind of ethno-nationalism by the Reindeer Sámi, 

incited by international trends. The attitude of the Reindeer Sámi gives the word “Lapp” a derogatory 

slant and the “real Lapps” have to hide their Lapp identity.  

According to this history, it wasn’t until the conspiracy between the Sámi Parliament and the Swedish 

People’s Party of Finland in 2000s, concerning the ILO convention, that “we” have finally awoken to 

claim our rights. The ILO convention would benefit “a few clans”, which conceal that their reindeer 

husbandry has become modern and which also hide their true origin as Norwegians. “In the case of 

deprived rights, the Sámi activists from Norway don’t explain either what has been taken from them 
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(in history). They still seem to have their language and culture. If they have been deprived of their 

land, that land is in Norway.” 

Hirvasrumpu winds up condemning the Sámi term: “The proper and entirely politically correct name 

for the indigenous population of Lapland is ‘Lapp’, while ‘Sámi’ is an ideologically slanted design-

ation, which the supporters of the internal ethno-nationalistic faction of Lapps invariably use of 

themselves.” He laments: “The situation with the terms is undeniably causing confusion.” For him, 

Sáminess doesn’t represent the “unbroken tradition or even tradition required by the ILO convention; 

it’s a late-born product of the present day”. 

After denying the right of the Sámi to special rights, Hirvasrumpu adopts a more conciliatory attitude. 

In his view, the government is to blame for the contradictions, because keeping the indigenous 

people divided is compatible with the interests of the majority population and state land ownership. 

As a sign of reconciliation, he proposes the Sámi Parliament to be repealed and replaced with a new 

administrative model, Lapland’s parliament, where Lapps would have sufficient representation. 

Instead of the Sámi, power should be distributed also to other groups to ensure local and regional 

democracy. “The Sámi Parliament has used up its credibility credit. It’s time for its current leadership 

to step down from its power and, at the most, continue managing routine matters as a “caretaker 

government”. 144 

The final suggestion of Hirvasrumpu reflects the eventual aim of Lapps: to finish the parliamentary 

work of the Sámi. The writing also verifies Mauno Hiltunen’s suspicion that in a political framework 

neo-Lapps could be considered a populistic movement with certain reservations. Against better 

judgement, Hirvasrumpu creates black-and-white contradictions and produces “arbitrary historical 

argumentation”. It takes documents out of their context and uses them as indisputable evidence of 

their own cause. 145 

Another intimation of populism is the way the writing completely dismisses a more constructive 

source-critical approach and debate. Neo-Lapp historiography has been characterised by a recurrent 
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claim that several professional historians have misrepresented the past, mostly to participate in the 

protection of the “illegal” indigenous people status of the Sámi. 

 

Sámi lineage in borderlands 

Hirvasrumpu’s writing strikes many Sámi people as parodic at first, until it’s understood as a seriously 

written variation of the above-mentioned northern neo-myths. As Hiltunen has noted, however, it’s 

good to bear in mind that interpreting the neo-Lapp historiography merely as a political project “does 

not do justice to the historical experiences of the people who live in cultural borderlands and represent 

the so-called Finnish-Sámi hybrid”. In the case of Hirvasrumpu, these experiences ahave been 

filtrated by a former officer in Finnish border guard.146 

With hybrid, Hiltunen refers to the notion of borderlands identity, which takes shape in the encounter 

and interaction of two or more cultures. Studies have talked about hybrid cultures or creolisation – 

intermingling of groups and peoples – as a global and generally historical phenomenon, which has 

been a highly significant occurrence in world history, as well as indigenous peoples. The hybrid 

nature of the borderlands must not be understood as a kind of “mixed culture”, let alone crossbreed. 

When two cultures encounter and hybridise for a long time, the result can no longer be restored to 

these two origins; the result is something new – “a third front”, where a new cultural form and history 

begins to develop. 147 

If we forget mystifications about a forgotten and unknown Lapp tribe in the obscurity of history, the 

question is what kind of demarcations and encounters took place between the Sámi and Finns during 

centuries, and what kind of “borderlands culture” they may have engendered. In my doctoral thesis 

(1997), I have called the characteristic of this population borderlands identity. Representatives of 

many old families in Lapland feel they aren’t completely Finnish, and not Sámi either.148 This has 
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created a strong feeling of a distinctive “own history”. Unlike the history of the Sámi, the development 

of the self-conception and culture of this borderlands has not been studied much.  

Historical Lapps in documents were predominantly practitioners of Lapp livelihoods: hunting, fishing 

and reindeer husbandry. Finnish settlement on Lapp village lands was impossible until the end of the 

17th century. The lands were owned by the shareholders of the Lapp villages according to Swedish 

legislation. The settlement bills in 1673 and 1695 enabled settlement also on Lapp village lands. In 

the Kemi Lapland, the settlement rush was directed across the Lapland border to the Kuusamo-

Kitkajärvi region, and the agricultural society based on burn-beat cultivation made the old Sámi 

settlement Finnish. Further in the north, settlers still needed permission from the Lapp village to enter 

the region. Another way was to marry a Sámi, or to buy or lease land. 149 

Previously, it was thought that Lapps were chased to the north before the continually invading Finnish 

settlers. In the light of recent studies, however, this wasn’t the case; the “disappearance” of Sámi from 

documents was largely a result of the Sámi becoming Finnish. It was also characteristic that the Sámi 

themselves became settlers. This happened because the rights of the Lapp villages were no longer 

appreciated, and the old border between Lapland and South was forgotten on the quiet. 

Sámi settlement changed into Finnish only in documents at first, due to the change in livelihood. A 

new farm established by a Sámi was usually entered in the new farm register with a Finnish name, 

which became the surname of the settler or his descendants. The former practitioner of natural 

livelihoods was counted among settlers based on the new occupation. A change of culture was often 

involved in the event. When changing into settlers and joining the Finnish village system, Sámi often 

became Finnish in their way of life as well as language, even in their personal names. Sámi identity 

even began to be a shame. Former Sámi started to speak Finnish to their children to help them succeed 

in the new environment. 150 
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Many Inari Sámi families, for example, retained their Sámi characteristics despite becoming settlers. 

These characteristics included speaking Sámi, using the Lapp costume (although variably) and certain 

special uses of nature, from knowledge of Sámi place names to traditional common law, where traces 

of the old Lapp village were evident. Many 19th century sources make it clear that locals had distinct 

knowledge of who were Sámi or Lapps, and who were local Finns (“lantalainen”).  

In the sources of 19th century, for instance, local civil servants could give detailed information of who 

were fishing or Reindeer Sámi and who were Finns. This knowledge has obviously based on the 

divisions of local inhabitants themselves. The accuracy of this identification was reflected in the 

notions about “borderline cases”, who were shifting either way. For example, a Sámi woman had 

married to the Finnish village of Kyrö, which had a strong Fennicising influence. Others then wanted 

to follow if her descendants became Sámi-speaking or if they became completely Finnish. 151 

This is an important thing about Sámification and Fennicisation. It has often been claimed in the Sámi 

debate that like certain Finnish family branches, such as Holmberg, Helander and Torikka, have 

become Sámi in Utsjoki, nowadays Finns should similarly be accepted as Sámi, if they learn the Sámi 

language, for example. This isn’t enough, however. Traditional Sámification involved that although 

a person married a Sámi, only the descendants could be considered Sámi. Ethnicity became 

established in the second or third generation at the latest. This also made it possible that some 

branches of certain families became Sámi, although others remained Finnish. This happened in the 

Kangasniemi, Veskoniemi and Seurujärvi families, for example. 152 

Ethnic development may seem confusing to an outsider, but the Sámi had distinct knowledge about 

it. Internal observation was the basis for the identification practice of the “us” group, demarcation 

between “us” and “others”, which is a basic human feature. It did not signify hostility or conscious 

discrimination, but awareness of differences. The statistical outlining of the Sámi population also 

started from this kind of internal knowledge after World War II. The goal was specifically to protect 
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the language and culture of those Sámi people who had retained their Sámi kinship to some extent. 

153 

As we saw earlier, the new “Lapp histories” have aimed at blurring the difference between the local 

Finns (“lantalainen”) and Lapps. Some academic researchers have also claimed that earlier all 

“Lapland dwellers” were one and the same people, which was divided into two groups mainly by the 

arbitrary measures of administrators. For example, Maria Lähteenmäki, a historian from Lapland, has 

claimed that others than the Reindeer Sámi were not considered an ethnic group of their own earlier; 

the categorisation concerned only livelihoods. She cites the fact that because ethnicity is a new 

concept, ethnic groups couldn’t have existed earlier, there were only different livelihoods. 154 

Lähteenmäki’s idea of ethnicity is confusing. She doesn’t consider that livelihoods and the way of 

life are part of ethnicity, inasmuch as language and family history. The feeling of ethnicity or the idea 

of “us” was quite strong among the Sámi in the 19th century. In Finnish sources, there are many 

accounts about the expressions of “Lapp nationality” which ment a conscious ethnic identification. 

One of the rare Sámi writers in Finnish newpapers used the Finnish term “Lapp kin” (Sámi kinship) 

to describe the common feeling between separate Sámi groups.  

The Sámi called Finns by the name láddelás or láttán (‘lantalainen´ in Finnish) or women by ládde-

rivgu or rivgu (southern woman). Finns, on the other hand, knew the Sámi by the name Lapps. The 

use of these names clearly reflected ethnic differences. Lähteenmäki admits that reindeer nomads 

were still different from Finns, but she thought that other Sámi in Inari, for example, didn’t differ 

from local Finns. In reality, Inari Sámi were clearly different from Inari Finns: they called themselves 

sämmilâš, wore the Sámi costume and spoke Sámi, although they knew also Finnish well. They were 

largely settlers, but fishing was still the main livelihood, and their way of life still followed the 

traditional yearly migration pattern to some extent. 
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The existence of these boundaries didn’t mean that the Sámi and Finns were against each other all 

the time. In Inari, for example, their relations were mostly good, and there was no need to emphasise 

the differences. They existed, however, and became apparent especially in disputes and conflict 

situations. Boundaries could be tested also in everyday encounters, for example when a Sámi became 

daughter-in-law in an entirely Finnish village environment on the outskirts of the Sámi territory. She 

could be reminded of her Lapp identity so much that she soon wanted to forget her own roots. 

The goal of the neo-Lapp interpretation of history, however, has been to blur this ethnic difference. 

Heli Saarinen, a scholar for eastern Lapland, has only referred to an “image boundary” between Sámi 

and Finns. According to her, the dividing categories were created by external administrators, resulting 

“the segregation required by taxation”, and therefore the authorities harshly divided the common folk 

into two groups: peasants and Lapland tax payers. They’ve been separated from each other by force, 

without hearing the wishes of the locals.  

Saarinen implies that there’s no other background to the whole distinction of the Sámi and other local 

groups than administration. This way, two groups were born: “Lapland dwellers” and reindeer 

nomads, who have retained “their independent culture”. The former group lost their Sámi language 

due to the unjust actions of administrators. Consequently, only the Sámi-speaking Reindeer Sámi 

“remained to represent the Sámi”. Saarinen states: “In the multinational and multilingual Lapland, 

also language became a means of cultural segregation besides nomadism.” 155 

In reality, Reindeer Sámi by no means represented the only Sámi group with their own language and 

cultural heritage. In Finland’s area alone, there were Tana Sámi, Inari Sámi as well as Skolt Sámi, a 

true spectrum of Sáminess and Sámi languages. Saarinen gives an impression that the past ethnic 

identification in Lapland was somehow indefinite, topsy-turvy. As mentioned earlier, the ethnic 

boundary between the Sámi and Finns was quite well known on the local level, although it may have 

seemed foggier from afar. Administrators, such as county constables and vicars, usually learned from 

the locals who was Sámi and who was a local Finn, if it was not obvious from external essence.  
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The notion that the differences between the Sámi and local settlers had become blurred is largely 

based on the situation in southern Lapland, where both Lähteenmäki and Saarinen originally come 

from. There these differences no longer existed even in the 19th century, because the Sámi had already 

assimilated into the majority population. However, this situation didn’t apply further in the north, the 

subsequent Sámi territory, where the Sámi – also others than Reindeer Sámi – were a group quite 

distinct from Finns. 

 

Borderlands identity 

The Sámi-Finn borderlands had developed during centuries in different regions where the Sámi 

identity had gradually disappeared to make way for settlement. Influences intersected. The Sámi 

adopted characteristics of settlement, such as log houses, animal husbandry, language and, finally 

under pressure, often the whole settler culture. Finns adopted or retained elements of the Sámi way 

of life and know-how to help them adjust to new conditions. The borderline identity is reflected in 

reindeer husbandry with its Sámi-originated terminology in Finnish language, as well as clothing and 

Sámi-originated place names which are traces of the historical encounter.  

The cultural connection is especially apparent in the old Finnish language of Lapland, which 

developed in its own direction in the north. Grammatically it followed the development of western 

Finnish dialects. On the other hand, the vocabulary manifests strong influences from the multilingual 

background of northern Fennoscandia, such as Scandinavian languages and even Russian, but 

especially from the Sámi language. The numerous loan words from the Sámi language are mostly 

related to the natural environment, rich reindeer terminology as well as place names. Loan words 

could make Finnish dialects in Lapland so strange-sounding that later they may have been considered 

some “strange language”. 156          
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The Finnish dialect in Lapland is a good example of the subsurface effects of the borderlands, which 

began to transform the settler culture of Lapland into a different form than in the more southern 

“heartlands”. The fact is, however, that the borderlands culture in the 19th century, for example, was 

fundamentally Finnish-speaking and based on the values of the Finnish society. The way of living in 

southern Lapland and Finnish villages, such as Kyrö or subsequent Ivalo in Sámi area, was closer to 

the cultural forms of other remote districts in Finland than the Sámi way of life. 

These two separate histories of both Sámi and local Finns have intercepted each other a lot, but in the 

“Lapp discourse” of 2000s it has been wittingly confused with each other. Searching for one’s identity 

has taken a wrong turn in Lapland, to a contest with the Sámi over “the right to Lapland’s history” – 

as if there was only room for one history. Actually, Lapland has a very multi-voiced history with 

enough material for a dedicated identity without pinning it to the history of the Sámi. 

 

Case 3: 

Cultural heritage of Kemi Lapland? 

“An indigenous people is an indigenous people in the region where their specific culture emerged, 

developed and prevailed”, is the basis of the ILO convention. The stipulations concerning Sámi rights 

have been limited to “the geographic area that the Sámi have traditionally inhabited and used”. The 

Sámi representatives have understood this to concern the modern Sámi territory. The opponents of 

Sámi parliament, however, have brought up a wish to extend the ILO convention to the whole area 

of the former Lapland. Thus, the ILO convention should apply to all old families in Lapland. 157 

In 2012, the Vuovde-, guolásteaddji- ja duottarsámit (Forest, fisherman and mountain Sámi, written 

in Northern Sámi language) association was founded in Inari for raising “Forest Sámi” culture in the 

Salla and Savukoski region, for example. The founder of the association, Erika Sarivaara, has 

criticised that limiting the convention to the Sámi territory “excludes a large part of traditional Sámi 
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regions and therefore naturally also of Sámi families”. According to the association, the ILO 

convention and Sámi definition should apply to the whole historical Lapland. 158 

In spring 2015, a member of Finnish parliament from Lapland, Eeva-Maria Maijala, who had un-

successfully applied for Sámi Parliament membership, spoke in Finnish parliament about the culture 

of Salla and Savukoski Forest Sámi as still an existing cultural form. She strongly opposed the 

exclusion of Kemi Lapland from the ILO convention: “This is a cultural murder”, she exclaimed to the 

press.159 Heikki J. Hyvärinen, a former lawyer of Sámi parliament, has stated that to be an indigenous 

people, a group must have retained all or some of its social, economic, cultural and political 

institutions. “It’s not known which of these institutions the persons, who are erroneously called Lapps, 

have retained”, Hyvärinen wondered.160 

Practical examples of specific Sámi characteristics in the Forest Sámi cultural heritage have 

remained sparse. The Forest Sámi association has planned to revive the Kemi Sámi language, for 

example, spoken earlier in the Salla and Savukoski regions. They were belonging to historical Kemi 

lappmark where the Sámi language disappeared already 150-200 years ago The association 

suggested that the dead Sodankylä Sámi language could be reconstructed.  

According to the association, there existed a few hundred word vocabulary as well as yoiks and 

prayers. Moreover, the language “still lives in place names, reindeer husbandry terms, dialect words 

and the consciousness”, the association stated. 161 The association used the term “language revival”, 

which means increasing the number of people speaking a marginally spoken but living language. 

The situation was compared to that of Umeå Sámi and Piteå Sámi, where language revival had 

produced positive experiences. They are still living languages, too. 

The Sámi were not enthusiastic about constructing the Kemi Sámi language. They fretted that 

funding was hard to get even for living languages. There’s need for Inari and Skolt Sámi language 

nests and adult education and hopefully the society will grant more funds for them. According to 

professor Pekka Sammallahti, there aren’t enough preserved words for reviving the language, “and 

nobody knows how Sodankylä Sámi was pronounced”. Based on his own studies on the same 
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region, Sammallahti refuted the rumour about the Kemi Sámi language spoken in the 20th century or 

even as late as the 1960s. The Kemi Sámi language had disappeared from the region in the first half 

of the 19th century at the latest.162  

Not everybody in the neighbourhood was interested in the venture either. Doctor Katja Hirvasaho 

from Savukoski commented in a newspaper interview that if Kemi Sámi was to be reconstructed with 

a computer, the result would be an artificial language that nobody has ever spoken. “Only the words 

that are already known would be genuine Forest Sámi. Moreover, this kind of language doesn’t carry 

any cultural traditions.” 

She was also sceptical on the continuity of other “(Forest) Sámi” traditions in the region. Only some 

traces of the Forest Sámi culture have been preserved, apart from archaeological relics. The 

historical information has largely been interpreted by Finns, including the linguistic data. She 

emphasises that a vanished culture cannot be revived by studying the existing Sámi language or 

dabbling in traditional handcrafts and reindeer herding. 

Hirvasaho pointed out that it’s misleading to link reindeer economy solely to Forest Sámi, because 

reindeer were owned by Finnish settlers alike already in the 18th century. The development of animal 

husbandry and agriculture expanded Finnish villages, which decreased contacts to nature and, as 

the population grew, resulted in excessive exploitation of nature, for example deer stock. Also 

Hirvasaho referred to her former studies in the region, when she had interviewed older people in 

Kuolajärvi and Salla regions. “The villagers identified themselves solely as Finns”, she stated. 163 
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Chapter 4 

Adam and Eve were indigenous 

 

The neo-Lapp movement is quite contemporary with the recent right-wing conservative trends, which 

had their opportunity for five decades to get organised publicly in the 1990s in Finland. Before that, 

the socialdemocratic welfare state ideology, with a sensitive attitude towards minorities, kept public 

discussions in certain frames. Adverse thoughts against just about anything could only be expressed 

by grumbling at the kitchen table, in bars and in hunting parties. Now many groups, previously 

overlooked in social debate and decision-making, could make their voices heard. Another change 

came in the middle of the 2000s, when the world of Internet started to demonstrate its true potential. 

Research has established that populistic movements and right-wing conservatives were quite efficient 

in making use of it.164 

Taking over net trolling is one basis of modern populism. Net forums help in finding like-minded 

people and formulating argumentations. When colourful ideas and figures of speech are continuously 

repeated also in other channels, the significance of the issue seems to become so emphasised that also 

media must take it into account. Eventually these bloggers begin to be regarded as experts. This seems 

to have happened also in the Sámi dispute, where populism has proliferated regardless of party 

boundaries. Every piece of news concerning the Sámi in a provincial newspaper or a trivial blog entry 

arouses an automatically activated mode of speech, which shifts the discussion to a desired track and 

repeats previously expressed even imaginary notions as established truths. 

The role of the Sámi also in this communication is the minority role in a majority democracy: for 

each debater, there are a hundred others. The voice of the Sámi is easily drowned. 
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This is not, however, solely a development of the recent decades. The black-and-white, all-

antagonistic speech is part of a global and human phenomenon – adverseness, which is characterised, 

in Arthur Schopehauer’s words, by “the unimportance of truth and the obstinate defence of one’s own 

view”. Aspiration to the ability to be and remain right easily oversteps the boundaries of logic and 

changes to obstinacy, which makes the trickster fight with “cunning moves”, not for truth but for his 

or her own claim. The frenzy of argumentation overtakes prudence. 165 

The opinions of the debaters – or in Tommi Uschanov’s words, “the confusing and partly contra-

dictory package of opinions” – operate more with their own rules than through scientific 

argumentation. Uschanov states that especially in the domain of politics, people are emboldened to 

make interpretations, which all would recognise as childish in their areas of true competence, but 

which seem quite rational and credible in the arena of politics. In the net, you can start groups where 

many kinds of beliefs grow and prosper. Through continuous repetition, unsubstantiated claims be-

come established as some sort of facts in discussions. They can contain factual errors and absurdities, 

which continue their lives even if they are rectified. “The same claims that have been rectified for 

dozens of times keep rising from their graves like some zombies”, Uschanov comments. 166 

Concerning the Sámi debate, one recurring and peculiar notion is connected to the word Sámi. Al-

ready in 1992, Vuontis-Kalle from Hetta claimed that “as far as I know, the name Sámi refers to the 

so-called Helsinki Lapps. They have come here mostly after WW II, some of them employed by the 

society.” 167 The claim was perhaps ridiculous also to the person who said it, but the main thing was 

to prove that the Sámi had come here from somewhere.  

A more general notion in Finland has been that Sámi was a political term, engendered in the 1960s, 

which the “new party” had used for justifying its seizure of power from the original Lapps.  Professor 

Pekka Sammallahti, for example, refuted these kinds of claims as unhistorical and outright lies168, but 

they crop up at regular intervals. The claim was seemingly supported by the fact that the Lapp concept 
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had been almost exclusive in Finnish-speaking publicity till the 1950s and 1960s, until it had quite 

rapidly and “mysteriously” been replaced with the Sámi term by the 1980s. 

Adopting the Sámi name did not signify the birth of a new group, however, but simply marked a 

change in the public emphasis when the Sámi started to use the name from their own language in 

majority languages. It was an ancient Sámi language term that has a counterpart in all subsequent 

Sámi languages, such as saemie in South Sámi, sää´m in Skolt Sámi and sábmelatj in Luleå Sámi. 

The Sámi word itself was known in Finland already in the 19th century, but it was officially adopted 

along with the Sámi movement to describe “us” – the Sámi wanted to bring in a term from their own 

language to replace the Lapp name, which was given by outsiders. Similarly, eskimos wanted to call 

themselves inuits or Samoyeds preferred the concept Nenets people. 169 

So, neo-Lapps used diversionary tactics or cunning moves in Schopehauer’s words: some fact (Sámi 

replaced the Lapp word in publicity) is used as proof of another fact (Sáminess is an invented thing). 

In Tommi Uschanov’s words, such a claim is not in itself fabricated or spurious – it is rather a half-

truth or quarter-truth than untrue. It is based on a real phenomenon that has just been removed from 

its context and completely misinterpreted. 170 

It has been characteristic of the takeover or blurring tactics to bring the concepts describing “us” as 

close to the established Sámi mode of speech as possible. As noted earlier, neo-Lapps have aimed at 

adopting the Sámi set of concepts, such as terms Lapp, Forest Sámi or indigenous people. In a sense, 

they have acquired a complete manner of speaking that has plausibility in the ears of outsiders. Also 

the concept Sámi without status creates an image of an already existing group beside the Sámi who 

have a status. This way, we forget that the concept is one researcher’s creation, which has been argued 

for with statements from ten interviewees, some of whom were even opposed to the concept. 

When emphasising that they are “Kemi Lapland Sámi population, descended from Lapps and 

excluded from the Sámi Parliament”, neo-Lapps have repeated the description “of indigenous 
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inhabitants of Lapland, who have become assimilated in the Finnish language due to the language 

politics of the church and government”.171 According to the neo-Lapp narrative, these indigenous 

inhabitants of Lapland have been exposed to the oppression of latecoming conquerors or the small 

circle of the Sámi Parliament, who have not wanted to include “us”. The expression of persons who 

are already in the Sámi Parliament refers to a corrupted and self-interested small circle, while those 

excluded from the electoral register represent the displaced in the narrative, the ones “rightfully 

entitled” to the Sámi Parliament.  

The expressions insinuate that the democratically elected Sámi representative body had unjustly 

rejected a great number of applications, and the Finnish government or the people of Finland should 

intervene in the matter. The tactics of the neo-Lapps has been to publicise populistic and emotional 

views to build community spirit among “Lapps”, as well as to question the special status of the Sámi. 

This questioning has changed into downright defamation of the Sámi in many cases. 

Research indicates that the populistic mode of speaking is characteristically directed against the elite. 

Lapland has a long tradition of hatred against masters, as well as loathing of faceless politics (which 

is countered with politicking). Sámi “privileges” have been criticised in the Sámi territory since the 

1970s, when various commissions and committees started to consider improving the status of the 

minority. Improving the status of the Sámi Delegation or later the Sámi Parliament has aroused talk 

about a Sámi elite or a privileged group. 

The Sámi Parliament has actually less power than the Finnish municipal administration, which 

attracts nowhere near as much aggressive criticism of “undemocratic oppression” or “inbreeding” as 

the Sámi Parliament does. Uschanov comments that even slightly more abstract issues, detached from 

everyday life, arouse hatred against masters. These include international conventions, which are 

suspected to influence people’s lives. They must be immediately reverted to everyday logic, by 

ridiculing them with comparisons to everyday life, for example, or by invoking the inexperience of 

southern or foreign masters. 172 
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Together these factors – notions of Sámi special status, suspicion about the administration of the Sámi 

and “imported” international conventions – arouse strong enemy images and even conspiracy 

theories. Already in the 1990s, neo-Lapps hinted or spoke openly about a conspiracy of scientific, 

administrative and political elites. There was a famous “circuit diagram” seen by a journalist from 

the national Ilta-Sanomat evening paper in 1996. It consisted of Sámi supporters from the local county 

constable to President Martti Ahtisaari. During a restaurant evening, it even changed into a “hit 

list”.173 

More moderate versions of these connections have been made later, but still the group of ignorant 

masters and lackeys of the Sámi has included such persons as county governor Hannele Pokka and 

President Tarja Halonen, not to mention numbskull lawyers and university professors. As Uschanov 

points out, an approach that extends beyond the everyday perspective is analogous with the arrogance 

and presumptuousness of the opponent in populistic discourse. 174 

Conspiracy theories strongly reflect the basic structure of the narrative created by the neo-Lapps: the 

pampered Sámi group that has escaped from the control of the people or “us” has been granted a 

special status that it is going to use for displacing other local groups. The antagonistic neo-Lapps 

have created a strong enemy image that has also many distasteful features. 

 

Them – illegal immigrants  

In 1852, the Wasa Court of Appeal gave a circular letter, which effectively closed the border between 

Norway and autonomous Finland. Next year, the emperor of Russia gave more detailed orders that 

reindeer herders from Norwegian soil were forbidden to enter Finland. The closing of the border in 

1852 was then based on a unilateral order by Russia-Finland, and Norwegian civil servants could 

only declare it as a notification. Norway ratified it in 1854. In 1889, the border between Sweden and 

autonomous Finland was also closed. 
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Reindeer Sámi had previously used extensive fjell and forest areas as their pastures throughout the 

northern Fennoscandia. The countries had divided these areas between themselves already in 1751. 

The Sámi were not asked, but they were still allowed to cross borders freely. Closed borders in the 

late 19th century caused an upheaval in the Reindeer Sámi society, however, because they were forced 

to choose the citizenship of one of the countries.  

The situation became very confusing and even catastrophic because the closed border prevented the 

Reindeer Sámi from entering their old winter territories. The pressure was directed to the winter 

pastures in Norwegian fjell regions, which already had plenty of reindeer. The situation resulted in 

mass migrations of Reindeer Sámi to different parts of northern Finland, Sweden and Norway in the 

next decades. Many of them settled in their earlier pasture areas, in the fjell and forest regions of 

Enontekiö or western Inari, for example. Others headed for new areas, such as the forest regions of 

northern Sodankylä or even central Scandinavia. 175 

Martti Linkola has stated that by closing the borders the authorities committed a harmful and even 

cruel action towards the traditional reindeer nomadism of the Sámi. This has evidently ended the 

centuries-long extensive reindeer nomadism, which was based on long migrations between inland 

forest areas and the coast of the Arctic Sea. 176 

More than 160 years after the closed borders, neo-Lapp supporter Jouni Kitti claimed that the 

Reindeer Sámi had entered Finland as a result of illegal immigration: “If the issues were not handled 

in compliance with an official agreement, this was an illegal trespassing to the territory of a foreign 

country.”177 Kitti was a former member of the Sámi Parliament who had changed sides to oppose 

Sámi special rights. 

Kitti’s claim is severely distorted and quite cynical because the Reindeer Sámi migrations were 

consequences of the colonialist or even imperialist policies of countries. The countries caused a 

livelihood catastrophe to the Reindeer Sámi and forced them to choose the citizenship of a country. 
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The countries subsequently left the Reindeer Sámi to cope on their own, and there was nobody to 

draw them “an official agreement” on the migration. The Sámi were not negotiated about anything at 

any point. 

Kitti’s statement is, however, only one of the countless malevolent opinions that have labelled 

Reindeer Sámi immigrants and conquerors. This view has penetrated Finnish media and politics 

surprisingly well. Hilkka Joki, municipal politician from Enontekiö, has criticised on several 

occasions that in Enontekiö “immigrant Sámi have walked all over the rights of the original 

population and in a sense stolen their history”. 178 

On the other hand, the leading figure of the neo-Lapp movement in the 1990s, Jouni Eira, stated that 

associating large-scale reindeer husbandry “as the most essential characteristic of Lapp identity is not 

historically founded, because large-scale reindeer husbandry together with private ownership is 

specifically a Finnish livelihood originally brought to Finnish Lapland by immigrants”.179 The 

reference to the Finnish livelihood is based on the peculiar neo-Lapp interpretation of history that 

large-scale reindeer husbandry was originally developed by Finnish-born birkarls or tax collectors! 

In other words, Reindeer Sámi were not “indigenous” even in their livelihood, but had in a sense 

robbed it from Finns as immigrants to take over areas belonging to Finns (and indigenous Lapps). 

In neo-Lapp interpretations, Reindeer Sámi immigrants corrupted the relations between different 

population groups. Niilo Tervo’s view is that all were happy Forest Sámi for a long time, but “the 

idyll was broken - - once: the arrival of Reindeer Lapps started fierce conflicts over reindeer pastures 

and many Inari people fell into poverty”. 180 Kari Akujärvi comments: “Before the Sámi Parliament 

controlled by Reindeer Sámi, we could live without quarrels and self-interest.” 181 

In 2013, the Sámi Youth of Finland association refuted the conception of Reindeer Sámi as 

immigrants, because Finland did not become independent until 1917. There was no state called 

Finland before that: 
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The Sámi groups living in the area of the present-day Finland lived demonstrably in their 
current dwelling areas at that time. Therefore, the Sámi could not have come to Finland 
from another state. Speaking of immigrants is consciously fabricated untruthful 
propaganda aimed at denying the immemorial rights of the Sámi to their current 
territories. The idea of “the Sámi coming from somewhere” is based on Finnish 
historiography, which does not consider the Sámi history and nomadic way of life. 182 

 

The latter part of the Sámi youth statement referred to the part of the ILO convention that specifically 

emphasises the historical heritage of an indigenous people in an area – regardless of what discrete 

Sámi group that is. 

When Kari Kyrö repeated the idea of Reindeer Sámi as immigrants from somewhere else, Inari Sámi 

Hannu Kangasniemi replied: “He forgets, however, how young the Finnish state is. It is quite usual 

that a nation, such as the Kurds, lives in the territories of several countries. They are nevertheless a 

united people – and Inari Sámi or Skolt Sámi (or North Sámi) cannot be separated from this people.” 

183 Historian Tarja Nahkiaisoja has also commented that the number of Reindeer Sámi migrating to 

Finland was after all quite small compared to the migration of Finns to the Sámi territory especially 

in the late 19th century. Inari met with a real invasion of Finns starting from the 1890s. 184 

Historical accuracy or diversity was not the purpose of the neo-Lapps in the Reindeer Sámi debate, 

however. It was all about conscious political tactics, and the right-wing populistic concept of 

immigrant was a cunning invention for that purpose. It contained negative anti-immigration 

associations elsewhere in Finnish discussion and justified the rights of original inhabitants or “us”. 

A neo-Lapp master-stroke was to draw a parallel between the whole Sáminess and the Reindeer Sámi 

or these Norwegians who had taken over “the lands of the indigenous Lapps”. In effect, they implied 

that the Reindeer Sámi had also unlawfully taken over the Sámi Parliament. 

In reality, there are Utsjoki Sámi, Inari Sámi as well as Skolt Sámi working in the Sámi Parliament, 

apart from Reindeer Sámi. The Sámi Parliament therefore represents all known Sámi groups in 

Finland from different parts of the Sámi territory. The representatives are elected in democratic 
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elections, and these representatives form a cabinet in mutual negotiations and decide on common 

issues in plenary sessions. 

Based on their interpretation of history, however, the neo-Lapps dispute the legality of the Sámi 

Parliament by stating that it does not represent true Sáminess. They are not particularly concerned 

with the accuracy of counterarguments. One writer implies that the descendants of the immigrants 

“got organised and founded the Sámi Delegation in the 1950s” 185, but the delegation was actually 

founded by the government in the 1970s as a joint representative body of all Sámi. The claim of 

another commentator that the Sámi have not been active until “year 1974” 186 as a sort of political 

party probably refers to the fact that the Sámi Delegation started in 1973 – there was no special change 

in Sámi politics in 1974. 

A report made in 1962 is continuously mentioned in connection with the Sámi definition. It is called 

“graduate summer job” or “survey of one graduate group”. “Does the indigenous people or the Sámi 

rest on the personal opinion of graduates without historical basis?” 187 As stated earlier, the 1962 

report complemented the population survey that had been ongoing already from 1945. Statistics have 

been checked continuously. Everyone has the right to apply to become voter in the Sámi Parliament 

and appeal the decision all the way to the Supreme Administrative Court. 

At worst, the accounts of the neo-Lapps stumble from one error to another regardless of publicly 

presented accurate information about the issues. For example, Pekka Pekkala states that there is an 

attempt in Sámi politics to seize Lapp rights and history to clans that came from Norway in 1847. 188 

The year is entirely invented, and so is the whole claim. According to the same writer, the state and 

the reindeer farm act gave farms also to those who have “fled from the taxman with their reindeer to 

Finland and conquered the home district of the North Lapland and Inari Sámi, driving Fisherman, 

Reindeer and Forest Lapps into a predicament”. 189 Now the Reindeer Sámi were also tax exiles and 

violent conquerors. 
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The intentional and continuous defamation of the Reindeer Sámi is regrettable in the sense that they 

have traditionally been the strongest carriers and transmitters of the Sámi cultural heritage. The 

incessant harping about the inferiority of the Reindeer Sámi on Internet columns can even be 

considered harassment where the objects no longer seem to be regarded as people with feelings, but 

as targets to the frustrations and stereotypies of the oppressors. 

Earlier chairmen of the Sámi Parliament, Pekka Aikio and Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, were themselves 

Reindeer Sámi and had to personally endure smear campaigns for that. In spring 2015, Skolt Sámi 

Tiina Sanila-Aikio became chairperson, but the modes of speech remained harsh. This proved that 

the opposition was ultimately directed at the Sámi Parliament or the foundation of Sámi cultural 

autonomy. 

 

Us – the most original indigenous people  

The desire of the neo-Lapps to refute “the claims of the Reindeer Sámi who are now posing as 

majority Sámi” also led to their denial of the Sámi as an indigenous people. They invoked common 

sense and threat scenarios – as well as expert knowledge, as long as it was the right kind: 

Can the rest of the population be collectively wrong and only the Sámi Parliament with 
their claims right? - - The ministry of justice should wake up to hear new study results, 
for hindering clear distortions of history to be manifestated right by laws. If we do not 
now listen to reason and start researching in cooperation, there is a great danger that 
people, harassed “against the wall”, direct their anxiety to wrong channels.190 
(Underlining by Lapp village associations.) 

Already in 1997, neo-Lapps refuted the importance of the Sámi language as an essential basis of the 

indigenous people status, because international laws and statutes reportedly do not require language 

as a characteristic of an indigenous people; it is only a part of the culture. “Language is important in 

culture, but anyone can learn a language”, they disparaged. 191 If someone had stated this about the 

relation of Finnishness and the Finnish language, it would certainly have created a sensation. 



91 
 

When the Sámi Parliament and the Supreme Administrative Court rejected over a thousand appli-

cations to be recognised as Sámi in 1999, Lapp village associations interpreted the court statement 

strangely. Their view was that they represented “the indigenous people whose linguistic minority the 

Sámi are”. Law expert Lauri Hannikainen could not find this interpretation from the decree. 192 Neo-

Lapps have questioned the indigenous people concept defined in international conventions also by 

reducing it to a question of who were first in each region in Lapland. Here they have relied on 

documents drawn by the majority population, which pertain especially to settlement, while societies 

based on Sámi oral tradition were not considered “permanent settlement”. 

Lapp village associations invoke the ILO convention definition of an indigenous people, which 1) 

has an idiosyncratic culture, which 2) descends from a population that already lived in the area when 

the current majority population started to conquer and settle the area and which 3) regardless of its 

judicial status has completely or partly retained its culture. As noted earlier, neo-Lapps have not much 

tried to demonstrate “their idiosyncratic culture”; they have rather emphasised the significance of 

genealogy. Their view is that direct lineage is sufficient to prove a person’s Sáminess.  

Lapp village associations even suggested using medical methods to determine whose veins really 

carry the blood of the indigenous people. Law experts state that races and tribes have mixed to such 

an extent that this sort of investigation does not solve anything. “Sáminess, for example, is not based 

on the composition of the blood; it is based on the person’s living connection to the Sámi language 

and culture”, commented Hannikainen. 193 

One populistic practice has been to extend the concept of indigenous people historically and geo-

graphically to blur its meaning almost completely. Professor Eljas Pohtila, who has lineage to Lapland 

and is the former chief director of the Finnish Forest Research Institute, has commented on several 

occasions that all Finns belong to “an endangered tribe” as justifiably as the Sámi. 194 The indigenous 

people status of Finns has been an especially popular argument in Internet discussion forums.  
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A still more extensive conception is equally popular; it was presented on the placards of neo-Lapp 

demonstrators at the Finnish Parliament House already in 1995: “Adam and Eve were indigenous”. 

Again, you can point out along the lines of Uschanov that the claims are not untrue in themselves. It 

is quite true that all people in the world are indigenous one way or another. The purpose of the claims 

is not to prove the self-evidence, however, but to make the indigenous people concept ridiculous or 

at least meaningless. 

In this respect, the populistic mode of speech differs essentially from appropriate argumentation, 

which has its own set of rules: claims must be justified with verifiable information. It is a language 

founded on agreement, and all participants in a discussion are expected to use and understand it. 

Instead, the elusive populistic mode of speech starts to speak another language with other rules. It 

wants to see Monday as Wednesday, and the moon as blue cheese. As Uschanov says, facts are the 

first to fly to the scrap heap in this language, or in Homer Simpson’s words: “You can use facts to 

prove anything that is even remotely true.” 195 

It is easy to be lured into populistic reasoning, because it is based on clear black-and-white dicho-

tomies. A listener might react guardedly if the speaker states that minority legislation is unnecessary 

because we all belong to minorities in some way, or that the state of Finland does not exist because it 

was not founded unanimously by all countries. But these are matters of common knowledge. Sámi 

issues, on the other hand, are a subject where absurd arguments are not a vice but a refreshing point 

of view.  

You may ask, however, what sense is there in the indigenous people concept that strives to inter-

national justice, if it includes all Finns or all inhabitants of the world. Indigenous people is a present-

day concept developed by means of a common agreement between countries to protect the current 

situation of peoples that have been designated as indigenous peoples. As Pekka Sammallahti 

reminded, the ILO convention is not retroactive or merely pertaining to history. Researcher Sanna 

Valkonen specifies: 
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So, it is easy to forget that the indigenous people concept primarily refers to the present 
time of these peoples: the Sámi are a culturally and ethnically special group inside a 
different and governing system. The social conventions and knowledge systems of the 
indigenous people, such as the ethnic recognition based on lineages that the Sámi use, 
have enabled the survival of this cultural specificity and community. 196 

 

Inari Sámi – an ally and a disguise 

The attack on the Reindeer Sámi reflects one of the neo-Lapp blurring tactics. They have visibly taken 

the side of Inari Sámi against majority Sámi, who consist of Reindeer Sámi only. Instead, Inari Sámi 

are mentioned as if all of them were excluded from the Sámi Parliament. In reality, North Sámi people 

also include other groups than Reindeer Sámi: Utsjoki Sámi and Tana Sámi. Similarly, the electoral 

register of the Sámi Parliament includes the majority of Inari Sámi and Skolt Sámi. 

The desire of the neo-Lapps to identify with Inari Sámi reflects their attempt to take advantage of the 

disagreements between Sámi groups that have become apparent as the modern Sámi society has 

become established. In the 1970s and 1980s when the Sámi movement demanded its rights from the 

government, it was building an image of united Sáminess and tried to fade differences and raise a 

community spirit. North Sámi from Utsjoki, Inari and Enontekiö fronted the movement, whivh also 

included Inari Sámi and Skolt Sámi in Finland. 

The ways of the Sámi movement to speak about Sáminess were quite widely accepted among the 

Sámi as a defensive strategy at that time, when they were used for arguing for their own claims to 

majority populations. The situation changed when the Sámi administration stabilised with the Sámi 

language act and the establishing of the Sámi Parliament, for example. Small Sámi groups – Sea Sámi 

in Norway, South Sámi in Sweden and Norway, Inari Sámi and Skolts in Finland – did not necessarily 

recognise themselves in the Sámi image that was largely based on the North Sámi cultural tradition. 

Strengthening small languages or so-called revitalisation means “an independence struggle” for small 

Sámi groups also in relation to the heritage of the Sámi movement. It does not apply only to language, 
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but relates broadly to a re-evaluation and appreciation of one’s own cultural heritage. It can be even 

intense when the special nature of one’s own language and cultural heritage is emphasised by 

contrasting it to others, especially to North Sámi culture. 197 

So, there are tensions also among the Sámi, arousing discussion about how Sáminess should be talked 

about. These tensions have been apparent in the Sámi dispute especially in discussions about Inari 

Sáminess – even among the Inari Sámi themselves. Especially Inari Sámi Anu Avaskari (from the 

Aikio clan) has become prominent in the Sámi Parliament by emphasising the role of the Inari Sámi 

in decision-making. She has founded the Anarâšah (Inari Sámi) association, which has regarded the 

language criterion of the Sámi definition as a problem. The association has supported a wider Sámi 

definition, and consequently it has become an important ally to the neo-Lapps. According to the 

association, the indigenous people definition is unclear in the case of the Inari Sámi, and it has called 

for a similar special law for the Inari Sámi as the Skolt Sámi have. 198 

Inari Sámi Matti Morottaja, former chairman of the Sámi Parliament, has considered a dedicated Inari 

Sámi law a good idea in principle. However, it involves similar problems with defining the Inari Sámi 

as in general Sámi legislation. Morottaja’s view is that not all members of the Anarâšah organisation 

are Sámi according to the Sámi Parliament definition. Some families may also have Utsjoki and Skolt 

Sámi roots, and so Morottaja asks if these people have the same rights as other Inari Sámi. In some 

districts, the Inari Sámi home area also overlaps the Skolt Sámi home area. 199 

Inari Sámi Jouni “Haikonen” Aikio, on the other hand, collected an appeal of private Inari Sámi 

people about the Sámi definition as a countermove to Avaskari’s politics in autumn 2014. The list 

had the names of 80 Inari Sámi people. “I became alert when such things as the North Sámi 

discriminating against the Inari Sámi started to pop up in publicity. I thought this was not right and 

decided to collect a list to support the Sámi Parliament law”, commented Aikio. The appeal stated 

that the Sámi definition proposal of the Sámi Parliament working group was sufficiently broad, while 

the existing “Lapp paragraph” or Sáminess proved with documents was contrary to the means of the 
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Inari Sámi to recognise their community members. “It would also endanger the future of the whole 

Sámi community.” 200 

Another Inari Sámi association, Anarâškielâ servi, which focuses on developing the Sámi language 

especially by means of language nests and seldom comments political issues, expressed its support 

to the ratification of the ILO convention in spring. 201 Ilmari Mattus, long-time Inari Sámi opinion 

leader, even mentioned identity theft (identiteetsuáládem) in connection with the Anarâšah 

association, because he could not recognise many association members as Inari Sámi: 

If some group starts to use the name of a people, and part of the people do not accept the 
use of their name, that is an identity theft, or at least kidnap. Although the group uses the 
people’s name, its true owners cannot influence how this group behaves, who belong to 
the group and what kind of statements the group makes.202 

 

Because of it´s counterposition towards the Northern Sámi, Inari Sáminess has provided the neo-

Lapps an object to identify with. It has seemed to be in a similar “discriminated position in relation 

to the majority Sámi” as the neo-Lapps themselves. This has been apparent also in writings by 

outsiders, where Inari Sámi have been used as weapons against the Sámi in power. 203 Contrary to 

Reindeer Sámi, Tana Sámi or Skolts, the Inari Sámi have been in contact with Finns for a long time, 

and there have been mixed marriages already since the 18th century. Consequently, the Fennicisation 

of Inari Sámi families has been taking place for a longer time and continued through the 19th century, 

unlike in more southern parts of Lapland, for example. 

When neo-Lapps or Forest Sámi present Inari Sámi as their “allies”, they like to list all Inari Sámi 

families from Valle to Sarre as circuitous evidence204, as if it would prove the Sáminess of the Lapps. 

Most of the Valle or Sarre families are actually members of the Sámi Parliament, while neo-Lapps 

are not. The attitude towards Sámi roots has changed in a few decades in Inari. Still in the first part 

of the 1990s, a speaker in a summer party of an Inari family commented how fortunate it was for the 

family that “Lapp blood has not tainted our veins”. It was known already at that time from Anja 
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Akujärvi’s Morottajien sukukirja (Morottaja Genealogy), for example, that there was a lot of Inari 

Sámi blood running in Finnish families in Ivalo. 205 

When discussion about the ILO convention became heated, many people quickly found Sámi roots 

in their families. Their earlier deprecation of Sáminess changed into emphasising instead that they 

were victims of history (and “the Reindeer Sámi parliament”), when they had been forced to deny 

their own Sáminess. Some have appealed to the fact that the boundaries of Inari Sámi identity have 

always been more flexible or indeterminate than with the North Sámi, because they have always lived 

on the borderlines of different cultures. The lifestyle of Inari Sámi in western Inari, for example, has 

crossbred with Reindeer and Tana Sámi, while in main villages it could have resembled the Finnish 

freeholder lifestyle. In eastern Inari, coexistence with Skolt Sámi has given its own nuance to both 

cultures. 

The discussion in the former Kemi Lapland area about the Sámi roots of Lapland’s inhabitants 

manifested itself in miniature size in Inari. These roots are closer to the present day in Inari than 

elsewhere in Lapland, however. The Akujärvi, Huhtamella, Manermaa and Kiviniemi families, for 

example, are partly kin to the Inari Sámi Morottaja family, but they were already mostly categorised 

as Finns in the 1880s. One Akujärvi was said to have lived “like a Lapp” still in the 1890s, while 

others were found to be Finns in their way of life and language. 206 

Awakening to Sáminess has happened even in the Kyrö or Ivalo village, which had traditionally been 

a strongly Fennicising centre in the municipality. Vicar Jakob Fellman commented already in the 

1820s that the Kyrö villagers were “Finns all the way to their clothing”. The Sámi language was not 

used as the community language, and the villagers identified themselves as ethnic Finns in distinction 

from the surrounding Sámi. 207 While Sáminess was preserved along with settlement also in the life 

of freeholders in northern Inari, for example, it became assimilated with the Finnish language and 

culture in Kyrö. This development continued strongly also after WWII when Sámi spouses came to 

visit, for example. 
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In a family reunion in Kyrö in 2008, however, questions were asked if the Kyrö villagers were Finns, 

Lapps or perhaps Forest Sámi. Local historian from Ivalo, Usko Luostarinen, tended to the opinion 

that they were Finns.208 Amateur historian Erkki Lilja’s series of articles, published in the local 

Inarilainen newspaper, shared this sentiment.209 Former director of the provincial archives, Samuli 

Onnela, joked that the blood picture of the Kyrö villagers was more similar to Tavastians than “damn 

Savonians” – also he said nothing about the Sámi. There was also a play in the family reunion which 

colourfully enacted the arrival of the Finnish family ancestor to the Inari Sámi Morottaja family lands 

and the later turns in the lives of his peasant descendants.210 

Hely Johanna Kyrö, on the other hand, thought that these opinions were unfounded, and the play was 

“a fabrication of outsider imagination and a fake Kyrö village history infiltrated through a family 

reunion”. She also discarded the Inari parish history (1952) by Tuomo Itkonen as fancifully untrue. 

Kyrö invoked factual knowledge in an emotional manner: 

Fabricating history is a shameful crime. As a child, I sat by my grandfather and heard him 
say that he used to sit by his own grandfather and talk about these things. I absorbed all 
knowledge he told me in the Henterk chamber. His own grandfather had lived in the cabin 
of the first Henterk, and the knowledge was authentic and by no means “hearsay”, 
outsiders can say what they will. The Kyrö village had and has no universities and 
researchers to record scientific documents, but knowledge is knowledge. - - It is clear that 
part of the Kyrö villagers have become Finns, but it is equally clear that quite many have 
their old identity, and history is and remains. 211 

 

Kyrö’s statement is a good example of circuitous argumentation where you say one thing and believe 

you are proving another. When the writer started from the crime of fabrication, you would expect the 

reasoning to proceed to evidence. However, she only told about sitting in the Henterk chamber and 

listening him giving “information” about something that is not told. Kyrö repeated in her writing the 

Fennicisation history of the Sámi as part of the Kyrö villagers’ history also after WW II: “It is sad but 

understandable that post-war generations tended to be raised as Finns, because Lapps were not 

appreciated in Ivalo, which was populated by Finns working on the power plant sites across the 
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eastern border. It was not particularly pleasant for people who had been in evacuation to hear ‘the the 

truth about inferior people’”. 212 

So Kyrö’s view is that the racial scientific studies were now focused on the Kyrö villagers, when the 

earlier notion was that they only involved the Sámi population. Other similar statements have 

sentimentally invoked the Inari Sámi ancestors resting on the Inari cemetery island and how their 

resting places “cry for justice”.213 Invoking ancestors on a cemetery island refers to the exhumations 

of Sámi skeletons in anthropological studies from the end of the 19th century to the 1930s. 

Furthermore, they support the neo-Lapp claim that because the cemetery island has only “our” 

ancestors, not ancestors of the latecomer Reindeer Sámi, “we are indigenous”. 

Kari Kyrö, for example, used the metaphor of ancestors resting peacefully on the cemetery island as 

an antithesis of the Sámi Parliament representatives, who were quarrelsome and aggressive in their 

opinions. Kyrö was one of those who had found his Sáminess in his later years. He could not fully 

identify with the existing Sámi, not even Inari Sámi, but declared himself “an Inariland Lapp” in 

some newspaper writings. He also used the paraphrase “Sámi of Inari”, thus he did not refer to the 

language or the Inari Sámi group, but Sámi in the Inari area generally. Associating with the Inari 

Sámi, however, gave him opportunity to identify himself specifically with their history and draw 

examples from there. 

He began one of his writings with a cunning move by connecting a thousand Sámi Parliament 

applicants to the Inari area, although the applicants were actually from different parts of Lapland. He 

also connected the Inari Sámi language nests to himself: “Fortunately, language revival is now in 

progress. Children of parents who have lost their language can learn the language of their ancestors 

in language nests and grown-ups can learn it in schools.” This way, the strong language revitalization 

started and maintained by the Sámi became part of “our” struggle. 
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Through the Inari Sámi, Kyrö suggested that “we” are the only group that has lived through known 

history in the area of one parish in the territory of the present-day Finland. In his reference to the 

ancient origin of the group, he nevertheless had to use a sentence from author Johan Turi, a Reindeer 

Sámi (!) from the far west: “It has not been said that we had come here from anywhere” – and even 

that in the inaccurate sloganised form. 214 Kyrö could now invoke also other characteristics of Inari 

Sáminess, such as docility and peacefulness. He used these terms to taunt the Sámi Parliament 

working in Sajos, which was a crooked troublemaker in his opinion: 

[The Sámi Cultural Centre in Inari] Sajos is located on the ancient lands of the Inari Sámi, 
who are peace-loving and tolerant people and who have extended group acceptance to 
incomers. - - The graves of their ancestors are on the cemetery islands in Lake Inari. It is 
not appropriate to come to Sajos with intrigue in mind. Such that is aimed at denying 
blood brothers, disowning their identity and displacing them from their land. They who 
still some time ago used the Inari Sámi language at home, but who were once forced to 
forsake it by the actions of administrators and the church. 215 

 

Kyrö used cunning moves to draw attention away from the fact that he should also have proved his 

basic claim: that quarrelsome Reindeer Sámi really had taken over the Sámi Parliament, and that there 

were no other North Sámi or Inari Sámi or Skolts in the Parliament, and that someday in Inari there 

had actually been a group, to which he so emphatically belongs. 

In Kyrö’s views, searching for distant Sámi roots turned into criticism of the prevalent Sámi 

administration, and at the same time descendants of local families start to emphasise that they are 

“more indigenous” than “contemporary” Sámi, who had mostly immigrated from the territories of 

Norway and Sweden. Inari Sámi Hannu Kangasniemi objected to the image painted by Kyrö that 

there were three kinds of people living in the Inari area: Sámi, Finns and Lapps. Lapp stood for Sámi, 

however, because the former term had been replaced with the Sámi word due to its negative tone. 

Kangasniemi criticised the “Lapp” concept used by Kyrö as a new invention: 

So there have been no other peoples living here apart from the Sámi (=Lapps). Kyrö and 
the heritage association have thus created a new people, which was apparently born 20 
years ago, when some people started to appeal for land rights based on various registers. 
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But surely registers cannot create a new people. It is just a means of registering people in 
the state of Sweden at that time. 216 

 

According to Kangasniemi, Sáminess is not only lineage. He wondered why local Finns have to try 

to create themselves a new identity “as a Lapp” – their own cultural heritage should suffice. A writer 

in the letters to the editor in the Inarilainen newspaper accompanied him: “The Sámi Parliament is 

for the Sámi. A lot of people live in Inari with quite long-time roots in Inari, but that does not make 

them Sámi. - - They can be Inari people, for instance, and proud of that.” 217 

 

… In the name of peace and optimism… 

Neo-Lapps have often complained that the Sámi hush them up to death, or that their cause is neither 

heard nor considered, which reflects the arrogance of the majority Sámi. On the other hand, when the 

chairmen of the Sámi Parliament, members and external researchers, for example, have commented 

neo-Lapp statements, they have been branded quarrelsome, uncooperative and self-interested. Neo-

Lapp statements are often harsh and occasionally even denigrating, but generally they conclude with 

an assurance of the writer’s own peacefulness.  

Kyrö, for example, begins one of his letters to the editor by stating that although he is a peace-loving 

person, he has now been forced to interfere in the discussion, because issues “are obviously being 

confused on purpose”. After attacking the Sámi Parliament, its defenders, outsiders and “the selection 

collegium” of the election committee, he starts to look for the culprit: 

Outlines of land rights are marketed by obscure administration in the leash of the Sámi 
Parliament. - - It startles even an unsuspecting and thoroughly peace-loving person. 
Have all forces now been unleashed in this completely useless warmongering? Has the 
outsider militia also been recruited to this mercenary army provoking false notions? 
Have these already well-known ‘warriors’ and pompous wordsmiths been appointed as 
inspiring demagogues? If this is so, it begs the question: where do these assignments 
come from? Do they perhaps come from organs funded by the society or from people 
hired for official jobs? 218 
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After using increasingly hard expressions about the worthlessness of the Sámi Parliament, Kyrö wants 

the Sámi to be more constructive and peaceful: “Our ancestors have lived here in harmony. Is it not 

the time now to sit down at several negotiation tables?” As a peaceful man, he appeals to conciliatory 

actions and encourages cooperation: “If some have succeeded to cunningly trick some current state 

decision-makers momentarily to their side, is it wise to rely on its favour and permanence?” Then he 

smashes registered Sámi, who are supported by politicians hunting for brownie points and whose 

arbitrary machinations are ousting the true Lapps. To break this autocracy, there is reportedly “ire-

futable research data on many issues concerning us that has been shrouded in mystery before”. 219 

Neo-Lapp discussions repeat the phrase “Lapps, Sámi and Finns have lived as equals for a long time”. 

It contains two meanings: Lapps are separate from the Sámi, and equality has disappeared on the local 

level because of the Sámi Parliament: “Before the 1960s and 1970s, all were Lapps without problems 

with each other.” 220 When Pekka Sammallahti has interfered with the factual errors of neo-Lapps, he 

has been reproached: “Like other southerners, also Pekka Sammallahti tries to create artificial 

conflicts between practitioners of different livelihoods and disrupt families, villages and other 

communities, so that they would not be able to cooperate to defend their rights, but would lose their 

rights because of various state property transactions and laws.”221  

Thus Sammallahti is also a southerner and therefore disqualified to discuss matters. An essential 

concept in the hatred against masters in Lapland has always been the south. The sentence implies that 

before artificial boundaries, different families and villages in Lapland have not quarrelled, but lived 

in harmony. Take it with a pinch of salt. 

The intolerance of the Sámi is emphasised in many writings. Maria Lähteenmäki, a historian from 

Lapland, has crystallised her opinion: the extreme sides of the current identity struggle are 

”multicultural open Lapland against ethnically closed Sámiland”. She names a representative of her 

former extreme, geographer Pentti Viitala, who in 1987 stated that the Sámi are riding on the imago 

of “an oppressed people” and that “the sound of the yoik carries far now” – this is then a 
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multiculturally open statement. Instead, Maria Lähteenmäki wonders at a map she saw in the Sámi 

museum Siida; the Sámi territory drawn in it signifies a bitter demarcation in the identity of Central 

Lapland’s inhabitants. In the writer’s view, it seems that Finland’s decision-makers have indeed 

committed treason: 

Today the southern border of Lapland (=Sámi territory) passes across the country on the 
latitude of Vuotso or 130 kilometres more to the north than before. Not one shot has been 
fired nor a proper speech given about this huge cession of territory to the white lords of 
Finland. The primeval forests, powerful rapids and other natural resources of central 
Lapland have been turned over to forest capitalists. High and mighty Sámi researchers 
and civil servants evade the issue carefully. The chairman of the Sámi Parliament, who is 
also from central Lapland, will not or is not allowed to admit that Lapland is a wider 
entity. 

 

Lähteenmäki admits that, contrary to the inhabitants of Central Lapland, the Sámi have founded their 

identity on ethnicity, common history and the Sámi language, and they have found a reference group 

in the international indigenous people’s forum. “Because ethnicity and a reference group are so 

clearly justifiable for the Sámi, they have also succeeded in proposing a culturally autonomous region 

in the northern polar cap.” 

Instead, “the Lapps and Finns who are considered less pure racially” feel that the Sámi have 

abandoned them and do not want to acknowledge and support the inhabitants of Central Lapland. In 

Lähteenmäki’s opinion, this means that the Sámi promote closed borders in the multicultural northern 

territory, while the inhabitants of Central Lapland would be supporters of “open borders”. 222 So 

Lähteenmäki thinks that the Sámi territory, which was founded for protecting Sámi rights, is an unfair 

and exclusive demarcation brought about by political and economic reasons. The Sámi people, which 

has generally been considered multilingual and multicultural, has become a closely guarded 

community that wants to keep others strictly on the outside. 
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Case 4: 

Racism, Lehtola and police 

In May 2011, I was on a holiday trip “somewhere in the Pyrenees”. I also stopped off in France in 

the town of Lourdes, where I joined pilgrims from various parts of the world to wonder at the holy 

cave of Lourdes. I did not experience a miracle cure, but continued my journey to the northern coast 

of Spain. I received a phone call in Bilbao. I answered it to inform the caller that the call would cost 

a lot to both of us and could we talk later. “This is the police department of Oulu, good day. I am 

calling about the police investigation request that has been made of you. Could you come to an 

interrogation soon?” 

I already knew about the matter beforehand. In last autumn, I had given an interview to Sámi radio, 

where I had compared the ongoing Sámi discussion to the racist statements of the 1920s and 1930s. 

I had studied the atmosphere of the newly independent Finland and its conceptions of the Sámi. 

Racial studies had of course faded since then, but similar attitudes and positions had returned. Sámi 

radio had made a bulletin of my interview in Finnish on the national radio website. The headline was 

“Racist movements are becoming more common in Finland.”  

The bulletin stated: “The Sámi believed generally in the 1980s and 1990s that racism had already 

disappeared from Finland. Lehtola himself thought this had already happened, but the reality was 

different. Movements with critical views on immigration have grown stronger and forces with a 

unilingual agenda have increased also in old parties. The Sámi territory also has a racism-oriented 

‘Lapp’ movement.” The editorial staff had appended the bulletin with: “Local so-called Lapp village 

associations supported by some journalists refuse to accept the Sámi as an indigenous people and 

claim that status to themselves.” 223 

Soon after the bulletin was published, Veikko Väänänen, journalist from the Lapin Kansa newspaper, 

wrote to me in slight agitation: “Can you elaborate your statement on Sámi radio ‘in writing’? What 

exactly is racism in the activity of the Lapp movement? Which journalists are supporting that racism? 

This racism talk has caught my interest when such serious accusations are shot quite lightly in the 
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dark. I have sometimes wondered – for I have also had my share of that – when some ‘racist’-

branded person makes an investigation request of him/herself to the police and a reciprocal request 

to investigate an unfounded claim or denunciation at the same time.” 

Väänänen referred to his own reputation as a reporter, whom the Sámi had long criticized about anti-

Sámi journalism. Even researchers had pointed out to his attitudes as injurious for the Sámi. In order 

to make mutual understanding, I promised him to make a correction to the radio by explaining that 

Lapp village associations specifically were not racist in my opinion, but that there were racist 

characteristics in the Internet discussion on the Sámi issue. The Sámi radio did correct the matter, 

but the Sámi language TV news broadcast, Ođđasat, cited the bulletin again that evening. 224 

The next day, chairman of the Inariland Lapp village association, Yrjö Mattila, made a police 

investigation request of me. The day after that, the Lapin Kansa newspaper ran a piece of news 

written by journalist Väänänen, where Mattila said he was “upset” by Lehtola’s statements. The news 

article cited my correspondence with Väänänen.225 The reasons for the police investigation request 

were agitation “against an ethnic group” and libel/gross libel. It was related to my accusation that 

Lapp associations were racist.  

I agreed with the police constable that I would come to the interrogation after my return to Finland. I 

promised to send my preliminary answer soon, although he did not require that. My holiday in Bilbao 

took an unexpected turn. When I thought back what kind of language had been used against the 

Sámi in papers and the Internet, it seemed absurd that it is a Sámi who gets sued for libel and 

agitation against “an ethnic group”. I also thought it was typical aggressive tactics of them, trying to 

staunch discussions.  

In my statement, I refuted the notion that “Lapps” are an ethnic group like the Sámi are. I explained 

that with the opinions of “Lapps”, I had referred to the extensive discussion that had taken place in 

media, letters to the editor as well as in the Internet. I commented: “I have considered the two last-

mentioned channels especially good forums for anti-Sámi writings, which have ranged in their tone 

from prolonged disparagement and defamation to chauvinistic and “racism-oriented” writing. There 
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are plenty of examples already from the Kiisa newspaper, published by “the Lapps” in the 1990s, to 

current letters to the editor and Internet writings.” 

To be on the safe side, I decided to search the Internet for examples of what kind of racist writings I 

was referring to. It took five minutes in my Bilbao lodgings to collect several pages of evidence 

material. I pulled it from two randomly read Internet discussions from 2011. I copied the example 

material with typos and all and added my own interpretations to the statements. 

 

Attachment: 

Randomly picked opinions from the Internet related to the anti-Sámi “Lapp” discussion. V.-P. 

Lehtola’s comments included: 

Source: http://keskustelu.suomi24.fi/node/9610951 

BRUUNOEEMELI 

21.1.2011 13:41 

To the ignorant 

Speaking of the indigenous people of Lapland, I can tell the ignorant that before the Sámi came to 
Finnish Lapland from Norway with their great -mostly stolen- reindeer herds, this area had already 
been inhabited for centuries before that. So much for the indigenous people. 

Comment: So the writer thinks the Sámi are basically reindeer thieves and not the indigenous people 
they have untruthfully impersonated in connection with the UN since 1973. Disclaiming and adopting 
the indigenous people status is characteristic to “Lapp” modes of speech, but apparently indignation 
is also vented through slander and distortion. 

MANQUU 

22.1.2011 19:50 

the sámi 

could be called hillbillies 

Comment: derogatory comment 

NUOIT 

22.1.2011 16:22 

The Sámi started to conquer Lapland at the same time as Finns conquered Southern finland. The 
Sámi destroyed the language and culture of Lapland’s indigenous people. And are now Lapland’s 
indigenous people. The most indigenous group in Finnish Lapland are Inari people, others have 
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either changed their language or come from elsewhere. That is the dispute. Dammit, nowadays you 
can get land and lots of money with the indigenous people status. 

Comment: The Sámi are aggressive conquerors who have committed fraud against the state to 
acquire land property and economic prosperity? 

TÖLLÖTTELEMÄÄN 

21.1.2011 13:02 

Sámi to a reservation and tourists to stare at them. 

Immigrants could sell tickets, that takes care of them, too. 

Comment: Derogatory comment, which is probably meant as a joke, agitates against an ethnic 
group, i.e. encourages to imprisonment and humiliation. Comparison with (idle in many writings) 
immigrants resembles “Lapp” notions of the Sámi as “immigrants”. 

ALKUPERÄISKANSALAINE 

21.1.2011 15:54 

Finnish Sámi are demanding unreasonable privileges for themselves e.g. in land ownership which 
other Finns don’t have. Impartiality and social justice are needed also in this issue. The Sámi mustn’t 
be granted rights which other Finns don’t have. A small Sámi minority is now trying to displace the 
Finnish majority. 

Comment: The notion that the Sámi are discriminating against the majority with “unreasonable 
privileges” has been a continuous “Lapp” argument. 

----R---- 

21.1.2011 17:07 

Damn Sámi! 

Feeding the Sámi costs a lot to Finnish taxpayers. Even berry pickers have to be flown to Lapland 
from the other side of the globe because the Sámi cannot be bothered to work, they just fool around 
with booze. Goddam ingrates just complain!!! 

Comment: Purely racist assertion of the Sámi as slackers and drunkards who are sustained by “us” 
(the state). 

22.1.2011 12:08 

Work-shy and binge drinking Sámi don’t bring tourists to Lapland! 

Comment: See above. 

FINLAND TO FINNS 

22.1.2011 14:44 

whaaat 

What the…!! are the Sámi an indigenous people in Finland now? WTF!!! Haven’t they come from 
elsewhere like us other Finns. None of us can be called an indigenous people. And is it right that 
some culture, which is sustained artificially with various legislative means, gets special treatment. 

Comment: Includes a popular Lapp notion of (Reindeer) Sámi as immigrants who are not entitled to 
benefits. The idea of an artificial culture is a so-called essentialistic generalisation, where 
“primitiveness” or non-modernity are considered the basic nature of the Sámi, in the vein of old race 
theoretical thinking. 
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In my statement to the police I pointed out: “Even such a small sample reflects diversely the opinion 

climate I referred to in my interview. Part of these writings are distinctly ‘racism-oriented’ – especially 

when the definition of racism is understood more intricately than merely as visible ‘racial 

discrimination’. Racism-orientation can manifest itself as prolonged belittling and defamation of the 

Sámi, questioning their identity on more sophisticated grounds than racism, or consciously refusing 

them the rights that enable them to foster their own language and culture.” I specifically referred to 

Vesa Puuronen’s book Suomalainen rasismi (Finnish Racism). 

“You may ask how harmful to the developing identity of the maturing Sámi youth, for 
example, is the constant blaring in the letters to the editor that you are not true 
descendants of Lapps (you have an invented history), that you are not genuine citizens 
of Finland but immigrants, who are discussed in a negative tone in Finland, or that you 
are not an indigenous people, although your untruthful representatives claim that? The 
repetition and continuation of such speech during 20 years compelled me to talk about 
‘a racism-oriented’ mode of speech.” 

 

I continued: “Especially Reindeer Sámi have suffered downright harassment, because “Lapps” argue 

that they have deprived (both other Sámi and Finns) of their lands as well as the right to represent 

the Sámi. The claim about Reindeer Sámi dominance does not hold true, because the Sámi 

Parliament, for example, has representatives from Utsjoki Sámi as well as Inari and Skolt Sámi. The 

purpose of the defamatory rhetoric against the Sámi is to arouse conflicts among the Sámi – or group 

punishment in the Sámi community. 

I also added that the publicity of the Inariland Lapp village association has been managed strictly 

according to paragraphs of law and even with “admirable journalistic competence”. The phenomenon 

was wider than the Inariland Lapp village association, however, and therefore the association could 

not declare itself representative of all “Lapps” in publicity policies or opinions, for example, when the 

most gruesome stories of the Sámi were distributed in the letters to the editor and the Internet in the 

name of the so-called Lapp movement.  

After returning to Oulu, I marched to the police station, where a police constable drew up an 

examination record. “Lehtola has told in the preliminary investigation that he has not offended any 
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private person’s honour, nor has he mentioned any person by name in his interview, but has talked 

about the matter on a general level. Lehtola has not mentioned any association by name, nor has 

he talked about the Finnish population of Lapland, but he has talked about the Lapp movement as a 

group with a certain political attitude, albeit an unorganised group and a larger entity. Lehtola tells 

he has criticised the Internet discussion concerning the Sámi.” 

In autumn, an acquitting statement came from the state prosecutor: “Lehtola’s purpose has been to 

protect the rights and culture of the Sámi. Based on the material available to me, Lehtola cannot be 

considered to denigrate or insult any ethnic group at least consciously.” 226 
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Chapter 5 

The voice of a mosquito does not carry up to heaven?  

 

Finnish Parliament House in December 2014. A MP from Lapland, Eeva-Maria Maijala, discusses 

Sámi affairs in an emotional speech, where she defends her rights to Sámi status. She has just applied 

for Sámi status from the Sámi Parliament but has not been accepted. She criticises the cabinet 

proposal of ILO Convention to “limit Sáminess in Finland into three groups: Inari, Skolt and North 

Sámi. The Sámi of Kemi Lapland have been forgotten.”  

Maijala states:  “Is it compliant with human rights that people counted among Forest Sámi are not 

officially acknowledged as Sámi based on their genetic inheritance as well as livelihoods and culture.” 

She brings the issue to the level of personal emotions: “I’m culturally active and I’m genetically Sámi, 

but that’s not enough.” She thinks the current proposal is “a cultural murder”. The MP trusts the 

parliamentary committee work, however: “Everyone who has heard experts in committees thinks the 

proposal is all wrong.”227 

Maijala’s speech was connected to the plenary session of the parliament where Alexander Stubb’s 

cabinet presented two Sámi-related legislative proposals during autumn 2014. Maijala’s statement 

reflected the general tone of the discussions. The ones mostly speaking in the almost empty chamber 

were MPs from Lapland – like Maijala, they all criticised the legislative proposals sharply. 

Parliamentary committees and the plenary session represent the pinnacle of Finnish decision-making, 

and therefore the expertise emphasised by Maijala is strongly present in them.  

Processing Sámi-related legislative proposals in the parliament in 2014-2015 provides a good 

perspective to whose information and what kinds of opinions the decisions important to the Sámi 
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were based on. Recent discussion has drawn attention to the fact that expertise is undergoing a radical 

change, when all information in publicity is becoming equal, be it scientific results or expertise based 

on public pseudo-information. This also influences decision-making. 228 

In fact, this “radical change” in expertise has existed in Sámi affairs for a long time. In my historical 

study Saamelaiset suomalaiset. Kohtaamisia 1896-1953 (Sámi Finns. Encounters 1896-1953) from 

2012, I observed the foundations of Sámi-related decision-making both locally and nationally in Sámi 

politics in the first part of the 20th century. I noted that the legislation and official decisions should 

not be regarded merely as impartial actions by faceless committees and administrators. Experts also 

have their backgrounds and conceptions, which influence their actions as attitudes or external 

pressures and expectations, for example.229 

When you examine the relation of Finnish administration with the Sámi, it is essential to recognise 

people in key positions whose views and roles can have a significant impact on adopted emphases 

and resolutions passed. They are always taking part in some discussion, where they have their own 

roles or agenda. As noted earlier, even the experts´ conception on the Sámi was not necessarily built 

on a scientifically cool and researched foundation, but there could be (positive or negative) 

stereotypies and beliefs adopted from literature and media together with information presented by 

colleagues.  

Similarly, in the Sámi dispute in 2000s, the opinions of experts – even the parliamentary ones – are 

not detached from the public dispute, which can extend its modes of speech quite strongly to the 

parliament chamber or committees. Information concerning the Sámi can vary greatly depending on 

the points of departure or the agenda. This is ultimately a matter of whose information is considered 

relevant and authoritative.  

It is often assumed that the further away the decision-makers are, the more injudicious and in-

competent decisions they make in Sámi affairs. The concept “masters from Helsinki” appeared 
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already in century-old sources as a metaphor of an approach unappreciative of northern conditions. 

Crucial statements and decisions in Sámi affairs, however, have actually been given nearer than the 

capital. In my book, I had a descripitive example on the proposal for legislation protecting Skolt Sámi 

culture in the 1930s. During the process, “masters from Helsinki” adopted a positive attitude and 

certain ministries were preparing for its implementation. Instead, the toughest opponents came from 

the local level, from the National Board of Forestry and the Pechenga municipality.  

The fate of the proposal was eventually decided on the provincial level, when the newly founded 

Lapland provincial government in Rovaniemi made a negative decision. That effectively terminated 

the development of the proposal.230 Thus, provincial and local conflicts of interest seem to have 

influenced decisions more than distance. The provincial government wanted to focus on a modern 

development program concerning the future of the whole province, and not spend funds on protecting 

“a vanishing culture”, which would supposedly treat the rest of Lapland’s inhabitants unequally. 

When examining the Sámi dispute of the 2000s, the same characteristics seem to be reoccurring. The 

distance between the south and the north does not seem to work as one may expect. In Helsinki, you 

might expect that Lapland’s MPs would support the views of the Sámi Parliament, while the 

unappreciative would come from southern heartlands where they know next to nothing of the Sámi. 

That is not how it seems to be, however. 

In her doctoral thesis Meidän vähemmistömme (Our Minority) (2001), Seija Tuulentie described 

discussions on Sámi-related legislation in Finland especially in the 1990s. She demonstrated how the 

conceptions and threat scenarios of local and regional discussions shifted also to parliamentary speech 

and the vocabulary of politicians and especially Lapland’s MPs. They were related to fears of 

diminishing local interests, attempts to question the concepts of Sámi and indigenous people as well 

as distrust in the possibility of the Sámi to decide on their own affairs, which manifested itself as 

suspicion of the actions of the Sámi Parliament. 
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Tuulentie described the sophisticated rhetoric that could be used for bringing threat scenarios 

alongside positive visions. All sides in the discussion in the 1990s emphasised sincere aspiration to 

“preserve Sámi culture”, which was considered a self-evident starting point. This was often 

preparation for criticism against law proposals, which could refute the initial tolerant notion in 

practice. According to this view, a minority was always a minority which cannot be granted special 

rights at the expense of others in a majority democracy. 

The basic issue was how to define equality, or what kinds of rights a group can get without threatening 

the rights of other groups. Consequently, the different sides in the Sámi rights rhetoric were balancing 

between the equality of citizens and the rights of the minority, as well as between international human 

rights and “special national conditions”. Tuulentie pointed out that the discussion on Sámi-related 

law proposals raised many questions also essential to the Finnish national identity. So this not only 

about the Sámi, but equally about how Finns consider the issues being discussed. 231 

This gives cause for reminding that the discussion is not only about the Sámi and their rights as such, 

but also about the debaters’ conceptions of the Sámi and their rights. It would be important for 

equality and impartiality that the conceptions about the Sámi were not solely based on Finnish angles 

and presumptions, but also Sámi viewpoints would be appropriately presented. Otherwise the si-

tuation shall be the same as in the 1920s, when Inari Sámi Uula Sarre commented the role of the Sámi 

in Finnish society in the words of a Sámi saying: “The voice of a mosquito does not carry up to 

heaven”. 232 

 

 “National solution of Finland” 

The parliament was processing two Sámi-related law proposals in autumn 2014. Changes to the Sámi 

Parliament act were brought to the plenary session in November 2014, but they were also referred to 

in other contexts, such as the law of equality. In December, minister of justice Anna-Maja Henriksson 
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presented the cabinet proposal of ratifying the ILO convention in the plenary session. 233 The proposal 

to amend the Sámi Parliament act, ratified in 1995, aimed at emphasising the position of the Sámi 

Parliament, through a stronger consultation obligation, for example.  

The autonomous status was also going to be improved, by submitting the Sámi Parliament to report 

directly to the national parliament, for example. The aim to change the Sámi definition to meet the 

established practice of the Sámi Parliament and the Supreme Administrative Court took a greater role 

in the discussion, however. In the cabinet proposal, which was jointly drawn by the minister of justice 

and the leaders of the Sámi Parliament, wanted to remove the paragraph on the historical Lapp 

villages. 

Instead, the proposal emphasised the community-based belonging as the basic element for 

identification as a Sámi. In her presentation speech, Henriksson underlined the importance of group 

acceptance which had also been emphasised by the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial 

Discrimination in 2012. Apart from the fact that the persons themselves feel they are Sámi, it was 

also essential that the group should determine who belong to it. This would take place the same way 

as before in the election committee, which the proposal wanted to enlarge. Henriksson pointed out 

that every rejected applicant had the democratic possibility to appeal all the way to the Supreme 

Administrative Court. 234 

The other law proposal was about ratifying the International Labour Organisation ILO convention for 

protecting indigenous peoples. Henriksson emphasised that also this was aimed at equality and the 

right to participate. Administrators were to implement the negotiation obligation so that it would take 

place starting from the project planning stages together with the Sámi Parliament. The ministry of 

justice and the Sámi Parliament had negotiated a separate comment section to the ILO convention. 

The question of land and water rights in the Sámi home region had caused special disputes, where a 

frequent argument was that many populations had lived side by side in the Sámi area for a long time. 

Now the ministry of justice and the Sámi Parliament had interpreted “the national solution” 
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mentioned in the convention in a way that, with the consent of the Sámi Parliament, Finland can make 

a compromise in land ownership issues. Henriksson stated to the parliament: 

Finland’s national solution is that the property, usufruct and possession rights of land and 
water areas in the Sámi home region will not be changed. This applies to private as well 
as state-owned land and water areas. Consequently, the ratification has no effect on 
property, usufruct and possession rights. This means that both Sámi and the rest of the 
population continue to have the right to use state lands for reindeer husbandry, for 
example, the same way as at present. 235 

 

The law proposals came to the parliament at different times, but they were considered to be 

interconnected. Any time either of them was discussed, the other law proposal was also discussed. 

MP Tuija Brax hoped that the laws “should be wisely processed here side by side”. The opponents of 

the law proposals thought that the Sámi Parliament act should be decided first to clarify also the 

indigenous people definition. Minister of justice Henriksson’s view was that it would be sensible to 

approve the ILO convention in any case.236 

The ILO convention raised the most comprehensive discussion in the plenary session in December 

2014, when a total of 17 MPs took the floor; there were 56 speeches in all. Apart from the minister 

of justice, the most frequent speakers were Markus Lohi (9 speeches) and Eeva-Maria Maijala (8), 

both Centre Party MPs from Lapland, and True Finn MP Maria Tolppanen (4) from Vaasa. Lohi 

represented a pertinent line, which was based on attacking minister of justice Henriksson with 

questions about the content of the ILO convention. MPs Maijala, tried to influence the emotions of 

the listeners by constantly returning to her personal background and the historical Kemi Lapland 

issue. In addition, the most active MP outside of Lapland, True Finn Tolppanen, also opposed the law 

proposals.237 

Lohi drew special attention to the compromise between the cabinet and the Sámi Parliament, which 

had come as a sort of a surprise to the opponents of the law proposals. When the biggest problem in 

the ILO convention had earlier been the transfer of land rights from the state to some other instance, 
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now the dilemma was that there was no more talk about that. According to Lohi, no reservations or 

explanations could be attached to the ILO convention afterwards, because they were not judicially 

valid and binding from the viewpoint of any side. Johanna Ojala-Niemelä (Social Democratic Party) 

and Heikki Autto (National Coalition Party) emphasised the same thing. They demanded to know 

what additional value the convention would bring to Sámi affairs, when the most essential part, Sámi 

land ownership (which the MPs would have opposed), had been removed. 

According to Henriksson, the convention was a declaration which experts did not consider 

exceptional; it could be interpreted as part of the national solution. It was judicially solid, because the 

indigenous people had approved it in addition to the cabinet. Lohi maintained that the ILO expert 

committee would interpret the decision after the ratification and probably would not accept separate 

claims. Autto was also afraid that there would be “demands for land rights” after the ratification. 

Ojala-Niemelä stated that 

when the 14th article of the convention decrees that the land ownership right of the 
indigenous people must be recognised, this means property rights, and that cannot be 
changed with a mention in the cabinet proposal. Thus, the ILO convention should be 
approved as it is or it should not be approved at all. 238 

 

Criticism was quite in order, as law professor Martin Scheinin commented in an interview on the 

Sámi radio: “Because this is a reservation which cannot be attached to the ILO convention, the 

explanation is - - judicially void and does not in any way diminish Finland’s obligations as a party of 

the ILO convention.” 239 However, Henriksson maintained that the indigenous people’s own opinion 

was decisive, and the explanation could not be questioned later: 

Based on the basic rule of ILO, The Hague Permanent Court of Arbitration is the only 
officially competent body to bindingly interpret ILO conventions, and the only instance 
that can sue somebody to The Hague court is another country. We are not granting 
individual Sámi or the Sámi Parliament opportunity to take the issue to The Hague court, 
but we are still searching for the national, fair solution, which I think the cabinet has also 
reached in a good manner in mutual understanding with the Sámi Parliament. 
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Henriksson downplayed the changes caused by the proposed ILO convention, when Lohi snapped 

that “why should we ratify a convention that changes nothing”. He demanded for “such concrete 

rights that could not be guaranteed otherwise with a separate law”. So, he objected to the convention 

by bringing up an idea of a separate law, which was not otherwise talked about by him or anybody 

else. 240 

The speeches strongly raised threat scenarios that the approval of the laws would create in Lapland. 

Both Lohi and Simo Rundgren (Centre Party) appealed to how Lapland had its fears and conflicts as 

it is, and they should not be increased. In his own convoluted speech, Autto from the National 

Coalition Party considered the Sámi language and culture the greatest loser when the ratification 

would weaken the position of the Sámi population and the overall development of Lapland: 

The more there is uncertainty of the future in the area, the weaker are the chances to 
develop the original natural livelihoods connected to the Sámi culture as well as more 
modern ones, both Sámi-related and ones pertaining to the inhabitants of the region on 
the whole. And if there are no jobs or prospects for livelihoods, young people will not 
stay in the region to develop the culture. 

 

Lohi also demanded to know what the geographical area would be where the ILO convention would 

be applied to. If it would apply to the Sámi home region, the rights would cover 10 percent of 

Finland’s surface area. Lohi suspected: “What if the area that the indigenous people has used 

traditionally for their livelihoods turns out to be bigger?” Lohi’s question seemed like a threat 

scenario, but it was connected to changing the Sámi definition, which became the major target of 

criticism in the parliamentary discussion. The MPs considered the definition such an unclear issue 

that it had to be clarified before ratifying the ILO convention. Lohi formulated the problem: 

During the existing legislation, there have been cases where a person has not been 
accepted to the Sámi Parliament electoral register – as Sámi, that is – but the Supreme 
Administrative Court has overruled the decision. The cabinet proposal would introduce a 
so-called group acceptance. I myself at least would pose the question: when you cannot 
decide who is Sámi, how can you decide which is the community that can decide who is 
Sámi? 241 
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“The proceedings are really not democratic”  

The Sámi discussion in the parliament in autumn 2014 was generally characterised by similar blurred 

talk that was also evident both in local publicity and countless Internet discussions242. Statements 

painted a picture of a conflict situation in Lapland with fateful names, such as “cultural murder” 

(Maijala) or “final decision” (Rundgren). Simo Rundgren (Centre Party) appealed touchingly to the 

feelings of listeners: 

Lapland has minorities of minorities, which truly feel spurned and indeed are spurned, 
have been spurned in past decades and will continue to be spurned if this law is passed in 
parliamentary proceedings in this form. The law as it is now will continue the unjust state 
of affairs that has prevailed already for decades. 

 

Statements were usually directed against the Sámi Parliament, whose representativeness was 

questioned in many ways. Nobody pointed out that it was a democratically elected government-

appointed representative body for Finnish Sámi. Instead, it appeared to be the ultimate problem in the 

Sámi issue. Minister of justice Henriksson emphasised on several occasions: “According to our Sámi 

Parliament act, Sámi in Finland are represented by the Sámi Parliament.” This self-evident truth even 

caused amusement in the chamber, but Maijala questioned it repeatedly: 

Does the Sámi Parliament represent all Sámi in your opinion? - - Is it true that only people 
from the Sámi Parliament have been heard at this stage? Have you heard, listened in any 
way to any other folks than Sámi Parliament folks in the preparation of this matter, and 
is it possible that the Kemi Lapland area and issue could be after all considered in this 
proposal even somehow? 243 

 

The expression Sámi Parliament folks attempted to present the Sámi representative body in an un-

favourable light, as if it was a strangely limited circle. Also Hanna Mäntylä (True Finns) stated as a 

self-evident fact that “the Sámi Parliament does not represent all Sámi by any means”. Her view was 

that “also those Sámi who really do not represent this Sámi Parliament here” should be heard in the 

matter. 
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Many statements presented the Sámi Parliament as an antithesis of tolerance and democracy. For 

example, Maijala commented about the Sámi Parliament: “I personally feel that the proceedings in 

that issue are really not democratic, and we as decision-makers should be able to interfere in it, so 

that all affairs in Finland would be handled democratically.” Rundgren even thought the Sámi 

Parliament act was against human rights. He commented that when you talked about the rule of the 

people or democracy, “it is confusing and surprising in this context that the Sámi Parliament act now 

being processed in parliament is specifically justified also with notions of human rights”. 

As in the discussion surging in Lapland, also Rundgren thought that “people have been added to the 

current indigenous people group on relatively random grounds”. In the background loomed the 

conspiracy of the 1960s and 1970s, when Sámi statistics were collected. According to Rundgren, the 

basic work had been done “very poorly”, “negligently” and in a way that “does not bear critical 

scrutiny”. Thus the electoral register of the Sámi Parliament was based on the inadequate report from 

1962, which did not involve all Sámi. “Many people, many families in Lapland have been - - 

excluded. Nobody even in the 1970s could understand where things were heading or what kind of 

concentration of power would emerge around the Sámi Parliament”, Rundgren stated. 

Moreover, the national parliament had approved “a worthless law” or the Sámi Parliament act in 

1995. Now there was a new law being processed, which in Rundgren’s view “strengthens the 

prerogatives of the specific group that was originally established on flimsy grounds. - - We are now 

enacting a new law on top of an old worthless one to confirm, or in a sense bless, existing injustices.” 

Rundgren grumbled: 

So Lapland has the only categorised indigenous people in the European Union. The MPs 
from Lapland in the 1970s probably did not realise what the random compiling of the 
Sámi register would lead to four decades later. What seemed like an exotic Sámi issue at 
that time has become quite a nightmare for people in the north of Lapland during the ILO 
process. 
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Rundgren thought it was very suspicious that the Sámi Parliament decided on its members, because 

this resulted in a vague “group that wielded power”. He described the electoral register of the Sámi 

Parliament as a closed, sporadically working community whose insiders had “conclusive power to 

decide who can vote in the next election, and also who are voting for them”.244 The same 

characterisation of Finland’s Parliament or Finnish citizenship would have sounded peculiar, to say 

the least. 

In the discussion, the selection procedure related to the Sámi definition was considered almost self-

evidently problematic, although it was mostly referred to with allusive expressions and with few 

actual cases. The only concrete example was a story of two siblings, one of whom was accepted to 

the electoral register, the other not. This was repeated five times during one plenary session. The 

example was brought up by Mikko Savola and Johanna Ojala-Niemelä in almost identical words. 

Then it was used three times by Tolppanen (True Finns), who even altered the persons into speakers 

of the Sámi language. Tolppanen wondered that if 

one of the siblings can get to the electoral register and the other cannot, it follows that 
one of their children can get to a Sámi-speaking kindergarten and the other cannot, one 
can go to a Sámi-speaking primary school and the other cousin cannot. There is no way 
this can promote Sámi culture comprehensively in that area. 245 

 

This is not true, because going to a Sámi-speaking kindergarten does not require membership in the 

electoral register. The purpose of the example was rather to spread suspicion against the Sámi 

Parliament. The case of two siblings was a certain kind of popular legend, which was impossible to 

verify because the limited publicity of electoral register of the Sámi Parliament. The Sámi Parliament 

act decrees that “the electoral register and such documents related to the preparation of the electoral 

register that contain information about the person’s ethnic background must be kept confidential”. A 

ten-day period once in an electoral term is an exception when the documents can be seen but not 

copied. 246 
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Because the persons in the case cannot be identified, the reasons for potential contradiction cannot be 

analysed either – or, as an example, had one of the siblings applied to the electoral register at all, had 

he or she perhaps delivered an incomplete application, were they half siblings (different mother or 

father) or was he or she citizen of another country or lacked a municipality of residence that the Sámi 

Parliament act required, or was the decision actually unjust. Due to the privacy law, the electoral 

register of the Sámi Parliament can be accessed only restrictedly. This has kindled a conspiration 

theory about “a secret list”, as well as given an opportunity to speculatations with various alternatives, 

and the case of two siblings is one of the most popular. 

The thing that most irritated Finnish debaters was that the Sámi themselves would define Sáminess. 

This was a central item in Sámi Parliament’s amendment proposal and the ILO convention. 

Legislation concerning indigenous peoples determines that self-determination includes the right to 

define who belongs to the indigenous people. Rundgren regarded this as revolting and spoke of 

downright tyranny: “do we give some group the right to decide in such a basic human rights issue, 

starting from justification of power, for example”. 

Why is Finland implementing a convention here that is foreign to the legal concept? One 
cannot help thinking that this is a question of exercising power, which is unfortunately 
linked to this serious human rights issue. - - This kind of principle would not be approved 
in any other community, I’m sure of that. 

 

So in Rundgren’s opinion it was a convention foreign to the legal concept when the state appointed 

an electoral committee in the Sámi Parliament to approve or reject applications to the electoral 

register. Rundgren emphasised that this provided “a great opportunity to abuse that power”. He 

reproached: “It includes the right of appeal, but we can see clearly that the electoral committee and 

Sámi Parliament make the selections, reinforce this group. I think this is a very big constitutional 

issue and it should be carefully investigated in the committee.” 
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Rundgren emphasised that belonging to an indigenous people would bring “special opportunities and 

rights”, but other people living in municipalities in the Sámi territory would not be able to use them 

according to the proposal. Therefore, the definition as well as the geographical region pertaining to 

the convention should be expanded. He asked if the indigenous people status required “compulsory 

membership in the electoral register” or would it be possible to belong to an indigenous people 

without membership in the electoral register. It remained unclear if Rundgren meant that the 

indigenous people status would not require any definition; anybody willing could enjoy the ILO 

convention. 247 

Also other statements presented acceptance to the electoral register as a big problem which should be 

“dealt with”. Tolppanen (True Finns), for example, went as far as to propose that the Sámi Parliament 

should have “independent observers when a person applies to this electoral register”. Her idea was 

that people’s equal treatment must be ensured “regardless of how closely they are connected to these 

central decision-makers up there in the Sámi Parliament”. 

Sámi Parliament’s right to decide who can belong to them sounded reprehensible to almost all 

opponents. Tolppanen demanded that the starting points of the ILO convention must be changed in a 

way that “one conclave, one instance, one institution cannot itself decide who can join them and who 

cannot”. In effect, Tolppanen thought that the Sámi Parliament should not have anything to do with 

the ILO convention or the indigenous people definition generally.248  

Surprisingly, this seemed to be the prevailing opinion in parliamentary debates. The principle in the 

international indigenous people convention that the Sámi considered most essential – right of self-

determination – needed to be changed in the name of “a national solution”. Discrediting the Sámi 

Parliament and the electoral register was part of the tactics that included blurring the concept of 

Sáminess in the parliament. Sámi groups got mixed up in the debate regardless of whether they were 

real ethnic groups, such as the Sámi, or politically created groups, such as (neo-)Lapps, Forest Sámi 

and Sámi without status. 
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In parliamentary debates, also political groups appeared as if they were real ethnic groups that had to 

have the same rights as the Sámi. Blurring the groups could be the result of ignorance, or conscious 

tactics in the case of some MPs from Lapland. Simo Rundgren, for example, commented Stubb’s 

cabinet program already in summer 2014. His view was that the Sámi definition should be “widened 

so to speak”, so that the electoral register of the Sámi Parliament could accept also those who really 

wanted to be included through self-identification. “This applies especially to Inari Sámi and Forest 

Sámi.” The Forest Sámi group, which had been created by political activity in associations, was then 

analogous to the ethnic group of Inari Sámi in his opinion. 249 

Rundgren grumbled in another occasion: “It is an unbearable situation that there are hundreds of 

people in Lapland who have been excluded from this membership on untenable grounds: Inari Sámi, 

Forest, Fisherman and Mountain Sámi, representatives of Inariland Lapp villages and so on.” 250 Only 

Inari Sámi were a real Sámi group among these. It could have aroused amazement in the parliament 

if Rundgren had criticised that “the groups of Baltic-Finns, Chuds and Vepsians as well as Finns 

without status” were missing from the eligible Finnish citizens on untenable grounds. In the context 

of the Sámi, the new “population groups” presented by Rundgren seemed almost credible, however. 

Maria Tolppanen (True Finns) was active in the discussion, but she confused the Sámi groups 

probably out of ignorance. She demanded that “everyone, landless and reindeerless as well as Forest 

Sámi and Fisherman Sámi, receive the legitimacy they are entitled to as part of an indigenous people”. 

The sentence confused both linguistic and economic as well as political groups. Tolppanen continued: 

“Will this be a guarantee that also Forest Sámi and Mountain and other Sámi get similar rights as 

those who have the right to participate in the Sámi Parliament and who receive Sámi status?” 

Mountain or Reindeer Sámi were precisely the group that Internet discussions claimed to be the small 

circle of “register Sámi”. Tolppanen also commented that the “Sámi without status and other 

inhabitants of Lapland have been systematically excluded”.251 Sámi without status were also a 

politically engendered group. 
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Tolppanen’s idea of the indigenous people concept was fuzzy, when she demanded Henriksson to say 

what the convention would bring to Finland’s Romani population. The minister also got confused 

answer: “Finnish Romani have not contacted the ministry of justice about wanting to be included in 

the convention.” In fact, Romani are considered an ethnic minority in Finland, not an indigenous 

people. 

Opponents of the law proposals appealed to the threat that the laws would pose especially to other 

inhabitants of Lapland. According to Markus Mustajärvi, the laws could “even deprive some 

population groups of their right to practise their traditional livelihoods. The essential question is who 

will defend the minorities of a minority, how will they be heard.” The expression minorities of a 

minority insinuated that the people excluded from the Sámi Parliament actually belonged to the group 

of Sámi, i.e. they were their minority. The Sámi Parliament opinion was that there were no such 

minorities, apart from the Inari and Skolt Sámi. 

Opponents of Sámi-related laws were repeating in parliamentary discussions the same opinions that 

the Sámi counter-movement had used throughout the 1990s and 2000s to draw themselves level with 

the Sámi. They alleged that the Sámi Parliament was an arbitrarily elected and administered 

institution that did not represent “significant Sámi groups”, such as the inhabitants of the historical 

Kemi Lapland, neo-Lapps and Sámi without status. 

Henriksson was almost the only one in the plenary session who stood up for defining Sáminess the 

way the Sámi representative body, the Sámi Parliament, wanted. “It would be extremely important to 

also understand that just anybody cannot become Sámi. Therefore, we need conventions to protect 

minorities and, in this case, an indigenous people.” Although MPs Haavisto, Brax, Koskinen and 

Wallin congratulated Henriksson during the parliamentary discussions in autumn for achieving an 

important proposal, voices defending the content of the ILO convention were rare. 
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Only Katja Hänninen from the Left Alliance wondered if the Sámi truly were not allowed to decide 

on their own affairs: “The issue related to the Sámi definition can be illustrated by asking how Finns 

would feel if the Russian government, for example, started to grant Finland’s citizenship to Russian 

citizens or anybody.” 252 Here she continued a tradition of the Left Alliance, because MP Heli Astala 

from the same party had asked already in 1994: “How would we Finns feel if somebody else defined 

the concept of Finn for us, or somebody else determined the composition of our parliament against 

our own opinion? Someone probably thinks: impossible example. Quite so, but it is an allegorically 

possible case, however.” 253 

 

“This must not be approved in this chamber”  

Eeva-Maria Maijala (Centre Party) became the most prominent figure in the plenary sessions, 

although usually to an empty house, because the Sámi issue was quite peripheral for the “southern” 

MPs. Maijala constantly demanded justice to the descendants of the Sámi of the historical Kemi 

Lapland. She assured she was descended from the ancient Sámi families and emphasised that her 

family had practised “always Lapp culture and livelihoods”, thus been reindeer herders, as many 

Finns in Finland. Maijala told that her father had spoken “partly in the Sámi language” while tending 

the herd of the  Reindeer Sámi of Vuotso as a hired hand. 

In Maijala’s view, it was “the first time in any documents that the Sámi of Kemi Lapland or Lapps, 

or my history, background, are being completely excluded from the Sámi culture and unity. This 

would be a really harsh message. An essential part of Finnish Sáminess is about to be excluded here.” 

She spoke of her own cultural heritage as a human rights issue, which the Sámi Parliament did not 

accept: 

We have been speaking about the human rights issues of foreigners, but let’s return to our 
homeland. Sámi without status, or Sámi who have not been accepted to the electoral 
register, are a real human rights violation; that is to say, we have a great number of people 
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who feel they are Sámi, but they are denied their own identity, human right to their own 
culture, own way of life and own community. 

 

In the autumn plenary session, Maijala made a spectacle of her application process to the Sámi 

Parliament. She predicted already in advance that the application would end up “in the same waste 

heap” as the applications of her relatives and several thousands of others. She appealed emotionally: 

“This being the case, my family, Sámi of Kemi Lapland, Lapps, are clearly being excluded from the 

group of Sámi for the first time. This is cultural murder. This must not be approved in this chamber 

on any account.” 

In March, just before the decisive votes in parliament, she received a negative decision from the Sámi 

Parliament. She considered that the reason for the rejection was the incorrect criteria of the Sámi 

Parliament. On the other hand, she avoided mentioning that there were no Sámi-speaking persons in 

her family background for the last three generations according to the Sámi Parliament definition. The 

negative decision must have included this information. 

Like the other MPs from Lapland, Maijala criticised the principle of group acceptance, because it was 

completely untenable if, after the law amendment, “those sitting in the Sámi parliament could - - 

decide who can vote for them in the next election”. So her opinion was that the international 

conceptions of the self-determination of indigenous peoples could be scrapped in this case. 

In her statements, Maijala established strong antagonism towards “the majority Sámi” or the Sámi 

Parliament. She sought allies from the Inari Sámi, whom she identified with her own reference group, 

the descendants of the Sámi of the historical Kemi Lapland, on several occasions. She was very 

concerned about the survival of the traditional Inari Sámi culture and implied that it was being 

threatened by the North Sámi: 

They have been forced to become Finns, although they are fully Sámi in my eyes, but 
because there have been a lot of small-scale reindeer herders among them, there have 
been North Sámi, for example, coming later and they have had larger-scale reindeer 
herding and have come with the idea that they are the only true Sámi. 
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In Maijala’s story, Inari Sámi and the inhabitants of Kemi Lapland had become victims of (both 

Finnish and North Sámi) colonialism, and she assumed the responsibility to “us Finns”: “quite many 

in the Inari area had been forced to become Finn and had lost their language. It is the fault of our own 

Finnish culture, also of the decisions of this house that we have ended up in this situation.” Maijala 

emphasised that language was the only thing that distinguished her cultural heritage from the Sámi. 

She asserted: “Our language has been forced to become Finnish, but our culture still survives.” 

In her search for the culprit of the questionable ILO convention, Maijala commented that this was a 

political game, even a conspiracy between the Sámi Parliament and the Swedish People’s Party of 

Finland, from which party the minister of justice, Henriksson, came. Maijala reduced this cooperation 

to core team machinations of political parties. Maijala wanted to prevent both law amendments 

pursued by the Sámi Parliament, but emphasised that she was defending Sámi culture: “Let us work 

for this culture together. Just give us a chance to do this. We will put something into this ILO 

convention, we will make something about the content, too.” Maijala criticised the Sámi for poor 

preparation of the projects, but declared her willingness to cooperate: 

How can we develop Sáminess in Finland? How can we make Inari Sámi, Kemi Lapland 
language revival, Skolt Sámi, North Sámi and all other things fashionable? We would 
ponder here among ourselves what funding we could put together. How do we develop 
culture and all these things? But what kind of impression have we given of ourselves? 
We have given an impression of a quarrelling group. Everybody has cause for self-
reflection, especially the current leadership of the Sámi Parliament has cause for self-
reflection in this matter. We must get this thing on track together. 

 

Maijala spoke almost tearfully in the plenary session: “It’s up to us. We in this chamber can do it. 

The ILO 169 convention is quite good now, I mean quite good, when it can be made to apply to the 

whole Sámi population.” To reach a good result, she suggested opening the Sámi definition in a way 

that “all inhabitants of the Sámi territory who identify themselves as Sámi, who feel they are Sámi, 

who have a Sámi family, Lapp family background and cultural bond” could be recognised as Sámi. 
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In addition to emphasizing sincere cooperation (despite the reluctance of the Sámi Parliament), 

Maijala proposed a revival of the Kemi Lapland language “or the language of my ancestors”.  Inari 

Sámi language could be learned in the Kemi Lapland region, added with known historical words of 

the Kemi Lapland language. So Maijala’s idea of cooperation with the Sámi meant that resources 

would be directed at “revitalising” an already disappeared language and culture outside the Sámi 

territory.254 This proposal was not cheered among the Sámi language workers at a time when living 

Sámi languages needed all available support.  

 

Expertise from Lapland 

It became evident in the parliamentary discussions in autumn 2014 that especially Lapland’s MPs 

wanted to postpone or completely reject both Sámi-related law proposals. The statements appealed 

that new clarifications should be made or especially the question of the Sámi definition should be 

elaborated – in any case, the issue should be postponed to the future. There were seven MPs from 

Lapland from five parties during the 2011-2015 parliamentary term. They were unanimously opposed 

to the Sámi-related law proposals. Centre Party did have three MPs, but the other parties were also in 

consensus. 

Lapland’s MPs were easily considered experts of northern issues, especially because they were 

unanimous. Perhaps this was illustrated by how the MPs from the rest of Finland did not particularly 

defend Henriksson – although the representatives of the Greens, the Left Alliance and the Swedish 

People’s Party of Finland expressed their satisfaction with the cabinet proposals. Actually, Lapland’s 

MPs represented one side in the Sámi dispute in a sense – those who felt that granting the Sámi more 

rights was a threat and who were referred to as the voice of Lapland’s voting majority. 255 

Being one side in the dispute was exemplified in the way Lapland’s MPs consistently characterised 

the Sámi Parliament at least as a suspicious if not completely undemocratic entity. They also had a 
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clear agenda: the law proposals should not be approved, if a certain part of Lapland’s non-Sámi 

inhabitants would not be allowed to contribute to the specification of the ILO convention. This proved 

a point that also Erkki Pääkkönen has emphasised; the main resistance in disputes on Sámi rights 

usually does not come from the government but from other local groups. 256  

The most radical views against the initiatives of the Sámi Parliament about the Sámi definition and 

the ILO convention came from, besides the local level, especially from the provincial level. The voice 

of Lapland’s MPs represented the majority of Lapland’s inhabitants, which, in a democracy, made 

their views relevant and justified (also in view of the next elections). The other Finnish MPs seemed 

to accept their points of view: because the law proposals caused so much controversy in the north, 

they should not be approved. 

The general conception about the Sámi-related law proposals was that consensus should be reached 

in Lapland before the law proposals could be approved. At the same time, the parliament approved 

the same-sex marriage law, which had aroused an intense social struggle without consensus257. In that 

context, there was no expectation about full unanimity when approving the law. Everyone understood 

that the law was required because there was no unanimity. The ILO convention was an international 

human rights agreement aimed at protecting the status of an indigenous people also in situations 

where the conflict with majority interests was perhaps irreconcilable. It emphasised the right of the 

indigenous people to self-determination. 

The general air in the plenary session in parliament was that the Sámi had no right to determine the 

members of their own people. The majority also decided that there was no need for special Sámi 

rights regarding negotiation obligation or controlling the natural environment. Former chairman of 

the Sámi Parliament, Pekka Aikio, has commented: “There is an old saying that the judicial status of 

a minority cannot be improved with the means of majority democracy.” 258 Former legal secretary of 

the Sámi Parliament, Heikki J. Hyvärinen, has referred to the same thing in his comment that 
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democracy is not always effective in helping minorities: “We have 5,000 votes every four years, but 

others have a lot more.” 259 

This became clear also in spring 2015 when the Sámi-related laws were processed: the voice of a 

mosquito did not carry up to heaven. The cabinet proposal about the Sámi-related legal matters was 

supposed to be forwarded to the Committee for Constitutional Law. However, an MP from Lapland, 

Markus Mustajärvi, proposed during the preliminary debate in October 2014 that the proposal for the 

Sámi Parliament act should be processed in several committees. Maijala supported his proposal. 260 

Consequently, the cabinet proposal proceeded to the Employment and Equality Committee, which 

included Maijala herself as well as the True Finns representative Tolppanen, and to the Agriculture 

and Forestry Committee. A total of 34 entities were heard in three committees, and only the Sámi 

Parliament and the Skolt village meeting represented the Sámi. A quarter of the written statements 

came from Sámi organisations, but as a former member of the committees said, they don´t have the 

same influence as the oral hearings. 

The frontlines in the Sámi law discussions had divided into two, defenders and opponents of the Sámi 

Parliament. It is interesting to see from this basis what kind of expertise the committees heard. 

In addition to written statements and representatives of the Sámi parliament, the Employment and 

Equality Committee used five experts, who were heard orally. They were Bachelor of Social Services 

Anu Avaskari, research fellow Tanja Joona, reindeer herder Tuomas Keskitalo, inspector Jouni Kitti 

and researcher Ari Laakso. Who or what they represented was not mentioned. 261 Two of them were 

members of the Sámi Parliament electoral register, but all were known as sharp critics of the Sámi 

Parliament.262  

For example, Kitti had waged a fiery war for years against the Sámi Parliament, and now also against 

Finland’s cabinet, on web pages of NRA Finland.  Apart from these, Kitti even questioned the UN, 
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which he criticised for unreality, ideological nature of human rights and disjointedness of available 

means. In Kitti’s view, the UN “is not a real power in the struggle - - for solving conflicts”. 263 

Ari Laakso comes from Enontekiö and is a researcher in the University of Lapland. He blamed the 

narrow-mindedness of the elite Sámi for not being accepted as Sámi. Laakso recommended that the 

Sámi Parliament “voting right should be granted to all Sámi with equal conditions, without approval 

from the rulers for getting the vote”. He listed “North, Inari, Skolt or Forest Sámi” and proposed 

removing group acceptance from the Sámi Parliament act. 264 

The report of the Employment and Equality Committee did comment on the problems involved in the 

definition of Sáminess, and warned that group acceptance must not risk people’s equal treatment. The 

report stated that the Sámi definition should have the widest possible acceptance and consensus of 

the Sámi and the other population. The long report mentioned: “The committee finds it important that 

the effects of the proposal to the status of people possibly excluded from the electoral register, or the 

so-called Sámi without status, are considered in this matter.” 265 

Committee member Maijala gave an interview to the Lapin Kansa newspaper based on the report. 

She stated that the committee demanded that the Sámi without status are included in the scope of the 

ILO benefits. She emphasised that the report had “a very critical” tone, and that the ILO convention 

must not weaken the position of the Sámi without status. According to Maijala, the ILO convention 

did not contain any definition of a person belonging to an indigenous people. In the cabinet proposal, 

it had been linked to the definition compliant with the Sámi Parliament act. Maijala’s view was, 

however, that this was a national solution, and the committee propounded that another tactic should 

be found. 266 

The Agriculture and Forestry Committee heard a total of nine experts in oral hearings, including 

representatives from the Sámi Parliament and the Skolt village meetings. Five of the experts 

represented opponents of the Sámi Parliament. Among them, Jouni Kitti represented the Anarâšah 
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association, Keskitalo represented the Forest Sámi and Tanja Joona’s name was followed by the 

University of Lapland. Additionally, Yrjö Mattila represented the Inari common forests and Kari 

Kyrö represented the Inariland Lapp villages. Both committees stated that the expert hearings had 

revealed that joining the electoral register was much easier in Norway. It happened with a notification 

from the applicant, “and there have never been appeals to decisions to accept a person to the electoral 

register”. 267 

The Committee for Constitutional Law held oral hearings for 15 experts. Their distribution was more 

even. Apart from the Sámi Parliament and the Skolt representative, the more favourable view of the 

Sámi Parliament was represented at least by Non-Discrimination Ombudsman Eva Biaudet, Master 

of Law Aimo Guttorm from the Utsjoki municipality and Bachelor of Law Heikki J. Hyvärinen. Apart 

from Kitti, Avaskari and Tanja Joona, critics of the Sámi Parliament and definition included 

researcher Juha Joona, chairperson of the Forest Sámi association Erika Sarivaara and Enontekiö 

municipal manager Mikko Kärnä, who had prominently criticised the legitimacy of the Sámi 

Parliament. 268 

Generally speaking, the experts were from Lapland, which demonstrates that the committees tried to 

acquire regional and local expertise. The proportion of experts with positive or sympathetic attitudes 

towards the Sámi definition or the ILO convention remained considerably low, however. City Sámi 

were not heard at all, although several statements had established that a great number of the Sámi 

lived in cities. This implies that the committees thought they did not need experts to understand what 

standpoints the Sámi and the Sámi Parliament had. Instead, they wanted to hear the representatives 

of those inhabitants of Lapland whose voice was allegedly unheard. The result was that the 

conceptions dominating the parliamentary discussion in the autumn were repeated also in the 

committee hearings. 

At the beginning of March 2015, the Committee for Constitutional Law approved the cabinet proposal 

for the ILO 169 convention. Markus Lohi, Centre Party MP from Lapland, made an amendment 
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proposal with Rundgren’s support that the proposal should not be approved without extensive 

clarifications. The cabinet proposal won by a vote of 8 to 6. 

The matter did not proceed to parliamentary process, however, because the Sámi Parliament act did 

not pass in the parliament in the form proposed by the cabinet, and the definition in the former law 

remained valid. The Sámi Parliament had made it clear that if the amendment to the Sámi Parliament 

act is not approved in the proposed form, it will not support the ILO convention either. Henriksson 

thought it best not to take the ILO proposal to the plenary session. 

At the end of April in the UN Permanent Forum of Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) in New York, the 

new chairperson of the Sámi Parliament, Tiina-Sanila Aikio, criticised the Finnish government for 

giving empty promises. Three years of negotiation and hard work fell through with the decisions of 

the parliament. Sanila-Aikio pointed out that by rejecting the negotiated new Sámi definition, the 

Finnish government violated international conventions. She was particularly sorry, because the Sámi 

were not even granted the right to determine Sáminess in compliance with the decision: 

Through its decision, the Finnish government has acted against the UN declaration on the 
rights of indigenous peoples (UNDRIP) and its article 33, which states that indigenous 
peoples have the right to decide on their own identity. The Finnish government and the 
Supreme Administrative Court retained the right to determine who is Sámi. We have been 
deprived of our right to determine our own identity and the membership of our 
community. 

 

Sanila-Aikio appealed to various UN bodies as well as to the Special Rapporteur on the rights of 

indigenous peoples, Victoria Tauli-Corpuz. She said she would take this request for help seriously. 

“We have regarded Finland as a progressive country in fostering and supporting the rights of 

indigenous peoples.” 269  

Finland’s Sámi organisations also requested help from the UN and other indigenous peoples. They 

were especially astonished that Finland’s Sámi cannot themselves determine who belongs to the 

indigenous people. The organisations wanted to know whether any international human rights 
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convention supported the right of Finns to decide who belongs to the Sámi people, completely without 

Sámi consent, which is voluntary and based on foreknowledge. 270 

Contrary to the wishes of Finnish Sámi representatives, the human rights report of UNPFII settled for 

giving general recommendations: “The permanent forum is concerned that legal obligations and 

commitments’ and indigenous peoples’ treaties, agreements and other constructive arrangements with 

States are routinely denied and violated by States.” The forum calls upon states to “fairly and 

equitably redress the long-standing unresolved land rights issues through good faith negotiations”. 271 

 

Case 5:  

Good minority – troublesome indigenous people  

Support to the cabinet and the Sámi Parliament in both legal issues rested on small parties, such as 

the Swedish People’s Party of Finland, the Greens and the Left Alliance. This was considered a 

problem in the Sámi politics. Chief editor Antti Kokkonen from the regional Lapin Kansa newspaper, 

for example, debated upon the rejection of the Sámi-related law proposals in his column: 

Why did this happen? The main reason is that the Sámi Parliament failed to represent 
its interests. The parliament sought only one partner, the Swedish People’s Party of 
Finland, which is a small party with support in Southern Finland. Dialogue with Lapland’s 
inhabitants and Lapland’s MPs was neglected. The parliament was rather in open conflict 
with the rest of the local community.272 

 

The cooperation of the Sámi with the Swedish People’s Party of Finland was certainly natural, 

because they both had similar histories through their language policy and minority status. It is 

perhaps even surprising that active cooperation has not developed earlier. The cooperation has also 

included a perspective of power, because the Swedish People’s Party of Finland had been in the 

cabinet for decades since the 1970s. 

The background of the legislation related to the Sámi definition and ILO convention was that 

Henriksson, the minister of justice in the cabinet of six (in the last stages four) parties, represented 
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the Swedish People’s Party of Finland. She was the one who negotiated with the Sámi Parliament 

about the lines and details of the law proposals. 

Cooperation between the Sámi and the Swedish People’s Party of Finland opened an opportunity 

for public needling, where the elite conception associated with Swedes was conveniently transferred 

to the Sámi. Also when Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, chairman of the Sámi Parliament, was candidate for 

the Swedish People’s Party of Finland in the national parliament elections in 2011 and the EU 

parliament elections in 2014, critics saw a chance to insinuate about various “connections”. Pertti 

Virtanen (True Finns) sneered in Finnish parliament that “the Swedish party Ombudsman for 

Minorities is the main machinator for the Sámi Parliament, and even Näkkäläjärvi from the Sámi 

Parliament converted to the Swedish party faith, which has a quite elitist flavour”. 273 

Besides small parties, the Sámi have also tried to cooperate with big parties, although with varying 

results. When the Sámi Delegation was founded in 1973, the Sámi considered that the best solution 

would be not to operate on a party-political basis. There was an idealistic notion in the background 

that Sámi affairs were administrator issues, which required support from all parties. Even after this, 

members of the Sámi Parliament have been elected on personal grounds and they mostly represent 

their domiciles. Instead, the elected members do not belong to any stakeholder group, whose joint 

program they could follow. This has been considered a benefit as well as a problem. 274 

With respect to national politics, the original idea to operate outside party-political interests does not 

seem to have succeeded. The Sámi question has been a peripheral issue from the viewpoint of big 

parties. Especially questions about strengthening Sámi government, land rights and improving the 

indigenous people status have been sensitive issues, which the traditional majority party of Lapland, 

Centre Party, for example, has been reluctant to address. 

The relation of Lapland’s MPs to the Sámi issue came up interestingly also in the parliamentary 

debates in 2014-2015. They were unanimously opposed to amending the Sámi Parliament act and 

ratifying the ILO convention, but otherwise they emphasised the importance of the Sámi issue. 

Markus Mustajärvi resented that he had been branded as a Sámi-hater because of his opposition to 
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the law proposals. He pointed out that he had supported many Sámi projects: constructing the 

cultural centre Sajos to Inari, improving the preconditions of reindeer husbandry, and similarly 

“language nest operation has been invested in, although funding has regrettably been short-sighted 

and fickle”. Mustajärvi reminded that Finns had obligations to the Sámi: 

Finns also have their indisputable sins towards minorities, and the atonement of those sins is 
still ongoing. The time is not far in the past when Sámi children and youth speaking their mother 
tongue were punished, taught to be ashamed of their own roots, language and culture when, 
on the contrary, the educational system and government should have encouraged them to be 
proud of their roots. 

 

Also Johanna Ojala-Niemelä (Social Democratic Party) stressed that she was in favour of developing 

the Sámi language and culture, but she opposed the ratification of the ILO convention on several 

grounds. According to her, the convention was defended in Finland by international pressure, “as if 

Finland would seem better in the eyes of the world if this issue came up for ratification”. She asked 

the minister of justice, however, what added value the convention would bring to the Sámi or original 

population “and what concrete things does it bring”. 275 

Markus Lohi emphasised that in a country, which has the only indigenous people in Europe “our 

most important cultural deed should be to mind that it is preserved”. He deplored that there had to 

be a struggle every year about how to get sufficient funds to sustain the language, “the indispensable 

activity that can keep alive the three languages that we have here”. 276 Maria Tolppanen explained: 

“As such, the ILO convention and its ratification quite globally would be very good and worth 

supporting, because indigenous peoples truly are such a richness to every culture that they are worth 

holding on to and cherishing and giving them the legitimacy that they have.” 277 

In their statements, the MPs then contrasted the protection of the Sámi culture and approving 

problematic law proposals. “Good” Sáminess for them were activities related to the Sámi language, 

especially the language nest operation where Sámi children received language immersion. 

According to Lohi, for example, the ILO convention “ultimately has not much importance to the 

development of this language”.278 The sentence is interesting, because it proved that the 

development of the Sámi culture was limited to improving the role of its language in Lohi’s opinion. 
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Nordic Sámi research has regarded a conscious dichotomy into “desired” and “troublesome” issues 

as a traditional strategy in Sámi-related politics. In Sweden, for example, administrative authorities 

restricted the Sámi issue only to reindeer husbandry or livelihood.279 The Swedish Sámi movement 

was the first to raise the Sámi question also as a cultural and social issue, which required wider 

social measures. Despite that – and also due to the Sámi policy of the country – reindeer husbandry 

is still the main criterion in Sweden underlying the politics of the Sámi themselves. 

The traditional Finnish way has been to consider the Sámi merely as a linguistic minority, whose 

essential problems are related to language and education issues. Sáminess was often solely linked 

with language in Finnish thinking, while livelihoods and land rights, often also culture, were 

problematic. Erkki Pääkkönen has pointed out that political decision-making in the 1990s prominently 

adopted the dichotomy between culture and livelihood: language and cultural autonomy needed to 

be solved separately, while land use caused special problems in legislation. 280  

This was clearly the case in the discussion in 2014-2015. As in the material of Seija Tuulentie’s 

research281, the other side of Sáminess was neglected – the one that was connected to the Sáminess 

spanning national frontiers. The Sámi were seen solely as a Finnish minority, not as an indigenous 

people inhabiting four countries. Norway only came up as a reference of a good electoral register 

system. 

There was a tone in the discussion that concessions granted for developing language rights were 

enough for the Sámi. The fact that the Sámi Parliament act from 1995 as well as the constitution 

from 2000 recognised the Sámi as an indigenous people did not appear to influence the discussion, 

because the Sámi seemed to be regarded in a sense as a linguistically different “tribe” in Finland. 

To many speakers, the ILO convention seemed to represent an exaggerated endeavour to change 

the existing conditions in Lapland, especially regarding land rights, where transferring ownership or 

even control to the Sámi seemed an impossible idea. 

MPs had the impression that the Sámi were heard quite sufficiently – to the extent that Rundgren, 

for example, thought that they had all too much influence in land use and planning matters. The 
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status of the Sámi as an indigenous people remained empty words in the speech and deeds of the 

MPs. They were recognised as a minority, and there was a lot of work to be done in keeping their 

languages alive. Instead, it was not worthwhile to emphasise international conventions or Nordic 

Sámi unity, because special rights to the Sámi would be a loss to the rest of the local population. 
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Chapter 6 

Silence – a humble mode of resistance 

 

In January 1952, a conference took place in Stockholm, where Nordic experts had gathered to discuss 

the future outlines of Sámi handicrafts (duodji). Finnish Karl Nickul, a friend of the Sámi, pointed 

out that there was only one Sámi among the dozens of people, Israel Ruong. “It seems to be 

characteristic of Sámi issues in their current stage that they are discussed by others than the Sámi 

themselves. This is ridiculous”, Nickul commented.  

Together with Ruong and a Norwegian representative, he started to arrange a Nordic Sámi 

conference, which took place in Jokkmokk in Sweden in 1953. The conference was the stimulus for 

a completely new Nordic cooperation, but Sámi politics began to change also on national levels. The 

Sámi themselves could develop their conditions in the modern society. This resulted in cultural 

strengthening and even legislative breakthroughs in the 1980s and early 1990s.282 

In the 2010s, discussion on the status of the Sámi seemed to have reverted to its old track, however: 

it was mainly discussed by others than the Sámi themselves. In the Finnish parliament, Sámi issues 

were solely discussed by Finns. This was obvious in the plenary session of the parliament, because 

there were no Sámi MPs, but that was the case also in committees. The cabinet did finalise the 

proposals together with the Sámi Parliament, but as the parliamentary discussions in the autumn 

illustrated, minister of justice Henriksson was left quite alone to defend Sámi opinions. The 

parliament chamber was almost empty, to be sure, so there was not even a trace of potential defenders. 

Discontinuing the Sámi-related law proposals gave the Sámi reason to consider what went wrong. 

The question was how the message of the neo-Lapps or Forest Sámi or Sámi without status succeeded 

to break through so well in regional as well as partly in national media. How did they manage to 
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change the political atmosphere even in the parliament house in a way that their cause was considered 

more significant and considerable than the view of the Sámi Parliament or international 

recommendations on human rights? 

It has often been considered that the error of the Sámi Parliament was that it did not enter the publicity 

competition, where the counter-movement succeeded. This was partly because the leadership of the 

Sámi Parliament regarded the neo-Lapp counter-movement in the 1990s as a transient phenomenon, 

started by a small but loud group of individuals who were concerned about their own interests. When 

journalist Helena Sahavirta from the Kaleva newspaper saw similar anti-Sámi activity in Norway as 

in Finland, chairman of the Sámi Parliament, Pekka Aikio, commented: 

This is more a problem of the media than of the Sámi. Trivial issue. Just like in Finland, there 
are two or three people with loud voices, and the press writes about it at once. Every place has 
its village idiots. Earlier they were known and they were ignored, now they get to publicity. - - 
This is not rational activity, it is more of a problem for social psychology and the problem must 
be studied that way. 283 
 

The estimated transience turned out to be wrong, however, because the loud opposition to the Sámi 

Parliament remained and even gained strength with the changing social media. The Sámi Parliament 

discussed in the 1990s whether it should start a consistent communication policy to rectify false 

information and notions. People with communications skills were certainly available. The leadership 

of the Sámi Parliament, however, consciously chose the line that there was no need for special 

information policy.  

At least initially, it believed that absurd claims would invalidate themselves and the people would see 

through them. It thought that responses to the neo-Lapps would only have given them incentive for 

their aim to remain in publicity. The Sámi Parliament also did not want to make local opponents a 

party in the debate and to have to negotiate about anything with them. Chairmen of the Sámi 

Parliament constantly emphasised that they would only negotiate with representatives of Finland’s 

government. This attitude could be considered arrogant284. 
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The choices in information policy as well as the silence in publicity have been criticised afterwards. 

This gave the counter-movement an opportunity to relatively freely spread notions, which seem to 

become truths when they are repeated, even if they are false. Many people can be suspicious or 

uncertain about the truthfulness of the claims, but in the absence of counterarguments or competing 

information, they may be convinced of their validity. 

Many Sámi know that silence is not an especially good strategy, because there is an Inari Sámi saying 

that silent ones are not given even water. Silence is an absolutely pitiful strategy in the Internet 

publicity. Silence has been part of the Sámi tradition for centuries, however. This involves 

cautiousness of upsetting the status quo. Nils-Henrik Valkeapää has spoken about “the meek”, who 

often agree with the more radical ones: “They fear, however, that claiming their rights would 

displease Finns, especially the masters. Therefore, they are wisely silent.” 285 

Silence has been wisdom also in a situation where it is known that the sound of a mosquito does not 

carry up to heaven. Teuvo Lehtola has described an ambivalent old Inari Sámi attitude towards the 

establishment. Their demands and rules were received with acceptance and nods, but as soon as their 

eyes were turned, the Sámi did what they wanted, as they had intended. This was a case of peaceful 

stubbornness, when they did not want to directly challenge the establishment. 

According to Magreta Sara, “it is not characteristic of the Sámi to speak in media and push their 

opinions; the Sámi do not behave like that, and then there are often misunderstandings when people 

think it is a sign of assent, but that is really not what it is”. 286 An old saying tells that the silence of a 

Sámi is not a sign of assent, on the contrary rather. The greater the insult, the deeper the silence.  

For example, when Finnish anthropologists in 1930s exhumed numerous skeletons of Sámi ancestors 

on a sacred cemetery island in Lake Inari, there were no loud objections from the Sámi. The vicar of 

Inari, Tuomo Itkonen, only received an anguished Inari Sámi who wanted to confess and receive the 

Holy Communion. He managed to ask: “Why are the masters digging up those graves – were not they 

consecrated as final resting places?” 287 The bitterness took 60 years to discharge when there were 
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wishes to return the remains back to the Sámi for reburial. There were strong reactions among the 

Sámi where the long-time grudge erupted. When the discussion turned to retaining some bone 

remnants perhaps for studies with better equipment, a member of the Sámi Parliament snapped 

bluntly: “Bury them all – and all academic studies in the same hole, too!” 288 

Silence has also been considered the convention of a repressed people when it is clear that words are 

of no avail. Studies have revealed that the victims of deprecation and racism often become frustrated 

and withdraw instead of fighting back. Anna Rastas states that racism puts a stamp of inferiority and 

worthlessness on things that are often the closest and most personal for its targets: 

The mere knowledge that others want and can insult some people in this way arouses feelings 
that make it difficult even to talk about these kinds of insults. Experiences of racism can 
paralyse even strong persons, especially if they know that others do not care if some people 
become targets to such insults. 289 
 

Continuous deprecation and contempt can lead to unwillingness to appear in public. “If you must 

constantly respond to unfounded claims or face negative generalisations, taking part in discussions 

does not necessarily feel sensible.” 290 This has been apparent in the unwillingness of the Sámi to be 

seen and heard on public forums. When the opposing side loudly demands the Sámi to state arguments 

for their viewpoints on what is supposedly wrong in the situation of the Sámi, or how they supposedly 

differ from local Finns, many feel uncomfortable to join the debate. 

Furthermore, the Sámi way of speaking has traditionally been multi-layered. Utterances come with 

double meanings when the same sentences or yoiks or idioms may mean something quite different to 

the members of the community than to outsiders. Minority status complicates the attempts of the Sámi 

to influence matters in an adverse atmosphere. This also applies to public discussion. Often it involves 

the idea expressed in a proverb: the wicked have their ways. In the society as a whole, others define 

the rules for discussion and therefore hold the trump cards. It is no use joining a game where others 

are better. 

It is clear that the publicity of the Sámi Parliament could have worked and could work better. The 

operational model and legitimacy of the Sámi Parliament electoral committee has been perhaps the 
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thing most criticised in publicity. A more open publicity policy could elaborate the role of the 

committee and especially deny accusations of arbitrariness, which came up even in plenary sessions. 

We must remember, however, that the Sámi Parliament in Finland has meagre resources especially 

for publicity policy. The electoral committee, for example, has no permanent secretary who could 

officially take care of publicity.The resources of permanent employees are often spent in everyday 

activities. In that respect, it is remarkable that, during his two terms, chairman Näkkäläjärvi had the 

stamina to keep updating his blog where he described his work and expressed his views on current 

issues. 

The fact that the Sámi Parliament did not choose a conscious publicity campaign in its time is not 

rare among administrative agencies. Communications researcher Marja Nousiainen has stated that 

silence is a common publicity policy in Finnish administration, although the law requires openness. 

Public discussion may feel annoying and it can be experienced as a hindrance to work, for example 

by impeding or slowing decision-making. Therefore, public accusations are not responded to, which 

may even feel like a matter of honour. Incorrect notions can spread this way and take root in peace: 

People, ordinary citizens, objects of administrative actions get the impression that the 
accusations are true, silence is considered a sign of consent. The public often also interprets 
silence in a way that the citizens are not heard, their opinions are not worth responding to. 
If the machinery of government keeps silent, the one who shouts the loudest is heard more 
easily. Regardless of the content. 
 

Nousiainen says that rumours and incorrect information spread quickly because of the Internet, but it 

also provides a new kind of channel for rectifying incorrect information and for genuine interaction 

with the citizens. “Not everything in the net is fundamentally irrelevant. Citizens feel that the channel 

is a functional and useful part of the society”, Nousiainen writes. 291 

The problems of communication strategies have been aptly reflected in the discussion that has been 

taking place in Finland in 2015 about whether we should respond to the Russian information warfare. 

In an interview in the Kaleva newspaper, major Tommi Liimatainen, for example, suggested that 

spreading valid information is the best communication strategy: “We must not leave the information 
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vacuum to be filled, but neither should we be provoked by anything the opponent says. The discussion 

must - - always be restored to facts.” 

Computing expert Petteri Järvinen, on the other hand, dismissed the idea of shooting down incorrect 

claims: “The best communication strategy could be perfect silence. False claims die of their own 

accord, because there will always be new false claims. If you start rectifying them all, it’s an endless 

effort. Lies just stay alive longer and even become prevailing truths.” – So Järvinen was willing to 

adopt the same tactic as the Sámi parliament in the neo-Lapp dispute. 

Conversely, Director of Government Communications, Markku Mantila, stressed that half-truths, 

misrepresentation and outright lies leave a digital footprint. They can become the truth for some 

people later. In Mantila’s view, “errors must be corrected and lies must be rooted out, but all village 

idiot talk needn’t be dealt with”. 292 Mantila’s reference to the talk of village idiots is also valid with 

the Sámi discussion. Certain neo-Lapp claims are based on peculiar and even absurd notions from the 

Sámi point of view. It feels strange to respond to them, no matter how favourable it would be to the 

public media image. 

When describing pseudo-scientific claims, researcher Björn Kurtén talked about scientific fools, who 

present absurd claims that, for example, that there never was an ice-age or man originated from the 

experiments of outer space visitors. The fools criticise scientists of arrogance, because they do not 

want to discuss these claims seriously. Kurtén states, however, that if someone comes to the scientific 

community and claims that the moon is made of blue cheese, “you cannot quite expect the astronomer 

to climb down from his telescope to argue about it”.293 The same is true with the neo-mythical 

interpretations of “Lapp” histories in the shadow of colonialist-Sámi, or the indigenous people status 

of Adam and Eve. They just have penetrated the Finnish publicity better than the blue cheese 

composition of the moon. 

 

“For my part, everybody can be…” 
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Although the Sámi have been mostly absent from publicity, their voices can be heard in occasional 

writings, interviews and Facebook sites. Chairman of the Sámi Parliament, Klemetti Näkkäläjärvi, 

kept a regular blog where he commented current issues quite sharply at times. Among the members 

of the Sámi Parliament, Jan Saijets, for example, has sought to moderately rectify publicly presented 

false notions that keep reappearing: 

First of all, the ILO convention does not enable any kind of redistribution of lands. Privatising 
lands to Sámi ownership is not possible! It is all about land rights, which are aimed at securing 
the preconditions of pursuing our traditional Sámi livelihoods. International conventions do not 
allow for anything else. The purpose is to see to it that also the material basis of culture can 
survive without merging the Sámi to the majority culture. 
Secondly, the indigenous people definition in the ILO convention is clear and Finns cannot be 
interpreted as an indigenous people – as someone suggests here. Finns can be indigenous 
population, but not indigenous people in the sense of the ILO convention. The clearest condition 
for that is the so-called non-dominant status with respect to the majority population, and in 
Europe this condition is only fulfilled in the case of the Sámi. 294 
 

There have been heated tones also in Sámi statements from time to time. The creation of the Forest 

Sámi group has been considered a clear attempt by Lapland’s Finns to talk themselves into the Sámi 

Parliament and an indigenous people specifically in hope of potential land rights. Emotional 

arguments have been used during the dispute with references to racism and neo-colonialism 

experienced by the Sámi. When the Sámi debate was discussed in the current affairs program A-

Stream on television, Raili Pirinen, a tana Sámi living in Helsinki, spoke about stealing the Sámi 

identity. She described the development of the Lapp and Forest Sámi movement on the Yle Sápmi 

channel on Finnish national radio: 

The same people who called themselves Lapps and the only true indigenous people in the 1990s 
are now calling themselves genuine Sámi, because the Lapp identity did not bring the desired 
result. And call us immigrants. 295 
 

In an interview in the same program, Reindeer Sámi Magreta Sara startled the listeners with a 

reference to the concept of racial purity: “I have heard it said of dogs that the breed becomes pure in 

four generations. I think the same applies also to people.”296 Some people interpreted this statement 

out of context as a Reindeer Sámi notion of their superiority in comparison to other Sámi as well as 
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Finns. On a closer look, Sara used a slightly awkward figure of speech to prove that the 3-4 

generations in the Sámi definition was a reasonable way to define an ethnic group: 

Sáminess is not a thing you just pick up, you must be born and grow into it. Sáminess is not a 
thing you can buy or learn. And when I say that you are born Sámi, it means that Sáminess must 
be in the blood – it runs in the blood. 
If you have a drop of Sámi blood somewhere 13 generations back, that does not make you Sámi 
in my opinion. You must have Sámi blood in recent generations. I have heard it said of dogs 
that the breed becomes pure in four generations. I think the same applies also to people. 
And when I say that you grow up into a Sámi, I mean that growing up in a Sámi environment 
teaches a person the values, ways of life, attitude to kin, livelihood, use of a Lapp coat and even 
manners.297 
 

Unlike what journalists coming to Lapland, for example, often seem to think, the Sámi do not 

represent a single way of thinking; there are many opinions, as in other communities, too. Some are 

stricter in their views, others emphasise their liberalism. Someone would like to teach the Sámi 

language to anyone willing and says: “Surely you know yourself if you are Sámi.” Interpreting the 

sentence is left to the listener. It can be seen in a way that the person wants to open Sáminess to 

outsiders. However, it also contains the notion that a Sámi knows a Sámi, which is precisely a 

common argument for the internal group identification of the Sámi. 298 

Inari Sámi Anna Morottaja has wanted to put the dispute of Sámi definition into proportion. She 

thinks that the Sámi have paid too much attention to “a small group in search of its roots and identity”, 

while the real threats are the mining projects, disappearing language and problems in Sámi wellbeing. 

Morottaja has tried to arbitrate heated sentiments in Inari by appealing to the fact that the interfaces 

of Inari Sáminess should still be understood as flexible. “We must have courage to let those who are 

insecure in their Sámi identity grow into a richness and strength of our community. We must not scare 

off the Sámi who are ‘on the borderline’.” 

The Finnish ancestors who married into an Inari Sámi family and brought a Finnish surname 
with them did not Fennicise the family and the whole chain of descendants. The girls, the wives 
remained Sámi, the neighbourhood and family community remained Sámi, children were born 
and grew up Sámi and the way of life remained Sámi. The Inari Sámi way of life is, however, 
different from “the stereotypical Mountain Sámi way of life”, and was already before those 
Finns married into the family. Because the Inari Sámi representation differs from the Mountain 
Sámi also today, many Mountain Sámi assume that the differences are caused by Fennicisation. 
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I know that the Finnish influence has been great after the wars. We are nevertheless still Sámi 
and our children will grow up Sámi, even today. 
 

However, Morottaja concludes that it is specifically the electoral committee of the Sámi Parliament 

that ultimately investigates and decides on the Sáminess of the applicants. The right of appeal 

guarantees proper treatment. Morottaja thinks that group identification is essential to Sáminess, the 

means to recognise our own people: “International conventions state that an indigenous people itself 

knows who belong to it. Yet I do not know all Sámi or all Inari Sámi or even all members of my own 

kin. Fortunately, there are people who know better than I, and I can ask them. This is what the idea 

of group identification is based on.” 299 

Sámi politics firmly includes group definition and many Sámi see it as a part of the social activity. 

As individual people, on the other hand, they often say that a person’s own identification is personal 

and everyone’s own affair, which the Sámi do not want to interfere in as such. A typical comment in 

the statements of the Sámi is that “for my part, anyone with a drop of blood can feel Sámi, if it is 

important for peace of mind and mental wellbeing”. It is a different question whether they should be 

accepted to the Sámi Parliament electoral register. 

Pauliina Feodoroff has said: “It does not do me any harm if some people in Kolari or Rovaniemi take 

back their language, costume and culture even from several generations back. As long as it is true 

desire to know who you are, and not a protest against some group.” 300 It can be tiresome especially 

for young Sámi when Sáminess is expected to be of a certain kind. Young Sámi Reetta Tornensis 

explains: 

I’m already a bit fed up with thinking what a true Sámi is like, because I know some 
requirements should be met before I’m a proper Sámi so to speak. I should speak Sámi as 
fluently as Finnish, I should come from a reindeer herder family, I should have grown up in the 
Sámi territory, I should be a good artisan. Why do I feel I’m Sámi anyway, although I cannot 
tick off any of these items? 301 
 

She tells she has experienced “ethnostress” for being Sámi, because she often has to define her 

Sáminess. The ethnostress concept presented by Sámi researcher Rauna Kuokkanen302 has been used 

by many Sámi, such as Pirita Näkkäläjärvi, Xia Torikka or Anni-Helena Ruotsala. Ethnostress means 
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a constant feeling of inadequacy with one’s own Sáminess. For example, Näkkäläjärvi thinks it “can 

be related to Sámi language skills or traditional skills, handicrafts in my case. I cannot sew a Lapp 

coat.” 303 It can also mean pressure to work for the benefit of one’s own ethnic group in all matters, 

which can feel tiresome for a young person. It involves a need to make excuses for new forms of 

Sáminess, as in the case of Xia Torikka when she uses Tinder and other social media channels as part 

of Sámi everyday life. Torikka comments: 

Young Sámi - - think that they should speak perfect Sámi, make Sámi handicrafts, yoik, keep 
reindeer or be active in Sámi politics. Keeping up and finding their own identity is difficult 
especially for young Sámi living in the south. 
 

When Sámi duo Solju appeared in the Finnish Eurovision song contest trials in spring 2015 with their 

song Hold Your Colours, the young singer in the duo, Hilda Länsman, told she had received feedback 

asking if she was a proper Sámi when she does not sing in Sámi. In the trial previews, “the judges 

seemed disappointed, because there were not more Sámi elements in the piece. On the other hand, 

the gang in the Sámiland encourages the Solju duo just the way it is.” 304 

The division into “right” and less “right” is a basic human quality, because also the Sámi have their 

own internal categories. The study of Minna Rasmus from 2010 indicates that the Inari Sámi and 

especially Skolt Sámi told that they had experienced unequal treatment from Finns as well as from 

North Sámi – or more generally from other Sámi.305 Internal hierarchies are reflected in Sámi speech 

as “super Sámi”, and others are compared to their characteristics – reindeer herding, yoik and Sámi 

language skills. Torikka says: “There are people also in the Sámi community who think that Sáminess 

should be demonstrated all the time in everything you do. And we often cause ethnostress to ourselves 

by thinking that we are not good enough Sámi, if we want to do something else than Sámi things.” 306 

The greatest pressures seem to come from outside the Sámi community, however. Ethnostress can 

also manifest itself so that the Sámi must constantly explain their own identity and tell what Sáminess 

is. Finns belonging to the majority population need not do that. Anni-Helena Ruotsala says there is 

often an assumption that all Sámi know the history of their people and the issues of Sámi politics. 
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She comments: “I don’t want to be a walking Sámi dictionary.” 307 The curiosity often involves a 

certain kind of challenge when, for example, the identity of a young Sámi is tested with attitudes of 

“genuineness”. This can be interpreted as intrusion, as Reetta Tornensis states: 

The people who question me the most are Finns. It’s insulting how those few people feel they 
have the right to say to me squarely that I’m not a proper Sámi, because I didn’t yet speak Sámi 
in high school. It’s insulting to the Sámi how the majority population assumes the right to 
categorise, question and judge people as Sámi or non-Sámi based on what kind of image they 
themselves have of genuine Sámi. 308 
 

The reverse side is that if a young person is not inclined to be a walking dictionary, he or she can be 

considered impertinent or proud. Ruotsala thinks that the political brand involved in Sáminess makes 

people regard the Sámi as troublemakers, who loudly demand their rights on all forums. This kind of 

Sáminess can also feel frightening. The Sámi are often presented with a claim to demonstrate what 

special there is in their way of life or culture compared to the local Finnish lifestyle.  

When the Sámi reply with characteristics related to family-centric life, understanding of Sámi cultural 

environment or belonging to a group, the answer in Lapland is often that it is the same with us, too. 

The definition of Sámi specificity is expected to be unambiguous, therefore the inquirer is not 

satisfied if the Sámi appeal to “diverse notions” and the wish to see “the whole picture”. At the same 

time, nobody asks how to define “a genuine Finn”. 

According to Risto Alapuro, the essence of Finnish identity crumbles when you try to analyse it. He 

thinks the situation can be solved by stopping the search for “the genuine” specificity and looking at 

what Finns see as specifically Finnish.309 When outsiders ask about the special characteristics of 

Sáminess, answers can be quite varied and ambiguous. Journalist Sammeli Heikkinen described his 

discussion with Anna Morottaja: 

The Sámi must also decide what is the essence of Sáminess that remains while the world 
changes and a Sámi may become an interior designer living in New York. 
“It’s easy for me to reply that it’s language. The language contains culture and embraces the 
Sámi view of life. The syntax is different than in Finnish and it contains vocabulary from old 
livelihoods”, Anna Morottaja replies. 
When Morottaja has asked this question during her cultural courses, the answers have been 
extensive: 
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Sáminess has been considered a way of thinking or a mental state. A person’s own subjective 
conception is primary”, says Morottaja. 310 
 

Xia Torikka states: “Anyone can study and adopt the culture and language, but that’s not the whole 

of Sáminess. Sáminess also includes its own philosophy, way of thinking and set of values. That is 

what we were brought up to.” Magreta Sara’s view is that the thing overlooked in the Sámi definition 

debate is how important the community acceptance was: 

Sáminess does not work so that you can drop it off or hold on to it. There is no way to shed it 
off, it is me. 
I think the acceptance of the own community has been forgotten in the Sámi definition. Old 
Sámi grannies, ahkus, and generally all Sámi are in the habit of asking, whose girl or boy you 
are, who are your parents? When we discover acquaintances, we know we are all the same 
Sámi. 
We Sámi know well who are Sámi and who are not. And a good example of that is when Sámi 
meet and always talk about who belong to the family or which family everyone belongs to. This 
is the Sámi way of proving that you belong to the Sámi kin. 311 

 

Sámi rights? Local interests! 

 

In 2013, the local education and culture committee of Inari received an extraordinary initiative from 

the Centre Party council group. It proposed that the name of the Sámi Library should be changed to 

a more neutral one, because non-Sámi might shun the name and would not come to borrow books. 

Librarian Eija Leivo did not see any need for changing the name at this point. Her argument was that 

it would also bring extra costs to the municipality, when signs would have to be changed. 312 

Pseudonym “Use your brain” defended the Centre Party line in the Internet: 

The Sámi Parliament seems like a racist, autocratic organisation, to which the government has 
given a say in affairs concerning other population groups for some reason. Other people in Inari 
cannot understand nor accept this. It’s not far-fetched that they wouldn’t like the municipal 
library to be identified with this completely uncooperative and discriminating Sáminess also in 
namings like this. 313 
 

This is a small isolated case, but it illustrates the conflicts in the Sámi territory. They date already 

from a longer period and are based on the notion that the Sámi have gained special rights and benefits, 

which the other locals have not received. Some locals have difficulty in understanding why the Sámi 
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would be “better” than they. These special rights have included the Skolt act, reindeer farm act and 

linguistic rights, which included special educational arrangements, as well as the development of 

Sámi administration, giving the Sámi their own administrative bodies and institutions. 

Locals may have been irritated by such things as the complex and even costly details in procedures 

related to services in the Sámi languages, publishing official announcements in all four languages of 

the municipality of Inari, for example. The power of the Sámi in these special rights is easily 

considered bigger than it actually is. Sámi institutions, such as the Sámi Parliament, Sámi museum 

Siida or the Giellagas institute in the university of Oulu, generally have a national responsibility in 

their areas, but only meagre resources. 

While this kind of delusion of grandeur creates threat scenarios of the great power and influence of 

the “Sámi elite”, it also creates illusions of great benefits or rights they allegedly have. In Norway, 

researchers comment that the irritation is partly related to the dual nationality (dobbelborgerskap) of 

the Sámi. It means that, in addition to the administration of the majority population, the Sámi can 

participate in the operation of another democratically elected body, where other locals have no access. 

If some group seems to get special benefits on ethnic grounds, others may feel it is against the basic 

principle of democracy. In Norway, there is been talk about “super citizenship”, which the majority 

finds hard to tolerate. In the case of the Sámi, however, it is based on the generally recognised idea 

of positive action – persons or groups are supported with special measures if they are in danger of 

being unequally treated without them. 

The starting point of positive action for the Sámi has been the idea also emphasised by Pekka Aikio 

that it is difficult for a minority to pursue their affairs equally in a majority democracy. Although the 

Sámi can participate in municipal administration, their interests are easily overtaken by “common 

interests”. Among the municipalities in the Sámi territory, the possibilities of the Sámi to influence 

the administration of both municipalities and parishes are quite modest especially in Enontekiö and 

Sodankylä, but also in Inari. 
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Then you must create your own channels of influence. The most significant of them in Finland has 

been the Saami Delegation, current Sámi Parliament, which has been in operation from the 1970s. 

When some people were once envious of the power of the council, the chairman of that time, Matti 

Morottaja, replied that they had no other power than to decide when the meetings took place. The 

Sámi themselves were not even authorised to decide where they convened, because the law stipulated 

that they had to be in the Sámi territory. 314 

The current Sámi Parliament in Finland is an autonomous body like municipal administration, but 

with considerably less resources. It has not many statutory tasks, which municipal administration 

characteristically has, let alone taxing power. The Sámi Parliament can mainly decide on funding in 

three sectors: arranging cultural services, developing teaching materials and providing social services 

in the Sámi language. Even in these sectors, the government has ruled out items in advance that cannot 

get funding. 

The ILO convention brought a new direction in the discussion in the 1990s, when it offered the Sámi 

opportunity to develop their self-government substantially both in the areas of land use and being 

heard by the government. The notion of potential benefits created a counter-movement, which has 

continuously appealed to the need to secure equal treatment to the rest of the local population. 

The effects of the convention ratified in Norway in early 1990s to the use and control of Finnmark 

territories were not as drastic as presented in Finnish threat scenarios. For example, the Sámi and 

other locals administer the issue together. The negotiation obligation of the government benefits also 

the rest of the region. 315 This has not hindered any threat scenarios of Sámi autocracy in Finland. 

A wisecracker from eastern Lapland commented once that with the ILO convention the Sámi are “like 

the pauper boy of the stories who was sitting on a motherload”. Neighbours, who had looked down 

at the boy earlier, are now rushing to get their share and shoving the pauper boy out of the way once 

again. 316 The image is somewhat overblown, but it reflects the competitive situation the ILO 

convention seems to create. It engendered an identity struggle that could not be even imagined in the 
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1970s and 1980s. This was commented by an anonymous non-Sámi Internet writer who criticised MP 

Eeva-Maria Maijala’s craving to be accepted as Sámi: 

All sorts of “current Sami” have soiled the reputation of the true Sámi. The Sámi have been 
trampled underfoot for centuries, pushed towards the north, deprived of their land and 
Fennicised by might and main. Now that the Sámi have worked hard to save their languages 
(North, Inari and Skolt Sámi in Finland), maintained their cultures and livelihoods and drawn 
a little bit nearer to an equal status with the majority population, others are rushing in to get 
their “dividend”. Making up that also we (and we and we and…) are Sámi. 
The case with these “current Sámi” is no other than greed for power and the underlying benefits. 
These freeriders exist in all workplaces, communities and even families. When others do the 
work, they come to reap the “fruits”. Pretty immoral stuff. I’m from an old southern Lapland 
family on both my mother’s and father’s side, and there are certainly Sámi in the lineage, but I 
don’t have the “nerve” the pretend I’m a Sámi. For starters, I would be the laughing stock in 
my family – stop kidding yourself! 317 
 

The writer describes the feelings many Sámi movement activists since the 1970s certainly share about 

the current situation. Activists have often used their whole free time in civic organisation work with 

no pay. When the Sámi have worked for decades and gained some rights and their own institutions, 

others are also willing to chip in. This may seem somewhat unfair to some “veterans”. There is an 

old Sámi saying: Following the trodden path is the easiest way. 

That is not the key question in the ILO dispute, however. How the Finnish decision makers understand 

Sámi rights is more important. The parliamentary discussion in winter 2014-2015 made it clear that 

Lapland’s MPs, among others, see the Sámi mainly as a linguistic minority. Instead, the Sámi as an 

indigenous people are entitled to much more extensive rights, which also apply to land use. 

Finland’s parliament has recognised the Sámi as an indigenous people both in the 1995 Sámi 

Parliament act and in the 2000 constitution. Some people think that this happened by accident, when 

decision-makers did not understand what obligations the indigenous people concept would entail. 

The indigenous people concept relates to international human rights, which Finland is also otherwise 

committed to develop. In the discussion on local and regional levels, on the other hand, there has been 

an increasing attitude which questions even the principle of positive action, not to mention special 

land rights arrangements, for example. 
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The discussion about Sáminess has been dominated by “the local interests of others” and the fact that 

consensus should be reached about the ILO convention in Lapland before decisions can be made 

about it. So in winter 2014-2015, the Sámi issue and the ILO convention became matters of opinion, 

instead of a point to decide on positive action or international human rights. 

It should have been remembered also in the Sámi dispute that although there were problems with the 

identity of individual persons, the collective basic rights of the whole ethnic group of the Sámi as an 

indigenous people were at stake. The Sámi Parliament act and the ratification of the ILO 169 

convention are constitutionally defined matters of law drafting, which should not be decisively 

influenced by individual opinions. 

The purpose of both these amendments was to create a legal framework for the operation of the Sámi 

Parliament and thereby for the activities of the Sámi. This legislative operation is not about opinions, 

but actions in compliance with the Western judicial principle. Southern decision-makers saw the 

conflicts in Lapland as somehow different than arguments presented in normal political debate. They 

were disconcerted to view the so-called Lapp or Forest Sámi associations, for example, as something 

else than political organisations, which they effectively were and which always have their own 

agendas. 

Many arguments opposing the Sámi Parliament were actually linked to the fact that people had the 

need and desire to participate in the decision-making of the Sámi Parliament, because they thought 

that the Parliament decisions have effects involving their interests. This should have been recognised 

as political agenda of a certain group with their own interests, not as “a cry for help from an existing 

ethnic group”.  

The preparation of the laws was then hindered by the wish of the decision-makers to consider the 

opinions of this group, not as political claims as they were, but as a surprising appearance of a new 

ethnic group. The Sámi Parliament act is a means of building a framework, and it should have been 

distinguished from how the Sámi Parliament subsequently operates within the limits of the law. 318 
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Conclusion 

 

Three interviews picked from the publicity reflect the different ways to view the Sámi issue. In 

an interview in the national Helsingin Sanomat newspaper in 2013, North Sámi lawyer Antti 

Aikio considered legislation as a main reason for the conflict situation concerning the ILO 

debate. According to him, people could well be motivated by a desire to recapture their 

historical Sámi cultural heritage, but because of the legislation, the only option for securing 

one’s rights was “to apply to become Sámi”. Aikio stated: 

The government should solve these problems and see to it that no-one would need 
to change into someone else by force or demand extending the Sámi definition 
counter to the right of self-determination. That would stop the pointless intimidation 
that strengthening the Sámi rights takes fishing waters and cloudberry marshes from 
others.319 

 

On the other hand, Inari Sámi Petter Morottaja expressed a wish in the local newspaper to 

develop the Lapland and Sámi issue quite independently of the ILO convention. “When I 

examined the convention in the Internet, I found many beautiful ideas, which would have helped 

the Sámi retain their traditional way of life a century ago. The modern Sámi are already adapted 

to the western society, and the western Lapland to the Sámi.” 

His opinion was that the earlier communities had disappeared, and so the Sámiland could not 

be returned to the Sámi just like that, because that would also influence the other inhabitants of 

the Sámi territory. He criticised the fact that “the basis of the ILO convention seems to be that 

an indigenous people should be tolerated and protected because they are different”. In his view, 

the Sámi should be part of the rest of the society, despite their own special character. 320 
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Skolt Sámi activist Pauliina Feodoroff criticised in the Helsingin Sanomat newspaper that the 

Sámi issue in Finland is often seen as a problem and cause of dispute, not as part of the 

realisation of social equality. 

The EU is not discussed in Finland as a dispute, although Finns are not in agreement 
about the euro and subsidies. But the discussion on the ILO convention takes place 
as an outdoor rally, and the ratification of the convention is determined by 
acclamation. 

 

In Feodoroff’s view, the Sámi disputes were about whether a historical injustice would be 

rectified and whose narrative wins: “Can Finland as a state bear the narrative where it does not 

have a clear conscience concerning the Sámi?” 321 

Conflicting opinions indicate that the Sámi do not represent a unanimous voice. Outsiders seem 

to require, however, that the Sámi should have consensus about the Sámi Parliament policy, for 

example. As Feodoroff suggests, administrators and decision-makers seem to have arrived at 

the conclusion that the local and regional levels in Lapland should reach consensus about Sámi 

issues before they can be decided on. This is a quite strange requirement, because Sámi rights 

are always a controversial issue, and they usually require special solutions in a majority 

democracy. The heated discussion has blurred the fact that processing international human 

rights, for example, is always political activity involving different agendas. 

As Feodoroff states, Finns admit that arguing about the EU is business as usual, but it does not 

undermine the legitimacy of the EU. The legitimacy of the Sámi Parliament, however, has been 

questioned repeatedly, and the dispute on the laws concerning Sáminess makes Finnish 

decision-makers appeal that even all opponents should agree with the decision-makers on 

managing the Sámi issue. 

Antti Aikio’s view on the responsibility of the government in solving the Sámi issue hits the 

mark, because the whole Sámi dispute is based on failed legislation. Almost everyone seems to 
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agree that the Sámi definition included in the 1995 Sámi Parliament acts was a failure. 

Compared to previous legislation, the definition was appended with a paragraph, which stated 

that Sáminess could also be determined with historical documents. The decisive mistake 

according to the Sámi Parliament was that the committee for constitutional law omitted year 

1874 from the definition, and that year would have made the definition sensible and 

complemented the linguistic definition. 

With the omission of the year, historical documents became a battlefield of defining modern 

Sáminess. Anyone who could find even one ancestor from the registers of ancient Lapp villages 

could claim Sámi status. The Sámi Parliament and the Supreme Administrative Court, however, 

interpreted the law in a manner that seemed reasonable for preserving Sáminess. The struggle 

has become especially problematic when the Sámi definition has been linked with the 

ratification of the ILO convention. It involves real or imaginary benefits and rights, which 

kindled such a fervent struggle that part of the Sámi, like Petter Morottaja, have been prepared 

to waive these kinds of special rights to preserve social peace. 

This development has been inconvenient to the Sámi, because legislation has created new 

groups, which have questioned the legitimacy of the Sámi Parliament and the Sámi identity in 

general. Criticising the indigenous people has involved even drastic rejection of the “true” 

Sáminess of the Sámi, which has sometimes resembled harassment. The failed legislation has 

been harmful to the rest of Lapland’s population, because the energy has been spent on wrong 

issues.  

There has been a huge surge of interest among Lapps in their own history, which is a very 

positive thing in itself. It has been reflected in the popularity of genealogy and in the profusion 

of local histories. It has led to problematic interpretations when the history of Lapland has been 

harnessed as a political tool against the Sámi Parliament and Sámi identity. This has engendered 
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historical mythology with the purpose of denying the “indigenousness” of the Sámi and even 

questioning their past. 

The basic problem in this mythology is that descent proved by means of genealogy has been 

considered sufficient to prove a person’s Sáminess. The goal has been to prove that individuals 

belong to some family that was Sámi in the distant past, and this allegedly establishes also “my 

rights” to these lands and waters. It has been completely ignored that Sáminess is a 

predominantly ethnic concept which is related to a living culture and language community.  

This is precisely what is emphasised in the traditional linguistic definition, in which connection 

to the Sámi language should span over three generations – i.e. at least through the native tongue 

of the parents or grandparents. Sáminess is additionally defined by values, importance of 

upbringing, communality, centricity of family and multiculturality. They open a perspective to 

Sámi cultural heritage, which, in Magreta Sara’s words, one grows into and which cannot be 

restored only to certain individual characteristics. 

Neo-Lapps have claimed, on the other hand, that blood heritage is enough, if there is one drop 

to be found through historical documents, although they have hardly any connection to the Sámi 

language and modern Sáminess. Neo-Forest Sámi have appended this with language studies, 

which especially the descendants of the historical Kemi Lapland inhabitants use as proof of 

their Sáminess. 

The dispute on the ILO convention is based on the genuine concern of the non-Sámi population 

of Lapland of their own roots, which many people have become conscious of through the 

discussion on the convention. However, it has been directed against the current Sámi self-

government in a problematic way, when it would be preferable to build their own “borderlands 

identity”. In my opinion, the Sámi-Finnish cultural heritage should be appreciated as such 

without questioning Sáminess. The situation caused by legislation, however, has resulted in a 
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contest of “the true” indigenous people identity that entitles to the definition specified by the 

ILO convention. 

As a result, ethnicity has become a subject of a narrow definition in Finland, when only descent 

and language are seen as its distinctive features in public discussion, as if the Sámi and neo-

Lapps had no other differences. The choices of individual people are emphasised over a strong 

community, and learning the Sámi language would then be the solution to the ethnicity issue. 

This involves a notion that personal identification is sufficient, or that “everyone who feels 

Sámi” is Sámi. 

This goes against the Sámi idea how to recognise their own people. Also anthropologist Thomas 

Hylland Eriksen has stated that you cannot choose identity and therefore it is not just a matter 

of descent or choice. People are born into Sámi families and they receive their identity as part 

of the Sámi family. And one cannot give it up just like that, because that would mean denying 

one’s kinship. 322 

The family-based recognition of the Sámi has been and still is a strong social institution, which 

works undetected by outsiders of the culture. Neo-Lapps have not even tried to deny that in 

public discussion, because they are not aware of its existence. This is indicated by claims of 

recognising the significance of individual identification, which is completely contrary to the 

conception of the Sámi. 323 

So it is difficult to define the basic character of Sáminess unambiguously, because only one or 

even two characteristics cannot determine it. The essence of Finnishness is equally hard to 

determine, but precise definitions are required especially from the Sámi for some reason. The 

Sámi Youth of Finland association has gone as far as to claim that no other population group 

has a corresponding burden of proof324. 
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On the other hand, even proof and the notion of the Sámi of their own Sáminess are not enough 

because, based on the public opinion, the Sámi do not seem to have the right to determine who 

belong to them. This became crystal clear during the parliamentary discussion in winter 2014-

2015. The right of self-determination is the basis of both the indigenous people law and human 

rights thinking. Thus, it was quite peculiar in the plenary session how “upset” and downright 

“appalled” particularly MPs from Lapland’s were about the fact that the Sámi Parliament itself 

could determine who belong to the Sámi. 

This reflects the attitude of Finns towards the Sámi. Still in the early 20th century, it was clear 

that Finnish administrators considered the Sámi incapable of managing their own affairs, and 

that they needed fatherly guardianship. The vicar of Inari, Tuomo Itkonen, called this attitude 

“Finnish master thinking” 325. It is surprising that this attitude still characterises Finnish Sámi 

politics. Also in the Sámi dispute, one side in the conflict, or the representatives of the majority, 

are considered the party with the essential information. Instead, the other side is not recognised 

as a source of “correct” information in principle. Therefore, also the capability and 

understanding of the Sámi to manage their own affairs is not recognised. 

I would claim that this attitude also engenders the debaters’ immense suspicion against the Sámi 

Parliament, or the democratically elected representative body of the Sámi. Other representative 

bodies, such as the national parliament or municipal administration, are much criticised, to be 

sure, but the blurring and insinuating malevolence against the Sámi Parliament is in a class of 

its own. The old Sámi-related stereotypies have become somewhat modernised: instead of 

primitive foresters, the Sámi are now a cliqued, undemocratic group, which tramples the rights 

of “their own minorities” and reels in rights that it is not entitled to. 

This interpretation implies that the Sámi are using the ILO convention to pursue autocracy, 

which denies the history of other locals by limiting the (imaginary) rights entailed by the ILO 

convention only to a small select group. Opponents of the Sámi right of definition have 
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managed to get their message through in publicity, a message largely based on blurring the 

issues. It is strange that this message was clearly repeated also in the speeches of Lapland’s 

MPs in parliament in winter 2014-2015, when the Sámi-related laws were discussed and 

disputed. Lapland’s MPs were also the experts whose opinions were instrumental when the 

amendment of the Sámi Parliament act as well as the ILO convention were dismissed – or in 

official terms, tabled to wait for the opinion of the next cabinet. 

The Sámi themselves, on the other hand – even those who are against the ILO convention – 

seem to be inclined to recognise the Sámi Parliament as the representative of all Sámi. There 

are certainly those who have a critical attitude towards “the parliament” of the Sámi and give it 

nicknames, such as travelling cocktail party, but the irony is directed more at the Sámi 

Parliament’s courses of action than its principles. 

Even in the critical statements, the electoral committee of the Sámi Parliament seems to have 

been considered the body that is ultimately responsible for official issues concerning Sáminess. 

The aim of the counter-movement to question the role and legitimacy of the Sámi Parliament 

has not been successful in that sense. It has certainly spread bad mood, when chairmen have 

been constantly mocked, and especially the operation of the electoral committee has been made 

into an antithesis of equality and democracy. 

 

Own courses of action? 

The new Finnish cabinet for 2015-2018 consisted of the Centre Party, True Finns and the 

National Coalition Party. Sámi affairs were not even mentioned in the 36-page program. Rauna 

Kuokkanen, a Tana Sámi who works in the university of Toronto, commented: 

It should be clear to everyone now that Finland is not going to ratify the ILO 
convention, contrary to its claims. There have not been any results in 25 years. - - 
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The Sámi policy of the Finnish government is quite indifferent. Finland lacks a 
comprehensive, strong Sámi political basis. 

 

Kuokkanen thought that we should not expect much in the Sámi affairs during this electoral 

term. It would not be worthwhile to even try to reopen the Sámi Parliament act or to ratify the 

ILO convention. Her view was that we should not waste energy in a pointless struggle. Instead, 

she recommended that the Sámi should reconsider the political modes of action and goals: 

I believe that it would be important to evaluate the big picture. What we have 
achieved when the Sámi Parliament has been active for almost twenty years. Which 
issues have progressed and which have not? I believe that now it is more important 
to promote matters of principle and to build a foundation. On that basis, it is good 
to build concrete actions, which are included in the wishes the Sámi Parliament has 
for the cabinet program. 326 

 

Kuokkanen’s statement reflected the disappointment caused by the ILO convention struggle, 

which was also seen as a turning point. Chairman of the Sámi Parliament, Tiina Sanila-Aikio, 

commented that also the Sámi Parliament should discuss seriously where it should use its 

energy after three years of futile work. Pirita Näkkäläjärvi, chief of the Sámi radio channel, 

YleSápmi, commented in her own column that the defeat had brought frustration, but it could 

also be a good opportunity to discuss what direction new Sámi politics should be developed to. 

327 

Professor Kuokkanen’s statement reflected her background in the international indigenous 

peoples’ community, which has demonstrated similar disillusionment at the possibilities of 

indigenous peoples to influence on the forums of majority populations. A pattern of thought has 

been gaining ground among the Indians of Canada and the United States, for example, and some 

Indian groups have withdrawn from national and also international cooperation, because they 

have seen little results from it. Instead, these tendencies emphasise the need of indigenous 

peoples to tighten their internal structures and solidarity, when at the same time, they 
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consciously try to stop seeking for approval and recognition for their own rights from the 

majority populations. 

Indian researcher Glen Sean Coulthard (Yellowknives Dene) has questioned the idea that the 

relations of indigenous peoples to states could be repaired or reconciled through traditional 

means, such as judicial struggle or seeking for recognition. Instead of them, indigenous peoples 

should concentrate on their own cultural customs and how to strengthen them as resistance to 

the ways majority societies work. Apart from direct action, indigenous peoples should create 

new political and economic models based on their own traditions. 328 

These remarks are also valid for the operation of the Sámi Parliament. It has often been 

considered more reactive – responding to existing processes – than spontaneous or based on 

traditional conventions.329 Therefore, it should examine its own operative strategies critically 

and create new ones. It is clear, on the other hand, that relations to the majority population and 

its institutions are essential to the operation of modern Sámi communities. Developing Sámi 

cultural autonomy largely depends on the relations of the Sámi to the government and 

international human rights development. 

During summer 2015, the minister of labour and justice in Finland’s new cabinet, Jari 

Lindström, said he would bring the ILO convention back into process. Many people were 

delighted and many were irritated in Lapland. It is clear, however, that new strategies and routes 

should be found for processing the convention. Several years in limbo with the ILO convention 

has been a time of ill omen for the Sámi as well as other locals.  

This should be finally solved – one way or another. Otherwise the inflamed situation will 

continue, when the loose ends foster a mode of speech that sustains threat scenarios and 

conflicts. Furthermore, the Sámi Parliament should be able to concentrate on other issues, 

because the ILO convention has taxed its energy inordinately. Apart from the ILO convention, 
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another significant international project is the Nordic Sámi convention, negotiated since 2006, 

for creating a similar framework of operation for Sámi in different Nordic countries. Although 

the work has been interrupted at times, it has been considered a promising step towards the 

internal self-determination of indigenous peoples. 330 

It would also be important to develop more agile practical solutions for improving the 

negotiation relationship between the government and the Sámi. For example, the National 

Board of Forestry and the Sámi Parliament have together drawn a management and operation 

plan for the Hammastunturi wilderness region in Inari based on the so-called Akwé:Kon 

procedure. It emphasises the land use conventions of the Sámi and aims at protecting them 

based on the international biodiversity convention. 331 

On the whole, a challenge for the Sámi Parliament has always been the pursuit to work in many 

networks from the local level to the national arena, Nordic connections to international forums, 

from arctic circles to indigenous peoples’ cooperation. With its meagre resources in mind, it 

should constantly consider which levels require more attention and are some networks getting 

less attention. The Sámi have been able to operate successfully in the global networks of 

indigenous peoples, for example, but with the result of the ILO dispute, one could ask why it 

has not been manifested on the national level and eventually on the local level. 

Reetta Karjalainen has stated in her recent doctoral thesis that cultural work in the Sámi 

language is more equally positioned in the international networks of indigenous peoples than 

in the national context. It is seen as a valuable asset in global connections, while national and 

local levels do not regard it as a special characteristic but as a peripheral and stereotypical 

extension of Finnishness. 332 

The Sámi Parliament is facing great challenges in the negotiation on improving rights. The 

situation has changed from the 1990s, when the general atmosphere towards the Sámi issue was 
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quite positive. Sámi-related legislation was proceeding well. The Sámi dispute, however, has 

opened channels to discussion, which is also characterised by downright anti-Sámi statements. 

It is always appropriate to examine Sámi politics critically, but the tones in the discussion have 

become more drastic. 

It is alarming that the often populistically oriented discussion is increasingly directed against 

the basic values that underlie the equal status of the Sámi in Finnish society. As a result, some 

people consider themselves entitled to disparage the affairs of the Sámi in terms each more 

outrageous than the last, probably often forgetting that they are talking about real people with 

feelings or small Sámi groups whose position in the surrounding society is insecure as it is. 

The Sámi dispute is especially problematic for the growing youth, because people born in the 

1990s, for example, have lived their whole lives in the shadow of these modes of speech. The 

feelings of shame that older generations have felt of their Sáminess are acquiring quite new 

forms. Vesa Puuronen comments about the feelings of the Sámi in his work Suomalainen 

rasismi (Finnish Racism): 

From the angle of studying emotions, shame has a particularly strong link with the 
development or breakdown of the self (identity). When a person notices that his or 
her identity or way of expressing it is not approved, that he or she cannot meet the 
identity expectations of the surrounding community or that expressing identity is 
penalised, he or she feels one of the three basic emotions: hate, fear or guilt. - - The 
Finnish majority community has communicated to the Sámi for decades that their 
identity or means of expression are not approved. 333 

 

One way of questioning the identity of the Sámi is to blur ethnic boundaries, which is often 

expressed in public discussion by challenging the way the Sámi differ from other locals. This 

resembles the idea of sociologists that the principal form of repression against a minority is 

denial of their specificity.334 It is gratifying in this sense how active the Sámi youth is. The 

operation of both the Sámi youth association, Suoma Sámi nuorat, and artists such as 
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Suohpanterror demonstrate the significance of searching for the essence and roots, which is 

originally contained in the word radical.  

Promoting Sámi rights in the future may involve more work than before, because linking the 

question of the Sámi definition to any issue has become an established mode of speech. Sámi 

blogger Neeta Jääskö has anticipated the effects of this mode of speech ironically: 

“Must get funding for language nests.” – “Well, but what about this Sámi 
definition?” – “Could we stop this forced assimilation?” – “SÁMI DEFINITION!” 
– “At least services for seniors in their own language” – “but the Sámi definition”. 
335 

Language-related legislation has developed well in Finland, although the situation on the day-

to-day level is often contradictory. Language rights involve a lot of work, because the Sámi 

Parliament has limited resources, and funding for many different activities must be negotiated 

separately from the state budget. Instead, developing more extensive autonomy could be more 

problematic after the experiences from spring 2015. Judging by the parliamentary discussion, 

Finns see the Sámi merely as a linguistic minority, not as an indigenous people. The indigenous 

people identity has been defined in two texts of law in Finland, but it seems that there has been 

a tendency to blur and fade its meaning. 

According to the Sámi Parliament, the reference to an indigenous people should lead to actions 

that protect the linguistic and cultural rights of the modern Sámi. They are ultimately based on 

control over the resources in their own territory one way or the other. The ILO convention has 

been an attempt to solve this issue. The constitution is the cornerstone of all Finnish judicial 

thinking, and only carefully deliberated proposals are usually accepted into it. There is also an 

aspiration to implement it in a way that the issues involved in it would not become empty words. 

The greatest emphasis in Finland, however, has been placed on threat scenarios, which indicate 

that ratifying the ILO convention would mean a division between the Sámi and the rest of the 

local population. In the opposing views, the ILO convention would dramatically decrease the 
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rights of the other local population in land use, for example. Norway’s example shows that this 

need not be the case at all. Untold numbers of clarifications and reports have been prepared 

during the dispute, and new investigations and situation analyses have been demanded on top 

of them. Many people think, however, that it is ultimately a political decision that should solve 

the 25 years old conflict – one way or the other. 

This would reveal if Finland is developing the rights of the indigenous people as they are 

defined in international conventions and its own constitution. Measures entailed by 

international human rights would require political decisions rising above individual opinions 

and contradictions. Finland was a forerunner in the development of Sámi administration, as 

well as in defining Sáminess and in demographic research of the Sámi in the Nordic countries 

in the 20th century. Finland has also prided itself on its achievements in developing human rights 

for a long time. 

Legislation concerning the indigenous people rights of the Sámi has been stalled in Finland, 

however. The parliamentary decisions made on the Sámi Parliament act and the ILO convention 

in winter 2014-2015 mean that Finland’s government is neither implementing its constitution 

nor fulfilling its international commitments towards its indigenous people. 
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