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The workshop on inter-ethnic relations in the Barents Sea area: Focusing on the Kola 

Peninsula took place in the Institute of International Law of the University of Helsinki, from 

18th to 19th October, 2012. The workshop was initiated and organized by a research fellow 

from the Academy of Finland, Dr. Reetta Toivanen, Finnish Academy Research project “On 

"Glocal” governance: On the meanings and consequences of the ‘vernacularization’ of 

Human Rights Concepts” at the Erik Castren Institute of International Law and Human 

Rights and Poga – The Language Survival Network. 

 

Background 

 

The special interest of this research workshop was to consider the power of transnational 

networks influencing the local interpretations of international “rights discourses”. This means 

that one aim was to understand how power relationships are debated, negotiated and decided 

in municipalities where inhabitants belong to different majority and minority populations. 

One interesting question concerned the way people belonging to language and culture 

minorities make identity claims: what kinds of identity politics are in place and how are they 

used? Another question discussed was: in which ways do the – partly imported – rights 

discourses have an impact on the in-group solidarity among the minority members on the one 

hand, and on the local solidarity among all the inhabitants of one municipality on the other? 

The third question addressed the institutional and legal settings enabling or constraining the 

“cultural survival” of the minority in a multi-ethnic setting. The workshop aimed to discuss 

these questions among social and linguistic scholars from different academic fields and 

institutions that would clarify the present posture of affairs concerning minorities in Norway, 

Finland, Sweden and Russia. The practical aim of the seminar was to foster the expert 



network of researchers who would take part in the preparation of an application for a research 

project and carry out research related to these matters.  

 

The workshop 

 

18th October, 2012 

The workshop opening took place on the morning of 18th October, 2012, in the Erik Castren 

Institute of International Law of the University of Helsinki, in Porthania. The opening speech 

was delivered by Dr. Reetta Toivanen. She briefly described the workshop’s aims and goals, 

as well as selection of participants. Each participant then presented his/her current project and 

field of interests.  

 

Reetta Toivanen, Academy Research Fellow at the University of Helsinki introduced her 

current research project. The project is a multi-sited ethnographic research in at least three 

municipalities in the Barents Sea area, and may also be in a few municipalities in South 

Africa (San people). Her project seeks new ways to understand power negotiations around 

ethnic relations by analysing how human rights are understood by local actors and interpreted 

for identity politics. She spoke about the changing ethnic hierarchies in the Kola area 

(Murmansk Oblast), where the traditional Soviet era hierarchy meant that the Russians 

occupied the highest level in the hierarchy, the Komi second and the Sámi and Nenets the 

lowest status positions. This constellation has been changed by Nordic humanitarian aid and 

Nordic Sámi cultural support which has especially targeted the Kola Sámi families and 

associations and has raised the prestige and living standard of the local Sámi. This change has 

led to hostilities against Sámi. At the same time, it has made the Kola Sámi the most 

internationally connected ethnic group in the area. The research interest is to investigate the 

change in identity politics and rhetoric among the local ethnic groups but especially the 

research project wishes to analyse how the local minority members translate the global 

human rights and minority rights language for their own purposes. 

 

Mikkel Berg-Nordlie, a researcher at the Norwegian Institute for Urban and Regional 

Studies (NIBR) and a PhD student in History at the University of Tromsø. Mikkel presented 

his report on “Pan-Sami organization and the Russian Sami”. First, he described the idea of 

Pan-Samism as a unity which is based on the assumption of «sameness» regardless of 

national boundaries. He then continued with a discussion on the self-declared Sami 



Parliament (Sam Sobber) in the Murmansk region that has been ignored by regional 

authorities, and which was set up without any support from local or governmental authorities. 

However, the Parliament has been recognized abroad and as a result became the most 

Western-oriented organization in the region. This success in the West might be explained by 

the fact that its activists already had contacts among the diverse pan-Sami political 

organizations in the Nordic countries. The government approved Murmansk Indigenous 

Council, in contrast, has less international contacts with other indigenous organizations. Sam 

Sobber also fits in with “Western expectations” and rights discourse. This ideological 

difference forms the aims and goals of the Sami organizations in the Murmansk region that 

was displayed on the continuum in Mikkel’s presentation. Thus, in terms of ideology all 

regional Sami organizations could be divided into more Western-oriented (self-determination, 

similar institutional structure, connections with Sami abroad) and more domestic-oriented 

(less rights-oriented, no communication westwards, international organizations are not 

prioritized). Mikkel also described activities of a few other national organizations such as the 

Coordination Council, OOSMO and Obshchiny. At the end he presented his recently 

published book “Bridging Divides. Ethno-Political Leadership Among the Russian Sami” 

written in collaboration with Indra Overland.  

 

Michael Rießler, a post-doctoral researcher from the University of Freiburg described in his 

presentation the sociolinguistic situation on the Kola Peninsula using his fieldwork materials 

which have been sourced over many years. His report mainly focused on the Izva-Komi, an 

ethnic group which formed as a result of contacts between the Komi, Russians and Nenets. 

According to his field-data, most adult children of bilingual Komi-Sami parents speak only 

Izva-Komi (besides Russian). At the same time, the language is highly endangered, since 

there aren’t any children speaking Izva-Komi as their first language. No literature, media or 

radio programs in Izva-Komi exist either. However, the language is taught on a voluntary 

basis in schools in a few villages. Micha’s presentation also touched on some questions of the 

history of Izva-Komi: This group had migrated to the Kola Peninsula via Karelia and settled 

in the area of the Kildin Saami speaker community. However, from a linguistic perspective, 

there seems to be no direct linguistic contact between the Kola-Sami and the Izva-Komi. It 

provoked a discussion among participants who stressed the importance of a historical 

perspective in order to understand the current state of affairs. In this light, Izva-Komi seems 

to be a good example which illustrates the change of power and position of minority/majority 

in the region.  



 

Konstantin Zamyatin is a Doctoral student and a researcher at the University of Helsinki, 

Department of the Finnish, Finno-Ugrian and Scandinavian Studies. His presentation 

concerned the political and legal developments in the course of nation-building in post-Soviet 

Russia and its influence on cultural and linguistic diversity. The exploration was based on the 

analysis of official policy documents. According to him, due to the absence of the formally 

adopted policy-defining document, it is still an open question as to which scenario in building 

the Russian nation will prevail from the few possible variants: civic or ethnic Russian, 

Eastern Slavic or even Russophone. These could, according to Konsta, continue to coexist for 

some time in a status quo of purposeful ambiguity serving various political ends, resulting in 

a wide range of inconsistent state policies.  In the context of traditional groups the unification 

agenda would result in a further shift of the policy vector towards assimilation across 

domestic policy areas. At the moment, a Draft Federal Target Program strengthening the 

unity of the Russian nation and the ethno-cultural development of the people of Russia is 

planned for the years 2013-2017. In this program, strengthening the Russian language as the 

core is strongly embedded. 

 

A good part of the first day was spent in discussions around the presentations. One main 

theme for discussion was that one should problematize the concept of indigenous and 

indigeneity in the Russian context and compare how the Russian concept of peoples that are 

“small in numbers” relate to it. How do the connotations of these two concepts differ and 

with what kinds of political consequences?  

 

  

 19 October, 2012 

 

Nadezhda Mamontova is a Doctoral student in Social Anthropology at the Institute of 

Ethnology and Anthropology of the Russian Academy of Sciences, Department of the North 

and Siberia and research assistant at the Erik Castren Institute at the University of Helsinki. 

Her presentation was devoted to discussions on the ways of language maintenance and, in 

particular, on setting up a nomadic kindergarten as a means of language revitalization, among 

the indigenous population of the Evenki Municipal District of the Krasnoyarsk Territory. 

Relying on the field materials, Nadezhda aimed at discovering reasons why Evenki leaders 

had preferred a certain model of language revitalization over others. She came to the 



conclusion that this choice might be explained by a primordial, in terms of ideology, 

understanding of language and ethnicity among indigenous peoples. Both public opinion and 

some scientists remain confident that aboriginal languages are preserved better in those 

communities that adhere to a traditional way of life and are mainly involved in reindeer 

pastoralism. This idea is strongly promoted by local media, politicians and Evenki leaders. 

However, in the situation of language shift, this choice does not frequently favor the 

implementation of adequate language planning, and might lead to further folklorization of 

culture, when resources are spent mainly on maintenance of superficial visual representation 

of culture at the expense of language knowledge.  

 

Florian Siegl is a post-doctoral researcher at the University of Helsinki, Department of the 

Finnish, Finno-Ugrian and Scandinavian Studies, a member of a former DOBES Team: 

Tartu-Göttingen Documentation of Enets and Forest Nenets. He conducted extensive 

fieldwork on the Taimyr Peninsula in Northern Siberia on Forest Enets (Samoyedic), Dolgan 

(Turkic) and the local variety of Tundra Nenets (Samoyedic), as well as having arranged long 

fieldtrips to Ume- and Southern Sami in Sweden. In his presentation, Florian described the 

sociolinguistic situation on the Taimyr Peninsula, according to his data collected during a few 

extensive fieldworks periods. He mentioned the problem of lower prestige of the indigenous 

languages and a lack of adequate teaching materials in local minority languages. The second 

part of his presentation was devoted to the Southern Sami population in Sweden. He pointed 

out that factors such as industrialization, the influx of newcomers and transition from 

nomadic lifestyle to sedentarisation had an impact on the maintenance of Southern Sami 

communities, especially in terms of demography. Those Sami who were not reindeer herders 

where classified by the state as non-Sami (but not Swedes either) and in no need of special 

measures. The North Sami language functioned as a “killer language” in the region. The 

question today of who is allowed to identify him or herself as Sami is further complicated by 

this intragroup history where some parts of Sami and their living areas were practically wiped 

from the map (Pite Sami). The lack of education in the mother tongue might also be 

considered as a factor of vernacularization of Sami in Sweden society.     

 

Marina Fedina is a Doctor in Philology, Associate Professor, head of the Center of 

Innovative Language Technology of the Republican Academy of State Civil Service and 

Administration, and a teacher of the Komi language. Marina is also a coordinator of the M.A. 

Castren Society in the Republic of Komi. Her presentation was devoted to the activities of the 



Academy. She described their work in collaboration with foreign scholars on the creation of 

terminological dictionaries for the Komi language. The Academy also keeps good contacts 

with other Finno-Ugric institutions, both domestic and abroad, participating in the 

arrangement of international seminars and conferences. Since the Komi people live not only 

in the republic, Marina conducted research on the living conditions of the Komi in other 

regions. Finally, she said a few words about the Laboratory of Information Support of the 

Finno-Ugric Languages. In the Laboratory, regional seminars and teaching the Komi 

language are arranged. Marina stressed the importance of studying sociolinguistic situations 

in Komi communities living outside the republic and proposed to make a comparative 

research into language maintenance in areas inhabited by Komi.  

 

After the presentation the rest of the day was reserved for discussion on possible funding 

instruments and research aims and goals.  

 

Conclusions and decisions  

• All participants agreed with an idea not to restrict the future project to only the Kola 

Peninsula. They stressed the importance of a holistic approach that links both 

fieldwork in the region in question and historical analysis. Janne Saarikivi, Florian 

Siegl, Mikkel Berg-Nordlie and Marina Fedina pointed all out in the opening 

discussion that many indigenous communities, living on so-called territories of “their 

ancestors”, historically changed their original habitat (forcibly or voluntary) due to 

multiple factors. This statement can be illustrated by the case of the Komi. Having 

learned the traditional Nenets type of reindeer herding, Izhva Komi, in order to 

maintain the population of reindeer, in the late 18th century moved to the West 

(Lovozero district of the Murmansk region) and to the East, to the Urals (basin of the 

Ob River on the Yamal Peninsula). Thus, in conditions of intense interethnic contacts 

Izhva Komi absorbed different layers of cultures, such as Komi, Russian, Nenets and 

Sami. 

• As a result of these migrations (voluntary or involuntary), newcomers occupied land 

which had been inhabited by other speech communities. Consequently, in some cases 

the whole population adopted the language of newcomers (for instance, expansion of 

the Tungsic population led to the spread of the Tungusic languages throughout 

Siberia, from the Amur River to the river of Yenisei). Thus, a voluntary language 



change is also an important mechanism of cultural transmission that tells much about 

ethnic history and distribution of power and dominance in the region.  

• Since the perestroika times indigenous communities have been attempting cultural 

and language revitalization. Since that time, a number of national organizations, 

councils and cultural autonomies have been established. In many cases, when national 

leaders talk about language maintenance, they presume the revitalization of traditional 

culture. They believe that there is a connection between traditional culture and 

language. This turn to traditionalism may lead to folklorization of culture that was an 

effective mechanism of depoliticization in the Soviet time (in the Stalinist period). At 

the moment, the indigenous communities in the North and Siberia choose this strategy 

to achieve their own goals and aims, in a way reinventing the wheel. In this sense, this 

process might be called a second turn to folklorization. In fact, some leaders may use 

this mechanism either to include or exclude their members from the decision-making 

process.    

• However, this choice is predetermined to some extent by the existing official 

discourse. The language of description and categories of identity which is framed and 

provided by legal acts, decrees and other documents, scientific papers and state 

programs, make an impact on the identification processes. National leaders are 

influenced by this discourse and at the same time they participate in producing and 

promoting it. Thus, the question of “who are indigenous?” is still relevant. It includes 

such streams of analysis as an “indigenous category” in population censuses, 

legislation, development programs and in media, as well as ways of self-

determination and markers of inclusion.  

• A movement contrary to folklorization is ethnofuturism. This intellectual movement 

was born in Estonia and became popular in the Finno-Ugric Republics in Russia. Its 

activists aim at seeking a balance between folk cultures of ancestors and modernity. In 

terms of revitalization, they want to make “aboriginal cultures” attractive and 

fashionable. But there are also some political ideas involved. Ethnofuturism is 

considered to be a post-colonial movement and a sort of philosophical system. It is 

also believed that ethnofuturism might become an ideology on the basis of which new 

urban cultures of former peasant communities might be constructed.  
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The list of links and works from presentations:  

 

• Berg-Nordlie, Mikkel and Indra Overland: “Bridging Divides. Ethno-Political 

Leadership Among the Russian Sami”. Berghahn Books, 2012.  

• Blokland, Rogier & Rießler, Michael: “Komi-Saami-Russian contacts on the Kola 

peninsula.” Languages in Contact, ed. by Peter Houtzagers et al. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 

2011: 5–26. 

• Blokland, Rogier, Kaneva, Irina, Karvovskaya,	   Elena, Kuznecova, Valentina & 

Rießler, Michael: Izhva KyyArchive, MPI Nijmegen, 2009. 

• Endangered languages of Indigenous Peoples of Siberia (Institute of Ethnology and 
Anthropology of the Russian Academy of Sciences) http://lingsib.iea.ras.ru/ 

• Laboratory of Informational Support of the Finno-Ugric Languages www.komikyv.ru 
• Richter, Dagmar, Richter, Ingo, Toivanen, Reetta & Uliasuk, Iryna (eds.) Language 

Rights Revisited – The Challenge of Global Migration and Communication, edited 

together with, Berlin Wissenschafts-Verlag 2012. 

• Russia in Pan-Sami Politics http://sapmi-russia.nibrinternational.no/ 
• Siegl, Florian: The sociolinguistic status quo on the Taimyr Peninsula. ÉFO 2012. 
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• Siegl, Florian: Grundzüge der Kolonisation auf süd-und umesaamischem Gebiet und 

deren Folgen.Der Topos des leeren Raums als narratives Konstrukt. Historische 

Mitteilungen im Auftrage der Ranke-Gesellschaft (Hrsg. Niggemann, Ulrich & 

Asche, Matthias). (16pages doc). (submitted) 

• Toivanen, Reetta: Aneignung von juristischen Begriffen: Kulturelle Űbersetzung von 

Menschenrechten in: Keinz, Annika, Schönberger, Klaus & Wolf, Vera (eds.), 

Kulturelle Übersetzungen, Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag, 2012, 123-137. 


