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A conference report

The second symposium of the Poga – language survival  network took place  in a
multilingual Finnish municipality that, in many respects, resembles the location of the
first  symposium  in  Lovozero.  In  2007,  the  participants  of  the  symposium  were
presented with a Russian municipality where three Sámi languages (Kildin, Ter and
Skolt Sámi), Komi and Nenets are used alongside the majority language, Russian. In
Inari,  Northern,  Skolt and Inari  Sámi language communities reside alongside with
Finnish speakers.

The venues of the two conferences were chosen to provide the network members with
insight to the circumstances in which linguistic minorities of the European Union and
Russian Federation struggle for their cultural survival. It was interesting to compare
the  socio-linguistic  situation  of  the  Sámi  –  the  only  indigenous  peoples  in  the
European Union, and the only indigenous minority residing both in EU and Russia –
on both sides of the border.

The  symposium  was  organized  by  Michael  Rießler,  Janne  Saarikivi  and  Reetta
Toivanen with the help of the new network coordinator Outi Pynnönen and a local
minority language activist and network member, Annika Pasanen, coordinator of the
support  project  for  the  Finno-Ugric  languages  financed  by  the  Finnish  Cultural
Foundation. 

The venue of the symposium was the nature and historical museum and exhibition
hall for Sámi people, Siida. It  is the central cultural institution of the municipality.
Altogether, 25 researchers representing different academic fields (such as linguistics,
language sociology,  anthropology,  political  science,  international  law,  history)  and
coming from 10 different countries attended the symposium.

The  aim  of  the  second  symposium,  funded  by  the  Association  of  the  Learned
Societies of Finland and the Kone Foundation,  was,  in addition to continuing the
fruitful  discussions  of  the  first  symposium,  to  commence  preparation  of  two
publications.  Firstly,  a  scientific,  multidisciplinary  and  comparative  collection  of
articles on the state-of-art, development and revitalization perspectives of the Russian
and European minority language communities was to be prepared, and secondly, a
draft of a popular book on the minority language survival stressing the importance of
mother tongue by Annika Pasanen and Janne Saarikivi was to be presented for the
network members and discussed.

 During the three working days of the meeting, five panels with high-quality scientific
content took place. Participants of the network presented results of their academic
work in three key note lectures and fifteen panel lectures.

On Wednesday, the day of the arrival, a welcome speech to Inari was held by Matti
Morottaja,  a well-known Inari  Sámi language activist. It  was followed by a buffet
dinner in the restaurant of the Hotel Inari.
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Thursday, the first working day of the conference, was opened by Michael Rießler
(Freiburg). He clarified the goals of the meeting: to work towards a concrete book and
to help each other to find a suitable mode of argumentation so that the chapters of the
book would provide for comparative case studies. He also thanked Reetta Toivanen
and Janne Saarikivi  for  their  hard work in getting finances  for the workshop and
expressed his joy about the possibility of handing over the coordinator task to Outi
Pynnönen.

The opening was followed by a key note lecture by Suzanne Romaine (Oxford), who
had traveled to Inari all the way from Honolulu. Her presentation Where have all the

languages gone? Global perspectives on the extinction of the world's languages and

the decline in biodiversity was an impressive account on the global endangerment of
the world’s minority languages. She addressed the fundamentally important question
for the symposium: why language loss is a human rights issue. She made reference to
numerous  areas  of  the  world  where  minority  language  communities  struggle  for
cultural survival. Her examples of how suicide rates are higher among the youth of
many endangered language groups showed that  language and culture are tied to a
person’s way of life and ultimately to a healthy identity. Her point was that it is a
human right issue to guarantee that universal minority language standards are put in
place to protect universal cultural heritage.

The first panel consisted of the presentation of the first draft of a popular book about
bilingualism  aimed  for  representatives  of  linguistic  minorities  of  Russia.  The
preparation of the booklet had been decided at the first symposium of the network in
Lovozero  in  2007.  Janne  Saarikivi  and  Annika  Pasanen  had  taken  the
responsibility for producing it. The book will include general information on bi- and
multilingualism, especially in the Russian cultural  contexts.  The book stresses  the
importance  of  creating  an  intergenerational  chain  of  minority  language  users  and
provides practical assistance for those members of minority language communities
who want to transmit their language to the next generation. Moreover, questions of
education  in  minority  languages  and  legal  frameworks  for  minority  language
community survival  will  be touched  upon.  As the  booklet  will  be first  written  in
Finnish, all network members with sufficient Finnish skills are invited to comment
and improve the draft. The final version of the booklet will be translated into Russian.

The following themes will be discussed in the booklet:
1) Russia as a multinational and multilingual state
2) Minority cultures and minority languages: chances and threats for survival
3) Bi- and multilingual individuals and societies in Russia
4) Legal and political framework for bi- and multilingualism in Russia
5) Possibilities to foster bi- and multilingualism in the media, the public sphere and
administration
6) Bilingual education: why and how?
7) Encouraging examples of minority language community development from outside
of Russia

After lunch the group paid a visit to the local  Sámi language radio where Veikko
Aikio gave a tour on what it means to make news for such small language groups as
Inari Sámi speakers. Interestingly, much more people follow the Sámi language media
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than claim to be speakers according to the Finnish authorities (approx. 3000 and 1800,
respectively).

The second panel, chaired by  Theodore S. Orlin (Utica, NY), addressed the legal
framework for ethnic and national minority communities in Russia and the EU.

The first speaker, Konstantin Zamyatin (Tartu), has recently been accepted as a PhD
student at the University of Helsinki. He analysed the Russian legal sphere and how
language and cultural rights are embedded in that pluralistic legal system. His own
research tackles Udmurtian and Mari El cases. He emphasised that an analysis of the
purely legal standards, for example in Udmurtia, makes less sense than a research
approach which carefully studies also the law-in-practice, the implementation of the
state law, republic law and national policies.

Xabier  Arzoz  (Bilbao),  another  expert  on  the  legal  aspects  of  language  rights
presented the case of Basque country and the impact of the language revitalisation in
the Basque community. The Basque case in Spain offers a fascinating opportunity to
continue  to  explore  how  a  pluralistic  legal  sphere  may  affect  the  situation  of  a
minority language in a positive way. Basque language is spoken in two states, ruled
by  three  governments  and  five  language  statutes.  Arzoz  stressed  that  language
revitalization is most successful if the language learning is regulated by positive law;
in the Basque case by the right to be educated,  address public administration, etc.
While in 1983 approximately 16% chose to educate their children in Basque-only
schools, in 2007 the number was over 50%.

Stefan  Mikaelsson (Swedish  Sámi  Parliament)  compared  in  his  presentation the
development of the rights of Sámi in Sweden and Russia. Whereas he was careful to
point out  the pitfalls and difficulties experienced by the Swedish Sámi throughout
history  within  Sweden,  he  was  optimistic  about  the  positive  influence  of  the
international  cooperation  between  Sámi  from  different  countries.  Also  the
international human rights bodies are important for the development of rights of Sámi
in Sweden. The situation in Russia is even worse, but as a first version of a Russian
Sámi parliament, a democratically legitimated (though not officially recognized) Sámi
organ was founded on 14.12.2008 in Olenegorsk, Mikaelsson shows confidence that
in joint action the Sámi will take important steps towards equal treatment.

In the evening, a dinner with local specialties was served at the hotel Kultahovi.

The  second  day  of  the  conference  was  opened  by  a  key  note  lecture  by  Riho

Grünthal (Helsinki). The lecture “Fragmentation of Veps language community as an
example  of  Russian  linguistic  minorities”  presented  the  state  of  the  Veps  speech
community. The language community serves perfectly as a case study for the Poga –
network purposes.  It  is  not  only a very small  (ca.  2500 active speakers) minority
culture  but  also badly united.  In  earlier  times,  there were proper  roads and paths
linking the 5 to 6 villages together. Today visiting neighbor village is a time-costly
enterprise rarely undertaken. This aspect has weakened the use of Veps even further.
Grünthal emphasized that the language networks can be renewed but the renewal has
to start  with creating a positive attitude towards the minority languages,  which is
missing at the moment.
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The second keynote was given by Theodore S. Orlin (Utica, NY). He chose, instead
of giving a list of minority rights,  treaties and recommendations in the global and
European perspectives, to address the challenges faced by most of the endangered
language and cultural groups worldwide. His speech was aimed at encouraging us
researchers to actively take part in the politics of language revitalization. He pointed
out that the old method of “Name, Blame and Shame” is still useful. It is the task of
the  network  to  demonstrate  that  ‘laws’  (international  and  national  concerning
minorities’ rights)  can  be  used  to  legitimatize  our  goal:  the  protection  and  the
advancement (revitalization) of minority cultures and languages.

The third panel addressed Sámi multilingualism and revitalisation. It was chaired by
Michael Rießler (Freiburg).

Elisabeth Scheller (Tromsø) talked about the endangered Sámi languages of the Kola
Peninsula.  She presented the situation of the Kildin Sámi and its revitalization efforts
and shared her experiences from her field work. In regards to language rights, she
noted  that  while  some  rights  exist  in  theory,  in  practice  these  are  subject  to  the
willingness of the local authority and the dominant population. According to a very
preliminary evaluation of a sociolinguistic questionnaire investigation, the majority of
the  approximately 200  passive  and  100  active  speakers  of  Kildin  Sámi  are  older
people. However, there seems to be a willingness for the younger generations to learn,
but problems due to poor instruction, lack of funding and adequate teaching materials
hinder these attempts.  There are also psychological barriers and problems associated
with history and stigmatization of the language, including fear to speak or work with
Sámi,  poverty and social  problems,  disillusion,  low-self  confidence and a lack  of
optimism with the Sámi youth.   Scheller points out that  more attention should be
made towards individuals and their requirements.  Why are people not speaking Sámi
and what are the problems associated with doing so?

Inger Johansen (Trondheim) presented the problem of a minority inside a minority.
In Norway, “Sámi” often means Northern Sámi, even though there is  also a small
group of Southern Sámi speakers living in Norway and Sweden. She also talked about
the mental barriers and the taboos that prevent the passive speakers of Southern Sámi
of taking it in to active use.

Lars  Magne  Andreassen  (Drag)  talked  about  the  Lule  Sámi  language  situation,
mainly  in  Norway.   He  went  on  to  mention  there  are  approximately  600  active
speakers in Norway and Sweden combined. The figure is much higher if also those
who understand Lule Sámi are included.  The main issue is that people between the
ages of 25-45 did not have any Saami taught in schools, meaning that most people
over 45 speak, and some people under 25 speak, but not in between.  Thus, in many
instances,  children can speak the language,  but  parents  cannot and this is  a  large
problem. Despite the success of the use of the language in kindergardens and schools,
the use of Lule Sámi outside the schools and institutions has decreased dramatically in
the  last  decades.  Andreassen  also  put  forth  the  idea  of  a  common  written  Sámi
language: an idea he realizes is controversial, but in his view, a way forward for small
languages.

The afternoon was organised  by Annika  Pasanen.  It  was dedicated to  an exciting
presentation of  the three Sámi language communities  in Inari.  Ritva Kangasniemi
described the situation of Inari Sámi and spoke both about her own experiences as an
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adult-learner of the language and later as the first kindergarten teacher at the Inari
language nest. She illustrated the language immersion pedagogy with a short film.
The main factor in the revitalization process of Inari Sámi (which can be described as
a  success)  has  been  the  attitude  change:  Inari  Sámi  is  at  the  moment  deemed
interesting.  There  is  also  an  Inari  Sámi  rap  artist  who  has  made  the  Inari  Sámi
language known also outside the small language community. Tiina Sanila-Aikio, who
is not only the only Skolt Sámi rockstar, but also a Skolt Sámi culture and language
activist, spoke about the difficulties of such a small language community as the Skolt
Sámi.  Even  though  with  so  few speakers,  the  Skolt  Sámi  language  has  different
dialects which has made the language learning even more challenging (grandparents
may have spoken differently than the language nest teachers). At the moment there are
not enough children in Sevettijärvi, the traditional capital of Skolt Sámi today and the
only language nest is located in Ivalo, the administrative centre. There are also only
few children with Skolt  Sámi as a mother tongue which makes the connection of
culture and language sometimes challenging. But homes are, Sanila-Aikio stressed,
extremely important: if children feel that their skills are admired, they are much more
eager to learn. Aile Aikio next spoke about the Northern Sámi language community.
She said that it is often assumed that the Northern Sámi language has it much better
than Skolt and Inari. The fact is, however, that the people are not actively protecting
and  promoting  it.  The  Northern  Sámi  language  community  is  much  less  active
because many think that there are enough other people who can speak it, so they don’t
have to bother. There are severe attitude problems too, she said: if you cannot have
something in three Sámi languages, the Sámi people would rather have it in Finnish
than only one Sámi language.

The fourth panel, chaired by Janne Saarikivi (Helsinki), addressed the comparative
approaches to minorities in different societal environments. 

Florian  Hiß (Mainz  /  Tromsø)  investigated  the  linguistic  means  of  creating  and
expressing Sámi identity by the Sea Sámi in Kåfjord,  many of whom can not be
considered  as  active  speakers  of  Sámi  language  any  more.  He  convincingly
demonstrated,  by implementing theoretical  framework of  functional  grammar,  that
ethnic  identities  of  the  Sámi  and  Norwegian  are  reflected  in  the  speech  of  Sámi
people  in  many  ways,  some  of  which,  most  likely,  remain  unconscious  for  the
speakers themselves. 

Ekaterina Gruzdeva (Helsinki / Saint Petersburg), in turn, gave on overview of the
20th  century  fate  of  the  Nivkh,  an  indigenous  population  speaking  an  isolated
language on the island of Sakhalin and the Russian Pacific coast. She demonstrated
that since the Second World War, the number of Nivkh speakers had diminished by 90
per cent due to forced urbanization, lack of schooling in a minority language and an
influx of Russian-speakers from other parts of the Soviet Union. Although the present
state  of  the  Nivkh  language  seems  grim  indeed,  there  would  seem  to  be  some
possibilities  of  revitalisation  as  the  language  still  has  several  hundreds  of  active
speakers left, and thousands of semi-speakers, some of whom regret the lost of their
language. 

The last paper of the panel was held by Florian Siegl (Tartu), who presented the ways
to literacy by two indigenous people of  the Taimyr Peninsula:  the Enets,  who are
Samoyed, and the Dolgan, who speak a Turkic language. Although it is often stated
that literary languages were founded to most of the minority people of the Far North
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in the 1920s this was not true of Enets. In his paper, Siegl made use of his in-depth
knowledge on the minority speech communities of the Taimyr peninsula to explain
why this was the case. It turned out that fates of individual linguists and activists were
crucial in determining the fates of minority languages in the Russia of the 30s and
40s. The practically nonexistent literacy among the Enets was compared to a fairly
developed level  of  literacy among the neighboring Dolgan, who, however,  do not
seem to have benefited a lot from their literary language neither in terms of education,
literature nor ultimately, language survival.

That night’s dinner took place in a traditional gámmi: a hut with a fire place in the
middle, placed in the yard of the cultural centre. The highlight of the evening was the
surprise  visit  of  Anna Morottaja  who presented  traditional  Sámi  yoik-singing and
shared with us her life story: her parents, like many others, did not want her to learn
any Sámi, but later in her life when she decided to learn it, she recognized that she has
heard the language actively used in her environment.

The last day of the conference, Saturday the 17th of February, began with the fifth
panel tackling the relevance of language for minority identities in Russia and EU. The
session was chaired by Reetta Toivanen (Helsinki).

Heiko Marten (Rezēkne) spoke about his newer research on Latgalian speakers. His
presentation  was  titled:  Language  Policy  and  Rights  in  the  Baltic  States:  an

Evaluation of Truths and Myths in the Light of International Minority Debates. He
first  carefully described  the current  language situation  in  Latvia  with ca.  59% of
Latvian speakers. The language politics are strongly influenced by the strong presence
of Russian speakers.  The language law of Latvia sees Latvian as the only official
language and it is reluctant to support other language communities. The Latgalians are
perceived either a language group or a dialect. In any case, it is an archaic form of
today’s  Latvian  and  is  subjected  to  prejudices.  In  the  light  of  the  international
attention (e.g. EBLUL), Latgalian shows signs of revitalization.

Natalia Kuznetsova's  (Saint Petersburg / Tartu) presentation When Turkic speaking

Greeks meet Greece dealt with two ethnic groups of Greek origin, both speakers of a
minority language. They reside on the south-east of the Ukraine in the vicinity of
Mariupol  and  Donetsk.  In  the  1980s,  when  the  contacts  between  the  Greek  and
Ukrainian states warmed, the Ukraine decided to offer Greek language instruction in
standard Modern Greek to both speech communities. However, Modern Greek differs
from both “Greek” languages spoken in the Ukraine today, and teaching the modern
standard cannot be seen as support for the identity and language culture maintenance
of these minorities. 

Annika Pasanen’s  (Helsinki  /  Inari)  sociolinguistic  and comparative  presentation,
Intergenerational  language  transmission  as  a  goal  of  revitalization  –  realism  or

utopia? Focus on Sámiland and Karelia,  addressed one central  question,  namely:
what does language mean for the language community? In the case of Inari Sámi, the
language nest was established in a very critical situation, in which there were only a
few speakers younger than 40. Still, they have been able to create an Inari Sámi-only
educational environment for the children. Parents are also eagerly learning. The future
will  tell  whether  the  Inari  Sámi,  as  the  language  environment  is  so  limited,  will
become a living language or merely an identity symbol. In Karelia, there would be
enough native speakers  to promote spaces  for  “natural” language use.  The use of
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Karelian  has  been  subjected  to  folklorization  which  has  diminished  its  value  in
everyday intercourse.  Pasanen’s case studies offered important  material  to discuss,
including how to overcome the so-called “lost generation”, the one generation who
did not learn the language and neither teach it to their offspring.

The last panel was chaired by Riho Grünthal  (Helsinki) to address “Old problems,
new questions”. 

Torkel Rasmussen (Kautokeino) gave a highly nuanced sociological language ana-
lysis on the North Sámi language revitalization and maintenance in Norway and Fin-
land. In his presentation, he compared the socio-linguistic situations of Northern Sámi
speakers on both the Finnish and Norwegian side of the Teno/Deatnu valley.  The
question was how the Northern Sámi language has been maintained and revitalized in
different municipalities in both countries. The data he has collected on the language
proficiency in different villages is of extraordinary value as it gives detailed informa-
tion on both who is using the language and how they are using it. It was also interest-
ing that in many places, the Northern Sámi language has undergone a reversed lan-
guage shift, meaning that there are more young speakers than in their parents’ genera-
tion. 

Reetta Toivanen (Helsinki) presented her study on the responses by the government
of the Russian Federation to the Council of Europe standard setting on the rights of
national  minorities.  She  analysed  the  state  reports  of  Russia  to  the  advisory
committee, the monitoring body of the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention
on National  Minorities.  She  pointed  out  that  the  law on  Russian  language  had  a
clearly  negative  impact  on  all  minority  language  use  in  the  public  sphere.  The
Advisory body, clearly with an unenviable task to cope with a state with so much
diversity, concentrated its recommendations on minorities’ right to access education.
It is important to note, Toivanen continued, that already the fact that Russia is taking
part  to  the  Convention,  enables  the  use  of  rights-based  arguments,  which  are
profitable for the activists even in small language and culture communities.

The concluding panel was chaired by Reetta Toivanen, Janne Saarikivi & Michael
Rießler. It had three main questions to the members: 1. How to develop the homepage
to a international  acknowledged resource site on minority cultures struggling with
cultural  and  language loss  in  Russia and EU.  2.  What are  the main chapters  and
contents of the forthcoming book? 3. What are future goals of the network, beyond
2009?

Michael  Rießler  shall  hand  some  of  the  homepage  maintenance  tasks  to  Outi
Pynnönen, who is  the new network coordinator.  Each member was encouraged to
send their open access articles and other relevant material to the coordinator. When
writing the chapters for the 2009 book, the authors were encouraged to write a short
synopsis on the minorities they work with. These shall be attached to a map on the
homepage.

The conference ended in a lively debate about the contents of the book which shall be
produced  in  year  2009.  It  was  decided  that  the  next  meeting  takes  place,  when
possible, in Petrozavodsk in June or later in August. The final symposium of the book
project will be open for public and take place in December 2009 or January 2010. 
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The first book (as the project itself) which enjoys generous funding through the Kone
Foundation, will combine case studies from both Europe and Russia, while discussing
the similarities and differences experienced within the speech communities. The main
emphasis  will  be  on  case  studies  grounded  with  ethnographic  and  sociolinguistic
research.  In  addition there will  be chapters to introduce basic minority rights and
discuss language and culture revitalization from a more theoretical perspective.

The evening program turned out to be a perfect ending for the fascinating conference:
the Poga members tried reindeer sledges, snowshoeing and catching a reindeer with
lasso. The farm keepers, themselves Sámi, have made a nice business with parts of
Sámi way of life, and the visitors get to listen to one of the rarest languages on earth:
Inari Sámi.

All in all, the second symposium of the Poga – language survival network was a great
success. There were some new participants who all contributed in an important way in
this fruitful continuation of discussions within the group. The goal is to produce two
books in 2009 which leaves all the members busy enough for one year. At the same
time it is essential to continue to look for more permanent funding.  

Some  of  the  main  questions  treated  in  the  symposium  can  be  comprehensively
formulated as follows:

- Why have some Russian and EU minorities succeeded in modernizing their
traditional cultures in the global community while some have failed?

- In which ways have the fates of the Russian minorities been different to those
of the other European countries?

- How  have  the  different  political  and  societal  environments  affected  the
development of linguistic minorities in Russia and other European countries?

- To what extent are minority identities determined by the majorities? How can
the folklorization of the minorities be avoided and how can the representatives
of the minority communities be elevated to a subject position within minority
protection?

- Who  is  responsible  for  the  cultural  shift  and  maintenance  among  the
minorities  in  the  process  of  modernization?  Which  factors  determine  their
attitudes favoring or resisting cultural changes?

- What are the threats and opportunities for minority languages and cultures that
result from the process of ‘modernization’ – here understood as new forms of
exploitation  of  natural  resources  in  areas  inhabited  by indigenous  peoples
(mining, oil and gas industry, forestry)

- Which strategies for minority language maintenance have the best prospects
for success in Russia and EU-Europe?

- What  is  the  role  of  academic  research  vis-á-vis  activism  in  the  minority
revitalization efforts? What is the scientific value for academic research that
holds an emancipative position towards the minority politics?
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