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Introduction: The Saami people

• The Saami are an indigenous people with a distinct 
culture and a language that reflects it. 

• The Saami are not a mere linguistic minority but an 
indigenous people defined by Convention No. 169 of 
the International Labour Organisation (ILO):

• The concept ‘indigenous peoples’ is constructed by indigenous peoples and 
UN.

• All indigenous nations have the right of self-determination; to strengthen an 
extensive right of participation in all levels of decision-making.

• broader protection than linguistic minorities alone

– the linguistic rights of the Sámi as specific indigenous rights

– the Sámi are entitled to revitalisation of their language and culture.
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Sápmi

The history of relations and assimilation

• A separate Sámi ethnic identity seems to have emerged latest during 
the last millennium B.C., due to a cultural diversification process 
among various heterogenous groups of hunter-gatherers in northern 
Fennoscandia. This development seems to be part of a mutual 
identification process involving intensified interaction with other 
groups.

• Thus, the Sámi stand out as an indigenous people of the north of 
Fennoscandia, inhabiting the northern and central parts of 
Fennoscandia at least from the first centuries of our era. 

• It should be emphasized that the Sámi dwelling area in the Middle 
Ages and the beginning of Early Modern Times stretched further to the 
south and south-east, in the central part of present-day Finland and 
along the western shores of the White Sea. 
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History of borders
• In the administration of the Swedish-Finnish realm the term 

Lappmark (literally Lapp land) referred to the administrative 
area inhabited by the Saami(ethnic ethnomyn) or Lapps 
(exonym). 

• The situation of Lappmark started to change radically when
the so called settler placates of 1673 and 1695 were adopted 
in Sweden-Finland; and through intensified missionary activity 

• Through history, Sápmi - the land of the Saami - has been 
divided among four countries. The border between Russia 
and Norway was laid down in the Treaty of Strömstad in 1751, 
and in 1809 Finland became a part of the Russian Empire, 
with a new Russian-Swedish border as a result. In 1826 the 
border between Russian and Norway was again defined, and 
Fenno-Russian border arrangements were still carried out in 
the 1920s and 1940s. 

Assimilation

• Assimilation was a new policy which began to be imposed in the 
Nordic counties and elsewhere in Europe in the 19th century. And 
lasted until the middle of the 20th century. Its aim was integrate
minorities into the dominant culture. Behind the policy lay
emergent nationalism and the building of nation states. 

• The policy of assimilation meant for the Saami above all the fact
that they did not have the right to study and learn their own
mother tongue in school. Behind the policy often lay the good
intention of integrating minorities quickly and efficiently into the 
dominant society, but the consequences were sometimes
rootlessness and a lack of a full command of any language as a 
mother tongue. In the case of the Saami, the result was that
many of them began to feel ashamed of their language, their
culture and their background.
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• The Saami identity is based on self-identification, i.e. 
on whether the person concerned regards him- or 
herself as Sámi and secondarily  on language.

• Language is an important indicator of identity and a 
constructor of a sense of togetherness for the Sámi. 
However, there are also other symbols and signs of 
Saaminess that are linked to identity formation and 
preservation: family, living-style, ‘a sense of place’ 
pertaining to a common living area or place of origin, 
Sápmi, and memories of traditions.

Definition and identity

• South Sámi:  600-800

• Ume Sámi:     very few under 70 yrs

• Pite Sámi:      very few

• Lule Sámi:     around 2.000

• North Sámi:   30.000

• Inari Sámi:     around 350

• Skolt Sámi:    around 300, few in Russia

• Akkala Sámi:  0  (Rantala & Sergina 2009)

• Kildin Sámi:   around 700

• Ter Sámi:        very few

Amounts of

Speakers
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– North Saami around 30 000 

– South Saami 600–800 

– Ume Saami very few under the age of 70 years 

– Pite Saami very few 

– Lule Saami around 2000 

– Inari Saami around 350 

– Skolt Saami around 300, very few in Russia 

– Akkala Saami 0 (Rantala ja Sergina 2009)

– Ter Saami very few 

– Kildin Saami around 700

The number of speakers

Construction of Saami indigenous identity and 
Sámi álbmot

• Saami indigenous identity became constructed in the 
interdependence of global, transnational region, national and 
local levels or communications. 

• The connectivity between levels is  related to three periods of 
Saami movement’s history: 

• 1) transnational cultural and political organizing of the Saami
people promoted during 1950s and 1960s; 

• 2) the revitalization and strengthening of the regional Saami
cultural identity during 1970s and 1980s in connection with the 
global discourse and human rights issues; 

• 3) the establishing of the political institutions, such as the Saami
Parliaments in Norway, Sweden and Finland between 1987-
2000 with an increasing focus on the concerned nation-states. 
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1) Transnational cultural and political organizing 
1950s and 1960s 

• A transnational organization, the Nordic 
Saami Council in 1956 established.

• One task of the Saami Council has been to 
prepare the all-Saami Conferences every three 
years since 1953 and every four years since 
1992. In 1992 the Nordic Saami council was 
renamed the Saami Council with membership 
of the Russian Saami.

2) The revitalization of the regional Saami cultural 
identity during 1970s and 1980s

• The Saami cultural policy programme of 1971,

• Nordic Sámi Institute 1973 > fusion with Saami Univ. college
2000, Nordic Saami institute

• The Saami delegation in Fin 1975 (-1995).

• Membership in the WCIP 1975 > The Saami people become 
central actors in the international indigenous movement and 
arenas such in the UN.

• North Saami orthography 1978 > Modernization of the Saami
language and literary awakening of the Sámi people

• Press, Sámi Áigi 1979,
• The Saami political programme of 1980, renewed in 1986,

• the Alta-Kautokeino dam dispute 1979-81> the Sámi question becomes an 
international question of human rights, committees investigating the rights and culture of

• the Sámi are established, and a new way to define collective identity is born.

• The Saami flag 1986, The Saami national day 1992, The Saami national song 1992
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– We, Sámi, are one people and national borders cannot be 

allowed to destroy the connection between us. We have our 

history and traditions, our own culture and our own language .

The Saami political program 
(adopted 1980, renewed 1986) 

Saami Organizations
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3) The Saami in the political institutions

The establishing of the political institutions,
such as the Saami Parliaments in Norway,
Sweden and Finland between 1987-2000 with
an increasing focus on the concerned nation-
states.

The Saami in the political institutions:

• The Saami Parliament in Norway 1989,

• The Saami Parliament in Sweden 1993,

• The Saami Parliament in Finland 1996

• Norway was among the first countries to ratify
the ILO-convention No. 169 (1989).

Saami Parliament – ethnic cultural autonomy
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Norway
In 1987, the Norwegian Parliament 
(Storting) adopted Act no. 56 of 12 June 
1987 concerning the Sámeting (The 
Saami Parliament) and other legal 
matters (The Saami Act); included as in 
Section 100a of the Norw. Constitution.

Section 1 of the Act; “The purpose of the 
Act is to enable the Saami people in N to 
safeguard and develop their language, 
culture and way of life. “

Chapter 2 of the Saami Act contains the 
provisions on the SP: “The business of 
the Sameting is any matter that in the 
view of the SP particularly affects the 
Saami peoples.” 

Chapter 3 has provisions concerning the 
use of the Saami language in public 
bodies and delimitations, both 
geographical and administrative Saami is 
an official language in N. 

Sweden 
In 1992, Sweden adopted a 
Saami Parliament Act 
(Sametingslag 1992: 1433).

The law regulates the 
activities of the SP and 
establishes the SP as a 
governmental authority 
and a public administrative 
body generally.

The SP is a body elected by 
popular vote by and from 
the Saami people. 

The Ministry of 
Agriculture, Food and 
Fisheris is responsible for 
Saami and reindeer issues

- Consist of 31 elected  
members.
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Finland 
The Finnish Constitution 11 June 1999,

two provisions that deal Saami rights.

In Sect ion 17 § 3 : The Saami, as an 

indigenous people, as well as the Roma 

and other groups, have the right to 

maintain and develop their own 

language and culture. Provisions on the 

right of the Sami to use the Sami 

language before the authorities are laid 

down by an Act. The rights of persons 

using sign language and of persons in 

need of interpretation or translation aid 

owing to disability shall be guaranteed 

by an Act. 

In Section 120  § 4: Provisions on self-

government in administrative areas 

larger than a municipality are laid 

down by an Act. In their native region, 

the Sami have linguistic and cultural 

self-government, as provided by an Act. 

Act on the Saami Parliament in Fin

• (974/1995; amendments up to 1026/2003 included, laki

saamelaiskäräjistä)

• Section 1 — Objective of the Act (1279/2002) 

• (1) The Saami, as an indigenous people, have linguistic and 

cultural autonomy in the Saami homeland as provided in this 

Act and in other legislation. For the tasks relating to cultural 

autonomy the Saaami shall elect from among themselves a 

Sámi Parliament. 

• Section 5 further stipulates that the SP shall be able to deal 
with all issues to the Saami language and culture and their 
position as an indigenous people.
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The Saami Parliament in Finland 
• There are 21 representatives and four deputy members at the 

Parliament, elected by and from among the Saamis on the 
electoral register and the elections are conducted every four 
years. 

• All Saami who are listed in the electoral register of the Saami
Parliament are entitled to vote. Sámi who are entitled to vote 
are also eligible to stand as candidates in the elections.

• Elections are based purely on votes for individual candidates, 
where family friends, and neighbours seem to be the 
electroral basis. Members are not organised into parties as in 
N and Swe.

• In contrast to Sw, the authorities are obliged to negotiate 
with the SP on all broad and issues that may influence the 
Saami and their status an indigenous people as in N.

SP - an advisory body
• SP represent the Saami in national and international 

matters.

• SP decide how the the funds designated for action, 
culture, language, school materiala, biligualism etc
shal be allocated.

• Annual report to the Goverment.

• The authorities shall negotiate with SP in all 
important meausers which may affect the status of 
the Saami.
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The legal definitions of a Saami

• N,  Saami Act of 12 juni 1987 nr 56 § 2-6, 

• S,  Saami Parliament Act (1992:1433) 

• Fin, Act on the Sámi Parliament 974/1995; 
3§

• A Saami who registers on the Saami elctroral
roll is listed on the Saami electroral roll has 
the right to vote. 

Conclusions:
Ways of exercising influence 

• Although Sw, N and Fin may appear to be relatively 
homogenous countries, there are historical and cultural 
differences between them. Such differences are also 
found in the public sphere with regard to both pol and 
administrative traditions. 

• Norway is a leading country: the crisis of the legitimacy 
that arose between the Nor Saami and state in 
connection with the Alta-Kautokeino dam conflict 
forced the Nor authorities to undertake a fundamental 
evaluation of the the government’s Saami policy. 



12/14/2015

13

From transnationalism towards 
disingredience

• Saami parliaments have not found sufficient collaboration 
for contesting needed development; Sámi parliamentary 
council was founded in 2000 to strengthen cross border 
cooperation, but without any decision power, making it 
likely that each Saami Parliament develops its own 
national focus without sufficient regional cooperation. 

• The Saami Council, set forth in 1956 to construct 
transnational unity of the Saami, has evolved to a non-
governmental cultural organization operating at the 
international level with mandates of the Saami national 
organizations.

Development of Sámi policy
The development of the Sámi issues has been 
positive since the 1990s. Sámi policy issues have 
been paid more attention and focus on the 
national policy agenda than ever before. 
• Laws and provisions have been adopted to provide stronger 

formal protection of Sámi rights. However, there is a difference 
between the nation states as regards how far the nation state is 
willing to commit itself to strengthen the Sámi’s political rights.

• However, formal rights prove not to have been translated into 
practical action in all cases. No actual structures have been 
founded between the SP and the government to ensure that the 
intentions of legislation on the Saami influence are fulfilled. 
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*   Thank you !   *

*   Giitu!   *

The Sámi people and language

• Language is the most important thing     uniting the 

Sámi living in different countries.

• Status of Sámi language in the Nordic countries

– Norway:  Sámi language has the status of    an 
indigenous language

– Finland:  the Sámi have linguistic rights only in the 
Sámi Homeland (a regional minority language), 
outside a status similar to immigrants and their 
minority languages

– Sweden:  Sámi language is treated as one   of the 
national minority languages.
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Sámi languages and 

language legislation

• The language rights of the Sámi in Norway,  Sweden 
and Finland are based on national language 
legislation and on international treaties ratified by 
the states:

– European Charter for Regional Minority languages of the 
Council of Europe (1998; ratified by all three states)

– ILO Indigenous and Tribal Peoples ’ Convention (ratified by 
Norway)

– UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People .

Sámi languages and 

language legislation

• Nordic Sámi Convention under preparation      by 
Norway, Sweden and Finland

• The purpose of the Convention is to strengthen 
and consolidate the rights of  the transnational 
Sámi people so that they can

– maintain and develop their language,  culture, 
livelihoods and society

– remain a distinct indigenous people  also in the 
future.

– to strengthen self-determination of the Sámi
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Land rights 

• Indigenous peoples have the right to the 
lands, territories and resources which they 
have owned; furthermore, they have the right 
to own, use, develop and control those lands 
and resources according to ILO no 169(1989) 
and UN Declaration on Indigenous rights 
(2007).

Norway: The law of Finnmark 2005

• This law is an important step forward  of 
safeguarding the Sámi rights to land and other 
natural resources. 

• The Act also recognizes the other local 
inhabitants’ rights to land.

• Finland and Sweden have not yet recognised 
Sámi land rights; neither ratified  the ILO-
Convention 169 (1989).
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Human rights
• Great progress has been made in advancing the human rights 

of indigenous peoples at the global level. The Sámi people 
and the Nordic countries have taken a leading role in 
developing international standards and programs concerning 
indigenous peoples, including in the drafting of the United 
Nations Declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples 
(2007). 

• Norway was the first country to ratify International Labour 
Organization (ILO) Convention 169 on Indigenous and Tribal 
Peoples (1989) setting an important example for other states 
to follow. These efforts have played a crucial role in 
promoting and protecting the rights of indigenous peoples, 
while contributing to the development of a common 

understanding about the minimum content of these rights. 


