




203 |

Inclusion through culture

Hundreds – thousands - of indigenous peoples have experienced vulnerability to such an extent that 
today they no longer exist.8

Figure 2. Sami family exhibition at Skansen, Stockholm in the early-twentieth century.
Source: Nordic Museum, Stockholm.

From the eighteenth century onwards it has been said that the Sami population lives under the threat of 
extinction. Different opinions have been expressed in efforts to create the best circumstances for the 
Sami to survive as an ethnic group in the area. 
Ethnicity can be seen in different perspectives. From a Sami point of view the importance of identity 
has been increasingly stressed, not least the political and legal consequences of the different concepts 
of identity. There is no present-day consensus of the interpretation of who is to be considered as Sami. 
This is true for both the Sami and the official Swedish opinion. The definition of a Sami has varied over 
time in the nomenclature of Swedish population statistics. Varying priority has been given factors such 
as kinship, surnames, language and connection to reindeer herding in the efforts of the official statistics 
to classify the Sami. The lack of any substantial or systematic investigation of the sources leaves us 
today in a situation of uncertainty, irrespective of the principles we want to follow.9

A discussion of Sami vulnerability necessarily includes relatively broad generalisations. It is not only 
vulnerability, but also the meaning of concepts such as culture, indigenous people and the Sami. There 
is no internationally recognised list of the world’s indigenous people today. Most are based on self-
identification, common cultural values, the experience of some kind of colonisation process, a minority 

8	 Rouf 2004: 411-424, Shi and Stevens 2005: 1.
9	 Axelsson and Sköld 2006.
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position and limited self-determination. Sometimes it is argued that indigenous peoples must have a 
non-dominant position, which basically contradicts what many indigenous people are fighting for. The 
concept of culture has, of course, more pages and changes in time and space. Relevant for the Sami is 
the complexity that has always characterised their culture. Frequently used terms such as “the Sami 
want” and “the Sami believe” reveal the stereotype conceptions that have been present. We should re-
member that Sápmi crosses a number of borders, cultural and national. There are nine Sami languages, 
which are divided into three main groups, and between these language groups there is very limited 
linguistic understanding. There are Southern and Northern Sami. There are reindeer-herding Sami, 
forest Sami and Sea Sami. There are different groups in the four different countries including Sápmi. 
There are Sami in all counties and districts in Sweden. At the first elections to the Sami Parliament in 
Sweden, there were 17 different political parties represented. The Sami people do not like, and have 
never liked, the same thing. This cultural diversity within the Sami society has often been hidden to 
the general public.10

Indigenous culture and the European Capital of Culture 2014
The Sami are Sweden’s and northern Europe’s only indigenous people and one of Sweden’s five minor-
ity peoples. The rights of the Sami as an indigenous people are protected by both national and interna-
tional law. Despite this, the Swedish Government and Swedish society have repeatedly been criticised 
by, among others the UN special rapporteurs for health and for indigenous affairs, and the European 
Court for discrimination against Sami and for not defending their rights as an indigenous people.11 Ac-
cording to the Ombudsman against discrimination12, discrimination against the Sami is based on the 
majority society’s negative and stereotypical beliefs about the Sami as a group. Several studies show 
that Sami culture is generally portrayed as one-sided, exotic and unchanging. This is especially true of 
textbooks and the media, which are the public’s main sources of information about the Sami people.13 
In Umeå – European capital of culture 2014, the majority community in cooperation with the Sami 
organisations are trying to create a European arena for issues and cultural expressions from an indig-
enous perspective. It could be an opportunity to change the majority society’s beliefs about and rep-
resentations of the Sami and offer increased possibilities to defend their rights. There is, however, a 
risk that Umeå 2014 will further consolidate Sami stereotypes such as if the exotic design of the Sami 
culture is allowed to dominate.
The planning process for Umeå 2014 is significant since it is an arena where different conceptions of 
the Sami meet and form the forthcoming representations. The concept presumes that the creation of 
images is a social representation of the world. According to this view, the world is given concrete mean-
ing through symbolic processes such as storytelling, classification and categorisation. These processes 
carry an element of power and domination, in the sense that it is conducted in an ongoing struggle for 
the right to “represent someone or something in a certain way”.14 
The process can be studied through various representations of Sami culture and identity as they emerge 
and evolve in the context of the planning and work for the Culture Year 2014. This might include iden-
tifying and analysing in various ways key people who are involved in the joint creation of meaning in 
terms of Sami culture and identity. For example, local politicians, project managers, representatives 
from the Sami organisations and tourism organisations, cultural producers, the public and the media. 
We know from previous research on media coverage of public/political-initiated efforts such as this that 
media reporting and monitoring play a critical role in the degree to which people perceive themselves 

10	 Ibid. Lehtola 2002.
11	 DO 2008; Lantto and Mörkenstam 2008.
12	 DO 2008.
13	 Jordbruksdepartementet 2004; Karlsson 2004; Rönnqvist 2008.
14	 Hall 1997: 259.



205 |

Inclusion through culture

as actively involved in how the intended project’s intentions are realised. We also know that newspapers, 
and especially local newspapers, have a key role in the coverage of these kinds of cultural activity.15 
A successful and responsible project has to be aware of what conceptions of the Sami, the Sami culture 
and identity characterises the various stages and activities in and around Umeå 2014. How are Sami 
culture and identity portrayed? Will the multicultural, complex and dynamic, or the simplified and 
stereotyped culture be given most space? What are Sami and non-Sami positions on the use of Sami 
culture in Umeå in 2014? Is it a Sami identity that is rewarded - which may give voice to Sami culture, 
or allow Umeå 2014 the identification of various categories of Sami? How do representations of Sami in 
the project and in the media affect Umeå municipality residents’ perceptions of the Sami?
The representations and beliefs about the Sami people as expressed in the context of the emergence of 
Umeå in 2014 does not occur in a vacuum but has a historical presence. Representations either chal-
lenge or reinforce existing beliefs about Sami culture and what it means to be a Sami and an indigenous 
people. Therefore, a comparative perspective is important. 

Previous research on major cultural events and festivals
There is research showing that more cultural events and festivals, where Umeå 2014 can be included, 
are important venues for expressing political opposition for minority groups in society.16 The Umeå 
2014 Sami representative Ellacarin Blind, suggested in a radio interview that this may be one reason 
for Sami involvement in Umeå in 2014:

“- This is a great success for us. We want to disseminate information about the Sami and reduce preju-
dices about them - and hope to bring issues such as land and land rights, says Ellacarin Blind, repre-
sentative of the Swedish Sami National Association of Umeå’s delegation”.17 
Meanwhile, the major cultural events also serve as venues to create a common cultural identity. Mont-
serrat Crispi, Vallbona and Greg Richards (2007) found in interviews with political leaders and cultural 
producers of major festivals in Catalonia that cultural identity, participation, integration, globalisa-
tion, localisation, and commercialisation were common targets for participants, even if the conceptual 
meanings differed between policy makers and cultural producers. The instructions to the cities that 
want to apply to become European Capital of Culture shows that the project highlights participation, 
integration and globalization, but, nevertheless, it is likely that the municipality of Umeå in addition 
also has location and commercial goals. An interesting question is whether these overall objectives af-
fect the Sami opportunities to assert their rights as a unique indigenous people.
An overwhelming majority of the studies that have evaluated the effects of major cultural events have 
primarily examined the economic impact for the localities or places that are organising events while it 
is relatively uncommon with studies of the social impact (Langen and Garcia 2009). One reason may be 
that it is difficult to evaluate the social impact when they are retrospectively studied. Umeå University 
has the ambition to scrutinise the ongoing process in order to gain better understanding of the mecha-
nisms and their effects.

Media representations of indigenous peoples
There is a vast amount of international research on the media representation of indigenous peoples, ethnic 
and cultural minorities and “races”.18 A recurring theme in these studies, which generally has had a criti-
cal approach, is that ethnic minorities are underrepresented, marginalised, stereotyped and presented in a 
less nuanced way in the media than the majority population.

15	 see eg. Langen and Garcia 2009.
16	 Crespi-Vallbona and Richards 2007; Fernandez 2006; Snowball and Webb 2008.
17	 Ullberg 2009.
18	 see, eg, Alia 1999; Arellano Álvarez 2007; Borker, et al 2001; Hall 1997; 

Cottle 2000; Pietikäinen 2003; Skogerbø 2003; Tufte 2003.
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Media power lies both in the sample, in which people, issues and events are given space and in their 
portrayals of people, places, events and situations in certain ways. Representation of indigenous peo-
ples in the media is important because the majority of the population defines what it means to be in-
digenous. Thus the media have the potential to influence attitudes towards the Sami as an indigenous 
people and, by extension, their ability to assert their rights.19 
Australian research shows that the press representations of Australian aboriginals have gone from being 
openly racist to contain significant elements of covert racism.20 By failing to challenge hidden racism 
or prejudiced assumptions about indigenous peoples, the media assists in the social classification of 
indigenous people as “The Other”, thereby contributing to their marginalisation.
In Scandinavia, research has primarily been centred on the mainstream media representation of non-
European immigrants, while studies of national minorities and indigenous peoples are largely absent. 
This is interesting, given that previous research has shown that there is a correlation between media 
coverage of ethnic minorities and a majority population’s attitude toward these groups21. These are 
among the few Nordic researchers to have studied Sami representation in the media. Their research 
shows that news media reporting about the Sami is polarised and patronising, which, according to Pi-
etikäinen, affects the Sami opportunities to pursue a politics of identity, and to assert their rights and 
status as an indigenous people.22

There are also some non-scientific studies that indicate that the media has had and has great impor-
tance for Sami status in Sweden. The Ministry of Agriculture survey “The Swedish public’s knowl-
edge about the Sami” from 2004 showed that the media was the Swedish public’s single most impor-
tant source of information about the Sami, followed by textbooks. Other surveys made of Swedish 
media coverage of the Sami suggest that the media has failed to give a fair picture of the Sami com-
munity. They conclude that the Sami are often described in a standard manner, as particularly exotic 
or aggressive types of carbon.23

19	 Roberts 2008; Scott 2006.
20	Meadows 2001; Roberts 2008; Scott 2006.
21	 See, eg, Pietikäinen 2003; Skogerbø 2003.
22	Pietikäinen 2003.
23	 Idivuoma 2009.; Karlsson 2004.
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Figure 3. Reindeer herding woman.
Photo: Torbjörn Jacobsson.

Conclusion
Assuming that the complex Sami society is fully taken into account, it can be argued that the Sami, in 
comparison with most indigenous peoples around the world, is in a relatively good situation. Several 
of the key points of vulnerability have been eliminated in the Sami language context. Health is another 
striking example. The Sami in Sweden have experienced a unique and positive health development 
over the years, which has taken them from very high mortality and low life expectancy rates to levels 
on a par with the normal Swedish population.24 Demographic vulnerability is not a current threat for 
the Sami, although we should remember that reindeer herding is one of the most risky occupations 
with major accident hazards and that there are worrying trends in high suicide rates among young rein-
deer herders. However, compared with other indigenous peoples, who often have a significantly higher 
mortality rate than majority communities, the Sami have succeeded very well. The same can be said 
to some extent regarding political influence. Since the early 1900s a relatively successful political mo-
bilisation has occurred in the Sami society. The Sami Parliaments in Norway, Sweden and Finland are 
unique in their context and the Sami indigenous people have been granted a certain political influence 
which other indigenous peoples often lack. Nevertheless, the Sami are still dependent on decisions by 
the State and the majority society on most issues.25

24	Hassler 2005.
25	 Johansson 2008.
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There is still vulnerability in Sami society. Reindeer herding, which is an important part of the Sami 
culture, is operating under difficult economic and legal conditions. The Sami languages are fighting 
for survival. We know that language and identity are closely linked. A stereotyped image of the Sami 
is still prevalent today and general ignorance has been due to inadequate teaching and to ignoring 
learning materials. This is an essential part of the Sami issue today. Traditional knowledge and values 
threaten to be lost in a shrinking cultural space, while Sami complexity and modernisation has meant 
that more and more lose their Sami identity. Officially there are 20 000 Sami in Sweden, but genealogi-
cal research shows that there are more of 60 000 people showing Sami kinship. Some of these have 
been encouraged by the Sami, whilst others have probably never been made aware of their Sami roots.26

Good dialogue and better forms of cooperation are needed to counteract Sami vulnerability. Teaching 
must take better account of the Sami and research must be given the means to develop solutions for 
the problems that currently exist. What is happening in Sweden is of great interest to other indigenous 
people and so this research owes some responsibility to the international community. The state must 
show a greater interest in the Sami and ensure that a difference is made. It is some 13 years since the 
Supreme Court investigated the ‘Tax Mountains’ case relating to reindeer grazing areas in the Jämt-
land district. We have now waited 20 years for a Swedish government to ratify ILO 169 - relating to 
the rights of indigenous peoples. Instead, we have seen a parade of government investigations, but no 
real change has been made. Nevertheless, we can close on a relatively positive note: there is a Sami 
dynamic, Sami culture is constantly finding new forms of expression and the Sami are gaining a grow-
ing influence in policy and research. We should also remember that the Sami are an essentially positive 
example internationally. 
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