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Ethnopolitical mobilisation in the North Calotte area

The Tornedalians in northern Sweden and the Kvens in northern Norway are 
two large Finnish speaking national minorities. The Tornedalians was part of the 
continuous Finnish culture stretching from southern Finland up to the northernmost 
part of the Gulf of Bothnia. They were integrated in the Swedish kingdom from the 
14th century but in 1809, at the time Sweden lost Finland to Russia, they were left on 
the Swedish side as a small and marginalised minority. In northern Norway a large 
immigration of Finnish speakers from Sweden and Finland took place in the 18th 
and 19th century. They were, according to Norwegian tradition, called Kvens and 
regarded as immigrants who, as time went on, received Norwegian citizenship. 

The Tornedalians and Kvens share a common Finnish cultural heritage within 
the transnational area of northernmost Scandinavia called the North Calotte.1 Both 
minorities were exposed to a harsh assimilation policy from the latter half of the 19th 
century within each nation state. During most of the 20th century they remained loyal 
to the majority culture of the state, but in the 1980s a strong political mobilisation and 
ethnic revitalisation took place, launching new political and cultural organisations. 
They now emphasized their Finnish cultural heritage and claimed aid from the state 
for the maintenance of their minority cultures. 

In the 1990s the political mobilisation was taken even further when part of the 
Tornedalians in Sweden, and the Kvens in Norway, claimed that they all belonged to 
a historically ancient Finnish speaking people called Kvens, who was mentioned in 
historical sources from the Viking Age. This new kind of transnational identity policy 
was deliberately directed against the Sámi people, who at that time received an official 
status as indigenous people in Norway, Sweden and Finland. Since the Sámi people 
claims land rights and political autonomy out of their history from immemorial 
time, both history and myth has come to be in focus for the Kven movement in their 
transnational political mobilisation, in order to proof their legitimacy as an ancient 
indigenous people. 

The aim of the article is to investigate how the power relation between the 
Tornedalian minority and the Swedish state changed from the 1930s to the 1990s, 
and how the expression of ethnic and national identification changed as part of the 

1 The North Calotte region was created in the late 1950s, as a specific northern dimension of the 
Northern Countries [Norden]. It comprised the counties of Norway, Sweden and Finland that 
were tangent to the Arctic Circle.
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political mobilisation of the minority. The method for investigating the changed 
power relations is to analyse the way Tornedalian claims on the state changed and the 
way new types of political organisation contributed to this. The use of history in the 
public is an important part of this. Expressions of ethnic and national identification 
in relation to political mobilisation will be investigated through the reading of 
some Tornedalian periodicals and journals during the period of investigation. Some 
comparison is done with the Kven movement in northern Norway.

Ethnicity as a base for political mobilisation

In September 2015 five minority organisations with a Finnish cultural heritage at 
the North Calotte announced that they wanted to organise under a common political 
organisation, using the Kven denomination as their ethnical marking of identity. They 
also announced that they were going to have a common flag, symbolically creating 
a homeland of the Kvens in northernmost Scandinavia in a similar way that Sápmi 
is for the Sámi people. The organisations in question are Norske Kveners Förbund, 
Svenska Tornedalingarnas Riksförbund-Tornionlaaksolaiset, Kvänlandsförbundet 
and the youth organisations for Kvens and Tornedalians.2 From the statement in the 
regional newspaper NSD in Norrbotten it is clear that the proposed organisation by 
their proponents are seen as a politically strategic umbrella for Finnish speaking 
minorities in Norway and Sweden, keeping the separate national associations intact 
but in the same time uniting them in a transnational superior organisation. It raises 
questions about the relation between ethnicity, politics and identity. 

Politics of ethnic groups are today not only linked to specific political claims, 
like the claim from Finnish speaking groups in northern Scandinavia to have equal 
rights to hunting as reindeer herding Sámi or to get the status of being regarded 
as an indigenous people. These kinds of politics are also very much a means of 
revitalising and reinventing the identity of the groups. It has changed the concept of 
ethnicity. In the same time as new kinds of group identities has been created beyond 
the hegemony of the state, ethnicity has also changed to be a political formula more 
than the locally determined identity of the group. The Kvens and Tornedalians has 
kept their traditional ethnic identity connected to their territory within the nation state 
in Norway and Sweden, but has in the same time extended a common transnational 

2 NSD September 2015.
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identity as North-Calotte Kvens based on vauge historical accounts and myths.3 
The historical narration has therefore come into focus not only for investigating 
what happened in the past, but also for claiming political rights in the present, as 
the transnational identity of the Sámi and the transnational Kven identity among 
Norwegian and Swedish minorities of Finnish cultural heritage demonstrate. 

In the postmodern phase of social relations ethnicity has become more and more 
a means of carrying on political demands in ethnic forms, often embedded in the 
political forms and rituals of the nation state and connected to transnational or global 
associations. This kind of policy has been regarded by Rogers Brubaker as “ethnicity 
without groups”. 4 Ethnicity has been politicised in a way and to an extent that was 
not possible to think about in the time when the imagined mono-cultural nation state 
dominated the political organisation of the world. In the same pace as the nation-
state has transferred political power to transnational organisations like EU or UN, it 
has met competition from ethnic groups concerning the creation and manifestation 
of identity. 

Ethnic groups and nations also have many similarities in common regarding the 
stages of social organisation needed for a mobilisation to take place. In both cases the 
rise of an educated middle class seems to be the prerequisite for political mobilisation, 
which is visible for the national mobilisation of Eastern Europe, Turkey as well as 
among Sámi and Finnish speaking minorities in the North Calotte area.5 The political 
mobilisation of ethnic groups are also very dependent on the minority policy of the 
Government of the nation-state, combined with the all-embracing attitude in society 
towards the minority in question.6 Therefore the trajectory of nationalism within each 
state is determinative for how ethnopolicy is set forth. The development of Swedish 
nationalism from the early 19th century has by Patrik Hall been described as a 

3 Thomas Wallerström, Vilka var först?: en nordskandinavisk konflikt som historisk-arkeologiskt 
dilemma. Riksantikvarieämbetet, Stockholm 2006; Lars Elenius, ”Kväner – en föränderlig 
identitet på Nordkalotten”. Historisk rätt och historiens sprängkraft. Ed. Inga Lundström. 
Riksantikvarieämbetet, Stockholm 2007, 89–110; Sara Hagström Yamamoto, I gränslandet 
mellan svenskt och samiskt. Identitetsdiskurser och förhistorien i Norrland från 1870-talet till 
2000-talet. Diss., Uppsala universitet, Uppsala 2010.

4 Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without groups. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass 2004; 
Christophe Jaffrelot, “Nationalism revisited”. Revisiting Nationalism. Theories and Processes. 
Eds. Alain Dieckhoff & Christophe Jaffrelot. Hurst & Company, London 2005, 44–48.

5 Miroslav Hroch, Social preconditions of National Revival in Europe. Cambridge Univ. Press, 
Cambridge 1985; Patrik Lantto, Tiden börjar på nytt. En analys av samernas etnopolitiska 
mobilisering i Sverige 1900–1950 (Kulturens frontlinjer 32).Umeå, Umeå universitet 2000; Lars 
Elenius, Både finsk och svensk: modernisering, nationalism och språkförändring i Tornedalen 
1850–1939, Diss., Umeå Univ., Umeå 2001; Yeşim Bayar, “The trajectory of nation-buildning 
through language policies”. Nations and nationalism, Vol 17, Part 1, January 2011 (Journal of 
the Association for the Study of Ethnicity and Nationalism). Wiley-Blackwell, 108–128.

6 Leo Driedger, Multi-ethnic Canada: identities and inequalities. Oxford University Press, Toronto 
1996.
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development from a self-image in the 17th century of a great power with connections 
to the Bible and antiquity, further a liberal phase when the nation was regarded as a 
mass of liberal anonymous individuals, thereafter a conservative phase from the late 
19th century when the state and the ethnic majority was put in the centre as the norm, 
and finally an integrative phase from the 1930s when the social-democrats formed 
it to an institutionalised nationalism were modern industrial society, working class 
and capital was merged together.7 Alf W Johansson has described the development of 
Swedish nationalism as a transformation from a historising, back looking self-image 
of an earlier warrior state up to the First World War. Thereafter it gradually changed 
to the self-image of a human and modern industrial state for equal citizens.8 

I would divide the periods of Swedish nationalism into five phases out of the 
governmental policy towards the minorities, in the earlier periods very much 
dominated by the church and later by the parliament and different authorities. The 
periods take its standpoints in the relation between minority and majority culture, 
and the possibility for the minorities to maintain and develop their cultures and 
languages. The periods are: (1) religious uniting of the nation with cultural freedom 
for minority cultures (ca 1200‒1550), (2) cultural freedom for minorities within 
the Lutheran church (1560‒1870), (3) conformist mono-cultural nationalism 
with a mainly assimilation policy towards minorities (1880‒1950-tal), (4) liberal 
nationalism out of specific rights of minorities in an international context (1950‒1990-
tal), (5) postmodern human rights nationalism out of a multi-cultural agenda (after 
the 1990s).9  The three latter phases coincide with the investigation in this article of 
ethnic mobilisation and revitalisation.

According to Albert Hirschman there are three different types of ethno-political 
strategies that minorities can lean on in relation to the state, namely loyalty, voice 
or exit. The strategy of loyalty is carried out by groups who find their conditions 
tolerable or even good within the existing power relations. When choosing the 
strategy of voice the group claims better conditions from the government or other 
superior powers. The most ultimate strategy is that of exit. It implies that the group 
is no more satisfied with its role within the state and either wants a high degree of 
autonomy, or to be part of another state, or to establish a state of its own, like in 
Catalonia, Scottland or among the Kurds. 10 These strategic attitudes are used in the 
article for analysing the policy and cultural revitalisation of ethnic groups. Following 

7 Patrik Hall, Den svenskaste historien: Nationalism i Sverige under sex sekler. Carlsson bokförlag, 
Stockholm 2000, passim.

8 Alf W. Johansson, ”Nationalism”. Flaggor: från fälttåg till folkfest. Ed. Leif Jonsson.  Läckö 
Institutet, Lidköping 1993, 19–31. 

9 For a more elaborated discussion about the periodiseringen, see Lars Elenius, Nationalstat och 
minoritetspolitik. Studentlitteratur, Lund 2006, 20–26.

10 Albert O. Hirschman, Exit, voice, and loyalty: responses to decline in firms, organizations, and 
states. Harvard Univ. Press, Cambridge, Mass 1970.
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the categorisation of loyalty, voice and exit the following periods are investigated 
concerning the ethno-political change of the Tornedalians:

I.  The early 1920s up to the late 1970s when the strategy was mainly loyalty.
II.  The 1980s up to present time when a radical voice was articulated
III.  The late 1990s up to present time when voice was accompanied by cultural 

exit.

History and myth

The use of historical narrations in public is no longer only about officially sanctioned 
texts in school books or scientific texts written by professional historians. With the 
internet technology individuals and interest groups of different kinds have created 
their own platforms for publishing historical narrations. Many of these interest 
groups do not produce history in the scientific sense that professional historians 
define it, but in the form of memory production for political or cultural reasons or 
for the creation and maintaining of identities.11 With the shift of focus in the use of 
history from history production to memory production, there has also been a shift of 
initiative from professional historians to amateur historians. This has signalled not 
only a change of positions within the field of history, but also an epistemological 
change: new kinds of groups create new kinds of memory places.12

Myths have a tremendous impact on our way of creating identity through common 
narrations. How come that a crown princess wedding attracts so much? Why do 
fiction sell so much better than history books? Why the enormous need for TV-soaps, 
films, novels and art?  If we look globally: why the massive longing for religion? 
Millions of people were close to the TV when the Princess of Sweden, Victoria, 
married her Daniel in June 2010. He was in a moment exalted from a gym teacher 
and fitness trainer to a representative of the cultural heritage of the nation. The 
whole arrangement made up a symbiotic combination of royalistic rituals, national 
mythologisation and mass-media dramaturgy. Also the security men contributed by 
ritually trotting alongside the horses and the open coach in costumes and black shoes. 
The TV-show was itself a contemporary public narrative, very soon transformed to a 
historical narrative and memory. 

11 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Kampen om fortiden: et essay om myter, identitet og politikk. 
Aschehoug, Oslo 1996, 100 ff.

12 Nora, Pierre, “Mellan minne och historia”. Nationens röst. Ed. Sverker Sörlin et.al. SNS förlag, 
Stockholm 2001, 365 ff.; J.V. Wertsch, Voices of Collective Remembering. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge 2002, 30 ff.
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There are many ways of defining myths, like the definitions below:13 

• Ontological totality in every-day life (Karen Armstrong)
• The use of structure to form a whole which offers a totality of narrations 

(Claude Lévi Strauss)
• Semiological system and ideology (Roland Barthes)
• The organised principle for a societies’ folklore, its mythicized memory 

(Hayden White)
• A combined cognitive map of the community’s history and situation with 

poetic metaphors of its sense of dignity and identity (Anthony D Smith)
• An intrigue in a narration that creates belonging by bringing together ideas 

about primordiality, sacredness och civilness (Bo Stråth)

Myths about the origin of a group or a nation are often connected to kin and family. The 
most obvious example is the Hole Family of Maria and Jesus as a child, reproduced 
in thousands of paintings. Many researchers on nations looks at the nation as such a 
mythological “extended family”.14 During the nationalistic phase of the nation-state 
in the 19th century this extended family was, however, more and more regarded as 
a mono-cultural family consisting of the majority group of the nation. In modernist 
theories the content of the modern nation is often regarded as ethnic neutral. It is like 
the national identity was mono-cultural in its capitalist, modern version.15 

This holy mono-cultural family of the nation has during the last decades been 
challenged by the imagination of transnational imagined political communities where 
the minority ethnic group is in the centre, not the nation. The notion of transnational, 
or transnationalism, is here referred to as sustained linkages and ongoing exchanges 
among non-state actors based across national borders, it may be business, regional 

13 For the definitions, see Karen Armstrong, Myternas historia. Månpocket, Stockholm 2006, 7–16; 
Claude Lévi Strauss, Det vilda tänkandet. Bonnier, Stockholm 1971, 32–37; Roland Barthes, 
Mythologies. New ed. Paladin, London 1973, 109 ff.; Hayden White, ”Catastroph, communal 
Memory and Mythci Discourse: The Use of Myth in the Reconstructing of Society”. Myth and 
memory in the construction of community: historical patterns in Europe and beyond. Bo Stråth 
(ed.) PIE Lang, Bruxelles 2000, 49–74; Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations. 
Blackwell Publishing, Oxford 1986, 24–25; Bo Stråth, “Poverty, Neutrality and Welfare: Three 
Key Concepts in the Modern Foundation Myth of Sweden”. Myth and memory in the construction 
of community: historical patterns in Europe and beyond. Bo Stråth (ed.) PIE Lang, Bruxelles 
2000, 375.

14 Donald L. Horowitz, Ethnic groups in conflict. University of California Press, Berkeley 1985, 
Chapter 2; Anthony D. Smith, National identity. Penguin, London 1991, 12.

15 Ernest Gellner, Nations and nationalism. Blackwell, Oxford 1983; Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
communities: reflections on the origin and spread of nationalism. Verso, London 1991; Eric J. 
Hobsbawm, Nations and nationalism since 1780: programme, myth, reality. 2. ed., Cambridge 
Univ. Press, Cambridge 1972.
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co-operation, NGO: s or individuals sharing the same interests.16 Sápmi is such 
an imagined transnational ethnic homeland for the Sámi people in four countries. 
Kvenland is another such imagined ethnic homeland for the Finnish speaking 
minorities in, especially, Sweden and Norway.17 In order to analyse the interplay 
between ethnic and national identifications it is necessary to analyse the performance 
of nationalism and ethnic revitalisation as two parallel phenomena, influencing each 
other. They are interlinked to each other and must be analysed as two varieties of 
identity.

In the public use of history the scientifically written history has been challenged 
by history as myth and history as memory. The “return of history” is not only 
about interpreting history out of old national borders, and the striving to awake 
national proudness regarding national identities of the past. It is also a return to a 
mythological narrative in the present.18 Academic history strives for narrations free 
from appraisement and an analytical interpretation of the past. It understands history 
out of the conditions of the time investigated, analysing chronological in forward 
direction. This genetic way of constructing history has its counterpart in genealogical 
history. Against the scientific bounded and fragmented accounts as an ideal, other 
forms of accounts are confronted with the narration as a uniting bridge.19 

Academic history is not that big creator of identity that it was in earlier days. 
Put against the academic historical writing, which in many ways has emptied itself 
on emotions, stands historical memories and myths as creators of identity.20 The 
genealogical way of constructing history could also be labelled identifying history. It 
is practiced by sub-groups that use history as a way of strengthening the identity of 
the group, a kind of modern tribes that is very much anchored in local contexts but in 
the same time connected to global context, putting the national level somewhere in 
between. They use the evaluation of every-day praxis for looking back towards the 
past. If they use written sources they do it in an un-systematic and biased way. History 
is for them a normative for our age, transforming history to every days need. They 

16 Steven Vertovec, Transnationalism. Routledge, London 2009, 3.
17 Lars Elenius, “Memory Politics and the Use of History: Ethnopolitical Creation of Identity Among 

Finnish-speaking Minorities at the North Calotte 1960–2000”. A European Memory? Contested 
Histories and Politics of Remembrance. Eds. Małgorzata Pakier & Bo Stråth.  Berghahn, New 
York 2010, 294–307.

18 Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Kampen om fortiden: et essay om myter, identitet og politikk. 
AschehougBorders,  Oslo 1996; Lars Elenius (Ed.), Nordiska gränser i historien. Linjer och rum, 
konstruktion och dekonstruktion. University Press of Eastern Finland, Joensuu 2014. 

19 Klas-Göran Karlsson, “The Holocaust as a Problem of Historical Culture. Theoretical and 
Analytical Cahallengesg.”. Echoes of the Holocaust: historical cultures in contemporary Europe. 
Eds. Klas-Göran Karlsson & Ulf Zander. Nordic Academic Press, Lund 2003, 9–57.

20 Pierre Nora, “General Introduction: Between Memory and History”. Realms of memory: 
rethinking the French past. Vol. 1, Conflicts and Divisions. Ed. Pierre Nora & Larence D. 
Kritzman. Columbia Univ. Press, New York 1996, 1–23; Nora 2001, 365–389.
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use the past in order to change the present and the future. The changed identifications 
of the Tornedalians from the 1930s to the 1990s is an example of how history and 
myth in a profoundly way can influence group identifications. 

The loyalty of the Tornedalians

In Tornedalen, during the conservative period of nationalism from the 1880s to the 
mid–1920s, the assimilation policy was mostly met with loyalty from the population. 
The language policy, aiming to do the Finnish minority bilingual, was not met with 
any opposition from the parents. They wanted their children to learn Swedish and had 
nothing to say about the pedagogy from the 1880s to use only the majority language 
in the instruction. For those of the young people who wanted further education 
after primary school, military education through a volunteer employment or adult 
education in the newly created folk high-schools was options. In Övertorneå Folk 
Highs-School most of the pupils were of Tornedalian descent. In 1916 the pupils 
of the school created the Tornedalen Pupils Association (TPA). In the same year 
the Periodical of Tornedalen Pupils Association (PTPA) was initiated by the rector. 
This kind of periodical, as other group-related periodicals, must be seen not only a 
mass-medium for transferring information. It also functions, symbolically, as a kind 
of collective memory for the creation of identity, especially when making visible 
connections between people and specific events. 

A recurrent event taking place in the school, and informed about in the periodical, 
was the Swedish Feast. The event is an example of how ethnic and national 
identifications can use the same form, but move between different contexts and cross 
the nation borders. The Swedish Feast was inspired from Finland were the Swedish 
speaking minority introduced such a Swedish Feast in 1908. It was initiated by the 
Swedish People’s Party, founded at that time. The purpose of the Feast was in Finland 
to mobilise the Finland Swedes for the maintenance of their ethnic identity within the 
Finnish nation state.21 The event was spread to Åland and other parts of the Swedish 
settlements in Finland, and also to Sweden. The initiator of the Tornedalen Folk 
High School and its first rector, Ludvig de Vylder, and his teaching wife, Elisabeth 
de Vylder, brought it from Scandia in the southeast part of Sweden to Tornedalen in 
the north. 

The Swedish Feast was invented in Finland by the Swedish minority to express 
their Swedish ethnicity. It was used in Sweden by the majority to manifest the 
Swedish nation state, and finally transformed to the Finnish speaking minority in 
Tornedalen for the dissemination of Swedish culture to an area of Finnish culture. It 

21 Åboländskt magasin IF-rapport. No 6, 1985, 34.
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seems to have been a typical feast for expressing Swedish identity among the pupils, 
but it was also a way of expressing modernity. 

The PTPA journal, that was initiated by the rector of Övertorneå Folk High-School, 
and the Swedish Feast are typical examples of loyalty in this period. Nationalism 
was very strong and concentrated on Swedish identity, and the Swedish assimilation 
policy was seen as necessary for carrying out modernity. 

After the first period of issuing 1916–1921 the Periodical of Tornedalen Pupils 
Association Periodical of Tornedalen Pupils Association (PTPA) was discontinued. 
When it was re-issued again in 1936 the chief editor of the paper had changed. The 
initiator was now the agronomist Uno Hannu, being himself a Finnish speaking man 
from Tornedalen. Hannu was commited to the Youth Agriculture Association (In Sw. 
Jordbrukare-Ungdomens Förening/JUF) that was established in 1917. Some of the 
initiators had in 1928 written a petition to the National Agency of Education for 
the partial use of Finnish in education in primary school. They were, thus, a radical 
falang for revitalisation of the Finnish language in Tornedalen. In these regards they 
represented Voice, but the periodical did, as before, express Loyalty. The Swedish 
Feast was, for example, announced and reported about in nearly every number from 
1937 to 1955.22 The national identification was, however, expressed not only by the 
Swedish feast. It appears that the Tornedalen Pupils Association had a badge with 
three golden crowns on a blue bottom, the so called little national coat of arms, a 
symbol of the Swedish nation, see Figure 1.

Figure 1: Two versions of badges of the Tornedalen Pupils Association

22 The Periodical of Tornedalen Pupils Association (PTPA) is available at Kungliga biblioteket in 
Stockholm under the Swedish title Medlemsblad för Tornedalens elevförbund.
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The badge was a clear expression of the belonging to the Swedish nation. In 
Figure 1 two versions are shown in PTPA, the old version to the left and the new 
one to the right. When the association wanted to change the initials on the badge, 
because of a re-organisation, they had to ask the National Herald Board to change 
it.23 The association signalled loyalty to the Swedish nation. During the years more 
and more advertisements for local shops were published in the periodical. It was 
advertisements for local book shops, hardware stores, hairdressers, clothes shops 
and other shops that symbolised the wealthy development of the Swedish welfare 
state under the growing hegemony of the Social-Democratic government. They also 
signalled a sense of ethnic neutrality that characterized the 1940s and 1950s. In the 
beginning of the century and in the 1930s and 1940s the periodical had manifested 
an avant-garde of young people from Tornedalen, who made their carriers in Swedish 
and in the same time saw them self as modernisers of a backward traditional society. 
By publishing class photos of themselves in the periodical they strengthened the 
sense of being pioneers of modernisation. It functioned as a uniting internal cement, 
but also as a collective manifestation towards the traditional society that they wanted 
to change. 

After the Second World War something happened with the spirit of the folk high-
school that had been so manifest in the periodical. It was like the increasing access 
to the Swedish society weakened the feeling of being chosen for the modernising 
project, and to manifest it in a periodical. From the early 1950s PTPA languished 
away and finally came to an end in 1955. 

It was like the new era of consumerism had made it redundant.

The loyalty of the Tornedalian middle class

In 1936 the Youth Agriculture Association took the initiative to launch the journal 
Tornedalen.24 Uno Hannu was the chief editor of the journal from 1936 to 1945, 
parallel to his editorship of the Periodical of Tornedalen Pupils Association (PTPA) 
1936–1955. In the first number of Tornedalen the editors described that the aim 
was to honour the memory of the pioneering men and women of Tornedalen who 
had fought against a harsh nature. They pointed out that these memories were not 
to be found on parchments turned yellow or in circled calligraphy, but in the soil 
of Tornedalen were every little patch, mound of stones, custom and saying would 
remain about their deeds and lives.25 

23 PTPA 1954, 3.
24 The journal is available at Kungliga biblioteket, Stockholm, under the Swedish title Tornedalen, 

Stockholm,
25 Tornedalen, No 1, 1936.
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Although Finnish was very much used as the local language in society, it was 
rarely used in the journal.  Sometimes it was used in the form of poems and says, 
but never in a narrative way of its own. There was also a transnational dimension 
of loyalty that sometimes became visible. One example is the description of the 
traditional celebration of Midsummer, which in Swedish Övertorneå traditionally 
was celebrated on the mountain of Aavasaksa at the Finnish side. 

During the late 19th century the Midsummer celebration in Övertorneå started 
to be celebrated on the mountain of Luppio, on the Swedish side, but in order not 
to compete with Aavsaksa the celebration was done one day later on the Swedish 
side.26 The dubble celebrations of Midsummer, one Finnish and one Swedish, was 
a reminder about the common heritage in one single nation before 1809, but also a 
manifestation of mutual northern heritage. The manifestation of national loyalty in 
Övertorneå by changing the place of celebration to the Swedish side, was in the same 
time reverentially adapted to the older custom on the Finnish side, thus, manifesting 
ethnic loyalty cross the national border.

The end of the 1950s marked a new era. One sign of this is the changed 
advertisements towards modernity in the journals, as described above. Another sign 
is that the Tornedalen Pupils Association was laid down and PTPA was discontinued 
in 1955. In the last number of the periodical the issue was discussed in the editorial. 
They told that the number of members in the association had decreased already during 
the Second World War. In that time the explanation had been that the communications 
were so bad during wartime, but ten years after the end of the war the situation had 
not changed. The editorial noted that both the committee of the association and the 
members had been passive for a long time. It was said that there was no longer any 
need for a pupil’s association at the Tornedalen Folk High School.27 It seem like the 
most important function of the association had been to keep different generations 
of pupils together in order to hold up the special spirit of the school.  Both the 
association and the journal had been a symbol of Swedish modernisation. After the 
Second World War Tornedalen was not issued before 1969 with one number and 
1981 with another number.28 

The Swedish language used in the school and the journal, and the list of pupils 
that had been published in every number, had been a manifestation of modernity. 
It had showed that these people wanted the region of Tornedalen integrated in the 
Swedish modernity project. It had been a manifestation of Swedish identification 
and an act of expressing loyalty to the nation. Now it was no longer needed. In 
the 1950s a young politician from Tornedalen, Ragnar Lassinantti, did a successful 
career and became member of the Swedish Riksdag for the Social Democratic Party. 

26 Fredrik Borelius et. al., Där forntiden lever: tornedalsstudier. Lindblad, Uppsala 1936.
27 PTPA 1955, 1–3.
28 Tornedalen No 16, 1969, and Tornedalen No 17, 1981. 
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His mother was born in the Finnish part of Tornedalen and his father in the Swedish 
part, both of them Finnish speakers. Lassinantti forced through that the prohibition 
to use Finnish in school was taken away, and also that the prohibition for the libraries 
of the Tornedalen Folk High School and the elementary schools to buy books in the 
Finnish language was taken away.29 In 1962 the first publication of a new Tornedalian 
periodic book series was launched, named Tornedalica.30 Lassinantti was a driving 
force also behind this series, but loyalty was expressed in this publication as before.

The radicalisation of Tornedalen in the 1980s

As mentioned, the last number of Tornedalen was issued in 1981 as a tribute to Uno 
Hannu, the former chief editor, who turned 80 that year. In the same year the Swedish 
Association of the Tornedalians (SAT) [Svenska Tornedalingars Riksförbund], 
with the Finnish extension Tornionlaaksolaiset, meaning “the Tornedalians” was 
launched. In the same time the first number of the association’s journal MET was 
issued. MET is the Finnish world for “We”. These two events, the launching of a new 
periodical and of a new association, definitely marked a new ethno-political period of 
the Tornedalians. The Finnish variety talked at the Swedish side of Tornedalen was 
now officially named “Meänkieli”, the Finnish word for “Our language”. The use of 
the Finnish words “Tornionlaaksolaiset”, “MET” and “Meänkieli” was deliberately 
chosen as part of a cultural revitalisation process, but also as an ethno-political 
manifestation. It signalled a paradigm shift were the ethnic identification turned from 
Swedish to the Finnish culture and thereby also signalled a new kind of national 
identification. National identification was now combined with ethnic mobilisation. It 
was a rite de passage from loyalty to voice.

The neo-liberal period of nationalism in Sweden from the 1980s onwards was 
characterised by a European multi-ethnic policy and a post-colonial deconstruction 
of nationalism, which Sweden adapted to. The manifestation of nationalism was 
in this period very vague without any patriotic rhetoric, except when it came to 
competition in sports, the Eurovision Song Contest or other similar kind of national 
competitions. The national identification was relativised in favour of acceptance for 
immigrant identifications and other minority identities and an official argumentation 
for multiculturalism. In the same time many minorities started to revitalise their 
culture and language.  Instead of an affirmation of Swedish nationalism a democratic 
humanism was put into the foreground. It was not any more allowed to recognise the 
Other as an inferior alien in order to confirm a Swedish national identity.31 

29 Elenius 2006.
30 Till William Snell, (Tornedalica No 1), Luleå 1962.
31 Johansson 1993, 19–31.
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With the membership in the European Union in 1995 Sweden felt new kind 
of obligations to recognise specific national minorities within the nation state, but 
the Commission for Minority Languages, appointed in 1995, did not suggest the 
Tornedalian minority language as a recognised national minority language? Instead 
they only suggested proper Finnish as the only Finnish variety in Sweden. After 
a public debate on the issue and after the Commission for National Minorities, 
appointed in 1997, had proposed the Tornedalians as a recognised national minority, 
also Meänkieli was officially recognised as a national minority language of Sweden.32 

A revitalisation of the culture of Tornedalen took place. For example a wave 
of novelists from Tornedalen was published in the 1970s. They were published in 
Swedish but Pohjanen published a novel in Meänkieli in 1985. Also the Tornedalen 
Theatre was founded in 1986, performing their plays in both Swedish and Meänkieli. 
The content of MET was very different from the previous journal Tornedalen. 
In Tornedalen almost all articles had been written in Swedish. In the first annual 
volumes of MET most of the articles were written in Meänkieli.33 The articles in 
Tornedalen had been written out of a traditional folklore perspective with very much 
of a conservative historical view. In MET there was a new left wing perspective with 
the aim of organising the Tornedalians in the new political association. 

The political demands were of a new kind, claiming cultural rights for the 
Tornedalians. All this challenged the idea of the national identity as something 
mono-cultural. It became possible to imagine the Swedish identity as containing 
Finnish ethnicity, and also to imagine a separate Torne Valley identity containing a 
Finnish culture not historically belonging to Finland, but to Sweden. The new kind of 
regional co-operation cross the nation borders in a European context opened up for a 
louder voice among the minorities.

The articulation of exit among Finnish minorities

At the beginning of the 1990s the official, national view on the minorities changed 
dramatically to a more particularistic way of interpreting the minorities from inside. 
This did not follow the old structure of a dichotomisation between the minority and 
the state. Instead, new kinds of intra-ethnic antagonisms occurred, as well as more 
overtly expressed internal conflicts within the minorities. One of the most confusing 
examples of such a conflict is that between the North Calotte Kven movement and 
the reindeer-herding Sámi. The dispute has its roots in legislation designating the 
Sámi as an indigenous people, especially ILO Convention 169 of the United Nations, 

32 YK 4781, Riksarkivet, Stockholm.
33 The journal is available at Kungliga biblioteket in Stockholm under the Swedish title MET from 

1981.
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which regulates the right to self-determination of indigenous people over the natural 
resources within their area of residence. 

Ethnically, the symbolic transnational role of Sámi was an essential part of the 
North Calotte identity that was stressed by political elite groups involved from the 
1950s and onwards. It can be seen in the narrations that tried to elaborate a North 
Calotte identity. Another example is that the Nordic Sámi Council was founded 
within the Nordic co-operation in the same year as the Nordic Council, thus from 
the very beginning.34 The Finnish speaking minorities were loyal to the role of Sámi 
within the North Calotte region, but when the Sámi people strengthened their position 
through transnational co-operation, by claiming stronger rights through ILO 169 
and through the establishment of national Sámi parliaments, the politics of Finnish 
speaking minorities at the North Calotte changed.

The ethnonym ‘Kven’ is the Norwegian word for the Finnish-speaking minority 
in northern Norway. It has at least three different meanings for different contexts: 
The first meaning originated with the Viking chief Ottar from Hålogaland in northern 
Norway. Ottar’s account of different tribes and peoples on the North Calotte was 
written down by the scribe of King Alfred in England in the late ninth century. 
It is the first account of ethnicity in northern Fenno-Scandinavia and the original 
meaning attributed to the ethnonym. Most scholars have identified the Kvens as an 
ancient Finnish-speaking tribe in the area of the Gulf of Bothnia, but the statement 
is disputed. The second meaning ascribed to ‘Kven’ is the Finnish-speaking minority 
in northern Norway, which was established by the migration of Torne Valley people 
from northern Sweden and Finns from northern Finland during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. In northern Norway they came to constitute a Finnish minority, 
called ‘Kvens’ by the Norwegians. The third meaning of the notion ‘Kven’ is the 
postmodern creation of a Finnishspeaking, North Calotte Kven identity that organise 
cross the boundaries of Sweden and Norway.

At a constituent meeting in Pajala, in Swedish Tornedalen, the Kvenland 
Association (Kvänlandsförbundet) was founded just three months after the Swedish 
government presented its report on ILO Convention 169 in April 1999. The 
association demanded recognition as an indigenous people in Sweden. After the 
initial meeting, the basis for mobilisation spread rapidly over the North Calotte.35 The 
aim was soon widened to embrace the entire North Calotte region and the Kvenland 
Association demanded recognition as an indigenous people for the region, as well 
as indigenous rights associated with that status. The claims were addressed to the 

34 Lars Elenius, “Symbolic Charisma and the Creation of Nations: The Case of the Sámi”. Studies 
in Ethnicity and Nationalism, no. 2 2010. Association for the Study of Ethnicity and Nationalism. 
Wiley InterScience-Blackwell, London, 467–482.

35 Lundmark, Lennart, Om kväner, birkarlar och ILO. (Unpublished P.M., written on behalf 
of the Government Investigation about Hunting and Fishing Rights [Swe. Jakt- och 
fiskerättsutredningen]) 2005.
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national government, but in the same time there was other international levels of right 
and justice that was in the background debate, showing that it was not the national 
government that was necessarily the final instance for decision, but also authorities 
like the European Court of Human Rights and UN. From the very beginning, the tone 
of the Kvenland Association was very aggressive towards the politically organised 
Sámi people, especially the reindeer-herding Sámi, which was met with historical 
as well as political arguments from non-professional and professional historians.36 
In 2005 the Kvenland Association received political support from the Swedish 
parliament when the Christian Democrat Party challenged the Sámi people’s position 
as the only indigenous people in northern Scandinavia.37 The shift to transnational 
organisations across national borders can be characterized as voice accompanied by 
exit. 

The Political Strategies of the North Calotte Kven Movement

One striking feature of the Kven movement is that Finnish speakers are now organised 
across the national borders of Sweden, Finland and Norway. Another feature is that 
the movement mobilises through Internet sites and web-based discussion forums. In 
this sense, the system of organisation breaks with the traditional pattern of political 
minority organisations. 

With regard to interpreting history, the strategy of the North Calotte Kven 
movement has followed two general paths, the purpose of both being to legitimate 
the claim of Finnish-speaking minorities to the status of an indigenous people. The 
first of these has been to argue, from historical accounts, that the Kven people had a 
long history related to the territory before the state established its power. The second 
approach has been to show genealogically that the present Finnish speakers are 
descendants of Sámi people and thus have been deprived of their indigenous rights.

The most striking example of the first argument is the account of the Viking 
chief Ottar from the ninth century. The North Calotte Kven movement refers to 
this historical written source in order to support its claim that the Kven people are 
descendants of the Finnish-speaking Kvens of that time. They also claim to have 
been residing all over the North Calotte before the states of Sweden and Norway 
were established in this part of the North Calotte region and assert that they thus 

36 Per Guttorm Kvenangen, “Fakta ryckta ur sitt sammanhang”. Samefolket  1999, No 9, 26–28; 
Lennart Lundmark, ”Kvänerna är ingen urbefolkning”. Samefolket 1999, No 10, 34; Per Guttorm 
Kvenangen, ”Kväner och rättigheter i Karesuando-området”, Samefolket  2002, No 5, 18–19; 
Teemu Ryymin, ”Histori, fortidsforestilling og kvensk identitetsbygging”. Fortidsforestillingar. 
Bruk og misbruk av nordnorsk historie. Rapport fra det 27. nordnorske historieseminar, Hamarøy 
september 2002. Eds. Einar Niemi & Bård A. Berg.  Tromsø universitet, Tromsö 2004a, 133–151.

37 Elenius 2007, 89–110.
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have indigenous rights. The creation of memory is deliberately chosen to fit the 
political agenda, which is the legal framework of the UN declarations on the rights 
of indigenous peoples.

An example of the second argument is the reasoning used by the association 
Suonttavaara Lappby (Suonttavaara Lap Village, in Swedish) in northernmost 
Sweden and Finland. Its members deliberately employ the old ethnonym ‘Lap’ (lapp 
in Swedish, lappalainen in Finnish) to infer that the word ‘Sámi’ as it is currently 
used is a more recent construction by ethno-politically organised Sámi people. The 
association claims that its members are descendants of the real Sámi people, the Laps, 
and therefore should be recognised as an indigenous people. In their argumentation, 
they point to the fact that they have Sámi ancestors but have lost their indigenous 
rights because their forebears left the reindeer-herding profes- sion to become 
farmers. Unless it stresses the ethnonym lapp, the association can be placed under the 
umbrella of the North Calotte Kven movement. The Swedish Suonttavaara Lappby 
association has a ‘mirror organisation’ on the Finnish side. Many of the members are 
also parallel members of the nation-crossing Kvenland Association.

The common denominator for what is referred to here as the North Calotte Kven 
movement is that its evidence draws on the kind of obscurity about ethnicity that 
is apparent in even the oldest historical sources. History is used to prove certain 
roots and the long continuity of residence within a specific territory. However, the 
historical method used by the movement is unprofessional.38 Arguments are also 
frequently levelled by the North Calotte Kven movement against the attempts of 
the Scandinavian states to legitimate historically the Sámi as the only indigenous 
people on the North Calotte.39 The pan-Kven movement is not homogeneous, but it 
can be said that it argues for its demands within the framework of the post-colonial 
redistribution of rights, which indigenous peoples have attained after the Second 
World War. The dialogue about indigenous rights is therefore held, not within the 
limited power sphere of the nation state, but within the extended international and 
global domain of EU and UN politics.

Conclusions 

In combination with the general modernisation of society a bilingual Tornedalian 
middle class was formed in the late 1920s. They leaned between the vernacular 
Finnish culture, associated with the traditional local society, and the Swedish culture, 
associated with progress, modernity and nationalism. One of the new generation of 
educated young people was Uno Hannu, who in the 1930s was the editor and driving 

38 Wallerström 2006, passim.
39 Ryymin 2004a, 142–149.



17Ethnopolitical mobilisation in the North Calotte area

force behind the school magazine Periodical of Tornedalen Pupils Association 
(PTPA), and also the initiator and editor of the journal Tornedalen. 

Through PTPA the pupils of the Övertorneå Folk High-School manifested their 
Swedish national identity by writing in Swedish and celebrating the Swedish nation 
in different symbolic ways. In the same time the increasing amount of advertisements 
in the periodical was a sign of modernisation, which was also significant of the 
Swedish nationalism of that time. The journal Tornedalen had the broader region of 
Tornedalen as its target area. In the same way as in PTPA the local Finnish cultural 
heritage was historicised as something belonging to the past, not to the future. The 
editor and the writers played reverences to the frontiers that had brought up the 
territory from wilderness to agriculture, and also to the church men and teachers who 
had fought for the Christian faith, education and good manner. 

In the late 1950s the Swedish nation was regarded as ethnic neutral. The 
assimilative language policy was no longer needed and changed in a liberal way. The 
education system had fostered a Swedish speaking middle class out of the Finnish 
speakers in Tornedalen. They manifested their love to Tornedalen as their native 
home, but not in their vernacular language, only in Swedish. National loyalty was 
expressed by using Swedish in public contexts. Neither the PTPA, nor Tornedalen 
was needed any more for the expression of identity, and they both discontinued.

Since Hannu was the editor of both the PTPA and Tornedalen the parallel 
discontinuation of the two publication in the 1950s, however, seems to be connected 
very much to his person and career, not only to the changing minority policy and 
growing welfare society. The periodic book series Tornedalica was in 1962 launched 
by Ragnar Lassinantti, who made a career as a Tornedalian politican. It was more 
based on research than the journal Tornedalen but still expressed loyalty in the same 
way as before.

The last number of Tornedalen was issued in 1981, in the same year as the new 
journal MET was launched, rising like a phoenix from the Ashes together with 
the launching of the Swedish Association of the Tornedalians (SAT) [Svenska 
Tornedalingars Riksförbund] with the extension Tornionlaaksolaiset, meaning 
“the Tornedalians”. The deliberate us of the Finnish language in the name of the 
journal and the new political association signalled a change from loyalty to voice. 
In the new public approach the Tornedalians were, more than before, represented 
as a homogenous, repressed group under the pressure of the state. The ethnic 
identification turned from Swedish to Finnish culture and thereby also signalled a 
new kind of national identification: Finnish culture within the political heritage of 
Sweden. From the 1990s the status of minorities strengthened within the framework 
of the European Council and EU, and the Tornedalians received in 1999 the status of 
a national minority with Meänkieli as their minority language. The policy of voice 
was, thus, very much dependent on the changed role of Sweden within Europe.
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The changed power relation between Finnish speaking minorities and the states in 
northern Scandinavia are concomitant with the changed interethnic power relations 
between the Finnish speaking minorities and the Sámi people. In the 1990s, parallel 
to the expression of voice, a new dimension of exit took place among the Finnish 
speaking minorities in Sweden and Norway. As a reaction to the national and global 
strengthening of Sámi rights, a group of Finnish speakers in the two countries formed 
a new transnational association in the late 1990s. The Kvenland Association [Sw. 
Kvänlandsförbundet] was formed by people who claimed that they had historical 
roots in the Viking Age and therefore should be recognised as an indigenous people. 
They claimed the same rights to land and water as the reindeer-herding Sámi. Like 
the Sámi they also used historical arguments and myths for claiming their connection 
to a large transnational territory, Kvenland, and established a common flag for that 
imagined territory, like a nation state. Kvenland is in these regards, created as a place 
of memory for the Finnish speakers at the North Calotte, merging history and myth 
together. 

The history of minorities had previously been strictly recognised within the 
borders of each nation state, but now it changed to a transnational narration of a 
northerly Finnish identity cross the nation borders. It has, however, been difficult to 
stress moments in the national history when the national minority of Tornedalians in 
Sweden and Kvens in Norway made a history of their own. One of the ways for the 
North Calotte Kven movement to separate themselves from the history of the present 
state has been to claim kinship with the Kvens mentioned in the ninth century by 
the Viking chief Ottar, but also by arguing that they are the true descendants of the 
Laps. In that context they deliberately have used the ethnonym “Lap” for themselves, 
which is an old and often pejorative name for the Sámi.

The claim made by the Kvenland Association raises the notion of progress. During 
the era of industrialisation and modernisation, the Sámi way of life was regarded as 
the opposite to progress. Today it appears that this ethnic pyramid model has been 
turned upside down, and that historical progress has been reversed. In the case of 
the Kvenland Association, the industrial workers are striving to be recognised as 
indigenous people, not the other way around. 

The investigation of the Tornedalian periodicals shows that they during the period 
of voice worked as symbols and collective bodies for the expression of ethnicity, 
national identity and modernity, forged together into an entity which bound the ethnic 
periphery of Tornedalen to the ethnic core of the nation, which was based on Swedish 
language and culture. With the increasing threat against the culture and minority 
languages of the Tornedalians and Kvens new kind of political organisations were 
launched, turning loyalty into voice. With the more and more militant claims from 
the Sámi, new kinds of political organisations were launched, turning voice to exit. It 
seems, however, like the ethno-political mobilisation not only has to do with claims 
for the rights to land and water, but also with a sense of lost language and identity and 
with changed inter-ethnic relations in the local society.


