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Whose settler colonial state? Arctic Railway, state
transformation and settler self-indigenization in
Northern Finland
Laura Junka-Aikio

Department of Cultural Sciences, University Museum, UiT The Arctic University of Norway, Tromsø, Norway

ABSTRACT
Settler colonial theory has effectively highlighted the continuity of
colonial structures, but less attention has been paid on how also
the settler state has transformed over time, and how such changes
have affected the manifold relationships between the state, the
settlers and the natives. This article addresses trajectories of settler
colonial change in Finland, building on theories of state spatial
transformation and taking the recurring plans to build a Railway
across the Sámi homeland as its point of departure. The article
suggests that central to the change is the destabilization of the
relationship between the state and Northern Finland’s older,
‘endogenous’ settler communities. This has facilitated a popular
turn to settler self-Indigenization, whereby settlers make new
claims to being ‘Indigenous’, usually building on records of a
distant (possibly) Indigenous ancestor. Since self-Indigenization
directly challenges Indigenous self-determination, it articulates a
new form of elimination of the native. The task for critical
scholarship is not only to situate, contextualize and challenge such
identity claims, but also to question the logic that continues to set
especially older settler communities in opposition to Indigenous
rights and self-determination, in the context of extractive and
neoliberal development that ultimately may undermine both.
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Introduction

Today, there is growing agreement that also the Nordic states and societies may be con-
sidered as settler colonial in their relationship to the Indigenous Sámi people and their ter-
ritories.1 The turn is important, because instead of limiting inquiry to the colonial past, the
settler colonial analytic brings attention to the colonial present and to the contemporaneity
of the structures, practices and policies through which the Nordic states and societies
actively continue to assimilate, erode or eliminate the Sámi today. What remains less
explored, however, are the many ways in which the Nordic states have also transformed
over time, for instance in terms of their economic and political rationalities, governmental
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techniques and considerations of state space, and how such changes affect the articulation of
settler colonialism and the manifold relationships between the state, settlers and the Sámi.

This article’s aim is to interrogate such trajectories of settler colonial change in
Finland, building on theories of state spatial transformation and using the Arctic
Railway plan as its point of departure. The Arctic Railway is a recurring railroad plan
which, if ever built, would pass from Rovaniemi in Northern Finland to the coast of
the Arctic Ocean, cutting through the Sámi homeland region, Sápmi. The railway has
been proposed and planned variously since the late nineteenth Century, and in the
2010s, the project was once again reinvigorated following its inclusion in Finland’s
Arctic Strategy. According to the strategy, it would help Finland to seize the opportunity
to become an important logistical nodal point in the context of a rapidly changing Arctic
region. However, the Sámi have strongly objected, claiming that its construction would
exacerbate extractive and colonial pressure on Sámi lands and culture, and even put an
end to Sámi reindeer herding in the Eastern part of Sápmi. Over the past years, the plan
has again been formally buried as unviable.

Attention to the Arctic Railway project brings forth not only the contemporaneity of
Finnish colonialism, but also significant changes in the state’s character and in the
relationships between the state, the Sámi and the settlers. One aspect of the change, I
argue, is the destabilization of the relationship between the state and Northern Fin-
land’s older settler communities, whose previous value as settlers can no longer be
taken for granted. Together with the rise of Indigenous rights, this has contributed
to a growing insecurity of settler identities and facilitated a popular turn to settler
self-Indigenization whereby Northern Finland’s ethnic Finns - individuals and
groups that belong to communities that are rooted in the history of Finnish settlement
- make new claims to being ‘Indigenous’, often building on archival records of a distant
(possibly) Sámi ancestor, yet without connection to an existing Sámi community or
kin.2 In Finland, settler self-Indigenization has taken the shape of well-organized popu-
list social movements, which channel local settler anxieties and desires while challen-
ging and obstructing the development of Indigenous rights and self-determination.
As such, settler self-Indigenization not only articulates a new form of settler colonial
elimination, but also prevents more fruitful forms of interaction between Sámi and
Northern Finland’s ‘older settler communities.

I begin by discussing the study’s theoretical premises, followed by a short inquiry to
the Arctic Railway plan and its links with contemporary colonialism. In the second
part, the focus is on the changing relationships between the Finnish state, the Sámi
and the settlers. In addition to existing research, the study builds on ‘ethnographic
fragments’,3 or on a patchwork of qualitatively diverse materials and sources that are
necessary to approach settler colonial change across various levels and sites of analysis,
including the transnational, national, regional and local. Such materials include
Finnish government reports and strategy documents; statements and open letters by
the Sámi Parliament and Sámi organizations; media texts and interviews; promotional
materials, including websites, videos and advertisement, as well as excerpts from film
and the social media. These materials are brought together to pursue and analyse the
complex interconnections between the Arctic Railway project, settler colonial change
and settler self-Indigenization.
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Settlers and settler colonialism in Finland

Sápmi, the homeland of the Sámi, extends across the Northern parts of Scandinavia and
the Kola Peninsula, covering an area that is now divided by Norway, Sweden, Finland
and Russia. Although the borders do not define the Sámi as a people, they complicate
analysis of Nordic colonialism, as in each state, the history of settlement and state policies
towards the Sámi have followed different pathways.4

Finland as a state did not exist until 1917. Before independence, Finland was an auton-
omous part of the Russian Empire (1809–1917), and prior to that, it belonged to the
Kingdom of Sweden. The history of Finnish settlement (uudisasutus in Finnish),
however, exceeds the nation state: it has taken place over centuries and in several cycles,
each with its own economic and governmental rationalities, and involving Sámi withdrawal
(northwards), dispossession (as a result of settlement expansion and legislation) as well as
assimilation (from nomadic to agrarian livelihoods and Finnish culture and community).5

Having said that, Finnish settlement has not always been considered in the state’s best
interest. Under the Swedish Crown and until the late seventeenth Century, Finnish agrar-
ian settlement in Sápmi was hindered by lapinraja or ‘Lapland border’, a fiscal and
administrative boundary which differentiated between Sámi (or ‘Lapp’) and peasant
forms of land use. North of the border, the nomadic livelihoods of the Sámi were con-
sidered more viable (and thus, taxable), and settlement was formally not allowed nor
encouraged.6 However, by the late 1600s, state’s interests in the region begun to
change and agrarian settlement were increasingly promoted. In addition to the influx
of Finnish settlers across the Lapland border and Sámi withdrawal, this resulted locally
in Sámi assimilation, as over time, many adapted to the culture and livelihoods of the
Finnish peasants and became part of the settler society themselves.7

In the mid-nineteenth century, timber became increasingly valued, and thus securing
land under state ownership became a central policy objective in Northern Finland. Settle-
ment was still encouraged, but settlement was also considered a risk to the state’s interest in
forestry. Therefore, both settler and Sámi access to land had to be limited and carefully
governed through elaborate policies and legislation that sought to promote settlement
while minimizing settler entitlement to land and timber.8 This has contributed to the
fact that today, a staggering ninety percent of land in the Sámi homeland region in
Finland is considered by the state as ‘state land’ (valtion maa), which is under the steward-
ship of Metsähallitus, a state-run Forest and Park Service that was established for the
purpose in 1859.9 The Sámi homeland region itself is now limited to the four northernmost
municipalities of the Lapland province.10 Although Finns are a majority also there, it is the
region where legislation relating to Sämi cultural autonomy, established in 1996, applies.

Given this history, Sámi political scientist Rauna Kuokkanen has recently argued that
the Finnish state is fundamentally settler colonial in its relationship to the Sámi.11 She
highlights that settler colonialism in Finland is in many ways unique, not least because
instead of arriving from the overseas, settlers originally came to the Sámi region from
the southern parts of the contemporary state, and because historically, Sámi rights and
ownership to land were formally recognized.12 However, since the seventeenth
Century and particularly from the nineteenth Century onwards, Finnish settlement
activity expanded significantly, driven by growing interest in the region’s natural
resources and encouraged by active state policies and legislation. In practice, the result
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has been the same as in other settler colonies: fragmentation of Indigenous lands, eradi-
cation of Indigenous traditional systems of governance and gradual (and in some parts
complete) assimilation to the majority society.13

From an analytical point of view, all Finns may thus today be considered as settlers in
their relationship to the Sámi, insofar as the settler colonial analytic refers to the structures,
laws, policies and practices through which the contemporary Finnish state continues to
secure its hold of, and exploit, the lands and natural resources that used to sustain Sámi
peoples and cultures. Without excluding such broader meaning, here I use the word
mainly for those families and communities whose roots in the region go back to earlier
phases of settlement, i.e. to the period up until the early twentieth century when the pro-
motion of agrarian settlement above the historical Lapland border was part of active state
policy.14 These older settler communities have historically relied on, and competed for the
same lands, natural resources and livelihoods as the Sámi. Although the ethos and culture
of land and natural resource use between them and the Sámi might differ in some signifi-
cant ways,15 over centuries also their identities, cultural histories and livelihoods have come
to depend on a strong relationship to the land, place and the environment.

Settler colonialism as a paradigm of change

The relations between the settlers, the state and the natives are foundational for the settler
colonial analytic. Patrick Wolfe originally argued that settler colonialism differs from tra-
ditional or plantation colonialism especially in terms of its relationship to the native
population.16 For instance, in India, the colonial administration’s main objective was
to exploit India’s natural resources for the benefit of a motherland in faraway Europe.
In this equation, natives were vital, as workforce, and as middlemen serving the regional
colonial government. Settler colonialism, by contrast, is focused on the land itself, and
thus the native appears more as a barrier than a resource. In addition to their resistance
against land dispossession, their mere existence delegitimizes settler attempts to imagine
themselves as the rightful owners of terra nullius, the new land. This locks settlers in a
continuous, structural need to ‘eliminate’ the native as a people, through various prac-
tices. For example, in the early stages of the colonization of North America when settle-
ment focused on territorial conquest, the logic of elimination was implemented literally
through the physical extermination of the native peoples and their societies. By the time
the settlers had taken over the entire continent, forced assimilation through the struc-
tures and policies of the settler colonial state became the key instrument.17

Wolfe’s theory, and the broader field of settler colonial studies that it informs, brings
attention to the contemporaneity of colonial relations and practices as well as to the pol-
itical problematic of Indigenous struggles, on which postcolonial theory has had remark-
ably less to say. But, its growing influence has also exposed the theory to Indigenous and
non-Indigenous critique. For instance, several scholars have raised concerns around the
ongoing canonization of settler colonial studies around a few white, predominantly male
settler scholars, at the cost of Indigenous studies and the rich tradition of native, black
and feminist criticism that also informs it.18 Moreover, critics have pointed out that
the search for ‘elimination’ is prone to becoming an end in itself, a self-fulfilling exercise
which is reproduced invariably across different locations. Such research agenda leaves
little space for exploring other processes and forms of agency, native resistance, or
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potential for positive change. Hence, critics argue that unless scholars actively challenge
the sense of structural inevitability and engage also Indigenous agency, the main effect of
settler colonial theory could be to reify and reaffirm, rather than undo, settler colonial
dominance.19 Engagement with the theory’s transformative potential and refusal to
portray settler colonialism as ‘unchanging’ is particularly important when the scholars
themselves (such as myself) are non-Indigenous.20

In light of this, it seems pertinent to ask, what kind of broader social and political ana-
lyses and interventions does the framework of settler colonialism enable? How can settler
colonial studies move away from merely ‘exposing’ settler colonialism, toward its
complex understanding, and even to challenging it, for instance by amplifying its frac-
tures and internal inconsistencies? In this regard, Nancy Shoemaker’s critique of
settler colonial studies appears particularly instructive.21 She argues that the stark differ-
ence between traditional and settler colonialism that some of its proponents propose is
actually a sliding one, as colonialism can also take many other forms, which may
follow one another, or exist side-by-side. Subsequently, she lists eleven other possible cat-
egories, of which extractive colonialism might be most relevant for the Nordic countries.
According to Shoemaker, extractive colonialism takes interest only in the raw materials
found in a particular locale. Extractive colonizers might push away Indigenous inhabi-
tants to secure access to the resources, but more typically they depend on the native
for ‘diplomatic mediation, environmental knowledge, and labour’.22 Extractive colonial-
ism doesn’t presume permanent occupation, but settlement often follows. Hence, long-
term extractive colonialism can lead to the formation of settlements and thus, of settler
colonial relations and regimes.

Another category with direct relevance to this study is transport colonialism, which
operates through the establishment and administration of international transport corri-
dors and logistical nodal points. Like extractive colonialism, transport colonialism does
not necessitate permanent settlement, but by creating new economic, political and cul-
tural contact zones, it facilitates cultural assimilation, or gradual ‘elimination’ of native
cultures and livelihoods. ‘The many varieties of colonialism and their points of intersec-
tion’, Shoemaker concludes, ‘suggest that historians could elaborate on the trend started
by settler colonial studies and more precisely investigate colonialization processes as
multifaceted affairs that affected colonizers, the colonized, landholding, labour, and
migration in myriad ways’.23

Railways have been particularly central for colonial and imperial expansion. As such,
they can provide a valuable starting point for the study of colonialism in its historically
different manifestations. In Africa and India, railways were needed to secure control and
to extract the colonies’ natural resources for export. In North America, railways became
central engines of settler colonialism. Deborah Cowen, who studies the Canadian Pacific
Railroad (CPS) to ‘follow the infrastructures of empire’, and to trace the ‘making of settler
colonial space’, as well as its ‘afterlives and refusals’,24 shows how the railway, completed
under British rule in 1881, enabled settler colonial occupation and native dispossession in
myriad ways. Its construction necessitated import of workforce which later became set-
tlers, and over time, led to the establishment of railway towns, promotion of settler agri-
culture, and large-scale buffalo hunting. Although the CPS therefore could be regarded as
thoroughly ‘settler colonial’, Cowen highlights that settler or Canadian interests were not
the driving force behind its construction. Instead, the project was driven by military and
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merchant elites in faraway Britain, who in the mid-nineteenth century worried about the
growing rivalry between the British Empire and the United States over global domi-
nance.25 Exploring the Railroad merely as an instrument of settler colonialism would
thus neglect multiple other frameworks that are also relevant to understanding its mean-
ings, functions and impact, such as British imperialism, international geopolitics and the
history of global trade.

Building on these insights, I will next turn to the Arctic Railway project, to follow and
trace processes in Finland that can be considered as settler colonial, but not to the exclu-
sion of other available frameworks. The primary objective is to explore how settler colo-
nialism has evolved along with changes in the international environment and the
character of the state, and how such changes affect the ways in which the colonial
relations and practices are articulated in the present.

The Arctic Railway project

In March 2018, Finland’s Ministry of Transport and Communications announced that it
was taking steps to build a new ‘Arctic Railway’ across Northern Finland. Together with
the Norwegian transport authorities, they had assessed five routing options and selected
the route from Rovaniemi to the Norwegian port town Kirkenes for further examination.
In its press release, the Ministry described the Arctic Railway as an important European
project that ‘would create a closer link between the northern, Arctic Europe and conti-
nental Europe’ and ‘improve the conditions for many industries in northern areas’.26

According to Minister Anne Berner, the new connection could be in use as early as in
2030 (Figure 1).27

The idea is not new as such: a railway that would connect mainland Finland with the
Arctic Ocean has been explored variously since the late nineteenth century. The early
plans were made collaboratively by Russians and Finns, then Germans, and driven by
regional mineral discoveries and military considerations.28 In 1917, Finland declared
independence from Russia, and three years later, Russia ceded to Finland the coastal
Pechenga region which was the homeland of the Skolt Sámi people. In the new
context, the Railway came to symbolize the rise of the Finnish nation. Its passionate
advocates argued that a railroad to the Arctic coast would help the nation-state
harness the Northern regions’ boundless natural riches for the benefit of its own
people, consolidate Finland’s grip of the coastal area amid competing state interest,
and facilitate its settlement with ‘decent and right kind of settlers’, i.e. Finnish agricultur-
alists.29 In the 1930s, the discovery of large nickel deposits in Pechenga renewed interest
in the project,30 and in the 1940s, it was again the German troops’ turn to briefly explore
it.31 No construction was ever undertaken, however, as in each case, further studies
exposed the project as too economically unviable and far too laborious.32 At the end
of the Second World War, Finland lost Pechenga to the Soviet Union. As the region
became an arena for the Cold War, the project was put to rest for decades.

By the first decade of the 2000s, the situation had again changed. The ‘iron curtain’ no
longer dictated the region’s development. Moreover, as a result of global warming, the
Arctic region’s vast natural resources are becoming more exposed for exploitation, and
new shipping routes, such as the Northeast Passage between Europe and Asia, are
expected to open up. That is why each Nordic state has begun to issue and regularly
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update its own Arctic strategy, which lists their goals, interests and visions for the region.
Finland’s first Strategy for the Arctic region, issued in 2010 and updated in 2013 and 2016,
imagined Northern Finland as a central transport corridor and logistical hub that could
cater to the Arctic region’s growing transport needs and serve as a bridge between main-
land Europe, the Arctic and Asia.33 The Arctic Railway project participates in this vision.
It was brought up most prominently in the strategy update from 2013, which framed it
mainly in relation to the Barents region’s oil, natural gas and mining industries.34 As such
it articulates both extractive and transport colonialism as described by Shoemaker: its
stated aim is to facilitate natural resource extraction in Northern Finland and the
Arctic at large, to connect the Arctic with mainland Europe, and to serve the needs of
global logistics and trade with China as the new key player.

In addition, the city of Rovaniemi, several northern municipalities, and the Regional
Council of Lapland Province, have actively promoted the project. Together with the
EU, they have since 2009 funded a lobbying firm The Arctic Corridor, which has as
its sole aim to push for a railroad along the Rovaniemi-Kirkenes line. The initiative’s
main target audience is international industry and investors. According to its
website www.arcticcorridor.fi (in English only; supplementary material can be down-
loaded also in Chinese), the railway would facilitate Arctic oil, gas and mining indus-
tries, and together with the northern sea route, provide a new, shorter transport
connection between Europe and Asia. The main argument is that the global logistical
network is almost complete, with just one piece missing: the space between Rovaniemi

Figure 1. The railway routing from Rovaniemi to Kirkenes, as proposed by the Finnish Ministry of
Transport and Communication in 2018. Copyright: Tero Juuti.

POSTCOLONIAL STUDIES 7

http://www.arcticcorridor.fi


and Kirkenes. What is not mentioned, is that the space doubles as the homeland of the
Indigenous Sámi.

A colonial railway

When the Ministry announced the Arctic Railway plan in 2018, the Sámi Parliament of
Finland was among the first to object. Established in 1996, it is the supreme political body
which represents the Sámi in Finland, and implements Sámi cultural autonomy. Its
powers are limited, as the definition of cultural autonomy is narrow, and excludes
Sámi land rights.35 However, since the Act on Sámi Parliament, which regulates cultural
autonomy, recognizes traditional nature-based Sámi livelihoods as the key pillars of Sámi
culture, authorities are legally obliged to negotiate with the Sámi Parliament in measures
which may cause significant harm to such livelihoods within the Sámi homeland region.
In addition to the Act on Sámi Parliament and Finland’s Constitution, the state’s duty to
negotiate is grounded in provisions of international law and in established principles of
Indigenous and human rights.

The first reason for objection was that when choosing the railway routing, the Ministry
had failed to hear the Sámi Parliament in ways required by the law. The Ministry claimed
that a formal meeting with the Sámi Parliament had been held in January 2018,36 but
according to Tiina Sanila-Aikio, at the time the president of the Sámi Parliament, this
was not true. Though a meeting had taken place, the routing was not discussed, and
the impression given to the Sámi representatives was that the project would not be
carried out.37 Later, she disclosed that the Sámi Parliament had originally learned
about the plan by reading from the newspaper.38

The second cause was the chosen routing. The Ministry had examined five optional
routings (Figure 2), yet from the perspective of the Sámi, the route from Rovaniemi to
Kirkenes was the worst of all. It would pass through the heartlands of three distinct
Sámi groups, the North Sámi, the Anár Sámi and the Skolt Sámi, and, by cutting
through up to six Sámi reindeer herding districts, maximize damage to reindeer husban-
dry which depends on large, unbroken pastures. Already under severe pressure from
competing land use, a project of this scale would seriously threaten the livelihood’s
future.39

Also, worries about the railway’s indirect consequences were raised. For instance, the
Sámi Parliament’s Youth Council argued that the construction of a costly railway would
increase incentives to open the region’s natural resources for extractive exploitation, par-
ticularly mining and the forest industry. Instead of promoting economic activities and
jobs that are ‘ultimately unsustainable’, they urged the state to respect and nurture the
jobs and businesses that already exist in the area, and to give the traditional livelihoods
that have existed in the region since time immemorial, the status they deserve.40 Likewise,
several other Sámi actors and organizations, as well as Finnish environmental groups,
strongly opposed the project along similar lines. Their statements frame the project
above all as a harbinger of extractive colonialism.41

Despite the objections and protests, the ministry set up a new joint working group to
examine the proposed routing and the schedule of work in more detail. The new report
was published in February 2019. Like every other feasibility study of the Arctic Railway
since the late nineteenth Century, it concluded that the project would be economically

8 L. JUNKA-AIKIO



unviable, at least for now, and thus it did not recommend its construction.42 Conversely,
unlike any of the previous, it also stressed the importance of true, equal Sámi partici-
pation and influence on all levels of project planning. The report noted that both
Finland and Norway are committed to the promotion and implementation of the UN
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. If sufficient caution was not exercised
and the rights of the Sámi were not respected, ‘a possible consequence could be a long-
term conflict between Indigenous people, government authorities, the railway operator
or other actors in the region’.43

As a result, the Ministry had to formally suspend the plan, but a few months later, the
project re-emerged, this time as a private, Finnish–Norwegian initiative funded by inter-
national investors and led by a prominent Finnish start-up entrepreneur. Whereas the
state-run project emphasized the needs of the heavy industries, now the railway was
rebranded in terms of green and sustainable development, carbon-free travel and ultra-
modern, creative high-tech solutions that would minimize possible harms to the Sámi
and the environment.44 Less effort was placed on actually engaging the Sámi: again,
the Sámi Parliament first learned about the (new) project through the mainstream
media, and also later, lack of attention to negotiations with the Sámi Parliament made
headlines.45 In addition, on the national level concerns over the private project’s reliance
on foreign, especially Chinese funding provoked critical debate over its connections to
China’s efforts to dominate world trade through investment in global transportation
infrastructure.

At the moment, the state no longer promotes the idea openly. The Arctic Railway has
been dropped from Finland’s most recent Strategy for Arctic Policy,46 and also the private

Figure 2. The five optional routings examined by the Ministry of Transport and Communication.
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initiative has been on hold, as its front men focus on another railway project that would
connect Finland with mainland Europe via an undersea tunnel. However, the Arctic
railway continues to enjoy some support as a long-term plan, especially on the level of
Lapland’s municipal politics and regional government, and it is still occasionally
brought up by various actors.47,48 Together with the project’s long history, this is fuelling
concerns that the project will pop up again once the conditions are more favourable.
Writing on the mining industry, Lassila argues that also ‘mines on paper’ have substantial
impacts upon the community, because they shape the community’s perceptions of poss-
ible futures, and thus the actions that are taken today.49 Similarly, the Sámi have
expressed that the mere existence of the plan, and the fact that the state has been
willing to advance the project without consulting them or the reindeer herders, is
highly distressing. This adds considerable pressure on young people to give up reindeer
husbandry and to move outside the Sámi region to pursue other professions.50 Even if
never built, the Arctic Railway plan contributes to Sámi assimilation today.

Settler colonial change and state spatial transformation

The Arctic Railway project in the 2000s represents contemporary aspects of extractive
and settler colonialism in Finland. So far, it has also followed a very similar trajectory
to the one that all the previous plans to construct an Arctic Railway have done since
the late nineteenth Century. As before, the project is driven mainly by the needs of
natural resource extraction and by the state’s desire to consolidate its grip of the northern
region. However, on a closer examination, the railroad has turned out too expensive to
construct.

But differences also exist. First, unlike in the past, the Sámi views toward the project
can no longer be completely ignored, as that would violate national and international
laws and agreements, to which the state is now formally committed. Second, instead
of following a territorially defined national agenda and goals of domestic development,
today the project is advocated and designed primarily in relation to the interests and
needs of transnational capital and global trade, in a manner which reflects a broader neo-
liberalization of the state and the international environment. Both are pivotal for under-
standing aspects of settler colonial change, for in addition to affecting the state’s
relationship to land and territory, these changes are now reshaping the relationships
between the state, the settlers and the natives.

I ground this argument especially on the work of political geographers and the associ-
ated theories of state spatial transformation. Prompted by neoliberal globalization, infor-
mation technologies and their combined impact on state policies and sovereignty, their
main premise is that the tasks that are assigned to the state change historically. In
addition to affecting public policies that are carried out in its name, changes in the
state’s character and rationale transform the state’s relationship to the state-space, i.e.
the ways in which the state attaches meaning to the territories and borderlands that it
governs, and by extension, to the peoples and communities that inhabit those spaces.51

In Finland, state transformation is generally analysed in terms of three different
epochs or spatial regimes, which Sami Moisio and others conceptualize broadly as
areal state, decentralized welfare state and (neoliberal) competition state.52 The areal
state coincides with the first decades (1920s–1950s) of Finland’s national independence.
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Moisio and Vasanen argue that during this epoch, land, natural resources and economic
profit tied to the exploitation of land formed the indisputable core dimension of Finland’s
public policy.53 Such rationality, I suggest, was particularly tangible in Pechenga, where
the state’s primary concern was to ensure that the lands and natural resources of the
ceded coastal region would be secured for the Finnish state. In this task, Finnish settlers
had an important role, as settlement activity was needed to develop the region in terms of
the Finnish agrarian society, which had the capacity to territorialize the land and make it
more governable. However, their role remained highly instrumental: as expressed by
Väinö Voionmaa, who was also an ardent advocate of the Arctic Railway in the 1920s,
‘the struggle to settle the Pechenga area’ was not about Finnish settlers or their interests,
but rather, about ‘the interests of Finland as a whole’.54 Those interests, in turn, were still
defined by narrow national elites, which governed the country from the viewpoint of
Helsinki.55

In 1944, Finland lost Pechenga back to the Soviet Union and its access to the Arctic
Ocean was again severed. Since also the eastern border with Russia was sealed by the
Cold War, Northern Finland became a cul-de-sac that was logistically cut off. This not-
withstanding, a gradual transition to a decentralized welfare state ensured that the period
from the 1950s until the end of the 1980s came to stand for increasing prosperity.56 In the
context of post-war reconstruction and with the threat of communism across the border,
unemployment became perceived as a major risk to social order, and thus the well-being
and economic vitality of peripheral areas were considered important to safeguard politi-
cal stability and state security. In this context, spatial cohesion, regional equality and
social and economic welfare across the state-space became central objectives, which
were pursued through ‘regional policy’ (aluepolitiikka), including geographic dispersion
of the educational system and administrative institutions, provision of healthcare and
other basic services also to scarcely populated areas, and state-led promotion of industrial
development and transport infrastructures in accordance with the regional policy
objectives.57

In Northern Finland, the state’s main interest was still in natural resource extrac-
tion, especially timber and hydroelectricity. However, to secure lasting access and to
prevent the risk of political instability, it could no longer simply settle the land: also
the settlers’ social and economic well-being had to be promoted. For the Sámi,
post-war reconstruction and the rise of the decentralized welfare state, which pro-
moted industrialization and modernization in terms dictated by the Finnish society,
presented a period of intensive assimilation resulting in a rapid decline of Sámi
languages and culture, and a loss of traditional livelihoods. This, of course, does not
mean that the Sámi would not have benefited from growing prosperity and social
welfare as individuals.

Since the late 1980s, neoliberal globalization has pushed yet another shift, this time
toward a neoliberal competition state, in which the state’s international competitiveness,
rather than social and regional cohesion, is considered a key to economic and social
flourishment.58 Now state vitality is seen to depend on its ability to compete for the atten-
tion of international companies and venture capital, by making the state-space attractive
to them. Conversely, the decentralized regional structures of the welfare state that were
once promoted, appear increasingly as a hindrance to economic development. Thus, in
the context of the competition state, one of the public policy’s core tasks has been to
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gradually dismantle such structures as too costly, and too heavy to administer. Moreover,
instead of needing to secure control over the entire state-space, now the value is created
increasingly through a few metropolises, urban hubs and a dispersed network of strate-
gically important production centres, logistical nodal points and cross-border transpor-
tation corridors: what takes place in the spaces between them, is of less interest.
Consequently, high employment is also no longer considered an end in itself, as from
the perspective of international competitiveness, it is more important to attract highly
educated, cosmopolitan and agile knowledge workers to strategically important key
sectors, than to secure mass employment.

Neoliberal policies and settler endogeneity

Unlike in the areal or decentralized welfare state, today the older, agrarian-based settler
communities in the Lapland province do not seem to have a very significant role for the
state. In fact, one could argue that Northern Finland’s villages and small residential
centres, which are located far from one another, and whose residents are generally not
part of the highly skilled, mobile and cosmopolitan workforce valued by the neoliberal
competition state, represent precisely the kind of social surplus, whose conditions of
existence neoliberal policies have systematically sought to cut down. Over the past
decades, the rolling back of regional policy and decreases in government spending
have together contributed to a sharp decline in the provision of basic services and oppor-
tunities for employment in Lapland and Northern Finland at large. One consequence has
been a dual migratory movement from the hinterlands to the region’s larger towns, and
further down to Southern Finland.

Does this imply that in its neoliberal form, the settler colonial state no longer has use
for those settlers who in the past secured its hold over land and resources? This is what
Lorenzo Veracini seems to propose in recent work, which argues that other place-based
constituencies than Indigenous peoples are now targets of elimination policies and prac-
tices that one would normally associate with settler colonialism.59 Although Veracini is
careful to stress that the two must not be conflated,60 what such endogenous constituen-
cies share with their Indigenous counterparts is their ultimate lack of value from the
viewpoint of the accumulation of capital. Consequently, he calls for tentative alliances
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous place-based movements and groups. Their fun-
damental differences notwithstanding, all, according to Veracini, are now threatened by
neoliberal, global capitalism rooted in the history of settler colonialism and European
imperialism.61

Especially those communities and families in Northern Finland that are grounded in
the history of agrarian settlement, appear precisely as such endogenous communities
whose viability is threatened by neoliberal policies associated with the competition
state. Although their history positions them antagonistically vis-a-vis the Sámi, today
these groups could potentially share many concerns and socio-political objectives in
the present. One commonality is the settlers’ closeness to traditional livelihoods and
place-based ways of life such as fishing, hunting, berry picking and gathering of wild
foods. Moreover, unlike in Sweden and Norway, in Finland settlers have not been
excluded from the right to practice reindeer husbandry, and thus reindeer herding is
an important livelihood and source of cultural identity also for many Finns. In some
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areas, this has resulted in bitter land use disputes between Sámi and settler reindeer
herders.62 Neither, however, is set to benefit from the expansion of extractive industries,
or a railway cutting through their pastures.

Settler self-indigenization

In light of all this, one could expect to find in Northern Finland new popular movements
that bring local peoples and place-based communities – Sámi and Finnish – together in
defence of a clean environment, traditional livelihoods, and better public policies. Pre-
sumably, such movements could also together oppose extractive projects such as
mines, or the Arctic Railway.

So far, this has not really happened. On the contrary, ethnic relations have turned
increasingly tense, propelled by a new conflict over Sámi identity, which is conceptual-
ized here in terms of settler self-Indigenization. Settler self-Indigenization (alternatively,
‘race shifting’ or ‘Indigenous identity appropriation’), refers to a growing tendency
among settler people to claim a new identity as ‘Indigenous’, usually relying on the dis-
covery of a distant, possibly Indigenous ancestor or DNA, or building on narratives of
family lore.63 Whether the ancestor one claims actually was Indigenous has been
shown to be of secondary importance: the main driver behind self-Indigenization is a
strong desire to assert Indigeneity.64 Since such identity claims tend to lack connection
to an existing, living Indigenous community or kin that could claim them back, they tend
to conflict with, Indigenous peoples’ own understandings of Indigeneity and Indigenous
peoplehood.65 Self-Indigenization should therefore not be confused with Indigenous revi-
talization, which involves efforts by individuals who have been separated from their Indi-
genous culture, community and kin as a result of colonial policies, to reconnect.66

Conversely, as argued by the Canadian sociologist Darryl Leroux, it might in fact tell
more about the ‘shifting politics of whiteness, white privilege and white supremacy’
than about Indigeneity.67 Especially when promoted through organizations with a
clear political agenda, self-Indigenization can also appear as a settler strategy to explicitly
challenge and oppose the development of Indigenous rights and self-determination.68

Most existing critical studies on self-Indigenization focus on North America, but the
phenomenon is transnational and discussed increasingly also in other settler colonial
contexts, such as Australia.69 In the Nordics, settler self-Indigenization has so far
become a source of extensive political controversy and conflict only in Finland, where
its roots take back to the mid-1990s, when Sámi cultural autonomy was formally estab-
lished. At the time, the prospect of a new legislation that would strengthen Sámi rights
provoked strong opposition among local Finnish communities, which expressed fears
that their own rights and access to land would be negatively affected. Once the laws
passed and the Sámi Parliament was established, the same groups begun to search for
proof of possible Sámi ancestry, to advance a claim that they, too, were Indigenous,
and therefore, entitled to inclusion in the Sámi Parliament’s electoral register. In addition
to allowing one to vote and stand as a representative in the Sámi Parliament’s elections,
the electoral register became considered as a ticket to possible rights and benefits, should
the Sámi Parliament’s mandate one day cover also Indigenous land rights.70

The movement emerged first in Enontekiö (Eanodat) where opposition to Sámi cul-
tural autonomy had been strongest. This is no coincidence, for the relationship
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between Enontekiö’s Finns and Sámi remains particularly tense, owing to the expansion
of settler reindeer herding and subsequent conflict over reindeer grazing lands.71 Over
time, the rhetoric and practice of self-Indigenization have expanded to other areas,
and today, several overlapping organizations and groupings which promote self-ident-
ified ‘Sámi’ or ‘Indigenous’ identities under various titles such as ‘Lapps’, ‘non-status
Sámi’, ‘Forest Sámi’ and ‘Forest Lapps’ exist across Northern Finland, both within and
outside Sámi homeland region. What all share is their commitment to lobby for their
members’ inclusion in the Sámi Parliament’s electoral register.72

Meanwhile, the motivations behind self-Indigenization have potentially multiplied. It
is possible, for instance, that for the Finnish reindeer herding communities outside the
Sámi homeland region, in places such as Kuusamo, Salla or Ylitornio, a formal ‘status’
as Indigenous seems worth pursuing to more effectively counter competing land use,
such as mining and wind parks. Others might act out of a desire to feel more rooted,
or for social recognition. Since the 1990s, the Sámi have gained plenty of national and
international attention as general interest in Indigenous cultures and peoples has
grown. Likewise, a number of Sámi cultural institutions that have been established in
Northern Finland along with Sámi cultural autonomy, contribute to their new promi-
nence and visibility. Conversely, Northern Finland’s Finnish communities and their
unique (settler) histories and cultural features may have lost in appeal. Especially for
the small rural communities and residential centres which today struggle with experi-
ences of neoliberal social and economic abandonment, Indigeneity can seem like a
pathway for renewed social recognition and self-esteem.

So far, the Sámi Parliament has withstood pressure to open its electoral register to
applicants who rely on archival records of Sámi ancestry going more than three gener-
ations back, or on subjective narratives of self-identification. It has pointed out that
such evidence does not make one Sámi nor fulfil any of the objective criteria set out in
Sámi Parliament Act’s legal definition of a Sámi person, which the Sámi Parliament is
obliged to follow.73 No legal definition can do full justice to ethnic identity negotiations
that, by definition, are flexible and relational rather than fixed.74 However, the Sámi Par-
liament’s stance on this matter is broadly in line with Sámi customary understanding
which stresses the cultural and political rather than racial foundations of Sámi people-
hood.75 Moreover, Alakorva, Kylli and Valkonen point out that although the ethnic
boundary between the Finns and Sámi has historically been rather clear, it has also
been crossable both ways, for instance through marriage, adoption, or as a result of relo-
cation and settlement. All this complicates efforts to ‘read’ Sáminess from the genes or
from archival records going back to the 18th or early nineteenth Century.76 Thus,
from the perspective of the Sámi parliament, the demand to include people, whose
claims to Sámi identity rely on distant ancestry, and whom the Sámi consider as
Finns, amounts to forced assimilation.

In Finland, persons whose applications for inclusion in the Sámi Parliament’s electoral
register are rejected, have a right of appeal to the Supreme Administrative Court (SAC).
SAC is a Finnish court which holds the final word in matters relating to the electoral reg-
ister, yet has no Sámi representation. For the first decade and half, its decisions did not
break with those of the Sámi Parliament and its Election Committee, but since 2011, SAC
has followed a new interpretation of the legal Sámi definition, which is significantly
broader.77 As a result, the Finnish court has ordered Sámi Parliament to include in its
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electoral register a growing number of people whose applications the Sámi Parliament
had turned down. In the Sámi Parliament’s view, SAC’s decisions have been arbitrary
and constitute a violation of both the legal Sámi definition and of the Sámi right to col-
lective self-determination.78 This view is backed by the United Nations’ Human Rights
Committee, which has ordered Finland to take steps to remedy the violations.79 Since
SAC has refused to reverse its decisions, the dispute over the electoral register has
now expanded from a local conflict between the Sámi and Finns, to a political and
Human Rights dispute between the state and the Sámi.

The state, the Sámi and the settlers

So, how does all this relate to the contemporary aspects of Nordic settler colonialism?
The connections between the Arctic Railway, state spatial transformation and settler
self-Indigenization may at first seem elusive. Even so, considering them is important,
for is it not the case that so far, the conflict over the electoral register has served
mainly the interests of transnational capital and globalized, neoliberal settler colonialism?
The Arctic Railway’s recent trajectory shows that securing access to land and natural
resources in Sápmi is one key challenge that transnational capital and extractive projects
currently face within the Nordic Arctic region. Even if Sámi institutions of self-govern-
ment lack real decision-making powers, today no project that has significant impact on
land use within the Sámi homeland region can be advanced, without at least consulting
the Sámi Parliament. Failure to respect its views risks a prolonged conflict and damage to
international reputation.

Irrespective of what motivates self-Indigenization on an individual level, as a political
movement its impact on Sámi rights and capacity to self-govern has proved negative. For
instance, Sámi social scientist Inker-Anni Sara argues that the political debate on Sámi
identity has hampered the development of Sámi rights and self-determination by divert-
ing attention away from issues and topics that would have been central for the implemen-
tation of Sámi human rights.80 Such issues include the ratification of the International
Labour Organization ILO’s Convention no. 169 (ILO 169), which in the Nordic
context is seen as the most relevant for the implementation of Indigenous land rights.
Likewise, Sámi cultural historian Veli-Pekka Lehtola recalls that when the laws leading
to the establishment of the Sámi Parliament were drafted in Finland in the early
1990s, the general expectation was that Sámi cultural autonomy would later be upgraded
with land rights through the ratification of the ILO 169. This has not happened, however,
owing largely to organized opposition and outright lobbying by Northern Finland’s
Finns, many of whom now claim to be Sámi. Consequently, when a proposal to ratify
the ILO 169 was considered by the Finnish Parliament in spring 2015, it was voted
down by a significant majority of Finnish MPs. A common justification for the vote
was that although Finland is committed to Indigenous rights, the Convention cannot
be ratified, because it is not clear enough who is Sámi, and thus, to whom the Convention
would apply.81

In practice, self-Indigenization thus seems to have mobilized a large part of Northern
Finland’s non-Sámi population in support of a neoliberal agenda that is characteristic of
globalized settler colonialism and that has as one of its main aims to open the Sámi region
for extractive exploitation. At times, the connection is not even hidden: the 8-page leaflet
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or ‘newspaper’ Metsälappalaispäivät [Forest Lapp Days] which was distributed widely
across Lapland’s households in spring 2018, is a case in point. Its purpose was to
promote a two-day fair that was organized by the ‘Forest Lapp’ association in collabor-
ation with other self-identified ‘Sámi’ groups, to celebrate their identity. In addition to
stories and the event programme, the leaflet contained several advertisements, surpris-
ingly many of which were paid for by companies representing the extractive industries.
For instance, on page two, the association of Finland’s mining entrepreneurs (Suomen
kaivosyrittäjät ry) declared its bold commitment to both ‘promote mining in Finland’
and to ‘support Indigenous peoples and their cultures.’ Another page presented a large
advertisement for the multinational mining company Agnico Eagle, and a bit later,
another one by Anglo American.

Also Kemijoki Oy, a hydropower company owned largely by the Finnish state, adver-
tised hydropower as ‘part of riverside life’, branding it as a normal, even traditional aspect
of life in the Lapland province. This is an interesting statement, given that Kemijoki Oy is
responsible for the Lokka and Porttipahta water reservoirs which were constructed near
the Sámi village Vuohčču in the 1960s, despite strong local opposition by both Sámi and
Finns. The reservoirs resulted in the erasure of several villages, dispersion and drowning
of reindeer and their grazing lands and, following all this, a particularly rapid loss of Sámi
language and a spiral of assimilation.82 More broadly, hydropower construction by Kemi-
joki Oy and its predecessors is responsible for the extinction of precious river fish from
the Kemijoki river, once known as Europe’s best salmon river. The loss of salmon had a
devastating, lasting impact on the riverside communities –both Sámi and Finns – for
whom it had been vital not only as a means of subsistence, but also as the centre of
culture and identity.83

The extractive industries’ role as the Forest Lapp Days’most visible sponsors does not
imply that everyone who identifies with the new self-defined ‘Sámi’ organizations would
also support the expansion of extractive industries in their region. In fact, such standing
could seem highly contradicting, given that in their self-representations and public tes-
timonies, members of these organizations tend to highlight their deep attachment to tra-
ditional, nature-based livelihoods and cultural practices, presumably to argue for their
own Indigeneity. What it most certainly does imply, however, is that the mining and
hydropower companies consider the self-defined ‘Sámi’ organizations’ actions and pol-
itical goals to be favourable with their own interests and agenda. This is not surprising,
given that a central risk they face in Northern Finland today is the strengthening of Sámi
land rights, and a strong Sámi Parliament which has a capacity to slow down, or outright
reject, their operations within the Sámi homeland region.

Gradually, settler self-Indigenization has begun to reshape also the Sámi Parliament.
Over the past ten years, a so-called ‘opposition bloc’, co-led by a person who entered the
Sámi Parliament with a SAC ruling in 2011, has gained strength within the Sámi Parlia-
ment.84 The bloc is defined especially by its advocacy for a broader Sámi definition, but
on a closer look its attitudes toward the extractive industries and projects such as the
Arctic Railway also seem more permissive. For instance, an online questionnaire pub-
lished by YLE Sápmi prior to the Sámi Parliament elections in 2019, reveals that while
all other election candidates were strictly against the project, everyone who expressed
a favourable or even just ambiguous position towards the Arctic Railway project, also
endorsed a broader legal definition of a Sámi person.85 When a number of them actually
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made it through in the elections, Arctic Corridor, the regional lobby office devoted to the
railroad from Rovaniemi to Kirkenes, congratulated them on Twitter, rejoicing the fact
that ‘[a]ll five candidates with the most moderate views regarding the Arctic Railway’
were now elected members of the Sámi Parliament.86

So far, these ‘moderate’ candidates have not gained any critical seats in the Executive
Board, and thus the Sámi Parliament’s formal position towards self-Indigenization or
extraction-oriented projects such as the Arctic Railway remains unchanged. This may
not always be the case, however. In a recent documentary film Eatnameamet – Our
Land by Sámi film-maker Suvi West, several Sámi express a concern that Finns are in
the process of taking over the Sámi Parliament. As an elder (Nils-Henrik Valkeapää)
interviewed for the film puts it:

‘ … [T]he Finnish society does make a great effort to get rid of the Sami people. When its not
effective to oppose the Sámi people directly, they start eating us up on the inside. They
invade the Sami Parliament and become members, so that the Parliament becomes point-
less. That way, they kill the Sami Parliament. And then there’s no-one left to defend the
Sami people.’

Conclusions: whose settler colonial state?

From the state’s viewpoint, Finnish settlers in Northern Finland have served various
different purposes over the course of history. They have been necessary to secure
the state’s foothold in the northern border zone and the Arctic Ocean, and as
labour to enable nature resource extraction. Later, settlers were needed to reconstruct
Lapland after the Second World War, and to keep the entire state space inhabited, pol-
itically stable and Finnish at the face of the Soviet threat. In the context of neoliberal
competition state and public policies, however, their role seems less clear. Today,
especially the smaller Finnish communities that are scattered across Northern
Finland appear increasingly as unproductive residue that the state can no longer
afford to sustain.

If this suggests that settlers in Northern Finland might no longer have intrinsic value
for the state as settlers, in a new position as self-defined ‘Sámi’ who contest the legitimacy
of the Sámi Parliament, they nevertheless seem useful. Its shortcomings notwithstanding,
the Sámi Parliament might currently be the only institution in Northern Finland that has
the ability to formally withstand and oppose pressure to open the territory for extraction-
oriented projects such as the Arctic Railway. By contesting that capacity, by obstructing
the development of Sámi rights, and by challenging – with the help of the Supreme
Administrative Court - the Sámi Parliament from within, settler self-Indigenization
articulates a new way to eliminate the native.

And yet, thinking past the history of settler colonialism, it is not at all self-evident
why Northern Finland’s Finnish communities should continue, also today, to position
themselves in political opposition to the Sámi and Sámi rights. Insofar as the neoliberal
policies of the contemporary competition state can be regarded as averse to both Indi-
genous and endogenous communities, whose cultural heritage and identity also con-
tinues to rely on nature-based livelihoods and access to a clean environment, then at
least in regard to the hegemonic struggle against the extractive industries and neolib-
eral public policies, they could find themselves also on the same side of the hegemonic

POSTCOLONIAL STUDIES 17



struggle - as occasional political allies, but with differing ethnic identities. Importantly,
the prospect of such alliances cannot depend on the Sámi giving up their right to
collective self-determination
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