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During the latter half of the twentieth century, the Sami world has undergone a revolutionary development. Life conditions for the Sami at the end of the Second World War may briefly, and in a somewhat simplified fashion, be summarised as follows: 

As a numerically small population of about 40-50 thousand people living on the sub-arctic outskirts of Europe and spread as minorities over four countries - Finland, Norway, Sweden and the USSR - they lacked a unifying socio-political organisation. There were significant regional differences both linguistically and culturally between members of this scattered folk. Their knowledge of each other was centred in separate regions and this meant, among other things, that the knowledge possessed by most Sami of Sami living in regions other than where they themselves had grown up, was either almost absent and/or of an anecdotal character. 

When we take this state of affairs into consideration, it may seem surprising that this dispersed Sami population during the course of only a few decades gradually developed a collective self-understanding, a unifying communication network and an ethno-political fellowship. This has also been manifested through a blossoming cultural creativity. 

There are several factors to be considered when attempting to describe and explain this development: First and foremost we have to consider what the very driving force of this development has been, namely, the ethno-political movement which gained a permanent foothold among the Sami populace around the middle of the century. This movement has both inspired the development of a new Sami collective self-understanding and participated in the political organisation of the Sami and, with considerable success, has fought for Sami rights - and the freedom to live as an independent people. 

The movement arose at the initiative of a handful Sami in the Nordic countries and, as we know, in recent years the Sami of the Kola peninsula in Russia has also been able to ally themselves to this movement. In sum, gradually and to a greater and greater extent, the Sami movement has activated the majority of the Sami population. 

The new, growing self-understanding also implies the formation of an incitement for Sami to view themselves in a greater perspective. They have developed strong bonds of solidarity to indigenous populations in other parts of the world and have, in a more general perspective, positioned themselves as a people, as a nation in inter-cultural global space. 

Let me say a few words about what I mean by the notion of ethnopolitics in this context. I see it as directly derived from the activities and, above all, the impact of the Sami Movement, and I treat it as a revitalising initiative - a project so to speak, combining two organisational principles. These are: 

1. Organising new meaning and knowledge about the Sami themselves and about the world so that a perception of a Sami communality and the life circumstances under which the Sami live can be acknowledged, strike roots and expand in the Sami population. 

2. Organising people in order to collectivise this new self-understanding among the Sami and, on that basis, launch a politically effective campaign directed at the governments of the Nordic countries for the Sami cause. Through the discovery of a shared destiny with other indigenous peoples, the Sami have also allied themselves with the international movement of indigenous people spearheaded by the World Council of Indigenous People (WCIP). 

I shall limit myself to sketching out one aspect of this comprehensive ethnopolitical development during this period of time, namely the organisation of knowledge. 

It is important right at the start to take into consideration what it means to say that the Sami live as ethnic minorities in those countries which exercise sovereignty over Sápmi - the land of the Sami. To illustrate what a minority position implies, I shall briefly and generally summarise some of the main elements of the Sami's minority position in norway at the time when they started to become organised after the second World War: 

The relation between minority and majority populace/state is characterised by the Sami living in a state created and governed by Norwegians. History reveals the way whereby the state claimed and enforced sovereignty also over a part of the land areas which had been inhabited and used by the Sami since time immemorial and which they consider their homeland, and it also reveals that the state, in legal terms, has not distinguished between Sami and Norwegians. The Norwegian people has stood behind this process of state creation - and it must be seen as an expression of the Norwegian people's self-assertion vis-a-vis other states and peoples. This created an asymmetrical relationship between the people which had created and maintained a state in order to secure their self-determination and their basic cultural values, and the Sami population which, by that same order, was deprived of their right to self-determination. 

This means that the Sami population was not recognised as a rights-holding entity within the state society; they had no rights in or to their homeland, they were not given the same opportunities to cultivate and develop their language and their culture as an ethnic minority population. In this respect, the Sami in each of the four countries lived under the dominance and authority of another people, and their culture was threatened with extinction. 

Infrequent and short-lived attempts to organise the Sami people based on the cautious formulation of demands for Sami rights took place already in the beginning of the 20th century - but it was not until after the Second World War that this attempt at organising became a permanent and politically significant phenmenon. This was a time when humanistic ideals about human rights and ethnic minorities' freedoms and rights were given greater weight at the international level - and the Scandinavian countries were among those who desired to become the advocates for new and more liberal principles and regulations in this area. This created a context which presented the Sami self-organising initiators in the Nordic countries with greater opportunities than they had previously known. From the fragmented Sami population, a small elite emerged during the 1950's which began to build up an organised and unifying ethnopolitical people's movement. It has, since the 1960's, been called the Sami Movement. This awakening, which implies that the Sami gradually reevaluated their self-image, invented a new context for a unifying, cultural commonality, and, step by step, became a political force on the Nordic scene, started a recreation of a centuries' long existence as fragmented and powerless minorities. 

Although the knowledge-generating aspect of the movement is obviously affected by the political achievements which the movement has accomplished over the years, it is, in a fundamental way, constitutive to the invention of selfhood or peoplehood, which is, in essence, what the revolutionary process among the Sami is all about. 

The generation of cognition and knowledge is, in other words, also constitutive to the formulation of political views and visions and, thus, to political action and organisation. 

I have argued elsewhere that the organisation of the knowledge we talk about here can be said to constitute a master paradigm or a key which opens up an area of a new and politically activating Sami self-understanding.[1] This paradigm has shaped the dynamics and the direction of the ethnopolitical movement - and it has itself been reinvented in the process. 

The Sami's new image of themselves - as a collective - is created, in other words, through an intellectual process which both organises and internalises knowledge about the Sami's past and their cultural distinctions as a people; and further, through reorganising knowledge about the minority/majority relation. In addition, this new self-understanding is created by means of organising and incorporating external knowledge, political/ideological ideas and life style elements circulating inter-culturally. By external knowledge is here meant a host of competencies and orientations; not only knowledge about the external world which one acquires through formal education - but even more important are the conceptions and perspectives on human rights and indigenous peoples rights which was drawn into the ethnopolitical debate by members of the Sami Movement. 

Put in a different way, the new knowledge which the elite and the Sami Movement devised about the Sami as a people paved the way for new thoughts and reflection about Sami self-understanding. The paradigm or the mode of understanding for which the Sami Movement was the advocate created the inspiration for the reassessment of the self-depreciating self-understanding which the majority/minority situation had forced upon the Sami population. This reassessment created the preconditions whereby more and more Sami appropriated knowledge which gave the opportunity to re-view themselves and their people as equal in dignity to the majority populations in the Nordic countries and to other peoples. I shall try to explain this in some more detail: 

The visible, public manifestation of the Sami Movement was that the elite established active and voluntary organisations among the Sami in the Nordic countries and that a common Nordic umbrella organisation, the Nordic Sami Council, was established in 1956. These organisations were important instruments in the mobilisation of ethnopolitically active Sami and they channelled Sami views and demands to the authorities of the Nordic countries. 

The core elite persons in the Sami Movement played a key role in this development during the first years. In writing and speech they made a point of implementing their knowledge of Sami langage, ethnography and history to give substance to the idea that the Sami possessed something valuable and honourable to take care of - a heritage which had been taken from them and which had to be recaptured. 

Since they also possessed extensive insight into the organisation of state societies, they could adapt their knowledge of how the Sami throughout history had been dispossessed of the possibility to develop as an individual people, i.e. by being kept to all intents and purposes, as illiterates in relation to competence in their own language and knowledge of their own culture, by being forced into a school system designed to promote competence in the language and culture of the majority population. 

They touched here on feelings of inferiority which were embedded among the majority of the Sami as a painful complex with ingredients such as shame, self-contempt and unreleased aggression. 

In their intermediary role the elite took upon itself to advocate - with a basis in knowledge they had acquired of the outside world - human rights and the rights and freedoms of indigenous peoples. They argued that equality for the Sami would have to be founded on the bestowment of specific rights by virtue of being a unique and individual people, and by being given real opportunities to develop their own culture economically and organisationally, their language and society. In accordance with this, they presented arguments for certain changes of the law, for a new educational policy which would harmonise with the ideals of equality, for measures and allocations which could increase the general standard of living in the Sami districts, and for the Sami's right to land and water in the traditional Sami areas. 

In the cultural revitalisation which the Sami Movement instigated, a pattern emerges which was already present in the 1960's, namely that the movement acquired its power and conviction and growing ethnopolitical strength through the appropriation and conventionalising of new knowledge of a Sami cultural heritage and of the Sami's relation to the outside world by an increasing number of individual Sami. 

In the organisation of this knowledge, the idea that the Sami are a people stands as a central tenet. This dawning self-understanding was not only based upon a discovery and a new evaluation of the Sami past and cultural heritage. It was also nourished by the fact that the Sami Movement - to the surprise of many - reaped political gains vis-a-vis the states by the manner in which they presented their case. 

The politically active - those who carried out most of the organisational and agitational work in the Sami Movement - numbered for a long time only a few dozen people. However, it is symptomatic for this process of historical development that the new discourse on Saminess which they inspired, gradually activated the large majority of the Sami population during the course of the 1970's and 1980's. 

The discourse on what it meant to be a Sami and what it should mean took place in the first decades of the Movement, of course with reference to the Nordic context of state authorities and dominant majority populations. 

However, the new paradigm proved to have qualities which enabled the organisation of knowledge also on a more global scale. A new and significant dimension in this discourse arose in that the leadership of the Sami Movement established permanent contact with indigenous peoples and indigenous peoples' organisations in other parts of the world. The Sami Movement, through the auspices of the Nordic Sami Council, participated as we know in the establishment of the WCIP in 1975, and Sami representatives have been active in this organisation ever since. 

The dissemination among the Sami people of knowledge about what it meant to belong to an indigenous people and that they could share a common destiny and common interests with similar peoples in distant lands, planted the seeds of a new and more global dimension to the discourse on the significance of being a Sami. And the politically active falange no longer fought an ethno-political battle in which the context was the Sami against the state powers of the three Nordic countries. To a greater degree, they viewed the Sami as a co-actor in a greater global movement of indigenous peoples which fought on the international arena, in the corridors of the UN and at the Commission for Human Rights in Geneva for their rights and their cultural survival as peoples. 

The intensification of the Sami's involvement in inter-cultural affairs was manifested in several ways as we know, such as participation in indigenous peoples' conferences and festivals many places in the world, in the Nordic Sami Council hosting WCIP world conferences, and in that the international circulation this resulted in - of people, value orientations and symbols - gained increased significance at the local level of argumentation and organisation in the Sami area. 

The Sami's status as an indigenous people was now increasingly brought into play in local affairs. This could apply to educational issues concerning local schools, the construction of Sami kindergartens, or concrete concessional issues involving the bonding of land areas or other encroachments upon the natural environment which were perceived as harmful to Sami enterprise and, thereby, to the survival of Sami culture. It also concerned, of course, the constantly present and controversial questions of the Sami's «right to land and water» and their «right to self-determination». In sum, throughout the 1970's and 1980's it became increasingly usual for Sami to view the Sami's existence and their possibilities of cultural survival in terms of an indigenous people's perspective; a tendency which accentuates what we might call the prelude to an aboriginalisation of Sami ethnopolitics and self-understanding. There are several new aspects which find their form during the 80's and 90's: 

Viewed in terms of the time perspective which is employed here, one can distinguish a principal tendency, namely that knowledge and modes of understanding which during the first phase of the Sami Movement were judged to be both radical and new, now have become conventionalised among the population. This stimulates a second developmental aspect. The generation of knowledge around the new self-understanding which during the first phase was dominated more by the elite, now takes place to an increasing degree in a number of popular arenas which, sometimes, can be said to be in a position of rivalry to one another. 

It is no longer only those characterised as Sami politicians who create attention: social categories such as various types of artists (writers, actors, journalists, musicians etc), students, women, youth - all are distinguishing themselves more and more as influential voices in the discourse about what it means to be a Sami in the modern world. 

My intention by this description has been to indicate that there are certain fundamentals in ethnopolitics that can be illuminated and clarified by focusing on the invention of Sami selfhood or peoplehood as an intellectual process through time. In this, I have placed emphasis on explaining how the movement has invented a stepwise expansion of the contexts in which the Sami experience and understand themselves: from being scattered minority populations in four states, through the development of knowledge and the conviction that they constitute a people and that there exists a Sápmi which is their homeland, to the acknowledgement and realisation that they are also an indigenous people sharing a common fate and common interests with other indigenous peoples of the world, and, in addition, a nation in the modern world. 

This Sami project has, of course, benefitted from the fact that it originated and gained momentum in welfare states which also to a certain degree, have developed liberal views on the position of ethnic minorities and indigenous peoples. The Sami have had access to elementary and higher education and to material welfare in general to an extent which indigenous peoples in the greater part of the world can hrdly dream of attaining. 

In spite of the significant differences between the life situations of various indigenous peoples, there is - I believe - a lesson of general validity to be gained from this story which I have tried to sketch. Firstly, how the generation of acknowledgement and knowledge about own people, own culture and history can release creative and collectivising forces in a widely spread population and which is culturally ill-treated and kept divided by the majority populations. 

Secondly, that assurance in the knowledge of being a distinct people and having a distinct culture not only gives strength and effectiveness to ethnopolitical commitment and success at home, but also provides the vision and the strength for international commitments - not the least for the world-wide cooperation between indigenous peoples. 
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