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Abstract

The revitalisation of the Sami languages and support for language domains are central educational measures in the
post-assimilation situation in Northern Europe. Taking critical indigenous education as the starting point, this meta-
theoretical article discusses language revitalisation through mediating structures. Mediating structures provide the
tools necessary to use language revitalisation as a means to counter the legacy of assimilation that has seriously affect-
ed the Sami languages and caused language change. The article brings together recent research on the revitalisation of
the Sami languages. These studies are oriented towards the present situation of the Sami languages and efforts to re-
vive the languages. Relying on previous studies as well as new research, the article presents a communal model of lan-
guage recovery, which facilitates an increase in the number of language speakers and also supports language domains.
Such a mediating language revitalisation model builds social harmony in a postcolonial situation. The article emphasises
the key tasks involved in the recovery of endangered languages.

Keywords

assimilation; language shift; mediating structures; revitalisation; Sdmi education; Sami people

Issue

This article is part of the issue “Educating Nomadic People”, edited by Caroline Dyer (University of Leeds, UK).

© 2016 by the author(s); licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attrib-

ution 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The Sami people live in the north areas of Sweden, Fin-
land, Norway and Russia’s Kola Peninsula. They are
recognised as indigenous peoples and thus protected
under various international conventions guaranteeing
the rights as indigenous peoples. There are approxi-
mately 100,000 Sami depending on the definition crite-
ria applied (Sarivaara, 2012). The Sami were previously
known as the Lappish, although this has now been re-
placed by the Sami’s own name, the Sadmi people (sap-
melaééat). According to current estimates, the Sami
languages developed, at the latest, during the second
millennium BC. Moreover, during that period Sami cul-
ture have seen to arise (Aikio, 2004, 2012). Sami liveli-
hoods traditionally base on nature. Hence originating
from hunter-gather tribes, they have been involved in

fishing, hunting, and semi-nomadic reindeer herding.
However, currently about 10% of the Sami are con-
nected to reindeer herding (Solbakk, 2006).

The Sami have experienced the phase of colonial-
ism, which is a central manifestation of assimilation,
and refers to the active merging of minorities into the
mainstream population (see Battiste, 2000). Due to
centuries of assimilationist policies and, policy
measures, Sami languages are endangered, and have
lost partly their cultural and linguistic special features.
Today, the Sami have more or less embraced urbanisa-
tion, according to Finnish Sami Parliament already 60%
of Sami live outside Sami homeland area. For example,
in capital of Finland, Helsinki, lives around 1000 Sami
(Lindgren, 2000). Moreover, today the Sami are part of
the globalised world and its various cultural flows (Seu-
rujarvi-Kari, 2012).
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This article problematizes the indigenous people
group, the Sami people, through the phenomenon of
assimilation and the concept of revitalisation. Further,
it looks at how mediating education could remedy the
legacy of assimilation. The article is based on the re-
searchers’ extensive studies of assimilation, revitalisa-
tion and education in Norway and Finland (see e.g.
Keskitalo, 2010; Keskitalo, Uusiautti, & Maatta, 2013;
Sarivaara, 2012, in press; Sarivaara & Keskitalo, 2015).
In addition to research work, they have long teaching
experience both elementary and higher education lev-
els, and thus have been able to follow and initiate the
development of Sdmi education. Both researchers have
insider position due to research field, since besides the
researcher experience; they have Sami background,
and are speakers of Sami language. Erika Sarivaara has
been working with project that aims to explore the
Sami identity, and level of assimilation and the revitalisa-
tion process within assimilated Sami areas. Pigga
Keskitalo has interviewed Sami teachers and pupils, and
has observed school education in Norway and Finland.

This article explores Sami language revitalisation
based on the mediating structures theory and, fur-
thermore, explores the implementation of mediating
structures within language revitalisation in Sami core
area. It stresses that revitalisation is an abstract zone,
which will empower the Sami people and the language
environment. The article seeks, above all, to consider
the limits of language revitalisation on the basis of me-
diating structures and Sami education. Assimilation in
this context is still little explored concept.

The article begins by discussing the assimilation
processes in Sami, which means the homeland area of
Sami people, in order to demonstrate how they have
affected the Sami people. The effects are broad and
far-reaching, and vary from place to place and person
to person. Furthermore, the concept of mediating and
the educational models based on it are explored. Final-
ly, the article analyses the challenges associated with
revitalisation as well as the benefits of mediating ac-
tions.

2. The Legacy of Assimilation

In order to understand the current situation of the
Sami, it is necessary to look back at the long history of
the assimilation processes. The demolition of such as-
similationist processes is necessary to improve the
Sami language situation going forward. Assimilation
has been followed by colonisation. According to Kuok-
kanen (2007), colonisation is based on ideologies and
practices that were constructed during the Renais-
sance. At the universal level, the goal of colonization in
many places has been to dominate the area and start
exploiting the land and natural resources (Kuokkanen,
2007). Although the forms and intentions of colonisa-
tion have varied, the background aim has always been

the exercise of power (Gilroy, 1993; Said, 1993; Spivak,
1985). Fanon (1959, 1961, 1952/1967) initiated a de-
bate on how colonisation affects people’s thoughts. In
other words, he questioned the psychological effects of
colonisation. However, the views on this issue vary
from one researcher to another. One can say that col-
onisation has taken place in Samiland on both psycho-
logical and practical levels because the Sami have un-
dergone psychological and cultural exploitation, their
traditional lands have become settled, and their social
and cultural structures have broken down (Kuokkanen,
1999; Lehtola, 2012; Minde, 2005). The colonisation
process has long been a part of the governing authori-
ties’ attempts to assimilate the indigenous peoples into
majority cultures.

As a consequence, the Sami people have experi-
enced a long history of assimilation, first as the result
of church activates since the 1600s and, second, due to
the nation schools of the 1800s (e.g. Keskitalo, Lehtola,
& Paksuniemi, 2014). However, the assimilation meth-
ods due to Sami have varied from country to country.
In Norway, the assimilation policy was formally con-
structed and the Sami had to be “Norwegianized”
(Norwegian fornorsking). This forced Norwegian period
lasted from approximately the 1850s to the 1980s. The
aim was to eradicate the Sami language and the Sami
identity (Minde, 2005). Sweden, meanwhile, utilised
more passive segregation measures, namely the lapp-
ska-vara-lapp policy (The Lapp Should Stay Lapp poli-
cy), whereby Sami children were sent to segregated
hut schools (Henrysson, 1992). The situation of the
Sdmi in Russia has been challenging because Sami
schooling has been supported to a limited extent. Addi-
tionally, forced relocations have stretched the capacity
of the Russian Sami (Afanasyeva, 2013). In Finland, as-
similation has been more or less invisible when com-
pared to, for example, the situation in Norway, where
forced Norwegianism was enshrined in official docu-
ments. This can make it challenging to recognise and
distinguish assimilation strategies and measures. In Fin-
land, the nationalist policy aim was to strengthen the
position of the Finnish language and the Finnish identi-
ty. The government prioritised the ideology of nation
building and the needs of minorities were neglected
until the 1960s, when the indigenous revival began. For
example, in Finland, the assimilation era began in the
1600s, and has not yet entirely stopped.

According to our studies and perceptions assimila-
tion has thus inter alia somewhat weakened the Sdmi
cultural identity and started the process of language
change. Such a process has resulted a complex situa-
tion that has also impacted on Sami education. The re-
vitalisation has taken place recently following lengthy
periods of assimilation. The Sami language and identity
have become popular topics, particularly due to the
improved situation. Some of the Sami have built a
strong cultural identity and indigenous community.
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However, some of the Sami people have been disad-
vantaged due to their backgrounds and so assimilation
has had a strong influence on them. The heritage of as-
similation has contributed to equality between people.
The Sami identity was placed under close scrutiny
when assimilated people started to become interested
in the revitalisation of the Sami languages and in their
own roots and background. At the same time, debate
has arisen in all communities regarding who should de-
termine the mode of revitalisation and who should be
allowed to participate in it. Thus, any discussion of the
process of revitalisation seems also consider the vexed
question of who exactly counts as a member of the
Sami community. (Sarivaara & Keskitalo, 2015).

3. From Language Shift to Revitalisation

The “language shift” refers to a situation in which peo-
ple stop using a language and instead make use of an-
other, usually the language of the dominant culture.
For example, people may cease to speak in their moth-
er tongue language to their children and stop using it in
other contexts or domains (e.g. Fishman, 1991; Linkola,
2014; Olthuis, Kivela, & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2013; Ras-
mussen, 2013). Such a language shift usually occurs in a
situation where languages have an unequal status in
society. In addition, inequality can follow as a result of
assimilation policies. It is unlikely that a language shift
will occur in societies that ascribe the same rights to
the majority and the minority languages (Rasmussen,
2013). O Laoire (2008, p. 204) described language soci-
ology as follows:

“Where language shift occurs in languages in con-
tact situations, it usually reflects socio-political and
socio-economic competitive tensions, conflicts and
the struggle to establish a dominant cultural status
between the different speech communities.” (O
Laoire, 2008, p. 204)

In Sami context the level of language shift varies from
place to place. Indeed, some traditional Sami areas
have experienced more intense assimilation compared
to other part of Sami regions. Assimilation managed to
cause a language shift to a certain extent. For example,
in some parts of the Norwegian Sami coast and some
areas of Finland a complete language shift occurred
from Sami languages to the majority language, so that
some Sami languages, for example Kemi Sami, actually
died out (e.g. Minde, 2005; Saarikivi, 2011). The Sami
languages have had to give way in large areas firstly
due to Christianity and new cultures as early as the
1700s and 1800s. Secondly, in order to maintain tradi-
tional land, the Sami people have become settlers,
which also have also presumably contributed the lan-
guage shift (Saarikivi, 2014). However, there is still ma-
jor lack of research in Finland regarding the Sami as-

similation, although some scholars have highlighted lo-
cal issues concerning language shift (Aikio, 1988).

Huss (1999) explains that in the modern world as-
similation and revitalisation often happen side by side,
so that there seems to be a contest between the two
processes. This means that a language shift usually
persists in spite of revitalisation. Rasmussen (2013)
noted that even though revitalisation is underway in
many communities, the language shift still continues in
some form or other. An alternative to the language shift
would be the establishment of language nests, and lan-
guage revitalisation classes in locations where there is a
need for them. Language nest means the certain kind of
day care model where only the minority language is
spoken. The aim of language nest is to protect endan-
gered minority languages. (see e.g. Pasanen, 2015).

Depending on the starting point and the viewpoint
of the research, the concept of language revitalisation
can be explained in different ways. In general, revitalisa-
tion refers to measures aimed at preventing the lan-
guage from dying out or slowing down the language loss
(Fishman, 1991; Olthuis et al., 2013). According to Fish-
man (1991), language revitalisation is the systematic
protection and revitalisation of language, with the main
objective of increasing the number of language speakers
and expanding the language domains. Such domains in-
clude, for example, the home, school, work, social me-
dia, other official contacts and friends. In addition, in or-
der for language revitalisation to be successful, society
must manifest a positive attitude towards the language
needing to be revitalised (Fishman, 1991, 1999).

Helander (2009) notes that the aim of Sami lan-
guage revitalisation is to revive the Sami languages in
areas where their use is threatened. Further language
revitalisation means to expand the domains of the
Sami languages or the use of language possibilities. In
other words, language vitality is supported (Helander,
2009; Pasanen, 2003; Rasmussen, 2013; Todal, 2002,
2007, 2009). Huss (1999) suggests that revitalisation al-
so means, for example, the older generation of people
are learning their people’s language and beginning to
use it, or that people who have only been able to speak
the language are learning to write it.

In other words, the revival of the language is not just
down to individuals but also to entire communities. In
order for language revitalisation to be successful, there
should be support at both the community level as well
as the individual level, in addition to the expansion of
language domains. In Sdmi homeland area, intergenera-
tional language revitalisation has had considerable suc-
cess with the Inari Sdmi language (Pasanen, 2003).

4. Mediating Structures in Revitalisation
Mediation is a key objective of Sami education and it is

also particularly significant in multilingual and multicul-
tural contexts. According to the Oxford American Writ-
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er’s Thesaurus (Auburn et al., 2012), the word “medi-
ate” means to arbitrate, make peace, resolve and ne-
gotiate. Berger (1979) defined the concept of mediat-
ing structures as “those institutions which stand
between the individual in his [sic] private sphere and
the large institutions of the public sphere” (p. 169).
Mediation includes inclusion and caring, in addition to
participatory and conclusive motives. From this per-
spective, mediation is a versatile concept.

Keskitalo (2010) proposed that through mediating
structures it is possible to resolve a school’s culture and
any possible cultural conflicts. In the context of Sami
education, the colonial history and asymmetrical pow-
er relations have prevented the Sami from forming
their own school culture. According to Keskitalo (2010),
the necessary mediating structures must take account
of time, space and knowledge understanding so that
the school timetables, space and knowledge are re-
thought and the Sdmi knowledge system and values
are placed at the core.

The concept of bundle mediating structures was
proposed by Berger and Neuhaus (1970), who suggest-
ed that family culture and school culture should be
compounded in order to empower the people. In other
words, mediating structures are intercultural educa-
tional tools. Further, Nurmi and Kontiainen (1995)
adapted the model so that the mediating structures
could operate in an intercultural educational context.
Generally, in an intercultural context, cultural conflict is
inevitable. Mediating structures communicate between
the past, the present and the future circumferentially.
Families, neighbourhood groups, religious groups, and
voluntary associations were mentioned in Johnson’s
(1994) research as mediating structures. For example,
in multilingual and multicultural educational practice,
cultural conflicts can arise due to asymmetric power
connections (Keskitalo, 2010). The concept of the bun-
dle mediating Sami education has been developed on
the basis of joint educational activities and research
(Keskitalo et al., 2013; Keskitalo & Sarivaara, 2014).

Aikio (2010) states that as Sdmi education has been
discoloured by the long history of assimilation, the
most important Sami educational goal is therefore the
teaching of coping skills. In order to learn to cope, Sami
education aims for learners to be naturally helpful,
peaceful, amicable, situation satisfied, curious in a fa-
miliar group, hardworking and imaginative (Aikio,
2010). These aspects have an inevitable impact on lan-
guage revitalisation. Such revitalisation could therefore
by further developed through education that relies on
those personality aspects.

The mediating structures for language revitalisation
require an awareness of socio-political and socio-
economic issues as well as attempts to actively resolve
these factors rather than simply leave them be.
Schools, family, society, media, friends and leisure facil-
ities are all important factors when revitalising lan-

guages. Schools may be ineffective at revitalisation by
themselves, so other factors should also be invested.
Ultimately, effective language revitalisation involves
the following characteristics:

1. Adding new sets of speakers to the language,
crucially involving the home domain and
intergenerational transmission (King, 2009;
Spolsky, 1989).

2. Adding new functions by introducing the
language into domains where it was previously
unused or relatively underused (O Laoire, 2006).

3. The language must be revived by both
established speakers and neo-speakers (Huss,
Grima, & Kind, 2003).

4. Involvement and activity on behalf of individuals
and the speech community as well as awareness
that positive attitudes, action, commitment,
strong acts of will and sacrifice may be
necessary to save and revitalise the language (O
Laoire, 2006).

The objective of mediating structures is to reinforce
cultural identity and indigeneity. Exclusionary models
may lead to ethnocentric perspectives and, crucially,
do not build a society that values pluralism and cultural
diversity. Ethnocentrism is concept used for example in
social science and education. William Graham Sumner
(1906, p. 13) defines ethnocentrism as the view when
one’s own group is the centre and other groups are
classified and assessed in relation to own group. Ac-
cording to our studies ethnocentrism does not em-
power indigenous peoples, but rather maintains essen-
tialist paradigms. In addition, an ethnocentric
perspective may trap individuals in the victim role,
which in a collective context means that the group re-
mains hindered by past discrimination. The victim role
means that person feels him/herself unable to change
his/her circumstances. It may bring negative discourse
into communities and, in addition, it involves negative
emotions such as scapegoating and seeing a future
without hope. However, the victim role does tend to
be one phase within indigenous peoples’ consciousness
raising and revitalisation processes. Indeed, traumatic
experiences of the past should be grieved for and
openly discussed within communities so that people
are finally able to move on from them. However, the
victim role may constitute a problematic base for dis-
course within indigenous peoples’” communities. Also,
essentialism and ethnocentrism may generate negative
attitudes towards indigenous peoples. Minorities
would benefit from constructing strategies that
strengthen their minority position. Therefore, mediat-
ing structures are tools that aim to dismantle the
asymmetric power structures. Educators and pedagog-
ies play a core role in preventing phenomena that chal-
lenge society in several ways. Also, researchers in-
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volved with indigenous peoples’ education are im-
portant in conducting practical measurements of lan-
guage revitalisation.

5. Obstacles and Facilities to Revitalisation

There may occur many barriers and obstacles due to
process of language revitalisation. However, there are
also many possibilities that should be highlighted ra-
ther than just focusing on barriers. One of the major
themes was raised by Sarivaara (2012), and concerns
the question of who particularly is authorised to take
part in language revitalisation. This leads to question:
who is indigenous enough. Smith (1999/2012) argues
that indigenous identity has often been based on a set
of requirements concerning authenticity and essential-
ism. Moreover, the authenticity attributed to indige-
nous peoples is based on stereotypical perspectives on
their culture. Thus, the images of culture are under-
stood only narrowly. Hall (1999) states that when ste-
reotyping, all of the named issues are going to be re-
duced to some simple characteristic, they are
overstated and then all of the inappropriate stereo-
types are excluded. The stereotypical model is not neu-
tral, but instead shows the generally accepted and
shared views of the social group. Ideas about social
groups are often drawn from stereotypes (Hall, 1999).
Essentialist identity understanding demonstrates an
unchangeable, traditional and clear-cut view of identi-
ty. From this point of view, a person’s identity remains
the same throughout his/her life. For example, Sami
status has been understood as a gateway to revitalisa-
tion. In Finland, in some cases only those who are offi-
cially registered as Sdmi in Sdmi Parliament’s electroral
roll are able to take part in language revitalisation
without questioning or excluding. There are numerous
political and practical gatekeeper issues that may ham-
per language revitalisation (Sarivaara, 2012).

Sarivaara in her PhD research interviewed 15 indi-
viduals who have revitalised the Sami language. These
revivers of the Sami languages are concerned about
the future of the language and so are committed to
promoting it. The study offers a new perspective on
the discourse concerning Sami identity and its bounda-
ries. Sarivaara proposes that language support
measures should be extended when revitalising; the
threshold to participate in the language being revital-
ised should be lowered; and options should be widely
offered. Further, investment must be made in motiva-
tional issues, the childhood language domain must be
extended, language choices on a basis should be sup-
ported, and the possibilities for language study should
be extended (Sarivaara, 2012). Every individual’s back-
ground should be appreciated. It seems that there are
lots of conflicts involved in language revitalisation. It is
important to be aware of the psychological effect
whereby a common background is assumed as part of

the heritage of colonialism and assimilation. A lack of
appreciation of Sami languages in education and in so-
ciety in general has caused a situation where feelings
of shame hinder language revitalisation. In addition,
there are also political, structural and practical hin-
drances that slow down and prevent language revitali-
sation. Also, the demand for a pure blood, official Sami
identity may be one of criteria for obtaining the privi-
lege of revitalising the Sami language. This means that
an indigenous person’s authenticity may be ques-
tioned. According to Smith (1999/2012), such question-
ing can prove hurtful, especially to individuals who al-
ready feel marginalised.

Keskitalo (2010) highlighted how multiple and de-
manding intercultural learning practices can be imple-
mented in classrooms in Norway Sami Schools. She
suggests that Sami knowledge, time and understanding
of place should be integrated into the curriculum so as
to better motivate both pupils and teachers (Keskitalo,
2010). Local values and localism are key due to multi-
cultural and minority/indigenous schooling issues (Ba-
baci Wilhite, 2015). After all, Sami education is a highly
diverse issue due to the history of assimilation. Pupils
come from culturally different backgrounds, which also
result in different identities and different worlds of ex-
periences. The teacher’s role includes supporting pupils’
cultural identity, so there is a need to understand the
complex and multiple phenomena of the cultural identi-
ty of both teachers and pupils (Banks, 2013). These as-
pects should therefore play a key role in education.

6. Discussion

The concept of mediating Sami education involves in-
struments aimed at constructively resolving conflicts.
In addition, it is an activity that strengthens emancipa-
tion. Education is based on caring and inclusive activi-
ties. Mediating Sdmi education thus results in workable
models for the resolution of conflicts. Among other
things, such mediation of Sdmi education is interested
in how education can disassemble oblique and unequal
connections between communities. Another important
development measure involves looking at how we can
strengthen the pedagogical research concerning medi-
ating and inclusive indigenous identities. Several issues
have become topical lately in the context of indigenous
education and they will help to dismantle the heritage
of assimilation (see Denzin, Lincoln, & Smith, 2008).

The concrete issue that deserves the first priority is
to solve constructively intern conflicts and oppression
within Sami society. For example, defaulting communi-
cation and poor management of internal conflict are
part of the process of lateral violence, which is an ex-
pression of internalized colonialism. Internalized colo-
nialism can be harmful for the indigenous society be-
cause it gets oppressed people to work against each
other. Richard Frankland states, that:
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“[T]he organised, harmful behaviours that we do to
each other collectively as part of an oppressed
group: within our families; within our organisations
and; within our communities. When we are consist-
ently oppressed we live with great fear and great an-
ger and we often turn on those who are closest to
us”. (Australian Human Rights Commission, 2011, p. 8)

Mediating structures should generate synergic connec-
tions within the revitalisation process. This basically
means aiming to increase the synergy between differ-
ent groups. Such synergy forms as a result of co-
operation and extended networking. However, it de-
mands tolerance, solidarity and the development of
cultural identities. Language revitalisation in mediating
education enables individual to construct and
strengthen their cultural identity and language skills
within a community characterised by a positive atmos-
phere and spirit. It is then possible that individuals are
able to develop and flourish. In addition, practical lan-
guage-related activities should be implemented as
soon as possible, whether that means language nests
for kindergarten children, primary school revitalisation
language classes or adult revitalisation teaching. Socie-
tal support for plans, goals and economy is important,
but individuals’ own attitudes towards the revitalisa-
tion process are more important.

Empowerment, revitalisation, education and re-
search are the core components of the transformation
and future for indigenous peoples. Today, Sami pupils
are members the future society. It is necessary to ex-
plore what kind of Sami society is desired, what kind of
values are important, and what kind of issues should
be changed. The objective of research is to identify op-
pressive and undignified issues, and also to try and
solve them (see Suoranta & Ryynanen, 2014). In addi-
tion, mediating structures corroborate human rights,
which aim to include all peoples and involve them in
the development of society. Language revitalisation
benefits mediating structures, since it enforces individ-
uals’ language learning and hence increases language
domains. Mediating structures also aim to tackle—at a
societal level, practical macro and micro level, and an
individual level—the complicated practical and psycho-
logical issues that may help or hinder language revitali-
sation. Research in this area would benefit from practi-
cal work with language revitalisation. Researchers and
educators should thus work together to help language
revitalisation to progress.
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