<Title>Forced Removal through the Schooling of National Minority Children in the Swedish and Finnish
Arctic
Annbritt Palo, Lydia Kokkola, and Lena Manderstedt

<Abstract>
Whilst the colonial practices of child removal outside of Europe are infamous, similar practices within Europe
have received less critical attention. This paper examines novels and short stories set in Sweden, Finland, and
the border area known as the Torne Valley. It analyses the literary portrayal of the forced removals of
children, almost exclusively from the Sámi- and the Finnish/Meänkieli-speaking minorities, into workhouses
or boarding schools in the Arctic regions of Sweden and Finland in the twentieth century. These stories are
set against the historical background; focus is on modalities of the trauma experienced. The discussion
reveals recurring themes regarding the direct and indirect violence experienced by children, and highlights
the inadequacies in the theorisation of coloniser-colonised situations developed in other contexts for
describing the European Arctic literature.
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The grand narratives that societies wish to pass on to their children are revealed in the literary works
directed to them, particularly those that depict and/or are written during events seen as historically
important. Analyses of literary portrayals can provide insight into authors’ perceptions of these sociohistorical events and extrapolate information about the prevailing attitudes of the periods in which the
books were produced. There may be a discrepancy between literary texts and socio-historical context, but
literature may shape the image of specific events (Wesseling). By tracing how the same or similar historical
events are portrayed over an extended period of time, it is possible to identify changes in the sensibilities,
beliefs, and assumptions of a society. Literary texts can present such events in ways that enable readers to
access the complexity of the situations and to recognise individual differences. Literature can also enable
young readers to reflect on the causes of individual differences. Historical narratives of oppression,
including the forced removal of children from their parents in order to attend school discussed here, can be
brought down to the individual level, sometimes highlighting victimhood, sometimes observing moments of
agency, and sometimes enabling readers to reflect on how the events affected those who implemented
them.
This paper examines seven novels and two collections of short stories set in Sweden, Finland, and the
border area known as the Torne Valley, analysing the literary portrayal of the forced removals of children,
almost exclusively from the Sámi- and the Finnish/Meänkieli-speaking minorities, into workhouses or

boarding schools in the Arctic regions of Sweden and Finland in the last century. We relate these stories to
the historical background, focusing on the various modalities of the trauma experienced, and trace changes
in attitude over time by examining narratives from three historical periods: 1950–69, 1980–99, and 2010–
today. We consider traumas related to the loss of language and home as reflections of historical realities
and presentations of national narratives.
The practices of removing children from their parents outside of Europe are infamous: the stolen
generation of Aboriginal children in Australia, the residential schools for the children of indigenous groups
from North America, and the widespread missionary schools in various countries in South America, Africa,
and Asia contribute to a widely recognised global narrative about coloniser–colonised relations. In this
narrative, colonial practices within Europe are easily overlooked. We work to redress this situation by
examining literary portrayals of such schools in the Swedish and Finnish Arctic, with a focus on the forms of
violence evident in the narratives. Both the time of the events portrayed in the fiction and the time of
publication are relevant to a study of these narratives, which depict how the school systems worked against
children from national minority backgrounds. Nevertheless, stories of fictional characters who bully, are
bullied, or who resist bullying are stories of individuals. To help us clarify the political and social attitudes
resulting in verbal, physical, and structural violence, we draw on the work of Pierre Bourdieu (2014) and
Johan Galtung (1969) to distinguish between direct and indirect violence.
Direct violence includes corporal punishment, humiliation, and verbal aggression, whereas indirect
violence occurs through structures, institutions, and regulations. In practice, however, the two kinds of
violence are intertwined. Children from national minority backgrounds were subjected to direct violence
from teachers and other pupils, but the pupils’ presence in these schools arose from state decrees, which
constitute indirect violence. National acknowledgement of colonial practices, or the lack of such
acknowledgements, arise from a recognition of the systematic nature of indirect violence. In schools,
structural violence includes an exclusion of students who do not comply, ‘poor infrastructure or provision,
rote learning and lack of dialogue and engagement in lessons, and the reproduction of inequality in and
through education’ (Cremin and Guilherme 1127).
The material we examine was written after 1950, requires a reading age of ten or above, uses the
main national language, and depicts children from the early to mid-twentieth century when some regional
children were forced to attend residential schools (known as ‘workhouses’ or ‘nomad schools’ in Sweden
and ‘boarding schools’ in Finland).1 The European Arctic is home to many ethnicities, but the literary works
analysed in this article focus on the removal of national minority children. In the Nordic states, national
minorities are legally defined groups of people. The separated children in the literary works we analyse are
from the Sámi- and the Finnish/Meänkieli-speaking minorities. One of the novels and both collections of
short stories were written in North Sámi and were later translated into Finnish, and one of the novels set in

the Torne Valley was simultaneously published in Swedish and in Meänkieli (the variety of Finnish spoken in
the Swedish border area). The rest were composed in the national languages (Finnish or Swedish) and have
not been translated into the languages spoken by the children they depict. Thus, these books are about
national minority children, but not necessarily intended to be for them, or at least not only for them. Any
selection of texts contains bias, but there are few books in Swedish or Finnish on this topic. For the Swedish
selection, only one other fictional story for young readers on this particular topic was published, a reader
from 1917; since there are no editions of the reader from the 1950s onwards, it falls outside the scope of
this analysis. We cannot be quite as certain about materials in Finnish, since there is no national catalogue
for children’s literature in Finland (like the Swedish ELSA). Apart from these stories set in residential
schools, and a few boarding-school stories, the literary tradition of boarding-school stories in the Nordic
countries exists primarily through translations of English books.
Focusing on the modalities of the trauma experienced allows us to begin to dispel the lack of
knowledge among readers about the colonial nature of the ideology that led to the separation of children
from their parents and the normalisation of institutionalised violence. The narratives produced in the first
period on both sides of the border are dominated by the belief that separating children from their parents
in order to receive an education was a positive project. The narratives of the second period thematise
assimilation, whereas those of the third period thematise diversity and memories.

<A>Minority Policies and the Forced Separation of Arctic Children
Interpretations of the forced removal of children in Sweden and Finland depend, in part, on the histories of
the two countries. Sweden was a colonial power, but Swedish colonisation within Europe is a more complex
issue. Some Sámi (the indigenous peoples of the European Arctic) would argue that the period of
colonisation continues, as Sápmi (known in English by its colonial name ‘Lapland’) is divided across four
nations and not autonomous. Finland was ruled by Sweden until 1809, when it was ceded to Russia, from
which it gained independence in 1917. For this reason, there are many ethnic Finns in Sweden and in the
Torne Valley. Opinions on whether the history of the European Arctic and its peoples should be interpreted
through a (post)colonial lens are mixed. Jukka Nyyssönen suggests that ‘there are numerous examples of
colonialistic [sic] policies, gazes and practices in the history of the encounter between the Finns and the
Sami, but the multiplicity of this encounter is lost if it is lumped under the category of colonialism’ (104).
Similarly, Veli-Pekka Lehtola argues that more nuanced interpretations are needed to uncover the
complexity of Finnish–Sámi relations, since the clear distinctions between oppressors and oppressed,
decision-makers, and victims implicit in the language of post-colonial studies are not historically accurate in
the European Arctic (15–20). When scholars and readers coming from so-called ‘small’ language areas
attempt to describe their historical situation and literary traditions, their arguments are often reimagined

as parallels to, for example, residential schools for indigenous peoples in Canada (see Anah-Jayne
Markland’s contribution to IRCL 11.2), the US, or Australia. In the European colonisation of other
continents, visual differences between the colonised and the coloniser are to be expected. The persistence
of these ideas can be seen in the recent criticisms in social media of Frozen 2: Elsa discovers her mixed
ethnic heritage yet is depicted as White. These criticisms assume that all indigenous peoples are not White,
yet many Sámi are as White and blonde as Elsa. And, like Elsa, many people of mixed descent do not know
their origins, partly due to the practices we clarify in this paper.
Focusing on the question of how school policy and practice are represented in literature for youth
allows us to uncover ‘the multiplicity of the encounter’ between national minority children and their
educators. In neither Sweden nor Finland were the schools established as part of an explicit social or
linguistic policy, nor were the schools built solely for children from national minority backgrounds. Instead,
they formed part of the national education system, implementing statutes that applied to all children. The
impact of these policies on the lives of children from national minority backgrounds, when compared to
those from majority backgrounds, arose in situ and was exacerbated by unregulated but widespread codes
of practice. The benign origins of these schools mean that, even today, citizens from majority backgrounds
are largely unaware of the trauma inflicted on minority children when children and parents were forced to
separate.
Our discussions of the texts include brief overviews of the educational practices in Sweden and
Finland that led to the forced separation of children from their parents. Various forms of violence causing
trauma are identified and used to open up readings of the texts. The materials are presented in
chronological order, in part, to challenge teleological beliefs that matters are improving.

<A>1950–69: Sent to Schools for Their Own Good …
The books we discuss from the period 1950–69 were written by well-educated Finns and Swedes (not Sámi
or Tornedalians) for readers of this generation. The Swedish novel Jössa Långben – Nomadlärarinna [Jössa
Longlegs: nomad schoolteacher, 1955] by Joonas Saarinen, a pseudonym for Harald Victorin, is set during
the era when teachers lived with the nomadic Sámi, teaching their children in ‘tent schools’ whilst the
reindeer were foraging. The Finnish novel Lapin aarteet [The treasures of Lapland, 1960] by Kirsti
Heporauta is set at the time when the residential schools had just been built.
The quality of education provided in the tent schools was lower than that provided in schools in
other parts of Sweden and attracted criticism from Sámi activists (Laula 25–7). In order to improve
standards, and to address the extreme poverty of the region, workhouses were established in the
northernmost provinces (Elenius 63) after 1902–3, when crop failures resulted in widespread famine
(Slunga 36). The children were taken from their parents to live in residences close to schools, where they

received free board and lodging as well as schooling. Initially, Swedish as the dominant language of
instruction was not a policy, simply a consequence of the shortage of teachers and educational material in
the Sámi languages. For Sámi children, the social objectives were somewhat contradictory. On the one
hand, there was a desire to improve the participation of Sámi children in education, but, on the other hand,
there was also the national romantic desire to ensure that the Sámi remained suited to the semi-nomadic
life of reindeer herders, which was why the tent schools were established (Henrysson and Flodin 14). From
1917, Swedish became the official language of instruction (Slunga 23) and expectations that the Sámi
should assimilate increased. The original manual governing the establishment of workhouses made no
reference to local languages but, because children from Sámi or Tornedalian backgrounds were far more
likely to live in poverty, the workhouses rapidly developed ethnic profiles in addition to their socioeconomic profiles. From the mid-1930s, partly in response to beliefs about racial purity that were spreading
throughout Europe, the schools began to implement Swedish-only practices. The criticism in Sweden
directed at workhouses, tent, and nomad schools increased in the 1950s. In 1957, the Swedish National
Board of Education issued a leaflet declaring that Finnish-speaking children in northern Sweden must not
be forbidden to speak their language during recess (Slunga 25). The Sámi languages had not been officially
banned as the languages of instruction, but in practice, instruction in reading and writing took place in
Swedish (Sameskolstyrelsen). Awareness and disapproval of violence against children in these schools were
sufficiently widespread that fiction from the 1950s and 1960s about them could not be unequivocally
positive.
Jössa’s family name, Niska, indicates that they are Tornedalian, but neither Jössa nor her sister speak
Finnish/Meänkieli. This is the only novel in our selection in which the protagonist speaks the national
language prior to attending a national school. Even so, Saarinen makes sure readers understand that the
state’s decision to separate children from their parents in order to provide education for the children was
cruel: ‘Mother’s eyes were red from tears when she put us in the sled. She did not dare hope for
improvements at the workhouse. The state stood there, menacing from beyond the woods and the lower
mountains and callously ordered: “Give us your children!”’ (Saarinen 63).2 At the workhouse, Jössa’s sister
is punished for learning to swear in Finnish from other children. The children suffer from more than
homesickness and the emotional loss of separation from their families: they also have to perform chores,
manage on very little food, and obey the manager’s rules, and they are punished for both real and
imagined transgressions. The direct violence meted out to the children is obvious, but Saarinen helps
readers understand how this violence was supported by the workhouse infrastructure (cf. Cremin and
Guilherme). For instance, the workhouse fosters a culture of denunciation whereby children are
encouraged to report on one another’s infringements of the rules in exchange for extra food. The scenes
depicting such denunciations help novice readers understand that the punishments are institutionally

endorsed and not simply examples of the behaviour of cruel teachers. Jössa points out how unnecessary
such violence is, saying they ‘had learnt how softly and kindly the Sámi brought up their children’ (Saarinen
47). In this way, Jössa distinguishes between the non-Sámi and the Sámi in a way that elevates the Sámi,
although her claims oversimplify the lived realities in the region.
The workhouses increasingly became instruments of a state-endorsed socialisation project. The
guidelines for the workhouses outlined a ‘social mission to educate and, generally speaking, foster children
who were bodily or spiritually neglected in their homes’ (Slunga 39). Jössa Långben contains scenes
suggesting that people outside the workhouses were unaware of their operations, which was mostly true at
the time the story is set: ‘One day a female writer came to the workhouse to write an article. Such a
marvellous idea, the workhouses. More PR. And then it was time to pretend’ (Saarinen 60). The writer and
later a school inspector only get to see and hear what the manager wants them to know. There are also
scenes, however, that indicate that outside intervention could be leveraged to protect the pupils. On one
occasion, the manager whips a boy who is innocent of the perceived transgression. The other children
report this to a teacher, and the manager is sent to work at another workhouse, thus exposing other
children to the manager’s abuse. The novel guides readers to understand that the manager’s abusive
treatment of the children under her care is not approved, but that the system prevails. In the ambivalence
of these plot events, there is evidence of authorial disapproval of the workhouses.
After finishing compulsory school, Jössa teaches in a tent school and travels with the Sámi children
and their families. Although the novel portrays Jössa’s work as a teacher in a positive light, the poor
infrastructure of these schools, historically criticised by Sámi activists (cf. Laula), is evident in Saarinen’s
novel. As a ‘reward’ for coping, or possibly as a punishment for incessantly demanding improvement, Jössa
is ‘promoted’ to teach at a Sámi residential school, where Sámi children were separated from their families
in order to attend school. By exposing the weaknesses of both systems, Saarinen guides readers to consider
the residential school to be a better alternative from a material point of view, but highlights the
problematic nature of separating children from their parents in any educational system. Attending school
meant that Sámi children were unable to take part in the semi-nomadic activities surrounding reindeer
husbandry, fur trapping, and fishing, with the consequence that the children were separated not only from
their parents, but also from their culture.
In Finland, state intervention in educational politics during the period of the Swedish workhouses
was minimal, partly because the newly independent country plunged into civil war in 1918 and could not
afford the expense of a similar programme. As in Sweden, Sámi children typically received a lower standard
of education than other children in Finland, but families stayed together. Children living on the Finnish side
of the Torne Valley received an education in standard Finnish in village schools. The Finnish parliament did
not make education compulsory for all children up to the age of thirteen until 1947. This change was partly

a response to initiatives from Sámi representatives who wanted to improve the quality of education their
children received. Children living far from villages had to board in residences located close to schools. The
residences housed both Sámi and non-Sámi children. The schools were also attended by children who lived
sufficiently close to the schools to remain with their parents. The impact of the residential school system
was very different on Sámi children. The teachers rarely spoke Sámi, so the Sámi children had to learn
Finnish rapidly to be able to participate. Rauna Kuokkanen mentions the ‘indoctrination of values of the
dominant society, including the notion of Sami inferiority’ in residential schools (706), and many children
struggled with abrupt changes in diet. Minna Rasmus has interviewed people who attended these schools
as children, many of whom cite stories of extreme violence.
Heporauta’s novel Lapin aarteet, is focalised through Mirna, a sixteen-year-old Finnish girl from the
south, and centres on Mirna’s journey into the wilderness to find a Sámi boy, Heikka, who has run away
from his boarding school because he believes he has killed a Finnish boy, Antti. Heikka punched Antti in
response to being ‘teased’ about the way he speaks Finnish. The violence remains between the pupils and
is not sanctioned by the school, although the teacher downplays the actions of both boys. Throughout the
novel, Mirna’s body is contrasted to those of the Sámi characters in ways that recall Robin Bernstein’s
comments about Black and White child characters in American literature: ‘White children become
constructed as tender angels while black children were labelled as unfeeling, noninnocent nonchildren’
(33). Heporauta’s descriptions highlight Mirna’s bodily fragility: ‘For Sámi women, carrying a child was as
easy and natural as walking. Southern women, however, were built differently, such that just walking
quickly was enough to partially cripple herʼ (Heporauta 46–7). The implication is that the Sámi are less
capable of experiencing pain than fragile Finns from the south. In short, the Sámi children are less innocent
(Kokkola and Merivirta). These contrasts reach absurd levels in relation to the youngest Sámi characters.
Nine-year-old Heikka knows how to navigate in the wild, and no one is worried about his spending the night
alone there. Even one-year-old Aslak is presented as being fiercer than Mirna: ‘His dark hair and sharp
eyebrows made the boy look much older than southern boys of his age. Deep in his sleep, his tiny, curled
fingers looked so powerful they could grab a noose or a Sámi knife at any moment’ (Heporauta 26). The
Sámi toddler is depicted as more adult and less innocent than Finnish children of the same age.
The anti-white-supremacist writer Theodore Allen explains how Whiteness became a political tool by
reducing the oppressed ‘to one undifferentiated social status’ (28, 32). Noel Ignatiev builds on Allen’s work
to show how the Catholic Irish – an oppressed group in Ireland – were initially associated with African
Americans, and how racial stereotypes, such as arrival in the country as immigrants and not slaves (41),
having white skin (59), or being included in the group that did ‘white man’s work’ (112), enabled them to
raise themselves above African Americans, thereby ‘becoming White’. A similar transition is evident in

Heporauta’s novel as she shows how a Sámi child can ‘become innocent’. When Mirna finds Heikka to tell
him that he has not committed murder, the Sámi boy undergoes a remarkable transformation:
The child threw himself into the snow, squirmed like a puppy over to Tanu’s skis, put his feet into
the fittings, which were much too large for him. [….]
– I’ll come back to school with you! Let’s go there to celebrate Christmas. Let’s join in the
sledding competitions. With the other boys! (Heporauta 122)

Heikka – who has competently tracked his way through the wilderness alone – is reduced to a ‘child’ and a
‘puppy’ who is too small for the skis. School transforms a knowing ‘noninnocent nonchild’ into a laughing,
innocent puppy. By leaving his Sámi identity in the fells, Heikka becomes innocent. The Finnish state’s
indirect violence results in success.

<A>1980–1999: Speaking in Their Own Voice – Assimilation at the cost of innocence
From the 1970s, the same kind of ethnic revival movement that characterised Sámi groups in the post-war
era became prominent among Finnish-speaking Tornedalians. The ethnic revival entailed an upsurge in
literature by Sámi or Tornedalian writers. Gunnar Kieri is of Tornedalian origin, and his 1987 novel Var som
folk! [Behave like normal people] depicts three siblings, born in the 1940s, remembering their time in a
workhouse where they were expected to assimilate to the dominant Swedish culture. They are forced to
wear the clothes provided by the institution rather than their own clothes when they arrive at school,
symbolising the state-endorsed decision to separate children from their family, culture, and language. The
institutionalised nature of this violence is clear and is manifested through actions such as forcing the
children to say their prayers. There are also examples of direct violence: children who do not eat their
meals are force-fed. One sister is not allowed to go to the privy and then is beaten for wetting her bed. The
children are assumed to be dirty and are not even trusted to wash themselves properly, so the manager
and her aide come into the sauna to scrub them.
Although the manager speaks Finnish, and occasionally translates so the newly arrived children can
understand, in Kieri’s novel, speaking their Finnish mother tongue is forbidden. The children have to learn
Swedish. The prohibition silences the brother completely:
After he had been admonished in the school and at the workhouse for speaking Finnish, he became silent.
[….] No matter what the teacher tried […] it was impossible. He wanted to but he couldn’t. Not until the
teacher, who understood what was wrong, sat down next to him and spoke Finnish, did it change. She
shouldn’t, really, but she was wiser than many others. (Kieri 90)

In the 1920s, nationalist politics in Sweden turned the question of bilingualism in the Torne Valley into a
question of military defence or homeland security (Slunga 23), and Tornedalian teachers who petitioned in

1928 to be allowed to teach the Finnish language were accused of being traitors (Slunga 24).
Counterintuitively, the schoolteacher in Kieri’s novel who translates for the boy is actually the one who
manages to achieve the goal of the state: she helps turn the boy into a Swedish-speaking citizen.
The point of the workhouse is to transform the children into good Swedish citizens. Punishments are
designed to attack those aspects of selfhood (language, faith, and bodily appearance) that are deemed to
make the children unsuitable for this status. It is noteworthy that the workhouse manager is Tornedalian,
as was usually the case. Inexperienced readers may be excused for thinking that this exonerates the
Swedish state and for assuming that the manager’s behaviour is simply a personality trait. Historically
knowledgeable readers are likely to recognise the manager’s internalised self-hatred and conclude that the
alleged good intentions of the state do not justify the cruel treatment meted out to the children in the
novel.
Kristina Lantto-Toffe’s Tuu tuu tupakkarulla [Come, come, roll of tobacco, 1994] is the only children’s
book in Meänkieli to depict life in the workhouses. The book is bilingual: held in one direction, it can be
read in Swedish; held the other way, it is in Meänkieli. The only significant difference between the versions
is the illustrations by Inga-Britt Uusitalo. In the Meänkieli version, the illustrations highlight community
feeling, whereas the illustrations of the Swedish version highlight the institutionalisation of violence
(Kokkola). For instance, the Meänkieli cover depicts the sisters Elina and Enni holding hands in front of the
huge workhouse, whereas the Swedish version depicts a memorable act of violence in the story: Elina is fed
kidney beans, which she finds so unpalatable that she vomits onto her plate. Her teacher then force-feeds
the mixture of beans and vomit until the bilingual cook intervenes. The appearance of force-feeding in both
the novels from this period reflects a historical truth but also functions as a literary convention conveying
the violence inflicted on children separated from their parents and homes.
The illustrations also contain a small detail that serves to partially exonerate the Swedish state’s
intervention. Both language versions start with the same image of Elina standing in front of her class singing
a well-known Finnish lullaby. There are two Swedish words behind the smiling teacher’s head, words
revealing an unspoken narrative. First, the image reveals that there is a school near the girls’ home, a
school where the children can sing in Meänkieli. The image shows a blackboard with the words Låt stå! [Do
not erase!], meaning that the school is situated on the Swedish side of the border, where Swedish was the
language of instruction. The girls can, however, sing in their mother tongue. This raises the question as to
why the girls need to leave a school where the authorities do not seem to enforce the Swedish language.
No reason is given in the text, but the illustration shows that the mother is distraught. Visibly pregnant, she
is depicted holding a baby and crying. The more plausible explanation is that there is not enough food for
them at home. The workhouses were a response to the poverty in the region (cf. Slunga), and, for all their
faults, they kept children alive. This is unlike the situation in other parts of the world (such as North

America) where indigenous children died in residential schools. Nevertheless, making this side of the story
visible through a single illustration changes the balance between victimhood and awareness of colonial
crimes. The other implicit expression of praise for the state’s intervention is easier to see: by the end of the
year, Elina is functionally bilingual. Her command of Swedish increases her future life options. The novel
certainly acknowledges the abuses of the past, but it also accepts that there were benefits for children who
were separated from their parents for educational purposes.
The 1980s and 1990s witnessed another important political historical event in relation to the people
living in the European Arctic which did not find its way into children’s literature from this period: ILO C169
(The Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention). The convention calls for the right of indigenous peoples ‘to
exercise control over their own institutions, ways of life and economic development, and to maintain and
develop their identities, languages, and religions within the framework of the States in which they live’
(International Labour Organization, n.p.). Its remit covers schools and the right to retain and develop
languages such as Sámi. (Meänkieli is not covered by the convention, as the Tornedalians are not
indigenous people.) ILO C169 was drawn up in 1989 and ratified by Norway in 1990. So far, neither Sweden
nor Finland has ratified it.

<A>2010–Today: Speaking in Their Own Voice – victims, survivors, and individuals
The millennium ushered in greater sensitivity towards the problem of cultural appropriation, so all the
books that have appeared on this topic since 2010 have been produced by people who identify as Sámi.
(There are no Tornedalian books on this topic from this era.) In 2015, a novel by the Finnish Sámi writer
Kerttu Vuolab, Sataprosenttinen 3 [One hundred per cent], originally written in North Sámi and published in
1994, was translated into Finnish. The story is set in the early 1960s and describes life in a boarding school
from the perspective of eleven-year-old Maaret. She is picked on by her Finnish classmates and made to
feel ashamed of her clothes and Sámi background. She is, thus, subject to indirect violence. She learns that
the children have created a secret code so they can warn each other that the wardens are coming. Her
suggestion that they speak Sámi is greeted with silence, and thereafter the bullying begins. Maaret is
linguistically talented – the title refers to the results of her Swedish exam – but the teacher’s praise results
in further bullying. The novel shows that life in the boarding schools was stressful for all pupils, but that the
strain on Sámi children was significantly greater. Like Lapin aarteet, but unlike the Swedish books,
Sataprosenttinen identifies the Finnish pupils rather than their teachers as the primary source of the
problem. In this novel, the state is not directly implicated in the violence because the acts of violence are
carried out by other pupils. The state was responsible for creating the schools where Finnish pupils bullied
the Sámi children and for hiring staff who failed to intervene, but recognising this as a form of indirect,
systemic violence requires considerable sophistication in reading. Sataprosenttinen offers little more to the

depiction of the Finnish school system in the post-war era than the previously discussed books. The delay
between the publication of the original and the translation into Finnish indicates that the publishers felt the
time was right to provide reading material for majority Finnish speakers and, perhaps, Sámi children who
had grown up without learning a Sámi language.
Also in 2015, Niilo Aikio published the first of his two short-story collections about Niga in three
variants of Sámi as well as Finnish, with the second book following in 2018. The stories are set in the 1940s
and 1950s. One short story in the first collection describes Niga’s evacuation (along with his parents) during
the Lapland War and how he learns to speak Finnish. The only time Niga is separated from his parents and
extended family appears in a story in the second collection called ‘Kaksipäinen hirviö’ [The double headed
monster]. Feeling homesick at school, Niga decides to teach the other children a trick by walking on his
hands and is punished by the teachers. Originally written for Sámi children, the implicit involvement of the
state in Niga’s life is assumed, tacit knowledge. For readers who know nothing of educational history, the
teacher’s violence seems inexplicable. After all, Niga is just playing, an activity that is the archetype of
childhood innocence.
Sataprosenttinen and the Niga books are the only books depicting Sámi children in boarding schools
to appear in Finnish since 2010. Sataprosenttinen depicts Maaret as a victim of an oppressive system, but
the Niga books are tales of survival. The second Niga book ends with a scene that reverses the
transformation of Heikka in Lapin aarteet. The story, ‘Tumma mies’ [Dark man], depicts Niga as a young
man meeting a female Finnish tourist, Saimi. The pair are attracted to each other, but they cannot stomach
the other’s food. The story ends with Niga taking off his clothes to go swimming, inadvertently revealing
that, although his face and hands are dark, his skin is very white:
When Nigá took his shirt off, Saimi’s dark man turned White. Only the sun-tanned face and hands were left of
the dark man.
– It’s like a snowman, the girl thought briefly, as he dived into the lake. (130–1)

Instead of melting, Niga returns to his clothes and Saimi returns to her life in the south. Readers are told
that no love letters were exchanged. The story suggests that Finns and Sámi cannot mix, even though the
differences are not as great as they might initially have seemed.
The last two novels are fictionalised autobiographies written in Swedish by Sámi women who were
sent to residential schools. According to Laura Castor, the underlying agreement with the reader of
autobiographies is ‘that the writer tells the truth, at least is trying to do so’ (239). Readers might be
tempted, therefore, to interpret these stories as evidence not only of the lived realities of the authors, but
that all Sámi were sent to either a residential or nomad school. Mamma har ett eget moln [Mother has a
cloud of her own, 2011], by Kristina Lansgren, presents her childhood through the fictional character
Margit. As with the stories discussed above, language suppression is a major theme. Margit is a good

student and suffers less than some of the other characters we have discussed. Nevertheless, her reward for
studying hard is a book written in Swedish that she is expected to read during her summer holidays (the
only time when she can use her home language freely).
Children in the workhouses, especially girls, are used as cleaners, even though other scenes suggest
that the children are considered themselves dirty. For instance, Margit and the other Sámi children are
deloused and scrubbed after visiting their family homes. The novel includes other humiliating acts,
including the so-called ‘scientific’ measurements by race biologists. The violence of the state is clearly
manifested through the doctor’s actions:
Finally, he took a measuring device and screwed it onto her head, it hurt. Then he measured her nose and
the distance between her eyes and ears. Margit saw that the doctor noted the measurements on a piece of
paper. Auntie measured her head when she was to sew a laced cap, but why did the doctor measure her
head? Margit wondered (113).

Until the doctor measures Margit’s head, the story describes a typical school medical assessment of the
era, but when the doctor measures Margit’s head, the action becomes a racially specific act of direct
violence: ‘it hurt’.
In the other fictionalised autobiography, Vantar Fàhttsa – Magdalenas första minnen [Mittens –
Magdalena’s first memories, 2010], Majvor Massa Eriksson tells her own story, using the alias ‘Magdalena’.
The story takes place during the winters of the late 1930s and 1940s. Magdalena’s parents are reindeer
herders who worry about the war coming to their home, but also other risks associated with their remote
location. The family lives far from the nearest telephone and doctors cannot reach them quickly. As a
result, Magdalena loses several siblings as infants. This family background is crucial for understanding
Magdalena’s traumatic experiences at school. The most inhumane event occurs when the manager seeks
out Magdalena and her brothers to tell them that their little sister has died. Magdalena is so shocked and
grief-stricken that she walks out of the lunchroom without thanking God for the food or asking permission
to leave the table. She is punished for this by being forced to eat until she vomits. Once again, the forcefeeding could be taken either as evidence of direct violence or as a literary convention of residential-school
stories in Sweden.
As in the other books, separation from family and being forced to function in Swedish are dominant
themes. Magdalena is forced to speak Swedish, but she is not allowed to play with the local Swedishspeaking children. Magdalena struggles to learn the language: ‘She must first always think in Sámi and then
try to translate the word into Swedish’ (Eriksson 82). She sometimes slips up and speaks in Sámi.
Punishments for this ‘crime’ include being forbidden to speak to her mother. Later in the story, the children
rebel by hiding in the outhouse to speak in Sámi (Eriksson 87). Readers are encouraged to admire
Magdalena, but the association of the Sámi language with excrement taints this expression of agency.

(Similar scenes are also depicted in Tuu tuu tuppakkarulla, when the children enjoy speaking Meänkieli in
the privies.)
The most recent publications written by Sámi authors, most of whom experienced the state
interventions in children’s lives, depict victimhood, even when the stories contain moments of agency. As
literary works, they also highlight survival and the strength of individuals. Thus, they transcend the
objectives of giving evidence of the abuse of children and of shaming the political structures that turn a
blind eye to the abuse. The literary works from the third period portray separated children who are, or
might be, victims of abuse, but who are also survivors and individuals.

<A>Nation-Building and the Idealisation of Innocence
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) prescribes access to education as one of
the rights all signatory states should ensure. We take it as self-evident that children should attend school,
even as we recognise the logistical problems associated with providing high-quality education in sparsely
populated regions. Today, few would regard this as the state forcing children and parents apart, but rather
as an outcome that should be anticipated if parents choose to live far from a school. The first generation of
Sámi children to attend school did not grow up with parents who took the location of schools into account
when choosing where to live. Moreover, the notion of ‘choice’ is complicated because the traditional forms
of livelihood in these sparsely populated areas are tied to the land. To live near a school entails a change of
livelihood, an option not open to everybody. The first generation felt the effects of compulsory education
most strongly, not least because they were not educated in their home language. Few returned to their
parents’ occupations after leaving school. By the third generation, most children were born close enough to
schools to be able to attend on a daily basis (Lakkala, Määttä, and Uusiautti) and most knew the language
of the school prior to attending, although, even today, that is not always the case.
Bernstein draws attention to the racism implicit in characterising innocence. Her analyses assume
that race is visible, as in skin colour. The books from the earliest period of our sample reflect, to some
extent, the belief that racial difference is a biological, measurable fact. However, ethnic differences
between the Swedes, the Sámi, the Finns, and the Tornedalians cannot necessarily be visibly discerned. The
stories depicting attempts by racial biologists to identify difference emphasise the invasive racism of the
procedures: they hurt. All the texts discussed in this article were written and published in the post-war era
by authors who knew about the Holocaust and the horrors of promoting racial purity. This may explain why
authors like Heporauta and Saarinen identify ethnic differences in the stories, but do not insist on the
superiority of the national majority: the Sámi are stronger and kinder than the Finns and Swedes. They also
present state education in a positive light. Jössa brings better quality education to the Sámi than she
received herself. Mirna brings Heikka back to school, where he can cast aside the work of caring for himself

and enjoy a carefree child’s life. But, as the books from all periods make clear, the forced separation of
children from their parents was the result of educational language policies that targeted national minority
children. Although packaged as a social project intending to root out poverty, the system typically delivered
substandard education with impacts that fell more heavily on those from national minority backgrounds.
The books from the middle period reflect the era when political activism led to greater awareness of
the mistreatment of minorities in the North among the general population. During this era, Sweden
recognised the Sámi and the Tornedalians as ‘national minorities’ and declared Meänkieli to be a language.
Finland also recognised the status of the Sámi and their languages (but not Meänkieli, which is considered a
Finnish dialect). The books from this period draw attention to the abuse inflicted on the children by the
school system, highlighting the cruelty of individuals. There are no attempts to distinguish between the
pupils on the basis of their appearance in these works.
The most recent books, all written by Sámi authors, were published – or, in the case of Vuolab’s
novel, translated into Finnish – after 2009, the year of the first Swedish law concerning the rights of
national minorities. No equivalent law exists in Finland. The Sámi are acknowledged as a national minority
in Finland, but the Sámi languages do not have as much protection as they do in Sweden. The recent books
show greater political intent as they leverage victimisation to highlight state abuse. At the same time, the
books complicate the issue by highlighting bullying among the pupils. In the novels, a majority of the
children who are separated from their families suffer from homesickness. The children are punished if they
cry for their parents. They are not allowed to phone their parents, as is the case for Magdalena in Eriksson’s
novel. Even playing a game learnt at home might result in punishment, as happens to Niga in Aikio’s novel.
Denied their own language and clothing, the children are deprived of part of their identity. They have to
come to terms with this to survive their homesickness.
Our analyses show that the content of the stories – homesickness, bullying, force-feeding, beating,
and the need to manage in the national language – remained largely the same for over seventy years. The
differences lie in the location of blame, the extent to which the characters are considered victims, the
image of nationhood, and the awareness of colonial practices. The earliest texts acknowledge the state
decision to separate the children from their parents, but do not present the children as victims. Heikka and
Jössa are both spirited young people. Characters in the later books have moments of agency, but are more
easily interpreted as being victims of circumstances controlled by the state, even though there may be
moments when the nation is exonerated. In short, the examples do not indicate progress, merely shifts in
emphasis.
Since the 1990s, Sweden has officially acknowledged the impact of its colonial past on its citizens.
Residential schools and workhouses no longer exist. However, Swedish politics towards the Sámi have
changed only marginally (Lantto). From the 1970s, children in Sweden have been accorded the right to

study Sámi or Finnish in school as their mother tongue. In contrast, Finland has no official policy of
recognition and expresses no need for restitution or apology. Anna Rastas notes the way in which Finns
tend to regard themselves as the victims rather than the perpetrators of colonisation – for instance, by
showing war films related to the loss of land to the Soviet Union. This viewpoint – dubbed ‘Finnish
exceptionalism’ – has only recently begun to be addressed, and it assumes a form of national ‘innocence’ in
relation to colonial practices (Kokkola and Merivirta). Until Finnish exceptionalism has been abandoned, the
assumption of national innocence will interfere with recognition of the colonial practices within Sápmi.
In both countries, the work of awareness of the injustices and colonial history needs to continue and
needs to do more than replace the history of abuse with a narrative of victimhood or a narrative of a
benign state helping its weakest citizens. Literary critics need to find ways to read these texts that
recognises our own lack of awareness and our tendency to read history as progress. There remains a need
for fiction enabling both majority and minority children to understand the lived realities and consequences
of educational policies in the Swedish and Finnish Arctic.
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1

The novels and the two collections of short stories analysed for this article have children or young adults
as their protagonists. All books require a certain amount of literacy. In addition, the majority have either
been officially catalogued in Sweden or Finland as novels for young girls, or young adults, or the writers are
categorised as writers of fiction for young readers.

2

All citations in this paper are our own translations.

3

Please note that all references and citations relate to the Finnish version of the novel from 2015, not the
original Sámi version from 1994.

