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Introduction: 

“Division is not limited to the world of arithmetic, but it is further present in the world we live in.” 

(Vice Chair Shreyas Agarwal)  

Culture presents a key pillar in an individual's and society's identity. It shapes the person we are 

and how we choose to interact with the world around us. However, in our modern society, 

culture seems to manifest into division and violence or simply erodes over time, with its unique 

appeal and beauty often being lost. 

Such is the case with the issue we are tackling, “Safeguarding Indigenous Sami Cultural 

Practices in Northern Scandinavia.” 

The Sami are a well-recognized tribe inhabiting Lapland and adjacent areas of northern Norway, 

Sweden, and Finland, as well as the Kola Peninsula of Russia, a region they call Sápmi. This 

indigenous tribe at the heart of northern Europe has a rich history and deep roots, but is quite 

unknown to the rest of the world. The modern-day Sami are an underrepresented people 

globally; their cultural traditions are either unknown by most or forgotten, rendering safeguarding 

them a difficult task. 

They trace their heritage to ancient European and Saadian roots. Their presence as one of the 

last remaining indigenous tribes of Europe fails to fascinate and rather seems to detract from 

modern media or global attention. Potentially due to their location in Europe, with Scandinavia 

an area of relative peace in our current day, or due to their culture having been threatened by 

time, forcing the modern Sami’s adaptation to modern traditions to ensure their survival, the 

culture-rich practices are slowly dying. 

Measures to combat this decline have been taken with many governments properly recognizing 

and protecting them, and localized efforts to promote their histories; it remains an uphill battle. 

The issue remains that a slow decrease in population, modernization and industry rendering 

classical living obsolete are all challenges that threaten the Sami Cultural practices. Thus, if left  



 

unchecked, this cultural erosion will continue to develop, and future referral to Sami Cultural 

Practices will be in the past tense. 

 

Definition of key terms: 

Sovereignty: A state’s assertion of power, policy, and governance within its borders without 

external involvement. 

Direct Violence: Intentional and personal, with the intent to injure or hurt another individual. 

Structural Violence: Structures in society that cause harm and are unjust. 

Cultural Violence: An effective justification tool for direct violence and structural violence. 

Cultural Violence is a way of thinking. 

Cultural Relativism: “Cultures differ from one another, so do the moral frameworks that 

structure relations with different societies.” 

Indigenous Practices: Knowledge, techniques, and stories unique to a culture and important to 

their cultural expression. Often transmitted through time, they shape people’s identity. 

Sami People: Any member of a people speaking the Sami Language and inhabiting “Lapland” 

and adjacent areas of northern Norway, Sweden, and Finland. 

Lapland: Region of northern Europe largely within the Arctic Circle, stretching across northern 

Norway, Sweden, and Finland and into the “Kola Peninsula”. 

Kola Peninsula: Region in far northern Russia, covers some 40,000 square miles. The 

peninsula is an extension of the Baltic Shield. 

 

Background: 

Ancestors known to the ancient Greeks and Roman authors. The Vikings referred to these 

people as “Lapps,” giving rise to the word “Laplandia” – the “Land of Laps”. 4000 years ago, the 

glaciers retreated, leading the way for Saadian tribes to travel to Scandinavia and the Kola 

Peninsula, and the European tribes merged to form the original Sami tribes. 

 



 

Following the merger of the Sami tribes in Lapland, they began to develop their own localized 

cultures. The ancient Sápmi people (as they were also referred to) relied heavily on reindeer. 

From food, clothing, and transportation, the aboriginals relied so heavily on them that their 

importance began to bleed into their mythology. They believed that a great white reindeer 

sacrificed itself to the sky to create the world, its veins creating rivers, its fur the forest, its 

stomach the ocean, and its horns the mountains. They were a traditional nomadic hunter-

gatherer tribe that tracked reindeer over their seasonal migration across tundras, snowscapes, 

fjords, and forests. During these periods, the Sami would settle and camp, fish and gather 

berries, and hunt. 

The tamed reindeer would carry equipment, pull sleds, whilst their hides collected would be 

turned into traditional clothing such as Gakti, Luhkka, and Beaska. Whilst the antler became 

weapons, tools, and jewelry, their milk turned into cheese. Even their blood was used and 

turned into blood pancakes. 

However, reindeer hunting was not the only means of survival for the Sami. Those who lived 

near fjords or the coast relied more on fishing, seal, and whale hunting. 

The true cornerstone of the ancient Sami cultural traditions was Sami religion, which, like many 

indigenous communities, was a belief in the spirit of nature and the sanctity and respect of the 

environment we only occupy. This deep connection to the land, in tandem with hunting, 

supported the growth of the tribe for years to come. 

At the dawn of the 21st century, many factors began degrading the preservation of the Sami 

cultural practices; forced collectivization, rapid industrialization of the Kola peninsula, and the 

authorities appropriating their reindeer and relocating the Sami people from places they used to 

live to Lovozero village are examples of such factors. 

Thus, modernization resulted in many Aboriginals abandoning their traditional crafts, their 

culture, and way of life, coming to extinction. For modern-day Sami, depending on natural 

surroundings, either reindeer breeding, hunting, or fishing are their traditional activities. 

However, in an effort to keep up with their roots, they host the “Sami Games”. Previously, these 

were long-held traditions in the Sami tribes that aimed to bring families together to compete with 

each other in tests of strength, speed, and ability. Whilst they were abandoned during Soviet 

times, they have been recently reinstated to reunite the Sami population. 



 

Today’s games aim more to unite the remaining Sami and gain appreciation for their cultural 

practices of the past. The Sami Games bring many activities that are still currently celebrated: 

• Crossbow shooting contests 

• Lasso throwing competition 

• Traditional Sami football, played by women in traditional robes with balls made from 

reindeer fur 

These games have a global outreach to all the Sami and now serve as one of the rare instances 

where one can learn or practice the Sami language, as it is no longer taught in school and can 

only be learned by speaking it. 

Currently, with a remaining 80,000 to 100,000 Sami populating Europe and the world, the 

indigenous Sami population is decreasing. As a result of this decreasing population that 

continues to practice traditional and cultural rites, there are far fewer still that pass these 

practices along, with most favoring steps into cultural modernity. 

Thus, the question arises: who’s duty is it to be “Safeguarding Indigenous Sami Cultural 

Practices in Northern Scandinavia ” – is it the UN’s, Scandinavian Nations’, or the Sami 

themselves’s? That is your decision to make! 

 

Timeline of Key Events 

Date Event 

1973 Passage of “Sámi Act” by the Finnish Parliament, creating the Sámi 

Parliament. 

1989 Sámi Parliament of Norway first opened in Karasjok. 

2000 Sámi Parliament launches Cultural Center ‘Sajos’ Project, in Finland. 

2006 National Museum Network for Minorities and Diversity established in 

Norway. 



2007 Funding for Cultural Center included in State Budget for Finland. 

National Sami Museum Network established in Norway. 

2011 Arts Council Norway funds 48 minority projects in the archive museum 

field, allocated nearly 12 million NOK (1,100,000.00 EUR). 

2012 Sami Cultural Center ‘Sajos’ opens in Finland.  

Norway ratifies Convention concerning indigenous and tribal peoples 

in Independent countries.  

Norway allocates an annual Grant for art and culture to the Sami 

Parliament. 

 

Major parties involved: 

Norway: Their government is aware and active in the preservation of the Sami culture, through 

economic grants and investments in museums and other projects. Their focus on preservation 

at a local scale, encouraging self-governance and self-preservation within the Sámi population, 

they plan to bring greater national attention. Norway ratified ILO 169 in 1990. 

Finland: Finland also hosts a Sámi Parliament; however, they do not contribute as much 

economically as Norway does. Yet their ministry of arts still subsidizes the cultural preservation 

of Sami cultural practices. However, they have failed to ratify ILO 169. 

Denmark: Denmark ratified ILO 169 in 1996, committing to government promotion of 

indigenous tribes and their rights. They recognize the Sami population but do not have any 

Sami natives in their country. 

Sweden: Sweden aims to preserve the Sami indigenous culture by collecting traditional art. At 

the individual level, Karl Tirén (1869–1955) was the most important collector of Sami joik 

(traditional form of singing) in Sweden. His extensive documentation in the 1910s – nearly 300 

recorded wax cylinders – captures aspects of Sami culture in Sweden that other sources lack. 

Russia: Hosts the Sami Games in Lovozero, commonly referred to as the Capital of Laplandia. 

It is the habitat of the majority of the Sami in Russia, and the majority of the Sami cultural 

celebrations are held there, even on an international scale. 



 

United Nations: The United Nations is heavily involved in the monitoring of Human rights, with 

the UNHRC, and the social liberties of indigenous people. The issue of safeguarding indigenous 

culture is at the heart of UNESCO, which promotes the actions of member nations in promoting, 

protecting, and encouraging traditional Sami culture. 

 

Relevant UN treaties, resolutions, and reports: 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 13th September 2007: 

One of the most impactful international frameworks in affirming indigenous people’s identity as 

equal to others. It further reaffirms that they shouldn’t be discriminated against and recognizes 

the urgent need to respect and promote their rights, amongst other important clauses. 

ILO Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (No. 169): The only international treaty 

open for ratification which adopts an integral approach for the protection of the rights of 

indigenous and tribal peoples. It recognizes the individual and collective rights of indigenous 

peoples, sets out obligations for governments in relation to the formulation and implementation 

of policies and programmes for these peoples and promotes economic empowerment and 

decent work for indigenous men and women. 

 

Previous attempts to solve the issue: 

Previous Attempt #1: The Establishments of Sami Parliaments in Norway and Finland aimed 

to legitimize the Sami population and promote self-governance within this indigenous 

community. The Parliaments continue to provide a united voice for the majority of the Sami 

population and provide a recognized channel with Government institutions. 

Previous Attempt #2: The Sajos Museum project in Finland is an example of government 

sponsoring and recognizing Sami cultural practices. The opening of the Sajos center created a 

greater outreach at a national level in Finland and serves to teach the population regarding 

Sami culture. However, it remains an unappreciated project by the rest of the world. 

Previous Attempt #3: The hosting of the Sami Games in Lovozero, Russia, where the 

traditional Sami language is spoken, and games are held to honor the traditional practices of the 

ancestral tribe. 



  

Possible solutions: 

Possible Solution #1: To bring attention to the Sami cultural practice, a potential solution could 

be UN-sponsored lessons offered to a global audience. These lessons would be given by 

indigenous Samis. Then, for the population of nations housing Sami natives, a UN-sponsored 

education program would be established to teach them about their local traditions. 

Possible Solution #2: Another possible solution would be forming a UNESCO sub-Committee 

led by the nations occupying the Lapland and Kola Region (Norway, Sweden, Finland, and 

Russia) and providing this committee with a UN-sponsored budget to hold grander festivals 

(similar to the Rio Carnivals) promoting and celebrating each unique strand of Sami Cultures. 
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