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� Ethnic minority media embody much of the multiculturalist, multilingual
and transnational changes in the media landscape and in the wider societal
frame as well. Often minority media aim at providing relevant information,
but also alternative publicity and empowering experiences in regard to their
own identity, language and culture. Through an analysis of journalists’ inter-
views and ethnographic data, this article examines how these tendencies, pos-
sibilities and limitations are played out in the indigenous Sami media. The
findings suggest that the Sami journalists have managed to provide an alter-
native public space and contribute to linguistic revitalization. Yet, working
within translocal journalistic practices and addressing multicultural and 
multilingual audiences remains a challenge. �
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Introduction

Minority media may seem marginal, particularly if judged by numbers or
budgets, but those kinds of public spaces are becoming more common.
Many of the new social movements of the late 20th century have sought
out alternative media to address issues of importance for them and to
insert and develop their own identities and communities. None of these
movements was initiated, nurtured or popularized within the traditional
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public sphere. These movements have, as Hartley and McKee (2000: 33)
put it, had to endure decades of scepticism and neglect by mainstream
news media that could not place them in the tradition of rationalist, uni-
versalist, progress-seeking, governmental modernity.

Ethnic minority communities pose a challenge to mainstream jour-
nalism. Minority communities are typically civic societies without bor-
ders, state institutions or governments; they do not form a traditionally
perceived nation that a public sphere could express. Ethnic minority com-
munities exemplify the democratization of modern life, going hand in
hand with its postmodernization, which has begun to ripple through to
parts of the social pond where it seems modernist journalism is ill-
equipped to follow (Cunningham and Sinclair, 2001; Hartley and McKee,
2000; Pietikäinen, 2003). Ethnic minority media can, therefore, be taken
to stand as an example of the developments in late modern cultures,
including the negotiations and contestations of citizenship, politics of
identity and the roles, possibilities and limitations of journalism. The rela-
tionship of ethnic minorities with the state, with the dominant national
groups in that state and with the media is at the cutting edge of the con-
ceptualization of citizenship and identity in postmodern, mediated society.
To explore ethnic minority media is to observe directly how these impor-
tant issues are being played out (Hartley and McKee, 2000; Santo, 2004).
The multiculturalism and multilingualism present in the most contempo-
rary societies calls for the examination of significance, production and
usage of minority media.

In this article, an attempt is made to examine how these tendencies,
possibilities and limitations are played out in indigenous Sami media. Sami
people are indigenous people living in the northernmost part of Scandinavia
and Russia. They also form a linguistic and ethnic minority in each of the
four states they live in. Thus Sami media are simultaneously indigenous
media, ethnic minority media and minority-language media. However, the
notions of indigenous minority, ethnic minority and linguistic minority are
all different and overlap in complex ways, particularly in relation to the
media. For the purpose of this article, ethnic minority media is taken as a
broad, overarching term referring to media made by and targeted on the eth-
nic minority community, often with a goal of offering alternative media rep-
resentations, identity positions and participation practices (see, for example,
Alia, 1999; Cottle, 2000). The term minority-language media, in turn,
encompasses the particular relationship between media and minority lan-
guages, often focusing on issues of the expanding domains of minority lan-
guages, increasing awareness of them and enhancing the means and
motivation to use these languages (e.g. Cutter, 2001). Finally, the notion of
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indigenous media typically signals the particular quality of an ethnic group
(indigenous) and the language (endangered) and often, the sociopolitical
conditions within which both the community and their media are embed-
ded. These conditions typically include language endangerment, (re)negoti-
ations of identity politics and legal dispute of various rights. In the daily
practice of producing Sami programmes, these various dimensions of Sami
media interact and take issue with each other and this article attempts to
examine some aspects of these processes and practices.

Through a case study comprising an analysis of interviews with Sami
journalists and ethnographic data from Sami newsrooms, I explore jour-
nalistic practices in the Sami media context. More particularly, I am inter-
ested in studying the perceptions and experiences of the Sami journalists
with regard to their role and their everyday journalistic practices, set
against the indigenous context and endangered language situation present
in the Sami community. I start by giving a brief introduction to the Sami
community and media, and then move on to discuss previous findings
regarding ethnic minority media relevant to the present purpose. After
introducing the data and methods, I present the results of the case study
and conclude with a discussion of the significance of their own media for
an indigenous Sami community.

The indigenous Sami community and their media

The history of the Sami is familiar from accounts of other indigenous peo-
ple. The culture and the way of life that were once widely spread have
slowly and, without recourse to armed resistance, shrunk to the peripheries
where the majority culture has invested little. The present Sami domicile
area, Sápmi, stretches from central Norway and Sweden over four different
state borders through the northernmost part of Finland to the Kola
Peninsula in Russia (see, for example, Lehtola, 1997). The indigenous pop-
ulation comprises 50,000–80,000 people, of whom 7000–7500 live within
the borders of Finland (Aikio-Puoskari, 2001; Aikio and Aikio, 2001).
Roughly half of the Sami people speak one of the Sami languages, but all
10 languages1 are classified as endangered or nearly extinct. Whereas the
biggest Sami language, the North Sami, has an estimated 30,000 native
speakers, the smaller languages, such as Inari Sami and Scolt Sami have less
than 500 speakers and the nearly extinct Sami languages, for instance Ume
Sami, Pite Sami and Ter Sami, have only a handful of people still speaking
them (for more details, see Kulonen et al., 2005). At the same time, strong
revitalization processes have taken place in the Sami community, mani-
fested, for example, in the establishment of language nets, the increase of
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Sami education in schools and the strengthening of Sami media, art and
politics (see, for example, Dufva and Pietikäinen, 2006).

The Sami media work within this transnational, multilingual and
changing environment. The situation of the Sami media is typical of eth-
nic minority media: radio is the strongest medium, while the press lan-
guishes due to lack of resources; television and the Internet are either at an
early stage of development or do not exist at all. Furthermore, Sami media
in each country have different positions and resources, especially the
Russian Sami radio in the Kola Peninsula.

The development of the Finnish Sami radio within the public broad-
casting company YLE (Yleisradio) is a result of persistent and long-term
work by the Sami to bring Sami radio into being (Lehtola, 1997). Today,
Finnish Sami radio has its own channel and it broadcasts a wide range of
programmes, eight hours per weekday and eight hours over the weekend
in all three Sami languages spoken in the Finnish part of Sápmi. In
Norway and Sweden the development of Sami radio has been roughly the
same (see Skogerbø, 2001; Solbakk, 1997).

Television programmes in Sami or made by the Sami are still a rarity,
although new developments have taken place: after years of preparation,
joint Sami television news broadcasts were launched in 2001. A 15-
minute television news programme, tv-od̄d̄asat, is broadcast nationwide on
weekdays in Norway, Sweden and Finland, with subtitles in the respective
majority language. Also, Sami children’s television programmes, subtitled
in Finnish, were launched in autumn 2007.

The lack of resources restricts the possibilities of newspapers being
published in the Sami languages. There are no daily Sami newspapers in
Finland or Sweden. The newspapers Aššu and Min Áigi come out twice a
week in Norway, and they have a subscription of more than a 1000
throughout Sápmi (Solbakk, 1997: 174–5). In Finland, one magazine,
Anarâš, is published quarterly in Inari Sami. There are also other periodi-
cal publications and youth and children’s magazines published on the
Finnish side of Sápmi, but the lack of resources means that they are pub-
lished sporadically and, at best, only a few times a year.

Ethnic minority media: informative, alternative and
empowering

Ethnic minority media face a spectrum of contradictory expectations and
tasks. They are perceived, in a negative light, as disrupting and disturbing
the integration process of ethnic minority members into the majority society.
The underlying assumptions of this line of argument are, as Tufte and Riis
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(2001: 341) point out, that the ethnic minority audiences prefer the ethnic
media and that a high consumption of the ethnic media would, actually, have
a negative effect on integration. It seems that these claims only make sense if
an ethnically homogeneous nation-state and a unifying national identity are
taken as the principal frame of reference (Tufte and Riis, 2001: 3). In a posi-
tive light, however, they are seen as a potential source for cultural mainte-
nance and development – even emancipation – in changing conditions.

From a community perspective, the ethnic minority media can be spe-
cific spaces in which identity and the boundaries of ethnic communities are
continually constructed and reimagined (Mandeville, 2001: 169). Minority
media can be a link between the ‘old’ and ‘new’ homeland, providing lin-
guistic and cultural resources (Georgiou, 2001). Furthermore, they can be
the only link to world events for newcomers to the new homeland, with no
command of the majority language, while for the second and third genera-
tions, the ethnic minority media may be a valuable resource for building and
maintaining their (multi) ethnic identity (Pietikäinen et al., 2007).

The ethnic minority media are also important for self-expression
and alternative representations – voicing the concerns of ethnic minor-
ity people from their perspectives and in their own ways (Alia, 1999;
Roth, 2000). Their own media makes it possible to practise culturally
typical ways of communication, to recognize experiences, perspectives
and topics often disregarded by other media (Alia and Bull, 2005;
Pietikäinen, 2003). The minority media may, in addition, have an
impact on the survival and development of minority languages
(Cormack, 2005; Dufva and Pietikäinen, 2006).

Sometimes, the ethnic minority media become symbols of empower-
ment and means for political mobilization of ethnic communities, medi-
ating their public participation or helping in the reinterpretation of the
notion and practices of citizenship (Santo, 2004). Underlying these multi-
ple perspectives are not only varying views on ethnic minority communi-
ties and processes of multiculturalism in a given nation-state, but also
varying views on the role and potential of the media vis-a-vis the con-
struction of community and identity, alternative media practices and rep-
resentation and, ultimately, the empowering potential of the media.

Multiple practices in producing and using minority media

The contradictory expectations and reactions towards ethnic minority
media can be interpreted as an indication of the contested and unresolved
positions of the ethnic minorities within the national, majority commu-
nity (Hartley and McKee, 2000). Both the tightening of commercial and
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economic imperatives and audiences, who are sensitive to different identi-
ties, experiences and expectations, further muddle the ambiguity of the
position. The results are reflected in contradictory conditions for the pro-
duction and the use of ethnic minority media.

Riggins (1992: 276) observes of ethnic media production that survival
and development presuppose, on the part of the dominant culture, a certain
willingness to accommodate cultural pluralism for ideological or practical
reasons. Nevertheless, states still control much of the access to various
media technology and have the means to efficiently interfere with the forms
of broadcasting they consider subversive despite new technological devel-
opments. Financial support is an equally effective means for governments
to control the ethnic minority media (e.g. Browne, 1996). The fight for the
survival and the development of the ethnic minority media frequently
reflects and contributes to the political and social struggle of the position
and rights of the ethnic minorities in question (see, for example, Alia,
1999; Roth, 2000). The development and continuity of the ethnic minor-
ity media also seem to require political consensus and cooperation between
the various ethnic communities, organizations and community leaders, as
shown by studies concerning First People’s television in Canada’s north
(Roth, 2000) and development of aboriginal communication in Canada
(Alia, 1999) and in Australia (Hartley and McKee, 2000).

The daily work for ethnic minority media production faces several
predicaments. Limited finances, resources, audiences and training opportu-
nities often mean that the ethnic media cannot have long-term goals, are
frequently understaffed and much of the work is done on a voluntary basis
(Browne, 2005; Cottle, 2000). Further, the position of the journalists
within their own community can also be fraught. Although the close con-
tact with their own, often small, community is the strength of the ethnic
minority media, the flaws are found in source dependencies, the fine divide
between professional norms of balance and objectivity, professional status,
cultural obligations and audience expectations (Cottle, 2000; Rasmussen,
1999; Solbakk, 1997). Sometimes, the severely limited resources may pro-
vide compromised results. The ethnic minority media have been criticized
for their poor performance and a failure to give robust representations of the
diversity of minority communities, cultures and identities (Cottle, 2000).

A further challenge to the ethnic minority media is the heterogeneous
audience with multiple identities and languages. Typically, an ethnic minor-
ity audience embodies complex, hybrid conditions and experiences. The eth-
nic media are not a homogeneous voice of the ethnic communities, which,
in turn, are not reducible to a single voice, opinion or pattern of media
usage. Tufte (2002: 255), for example, argues that in the case of the Internet
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many first-generation immigrants tend to use it to glean news from their
countries of origin or link up with relatives and friends in the diaspora net-
work. Their children, often born or at least brought up in their new coun-
tries, generally tend to negotiate this relationship to a much greater degree.
Ethnic minority members could, perhaps often more consciously than
majority members, live through the hybrid, complex, multilayered condi-
tions and experiences of various identity positions. The use of the ethnic
minority media entails a rich and evolving terrain with the ebb and flow of
different local and global influences producing varied results in unpre-
dictable ways. And it is this multiplicity that opens up new possibilities and
viable ways for the development of the ethnic media.

Data and methods

This case study draws on data comprising interviews (N = 19) with Sami
journalists working in the Finnish Sami radio station in Inari, written
statements (N = 8) on the mission of tv-od̄d̄asat by journalists working for
Sami television news, and focus group discussions (N = 4) with the jour-
nalists. These data were collected in the context of my more extensive
research project on the empowering potential of minority media.2 The
informants all work as journalists, some also as news editors and produc-
ers. Nine of them also work for Sami television news. All the informants
have considerable experience working in Sami media, varying from several
years to decades. They all are, at a minimum, bilingual in Finnish and one
of the indigenous languages. The fact that the informants work in the
Finnish side of the Sápmi (although some have working experience in
Norwegian Sami media) and in Finnish Sami radio means that the Finnish
context gets emphasized in this article. However, the close cooperation on
a daily basis between the Sami editorial offices in Norway, Sweden and
Finland means that the journalists have experience of the ways in which
other editorial offices function.

The data collection took place in 2003 and 2005–6. The qualitative
interviews were informal one-to-one situations, lasting from almost three-
quarters of an hour up to two hours. The interviews focused on a set of
themes and dealt with such issues as the working history of the individ-
ual, their daily journalistic work, their opinions and experiences about the
role of Sami media, and their identity and language use. In the four focus
group discussions, each involving between three and five journalists, we
talked about the future of Sami media, the strengths and downsides of
Sami programmes and the limitations and possibilities for their develop-
ment. In the written mission statements, I asked the journalists to write
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in their own words about the role and goals of tv-od̄d̄asat, to reflect on
whether these goals had been achieved and consider what might hinder or
further their achievement.

With these data, the aim is to tap into the subjective reality of the indi-
viduals, exploring the experiences, meanings and significations they attach
to particular phenomena. I am particularly interested in the ways in which
interviewees talk about their work and what kind of explanations and mean-
ings they attach to their work and professional practices. The interviews
were transcribed and translated from Finnish into English. The names of the
interviewees have been changed to guarantee their anonymity. The analyti-
cal approach is qualitative in its emphasis, drawing on discourse studies of
language use and the dialogical approach to individuals’ experiences (see, for
example, Pietikäinen and Dufva, 2006). In this article, I focus on the mean-
ings and experiences given by these journalists as regards the role of Sami
media, and on their experiences of the daily constraints and what limits or
enhances their potential to fulfil their roles.

Results

(In)forming Sami community

The task of the tv-od̄d̄asat is to tell in the Sami language and from a Sami
perspective to Sami people and to others interested in events in Sápmi about
topical issues, phenomena and events in Sápmi. (Maija, written mission
statement, August 2005)

The mission statement of the Sami television news programme, written by
young female journalist Maija, echoes the traditional, mainstream view on
journalism translated into the Sami context: to inform the public about
important topical issues. Rooted in the development of modern journalism
and the positions adopted by journalists as well as audiences, the news
media are still, regardless of tendencies to tabloidization and commercial-
ization, primarily considered a vehicle for transmitting information.
However, whereas mainstream journalists tend to lean on the commonly
shared idea of news criteria to decide what to publish (Deuze, 2005), the
Sami experience brings up different kind of criteria. The journalists want
to give space to issues of particular importance to the indigenous commu-
nity, especially as these issues rarely reach the mainstream media in either
Finland (Pietikäinen, 2003; Sara, 2004) or Norway (Skogerbø, 2001).
Sami journalism aims at creating counter-publicity, as female television
journalist Raisa explained in an interview:
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The main task is, of course, to tell the Sami people about issues concerning
the Sami because such issues rarely gain access to the mainstream media.
Only a few negative stories get covered [in mainstream media]; and then
some of the journalists have a very negative attitude towards the Sami for
their own reasons. (Raisa, interview, March 2003)

By covering topics considered important to the community, Sami
media contribute to the construction of a special kind of Sami identity. In
the interviews, the journalists named four topics of particular importance
to the Sami people. These were (1) traditional livelihoods, particularly
involving reindeer and salmon, (2) cultural issues, such as language, hand-
crafts and art, (3) land-owning rights and (4) issues of indigenous people.
All four topics draw on culturally specific characteristics, which capture
essential elements of what it means to be Sami (see also Sara, 2004). The
instrumental mission of the Sami media for identity formation was also
obvious in a study by Skogerbø (2001) of Sami media in Norway: the Sami
journalists interviewed emphasized that producing Sami news has a dual
purpose: to convey information but also to contribute to the formation of
the indigenous society – just as the national media have always tried to do
with regard to national identity and nationhood.

Besides specific Sami topics, our interviewees talked about the ‘Sami way’
of composing stories. Although the same topics, e.g. reindeer, might be covered
in the mainstream media, the perspective adopted in Sami media was different.
There, the focus is on the people and their lives, whereas the mainstream media
were perceived to give more attention to the various authorities and officials.
This Sami journalistic style, however, was linked by the journalists to language
proficiency rather than ethnic membership as such, because they held the view
that a member of the ethnic majority could also work in Sami media provided
that person was fluent in one of the indigenous languages. As one radio jour-
nalist, Timo, interviewed in March 2003, commented on the possibility of a
majority member working as a journalist in the Sami media: 

Why not – if she or he speaks the language well. I don’t see any obstacles
then. She or he might bring a different perspective to the topics. But there
haven’t been any volunteers, though.

Otherwise, in terms of journalistic routines and practices, working in Sami
media was compared with working in local or regional media: in each of
these, the journalist is working within the community, often with limited
resources and an unsure future.

Limited resources are typically a severe limitation for the minority
media. For example, in Sami radio, a combination of staff shortages and
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several news broadcasts per day meant that the duty journalists were
mostly tied to the studio, using telephones and the Internet to compose
their stories rather than being able to go out into the field to investigate a
good story. A particular constraint on Sami media, similar to other indige-
nous media (Alia, 1999; Roth, 2000) is the vastness of the homeland: the
villages and events are so wide apart, there is hardly any public transport
and not enough time or money to travel around.

Another particular characteristic of Sami media is the transnational
production of the television news broadcasts, tv-od̄d̄asat. They are jointly
produced by all three Nordic Sami editorial offices, although Norwegian
Sami radio heads the broadcasts. The experience of many of the Finnish
Sami journalists was that their reports, particularly concerning the topics
and style of reporting, did not quite fit the Sami television news format,
which in turn, is mostly decided by the Norwegian Sami editorial office in
Karasjok. As one of the television journalists, Raisa, wrote in her mission
statement in August 2005: 

As tv-od̄d̄asat is jointly produced by YLE, NRK [Norwegian Broadcasting
Corporation] and SVT [Swedish public service broadcaster] we have three
different models of news. And this makes the priorization difficult. NRK’s
emphasis regarding news topics is different from ours.

This meant in practice that not all reports made by YLE Sami journal-
ists were broadcast and, as they were rarely considered among the most inter-
esting stories, they were only broadcast towards the end of news programme.
The journalists themselves surmised that the reason for this clash was based on
the different news cultures in Norwegian and Finnish broadcasting companies.
The former was described as more orientated to scandal and crime reporting,
whereas the latter was perceived to be more matter-of-fact. Further, as the
NRK editorial office heads tv-od̄d̄asat and makes the final cut, it has the last
word in producing the news broadcast. Virpi, a female journalist, describes the
practical implications of this in her written statement in April 2006:

At the moment, it is the NRK editorial office that decides the news policy.
The newsroom in Karasjok [Norway] chooses the stories to be aired and the
ones that are the most important. And very often the news from the
Norwegian side of the Sápmi, or stories produced by the Karasjoki news-
room, are given priority.

The experience of these Finnish Sami journalists signals the chal-
lenges of transnational journalistic practices in the Sami context: national
news policies and practices impinge on each newsroom, particularly as it
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is the national broadcasting companies that host Sami radio in each Nordic
country, providing – or imposing – broadcasting policy, funding and pro-
fessional education. Creating shared Sami journalistic practices thus means
negotiating national news practices and finding their own way of doing
news, viable in the prevailing conditions.

These experiences can also be interpreted as a sign of the hybridity
encountered in the reconstruction of shared Sami identity, which was one of
the concerns of Sami identity politics. Sami-ness, which used to be seen in
terms of diverse and localized village-centred identities, has been articulated
into a new collective Sami identity that reaches across borders and is marked
by the symbolic construction of a Sami nation, Sápmi. Today, Sápmi has its
own flag, National Day, national anthem – and, to an extent, joint media.
This kind of shared indigenous identity is seen to be beneficial to the mod-
ern possibilities of participating in political and legal decision-making and
allows the indigenous voice to be heard. The experiences of the journalists
suggest that the localized variants of Sami identity are still vital and, in the
news world, they are manifest in different priorities and perspectives with
regard to what is considered to be newsworthy. Further, the Sami media
audience is hybrid and multilingual with various loyalties and preferences.
Indeed, as Sreberny (2005) argues, minority audiences desire many more
diverse kinds of representations and manifest quite mixed-up usage.

Voices in one’s own language

Sami media are also minority-language media: programmes are broadcast
in all the Sami languages spoken in Finland. The biggest Sami language,
the North Sami, has approximately 3500 native speakers in Finland,
whereas only some 350 people speak Inari Sami, all in Finland; about the
same number speak Skolt Sami in Finland and across the border in Russia
(see Kulonen et al., 2005). This linguistic landscape impinges on Sami
journalistic practices in several ways.

First, this language endangerment poses a role for Sami media in lan-
guage revitalization processes – a job taken seriously by the journalists
interviewed. Namely, they considered this as one of their essential tasks –
to contribute to language revitalization processes taking place in various
domains of Sami society, including schools, families, popular culture and
art. The linguistic importance of Sami media was unanimously recognized
among the journalists interviewed. They talked about the maintenance
and development of their own languages and about the pivotal role of lan-
guage for the Sami identity. Their own languages were seen as a tool for
the Sami way of thinking and important for the community as well as for
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each person individually. In the words of a veteran Sami journalist, Pekka,
interviewed in March 2003: ‘The significance of the language is not only
in that it is a vehicle of information but that it also is a tool for thinking
with and essential for self-esteem.’ Programmes in Sami languages were
seen as one way of keeping the collective identity alive, as exemplified in
the following extract from an interview with female journalist Raisa:

Journalist: I think this kind of keeping ‘Sami-ness’ alive is very important,
too. Because if nobody talked about it, it would quietly fade
away. I think this is one of our most important tasks. We are also
a sign saying ‘Hi, we are here, we do exist’ – a sign both to our
own people as well as outsiders. To me, this is very important.

Interviewer: What could keeping ‘Sami-ness’ alive mean in practice in your
daily work?

Journalist: Well, one thing is to hear your own mother tongue. People
hear about important issues, what’s going on. (Raisa, interview,
March 2003)

The media are important in creating a linguistic landscape, where the use
of Sami languages is part of the daily life instead of a historical artefact. For their
own part, the Sami journalists keep their own languages alive in their daily
work already, not only by using it in a daily context, but also by contributing
to the development of new terms and to the preservation of languages under the
pressure of dominant majority languages (see also Sara, 2004).

This language revitalization task allies Sami media to the identity
politics of the Sami community. As for many marginalized minority
groups, one of the most significant and distinctive markers of ethnic iden-
tity is one’s own language. Language is not only a vehicle for communica-
tion but it embraces the central elements of culture: a cultural way of
understanding as well as the wisdom, knowledge and experiences of past
generations (Dufva and Pietikäinen, 2006; Lehtola, 1997). This specific
relationship between language, culture and way of life is manifest in Sami
languages, for example, as a rich vocabulary connected with landscape,
kinship, snow, reindeer and nature (Jernsletten, 1997: 86–7). Their own
language is, for the Sami community, both a unifying factor and a means
of communication, the symbol of the existence and distinctiveness of the
ethnic group. In Sami identity politics throughout all Nordic countries,
language is the primary criterion for Sami identity.

In terms of journalistic practices, the endangered stage of indigenous
languages was an acute concern and, to an extent, a predicament for the
journalists. Only half of the Sami people speak one of the Sami languages.
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The majority of the fluent native speakers belong to the older generation,
whereas most of the younger generation use Sami as a second language
(see, for example, Dufva and Pietikäinen, 2006). The least spoken of the
indigenous languages are on the brink of extinction. As Browne (2005: 50)
notes, based on his comparative study of several minority media, Sami
included, the choice of language is a problem common to many minority
media. In Inari, the journalists saw possible linguistic extinction as a
deathblow to Sami identity, as illustrated in the next extract:

Interviewer: What do you think what would happen to ‘Sami-ness’ if there were
fewer and fewer Sami language speakers and eventually, none left?

Journalist: Well, I guess it would then be found in history books that these
once existed, if there were no active speakers of Sami languages.
It is important, therefore, that ‘Sami-ness’ is somehow some-
thing active so that it won’t be put into some glass cabinet in a
museum. So that ‘Sami-ness’ is not something to look at but
something that we are. (Raisa, interview, March 2003)

The endangered situation of the Sami languages has also had a direct
impact on daily journalistic work. The journalists described the difficulties
in finding native speakers for interviews among the authorities, and espe-
cially in the case of the smallest Sami languages. One of the journalists work-
ing in one of the smallest Sami languages likens her work to begging for
scraps, since the elderly are dying and the younger people do not speak their
language anymore. Translations take time and undermine the idea of their
own media voiced in their own languages. In practice, the working environ-
ment within the media is multilingual: Sami languages are mutually intel-
ligible, though not all, particularly visitors and some of the interviewees, can
speak any Sami language. Frequently, the shared language is the majority
language (Finnish or Norwegian), or at times, the lingua franca is English.

The use and positions of different languages in the Sami media illus-
trate well the challenges related to collective identity building. On the one
hand, the Sami media have contributed to the promotion of indigenous
languages and building a shared identity for the Sami. The journalists
described how the own-language programmes have diminished the stigma
of using Sami languages and helped in turning own languages into a cul-
tural heritage and a source of pride. An extract from an interview with a
radio journalist, Leena, in March 2003 illustrates this: 

I often got positive feedback when talking to the children in my pro-
grammes. Their parents would call me and say that it was true that our
Matti or Maija spoke Sami and did it so well. They were surprised. 
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However, the other side of the coin is that the promotion of the use of the
Sami languages has reinforced the difference between those who can speak
Sami and those who cannot, due, for example, to a lack of formal educa-
tion in the Sami languages or stigmatization of indigenous language use.
The latter applies to almost a half of the Sami people in Finland.

Sami media as a communal resource

Besides offering information in own languages and promoting endangered
language usage, the ethnic minority media facilitate and reinforce people’s
sense of belonging to their ethnic communities (Hartley and McKee,
2000; Roth, 2000). This communal aspect of Sami media has historically
been strong in the vast and sparsely populated area of Sápmi. However, the
experiences of the journalists regarding the communal role of Sami media
varied. Some of the journalists recalled their own experiences of the bridg-
ing potential of Sami media, as this next extract illustrates:

As a creator of connections, Sami radio has been rather good. I remember back
when I was younger. Well, it was so strange to us. I myself speak Northern
Sami. One could say the eastern dialect of it. To even hear the western dialect
was a big deal. In one’s own life, it was rarely heard. Well, of course, the Sami
people moved around back then, perhaps even more than today, but still, you
wouldn’t hear, necessarily, different Sami languages on a daily basis. Now,
thanks to Sami radio, you hear Southern Sami and Skolt Sami languages and
in this way, the media connects people. (Virpi, interview, August 2003)

Although the bridging potential was recognized, there were also
some more critical opinions. For example, a male journalist, Reijo, noted
in an interview in March 2003: 

Sometimes I wonder if the listeners feel that way [a sense of belonging]. I bet
they will never come and say that indeed lots of connections have been created
now. It may well be that they feel something, but I am not certain about this.

The general consensus was that Sami media have contributed to
bridging the different Sami communities and bringing them into the col-
lective Sami society and thus strengthening the Sami identity. The ability
to connect has received new manifestations due to novel technological
solutions. Virtual visits to the homeland are one way to strengthen the
sense of belonging, particularly in a diasporic situation. This also applies
to Sami media: the Internet has, by crossing cultural and geographical bor-
ders, become an increasingly important Sami medium reaching out par-
ticularly to those Sami people living outside Sápmi. There are many
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potential users of this medium, since out of 7000 Sami people living in
Finland, nearly half live outside the Sami homeland. Raisa, a female jour-
nalist, described this phenomenon as follows:

Who knows from which corner of the globe people follow us and watch?
The audience can be global. Our news broadcasts go both as voice and as
text onto the Internet. We can reach a global audience. The Internet has
been to us a window to the world. In the old days, we just happily fooled
around among ourselves. Now we reach people wherever they are. Yes.
The Internet is really a very important medium for us. (Raisa, interview,
March 2003)

Ethnic minority media have the potential to increase contacts between
an ethnic minority and the majority (see, for example, Cottle, 2000;
Moring, 1998). In the case of Sami media in Finland, this potential is
constrained by a language barrier: Sami languages are rarely spoken
among the majority population. Further, contrary to Sweden and
Norway, the live tv-od̄d̄asat broadcasts do not have subtitles; only the
version broadcast on the Finnish digital national news channel, YLE 24,
later in the evening has subtitles.

Inspired by ideas of civic journalism, ethnic minority media are, at
times, considered a resource for empowerment. This perspective empha-
sizes the importance of generating such media that promote equality,
enhance communality and further inclusive citizenship. This can mean
giving relevant and meaningful information to individuals that improves
their capacity to control their own lives, or voicing different interests and
viewpoints, to enhance dialogue and collaborative problem-solving
between different communities, institutions and authorities.

Historically, Sami media have had an empowering effect on the
indigenous community and on the position of the Sami. As well as being
important in promoting Sami languages and reinforcing a shared Sami
identity, the Sami press played, according to Lehtola (1997: 48), a vital
role in the awakening of the Sami nationalist movement at the beginning
of the last century. Sami media have also been part of the Sami resistance,
most notably in the struggle over the construction of a hydroelectric plant
in Alta, Sápmi in Norway (Solbakk, 1997). Some of the journalists recog-
nized the empowerment potential of programmes incorporating meaning-
ful and relevant information for the Sami people. Such programmes could
contribute to these people’s capacity to control their own lives and increase
their awareness, activity and pride in being part of an indigenous commu-
nity. A veteran journalist, Pekka, gave an example of this in his interview
in March 2003:
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Journalist: When they notice that they get all kinds of useful information from
us, useful in everyday life and information about what to do as
regards their rights and everything. We cover issues that are of
great help to people who cannot otherwise protect their interests
and are not in any trade union that would look after their interests.

Interviewer: Which issues are these?

Journalist: Well, all sorts of things, including social benefits. We have had
a series of programmes on them. (Pekka, interview, March 2003)

Discussion

In this article I have approached Sami media production from the perspective
offered by the Sami journalists working in these media in Finland. Based on
interpretation of their interviews and written accounts, it seems that the Sami
journalists in Inari consider their primary goal to be to provide relevant Sami
information in the Sami language from a Sami perspective and, by doing this,
to help guarantee the survival of the Sami community.

In the light of this case study, much of this mission has come true:
their own media have contributed to the survival and strengthening of
Sami languages, the essential marker of the indigenous identity.
Nowadays, Sami languages are part of the northern cultural landscape
including teaching, the media, the arts and, to some extent, everyday com-
munication. In addition, the ability of the media to build bridges between
different locations and, thanks to the Internet, between virtual reality
Sami spaces, has increased access to the mediated identity of the Sami.
Further, the media have also contributed to the construction of the indige-
nous community in the changing conditions of modernity. The daily
agenda of the Sami programme schedule seems to include elements that
contribute to reinforcing the central aspects of collective identity: tradi-
tional livelihoods, cultural issues and sociopolitical rights. The Sami
media may be seen to have also contributed to cultural mobilization and
awareness among the Sami people.

Their own media also embody some of the transitions within the
Sami community. While the Sami media have contributed to the building
of a shared Sami identity, there are also points of friction. To begin with,
not all Sami people speak indigenous languages, leaving a considerable
proportion of the people outside the mediated community. Further, along-
side a more collective version of Sami identity, the localized versions of it
seem to be vibrant. These different versions of Sami identity may be a

E U R O P E A N  J O U R N A L  O F  C O M M U N I C A T I O N  2 3 ( 2 )

188



source of richness but also of conflict – and, in any event, a challenge to
journalism. Indeed, the results suggest that a particular task for Sami
minority media is finding the right balance between the need to con-
tribute to a collective identity that is functional in a rapidly changing
sociopolitical situation, and yet being open to various identity positions
among the Sami people and transnational media audiences.

Notes

1. There are linguistic and political debates on the number of Sami languages,
but the most commonly suggested number is 10 (see Kulonen et al., 2005).

2. This article was produced as part of the author’s research project ‘Empowering
Potential of Ethnic Minority Media’, funded by the Academy of Finland. My
sincere gratitude goes to the journalists who made this study possible.
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