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by Svein Lund, originally appeared in Klassekampen

“Nedre Soppero” reads the sign.  When we arrive,
we see the blue and yellow flag over the village.  But
the name Soppero is not Swedish, it is a
Swedification of the Sami name Sohpar.  Vuolit
Sohpar (lower Sohpar) is a village that was bilingual,
became trilingual and is in the process of becoming
bilingual again.  It is Swedish which is in the process
of overcoming Finnish, but use of Sami is increasing.

Thomas Marainen grew up in Sohpar.  “My first
language was Sami, and from age four I learned
Finnish.  We moved with the reindeer to the
Norwegian side to the Bardufoss area, so Norwegian
was the third language I became familiar with.
Swedish came first at school.  When I grew up, half
the village spoke Finnish and half Sami.  But there
was a big difference, because all the Sami speaking
kids learned Finnish, but I can only remember one
who had Finnish as a
mother tongue and
learned Sami well
enough to use it.

Randi Marainen
g r e w  u p  i n  i n
Bissojohka (Bossekop
in Norwegian, Pysojoki
in Kven) in Porsángu
( P o r s a n g e r )  i n
Finnmark.   “My father’s
first language was
Sami and my mother’s
was Finnish, but they
both spoke both
languages.  But since I
grew up during the
period of the worst
Norwegianization, it was Norwegian we children
learned to speak.   Sami and Finnish were languages
that I understood passively, but did not use.  That’s
the way it was until I came to Johkamohkki and went
to the Sami Folk High School.  Many students there
did not speak Norwegian or Swedish.  That’s when I
had to use what I really knew.  In one year both of my
passive languages became active.  Thomas and I
met there, and when we were married it was natural
for us to use Sami at home.  We decided that the
children should have Sami as their first language, but
we also wanted to teach them our other languages
since they are useful to know on the North Calotte.

Kristin at 12 years and Simon at 10 years speak
Norwegian and Swedish fluently as well as Sami.
“When we cross the border it automatically changes,
without mixing Norwegian and Swedish,” say Randi.
“Gustav at five cannot distinguish completely between

Norwegian and Swedish.  It is even worse with
Finnish.  They understand, but don’t speak it much,
since there are very few children that speak it now in
the village.  We try to speak Finnish to them once in
a while, but they mostly answer in Sami.  But they
learn in any case to understand it, so they can later
activate it when they need it, like I did,” says Randi.

“But is it a good thing for the children to learn so
many languages so early?  Don’t they just get
confused?”

“More like the other way around.  They develop
more quickly, and they learn new languages more
quickly.  Kristin has now had English for two years at
school, and I see how she just soaks it up.  It is clear
that she learns faster than the other students who
are at the same level, but only speak Swedish.  I
have no doubt that it has something to do with the

fact that she already
knows four languages.
My conclusion is that
parents should teach
the languages they
know to their children
as early as  possible.

“You said before
that Finnish was the
strongest language
here, but now is almost
gone. Why did that
happen?”

“There has been a
strong Swedification
press both against
Finnish and Sami.  In
the 60s and 70s many

people moved from local areas to Giron (Kiruna) and
got jobs in the mines.  It was mostly the Finnish
speakers who moved.  The Sami speakers were
more tied to the place and especially to reindeer
keeping.   In several places that before were half
and half or mostly Finnish speaking, Sami now is in
the majority.  The Finnish language which remains
has been Swedified.  Here in the district it is only
those places closest to the Finnish border, like
Gárasavvon (Karesuando) and Kuttainen which have
held onto the Finnish language.  Sami was also
losing ground, but now a wave of Sami has come,
and today it is usual that Sami speaking parents
teach it to their children.  Further south, though, in
the Tornio Valley, Finnish is stronger, and here we
see that even reindeer Sami have been Finnicized,
and this is happening in Sweden, not in Finland.”



Page 2 Árran #47 Geassi/Summer 2007

© Árran
http://www.arran.us

http://www.same.net/~thomas.marainen/


