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Abstract 

This research project examines the enactment · of various versions of the concept of 

'culture' in education policy and practice. Its interest lies in how indigenous Sarni 

culture is manifest in three different national, linguistic and education administration 

sites: Finland, Sweden and Norway. The constitution of 'culture' in these contexts is 

contingent upon its relativity to definitions of 'culture' defined by the national majority 

in power. The study adopts a definition of 'culture' as an accomplished rather than 

theoretically or socially predetermined phenomenon. Therefore, the study draws from 

the theory and application of Ethnomethodology (eg., Garfinkel, 1967; Heritage, 1984; 

Sacks, 1996a; 1996b ). 

Contemporary theorisations about culture in education have been considered with 

regards to describing educational policy and practice around the world. Theorisations 

reflecting on the relationship between culture, power, language and education ( e.g. 

Bourdieu, 1992; Foucault, 1980; Bernstein, 1996) have yielded bases on which to 

contrast and establish the current investigation of culture as an interactionally enacted 

phenomenon. 

This study consist of interview data, collected in 1993, during a lengthy field research 

visit to Sarni country in northern Scandinavia. A total of 83 individuals from a total of 

37 educational institutions in Finland, Sweden and Norway participated in the study. 

The participants came from different educational professional categories such as: Sarni 

teachers; administrators at school, municipal, regional · and national levels, teacher 

education, and other Sarni academic institutions (such as adult and vocational 

education). 
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The interviews consisted of approximately 15 semi-structured questions concemmg 

knowledge and beliefs about the education policy and practice in use at the time. The 

interview also explored participants' views on Saminess in the nation-state and 

descriptions of the role of culture afforded the indigenous group within the national 

domain. Further questions inquired about the implications of such descriptions, 

perceptions and cultural interpretations of the implementation of the Sarni school 

curriculum. 

The interviews were conducted in three languages (Finnish, Swedish and Norwegian) of 

which the researcher made use of two, namely, Finnish and Swedish. In Norway, the 

participants responded to questions in Norwegian, which is mutually intelligible with 

Swedish. Some culture-specific Sarni vocabulary was also used. All data for the 

research analysis were translated into English by the researcher and verified as true 

translations by independent bi- and/or multi-lingual associates. 

The interview tapes were transcribed using conventions adapted from Heritage (1984) 

and Hutchby & Wooffitt (1998). The analyses were based on the sub-field of 

Ethnomethodology called Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) formulated 

according to frameworks developed by Sacks ( e.g., 1996a) and later by Hester & Eglin 

(1997). The analyses explored descriptions about the membership category 'Sarni' and 

its attribute Saminess as constructed by the members of the Sarni education system. 

The analyses found that both the category 'Sarni' and its attribute 'Sarniness' were 

situatedly produced to warrant distinctive cultural, social and educational interpretations 

for the indigenous groups in the three countries. In Finland, the category 'Sarni' was 

described as lacking in strong identity but as capable of looking after their own rights. 

In Sweden the category 'Sarni' is described in the publicly available feature of 

'naturalness' and is contrasted with descriptions about the 'non-Sarni' who in turn are 

described as generating 'struggle', 'resistance' and 'racism' against the 'Sarni' . In 

Norway, the category 'Sarni' is afforded the description of 'standing alone' as a group 

in the nation. 
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The attribute 'Saminess' is described differently in the three contrastive interview sites. 

In Finland and Sweden, 'Saminess' and 'all things Sarni' are constructed as 'hidden' 

category attributes which are made publicly desirable. For example, the need for the 

indigenous group to publicly display their ethnicity (e.g., wearing the Sarni costume) is 

expressed by interviewees. In Norway the attribute 'Saminess' is described as a device 

from which flow other local practices of Sarni education. In all three interview sites 

language is ge~erated as the main tool through which both the category 'Sarni' and its 

categorial attributes are realised and implemented. 

The study concludes that, according to the situatedness of the different descriptions of 

indigenous culture, identity and language, a uniform description of these phenomena 

cannot be applied. That is, one singular definition of 'culture' or 'cultural hegemony', 

for example, does not apply to all Sarni situations across the Sarni geographic area. In 

each situatedly diverging discursive occasion, members drew on different theorisations 

to account for the notion of 'culture'. Such different constructions in tum have vastly 

different implications for the ways in which the educational package is consequently 

interpreted, developed and implemented. The concluding statement of this study is thus, 

that the world-wide agenda on cultural pluralism for the worlds' classrooms benefits 

from a view of culture as a situatedly generated product, rather than a pre-theorised 

model of social order. 
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Preface 

How can one explain 
that one lives nowhere 

or that one does 
but I live 

on all these fjelds 
and thus you stand 

on my bed 
my toilet is in 
those bushes 

sun is my lamp 
that lake my bathtub 

Nils Aslak Valkeapaa, 1992 
translated by author 

The people of this thesis are the Sarni of northern Fenno-Scandia. The work is written 
from the perspective of this social melting pot, or: the fusion between the Sarni and the 
majority. This binary is evident in the brief edited excerpt, above, of a larger work well 
known in Fenno-Scandia where 'you' is understood as the 'outsider'- the 'non-Sami'
but perhaps only by Sarni readers themselves. 

Like Valkeapaa's poem, this thesis has two binary positions - the 'us' and 'them' - but it 
takes as its position of interest the fusing of these two entities. The thesis explores the 
sites of fusion, the ways the Sarni live amidst negotiations between differing cultural 
orders - for it is from these sites that the future of the Sarni evolves. 

In the contemporary world, the future is a meeting place of races, ethnicities and 
cultures. What becomes of utmost importance in the global meeting place is to allow for 
the existence of diverse identities. This is certainly the quest of the world's minorities, 
but it should also be a signal to the world's majorities to learn about advocating self
knowledge without interfering with the rights of others' identities. 

When writing about a folk-group as distant to the reading audience as the Sarni, 
decisions had to be made about the extent of descriptions about the people, their history, 
their cultural background and their modem day circumstances. Some details had to be 
left out due to space limitations and the limited cultural knowledge of 'outsiders'. 
Hence, the descriptions given in this work are unavoidably sketchy and portray only 
some aspects of the Sarni culture and its position within the educational institutions of 
the majority. This picture attempts to depict how social order is constructed and 
maintained in the cultural melting pot of the majority and the indigenous group of Sarni 
people. The picture is created for an outsider's gaze. 

Two metaphorical images have helped the making of this picture. One is the metaphor 
relating to the author's own pursuit of cultural integrity and identity. This quest can be 
described as resembling the 'suotna': a strong and durable sewing thread made of 
reindeer sinew. At the personal level, the 'suotna' is sewn through fabrics of cultural 
memberships in Sarni, Finnish, Swedish and Australian milieus and has helped 
construct the incumbent identities both socially, ethnically and politically. The identity 
fabric, held together by the firm seams of 'suotna', has remained intact throughout 
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migrant existences in Sweden and in Australia. More recently, the 'suotna' has 
embroidered the various cultural identities of motherhood now stitching the culturally 
diverse weave of the fabric of my young Australian-Finnish-French-Sarni child's 
identities. 

The starting point which motivated the author's perspective of the Sarni is constructed 
in and through the effects of a long absence from the everyday life of the Sarni. Thus, 
the author herself is only a visitor in the field of the Sarni and merely a ( somewhat 
enculturated) voyeur of the social order which is described herein. 

The second metaphor is that of a road travelled through many geographical, cultural and 
social discourse terrains. The road is Sarni and begins in my father's village. It travels 
through geographical terrains of northern to southern Finland, throughout the land and 
cultures of Sweden and to the multiple cultures of Australia. The road remains a Sarni 
road, the terrain through which it winds changes historically, institutionally and 
culturally. This thesis is written within this metaphor of the road. The different sections 
will lead the road to different places, knowledges, discourses and sites of learning. In 
each new observational site, the relevant terrain will be briefly described. The road is 
centred on the discourse of schooling and education. Hence, this site will be a constant 
foundation on which the road travels. 

Much like the social and political discourse terrains that have been imposed on the Sarni 
throughout history, this thesis revisits geographical, historical, political, social and 
institutional discourses as sites for investigating the construction of social order among 
and about the Sarni. Like Sarni culture itself, this thesis has melting pots which are 
legitimated through the Australian academic institution within which it is immediately 
located. It is thus an 'Australian' study of the Sarni. 

Many fields of knowledge and discourse stimulate this study. This thesis is located 
primarily in the field of education. The specific site is culture in education for minority 
people in majority ruled nations. As such, it is a construction of knowledge about the 
making of social order and everyday cultural practices. In placing this study within a 
field of knowledge, it is useful perhaps to rule out which enclaves of discourse will not 
be entered. The thesis is not about explaining politics, linguistics, language planning, 
bilingual education, ethnography or anthropology although some aspects of all these 
fields will be called upon at some points of the journey. 

The study was conducted in five languages: Finnish, Swedish, Norwegian, English and 
some Sarni. It is widely believed that language is the means through which individuals 
understand the world; by this reasoning, the author claims functional knowledge of the 
worlds of these five languages. As these linguistic perspectives will be both cited in and 
used in this work and in the construction phase of each text, the author has paid 
meticulous attention to correct translation methods. The work of translating has not been 
completed in solitude. Valuable assistance has been received from multilingual sources 
in and around the Sarni community. For this, I am deeply grateful. 
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In following the pathways from initial fieldwork to formulated disciplinary knowledge, 
many 'roads' have been crossed and passed. For the reader, this accomplishment is 
offered as an introduction to "culture-in-practice". 

Hence, let the journey begin -. 
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