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Finnishness, Whiteness and Coloniality

An Introduction

Josephine Hoegaerts
University of Helsinki

Elizabeth Peterson
University of Helsinki

Tuire Liimatainen
University of Helsinki

Laura Hekanaho
University of Jyväskylä

“It’s just different here,” is a common way in the Nordic countries for  
relativizing—that is, eschewing responsibility—for racism. “It’s not our fault 
we are so white, it’s just the way it is.” These commonly held justifications were 
presented by the anthropologist Kristín Loftsdóttir during her keynote speech 
at “The ‘Great White North’? Critical Perspectives on Whiteness in the Nordics 
and its Neighbours,” a conference held at the University of Helsinki in August 
2019. But racism is not relative, Loftsdóttir emphasized, nor is it erased by 
adopting a stance of innocence. The Nordic countries are in a curious posi-
tion when it comes to issues of colonialism and racism. Located in the far-
thest reaches of Europe, there is a sense among many Nordic citizens that they 
have always “been” there—and that, furthermore, the people who have been 
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2  Finnishness, Whiteness and Coloniality

there have always been “white.” The notion of whiteness is an extremely com-
plicated view of reality, one that is contested throughout history. This theme is 
addressed at length in this book, which does not presuppose a stable definition 
of whiteness: it grapples with the complexities, fluidities and multiple meanings  
this concept can acquire and communicate. Rather than positing whiteness as a 
category, this book explores whiteness in its various guises, and as it is defined in 
various disciplines. The view that there is an unbroken historical thread of per-
manent whiteness in the Nordic countries is what Loftsdóttir calls a “restitching” 
of the historical threads, willfully overlooking the colonization and longstanding 
historical mobility of people in and out of the region. While much has been writ-
ten and researched on colonialism and race in Europe and the Nordic countries, 
the topic has been underexamined within the specific context of Finland. In this 
12-chapter volume, based on a collection of papers from the conference, a set of 
themes specific to the Finnish context are treated by a range of scholars repre-
senting different fields of study. The key question explored in each of the chapters 
is: What is the relationship between Finnishness, race and coloniality?

A few months after the conference, racism emerged at the forefront of public 
consciousness in Finland. The Black Lives Matter protest movement, a six-year 
effort initiated in the United States after the murder of a Black child, Trayvon 
Martin, became a global movement after the murder of George Floyd, a Black 
man who was killed by white police officers. Global protests erupted following 
the murder of Floyd, reviving widespread resistance against the systemic racism 
imbuing the levels of so-called civilized (which is to say: colonized and coloni-
alized) society. The subsequent Black Lives Matter and related protests raised 
anti-imperialist reactions globally. Also in Finland, Black Lives Matter protest-
ers filled Senate Square in the heart of Helsinki, with thousands of peaceful 
protesters demonstrating against racism and police brutality, while promoting 
equality, justice and change (Kajander and Siironen 2020). During this time, 
Finland’s complex role within the racial and colonial systems emerged again 
in public discourse, debated by academics, politicians and reporters (see e.g. 
Keskinen 2020; Nuuttila 2020a; Nuuttila 2020b). The complex spirit of these 
debates was summarized by reporter Ndéla Faye, who made the following com-
ments in a segment for the Finnish broadcasting company YLE:

The most interesting thing is that in Finland, the debate is stuck on the 
level in which Russia and Sweden have oppressed Finland for centuries. 
Discussions always return to this, but no one wants to talk about the 
role of white Finns as oppressors, for instance, in relation to the forced 
Finnishization of the Sámi. (Faye quoted in Nuuttila 2020b)1

Faye’s remarks summarize the ways in which different power relations are set in 
motion in synchrony, drawing from different perspectives where (white) Finns 
are simultaneously defined as the oppressed and the oppressors. However, as 
Faye continues, these roles do not exclude one another, highlighting the inter-
related yet contradictory character of these debates. Keskinen, Skaptadóttir and  
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Toivanen (2019a) note that investigation on the Nordic countries adds “pow-
erfully to a body of critical scholarship on race and ethnicity that shows how 
entangled they are within repressed histories of internal and external coloniza-
tion and imagined nationhood.” Keskinen (2019: 179) has further emphasized 
the importance of including a regional perspective in the study of Nordic colo-
nialism, as well as “a multi-level model that focuses on the relations among the 
global, regional, state, and local levels.” She holds that Finland is “a case par 
excellence” to investigate the role of regional aspects in colonial and racial his-
tories as Finnish histories are situated in the “triangle of Nordic/European colo-
nialism, racial thinking, and modern state building” (ibid.: 164, 178). Therefore, 
the notion of whiteness is a useful lens through which to understand contempo-
rary Finnishness and its paradoxes, as the chapters in this volume demonstrate.

This volume carries the debate about minoritization and oppression in Finland 
beyond the familiar narratives of the oppression of “Finns.” Here, “Finns” is in 
quotation marks because the volume calls into question exactly what is meant 
by “Finns” and “Finnish,” problematizing and questioning a status that, while 
seemingly straightforward to many, begs for critical investigation. The debate 
is by no means entirely defined by race: culture, language, politics, and issues of 
individual choice are serious considerations when it comes to defining Finnish-
ness (one’s own, or others’). But the specter of racial categorization haunts any 
conversation in which brown curls prompt questions of “where are you really 
from?,” or lifestyle articles in which some are assumed to “just know” what it 
is like to be “Finnish.” For this volume, we therefore center our investigations 
solidly on uncomfortable questions of race—and particularly to get below the 
surface of what is often experienced as a non-racialized identity, or the “invisible” 
color: whiteness. Unmarked, unquestioned, and unnoticed by who inhabits it, 
whiteness often flies under the radar in discussions about ethnic identities, while 
issues of migration and suppression are forced to center stage. Such discourse 
establishes whiteness in Finland as a seemingly neutral presence that is at the 
same time both invisible and ubiquitous. Despite changing social realities, white-
ness therefore continues to appear to some as the “normal” state of Finnishness 
to which all other articulations of identity are compared and also condemned.

Finnishness

It is tempting to understand the ambiguity of contemporary Finnish identities 
as a recent phenomenon, the result of a globalized world in which movements 
like Black Lives Matter echo around the world, cities become increasingly “mul-
ticultural” and various forms of migration and displacement disrupt the per-
ceived homogeneity of communities. But as a number of authors in this volume 
point out, negotiations over Finnishness and whiteness, and their intersection, 
are nothing new, nor are they ever fully established. A growing body of research 
on multiculturalism, whiteness and colonialism has emerged in recent years 
to examine both Nordic and Finnish contexts (see e.g. Aaltonen and Sivonen 
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2019; Hübinette et al. 2012; Kivisto and Wahlbeck 2013; Keskinen 2019;  
Keskinen, Skaptadóttir and Toivanen 2019b; Kujala 2019; Kuortti, Lehtonen 
and Löytty 2007; Loftsdóttir and Jensen 2012; Lundström and Teitelbaum 2017; 
Ranta and Kanninen 2019; Tervonen 2014; Wickström and Wolff 2016). As 
many of these studies have shown from different perspectives, in a similar man-
ner to other Nordic countries, Finland has never been a culturally or racially 
homogeneous country or nation, nor is it an outsider to colonial systems. These 
realities, however, have affected and have also been strongly affected by the 
development of national identities and the enduring myths around them (e.g. 
Tervonen 2014).

Traditionally, Nordic countries have struggled to acknowledge their par-
ticipation in global colonial histories, something characterized by the notion 
of “exceptionalism” (Keskinen 2019; Rastas 2007; see also Loftsdóttir and 
Jensen 2012), or being an “innocent outsider” in the history of colonialism 
(Keskinen 2019; see also “white innocence,” as per Keskinen 2019 and Wekker  
2016). The position of Nordic countries, including Finland, within the 
colonial system has been described with the concept “colonial complicity”  
(Keskinen 2019; Keskinen et al. 2009; Vuorela 2009), as although they were 
not major actors in overseas colonialism, they nonetheless “actively partici-
pated in and benefited from the unequal economic, political, and cultural 
relations developed during European colonialism … When these histories 
are combined with Nordic colonialism in the Arctic, it becomes clear that 
the Nordic countries were in multiple ways involved in colonial endeav-
ours, both as ‘accomplices,’ but also as ‘active colonial powers’” (Keskinen,  
Skaptadóttir and Toivanen 2019a: 5).

To fully grasp the notion of Finnishness, Finland’s “colonial complicity” in 
the intersections of past and present, east and west, local and global is cen-
tral to any discussion. Prior to its independence in 1917, the area which today 
forms the independent state of Finland belonged to the Swedish kingdom 
until 1809, after which it formed the Grand Duchy of Finland as part of the 
Russian Empire. Finland’s position as part of two empires and the emanant 
national narrative of the emancipation from a subordinate position, economic 
hardships, wars and independence struggles to the glorification of nationhood 
and economic prosperity is often credited to the resilience of its people. This 
everyday wisdom, however, has often “resulted in bypassing the role of Finns 
and Finland in colonial histories” (Keskinen 2019: 164; see also Lehtonen and 
Löytty 2007; Tervonen 2014).

The multiplex role of Finns in the colonial system is also translated into 
the racial histories of Finns and Finland (Keskinen 2019). First, the contested 
character of the Europeanness of Finns within the hierarchical understand-
ings of 19th-century ethnographers and anthropologists was ambiguous from 
the beginning. Finns were, for example, perceived to be of Mongolian descent 
with Turanian heritage/Asian roots (Kemiläinen 1993; Keskinen 2019; see 
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also Chapter 12 in this volume), yet they also appeared as explicitly “white” 
in the 20th century, straddling divides between east and west in their bod-
ies, practices and language as they appeared both as white Europeans and as 
hailing from primitive eastern people into part of the Nordic and Western 
regime. Even as the Finnish nation-state became more established, Finnish-
ness remained an intrinsically multiplicitous identity, split along linguistic 
divides between the Finnish- and Swedish-speaking population (see e.g. Tägil 
1995) and expression of national, cultural and ethnic modes of belonging. 
Second, the colonial and racial histories of Finns are tied to the modern state- 
and nation-building processes, which in addition to notions of homogeneity, 
also created “‘Others’ of the Indigenous and minority populations, who were 
perceived as biologically and/or culturally inferior” (Keskinen 2019: 178). 
Therefore, the state is also a powerful player in how ethnicity, race and nation 
become manifested (Keskinen, Skaptadóttir and Toivanen 2019a). The myth 
of homogeneity created within these processes has left the varied histories 
of migration, the longstanding presence of ethnic minorities and Indigenous 
people in the region ignored in dominant narratives such as history-writing 
(ibid.; Tervonen 2014).

In the latter half of the 20th century, Finland has rapidly risen from a poor 
agrarian country to a developed welfare state (see e.g. Koponen and Saaritsa 
2019). Today, Finland can be defined as a “global winner”: a modern Western  
welfare state ranking high on global indexes such as freedom of the press, gen-
der equality, PISA and even happiness. In 2018, Finland was selected as the 
“goodest” [sic] country, topping the Good Country Index, which measures 
what each country in the world contributes to the good of humanity. These 
rankings serve to further the notion of homogeneity and the hegemony of 
whiteness in defining Finnishness, and ultimately overlook that these notions 
have direct consequences for migrants (especially migrants of color), raciali
zed minorities and the country’s Indigenous Sámi population (Keskinen,  
Skaptadóttir and Toivanen 2019a). That is, these notions feed into a sense 
of Finnish exceptionalism and a self-image as a country outside of colonial 
involvements or of the historical burden of racism. This sense of exceptionalism, 
coupled with the tendency of many Finns to see themselves as the oppressed 
in exclusion to being an oppressor, has a consequence of feeding directly into 
racism and xenophobia (e.g. Rastas 2007). Indeed, racism in Finland is well 
documented. For example, a 2018 EU report called “Being Black in the EU” 
concluded that Finland was the most racist country out of 12 countries in the 
study (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2018). At the same 
time, these realities give rise to emerging counter-narratives of Finnishness and 
what it means to be Finnish. One example is the Ruskeat tytöt [“Brown girls”] 
collective, who have brought into the broader public the voices and narratives 
of non-white (i.e. Brown) Finns, and draw attention to a whole range of racial-
ized groups in Finland.2
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Whiteness

The concept of whiteness has been described as “a dominant and normative 
space against which difference is measured” (Dyer 1997: 10), a constantly 
shifting boundary of power and privilege (Kivel 1996). Yet the meaning of 
whiteness is not static, and it does not follow a historically continuous line; 
what is considered “white” is relative. Following Steve Garner (2007: 1), “[t]he  
meanings attached to ‘race’ are always time- and place-specific, part of each 
national racial regime.” “Race” or whiteness is not only a matter of skin color 
or other physiological features; it is socially constructed and ever-changing, 
depending on who is in power and how power structures relate to one another. 
Racial definitions are entangled with other markers of relative inferiority and  
superiority, such as being Nordic or European (Loftsdóttir and Jensen 2012; 
Lundström and Teitelbaum 2017). As a Nordic nation, this ideology also applies 
to Finland. One of the outcomes of this trope of dominance is that whiteness 
affords privileges to individuals who are fortunate enough to fit with its defini-
tion in a certain time and place: when viewed as the “norm,” such people can 
afford to take for granted their own skin color and position of power (Loftsdót-
tir and Jensen 2012).

The connection between Finnishness and whiteness is constantly contested, 
but also under constant reification, as different competing narratives pull at the 
threads that seem to bind them. On the one hand, historical notions of Finn-
ishness, created through practices of categorization, construction, contestation 
and exclusion, claim space in contemporary narratives of belonging under the 
guise of “tradition,” or how the community is imagined. On the other hand, 
contemporary understandings of an ethnically diverse Finland jostle for that 
same space, both underlining and disrupting modern meanings of Finnish-
ness. For this reason, Suvi Keskinen and others (2019a) emphasize the impor-
tance of addressing the treatment of both migrant and Indigenous communi-
ties together, as it advances understanding on how difference is imagined and 
represented.

The multifarious and fluid definitions of Finnishness revealed in the research 
of many of the authors in this book point to a complex and perhaps uncom-
fortable truth: while Finnishness and whiteness are not, and have never been, 
perfectly synonymous, they have often been presented as such. From 19th-
century theories about “the whitest race in the world” (Chapter 12) to contem-
porary ideas about who qualifies as “beautiful” in Finland (Assulin 2019; see 
also Chapter 5 in this volume), many discourses and practices of Finnishness 
are unconsciously entangled with, or politically invested in, whiteness. These 
entanglements, both historically and in the present, have largely been made 
possible by the elasticity of both concepts. If Finnishness is a complex cate-
gory, stretching to contain multicultural multitudes and global migration while 
also contracting to exclude many for their language, citizenship or culture;  
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whiteness is perhaps even more slippery as a concept. Rather than trying to 
artificially pin it down, we have opted to allow for the exploration of the inher-
ent variance of these concepts in the chapters of this volume. Different chapters 
therefore include somewhat different definitions of what looks at first glance 
like the same issue.

One of the main goals of this volume has been to demonstrate the inher-
ent complexity of whiteness, a concept that is often understood in the Nordics 
as an American import that cannot be applied to countries with very differ-
ent connections to colonization and the transatlantic slave trade. However, 
as many chapters in this volume demonstrate, Finland’s involvement with 
the (post)colonial world is neither new nor superficial. As recent research on 
Indigenous histories and coloniality continues to show (see e.g. Chapter 11), 
settler societies are often unaware, or unwilling, to recognize the colonial foun-
dations of state formation, policy and politics. Attempts to decolonize Finnish 
history, cultural traditions and practices are as necessary as they are fraught 
with difficulty. Decolonizing efforts are currently being made in activism, soci-
ety, governance—and scholarship. The insights gained in studies of whiteness 
elsewhere in Europe, Africa and the Americas are therefore highly valuable 
to researchers delving into questions of intersecting Finnishness and white-
ness, and the work of scholars like Sara Ahmed (2007), Kalwant Bhopal (2018) 
and Gloria Wekker (2016) has been fundamental to the research in this book. 
Theories and analyses of the fluidity, multiplicity and sociocultural invisibility 
or unmarked nature of whiteness are mobilized in several chapters to critique 
models of Nordic exceptionalism, genetic romanticism and even discourses of 
equality and multiculturalism. They also play an important part in decoloniz-
ing narratives of Finnishness.

(De)Coloniality, Continuity and Change

Acknowledging the endurance of racial hierarchy, and the complicity of higher 
education and scholarship in upholding that status quo, need not lead to apathy 
or complacency, however. As Nelson Maldonado-Torres stresses in his “Outline 
of Ten Theses on Coloniality and Decoloniality” (2016), universities have been 
spaces both for (mostly youthful) agitation against racialized hierarchies and 
for its suppression. As we have learned, again, with the recent BLM protests, 
“breathlessness is a constant condition in the state of coloniality” (Maldonado-
Torres 2016: 5). Universities, too, represent contexts where “many students feel 
choked and breathless” (ibid.), but they should at the same time be places where 
new practices and radical ideas can be given the oxygen they so desperately 
need. This volume therefore aims toward an approach that gives space to both 
decolonization and decoloniality, and that critically analyzes both colonization 
and coloniality. In other words, it attends to both continuity and change in the 
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formation of our current, “post-colonial” reality, and relies on critical studies of 
the past alongside social, cultural and political analyses of the present.

It is useful to clarify some concepts and vocabulary that will be mobilized 
throughout the book, beginning with the distinctions between colonialism, 
coloniality, decolonization and decoloniality: “colonialism and decolonization 
are for the most part taken as ontic concepts that specifically refer to specific 
empirical episodes of socio-historical and geopolitical conditions that we refer 
to as colonization and decolonization” (Maldonado-Torres 2016: 10).

This perspective risks presenting the structural violence and inequalities con-
nected to colonial regimes in the past, as if they no longer have any bearing on 
the present. By placing historical research next to contemporary analyses, we 
hope to disrupt notions of a problematic past having no relevance for a more 
progressive presence, and to draw attention to the continuation of coloniality:

coloniality and decoloniality refer to the logic, metaphysics, ontology, 
and matrix of power created by the massive processes of colonization and  
decolonization. Because of the long-time and profound investment of 
what is usually referred to as Europe or Western civilization in processes 
of conquest and colonialism, this logic, metaphysics, ontology, and 
matrix of power is intrinsically tied to what is called “Western civiliza-
tion” and “Western modernity.” (Ibid.)

This description requires, as suggested at the beginning of this introduction, 
an engagement not only with histories of internal colonialism and the current 
benefits reaped from colonial complicity, but also a willingness to delve into the 
contemporary presence of settler colonial realities. In the context of Finland, 
this means allowing linear narratives of change and temporalities of settlement 
to be disrupted (on settler coloniality, see e.g. Moreton-Robinson 2015).

One of the most obvious outcomes of the constant tension between continu-
ity and change in thinking about coloniality and race is the vocabulary we use 
to talk about issues of structural inequality. Language can empower and sub
jugate, and the implications of a particular language, words, acronyms and 
phrases depend heavily on who uses them, in what context and at what time. 
Most of us have experienced such shifts in meaning in our lifetimes, and will 
do so again, contending with the constant social and political negotiations 
that decide which words are considered offensive, which cause pain, which are 
reclaimed with in-group pride and which manage to clarify or nuance our dis-
course. The chapters in this book detail the use of vocabulary to engage with 
notions of identity, belonging, inequality and ethnicity in a number of different 
contexts. It is therefore impossible to provide a clear introductory glossary of 
how such terms are used throughout this book. Nevertheless, some collective 
choices have been made: slurs and hateful or otherwise hurtful vocabulary pre-
sent in the data analyzed in some of the chapters in this volume have not been 



Finnishness, Whiteness and Coloniality  9

reproduced in the text, but do sometimes appear with their original context in 
the notes. Overall, we have elected to use the terminology different communi-
ties use to identify themselves, rather than the appellations found in, for exam-
ple, historical documents (with the exception of instances where the analysis 
of these appellations is central to the research question). Choices on how to 
identify oneself or one’s community are as fluid as identities and communities 
themselves are, and the chapters reflect that. Attenuating toward contemporary 
stylistic choices, we use upper-case Black and Indigenous and lower-case white 
when describing ethnicity.

By drawing attention to its inherent multiplicity and fluidity, the chapters 
in this volume reveal that whiteness—like other categories of hegemony and  
privilege—is a “sticky” category (Berggren 2014): it has an almost unfailing 
ability to shift and adapt to changing contexts and still hold on to its social 
power and political sting. This explains, perhaps, why despite our efforts 
and those of the authors to disrupt racialized structures, the discourses and 
practices of whiteness are present in this volume, too, dictating the scholarly 
conventions and academic hierarchies that inevitably become part of the pro-
duction of a research-based, peer-reviewed book. There certainly is diversity 
(social, cultural and ethnic) in this book, and the contributors and editors live 
out the realities described in these chapters, of shifting notions of whiteness 
and its intersections with Finnishness, transnational identities and citizenship. 
However, at the same time, the composition of this volume’s authorship reflects 
the limits of the editors’ practice of scholarly interaction and that of the aca-
demic world in general. Researchers who do not identify or pass as white and/
or Finnish remain a minority in the university landscape and, consequently, 
that minority often carries a heavy burden of representation, being called upon 
to speak for their communities, cultures or traditions—again and again and 
again. We have sought a balance, in these chapters, between the need for rep-
resentational justice and a fair distribution of emotional and social labor—and 
while we believe each of the chapters included is necessary and important, that 
balance has remained imperfect. In its modest way, the book aims to contribute 
to uncomfortable discussions about the necessity to decolonize the university 
and the academe, too. Or rather, it points, perhaps painfully, to the continued 
difficulty of including different perspectives on European and national identi-
ties in academic work. This lack of diversity within academia affects its formal 
structures, its mundane practices of organizing and distributing research, and 
the way in which researchers conceptualize and categorize the world. As Sara 
Ahmed has pointed out, “[w]hiteness is only invisible for those who inhabit it, 
or those who get so used to its inhabitance that they learn not to see it, even 
when they are not it” (Ahmed 2007: 157). A critical perspective on whiteness 
therefore not only requires analysis or theory, but above all the cultural and 
political work of diversifying the communities in which we live, work and do 
research (Smith, Funaki and MacDonald 2021).
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Chapters

In this book, we have aimed to address both the norms and ideals that under-
pin concepts of race, citizenship and belonging, as well as the embodied and 
affective practices through which they are given shape on a day-to-day basis. To 
that end, the book is made up of four parts, elucidating the normative cultural 
work of creating Finnishness, the construction of ideals and norms surround-
ing race, modes and practices of belonging and, conversely, the discursive and 
physical violence of colonization and minoritization.

In Part I, Imaginations of Finnishness, the authors contest the imagined ethnic 
(white) homogeneity of Finns by exploring the constructs of “Finnishness” and 
ethnicity in different contexts, approaching the topic from medical, heritage-
related and gendered perspectives. In Chapter 1, Aaro Tupasela establishes 
the role population genetics has played in producing visual representations of 
difference and similarity, problematizing how such representations are often 
employed as “evidence” in the construction of Finnish nationhood and national 
identity. However, Tupasela highlights that “genetics is always relative,” and 
various choices affect these representations, such as excluding minorities from 
consideration. Heidi Henriikka Mäkelä continues on the theme of assumed 
homogeneity and the role of visual documentation in creating such assump-
tions by investigating the reproduction of normative white, heterosexual and 
middle-class Finnishness in photographs published by the National Inven-
tory of Living Heritage, in Chapter 2. The results of a visual discourse analy-
sis illustrate in particular that the photographs reproduce normative notions 
of femininity and masculinity, nature and naturalness, whiteness and “other-
ness.” In their chapter based on survey data, Saga Rosenström and Barbora 
Žiačková zoom in specifically on one of these imagined binaries: that of gender. 
In Chapter 3, they investigate the role of the symbolic “Viking woman” in the 
construction of national identities in the Nordic countries, focusing on the per-
ceptions of Finnish participants. Offering both a historical insight in the role 
imaginations of white femininity have played in the process of nationbuild-
ing, and a contemporary look at how such historical myths continue to haunt 
the present, their chapter investigates how the narrative of history itself can be 
coded by gender and race—and how such narratives can change. While Finn-
ish respondents brought up many themes relevant to the Viking-Scandinavian 
history, the respondents overtly rejected the Viking woman symbolism as irrel-
evant to Finnish identity.

Part II, Doing/Constructing Whiteness in Finland, shifts attention to the cul-
tural work of understanding and presenting one’s self (and others) as white in 
Finland. Constructing and doing identity is a matter of simple, often uncon-
scious, daily practices, and the chapters in Part II show how inconspicuous 
practices like going to school, reflecting on life memories or chatting on Face-
book help to construct and bolster understandings of race, difference and  
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multiculturalism. Chapter 4 delves into young people’s understandings of dif-
ference and (in)equality in Finland. Focusing on the intersection of whiteness 
and masculinities, Marja Peltola and Ann Phoenix explore 12–15-year-olds’ 
understanding of multiculturalism. With interview data, the authors demon-
strate that young boys often overtly described egalitarian “color blind” ideals 
when asked about multiculturalism, a notion with which many participants 
were seemingly unfamiliar, allowing them to detach themselves from racial 
or ethnic inequalities, which were nevertheless present in their discourse. In 
Chapter 5, the entanglement of Finnishness with sexual identity comes under 
scrutiny. With a mixed methods approach, Riikka Taavetti tracks traces of eth-
nicity and race in Finnish sexual autobiographies from the early 1990s. While 
ethnicity and race are rarely directly referenced in these autobiographies, 
Taavetti demonstrates how the authors implicitly construct their own white 
Finnishness by pointing out differences between themselves and perceived 
“others.” Encounters with such “others” are described as exotic, often in a seem-
ingly positive fashion, nonetheless in a style distinguishable from descriptions 
with fellow white Finns. Chapter 6 looks at the self-perception and presenta-
tion of Estonian migrants in Finland. With an ethnographic approach, Jaanika 
Kingumets and Markku Sippola investigate the construction of whiteness in 
Facebook group discussions by Estonian migrants. While discussions about 
whiteness are not prevalent in the Estonian context, the authors demonstrate 
that whiteness becomes more salient when Estonians migrate to other coun-
tries, where they might become perceived as “racialized minorities.” To avoid 
this, Estonian migrants employ whiteness to distinguish themselves from less 
privileged, non-white migrant groups.

Part III, Representations of Belonging and Exclusion, reflects on similar ques-
tions of identity and difference, specifically focusing on the often strategic 
practices of minoritized groups in the Nordics to mobilize or resist narratives 
of whiteness. In this part, the fluidity of “Finnishness” as a category of iden-
tity comes to the fore, as does its precarious connection to Finland as a geo-
political space. In Chapter 7, Tuire Liimatainen examines representations of 
Finnishness and whiteness in Sweden-Finnish social media campaigns and 
online activism, showing how the mediatization of discourses and images of 
Finnishness continue to construe identity at the crossroads between national-
ity, ethnicity and culture. By examining social media posts of both white and 
non-white Sweden-Finns as well as Sweden-Finnish minority activists, Lii-
matainen shows how the relationship between Finnishness and whiteness in 
the Swedish context is a highly fluid, situational and often contradictory way 
of boundary-drawing. The next chapter shows that the situational and fluid 
character of Finnishness and whiteness also applies in the context of Finland’s 
capital and its urban landscape. Jasmine Kelekay examines the discursive con-
struction of East Helsinki in Afro-Finnish rappers’ music in Chapter 8. Adopt-
ing a framework for territorial stigmatization, Kelekay demonstrates that the 



12  Finnishness, Whiteness and Coloniality

rappers utilize various alternative narratives to resist the pervasive racial and 
class-related stereotypes associated with East Helsinki. In Chapter 9, Riikka 
Tuori shifts the attention to a longstanding minority in Finland, and the influ-
ence of their rich heritage on contemporary identities. With recent interview 
data from the research project Minhag Finland, this chapter investigates the 
construction of Jewishness among Finnish Jews along with their experiences 
with antisemitism and racism in Finland. While cognizant of their “difference” 
as a minority group, the participants’ responses demonstrate that the Finnish-
Jewish community has evolved into a multicultural community embracing 
many markers of Finnishness as well.

Part IV, Imperialism and Colonization, offers a clear empirical contestation to 
the myth of Finnish white homogeneity as well as its colonial innocence. The 
chapters investigate the mechanisms and effects of colonization from socio
cultural and linguistic perspectives. Different groups of “others” are brought 
into discussion, illustrating that indigeneity and migration are messy catego-
ries to apply to various inhabitants of Finland, rather than simple delineations 
of types of “otherness.” Much like the classification of “Finnishness,” the clas-
sification of “others” is a matter of cultural work, of canonization and of con-
testation. It is also an important part of Arctic colonialism, both historical and 
contemporary.

Chapter 10 explores Finnish discourses about identity and ethnicity, and  
particularly the role English as an (acquired) language plays in practices of 
self-identification and ethnic belonging. In this chapter, Elizabeth Peterson  
demonstrates that skills in English, often considered something positive and 
even a source of pride among Finns, carries direct connotations to colonialism 
and class-based distinctions that run counter to the perceived social equalities 
in Finland. In Chapter 11, Rauna Kuokkanen outlines the role of the Finnish 
state and nation in ongoing practices of settler colonialism. Understanding Sámi 
communities as mere cultural entities or even “problems” rather than as holders 
of geopolitical sovereignty has shaped and legitimized histories and practices of 
nation building. Kuokkanen investigates how whiteness and its experience has 
contributed to both the ethnicization and colonization of Indigenous peoples 
in Finland. Drawing from various historical sources, including newspapers, let-
ters and poetry, in Chapter 12, Ainur Elmgren examines the racialized percep-
tions of Finnish and Turko-Tatar intellectuals from the 19th century onward. 
As longstanding minoritized groups, they held a position of both (relative) 
subordination and privilege, and developed sophisticated vocabularies hybrid-
izing narratives of the Mongol Empire, intellectualism and Finnishness to  
construct their own identities. The chapter shows how shifting ideals, represen-
tations and beliefs led to changes in self-representation and belonging, too, as 
they struggled to represent their Mongolian heritage as desirable in a modern  
European context.
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Finally, Suvi Keskinen reflects, in her afterword, on the colonial nature of 
Finnishness and its histories and heritages. Keskinen’s work has been one of the 
formative influences in the emerging conversations, both scholarly and public, 
about Finnish colonialism and its historical trajectory. This book both attests to 
the powerful challenges to myths of homogeneity and neutrality she and other 
scholars have formulated recently, and attempts to chart out a territory beyond 
the state of the art. In her afterword, Keskinen looks back at how debates 
around colonial complicity and racial justice have emerged and changed in the 
last two decades, in Finland. She also gestures at the future, imagining a way 
forward into new scholarships and politics of hope.

In conclusion, this contribution can be seen as a response to a call to action to 
critically examine the relationship of race, whiteness, colonialism, Finland and 
Finnishness. Because this contribution is the first volume of its kind on this com-
bination of topics, the chapters in the volume necessarily take a wide and general 
perspective. In this volume, our approach is to address what we see as the most 
significant and informing topics that apply to the context of Finland and Finnish-
ness. As is normally the case, we are well aware that this volume merely skims the 
surface of further investigations that are ripe and ready. Examples that occurred 
to us while we were preparing this volume include different cultural represen-
tations and emerging counter-narratives around Finnishness and the effects of 
global capitalism, not necessarily in reference to past colonial systems, but rather 
as part of modern neoliberal economy where the decisions of big companies 
affect, for example, which names and images can be seen on food brands in the 
shelves of Finnish grocery stores. Examples include the contestations of Finnish-
ness through shifting a white to Brown Finnish young woman as the character 
depicted on the Finnish brand of oats, Elovena (see Turun Sanomat 2006), as well 
as changing brand names such as Eskimo brand ice creams in the wake of the 
global wave of addressing systemic racism and following the example of interna-
tional companies (see Sirén 2020). Returning to Finland’s success as the “goodest” 
and the “happiest” country and its new self-image as a global winner, it might be 
relevant to ask: How much room is there for critical self-reflection and the admis-
sion and addressing of racism in a country that is already seen as “perfect”?
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Notes

	 1	 Translation by the editors of this book.
	 2	 https://www.ruskeattytot.fi/

References

Aaltonen, J. and S. Sivonen. 2019. Orjia ja isäntiä: Ruotsalais-suomalainen siir-
tomaaherruus Karibialla. Helsinki: Into Kustannus.

Ahmed, S. 2007. “A Phenomenology of Whiteness.” Feminist Theory 8 (2):  
149–68.

Assulin, A. 2019. Kuka saa olla kaunis?, TV documentary. [online access at 
https://areena.yle.fi/1-4651055, last accessed January 16, 2021].

Berggren, K. 2014. “Sticky Masculinity: Post-Structuralism, Phenomenology 
and Subjectivity in Critical Studies on Men.” Men and Masculinities 17 (3): 
231–52.

Bhopal, K. 2018. White Privilege: The Myth of a Post Racial Society. Cambridge, 
MA: Policy Press.

Dyer, R. 1997. White: Essays on Race and Culture. London: Routledge.
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2018. Being Black in the EU: 

Second European Union Minorities and Disctimination Survey—Summary 
[online access at https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2019/being-black-eu 
-summary, last accessed January 13, 2021].

Garner, S. 2007. Whiteness: An Introduction. London: Routledge.
Hübinette, T., H. Hörnfeldt, F. Farahani and R. León Rosales, eds. 2012. Om ras 

och vithet i det samtida Sverige. Tumba: Mångkulturellt centrum.
Kajander, R. and S. Siironen. 2020. “Yli 3000 ihmistä Senaatintorille kerännyt 

rasismin vastainen mielenosoitus päättyi poliisin kehotuksesta—osa marssi 
vielä keskustassa.” YLE Uutiset, June 3 [online access at https://yle.fi/uutiset 
/3-11382649, last accessed January 13, 2021].

Kemiläinen, A. 1993. Suomalaiset, outo Pohjolan kansa: Rotuteoriat ja kansal-
linen identiteetti. Helsinki: Finnish Historical Society.

Keskinen, S. 2019. “Intra-Nordic Differences, Colonial/Racial Histories and 
National Narratives: Rewriting Finnish History.” Scandinavian Studies 91 (1–2):  
163–81.

Keskinen, S. 2020. “Rasismilla on pitkä historia Suomessa: suomalaisia oli 
mukana yrityksissä hankkia siirtomaita Afrikasta.” Helsingin Sanomat, July 1  
[online access at https://www.hs.fi/mielipide/art-2000006557591.html, last 
accessed January 13, 2021].

Keskinen, S., U. D. Skaptadóttir and M. Toivanen. 2019a. “Narrations of Homo-
geneity, Waning Welfare States, and the Politics of Solidarity.” In Undoing 
Homogeneity in the Nordic Region: Migration, Difference and the Politics of 

https://www.ruskeattytot.fi/
https://areena.yle.fi/1-4651055
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2019/being-black-eu-summary
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2019/being-black-eu-summary
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11382649
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11382649
https://www.hs.fi/mielipide/art-2000006557591.html


Finnishness, Whiteness and Coloniality  15

Solidarity, edited by S. Keskinen, U. D. Skaptadóttir and M. Toivanen, 1–18. 
London: Routledge.

Keskinen, S., U. D. Skaptadóttir and M. Toivanen, eds. 2019b. Undoing  
Homogeneity in the Nordic Region: Migration, Difference and the Politics of 
Solidarity. London: Routledge.

Keskinen, S., S. Tuori, S. Irni and D. Mulinari, eds. 2009. Complying with Colo-
nialism: Gender, Race and Ethnicity in the Nordic Region. Farnham: Ashgate.

Kivel, P. 1996. Uprooting Racism: How White People Can Work for Racial Justice. 
Philadelphia, PA: New Society Publishers.

Kivisto, P. and Ö. Wahlbeck, eds. 2013. Debating Multiculturalism in the Nordic 
Welfare States. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Koponen, J. and S. Saaritsa, eds. 2019. Nälkämaasta hyvinvointivaltioksi: Suomi 
kehityksen kiinniottajana. Helsinki: Gaudeamus.

Kujala, A. 2019. Kivenmurskaajat: Kolonialismin historia. Jyväskylä: Atena 
Kustannus. 

Kuortti, J., M. Lehtonen and O. Löytty, eds. 2007. Kolonialismin jäljet: Keskustat,  
periferiat ja Suomi. Helsinki: Gaudeamus.

Lehtonen, M. and O. Löytty. 2007. “Suomiko toista maata?” In Kolonialismin 
jäljet: Keskustat, periferiat ja Suomi, edited by J. Kuortti, M. Lehtonen and 
O. Löytty, 105–18. Helsinki: Gaudeamus.

Loftsdóttir, K. and L. Jensen. 2012. Whiteness and Postcolonialism in the Nordic 
Region: Exceptionalism, Migrant Others and National Identities. Farnham: 
Ashgate.

Lundström, C. and B. R. Teitelbaum. 2017. “Nordic Whiteness: An Introduc-
tion.” Scandinavian Studies 89 (2): 151–58.

Maldonado-Torres, N. 2016. “Outline of Ten Theses on Coloniality and  
Decoloniality.” Fondation Franz Fanon [online access at https://fondation 
-frantzfanon.com/outline-of-ten-theses-on-coloniality-and-decoloniality/, 
last accessed January 16, 2021].

Moreton-Robinson, A. 2015. The White Possessive: Property, Power, and Indi
genous Sovereignty. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

Nuuttila, S. 2020a. “Toimittajalta: Suomellakin on siirtomaahistoriansa, emmekä 
siksi voi seurata keskustelua ulkopuolisina.” YLE Uutiset, July 4 [online 
access at https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11433373, last accessed January 13, 2021].

Nuuttila, S. 2020b. “Mikä on suomalaisten suhde kolonialismiin ja miksi 
siitä on niin vaikea puhua? Professori: ‘Puolustaudutaan syytöksiltä, joita 
kukaan ei ole esittänyt.’” YLE Uutiset, July 25 [online access at https://yle.fi 
/uutiset/3-11447726, last accessed January 13, 2021].

Ranta, K. and J. Kanninen. 2019. Vastatuuleen: Saamen kansan pakkosuoma-
laistamisesta. Helsinki: Schildts&Söderströms.

Rastas, A. 2007. “Neutraalisti rasistinen? Erään sanan politiikkaa.” In Kolonia
lismin jäljet: Keskustat, periferiat ja Suomi, edited by J. Kuortti, M. Lehtonen 
and O. Löytty, 119–41. Helsinki: Gaudeamus.

https://fondation-frantzfanon.com/outline-of-ten-theses-on-coloniality-and-decoloniality/
https://fondation-frantzfanon.com/outline-of-ten-theses-on-coloniality-and-decoloniality/
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11433373
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11447726
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11447726


16  Finnishness, Whiteness and Coloniality

Sirén, I. 2020. “Eskimo-jäätelöiden nimi muutetaan Yhdysvalloissa sopimat-
tomana, asiaa pohditaan myös Suomessa—‘Se on meillä juuri tällä hetkellä 
työpöydällä.’” YLE Uutiset, June 22 [online access at https://yle.fi/uutiset 
/3-11411795, last accessed January 13, 2021].

Smith, A., H. Funaki and L. MacDonald. 2021. “Living, Breathing Settler- 
Colonialism: The Reification of Settler Norms in a Common University  
Space.” Higher Education Research and Development 40 (1): 132–145. https://
doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1852190.

Tägil, S. 1995. Ethnicity and Nation Building in the Nordic World. London:  
C. Hurst & Co. Publishers.

Tervonen, M. 2014. “Historiankirjoitus ja myytti yhden kulttuurin Suomesta.” 
In Kotiseutu ja kansakunta: Miten suomalaista historiaa on rakennettu, 
edited by P. Markkola, H. Snellman and A.-C. Östman, 137–62. Helsinki: 
Suomalaisen kirjallisuuden seura.

Turun Sanomat. “Musta Elovena-tyttö närästi Raisiota.” September 17, 2006 
[online access at https://www.ts.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/1074147616/Musta+Elov
enatytto+narasti+Raisiota, last accessed January 13, 2021].

Vuorela, U. 2009. “Colonial Complicity: The ‘Postcolonial’ in a Nordic  
Context.” In Complying with Colonialism: Gender, Race and Ethnicity in 
the Nordic Region, edited by S. Keskinen, S. Tuori, S. Irni and D. Mulinari, 
19–33. Farnham: Ashgate.

Wekker, G. 2016. White Innocence: Paradoxes of Colonialism and Race.  
Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Wickström, M. and C. Wolff, eds. 2016. Mångkulturalitet, migration och 
minoriteter i Finland under tre sekel. Helsinki: The Society of Swedish  
Literature in Finland.

https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11411795
https://yle.fi/uutiset/3-11411795
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1852190
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2020.1852190
https://www.ts.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/1074147616/Musta+Elovenatytto+narasti+Raisiota
https://www.ts.fi/uutiset/kotimaa/1074147616/Musta+Elovenatytto+narasti+Raisiota

	Cover
	Title
	Copyright page
	Contents
	Contributors 
	Finnishness, Whiteness and Coloniality: An Introduction
	PART I: Imaginations of Finnishness
	1. The Genetic Imagination
	2. Visualizing Heritage, Ethnicity and Gender
	3. The North Engendered

	PART II: Doing/Constructing Whiteness in Finland 
	4. Doing Whiteness and Masculinities  at School
	5. “A Dark Foreign Man” 
	6. Discursive Constructions of Whiteness, Non-White Cultural Others and Allies…

	PART III: Representations of Belonging and Exclusion 
	7. In/Visible Finnishness
	8. “We’re Not All Thugs in the East”
	9. Being Jewish in Contemporary Finland 

	PART IV: Imperialism and Colonization 
	10. The English Language in Finland
	11. All I See Is White
	12. Imperial Complicity

	Afterword: Re-Narrating Finnish Histories and Searching for the Politics of Hope 
	Index



