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Abstract 

 

How is whiteness produced and reproduced in Finland? How might it be challenged 

and critiqued through artistic and arts-based practices? In this presentation I examine 

various presuppositions, attitudes, and relationships to whiteness and racism in 

Finland. We investigate how public conversation in Finland, similar to other 

European and global discourses, has recently moved towards more direct and overt 

racist and nationalist positions, and explore how specific forms of contemporary art 

and other forms of visual culture either contribute to or trouble normativizing of these 

positions.  

 

First, using critical race theory as a framework, I discuss color-blindness as pervasive 

throughout Nordic discourse, and the resulting refusal to problematize the power of 

whiteness to produce both white and non-white subjectivities. Second, I clarify how 

whiteness, through visual culture, is complex, but finds its expression through 

simplicity as a naturalized universal entity Third, I provide and interpret examples of 

whiteness from Finnish visual culture that are caught up in a circuit of consumption, 

reproduction, perpetuation, and reinforcement. Finally, I link my presentation to the 

work by a graduate student at Aalto University that provide tools for critique, and 

raise critical and important questions about concepts of belonging and identity, and 

open up the right to claim, own, and display it. 
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Introduction 

 

In the Department of art, in the Aalto University, we have several students working 

based on artistic episteme through artistic or arts-based research. They focus on the 

ways in which art engages with its societal, cultural and spatial environment, creates 

temporal events, encourages participation and social engagement, and develops new 

roles of the artist, researcher, spectator, and participant. Emergent contemporary art 

research includes interdisciplinary practices such as intersections of art, science, and 

technology, curating, and their relationships to society, environment, education and 

community. This paper provides a framework to our students’ Sepideh Rahaa’s and 

Abdullah Qureshi’s research papers. These students work with questions of gender, 

identity, sexuality, female body and queer body, whiteness, race, immigration and 

being an asylum seeker in Finland, through contemporary art practice, in their artistic 

and/or arts-based research projects. 

 

Finland and other Nordic countries are often idealized as progressive welfare and 

democratic nations, without much societal problems based on discrimination. 

However, in this paper I state that whiteness is actually an invisible norm, silenced 

and unrecognized in the society. I give an example of this unrecognized normative 

culture through an event, which took place in Sweden, although it could have had 

happened as well in Finland. Then, I continue with another example of visual culture 

in Finland.  

 

Whiteness in Finland and in other Nordic countries 

Nordic countries have a particular relationship to whiteness and to the ignorance of 

racism. This is a result of historical and societal events and characteristics, and of 

geographical factors. Nordic countries, such as Finland and Sweden, never lived 

through an event of self-criticism in terms of colonialism, as did many other European 

countries in the aftermath of dismantling of the empires. Instead, it seems like the 

colonial legacies never really touched the Nordic countries (Mulinari et al, 2009). 

Finland did not take part to rebuilding postcolonial politics and practices, as did 

former colonial countries (Mulinari et al, 2009). The position Finland, Sweden and 

other Nordic countries have been able to take is as an outsider, which has given the 

possibility to take an ‘innocent’ position as a bystander and as a ‘pure’ Nordic 
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reviewer of the rest of the world (Kallio-Tavin & Tavin, in press). Even the word 

racism is not often used, because it seems insulting, referring to racist attitudes 

(Oikarinen-Jabai, 2014). While this situation is changing, it is important to take a look 

at a mirror, and also think about the past.  

 

The image of the idealized democratic Nordic nations needs to be scrutinized in the 

context of indigenous Sámi people. The Land of the Sámi; Sápmi, Sábme, or Saemie, 

depending on the Dialect, is split between four nation-states, Norway, Sweden, 

Finland, and Russia. Right after independence from Russia in 1917, and more directly 

after the second world war, Sámi people living in Finland started facing more and 

different difficulties. The young nation reorganized itself with a new legislation and 

wanted to see Sámi people as part of the dominant culture. Finnish legislation reached 

to the Northern municipalities administration, as well as reindeer herding rules and 

requirements. Systematized national traffic network did not appreciate reindeer 

herding and systematized schooling did not consider local needs and traditions. The 

school laws from 1947 forced all children in Finland to attend schools and hence 

isolated Sámi children from their families, homes, languages and cultures. Teaching 

was for the most parts in Finnish and children lived in bare dormitories far away from 

their families. The school law restricted even voluntary based Sámi language teaching 

in schools up to 1970s. Children did not learn traditional crafts or reindeer herding. 

More importantly, Sámi peoples’ attitude towards their own culture changed 

dramatically and became more negative than before, creating a culture of shame. 

Some families even wanted to hide their Sámi background. This kind of colonization 

of mind rooted in the racist behavior of the nation had long affect for the future 

generation. Until quite recently there has been little knowledge or interest from a 

dominant cultural perspective towards the Finnish political actions with Sámi 

community. As Leena-Maija Rossi describes:  

Once the country became independent, the Finns effectively continued the 

Nordic process of colonizing the indigenous Sámi people. …The popular 

belief seems to be that it has not participated in the process of colonization. 

(Rossi, 2009, p. 192)  

The ethnical identity was born through more general Sámi cultural identity, after the 

second World War. Before it was based on small local groups in villages. Nowadays 

there is an understanding of a general Sami ethnicity. Sámi land is therefore seen as a 



	 4	

larger community, represented by all Sámi areas and people, which has been divided 

by national borderlines and other historical factors.  

 

There has been little recognition or conversation in general conversation about the 

colonialist discrimination in Finland. Surprisingly, the country has been able to 

remain innocent and pure, even with the well known history of Sámi people. The 

innocence position has led to ignorance, which has unfortunately been a platform for 

non-critical practices and racist politics to grow (McEachrane & Gilroy, 2014). This 

has been evident with the hateful and racist behavior after 2015, when the 

immigration situation changed dramatically in Europe. It is, for example, typical to 

distinguish people between ‘rooted’ Finns and to ‘non-rooted’ Finns; with the latter 

ones understood as people whose ancestry is from elsewhere. This othering language 

is vividly used in media and in everyday language. Almost all so-called rooted Finns 

are white and speak Finnish as they first language. Historically, the nation has been 

quite isolated and the immigration policy has been restrictive (Kallio-Tavin & Tavin, 

in press). Both have resulted to keep the nation majority white. The described societal 

position is important to scrutinize through arts practice and arts-based research, such 

as Sepideh Rahaa, Sasha Huber and Abdullah Qureshi are doing.  

 

The complexity and the specific societal innocence position, which could sometimes 

be described even as naivety, might be difficult to understand when looking at the 

Nordic cultures from outside, as it was for the US reporters when writing about a case 

I will next describe. It is an example from Sweden, but it could have taken place just 

as well in Finland, or in Norway. Although, Nordic countries have differences in 

relationship to whiteness and racism, due to, for example for different immigration 

politics, the attitude in terms of the innocence is very similar. 

 

Racism or cultural critique? 

In an infamous event in Swedish cultural life, Afro-Swedish artist Makode Linde used 

blackface to make his face darker, in the genre of blackface, and performed as a part 

of a cake baked in the shape of a female, black, and nude body. In the event at the 

Moderna Museet, in Stockholm, Swedish Minister of Culture, Lena Adelsohn-

Liljeroth, cut a slice from the cake surrounded by white rooted Swedish people, 
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laughing. When the Minister, Adelsohn-Liljeroth, was invited to cut a piece of the 

cake, she was also invited to take part of an installation on female genital mutilation, 

by cutting a slice from the cake's crotch. This was a surprise for her and for the 

audience. A video shows the artist, as a part of the cake, screaming loudly every time 

a visitor cut another slice of the cake, which insides were made out of a gruesome red 

sponge. The artist’s intention to increase conversation on female genital mutilation 

(FGM) turned out to be a secondary dimension of the scandal the artwork caused 

(Hardin, 2012). 

The images and videos of the event provoked a furious response. Sweden's African-

Swedish Association described it as "a racist spectacle," demanding the Minister’s 

resignation. Kitimbwa Sabuni, the association’s spokesperson, claimed that the event 

“simply adds to the mockery of racism in Sweden” and showed the Minister’s 

"incompetence and lack of judgment” (Hardin, 2012). According to Sabuni, just like 

described before, these kinds of incidents can take place in Sweden (or in other 

Nordic countries) because racism is not recognized and seen as a real problem, and 

hence is not critically discussed and problematized. Minister Adelsohn-Liljeroth, 

together with artist Linde, defended their roles by claiming artistic freedom and art’s 

role of being provocative. They both argued the entire event was misinterpreted. 

Linde, a black artist, said, “I’ve been working since 2004 with the image of blackness 

and criticizing different ideas of black identity within my art… I’ve been doing this 

by revamping the blackface into different forms and thereby critiquing it” (Virella, 

2012, para 3). 

Regardless of whether the artwork is interpreted as racist or as a cultural critique, the 

event itself was demonstrative of Nordic social, political, and cultural beliefs and 

values. For example, the reactions (laughter) of the participants and museum guests 

might suggest the lack of criticality of whiteness and societal naivety, on the highest 

level of cultural and political representatives. The event in may indicate a significant 

lack of recognition of racism. The fact that the person in the cake was a black artist 

with blackface did not seem problematic to the audience, but instead the problem was 

that the cake was “screaming.” While the white audience was laughing along with the 

representation of violating the body of a black woman, nobody in the audience 

seemed to suggest that there would have been anything inappropriate going on, rather 
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something funny. Furthermore, while the artist’s intention was not to critique the 

Swedish social, political and cultural white values, the event stirred up the media and 

popular conversation in and outside of Sweden, and forced minister and other 

governmental representatives to take part in a conversation of whiteness in Sweden.    

Is candy wrapper just a candy wrapper? 

The next example is just as infamous in Finland, as the previous example was in 

Sweden. The example is about a licorice candy wrappers produced and marketed by 

Fazer, one of the oldest candy companies in Finland. The candy packaging had a 

racist image, typical to the genre of imperial advertising and kitsch from European 

20th century. The caricature, black face, was illustrated as offensively, with strong 

racial emphasis, such as big lips, and was called “licorice boy”.  

In 2007, there was an incident, starting by threats from the European Commission, 

including a vivid societal conversation. Arguments were to save the “licorice boy”, 

and many people felt that the caricature is “part of Finnish cultural tradition” and 

therefore worth protecting and saving. Almost 14,000 people signed a petition to 

“save the licorice boy” in May 2007. As Leena-Maija Rossi (2009, p. 189–190) 

explains, this “incident crystallized many problems in terms of Finnish notions, 

negotiations and struggles concerning multiculturalism, and of the Finnish nation’s 

position within colonial and postcolonial processes.” While the caricature was stated 

to be caricature part of Finnish cultural tradition, it is important to keep in mind that 

there is no tradition in Finnish history of representing black people. Respectful 

representation of Finnish people has been all white, as has been the nation. As Rossi 

(2009) writes:  

What was represented to be ‘national’ or ‘traditional’ about the image, and 

thus worthy of protection, was not the idea of the Finnish nation traditionally 

also having included black people. On the contrary, in the context of the 

licorice discourse it is the exclusion of the non-whites, and participation in 

colonial history, which is represented as part of the Finnish national heritage. 

(p. 190) 
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Sasha Huber, a doctoral student in the Department of Art, in Aalto University, 

has used the candy packaging of another candy company, Brunberg, in Finland, in her 

art production. Brunberg produces a candy called “Kiss”, which used to be called 

until 2001, “Negro Kiss” (Kallio-Tavin & Tavin, in press). However, the offensive 

caricature of two kissing stereotypical black characters, did not change. Huber, as a 

non-white artist and doctoral student, who has lived in Finland for years, talked back 

to these candy packaging with her images. In one of the images the characters are 

gone, only an “African” looking drum is left, and there is written “payoff”, stating 

that enough of insulting entertainment has been done. Another image includes the 

stereotypical women character, although wearing more clothes on than the overly 

sexualized original image, and her lips are not as large and red. The male character is 

replaced by a Nordic looking white man. 

Sepideh Rahaa and Abdullah Qureshi will give their own papers in this conference. 

Their work has a strong potential to speak up and make a difference in the normative 

and still quite homogeneous and white Nordic societies. As mentioned before, the 

image of the idealized democratic Nordic nations needs to be scrutinized, and arts-

based and artistic research has a great prospect to do so. 
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