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Ethnic cleansings in the European North of Russia 

 

 

When Soviet archives were opened up in the 1990s a very little known part of Soviet repressions, 

the “national operations” of the secret police NKVD against ethnic minorities, was disclosed.  

The Soviet Union was the first state to systematically promote the national consciousness of 

indigenous peoples and minorities in the North, establishing institutional forms typically found in a 

modern nation. The massive and fascinating experiment of forming a multinational state included 

establishment of national autonomous districts, training of national cadres, preparing written 

languages and introducing native educational systems.  

 

The first Soviet census of 1926 counted 1,708 Saami, 1,697 Finns, 715 Komi, 222 Karelians, 168 

Norwegians, 108 Nenets and 12 Swedes living in the Murmansk region. The total population on the 

peninsula at that time was 22,858 persons. Nordic and Northern minorities comprised 20.3 percent 

of the population of the Murmansk region (okrug).  

 

The Soviet administrative reform of the 1920s–early 1930s was based on ethnic criteria. A number 

of national autonomous regions and districts was created in the Soviet North with an administration 

based on native language and promotion of native cadres. The Karelian autonomous republic was 

established in 1923. The Komi-Zyryan autonomous region (oblast) was established in 1921, to be 

upgraded in 1936 to an autonomous republic. The Nenets Autonomous region (okrug) was created 

in 1929. In 1928-1932 several Finnish and Saami rural councils (selsoviets) were created in the 

Leningrad region. A district (raion) with ethnic Finnish status and with its centre in Polyarnyi was 

established in 1932 in the Murmansk region. At the same time two ethnic Saami districts, with their 

centres in Lovozero and Kola, were established. A Norwegian rural council (selsovet) was 

established in Tsypnavolok (Murmanks region) in 1930. 

 

The Saami people comprised 7.5 percent of the total population of Kola Peninsula and it was at that 

time a significant minority of the Murmansk region. The Saami population was mainly occupied 

with reindeer breeding and fishery. The main goal of Soviet nationality policy to indigenous peoples 

of the tundra (Saami, Nenets and Komi) was to help them to catch up with other, “more advanced”, 

minorities of the region (e.g. Finns), but at the same time to reinforce their ethnic identity. A group 



2 

 

of Soviet scholars was sent to the Saami, Komi and Nenets areas to learn their dialects and culture 

and create research-based written languages. In 1929 training of indigenous educational and cultural 

cadres was started at the Institute of the Peoples of the North in Leningrad and textbooks for 

elementary schools were published in native languages.  

 

Finnish and Norwegian villages in the Murmansk region and Soviet Karelia played an important 

role for Soviet international politics and propaganda abroad. The government sponsored 

immigration to Karelia of Finns living in America. Communist newspapers in Norway, Sweden and 

the USA published articles describing the success of Soviet nationality policy towards Nordic 

minorities.  

 

In July 1933 Joseph Stalin visited the Murmansk region. The same year the Northern Fleet was 

established with its base in Polarnyi. During 1933–1937 strategically important structures, plants 

and towns were built in the tundra. In short time the Murmansk, Archangelsk, Nenets regions and 

Karelia was transformed from a nature reserve to an important military strategic outpost. 

Soviet nationality policy changed dramatically when in 1937 the Soviet government started mass 

operations to persecute members of ethnic minorities. In 1937 and 1938, all over the Soviet Union, 

roughly 250,000 people, representing some 25 ethnic minorities – mostly suspected of being 

disloyal to the Soviet government - were executed by NKVD, the secret police. In 1933, there were 

12,100 Finns living in Soviet Karelia, in 1939 their number was 8,300 - a decrease of 3,800 

persons. In 1937–38, the NKVD fabricated “the Saami Conspiracy”. Dozens of  Saami were 

accused of being members of a fictitious underground organization with the aim to establish an 

independent Saami republic. Most of them were shot. Altogether 106 Saami were arrested in 1930-

1940s and about 18 percent of the Saami adult population were directly affected by state violence. 

The educated part of the Komi people was seriously harmed, over 100 teachers and educators were 

killed. Victims were charged with belonging to alleged underground organizations with the goal to 

make Komi a Finnish protectorate.  Approximately 335 thousand people were arrested in the Soviet 

Union in national operations and 247 thousand of them were shot. The death rate of these 

operations was the highest in the history of Soviet terror.  

 

Scholars have put forward many different explanations for mass murders during the “national 

operations”. Most scholars focus on the security dilemma in the border area but there are also other, 

political, motivations for the terror against minorities. Some scholars argue that the Great terror 

against Soviet minorities was simply genocide based on ethnic criteria.  

In 1937–39, all non-Russian schools in the extreme North were closed. The Saami, Norwegian  and 
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Finnish administrative units were eliminated and practically every expression of a Nordic identity 

was prohibited. Mass violence was followed by forced deportation. In  July 1940 by the order of 

Lavrentiy Beria all Finns, Norwegians and Swedes  were deported from the Murmansk region as 

“other nations” (inonatsional’notsi). The same fate befell Saami population in the Soviet 

borderland, which were concentrated in the area of Lovozero.  

 

The Great terror and liquidation of the national system of administration and education were 

connected with expansion of Soviet Russian language and culture. From the late 1930s massive 

ethnic Slavic immigration took place in the Barents region and other parts of the Russia’s European 

North. In 1926, Nordic and Northern minorities constituted 20.3 percent of the population of 

Murmansk region. According to the 1959 census 94.5 percent of the population of Murmansk 

region was Eastern Slavic (85.3 percent Russians, 5.7 percent Ukrainians and 3.5 percent 

Belarusians). The representatives of the Nordic and Northern minorities constituted in 1959 only 

1.5 percent of the total population of Murmansk region. In 1926, Karelians constituted 46 percent of 

the population of the Karelian autonomous republic, in 1959, their share was 13 percent.  In 1939, 

Komi people comprised 80 percent of the population in Komi republic; by 1970, the share was only 

29 percent. Stalin’s terror and massive emigration radically changed the native structure and cultural 

landscape of the parts of the country nowadays belonging to the Barents region.  

  

Andrej Kotljarchuk 

School of Historical and Contemporary Studies, Sodertorn University, Sweden 
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