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In between research, the ideology 
of ethnic affinity and foreign policy: 
The Finno-Ugrian Society and Russia 

from the 1880s to the 1940s

Russia has always been one of the parameters defining the activities of the Finno-
Ugrian Society (Suomalais-Ugrilainen Seura). During the 19th century, nation-
alism of a general European character, viewing mankind as specific peoples 
whose character is expressed primarily through language, literature and poetry, 
spread to both Finland and Russia, one of its Finnish manifestations being the 
founding of the Finno-Ugrian Society. Owing to the ideological background of 
the society, its specific character entailed a potential conflict with pan-Russian 
nationalism. In order to carry out its work in Russia, the Finno-Ugrian Society 
therefore had to place particular emphasis on the scholarly and non-political 
nature of its activities. This was done despite the fact that Finnish research in 
Russian territory contained clearly colonialist features. As political nationalism 
evolved during the first decades of the 20th century, the Finno-Ugrian Society 
also had to redefine its relationship with issues of a political nature. The soci-
ety’s activities reveal a complex interrelationship of ideology, political views 
and scholarly professionalism, in which researchers called upon themselves to 
be objective and assumed that they followed this requirement, while their ideo-
logical points of departure nonetheless influenced activities.1

What were the aims of the Finno-Ugrian Society in Russia from the 1880s 
to the 1940s, and what means did it apply to achieve them? What was the role 
of nationalist ideology in the society’s definition of its aims? What was the soci-
ety’s relationship with Russia as a political entity?

 The present article is based on the author’s history of the Finno-Ugrian 
Society, which appeared in Finnish in 2008.2
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1.  Early scholarly and Finno-Ugrian nationalist pursuits 
concerning regions to the east of Finland

Explorers from Finland began to travel among the speakers of Finno-Ugrian 
languages in Russia in the late 17th century. These efforts took on a systematic 
character in 1819, when the Imperial Russian Academy of Sciences persuaded 
A. J. Sjögren (1794–1855) to visit Russia. In his research, Sjögren was able to 
combine Russian interests, i.e. obtaining general information on the subjects 
of the Emperor, with specific interest in the Finno-Ugrian languages that had 
been aroused in Finland by the pro-Finnish Fennophiles. During the course of 
his career, Sjögren became a permanent member of the Academy of Sciences, 
where he rose to a position of considerable authority.3 There were good over-
all conditions and political demand for closer contacts with Russia after 1809, 
when Finland was separated from Sweden to become a Grand Duchy of the 
Russian Empire. The rising interest in Finnish and its related languages was 
made to serve the distancing of Finland from Sweden.4 The scholarly and scien-
tific community of Finland began to gain an independent character soon after 
the mid-19th century. Nationalism had brought forth the idea that the centre of 
research concerning the Finns was to be in the Grand Duchy of Finland and 
not in Russia. Modernization gradually permitted Finland to provide the neces-
sary infrastructure for these purposes – education, scholarly institutions and 
learned societies. Moreover, Russian nationalism began to emphasize Russian 
and Slav identity, rejecting other nationalities and Western orientations. As late 
as the early 19th century, the ethnic identity of the population had been of sec-
ondary importance for the Russian administration, but this situation gradually 
changed. Russification began to gain pace in the western parts of the empire in 
the 1830s.5

After Sjögren’s death, Finns no longer enjoyed their former support in St. 
Petersburg. Despite this, there was neither any room for research concerning the 
Finno-Ugrian peoples in Finland’s few learned societies. As a result, in the late 
autumn of 1872 Professor Otto Donner (1835–1909) contacted several scholars 
of Finno-Ugrian languages in different parts of Europe with his proposal for 
establishing an international journal of Finno-Ugrian studies. The Hungarians, 
in particular, felt this plan was premature, and it was forgotten.6

Finno-Ugrian archaeology, however, had come under way in Finland. In 
1872–1874, J. R. Aspelin (1842–1915) carried out both research in museum col-
lections and excavations in Russia, with the aim of discovering the lost past 
of the Finno-Ugrians. He followed M. A. Castrén’s assumption of an ancestral 
home of the Finns in the Altai Mountains and concentrated on establishing how 
they migrated from there to Europe. Over the following years, both Aspelin and 
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Donner drew up, both together and separately, various plans for research expe-
ditions to Russia. The most ambitious of these was presented by Aspelin at the 
Finnish Archaeological Society (present-day Finnish Antiquarian Society) in 
the spring of 1876. The aim of this plan was the archaeological investigation of 
the whole of Russia by Finnish scholars over a period of four years.7

At a meeting held in connection with the 50th anniversary of the Finnish 
Literature Society, Aspelin proposed that the Society was to be converted into 
an academy of science for the study of the Finno-Ugrian peoples. The president 
of the Society, Yrjö Koskinen (1830–1903), among others, opposed the plan. His 
policy was based, on the one hand, on loyalty to Russia and, on the other hand, 
on emphasizing the Western heritage of Finnish society. Finnish contacts with 
Finno-Ugrian peoples could be interpreted in Russia as support for separatist 
movements. Moreover, the Finnish nationalist movement wanted to make a dis-
tinction between the Finns and Hungarians, who had achieved statehood and the 
Finno-Ugrian peoples of Russia, who were at a lower level and in the process of 
extinction. Nonetheless, in Aspelin’s case, for example, the idea of the Russifica-
tion of the Finno-Ugrian peoples of the east as a kind of natural process led to 
the Finns being regarded as the rightful heirs and owners of cultural heritage of 
the former. Therefore he began in the early 1870s to strive for the founding of a 
Finno-Ugrian Central Museum in Helsinki.8

At the same time, there were efforts, fanned by the ideology of Finno-
Ugrian affinity, to establish a society for the friends of the Estonian language. 
After the assassination of Emperor Alexander II (1818–1881), a society of this 
kind along the lines of Finno-Ugrian ethnicity was felt to arouse undue suspi-
cion in Russia. Therefore, it was decided in the spring of 1882 to redefine the 
main purpose of the society in a scientific and scholarly direction. Nonethe-
less, a number of archaeologists, ethnologists and linguists published, also in 
the spring of the same year, their exhortation to join in founding the Society 
of Finno-Ugrian Peoples (Suomen Heimokansojen Seura), serving the aims of 
scholarship and popular education. Otto Donner still had mainly a learned soci-
ety in mind, presumably to make it easier to obtain the permission of the Russian 
authorities. The activities of the Society of Finno-Ugrian Peoples ended before 
ever coming under way.9

 After various experiments the only way to provide opportunities for 
Finno-Ugrian studies was to establish a new and completely separate learned 
society. Donner began preparations for this in early 1883, and in November of 
the year, the “Finno-Ugrian Society for linguistics, archaeology, ethnology and 
ancient history” was established. The developments leading to its founding were 
by no means straightforward or consistent, being instead greatly influenced by 
political conditions, relations with Russia and chance events.10



228 TIMO SALMINEN

2.  The Finno-Ugrian Society’s aims become 
established in Russia

From the outset, the Finno-Ugrian Society had the aim of sending explorers 
to collect material on all the Finno-Ugrian languages. In order to launch its 
work in Russia, the society had to ensure the positive attitudes of authorities 
and to establish the necessary scholarly contacts. The first step was to appoint 
a president whom the Russians could regard as reliable. This post went to Clas 
Herman Molander (1817–1897), head of the State Finances Committee of the Im-
perial Senate of Finland, and widely respected in the Grand Duchy of Finland. 
The society selected as its first honorary members Fedor Heiden (1821–1900), 
Governor-General of Finland, and Minister Secretary of State Theodor Bruun 
(1821–1888). Its first foreign correspondent member was Nikolaj Il'minskij 
(1821–1891), head of the Kazan' Seminar.

In the late 19th and early 20th century Kazan' was an important base for 
Finnish scholars, a leading university city with both Finno-Ugrian and Turkic 
peoples living in its vicinity. Il'minskij had established a seminar in Kazan' in 
1872 for training teachers and clergy for the non-Russian peoples of the region. 
The purpose of this was, via teaching and religious ceremonies in ethnic lan-
guages, to link these peoples more closely to the Orthodox Church, which would 
naturally lead to their Russification. The seminar, however, became an impor-
tant catalyst of nationalism among the peoples of the Volga region. The Russians 
soon began to suspect ethnic patriotism, and these suspicions also applied to the 
Finno-Ugrian Society.11

The first to travel east on a grant from the Finno-Ugrian Society was Vol-
mari Porkka (1854–1889) who went to study the Mari language in the summer 
of 1885. The expeditions undertaken by Heikki Paasonen (1865–1919) and Yrjö 
Wichmann (1868–1932) around the turn of the 1880s and 1890s to the Mordvins 
and Udmurts established the goals and procedures of Finno-Ugrian Society ex-
peditions. In addition to linguistic material, the grant recipients would generally 
collect a wide range of material on all aspects of folklore, folk poetry and tales, 
religious beliefs, ways of life and livelihoods. They were led by concern over 
the disappearance of languages and cultures in the wake of modernization and 
uniform culture. Uniform culture had another name, Russification, a point that 
the Finno-Ugrian Society grant scholars were not afraid to state.12

In the spring of 1891, when Yrjö Wichmann travelled in the spring of 1891 
to the Udmurts, Il'minskij, the head of the seminar, made his students available 
to Wichmann. “Il'minskij gave me a fatherly warning against making propa-
ganda among the Votyaks (!!) and said that Munkácsi had done so among the 
Votyaks and the Voguls,” wrote Wichmann. On a later expedition in 1902, Wich-



229THE FINNO-UGRIAN SOCIETY AND RUSSIA FROM THE 1880S TO THE 1940S

mann inquired about information on the Komi poet Ivan Kuratov (1839–1875) 
from the latter’s nephew, who avoided answering for fear of arousing political 
suspicions.13

On the river boat to Kazan', Wichmann struck up a conversation with a Polish 
student “who wanted to know if we Finns hate the Russians like they do. And 
was very satisfied when I said ‘yes’.” The attitudes of Finnish scholars towards 
Russians and the Russian way of life appear to have been mostly contemptu-
ous and scornful, and sometimes incredulous. “The more one lives here in Holy 
Russia and comes to know conditions, the more miserable and despicable things 
begin to appear,” wrote Heikki Paasonen. On the other hand, individuals, such as 
scholars and others who offered help were respected, even very highly.14

For the scholars of the Finno-Ugrian Society, Russia was in fact only a kind 
of framework for their activities. The Finno-Ugrian peoples, in turn, were the 
subjects of research, for whom the role of collectors of materials at most was 
reserved. Even their present state was not important for research. Instead, their 
languages and cultures were regarded as sources of historical data. Finnish ar-
chaeologists working in Russia had also adopted this attitude. Russia was the 
focus of scientific colonialism, and the material that was collected there was to 
be kept in collections founded in Finland. Naturally there were different nuances 
among the attitudes of different researchers.15

For these reasons, also the Finno-Ugrian Society made full use of all op-
portunities to make a distinction with regard to Russia. For example, it sent its 
publications to World’s Fairs, which in the late 19th century become important 
forums for constructing and presenting Finnish identity.16

3.  Archaeology and Turkology

The Finno-Ugrian Society also participated in archaeological research in Sibe-
ria in 1887, 1888 and 1893. The Finnish Archaeological Society had launched 
in 1887 the collection of enigmatic stone inscriptions surviving in Siberia and 
Central Asia and this work was supported by the Finno-Ugrian Society. The 
expeditions sent in 1887–1889 to Minusinsk in Western Siberia were led by J. R. 
Aspelin, who assumed that the inscriptions there would reveal a Finno-Ugrian 
language and would date from the Bronze Age, thus being the oldest writing of 
the Finno-Ugrians. With reference to the material collected by the Finnish schol-
ars, the Danish linguist Vilhelm Thomsen (1842–1927) proved in 1893 that the 
inscriptions were Turkic and dated from the 7th and 8th centuries AD. At the be-
ginning of the following decade the Middle Iron Age of Western Siberia became 
the subject of study. The results of these expeditions forced the Finns to recon-
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sider their ancestral-home theories – the concept of Altaic roots began to be un-
dermined. Within the Finno-Ugrian Society, a broad, international orientation 
towards Asia significantly superseded the more limited Finno-Ugrian perspec-
tive maintained by archaeologists.17

The activity that began with investigations of the Siberian and Mongolian 
inscriptions was continued in the second half of the 1890s in Russian Turkestan 
(present-day Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan), becoming part of the inter national 
scientific and political race into Central Asia that had begun in the 1870s. Three 
expeditions to Turkestan were organized within the Finno-Ugrian Society in 
1897, 1898 and 1899. They were mostly of an archaeological nature and the 
results were meagre. The expeditions were most financed personally by Otto 
Donner.18

Finnish activity in the field of Russian archaeology, however, decreased in 
the 1890s. As the ancient past of the Finns was not found through expeditions 
to Siberia and the materials thus obtained remained unpublished, there was no 
desire to appeal to the public for funding new ventures. Furthermore, the work 
of archaeologists began to focus more and more on investigating and protect-
ing Finland’s own antiquities, as required by the Antiquities Decree given in 
1883.19

The Finno-Ugrian Society also turned its attention to East Turkestan, 
which belonged to China. In 1906, the Russian military authorities sent Colonel 
C. G. E. Mannerheim (1867–1951) on a two-year expedition to East Turkestan 
to gather intelligence. To hide the military purpose of his mission, Mannerheim 
posed as an explorer, collecting ethnographic and archaeological material and 
even carrying out small excavations on behalf of the Finno-Ugrian Society. This 
was one of the few occasions when the interests of the society and the Russian 
authorities coincided.20

At the society’s annual meeting in 1896, Otto Donner had underlined tasks 
whose connections with the Finno-Ugrian context were indirect at the most, 
no doubt to emphasize the society’s international and non-ethnically aligned 
profile. The society was to direct its attention to Mongolia and China, among 
other subjects of interest. Sinology could even be regarded as assisting the aims 
of Russian foreign policy in the Far East, where Nicholas II (1868–1918) sought 
support from China for his imperialistic aims against Japan.21

The Finno-Ugrian Society organized four archaeological-philological ex-
peditions to Mongolia under the direction of J. G. Granö (1882–1956) and G. J. 
Ramstedt in 1906, 1909 and 1912. On the last of these expeditions, Ramstedt de-
sired efficient support from his old benefactors who had now risen to leading po-
sitions in newly independent Mongolia, but this proved to be a disappointment. 
Instead, soon after arriving in the country Ramstedt found himself embroiled in 
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Mongolian-Russian political negotiations and disputes, in which the Mongolians 
sought to reduce the influence of the Russians and the Russian Consul-General 
V. F. Ljuba, who had taken effective lead of the country. General Ljuba threat-
ened to deport Ramstedt to Russia upon hearing about his role in the political 
manoeuvres. Nonetheless, the expedition was able to gather material on Turkic 
inscriptions and the Mongolian language.22

4.  Russian policies concerning Finland at the turn of 
the century

During the second half of the 19th century, Russia sought to link its western pe-
ripheries closer to the centre of the empire. In February 1899, Nicholas II issued 
a manifesto according to which imperial legislation came into force in the Grand 
Duchy of Finland. There were internal divisions in Finland regarding reactions 
to the Russian measures. The so-called constitutional position emphasized Fin-
land’s own constitutional laws and absolute compliance with the Finnish inter-
pretation of them. The appeasement line, on the other hand, felt that the main 
issue was to secure the survival of the Finnish language and Finnish culture, 
and some concessions could be made regarding autonomy and interpretations of 
constitutional law. Both positions had supporters within the Finno-Ugrian Soci-
ety and political disagreements did not impede the collaboration of researchers 
at least to any major degree.23

As a result of these developments, some Finnish learned societies com-
pletely ceased to appoint Russians as honorary or associate members. The 
Finno-Ugrian Society, however, increased its contacts with Russian scholars, no 
doubt in order to secure access to the east for research purposes. The society still 
engaged in relatively little actual cooperation with the Russians.24

In late 1905 there was a process of liberalization throughout the Russian 
Empire as revolutionary unrest and strikes in the aftermath of the Russo-Japa-
nese war led to the establishment of a constitutional system of rule. While the 
February Manifesto concerning Finland was not revoked, it was no longer im-
plemented. The Russian authorities resumed their unification policies in Finland 
in 1908. The acerbated situation also posed problems for scientific research. 
Difficulties had emerged for Finnish research conducted in Russia during the 
revolutionary unrest of 1905–1906. Yrjö Wichmann, who travelled in the Mari 
regions with funds from the University of Helsinki, had to interrupt his work 
because of unrest. In 1907 the ethnologist U. T. Sirelius (1872–1929) could not 
carry out properly his planned collection of materials among the Udmurts, be-
cause of the excessive suspicion of the local population.25 
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When E. N. Setälä (1864–1935) became the president of the Finno-Ugrian 
Society after the death of Otto Donner, the society began to place increasing em-
phasis on the national basis of its work and the Finno-Ugrian context, with less 
focus on the international dimension and the Ural-Altaic orientation preferred 
by Donner. In practice, however, there were few changes in activities before the 
First World War.26

The society’s own recommendations and references for the recipients of 
its grants lost their effect as the authorities grew increasingly suspicious, and 
it had to obtain recommendations from the Russian Academy of Sciences. The 
Academy was thanked for its “excellent good will” towards the research carried 
out by the Finno-Ugrian Society and it was hoped that also other government 
authorities would be assured that “the individuals recommended by the society 
are purely scientists committed to their obligation of not interfering with the 
internal political disputes of the Empire, and with even greater cause to their 
obligation of not engaging in any kind of political propaganda”.27

These hopes were in vain. The problems were particular prominent in the 
areas near the Finnish border. There is no reason to assume that the views of the 
influential Finnish writer Professor Zachris Topelius (1818–1898), who main-
tained that East Karelia belonged to Finland, were unknown in Russia.28

The Finno-Ugrian Society tried to be cautious to prevent its activities from 
arousing the suspicion of the authorities. This, however, was not always success-
ful. In 1909 the society was preparing the publication of a collection of Estonian 
riddles gathered by Pastor Jakob Hurt (1839–1907). The editor, an Estonian stu-
dent named Karl Wachtberg (1887–?) was imprisoned for being “politically sus-
pect” and deported to Pärnu in Estonia, and all the papers in his possession were 
confiscated. Estonian folklore material most obviously aroused further suspi-
cion among the Russian authorities concerning Wachtberg and perhaps also the 
motives of the Finno-Ugrian Society. Although the material was recovered later, 
the printing of the collection was prevented by the war.29

The uncommunicativeness of the local populace and the suspicions of the 
authorities encountered by Finnish researchers in the east led the Finno-Ugrian 
Society to plan material collection courses for native speakers of Finno-Ugrian 
languages. This idea received further support when Vasilij Nalimov (1879–1939), 
a Komi student, achieved good results in collecting Komi folklore material in 
1907. Nalimov and the Mari teacher Timofej Evsev'ev (1887–1937) were invited 
in the spring of 1908 to Finland to study the Finnish language and to learn col-
lection work. In this connection Heikki Paasonen proposed organized courses 
for collectors and it was decided to make preparations for them. As the situation 
in Russia became strained, it was finally decided in 1910 to refrain from the 
courses “for the time being”. Even the last opportunities to arrange training for 
collectors were lost with the outbreak of the First World War.30
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From the perspective of the Russian authorities, the work of Finnish re-
searchers among the Finno-Ugrian peoples of Russia was thus by no means as 
apolitical as regarded and assured by the Finno-Ugrian Society. Even without 
the dissemination of any kind of propaganda, the very presence of Finns was 
a politically charged matter. Therefore, when underlining in 1912 the need for 
continuous financial support from the state, the Finno-Ugrian Society felt it was 
necessary to particularly emphasize the “most positive evaluations” of its work 
that it had received “above all from Russian scholars”. The society and Finnish 
researchers in general had associates in Russia who spread information of their 
achievements in the Russian scholarly community. One of the most important of 
these was Professor Nikolaj Katanov (1862–1922) of Kazan'.31

In 1912, the Mari Vasilij Jakmanov (1882–1938) came to Finland, explain-
ing that he was on a study trip. Yrjö Wichmann collected linguistic material from 
him, and Jakmanov later returned to Russia, from where he sent, among other 
items, Mari costumes to the National Museum of Finland via the Finno-Ugrian 
Society. In 1928 it emerged that Jakmanov had fled the Russian authorities, who 
were looking for him because of his membership in the Mari sect known as 
Kugu Sorta (‘The Great Candle’), which was regarded as politically dangerous 
and was banned in Russia. Jakmanov had been banished in 1906 from the Gov-
ernment of Vjatka because of his anti-government activities, after which he hid 
from the authorities in different parts of Russia. The Finno-Ugrian Society and 
Wichmann had thus unwittingly given shelter to a political refugee.32

5.  The First World War, the Russian revolutions and 
Finnish independence

The First World War broke out in Europe in the summer of 1914. Of the recipi-
ents for grants from the Finno-Ugrian Society at the time, Kai Donner (1888–
1935) and Toivo Lehtisalo (1887–1962) were among the Samoyeds in Siberia, 
Toivo Itkonen (1891–1968) was researching the Skolts of the Kola Peninsula, 
Lauri Kettunen (1885–1963) was with the Votes in Ingria, and A. O. Väisänen 
(1890–1968) was collecting folk tunes in the Mordvin regions. Donner managed 
to complete his work and returned home with relative ease, as also did Lehtisalo 
in 31 December 1914. Väisänen and Itkonen, however, had to leave their research 
unfinished.33

The war increased Russian suspicions of the motives of the Finns, since 
one of the main scenarios of a military threat was a German invasion of Fin-
land. Suspicions were also fanned by the strong German connections of Finn-
ish research and cultural life. In the spring of 1915, the magazine Novye Dni 
published the text of a paper delivered by Mixail Borodkin (1852–1919) on the 
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nationality issue on Finland. He pointed to the existence of a pan-Finnish move-
ment for the incorporation all the Finno-Ugrian peoples under Finnish rule. He 
wrote that suspicious contacts were being maintained especially with the Esto-
nians and Hungarians, and even with peoples as geographically distant as the 
Samoyeds. Borodkin specifically referred to the Finno-Ugrian Society in this 
connection.34

In 1915, the learned societies of the Russian Empire, including Finland, 
were ordered to expel from their membership all subjects of countries that were 
at war against Russia, “except those of Slav, Italian or French origin”. This was 
duly done also by the Finno-Ugrian Society. E. N. Setälä even proposed that the 
Finno-Ugrian Society should, for the time being, operate only as an explicitly 
Finnish society, but this was rejected by the board. The publication of Finnisch-
Ugrische Forschungen was halted in 1916, because of the ban on German-lan-
guage periodicals during the war in the Russian Empire.35

The war was not successful for Russia, and Imperial rule was overthrown in 
the late winter of 1917. This immediately provoked nationalist activities among 
the minority populations of the empire, which also made it necessary for the 
Finno-Ugrian Society to decide on what attitude it should take. Soon after the 
March Revolution, the society received a letter from the so-called Federation of 
Small Peoples of the Volga Region, which included Maris, Mordvins, Udmurts, 
Christian Tatars and Kalmucks. The Federation hoped that contacts between 
the related peoples would be liberalized under the new regime and commended 
the educational aims of the Finns. The Finno-Ugrian Society replied that “al-
though our main objective is of a purely scholarly nature, we are happy to hear of 
your work and are greatly sympathetic towards your aim of making the mother 
tongue the basis of cultural development and of raising the cultural and mate-
rial standards of your peoples”. The Federation no doubt hoped that the Finno-
Ugrian Society would also provide political support if necessary.

The Finno-Ugrian Society also received a letter from a Mari teacher serv-
ing as a military officer, who hoped that members of the Finno-Ugrian peoples 
would be admitted to the University of Helsinki and the Finno-Ugrian Society 
could hold preparatory courses for these students in the Finnish language and 
other necessary subjects. The letter ended in the words “Long live brotherhood 
and unity!” The Finno-Ugrian Society concluded that while such courses were 
beyond the Society’s means, “we must nonetheless take note of these signs of the 
times, be sympathetic towards them and when conditions have become estab-
lished we must, where possible, seek to direct the strength arising from national 
sources towards work in areas of national scholarship.” The Society was thus 
trying to strike a balance between its research agenda and emerging national-
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ist sympathies, without knowing what attitude to take regarding all the new 
developments.36

The situation soon changed again with the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia 
and Finland’s declaration of independence in December 1917. As civil war broke 
out in Russia, some of the leaders of the Finno-Ugrian Society provided direct 
advice on how Finland should try to utilize Russia’s weakness. At the opening 
ceremonies of the University of Helsinki in January 1918, Professor J. J. Mik-
kola called for expanding the territory of Finland, with the aid of Germany, to 
the White Sea and the Arctic Ocean. Professor Kaarle Krohn (1863–1933) con-
curred. As a body, the Finno-Ugrian Society did not take an official position on 
these suggestions.37 The Slavist scholar Mikkola was perhaps the best expert on 
Russia within the Society.

The work of the Finno-Ugrian Society was almost halted by political un-
rest, the continuously declining value of Finnish currency and rising printing 
costs. The situation soon also erupted in war in Finland, beginning as anti-Rus-
sian war of independence but turning at the same time in civil war as the result 
of revolution declared by socialists in Helsinki. The civil war lasted from late 
January to the middle of May in 1918. The Finno-Ugrian Society resumed its 
work quickly after the war, and it expressed the hope that there would be fi-
nancial support from public funds for “this, so to speak, most national of our 
national disciplines, the special field most distinctly belonging to us.” It was also 
assumed that once the civil war ended in Russia it would again be possible to 
undertake expeditions there as before.38

6.  Ideological conflicts of the inter-war years

There was, however, no return to the past state of affairs. Finnish independence 
had severed connections with Russia. While there were internal disputes over 
the aims of the new Republic of Finland, a Western orientation was nonetheless 
desired. The Soviet Union both isolated itself and was isolated from the commu-
nity of international learned organizations. Expeditions among the Finno-Ugrian 
peoples were thus out of the question. In addition, anti-Russian sentiments grew 
stronger in Finland and an ideology of ethnic affinity gained emphasis in at-
titudes regarding the Finno-Ugrian peoples. This meant that a Finnish-national 
perspective was the shared goal of almost all science and scholarship in Finland. 
To ensure their economic existence, along with other aspects, learned societies 
had to appeal in increasingly more direct ways to the nationalist ideology that 
had gained ascendancy in society.
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The Finno-Ugrian Society became involved in several projects arising 
from ethnic affinity. In 1922, for example, the Foreign Delegation of Karelia 
contacted the Finno-Ugrian Society and other learned societies in order to create 
a journal “elucidating historical, linguistic and ethnological matters concerning 
the population of East Karelia” and to present them to the League of Nations to 
seek support for Finnish claims to East Karelia. E. N. Setälä, the president of the 
Finno-Ugrian Society, was chosen to be a member of the committee set up for 
this purpose. Setälä had supported General Mannerheim’s plan to invade St. Pe-
tersburg in 1919 and was still a proponent of annexing East Karelia to Finland.

Finland, however, did not acquire East Karelia. This failure and anti-Rus-
sian ideological sentiment provided the basis for the Academic Karelia Society 
(Akateeminen Karjala-Seura), a student association founded in 1922. While the 
Finno-Ugrian Society as such did not take a position regarding the uncompro-
mising pan-Finnish ethnic policies of the Academic Karelia Society, the latter 
had supporters and proponents in the Finno-Ugrian Society, for example Kai 
Donner.39

The dual role of E. N. Setälä in the service of the state and the scholarly 
community would sometimes lead to conflicting situations. While seeking con-
tacts with researchers in the Soviet Union and local instructors in the Finno-
Ugrian languages in his capacity as president of the Finno-Ugrian Society, 
Setälä rejected, as Finland’s foreign minister (1926) the Soviet Union’s offer of 
bilateral talks on a non-aggression pact and sought so-called border-state co-
operation with Poland and the Baltic countries. In the Soviet Union, where all 
matters were decided by the Communist Party, research policies could not be 
distinguished from foreign policy, which may also have influenced the attitudes 
of the authorities regarding the Finno-Ugrian Society.40

Since there was no access to Russia, the Finno-Ugrian Society sought, 
funds permitting, to finance research in Lapland and the Finnic regions. In 1920 
and 1922, E. N. Setälä proposed the study of the Karelian language as the most 
urgent task for the Society. When a large number of Karelian refugees crossed 
the border into Finland, a seven-man expedition was sent in 1921 with funds 
from the Finnish Ministry of Education to collect linguistic and ethnographic 
material from the refugees. Driven by famine, people began to flee from East 
Karelia to Finland in 1917, and the exodus continued until the end of the 1930s. 
The peak years were around the time of the Karelian uprising in 1921–1922.41

In order to preserve opportunities of at least some kind for contacts and es-
pecially expeditions to the Soviet Union, the Finno-Ugrian Society could not ex-
press too openly its distaste for the country in general or its political system. Ac-
cordingly, when the Komi teacher Igon Mösšeg (Ignatij Mošegov, 1880–1965), 
who had escaped from Russia to Estonia in 1920 and had come to Finland with 
the assistance of Lauri Kettunen, applied four years later for a grant from the 
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Society for preparing a history of the Komi people, he did not receive it. Mösšeg 
later published a few works on the Komi, in which he fiercely attacked the So-
viet system, Russians and Jews, and served on the board of the Prometheus 
Society of Finland.42 The international Prometheus federation was an anti-Bol-
shevik émigré organization founded in 1926. Its Finnish chapter was established 
in 1932 and it focused specially on investigating the history and conditions of the 
non-Russian peoples of Russia and supporting their real and assumed aims to 
achieve independence. It was chaired by G. J. Ramstedt, the first vice-president 
of the Finno-Ugrian Society.43

The Society was able to restore some of its former contacts with Russia 
during the course of the 1920s. The exchange of publications began to revive in 
1922, when the Tjumen' Scientific Society wrote to the Finno-Ugrian Society 
and requested exchange. In the mid-1920s E. N. Setälä contacted the Finnish 
Embassy in Moscow to find out how the Finno-Ugrian Society could obtain for 
its library books published in Russia in the Finno-Ugrian and Altaic languages, 
both past and forthcoming. At the time, there was a natural desire for Western 
contacts in scholarly circles in Russia, but difficulties for obtaining visas and 
other problems of an ideological nature kept connections at a minimum. As 
late as the 1930s, the Soviet Union remained outside international scientific and 
scholarly organizations.44

In 1922 Professor Wilhelm (Vasilij) Barthold (1869–1930) of Petrograd at-
tended a meeting of the Finno-Ugrian Society, delivering a paper on his research 
in Turkestan. The Finno-Ugrian Society’s long-standing assistant, the Mari 
Timofej Evsev'ev contacted the Society requesting economic assistance and 
sending Mari folklore material. The collaboration was resumed and Evsev'ev 
was even able to visit Finland in 1927. The Soviet authorities cut off his contacts 
abroad in 1929.45

The Komi linguist Vasilij Lytkin (1895–1981) was able to come to Fin-
land in 1926, continuing from here to Hungary, where he gained his doctorate. 
Lytkin’s teacher at the University of Moscow, Afanasij Seliščev (1886–1942), 
professor of Slav philology, was selected in 1926 as an associate member of the 
Finno-Ugrian Society mainly in recognition of his role in furthering Lytkin’s 
career. Seliščev had also been one of the founders of a Finno-Ugrian association 
in Moscow.46

Contacts with the Finno-Ugrian Society were not without problems for the 
few scholars that the Soviet Union allowed to travel abroad, or had other Western 
contacts. The Komis Vasilij Lytkin and Vasilij Nalimov, the Mari Timofej 
Evsev'ev and the Udmurt Kuzebaj Gerd (1898–1937) were arrested in the early 
1930s. Lytkin and Gerd were accused of belonging to the Fighting League for 
the Liberation of the Finno-Ugrian Peoples (SOFIN), a fictional organization 
created by the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs of the Soviet Union 
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for the purpose of accusing Finno-Ugrian intellectuals of conspiring against the 
state. Gerd was the alleged chairman of the League. In interrogations, Lytkin 
was accused of contacts with the Finno-Ugrian Society with its aims of Greater 
Finland and erasing Soviet rule from the Komi region through armed rebellion. 
Lytkin also had to deny “bourgeois” comparative linguistics. Lytkin had been 
sent to Finland by the Institute of Eastern Peoples and said that, upon the urging 
of the Soviet Embassy, he visited all the places where he was invited. Lytkin 
was sentenced to a work camp in Far East for five years; the sentence was later 
reduced to three years. He was not allowed to return to Komi until he was of-
ficially rehabilitated in 1957. Kuzebaj Gerd and Timofej Evsev'ev were executed 
in 1937. Nalimov was released after his first arrest but was rearrested in 1937. 
He died in a prison camp in 1939.47

The Finno-Ugrian Society does not seem to have anticipated ideological 
connections or danger to associates. Instead, the Society naively believed that 
the Soviet Union ultimately functioned like other states, even though it could 
be seen in concrete terms that something was different. This was evident par-
ticularly in the grandiose expedition projects of the late 1920s and the revived 
attempts of the 1930s for research cooperation with the Soviets. In 1927 there 
were namely indications from the Soviet Union that it could again become pos-
sible to arrange expeditions. D. V. Bubrix (1890–1949) of the Soviet Academy of 
Sciences wrote in the spring to Yrjö Wichmann and proposed Finnish-Russian 
cooperation in order to continue research in the Mordvin regions. No invitation, 
however, ensured.48 After waiting for a while, the Finno-Ugrian Society itself 
applied for permission to travel in 1928 to the Mordvin regions for a five-man 
Finnish group of scholars consisting of Professor Uno Harva (1882–1949), Al-
bert Hämäläinen PhD (1881–1949), Lauri Kettunen PhD, E. A. Virtanen MA 
(1897–1970) and Paavo Ravila MA (1902–1974). Ravila was to have remained 
in Russia for a whole year, while the other members of the expedition would 
have been three months on the expedition.49 The Soviet authorities regarded the 
group to be too large, and no doubt the plans of the Finns to travel in the country-
side did not suit them either. Accordingly, travel permits were not granted, even 
despite the fact that Anatolij Lunačarskij (1875–1933), People’s Commissar of 
Educational Affairs, had assured his country’s cooperativeness to Ambassador 
Pontus Artti (1878–1936). After the first attempt failed, a visa was sought al-
ready in the same summer for Ravila alone for a period of three months, but 
even this was unsuccessful. There were also unsuccessful attempts to arrange 
a visit to Finland for a Mordvin language instructor for Ravila.50 Nor was Julius 
Mark (1890–1959) of Estonia allowed to visit the Mordvins at the time, although 
the Soviet Embassy in Tallinn had given him reason to hope for permission. 
The Finno-Ugrian Society had awarded a grant to him for the visit. The clos-
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ing of doors that had already been half-open to foreign scholars may have been 
influenced by a power struggle on the Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
in 1927, in which Josif Stalin (1879–1953) outmanoeuvred the left wing of the 
party, and the right wing in the next year. Mark was allowed, however, to carry 
out his research in Leningrad and Moscow in late 1928 and early 1929.51 A. M. 
Tallgren (1885–1945), professor of archaeology, who had been on expeditions 
to Russia and the Soviet Union in 1908, 1909, 1915, 1924 and 1925, was also 
allowed to travel mainly to South Russia in 1928. In a letter to Ravila, Bubrix 
said that the permit for Tallgren had been made possible by the fact that he was 
already known.52

In the late summer of 1927 the Finno-Ugrian Society approached Sergej 
Oldenburg (1863–1934), secretary of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, in another 
matter. A Nenets from among the students of the Institute of the Eastern Peoples 
in Leningrad was requested to be sent to Helsinki to assist in experimental pho-
netic research conducted by Kai Donner and Toivo Lehtisalo. At the same time, 
a letter was sent to Professor Vladimir Bogoraz-Tan (1865–1936) requesting the 
assistance of a Nenets, Even and Ket in research in Finland. There was also a de-
sire to study vocabulary in order to establish the origins of the Samoyeds. It was 
already learned in January 1928 that there were persons suitable for the purpose 
among the students of the institute. Adjunct Professor (Docent) Artturi Kannisto 
(1874–1943) also wrote to D. V. Bubrix expressing his wish to have an instructor 
in the Mansi language sent to Finland. Finally, the Tundra Nenets Matvej Jadne 
(1907–?), the Even Gavriil Nikitin and the Ket Il'ya Dibikov (1909–?) came to 
Finland for the summer of 1928. Toivo Lehtisalo, Arvo Sotavalta (1889–1950), 
Kai Donner and occasionally also Martti Räsänen PhD (1893–1976) and Profes-
sor Frans Äimä (1875–1936) worked with them. There were later attempts to 
have language instructors sent to Finland, but they failed.53 Paavo Ravila’s expe-
dition to the Mordvin region was reattempted in 1929, this time successfully. He 
worked in this region for one month and for another month in Moscow, checking 
the Mordvin material collected by Heikki Paasonen and collecting more items 
of vocabulary.54 In the following year, Ravila applied for permission to travel to 
Moscow, but it was not granted. The reason given for this was that according to 
the terms of his permit, he should have remained in the summer of 1929 in the 
cities of Leningrad, Moscow, Kazan' and Saratov, but he had set out on his own 
into the countryside to find a language instructor.55

In addition to collecting linguistic material, the Finno-Ugrian Society par-
ticipated in the late 1920s in gathering historical and ethnological material on 
Finland and the Finno-Ugrian peoples from Soviet archives. After the trip, it 
was also proposed in Finland that ethnologically valuable sources in Soviet ar-
chives should be photographed for use in Finland.56
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While waiting for permission to travel, all available opportunities were 
attempted for the study of even more distant languages. In 1930, Toivo Uotila 
(1897–1947) collected material on the Komi language from two Komi families 
living in Petsamo (present-day Pečenga), which belonged to Finland at the time. 
The parents of both families still spoke their original mother tongue. They had 
come to Petsamo already before the Revolution. Material also became available 
in late 1931 to G. J. Ramstedt and Arvo Sotavalta when three Yakuts who had 
escaped from the Solovki prison camp were given political asylum in Finland. 
They provided the scholars with linguistic and folklore material, as well as re-
sults in phonetic studies.57 There were no participants from the Soviet Union 
in a conference of scholars of the Finno-Ugrian languages held by the Finno-
Ugrian Society in 1931. One of the last private messages came in 1932 via the 
Finnish Embassy in Moscow from Olyk Ipaj (1912–1937) and Garri Kazakov, 
Mari students of cinematography, who sent to the Finno-Ugrian Society an an-
thology of poetry in the Mari language entitled The Forest Murmurs. No doubt 
these contacts and other nationalist activity led at least to Ipaj being arrested and 
executed in November 1937.58

Despite caution, the increasingly closer relationship of the Finno-Ugrian 
Society and other Finnish scholarly organizations with the ideology of ethnic 
affinity did not remain unnoticed or unutilized in the Soviet Union. Finnish ar-
chaeological and ethnological interest concerning Russian territory was branded 
in the Soviet Union as the political objective of bourgeois-nationalist ideology 
to act against the Soviet Union and the working class of Finland. A. M. Tall-
gren’s criticism of Soviet science, among other comments, aroused a wave of 
protest in Soviet journals between 1931 and 1934. Adding to this, phenomena 
such as anti-Soviet activities among the Khanty and Nenets, conditions were not 
positive for Finno-Ugrian research. Studies of languages and traditional culture 
also suffered from the fact that shamans, regarded as messengers of anti-Soviet 
reaction were singled out for repression. Had Finns been allowed to study this 
culture, branded as dangerous, it would have eroded outright the foundations of 
Soviet rule.59

The most strongly-worded anti-Finnish statement was published in 1931 
by the Estonian born Marta Palvadre, who mainly aimed her comments at eth-
nography in an article in the journal Sovetskaja Ètnografija. In her article enti-
tled “Bourgeois Finnish ethnography and the policies of Finnish fascism”, she 
claimed that science and scholarship in Finland were in the service of imperi-
alistic policies of aggression and invasion. Certain fascist-led learned societies 
together with fascist organizations were working to demonstrate the right of 
Finland to the whole area between the Gulf of Bothnia and the Ural Mountains. 
Palvadre accused the Finno-Ugrian Society, the Finnish Archaeological Soci-
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ety (present-day Finnish Antiquarian Society) and the Finnish Academy of Sci-
ences for collaborating with the extreme right-wing Lapua Movement and the 
Academic Karelia Society. The whole Finno-Ugrian movement and its meetings 
of Finno-Ugrian scholars were also reflections of the same spirit. The move-
ment extended to Estonia as well. According to Palvadre, the Finno-Ugrian per-
spective was emphasized because the bourgeoisie was seeking an escape from 
the economic crisis by seeking a Greater Finland extending as far as the Ural 
Mountains and to seize the natural resources of the western parts of the Soviet 
Union.60

At least formally, there was still hope in Finland that cooperation would 
improve. In 1932, for example, Kai Donner expressed the wish that the Russian 
Academy of Sciences would be as ready to cooperate with the Finns as it had 
been during M. A. Castrén’s time.61

Professor E. A. Tunkelo (1870–1953) was in fact able to travel in 1932 to the 
Vepses, with funding from the University of Helsinki. Tunkelo’s trip appears to 
have been associated with the Finno-Ugrian Society having been contacted the 
year before by the Veps-born S. A. Makar'ev, director of the Scientific Research 
Institute of Karelia in Petrozavodsk. The Finno-Ugrian Society had expressed 
the wish that a Finnish scholar would be allowed to travel to Karelia to conduct 
research. Makar'ev instead requested questionnaires, through which the Finns 
could obtain the information that they wanted. The questions were drawn up by 
E. A. Tunkelo and sent to Petrozavodsk. The correspondence passed through 
the Soviet Embassy in Helsinki, which meant that it was of an official nature. 
This gave the Finno-Ugrian Society cause to assume that the ice was breaking 
in general and the east would open up. This impression was strengthened by the 
initiative of the Soviet ambassador in Helsinki, Boris Stein, in 1934 concerning 
deeper scientific and scholarly cooperation between the Soviet Union and Fin-
land. Related consultations were held, with E. N. Setälä and J. J. Mikkola attend-
ing, among others. Apparently this meeting led to Professor Lauri Kettunen, 
Lauri Posti MA (1908–1988) and Paavo Siro MA (1909–1996) being allowed in 
1934 to spend three months in the Veps region to collect linguistic material.62

In 1935, a number of Finnish scholars held a meeting for planning coopera-
tion with Soviet colleagues. The initiative in this matter was taken by Aarno 
Yrjö-Koskinen (1885–1951), who was ambassador of Finland to Moscow. The 
Finno-Ugrian Society was represented at the meeting by J. J. Mikkola, Art-
turi Kannisto and G. J. Ramstedt. The purpose was to establish a permanent 
organization to develop Finnish-Soviet relations, with members selected by the 
learned societies. The Finno-Ugrian Society, the Finnish Archaeological Soci-
ety and the Finnish Literature Society were in favour of founding the organiza-
tion, while the other societies lacked interest. In practice, the meeting remained 



242 TIMO SALMINEN

in consequential, for around the same time, Stalin ended the Western contacts 
of Soviet scholars and scientists. Among the Finno-Ugrian Society, Professor 
A. M. Tallgren was practically the last person to be allowed on a long research 
expedition to the east. He travelled in the Soviet Union during the summer of 
1935 with his Estonian pupil Harri Moora (1900–1968). After the trip Tallgren 
wrote an article describing his observations of the persecutions of researchers 
and his criticism of such measures. Also Tallgren’s connections were cut off and 
he was stripped of his membership in learned societies in the Soviet Union.63

As late as the 1930s, some researchers from Europe were still able to under-
take actual expeditions in the Soviet Union. One of them was Dr. Wolfgang 
Steinitz (1905–1967) of Germany in 1934. As a Jew and a Communist he could 
no longer return to Germany, and he remained in Leningrad for three years, 
being removed in 1937 from his post at the Institute of the Northern Peoples and 
deported.64

The last pre-war trip from among the Finno-Ugrian Society to the Soviet 
Union took place in 1937, when A. O. Väisänen visited the phonogram archives 
in Leningrad.65

Professor David Zolotar'ev (1885–1935) of the University of Leningrad 
visited the Finno-Ugrian Society in the winter of 1930, followed by Academi-
cian Aleksandr Samojlovič (1880–1938) in the late winter of 1935. As late as 
1939, the Finno-Ugrian Society tried to obtain language instructors from Lenin-
grad. There was a response to the request, but it did not lead to any practical 
measures.66

As research expeditions could not be undertaken, the Finno-Ugrian So-
ciety concentrated on publishing earlier bodies of material, for which the state 
began to provide funds in 1930s. Publication, however, was soon slowed by the 
international financial depression, and the Second World War broke out at the 
end of the decade.67

7.  The Second World War

The outbreak of war in Europe in the autumn of 1939 and the Soviet invasion 
of Finland in late November interrupted the work of the Finno-Ugrian Society. 
When peace was concluded with the Soviets in March 1940, before further hos-
tilities in 1941–1944, the society soon resumed its work in a more or less normal 
manner. Even contacts with the Soviet Union showed signs of reviving, for in 
the summer of 1941, the Finno-Ugrian Society received a letter from the Ukrain-
ian Academy of Sciences requesting a copy of Eliel Lagercrantz’s Lappischer 
Wortschatz.
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 During the war years, the Society’s role as a national-level actor gained fur-
ther emphasis. Of its members, the Professor Albert Hämäläinen, an ethnologist, 
was the chairman and Professor Jalo Kalima (1884–1952), a Slavist scholar, was 
a member of a committee appointed by the Council of State that began to plan 
a Finnish-Russian cultural association in the summer of 1940. The ultimate aim 
of this scheme was to slow the founding and work of the Finland-Soviet Union 
Society, which had emerged from a left-wing political base. Accordingly, the 
planned society could not be accepted by the Soviet Union, despite its accom-
modating attitude. Another association founded to compete with the Finland-
Soviet Union Society was the Baltic Sphere Society, which included from the 
Finno-Ugrian Society Dr. Lauri Posti and Dr. Kustaa Vilkuna (1902–1989). This 
society aimed at cultural cooperation among all the countries on the Baltic, but 
since it, too, was rejected by the Soviet Union, it mainly became a channel of 
Finnish-German cooperation.68

Finland began to approach Germany in late 1940s and relations in the 
sphere of science and scholarship followed in the wake of political contacts. In 
the summer of 1941, Germany invaded the Soviet Union and Finland followed 
suit, trying to recover the territory lost in the Winter War of 1939–1940. The 
Finno-Ugrian Society gave its support for the new policy by granting associ-
ate membership in December 1940 to Heinrich Harmjanz (1904–1944), head 
of the department of ethnography of the Deutsches Ahnenerbe research insti-
tute. Harmjanz’s task was to remove cultural property regarded as German from 
the eastern territories conquered by Germany, especially from Poland, in other 
words the looting of local museums and libraries. It is not clear what was exactly 
known at the Finno-Ugrian Society about his duties.69

The early stages of the war during the summer of 1941 appeared to be 
successful in an almost unreal manner. Finnish forces occupied East Karelia 
and the dream of Greater Finland seemed to be in the process of being realized. 
The Finno-Ugrian Society lent its linguistic expertise to the process of building 
Greater Finland already in the autumn of 1941, when together with a number of 
other organizations it submitted a proposal to Marshal Mannerheim, the com-
mander-in-chief of the Finnish forces, regarding the codification of place names 
in East Karelia.70

In 1941 the State Scientific Committee for East Karelia was founded to 
lead research in the occupied areas. The learned societies representing the hu-
manities noted that “national research within the humanities [...] is the field of 
study best suited for establishing the absolute ethnic and historical affinity of 
the new areas with the former territory of Finland.” The Finno-Ugrian Society 
sent only Lauri Posti to conduct research in the occupied areas, for the purpose 
of collecting material on the Veps language in 1942. In other respects, the so-
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ciety concentrated on gathering material from prisoners of war taken by the 
Finnish Army. The political barriers that had hindered the collection of material 
for over two decades had been removed by military means, which the Society 
greeted with enthusiasm.

War-time research in East Karelia continued along established traditional 
lines. Already in the 19th century, natural scientists, linguists, collectors of folk 
poetry, architectural historians and artists had travelled in the region. The work 
conducted during the war can be compared to the collection of material carried 
out by Estonian scholars in Ingria and east of Lake Peipus, which had been made 
possible by the German occupation.71

During the Finnish-Soviet Continuation War of 1941–1944 some 64,000 
Red Army soldiers were taken prisoner by the Finnish forces. It immediately 
became clear to the Finno-Ugrian Society in 1941 that this provided a rich mate-
rial that was immediately at hand. The Society began to plan research involving 
prisoners of war in the autumn of 1941. Professor Konrad Nielsen (1875–1953) 
of Norway was invited to Finland to collect linguistic material from prisoners 
of war, but he could not come. An invitation was then sent to Dr. Jenő Juhász 
(1883–1960) of Hungary to study the Mordvins. Dr. Juhász came to Finland in 
the spring of 1942 to check his manuscript of a dictionary of the Moksha lan-
guage. In addition material on various languages was collected by the Society’s 
own researchers.72

At the same time, Estonian linguists, such as Julius Mägiste (1900–1978) 
and Paul Ariste (1905–1990) collected materials from prisoners of war taken by 
the Germans and brought by them to Estonia.73

The Finno-Ugrian Society was also linked in a way to German war plans. 
In 1942–1943 Paavo Ravila worked in Berlin at the Institut für Grenz- und Aus-
landsstudien (Institute for Border and Foreign Studies) where he edited carto-
graphic material on the Finno-Ugrian peoples of Russia. The work for prepar-
ing the maps was related to German plans for the reorganization of Europe, in 
which, among others, the Mordvins studied by Ravila were to be given more 
territory at the cost of the Russians. With German examples in mind, Ravila 
proposed the founding of a special institute of East European studies in Finland, 
with both scientific and political duties and assembling the various interests of 
learned societies with regard to Russia, among other work. The research expedi-
tions of linguists and ethnographers would also have been focused according to 
political needs, which would also have determined the work of the Finno-Ugrian 
Society. Ravila condemned Nazism after the war.74

The war with the Soviet Union ended in a treaty in the autumn of 1944. 
Finland was not to have East Karelia and instead it had to accept the peace terms 
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dictated by the Soviet Union, while not having to surrender. At least some of 
the prisoners of war who had been in Finland and had been interviewed by the 
Finno-Ugrian Society were given sentences of 5 to 8 years upon returning to 
the Soviet Union, but it remains unclear to what degree this was due to serving 
as informants for linguists. This problem was apparently not recognized in the 
Finno-Ugrian Society.75

8.  Scholarly, ideological-political and practical factors 
defining the Finno-Ugrian Society’s relationship 
with Russia

Factors of highly different kinds helped shape the relations of Finnish learned 
societies with Russia. They can be roughly divided into four groups, i.e. factors 
of an ideological or ideological-political nature, factors from within the disci-
pline concerned and practical factors. Their relative proportions have varied at 
different times. Ideological factors include nationalism, internationalism, Finno-
Ugrian ethnic affinity and the aim of Finland to establish an image of itself as 
a Western nation.

On the borderlines of the ideological political spheres were the relationship 
of Finns with Russians and Finnish anti-bolshevism after 1917. The most purely 
political impulses were the internal political situation of Russia/the Soviet Union 
and its political relations with Finland and other countries.

Above all, economic factors controlled relations with Russia among the 
learned societies.

From within actual research there arose the need to assemble designated 
material to solve specifically defined questions.

How did the above factors influence the relations of the Finno-Ugrian Soci-
ety with Russia at different times? The influence of factors within research is the 
most unequivocal one. The need to collect material on Finno-Ugrian languages 
spoken in Russia and their related cultures was without exception a “pulling” 
factor drawing the Society closer to Russia, often neutralizing the “pushing” 
effect of ideological and political factors.

Nationalism in the 19th-century Herderian sense was a factor of identity 
permeating the Finno-Ugrian Society throughout its early stages. On the other 
hand, it was associated with a strong internationalist aspect in the case of several 
late 19th-century scholars such as Otto Donner, August Ahlqvist and J. R. As-
pelin. Otto Donner appears to have sought cooperation with both east and west 
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from the very beginning. According to Matti Klinge, Ahlqvist’s international-
ism was above all of a Western orientation, seeking to distinguish itself from 
Russia and its Finno-Ugrians. On the other hand, his practical work on research 
expeditions in Russia made it necessary to cooperate with Russians. In addition, 
he was from Eastern Finland, where a tradition of loyalty to Russia had specifi-
cally emerged. During the 1870s J. R. Aspelin still sought to avoid all manner 
of commitment to the Russians, but by 1890 he, too, had changed his views. Af-
finity with the Finno-Ugrian peoples had not been particularly common among 
the early leaders of the Society, although it could already be recognized in some 
form for example in the case of J. R. Aspelin.76

There was a strong need to underscore Western identity. This could be 
demonstrated, for example, by engaging in research in a discipline where the 
results could be published for an international readership. In relation to Russia, 
this also meant the aim of marking a distinction with regard to the Russians, 
whom Finns did not always regard as a capable of engaging in scientific re-
search. This, however, did not yet involve actual ethnic anti-Russian sentiment 
of the kind that spread around the turn of the century.77

The internal political situation in Russia did not particularly favour Finno-
Ugrian research in the 1880s or later. On the other hand, it did not actually 
restrict such research until the early 1900s. The assassination of Alexander II, 
however, marked the end of a period of liberalism in the Russian Empire.78

The economic conditions of the early decades can easily be summarized as 
follows. The first thirty years of the Society were a period of growing af fluence 
permitting an increasingly wider range of activity among the Finno-Ugrian peo-
ples of Russia.79

The situation began to change in the early 1890s. The new researcher gen-
eration of the Finno-Ugrian Society adopted the approach of ethnic affinity 
more clearly than their predecessors. This brought them closer to the peoples 
whom they studied and whose own nationalist activities had gained pace, while 
arousing increasing suspicion of the Finno-Ugrian Society among the authori-
ties. At the same time, Russia’s stricter policies in its western border regions 
such as Finland began to generate increasing anti-Russian feeling. In addition 
internal unrest in Russia posed difficulties for the work. These factors were also 
reflected in the conditions upon which recipients of Finno-Ugrian Society grants 
were able to work in Russia. On the other hand, the Society’s economic oppor-
tunities for conducting research also in distant eastern areas improved through 
numerous donations, among other factors.80

Major change was caused by the First World War. For practical reasons, 
research and other activities became impossible in Russia, which was crippled 
by the difficulties brought on by the war. After inflation had depleted funds, 
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conditions no longer permitted long-range activities. Ideological-political atti-
tudes to Russia became more pointed as the Finnish independence movement 
began to gain support. On the other hand, for example E. N. Setälä, president 
of the Finno-Ugrian Society, still tried to dampen enthusiasm for independence 
rather than promote it, and the other leading figures of the society did not ex-
press their views publicly. In the late summer and autumn of 1917, Setälä was the 
vice-chairman (“prime minister”) of the Finnish Senate and he tried to negotiate 
with the interim government of Russia on arranging the position of Finland in 
the new political situation. Before long, however, he began to support national 
independence for Finland.81

The need for collecting material for research remained the same even after 
the revolutions in Russia and Finnish independence, but the ideological-politi-
cal framework had changed. There was officially a state of war between Fin-
land and Russia until October 1920, and relations remained strained even later. 
Ethnic-racial anti-Russian sentiment grew in Finland, and became associated 
with political anti-Bolshevism. In addition, there was emphasis on the national 
objects and ideals of all science and culture. As the ideology of ethnic affinity, 
which had become even stronger, now began to underline solidarity with other 
Finno-Ugrian peoples, the ideological relationship with Russia consisted even 
more clearly of two aspects – the relationship with the Russians and the relation-
ship with the Finno-Ugrian peoples, which were regarded as opposites. In this 
situation the sympathies of the leading figures of the Finno-Ugrian Society were 
on the side of the Finno-Ugrians and against Russia and the Russians. The So-
ciety, however, had to avoid any explicit expression of this in order to restore its 
practical opportunities to work in the east. It thus found itself caught between 
political ideology and scholarship. This was also understood in the Soviet Union, 
where ideological factors gained the upper hand in the early 1930s in attitudes 
regarding the Finno-Ugrian Society and scholarly and scientific cooperation in 
general with foreign countries. As a result, the Finno-Ugrian Society’s relations 
with Russia in the interwar years remained random in nature and were marked 
by a recurring tendency to overcome ideological obstacles and to resume prac-
tical efforts in the former areas where it had worked. The Society’s economic 
situation gradually improved to the degree that such a return could have been 
possible for it. The Finno-Ugrian Society’s relationship with Russia was marked 
either by a position of principle or naiveté, which was expressed as the aim of 
attending to relations with the east upon the same principles as with the west.82

During and after the Winter War of 1939–1940 the Finno-Ugrian Society 
was a national actor in an increasingly distinct manner. The need for national 
unity that had been emphasized in war-time conditions called for this in outright 
terms. After the outbreak of the Continuation War (1941–1944), the advance of 
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the Finnish Army into East Karelia meant that practical obstacles to research 
were surmounted with arms. Through its activities, the Finno-Ugrian Society 
appeared to accept Finland’s official foreign policy and military aims, although 
even now it did not express its views regarding them in any open manner. Ideo-
logically, Russia/the Soviet Union as such suddenly ceased to exist; there was 
now only research material obtained from there. On the other hand, the possibil-
ity of research expeditions extending further east than East Karelia or relations 
with Russia when the war might end were not considered. In war-time condi-
tions and with economic support from the state, the Finno-Ugrian Society tried 
to make the best possible use of the opportunities that it had at the time.

Attempts to continue collecting research material in Russia continued im-
mediately after the war. While the political situation had changed in principle 
as Finland and the Soviet Union had arranged their relations, the former mutual 
ideological suspicion nonetheless survived. Nor had scientific and scholarly re-
lations been arranged at a formal level, and nothing was possible without them. 
Moreover, the Finno-Ugrian Society’s economic situation was so weak that no 
extensive expeditions according to the former model would even have been 
possible.

In 1955, after the death of Stalin, the Finnish-Soviet Committee for Sci-
entific-Technological Cooperation was established and it provided the frame-
work for activities. Nonetheless, expeditions were not possible. While the Finno-
Ugrian Society gradually lost hope in this respect, individual initiatives were 
still made until the 1980s. It was only after the collapse of the Soviet Union that 
it became possible to collect material through extensive fieldwork, but interest 
in it in the same way as in the past was no longer felt within the Finno-Ugrian 
Society.83
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