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Finland has a 1300 kilometer-long common border with Russia. Our
country was for over a hundred years an autonomous Grand Duchy in the
Russian Empire. Many Finno-Ugric peoples, closely related to us, live in Russia.

Due to these three factors, the study of Russia and Eastern Europe is
partially contained within the study of our own country’s geography, history,
and ethnography, and includes even the study of linguistics. The following are
a few examples.

The border between Finland and Russia has not been one of peace. It
has been moved nine times in the course of about 700 years. The first changes
resulted from wars between Russia and the Kingdom of Sweden (Finland
belonged to Sweden until 1809 when it was annexed by Russia). The last two
border changes have been a consequence of wars between the independent
Finland and the Soviet Union. Annexation and secession of land has been, to a
large part, common history between our two countries.

During the period Finland was part of the Russian Empire many Finns
made a successful career in the Russian Imperial Army. Over 400 of them
reached the rank of general or admiral. Best known are Casimir Ehnroot,
Proconsul of Bulgaria and Admiral A.A. Etholen, who served as the governor of
Alaska. Biographies of important figures in Finland’s 19th century history often
cannot be written without a sound knowledge of Russia.

Peter the Great founded St. Petersburg, the capital of the Russian
Empire, on ‘hostile lands’; in other words, on the Finnish-inhabited lands of
Ingria. Finns became the second-largest linguistic minority in the city, after the
Germans. In the 19th century, St. Petersburg was, in fact, a city with the second
largest Finnish population after Helsinki. At that time, the number of Finns in
St. Petersburg was about 25,000. So we can say that the history of St. Petersburg
is, in part, also Finnish history.

Many Finnish scholars, particularly specialists in Finno-Ugric studies
such as A.J. Sjogren and M.A. Castrén, received funding for their large
expeditions from the Russian Academy of Sciences. They initiated a productive
tieldwork tradition that was sorely interrupted by the Soviet Union but which
we have now been able to continue, after the break-up of the Soviet Union and
the removal of ideological barriers.

While Finland was a Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire, the library of
Helsinki University received an obligatory free copy of all printed material
published within the Empire. This provided the foundation for a huge
collection of Russian books and periodicals, one of the most valuable in the
world. This collection is housed in a separate wing with its own staff within the
Helsinki University Library. It serves Finnish as well as foreign scholars.



Among foreign scholars who have worked in the Slavonic Library have also
been Japanese scholars. Another valuable collection of materials in the field of
Russian and East European studies is found at the Finnish Institute for Russian
and East European Studies, which functions under the auspices of the Ministry
of Education.

Three of Finland’s presidents had personal experience of living in
Russia. Our third president, Per Svinhufvud, had been exiled to Siberia for
political reasons. Our sixth president, General Mannerheim, made his military
career in the Imperial Army, and our seventh president, J.K. Paasikivi, had
studied in Novgorod during his student years. Their knowledge of Russia is
part of our political history.

At the opposite end, many Russian politicians have had a close
relationship with Finland. For example, V.I. Lenin stayed in Finland before the
Revolution on seven different occasions. During the Soviet period, our two
countries had many common points of interest in politics.

Finland separated from Russia to form an independent republic in 1917.
The following year our country underwent a bloody civil war, which the
Whites won. Large groups of defeated Reds fled to the Soviet Union. An
autonomous Finno-Karelian Soviet Socialist Republic was created. Later some
of our leading communists returned to Finland. One of these was Poika
Tuominen, who had been active in the Comintern leadership in the 1930s. In the
1950s he published several large works on Finnish underground activities and
on the life of Finnish communists in the Soviet Union.

We could make a long list of similar examples. Finland’s closeness with
Russia and the resulting familiarity partially explain why the Finns have had no
need to project their Russian and East European know-how into abstractions
the way it has been done elsewhere in the West.

A field of Russian and East European studies that is separate and
independent from the study of our own country was born in Finland relatively
late, only in the 1980s. At that time, it became possible to conduct archival
research in Russian archives thanks to the benevolent atmosphere created by
Perestroika. The break-up of the Soviet Union and the disappearance of
ideological controls in Russia have brought new possibilities also to the Finnish
research community and the field of Russian studies as such.

Now all Finland’s universities and colleges have their own research
projects in the field of Russian and East European studies in addition to
departments of Slavic philology. The Finnish Academy of Science has provided
generous funding for research in social sciences in our field. An important
development in Russian studies in Finland was the creation of the Finnish
Association for Russian and East European Studies in 1989 as well as the
creation of a separate school with a Master’s and a PhD program within the
University of Helsinki. This school, called the Aleksanteri Institute, has its own
publishing label, the Kikimora Publications. Important research on Russia and
Eastern Europe is carried out also at the Bank of Finland’s Institute for
Economies in Transition and at the Institute of International Affairs, funded by



an independent foundation.

It must be noted, however, that the break-up of the Soviet Union and
the disappearance of the socialist bloc in Europe has also hindered research.
Thus, the All-Nordic Committee, which was a member of ICSEES and was still
quite active in the 1980s, has now dissolved simply for lack of funding. It was
easy to obtain funding in our field during the Cold War. Now everything has
become more complicated. The same can be observed everywhere in Europe.

Finally, I would like to note that one of the shining moments for
Russian and East European studies in Finland was the ICCEES Sixth World
Congress in Tampere in 2000, organized by our Association. We are now
eagerly looking forward to the Seventh Congress, which is to take place next
year in Berlin.
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