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Abstract 

In 2015, Europe witnessed the largest influx of migrants and asylum seekers since WWII.  In Finland, 

which received a tenfold level of asylums compared with the previous years, nationalistic movements 

loudly opposed the reception of the asylum seekers, contesting the authority of the state in border 

securitization. This study examines how gender relations are produced in and through the claims for 

tightened border control and related national identity securitization in Finland. Various kinds of 

gendered categorizations and images of threat, often mobilized by the nationalists were circulated 

particularly in the public debate and social media discussions forums. The gendered division of work 

in the asylum reception further strengthened the production of the biased imaginations of Finnish 

women among nationalists, questioning their expected morality and loyalty to the nation. The 

examination is based on different sets of empirical material; interviews, a survey and social media 

discussion. The paper complicates the prevailing understanding of border securitization as the 

question of state versus migrants and provides a nuanced picture of a gendered and nationally 

politized border securitization environment.  
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Introduction 

In autumn 2015, hundreds of asylum seekers from Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia and Syria started to 

arrive daily in the Tornio border town, being travelled to this northern Finnish-Swedish border 

crossing point all the way through Europe and Sweden. The situation was considered exceptional 

Finland, especially because the country is not considered as an attractive destination to migrants 

compared to Sweden. The images of different kinds of threat and danger immediately started to 

dominate the public debate in Finland and, within a few weeks, hundreds of policemen, border guards, 

security authorities and servicemen were relocated in Tornio to control the border crossing and 

asylum reception. The border related questions and migrants’ border crossings were approached from 

the perspective of security instead of prioritizing the question of human rights (Huynsman 2000; 

Tesfahuney 1998; Ackleson 2005; see Bauder in this collection). The process of asylum reception in 

Finland was not merely a state initiative, however, but local parishes and non-governmental 

organizations, the Finnish Red Cross, in particular, played an important role. The reception and its 

responsibilities were also characterized by strong gendered division of labor; while security 

authorities and servicemen were usually men, majority of the civic organization workers and 

volunteers were women.  

Finland, a Nordic welfare state facing austerity and a net emigration country until the late 20th 

century, provides an interesting case from the perspective of border securitization because of its 

pervasive national identity building project (Paasi 1996) and its gendered dimension (Prokkola & 

Ridanpää 2017). The gendered roles of citizen participation are enforced by the Finnish military 

service that is obligatory for all male citizens and voluntary for females. Although scholars have for 

a long time challenged an understanding of the nation as an unified community where people (not 

knowing each other personally) identify themselves as part of a wider national community (Anderson 

1983), the ideas of the particularity of the nation and national destination still pertain strongly in the 

minds of people and are often used to justify exclusive border and migration policies. The history of 

nationalism became visible in Tornio that became a site for heated discussion and performances for 

and against open borders. The increasing number of asylum seekers was loudly opposed by anti-

immigrant groups, creating societal conflicts and a specific yet inharmonic atmosphere of 

nationalism. The emotionally loaded criticism was not only targeted towards the asylum seekers, 

however, but also towards state authorities and the workers of non-governmental organizations, 

especially their female actors. The discursive framings of asylum reception in Finland, in many ways, 

reproduced the moral dimension of national gender roles that have formed through the history.  
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This chapter aims to widen our understanding of the relationship between nationalism and gender by 

scrutinizing the gendered imaginations and rationalities of border crossing and asylum reception in 

Finland. The examination focuses on the Tornio border crossing point and on how societal gender 

relations and the politics of the body were played out, reproduced, reimposed and challenged in the 

context of the 2015-2016 asylum seeker reception. The point of departure for the analysis is an 

understanding of borders as an important part of national identity narratives and that the imaginations 

of national borders and their protection are not gender-neutral (Mostov 1995; Yuval-Davis 1997; 

Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler 2002; Prokkola & Ridanpää 2017). 

 

Borders, national identity and gender in Finland  

Regardless of its seemingly technocratic nature, border securitization is entangled with the long-

lasting geopolitical and cultural imaginations of otherness (van Houtum & Pijpers 2007) and the 

(re)production of gender roles. Many studies now underline that the question of security does no 

longer refer to state’s military defense in its traditional meaning but also to social and economic 

security (Bigo 2001) and identity securitization, the argumentation that there is a fear of losing 

national identity and culture. What is often problematic in the studies of state-migrant relationship, 

however, is an unproblematic view of the state as ‘a territorial trap’ (Agnew 1994) that contains and 

maintains a single, coherent identity. The states certainly hold power over migrant destinations, yet 

the state is not a singular entity with one harmonious identity but social, economic and gender 

divisions within the states are often enormous. When viewed from this perspective, border and 

migration securitization are complex and multifocal processes where societal order and prevailing 

gender relations can become challenged in ways that create more social vulnerability and polarization. 

In Finland, like in many European countries, border and migration securitization have become an 

integral part national identity formation and in the making of political divisions between the “friends” 

and the “enemy” (cf. Campbell 1992; Bialasiewhiz et al. 2007). Huysmans (2000, p. 752) argues that 

the multiple challenges that the Western European welfare states now face, including economic 

globalization, increasing poverty and inequality, the revival of racist movements, and the challenges 

to the democratic order itself, provide a ground for migration securitization, that is migration is 

presented to endanger the public order, cultural identity and labor market stability. Accordingly, it 

has been argued that the migration “crisis” in Finland like in many other parts of Europe highlights 

more the question of societal polarization and the incapability of EU member states to make 

agreements of the reception of asylum seekers than what is termed “leaking borders” (Brown 2017). 
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Since images of threat and danger are integral to the production of the political and cultural identity 

of the state (Megoran 2005), the discourses of state borders and their protection need to be interpreted 

against the geopolitical background and the history of the state in question. Nationalism and the 

imaginations of the borders of Finland provide a good example here. Finland is an interesting case 

from the perspective of nationalism because of its geopolitical position between Sweden and Russia; 

for example during the Cold War Finland was seen to be located between the Western and Eastern 

Europe. It has been argued that defending the state’s borders has been a crucial notion in the 

construction of national identity narratives in Finland because of the historical background of the 

country. Finland constituted an autonomous territory in Russia since the Treaty of Hamina (1809) by 

which Sweden ceded Finland, its eastern territory, to Russia (Paasi 1996). Moreover, because of the 

Winter War with the Soviet Union (1939-40) and the continuously experienced threat of Soviet 

Union/Russia, the protection of the both symbolic and physical borders of the state territory and 

national identity building via education and media have been of great interest in Finland (Paasi 1996). 

Paasi (2016, p. 6) points out that “Finland’s borders were labelled as ‘sacred’ in many textbooks, 

referring to the home, religion and the fatherland axis and implying that Finland was a ‘chosen’ nation 

in the religious sense”. The shared conception of national identity as something based on the cultural 

and racial homogeneity of population became rather exclusive, and it has been constructed through 

the discourses of difference and otherness (Häkli 2005, p.13). 

The debate of border closure in Finland in 2015 can be interpreted againts the long-lasting national 

imaginaries where the protecting of the border is depicted as the duty of men while women’s bodies 

become the symbols of national honor and purity (see Mostov 1995). Younger women, in particular, 

often become symbols of the honor of the collectivity, however, they usually retain an object position 

in these imaginations and are excluded from the active ‘collective “we” of the body politic’ (Yuval-

Davis 1997, p. 47). One persuasive strategy to increase the willingness of (male) citizens to protect 

the border has been to create and communicate emotionally laden images of the national territory as 

a female body that should be protected. The imaginations of the borders of Finland provide a good 

example here. The portrait of the Finnish territory as the figure of Suomi-neito (the Finnish Maiden), 

a light haired and young female wearing the traditional national costume, is argued to symbolize the 

need to protect the sovereign nation and its territorial borders (Gordon 2002). As a way of securitizing 

the 2015 asylum reception, Finnish nationalist groups used similar kinds of emotionally loaded 

imageries of the vulnerability of women and girls and the need to protect them from the male 

strangers.   
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National imaginations of the vulnerability of women/borders have played a crucial part in justifying 

the securitization of migration in Finland. The leading roles and participation of women in the 2015 

asylum reception process problematizes the masculine nationalistic idea of female citizens as 

vulnerable and in need of protection, something that the Finnish Maiden also symbolizes. This chapter 

takes up the so far neglected question of the gendered nature of border and migration securitization 

as an analytical starting point and follows the idea that gender is not ahistorical or apolitical but 

constructed in individual and institutional relations (Connell 1995); it is in and through these relations 

that the societal distinctions and relations between men and women become established, maintained 

and disrupted. It discusses how women’s active participation in the asylum reception was represented 

as a threat by the extreme-nationalist masculinist groups, how the polarization of national identity 

comes out in the categorization of different groups, and what kind of moral conceptions of women 

were reproduced.  

 

Mapping the local and national discourses of bordering 

This study analyzes different sets of material through which it is possible to gain understanding of 

the gendered nature of border and migration securitization in Finland. Instead of focusing on the 

discursive production of threat and danger by state elites like traditional critical geopolitics (Coleman 

2009), it will examine the contextual, local and mundane interpretations of border and migration 

securitization in the context of 2015 asylum seekers reception in Finland. In the analysis, particular 

attention is given to the politization of national identity, that is, how different people (or acronyms in 

social media) utilize national identity narratives and group categorization and how they position 

themselves in relation to these narratives. It is understood that nationalism operates contextually (cf. 

Paasi 2016) and it can be mobilized both emotionally and discursively by different interest groups. 

By following this kind of relational understanding of national identity, the focus in this chapter is not 

on the particularity of national identity but on how people connect themselves to particular identity 

narratives and in what ways they articulate and categorize identities. Secondly, the experiences of the 

securitization and politization of national identity are discussed in the context of 2015 asylum 

reception in Tornio.   

The materials in which the study is based consists of nineteen (19) open ended-interviews that were 

conducted among local authorities and nonstate actors participating in asylum reception and of 401 

survey questionnaire responses from Tornio inhabitants (a random sample). The materials provide 

insights into gendered versions of border securitization and its moral legitimizing. Moreover, a 
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systematic analysis of migration- and border-related discussion was conducted in an open Suomi24 

TornioHaparanda social media discussion forum (July-December 2015). The collection of different 

sets of material provides different perspectives on border and migration securitization and interlinked 

gendered discourses. The anonymous survey and social media discussion illustrate different kind of 

attitudes towards the border and the asylum reception than the face-to-face interviews with people 

who participated in border surveillance and asylum reception at grassroots.  

The analysis of the research material pays attention to the discursive production of gender and 

nationalism in the local narratives of borders and migration, articulated and circulating both in 

physical and virtual spheres of communication. Gender-related questions were not directly asked 

from the informants, however, they were autonomously taken up by many of the interviewed people 

and in the open questions part. The gender dimension is also embedded in the language and 

categorizations, for example “a lady with a flower hat” (kukkahattutäti) in itself refers to a somewhat 

naïve older female person. The comparison of different sets of materials reveals also some contextual 

differences. Compared with the qualitative interview material that was collected in Tornio, not all 

people who wrote in the TornioHaaparanta social media forums may have personal experiences of 

asylum reception and maintenance. In some cases, the lack of knowledge and personal experience 

may provoke different kind of imaginaries that, when repeated in social media, are considered as 

(emotional) truths. Moreover, even if the focus in this paper is on the Tornio border crossing point 

and the town of Tornio through which most of the asylum seekers arrived, the discussion is illustrative 

of the particular atmosphere of nationalism (Stephens 2016) though which the circulation of the 

gender-spesific meanings of asylum reception in Finland can be interpreted.   

 

An imagined nation divided: condescends, fussers, patriots, and racists  

The situation at the Tornio border crossing point was constantly reported on the national broadcasts 

and the state intervention to the border gained international visibility. The media discussion forums 

played a significant role in the circulation of the images of threat and the mobilization of nationalistic 

“close the border” demonstrations in Tornio. The forums were utilized in the organization the 

demonstrations in which hundreds of people from different parts of Finland were participating. The 

political meaning making in the social media became a highly ambivalent, contested and emotionally 

laden process where the circulation of gendered images and feelings of danger were embellished with 

the stories of historical geopolitical relations of the national and cultural othering.  
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In this section, the gendered construction of national identity and belonging is discussed is terms of 

morally toned categorizations that were repeated in TornioHaparanda social media discussion forum 

and in Finland: a flower hat lady, condescends, fussers, patriotic, and racists (hyysäri, kukkahattutäti, 

suvakki, isänmaallinen, rasisti). It is argued that these categorizations, when put into work in public 

debate, create and strengthen distinctions and differentiation within the members of an imagined 

nation, and aiming at legitimizing a specific definition of good citizenship and national identity (cf. 

Prokkola & Ridanpää 2017). The analysis of the social media discussion points out how the 

distinction between the inside and outside is produced through the circulation of emotions (cf. 

Stephens 2016, p. 184; Ahmed 2004) and the border is not only drawn between the nations, citizens 

and strangers but extended to the whole society in a rather gender specific ways. 

Because of the long history of ethno-cultural nation building, in Finland migrants face more racism 

than in many other European countries. Different forms of racism are an actual problem in Finland 

(Puuronen 2011), however, the stigmatizing use of the term when describing individual people and 

their opinions is sometimes considered problematic, thus the use of the term has become a contested 

issue. In the social media debate it is often argued that the term is used rather unfairly against all those 

Finnish people who pose a critical attitude towards migration. In this same context, the meaning of 

patriotism is often taken up as an explanation for one’s argument and as identity positioning. Even if 

many contest patriotism, in the dominant narrative of Finnishness patriotism is often referred to as 

something that characterizes decent citizenship (Prokkola & Ridanpää 2017). In the social media 

debate, the acronyms who make claims against asylum seekers often justify their attitude in the names 

of patriotism, somehow being worried that other participants of the discussion consider them as racist, 

and thus as some kind of loser.    

 Patriotic act  

I respect your demonstration very much. It is great to see that some people have the 

courage to take action. Surely you are supported by 90 % of Finns (this still silent part 

of people). Thank you.   

And for the critics: I’m not a racist but a realist who has a family and worked all my 

life. I have never opened the door of the social wellfare office. And never fussed with 

booze (maybe 10 year ago).(TornioHaaparanta 19.9.2015) 
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The stereotypical characters of the Finns as uncivilized and racist people becomes an issue itself and 

many participants in the discussion aimed to make distinction between their own identity and racism. 

The attitude towards asylum reception become a struggle over who is a properly behaving citizen and 

what kind of people the Finns are. The everyday geopolitics of national identity, and national 

otherness, was present in many ways. For some the threatening other was the male asylum seeker, 

and for others the objects of fear were the right wing nationalist movements, the mobilization of Odin 

Soldiers, for example. In the TornioHaparanda Suomi24 social media forum the discussion become 

heated and arguments for and against migration, street patrolling and the demonstrations were put 

forward.  

Welcome to Tornio refugees 

just like everywhere  

It sounds like a normal Finnish attitude, don’t you think: ”we are not racisst but 

patriotic” yet we are categorizing people into groups according to the color of their 

skin and, based on that, we are listing their characters and behavior. 

(TornioHaaparanta)  

.  

Asylum seekers and non-governmental organizations and women workers were presented as a threat 

to particular national consciousness. In the imaginaries mobilized by some extreme-nationalist 

groups, the asylum reception become associated with condescended and possible intimate 

relationships between the male asylums and female care givers. The people participating in asylum 

reception were called kukkahattutädit (a lady with a flower hat), suvakit (condescends) and hyysärit 

(fussers). Kukkahattutäti is used to refer to someone who is very naïve and beliefs only good in 

people. Hyysäri refers to the one who makes a fuss (a fusser) and has a negative connotation; it 

produces a particular groups of the national as the other. Hyysäri is simultaneously one of us and 

differentiated and stigmatized for her/his action, in this case, helping the asylums. These terms were 

used in a rather negative manner that well exemplified the polarization of society. The term 

condescends in itself has an ethical dimension, those who are tolerating too much and whose world 

view if different from ours. It can be argued that these categorizations are also producing a particular 

moral order, making distinction between decent national minded citizens and the betrayers of the 

imagined desired community. In many debates, the interest of the citizens and state officials were 

also seen as contradictory.  
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 Ridiculous piffle about racism 

When one reads these writings, it can be noticed that many ”condescends” do not 

realize what racism actually means. All critisms towards immigration is racism in their 

opinion, for example, if somebody says that borders should be closed, it is racism for 

them. So foolish are many ”condescends”. (TornioHaaparanta 30.9.2015) 

 

To fussers again  

These new economic migrants (”matut”) are very expensive to Finland. Apologies, 

when I’m telling the fact and say something negative about immigration, then I’m a 

racist. But citizens are worried about this issue. (TornioHaparanda 3.11.2015) 

 

The anti-immigration discussions and the biased gender relations did not appear from an empty 

ground, however. Instead, the opposition needs to be interpreted against the long history of 

nationalism in Finland and the wider political turbulence in the 2015 election that resulted in the new 

government including the nationalistic Finns Party alongside the Centre Party and the National 

Coalition Party. The government started its work in a difficult economic situation, adapting to 

austerity policy and increasing unemployment, which all together created inconsistency in the 

governmental debate and increased societal polarization. Equality and gender relations were absent 

from the agenda of the new government and economic hard values dominated the public discussion.  

 

Asylum reception and the everyday experiences of politicized national identity   

The hostile social media debate and even physical attacks were directed towards the reception centers, 

leading politicians and non-governmental actors, the workers and volunteers of the Finnish Red Cross 

and the Lutheran Church. What has been left aside in the discussion and analysis of the asylum 

reception from the perspective of societal polarization in Finland (Puustinen et al. 2017) is the 

meaning of the gendered division of labor in the reception. Majority of border security authorities 

from police and the Finnish Border Guard were male officers, while the grassroots maintenance work 

and care was organized by the organizations such as the Finnish Red Cross where women are active 

participants. In some discussion, the asylum reception was interlinked with the question of sexuality, 
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helping male asylum seekers simply meant sexual and intimate interest towards the them. The 

relationships between Finnish women and male asylums become a question of the morality of the 

nation, and the roles of women as moral sustainers of the nation. In comparison to male asylums, 

female asylum seekers were almost invisible, not existing in the threat imaginaries and accounts of 

nationalist groups. Whereas male asylums were recognized as a threat to imagined national 

community, the bodies of female asylum were not presented as a similar threat. In the interviews and 

in the social media debate, the masculine national order and border protection (Prokkola & Ridanpää 

2015) become visible in the ways in which especially young girls were presented to be naïve and thus 

in danger.   

K11: These young girls are so naïve. They are just laughing when these (asylum 

seekers) come, give hugs and take pictures. Near the reception centres the parents , and 

in other places and in Haparanda, I know that the girls are strictly watched over. The 

parents of teenagers are very careful, that where the girls are moving around and when.  

 

The threat to Finnish culture and young women were taken up by the extreme-nationalist groups. The 

extreme-nationalist group called Soldiers of Odin started to patrol autonomously in Kemi-Tornio area 

and in some other Finnish towns in the name of citizen safety, by this mean contesting state authority 

in the border securitization from below (cf. Doty 2007). Moreover, the establishment of the new 

infrastructures of asylum reception created opposition and even violent attracts towards the reception 

centers but also towards immigration officials, servants and volunteers. Threatening situations and 

attrition were reported by several female workers who participated in the open ended-interviews in 

Tornio, pointing out how the border securitization and the politicization of national identity was lived 

out as everyday experience.   

K5:Hmm, well there are always... these…the only threat that come to us in the Red 

Cross, it was a phone call that come to the units mobile phone (…) you are 

condescending those and pensioners are left without any help. And there was one text 

message “yes, we know you and our house will burn”. 

K6: Oh, you has this kind of. Yes. I had one acquaintance… quite a smart person said 

“well, you are fussing those, too” (Female informants, NGO’s) 
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Although in the interviews only women respondents reported attrition, the general oppressive national 

atmosphere and the mobilization of extreme groups were considered problematic by most people in 

Tornio. According to the postal questionnaire that was conducted in Tornio in 2016 (all together 401 

respondents; 46, 9 male and 52, 9 female), “the close the borders” –provocation and the heightened 

atmosphere of nationalism was considered awkward and some respondents even described the 

demonstrations as a national shame. The survey points out that in Tornio, both male and female 

respondents consider the mobilization of right-wing groups and securitization from below as a threat 

from the perspective of their everyday security (Figure 1). This suggests that the politicization of 

national identity and belonging, manifested especially in the social media debate, may vary depending 

on the matter. The majority of people share the concern over extremism and societal polarization.         

 

Figure 1. The survey that was conducted in Tornio shows that most people consider the activities of 

extremist groups threatening, yet male respondents more often disagree with the stament “I consider 

the activities of extremist groups as a threat” (1=agree; 2=neither agree nor disagree; 3=disagree; 

4=can’t choose).   

 

Discussion 

This chapter has discussed particular gendered imaginations of national protection and identity that 

can be seen as the driving forces behind the border and migration securitization. The chapter focuses 

on how these were manifested in Tornio, a small border town in northern Finland that formed a 

specific site of state intervention and nationalistic mobilization. It is argued that this particular 
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moment and public debate in 2015 are well illustrative of what Stephens (2016) terms an affective 

atmosphere of nationalism. Stigmatizing stories and categorization of asylum seekers, Finnish 

authorities and non-governmental organizations involved in the reception were circulated in media, 

picturing the asylum seekers and their reception as threat to an imagined Finnish nation, the economic 

and cultural resilience of the state and the western values.  

In public discussion, Finnish females are often presented as strong and independent Nordic women. 

Recent literature on the Finnish war history recognizes women as important actors and in the stories 

of the World War II, Finnish women are portrayed as the home front and the moral conveyors of the 

nation (Prokkola & Ridanpää 2017). The 2015 asylum reception, however, pointed out that this kind 

of image of women as taking care of people in war only persist when the objects of care are the fellow 

citizens, the members of the nation. In the imaginaries and discussions of the extreme nationalist, 

helping the asylum seekers, the “strangers”, was turned into something that stigmatized women and 

made them look morally indecent citizens. 

The analysis of the asylum reception in Finland shows that national cultures, norms and narratives of 

belonging continue to be of great importance for people’s identity positioning in multiple ways (see 

also Skey 2010). National identity and culture should not be presented as a source of ontological 

security, however, but identity positioning of an individual and groups are better viewed as attempts 

to achieve security (Browning & Joenniemi 2017, p. 32). Earlier research has shown that in Finland, 

border and migration securitization produced a negative impact on the society as a whole; many 

people were afraid to speak openly about their attitudes towards migration, even about the positive 

ones (Puustinen et al. 2017). The relational understanding of identity, not as some eternal feature but 

as a positioning, is important because it enables us to avoid stigmatization and categorization of 

people. The relational conception of national identity also underlines the importance of recognizing 

of the violent history and present of border drawing; it is about the making of an ethical claim (Massey 

2005). The media discussion studied in this chapter well illustrates that nations are not single entities, 

and a sense of belonging within a group(s) and the emotional landscape of an individual have an 

impact on the perception of the world. Therefore, even if we can speak about specific affective 

national atmospheres, we should be careful not to reproduce the image of homogenous people. The 

categorization of people in the context of 2015 asylum reception politicized the question of national 

identity and provoked contradictory normative conceptions of Finnish people as the members of an 

imagined nation.  
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