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Abstract
This article intends to outline major characteristics, theoretical and empirical traditions,
and ideologies and discourses related to Finnish youth cultural research. Historically
speaking, the cultural socialization of the young Finnish nation after independence was
a very special national project: ‘young’ citizens were socialized in a patronizing and
enlightening manner to become true and loyal Finns. Diverse popular and youth
cultural phenomena have formed a central pillar in the formulation of Finnishness and
the national identity of Finnish youth. Also academic interest in popular cultures arose
rather early. In this article, Finnish youth cultural research is described along two orien-
tations, namely socio-politically orientated youth studies and more (post-)structurally
orientated cultural studies. It is argued that the distinguishing feature of the Finnish
youth research field is its somewhat ambivalent status in the crossroads between these
two orientations. The article also analyses the complex role of youth researchers as
political actors, and emphasizes that one of the special features of Finnish youth
research is its close connection with those active in the field of youth policy.
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INTRODUCTION

The sort of composition of research into Finnish youth cultures described in this
article arises particularly from mutual relationships brought about between different
generations, the state and civil society (cf. Hyvärinen et al., 2003). The cultural social-
ization of the young Finnish nation after independence (in the year 1917) was a very
special national project: ‘young’ citizens were socialized in a patronizing and enlight-
ening manner to become true and loyal Finns. The virtues of this kind of national
project of socialization – proper education, civilization of people into a uniform
national culture – were in sharp contrast with many phenomena of popular culture
with its free leisure activities, consumption patterns and ‘hedonistic’ Western influ-
ences.

According to one interpretation, the rise of Finland and Finnishness has been seen
to include four key events related to the wars of 1809, 1918, 1939–40 and 1941–44.
Matti Virtanen’s (2001) doctoral dissertation, considering generational movements in
a Mannheimian fashion, shows how each war has time after time raised the issue of
relations with neighbouring countries, notably Russia. This has always been
connected with some other theme: after 1809 it was particularly the Finnish
language; after 1918, independence and democracy; and after 1944, the welfare state.
Young people have been key actors in each of these phases of history. Youth cultures
have had their own position in the construction of the young, independent nation-
state of Finland. Whether admired or hated, diverse popular cultural phenomena have
formed a central pillar in the formulation of Finnishness and the national identity of
Finnish youth. There is no doubt that the post-war generations have had a particular
position in this national project, with contradictory views of Finnishness related to
the exceptionally fast industrialization and urbanization processes in the 1950s and
1960s. Finnish young people created their own cultural styles in an agitating way,
using both national elements of Finnish culture and international influences from
Sweden (‘swingpjatties’) as well as from youth cultural trends in the UK and USA
(Kallioniemi, 2003). Also academic interest in popular cultures arose rather early. One
central focus of interest was young people and their cultural life. The first academic
dissertation in Finland concerning young people, with a special emphasis on youth
groups, was presented in the early 1950s (Helanko, 1953) with a methodologically
and empirically rich approach to young people’s cultural group life – long before the
British subcultural tradition spread to Finland. Without any explicit paradigm of youth
research, many important ‘youth cultural studies’ have been done, such as a study on
agrarian youth cultures in Finland from the 17th to the 20th century (Sarmela, 1969)
or a study on village fights in an agrarian Finnish milieu (Haavio-Mannila, 1958).

With this historical setting in mind we intend to outline Finnish youth cultural
research with the help of two orientations, namely socio-politically orientated youth
studies and more (post-)structurally orientated cultural studies. In this article we will
argue that the distinguishing feature of the Finnish youth research field is its
somewhat ambivalent status at the crossroads between these two orientations. To
explore this orientation in more detail, we examine Finnish youth researchers’
relation to youth policy; then we analyse briefly the role of Finnish young people in
the development of the Finnish nation state. To describe theoretical inspirations of
Finnish youth research, we examine its relation to the British youth research tradition,
notably to the Centre of Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS). The latter part of the
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article concentrates on the institutionalization of Finnish youth studies from
empirical, theoretical and methodological perspectives. In the concluding section we
briefly raise some questions related to current challenges and demands of youth
research for further discussion.

YOUTH POLICY

One of the special features of Finnish youth research is its clear connection with
those active in the field of youth policy. The periodical Nuorisotutkimus (Youth
Research) first appeared in 1983 as a publication of the Youth Division of the Finnish
Ministry of Education, but right from the beginning its writers were academic youth
researchers.1 The Finnish Youth Research Society was founded as an independent
organization in 1987 to promote youth research in Finland. Soon after this the periodi-
cal became a publication of the Youth Research Society, later becoming an independ-
ent scholarly publication in line with standard academic practices. Finland’s Ministry
of Education has also financed youth research on a long-term and regular basis. This
type of research financing has been in the form of applied research funding, but it
has been used primarily for multi-disciplinary studies being carried out within
universities. Over the years a dual articulation of youth research in terms of academic
and applied research has taken shape – a sort of contradiction, the resolution of
which has produced fruitful research in which researchers have succeeded, at least
in principle, in presenting questions of practical application to academic research.
In terms of its organizational structure this model of youth research is unique: the
Youth Division of the national government channels its research needs to a scholarly
society to be acted upon, and the Youth Research Society takes care of the task
according to the practices of the academic field (which involve peer review, critical
reflection and academic autonomy), still acting according to its own particular ethos.
This ethos underlines the researchers’ participation in four aspects – administration,
youth work, research and the voice of young people (often represented by youth
organizations). Perhaps we can speak of new researcher identity or structured
dialogue between the different actors in the youth field. Within this structure
researchers have often acted as a catalytic and cohesive force.

Of course from an academic viewpoint, narrowly stressing the critical task of
research, one could take care of theoretical traditions and research fields more
precisely than in the case of the Finnish ethos described above. In this regard it is
interesting to compare Finnish academic youth research with its Swedish equivalent,
for example. Especially in the 1990s there was a great deal of study of youth cultures
in Sweden, but the research style – which was generally theoretical, ethnographic
and qualitative – did not really have any substantial implications for youth policy.

What exactly is the ‘practical dimension’ being offered to youth research here?
This can be answered with a follow-up question: what significance do youth research
findings have in symbolic, societal and political terms? Youth, as both a period of life
and a segment of the population, is a classical and enduring life theme, which all
cultures and societies have had to, and continuously have to, clarify for themselves.
Practical approaches can be related to the landscape of youth discourse, in which
the researcher can play the role of a guard or a fireman – where moral panic is blazing,
the youth (cultural) researcher rushes in at once to relativize the problems. Practical
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approaches may also mean the researcher’s sensitivity to consider who is producing
research information, and for whom, why and how is it being produced. This sort of
perspective encourages the researcher to look for contexts for her/his work, one of
which could be youth work. Here, diverse thoughts of deliberate intervention,
research practices and operational studies also arise (Hoikkala, 2003; Paakkunainen,
1999). Mirja Määttä and Kati Rantala (Sulkunen et al., 2003) give metaphorical names
to researcher roles – thief, guerilla, judge and interpreter – and these serve to open
the researchers’ field for critical investigation.

THE YOUNG GENERATION IN A YOUNG NATION STATE

The great attention given to cultural life among young people is a manifestation of its
importance as a means of negotiating the confrontation between the traditional
virtues of a uniform national civilization and new, more materialistic and international
trends. Young people brought an alternative picture of Finnishness into the discourse
concerning characteristics of Finnish culture (Kallioniemi, 2003; Mitchell, 1982).

In the 1960s and 1970s, there was a growing sociological interest in such matters
as critiquing the restricted age-based approach to youth, which defined young people
as particular societal actors with context-bound national, cultural and social charac-
teristics (Aalto, 1975); but on the whole youth research maintained a pragmatic,
rather socio-political or empiricist approach, with socialization theories as the
primary theoretical reference point. The focus was on the integration of the young
generation into Finnish society. In Finland there was (and still is) a great number
youth organizations, and these organizations have been regarded as important social-
ization arenas for young people, so formal youth activities have been the major focus
of both academic and state interventions. The expansion of youth organizations took
place in the era of the intensive construction of the Finnish welfare state. The ideal
of civic education was tied specifically to organized activities, regardless of whether
these were in non-aligned or directly political organizations. In the two decades after
the Second World War, the field of youth organizations became fragmented politi-
cally, ideologically and in terms of the leisure activities involved. By the 1950s over
half of Finnish 10–29-year olds belonged to at least one youth organization – a
proportion which has remained constant right up to present day (Nieminen, 1995:
259–64). During this period other formerly autonomous civic activities became state
sponsored and were brought under state control. These formal youth organizations
were seen from a functionalistic perspective as important places for the proper social-
ization of young people. What this functionalistic genre of youth research and policy
did not do was to pay special attention to more informal youth activities and their
particular standing in relation to the cultural and structural changes taking place in
Finland.

The idea of youth cultures as central settings from which to negotiate cultural and
social changes in Finnish society was emphasized in later youth cultural studies in
1980s and early 1990s, inspired by the Birmingham School, with a somewhat func-
tionalistic perspective here as well. Ilkka Heiskanen and Ritva Mitchell (1985) wrote
a sort of cultural history of Finnish youth cultures of the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and
1980s based on their own original surveys and data consisting of Finnish magazines
from the 1950s. This work is in the spirit of cultural studies, and like Mike Brake for
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instance,2 Heiskanen and Mitchell stress the nature of youth culture as young people’s
own free zone, in which they are specifically looking for an alternative to the adult
world, breaking free from control and authorities. This sort of concept defines the
experimentation and separation of youth as a phase through which young people go
before finding their way back into the values and practices of (adult) society. In
Brake’s words (1980: 166), ‘For a temporary period during youth, an alternative script
can be performed, outside of the socializing forces of work, and before those of
marriage become important’. Heiskanen and Mitchell speak of the rise of youth
culture, but come to the conclusion that in the end it is only a matter of young
people’s frameworks of freedom; young people’s areas of freedom only take place
within a given framework.

THE FINNISH INTERPRETATION OF THE CCCS TRADITION

From the Nordic perspective, the Finnish research tradition of youth studies has not
put as central an emphasis on youth cultures as in the other Nordic countries, notably
Sweden and Denmark, where large research projects within the humanities on youth
cultures have been launched (e.g. Fornäs and Bolin, 1994; Drotner, 1999). There
seem to be many reasons for the Finnish specialism within the larger field of Nordic
youth cultural studies. Research traditions never develop in a societal vacuum; as
noted, earlier Finnish researchers as well as youth political actors put a great
emphasis on formal youth activities. In Finland, it was youth organizations rather than
youth cultures that were believed to have played a crucial role in young people’s
growing into adulthood – notably without posing a real threat to the established
political and educational actors! Thus the societal, educational and psychological
development of young people in the rapidly developing Finnish welfare state were
issues at the centre of interest, and questions of cultural styles and habits of informal
youth groups were considered to be just one part of youth research or youth policy
agenda. Anyhow, in the late 1970s and 1980s there seems to have been a clear
demand to search for a new methodological and theoretical paradigm in the field of
Finnish youth research, which the approaches of the Birmingham School seemed, at
least partially, to fulfil. At that time quantitative methods, together with a dominant
positivistic paradigm in Finnish social studies and a normative idea of linear socializa-
tion, were criticized by youth researchers for giving too generalized and standardized
a picture of multiple, inherently contradictory Finnish youth milieus because they did
not have a subtle enough approach to young people’s informal everyday life and the
various sensitive issues related to Finnish youth.

Quite clearly youth researchers of the 1980s, in their contemplation of youth
culture, wanted to delve into the dimension of youth rebellion. Roots in the British
cultural studies movement were as direct as could be, but the problem was how to
find and create an application that would work in Finland. Following Paul Willis
(1977), ethnography was seen as the ideal research approach in that it seemed to
support and document the voice of young people. This was seen to be new to the
tradition of Finnish youth research. This sort of methodological ideal, sensitivity to
the voices being studied, was also related to the situation in Finnish sociology at the
time (Alapuro, 1995), and the rise in the use of qualitative research materials in
sociology.
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If Willis’s classic ethnographic approach inspired young Finnish youth researchers
of the 1980s, the same cannot be said of the Marxism inherent in his approach. But
the situation seemed to offer materials suited to the use of semiotics of style as a
research tool. Jaana Lähteenmaa (1996: 106) writes that in the 1980s in Finland there
were ‘“teddies” and “punks” – music based and stylistically uniform youth groups,
which some young people identified themselves as belonging to – at least in formal
questionnaire-based research’. In fact the cultural studies approach was received in
Finland with some critique. In the earliest presentations of the approach in Finland
(Hoikkala, 1982, 1983; Mitchell, 1982; Paldan, 1980) one might question the way in
which the assumption of intra-class uniformity of British cultural studies and the dual
articulation thesis would apply to Finnish society,3 structurally different as it is from
the British class system. It was also hard to swallow Dick Hebdige’s assumptions of
opposition, for example, though there certainly were exceptions (see Mäkelä, 1980).
Nor did it seem justified to lose individual levels in the collectiveness of the cultural
group (Hoikkala, 1983).

The CCCS orientation, however, was and is the sort of powerful trend and research
style that even now, nearly 30 years later, remains a relevant object for criticism, and
by no means only in Finland. For example David Muggleton (2000) speaks critically
of the CCCS objective model, in which, as he sees it, the vast complexity of subcul-
tural phenomena is reduced down to group collectiveness. According to him, the
objective model is, besides all of its other problems, wrong in its totalitarian founda-
tions for postulating a single, unitary, holistic or essential subcultural meaning, such
as ‘resistance’ for example. Muggleton also claims that subcultural young people
themselves may have various competing definitions for what subcultures mean to
their members. In reading this critique (e.g. in Muggleton, 2000; and Muggleton and
Weinzierl, 2003) a researcher who has some familiarity with the Nordic debate over
CCCS in the early 1980s (e.g. Bay, 1982; Bay and Vind, 1980; Nielsen, 1982, and
pursuant to these, Hoikkala, 1983) cannot help experiencing a powerful déjà vu.4

Muggleton’s critique of CCCS also contains many familiar elements of the Finnish
debate of the late 1980s. Whereas one researcher might wish to abandon the whole
concept of subcultures as exoticizing and romanticizing, focusing too much on the
group-level analysis, and finally as difficult to apply to the Finnish context (Hoikkala,
1983, 1989), another would find something there to develop and apply (Ehrnrooth,
1988),5 and yet another would pick out entirely different durable elements of the
theory (Lähteenmaa, 1991).6

In Tommi Hoikkala’s (1989: 64) critical outburst on the 1980s he writes of his
doubts about the relevance of the whole conceptual buzz surrounding subcultures
to Finnish phenomena:

I interpret relations between young people’s group participation, local identities, styles
and social structures without referring to the concept of subculture, because as I see it,
it is a concept constructed for purposes of analysing the cultural identity of stable,
clearly defined and distinct groups of (British) young people in an industrialized
society.

In reference to youth cultures Hoikkala rather recommends using Pekka
Sulkunen’s (1987) conceptualization of microcultures, Jari Flinck’s and Panu
Minkkinen’s (1987) suggestion of partial cultures or youth cultural scenes in place
of subculture. We are faced with a certain linguistic problem here: the Finnish
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word for ‘subculture’, alakulttuuri, could literally be translated as ‘under-culture’,
corresponding with the connotation of it being something deviant and borderline
criminal. This aptly applies to the sort of ‘lads’ identified by Willis (1977) and others,
but there are also groups of young people with their own collective identities that
are not based on opposition to the mainstream or conflicts within their parent
cultures – who are every bit as much part of the mainstream as the ‘soccer moms’.
What can we call such groups? In Finnish we have coined the term osakulttuurit; in
Swedish, delkultur.7 For lack of a better term in English to contrast with subcultures
and micro-cultures, these are referred to here as partial cultures.

Might it be said that the CCCS methodology, with its emphasis on the group ethos,
was shipwrecked in Finland on the rocks of the diversification of young people’s
group participation, changes in societal structures and stylistic individualization so
that young people’s styles began to have different meanings for their followers
depending on who they were with, where they were going and what time it
happened to be? In empirical studies in the mid 1990s, only a tiny fraction of the
young people interviewed admitted belonging to subcultural groups (Suurpää, 1996);
identifying with and being committed to a clearly defined group was rather
something to be avoided. They spoke instead of shuttling back and forth between
groups (Lähteenmaa, 1996: 117, 124).

The 1980s and 1990s were struck by a (temporary) reduction in youth and subcul-
ture research concerning the collective level of youth groups, on the one hand, and
ethnographic interests on the other hand. A couple of exceptions must be noted here:
Leena Louhivuori’s methodically innovative study of gangs (Louhivuori et al., 1986;
Louhivuori, 1988), with its rich documentation involving young people’s photo-
graphic self-portraits and Helena Saarikoski’s (1994) precise folkloric ethnography of
the rituals of students on their last day of secondary school. The same tendency was
also to be seen in the British Isles. For example the subculture young people inter-
viewed by Sue Widdicombe and Robin Wooffitt (1995) used many different discur-
sive strategies in their speech to avoid the dominant general definitions of
subcultures. Tight categorization was resisted, the young people interviewed wanted
to stress their own motivations: their clothing and hair styles and tastes in music had
changed as a result of finding themselves; and they did not draw a line between them-
selves and ‘ordinary young people’ – quite the contrary.

The researchers’ orientation is not so surprising; in the 1980s Finland was in a
period of rising consumer culture, increased individual consumer choice, middle-
class expansion and liberalized capital movement. In place of the ethnographic study
of young people’s collective cultures came other themes and methodologies. Some
decided to study cultural discourses concerning youth and young people (Hoikkala,
1989). Others delved into girl cultures (Aapola, 1991; Näre and Lähteenmaa, 1992;
Topo, 1988); yet another group focused on initiations into the adult world (Mäki-
Kulmala, 1993), cultural models for coming of age (Hoikkala, 1993), fatherhood
(Hoikkala, 1998a), speech strategies for constructing a sense of gender in interview
situations (Puuronen, 1995) or even the lizard king mythology in the writings of Jim
Morrison (Söderholm, 1990). Yet children’s and young people’s relations with the
media were still studied using the CCCS-inspired approach (Pöntinen, 1996;
Suoninen, 1993). Then in the late 1990s and early 21st century we have had some
free form and open studies inspired by CCCS, for example Sini Perho’s (2000) study
concerning racist youths from Joensuu, or Tarja Tolonen’s (2001) ethnographic study
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of girls’ and boys’ gendered cultures in schools. Petri Hautaniemi’s (2004)
ethnographic study of Somali young people’s over-regulated everyday lives falls into
the same continuum, given a certain methodological kinship in leaning on ethnogra-
phy (cf. Willis’s ethnographic works).

But many Finnish researchers who study different dimensions of youth culture, in
the broad sense, have not been particularly moved by CCCS one way or the other.
Back then Helena Helve was already studying young people’s world views and values
(Helve, 1993), Sari Näre (1995) inventively combined ethno-psychoanalytical and
gender perspectives with, among other things, material from various quantitative
surveys in her investigation of gendered cultures. Mikko Takala (1992) analysed how
young people with an allergy to school managed to integrate into working life. Tapio
Kuure (1996) studied the everyday life politics of young ex-convicts. Päivi Honkatukia
(1999) studied gendered social control and delinquent behaviour. All of these
examples show that the study of youth cultures does not need to be limited to the
study of subcultures. The previous sentence seems to be a self-evident principle, but
one which contains an interesting conceptualization – young people’s cultures also
give us a perspective on cultures of being young, young people’s everyday lives with
their various associations and contexts, or some particular factor in the cultural
dimension of being young.

CCCS inspirations have been freely associated with the classic sociological
reasoning of, for example, Georg Simmel (Värtö, 1998), feminist scholars such as
Judith Butler (Tolonen, 2001), reflexive sociologists like Ulrich Beck (Paakkunainen,
1999, 2002) and particularly Anthony Giddens (Hoikkala, 1998b), as well as philoso-
phers like Zygmunt Bauman (Virtanen, 1998). As Finnish youth cultural researchers
have critically stated (Aittola et al., 1998; Hoikkala, 1982, 1991; Jokinen, 1996;
Lähteenmaa, 1991), young people’s group formation should be considered as moving
between two different poles: on the one hand Finnish youth cultures may have very
strict symbolic social membership conditions and boundaries, or on the other hand,
increasingly flexible groupings which leave room for simultaneous group member-
ships. Lähteenmaa has described this kind of complex phenomenon in Finnish young-
sters’ collective life as ‘light vs. tight communality’ (Lähteenmaa, 1991; see also Noro,
1991). Whether implicit or explicit, critical developments or paradigms independent
of the CCCS paradigm but with similar kinds of arguments have later been developed
concerning the complex interplay between young people’s individualism and the
creation of social bonds, using notions of ‘individualistic solidarity’ (Suurpää, 1996),
or ‘a generation of imposed individuality’ (Hoikkala and Paju, 2002).

Thus in summary: after a relatively short period of intensive application, the
approach of the Birmingham School became the object of sharp criticism among
Finnish youth researchers. However, it served a purpose in pushing forward methodo-
logical and theoretical reflection regarding all of the various approaches to youth
research in Finland – from socio-political to cultural perspectives, towards qualitative
methods and more phenomenological approaches as well as towards a greater
emphasis on empirical issues related to the meanings young people attach to their
own cultural dynamics. Interestingly though, Finnish youth researchers themselves
have also been criticized by their colleagues for leaving the subcultural theoretical
frame in too rash and hurried a way (Lähteenmaa, 1991, 1996, 2000; see also
Puuronen, 1997). A certain uneasiness is reflected in Finnish scholars’ relation to
their British colleagues.
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AT THE CROSSROADS BET WEEN YOUTH STUDIES AND CULTURAL
STUDIES: THE INSTITUTIONALIZATION OF FINNISH YOUTH
RESEARCH

In their article published in the Journal of Youth Studies, Phil Cohen and Pat Ainley
(2000: 79) describe critically the position of youth research in British academic life.
According to them, the marginality of youth research in Britain seems to be reflected
in the marginal position of young people in society and in the low status of youth
policy (as opposed to family-centred or education-centred policy) within the
discourses of governance. Cohen and Ainley draw a distinction between economistic
and culturalistic approaches in discussing British paradigms of youth studies. Their
criticism is addressed especially to the official paradigm pursued by youth researchers
themselves, resulting in an ‘all pervasive economism’. As one example of the
dilemmas produced by this kind of economistic approach, they take the British
paradigm of transition studies:

The youth-as-transition approach not only implies a linear teleological model of
psycho-social development; it is premised upon the availability of waged labour as the
‘ultimate goal’. The consequent emphasis on production has led to a limited research
paradigm focused on ‘transition’ as a rite of passage between developmental stages of
psychological maturity and immaturity, complemented by a sociological transition
narrowly restricted to (vocational) maturity and (nuclear) family formation. (Cohen and
Ainley, 2000: 80)

This criticism has interesting aspects, which are by no means dilemmas limited only
to the British paradigm. The authors’ criticism is addressed to a certain socio-political
convention according to which young people’s growing to adulthood is seen as a
linear pathway from school to working life with little attention given to discontinu-
ous or alternative life patterns or structural and cultural dislocations in British society.
In addition, this approach may be taken as normative in simply taking sufficient
formal education and a respectable work place to be the central pillars of being a
‘good citizen’. This social and normative convention is connected with a theoretical
convention of economism without sufficient multidisciplinary sensitivity. Interest-
ingly though, besides the economistic paradigm, linguistic and semiotic paradigms
have also resulted in youth studies which have been criticized for leaving aside social
contexts of family, school, work and community that condition young people’s
cultural action. Anyhow, by referring to a discursive turn toward a more culturalist
orientation, Cohen and Ainley claim (p. 85) that ‘there was a socio-logic to this move’.

The polarization of youth research agenda as either economist or culturalist is,
indeed, telling also from a Finnish perspective. As said in the beginning, Finnish youth
research has always had close relationships with youth political actors, both in
economic and in social terms – though not without occasional cultural differences.
This relationship has given a certain multi-dimensional raison d’être for the youth
research paradigm without taking away its academically autonomous standing. The
fact that youth research has been, and still is, close to political decision makers and
actors has meant scientific, rhetorical and social challenges: it has demanded a
strategic view to maintain the independent standing of youth studies with regard to
the diverse fields of co-operation involved. With reference to the dialectic
constructed by Cohen and Ainley, from the very beginning of the institutionalization
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of Finnish youth research, when the Finnish Youth Research Society was created at
the end of 1980s, the Finnish paradigm has been formed neither around the
economist approach nor the culturalist approach. On the contrary, the Finnish youth
research field can be regarded as being at the crossroads between the socio-politi-
cally oriented paradigm of ‘youth studies’ and the culturally, semiotically and more
recently post-structurally oriented paradigm of ‘cultural studies’.

The institutionalization of Finnish youth research took a big step forward in the
mid-1990s when the programme Youth Research 2000 was implemented. The
societal situation in Finland at that time was in many ways difficult: the country was
in a deep recession and a complex unemployment problem called the legitimacy of
the Finnish welfare state system into question as well as dramatically affecting young
people’s living conditions in both urban and rural areas. The research paradigm of
Finnish social sciences thus came to be dominated by a framework inspired by such
concepts as exclusion, marginalization, uncertainty and risk – a framework which
was approached empirically from largely educational and professional perspectives.
This paradigm dominated Nordic youth research debates in general as well as the
themes of Nordic youth research symposia during late 1990s and the first years of
the 21st century. The Finnish (or Nordic) ‘youth at risk’ paradigm was not, however,
neatly developed in line with the conceptualization of the British ‘underclass’ (see
e.g. Furlong and Cartmel, 1997). The focus of interest was on regional (Jukarainen,
2003; Pohjola, 1994; Soininen, 1999), educational (Nyyssölä, 1999; Kuure, 1996 on
lawbreakers) and gender inequalities (e.g. Gordon et al., 2000; Lahelma, 1993; Näre
and Lähteenmaa, 1992) rather than on inequalities based on social background. Petri
Virtanen (1998: 105) states: ‘(s)ocial exclusion appears to be structural, dynamic and
multidimensional; and urban in context’. Anne Soininen (1999) also challenges the
idea frequently raised in youth research of the 1990s, of the young person being seen
as free to take up and use memberships in an overlapping and interpenetrating way:
changing organizations, peer groups and personal relationships. Soininen tells of
youth organization members in the northern Karelia district, their social conscience
and their connections with the local society, but also their detachment from it – yet
still of collective action, striving to achieve both common benefit and individual satis-
faction (cf. Suurpää, 1996).

Many Finnish youth researchers actively took part in the development of the
conceptual framework of ‘youth-at-risk’ by offering alternative interpretations to the
dominant exclusion paradigm, which focused mainly on people’s socio-economic
position in education and labour markets being influenced by the academic and
normative climate of the Finnish Protestant work ethos. This meant ‘a cultural
approach’ to the life worlds and interpretations of youth groups being stigmatized as
‘marginal’ or ‘excluded’ – whether they were youth cultures such as Satanists
(Hermonen, 2001), racist micro-cultures (Perho, 2000) or animal rights activists
(Lundbom, 2001); all of which were – and still are – easily found in Finland. An
important contribution has been made by studies concerning young people who
have been the targets of various local social policy oriented projects against youth
exclusion (Paakkunainen, 1999; Paju and Vehviläinen, 2001). As these studies show,
young people can respond to the stigma of ‘being excluded’ in various ways,
depending on their cultural and social capacity to deal with societal discourses and
interventions – either by rebelling against the stigma or by making it a key part of
their social self-esteem. There is always a risk of applying the notion of ‘youth at risk’
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too easily to young people who – either willingly or unwillingly – do not adapt to the
work ethos in question or to the demands of individualized self-reflexivity (Hoikkala
and Paju, 2002; Komonen, 2001; Suutari, 2000). Youth researchers have made an
important contribution to the Finnish sociological and social political discussion on
exclusion by calling for sensitivity and reflexivity both in terms of theoretical
approaches and methodological choices, and in terms of social political applications
– yet without falling into the trap of (extended) searches for exotic forms of margin-
ality with an idealistic tone of ‘empowerment’ (Suutari, 2000).

One of the side effects of the approaches described above is a crossing over of the
opposition between the paradigms of ‘youth studies’ and ‘cultural studies’. A multi-
dimensional approach is reflected in an other way – in the quantitative and qualitative
studies of young people’s political participation and the related theoretically inspired
conceptualization of ‘new politics’ in the Finnish youth cultural context
(Paakkunainen, 1999), or more concretely, in research on young animal rights
activists (Lundbom, 2001) in which sociological theories of social movements and
organizations have been connected with more youth cultural reflections inspired by
cultural and gender studies.

In the mid-1990s it could be said that youth research perspectives were rather
‘economistic’ – emphasizing the transition from school to working life, and thus
paying less attention to young people’s free time and its important connections to
their welfare. As has been stated, this would be too simple an interpretation. Theor-
etical paradigms and methods used to study transition or ‘youth-at-risk’ were multiple
and approaches differed from the British paradigm (as described by Cohen and
Ainley) by having a different conceptual framework, i.e. ‘young people’s life manage-
ment’ as a primary approach. Life management was examined, according to Helena
Helve and John Bynner (1996: 11) ‘from the points of view of social, institutional and
cultural structures, as well as young people’s individual life processes and their
meaning structures’. The idea was to study how young people deal with a changing
situation both in social, professional and cultural terms.

Within the framework of this research programme, the research topics ranged
from young people’s position in the labour market to educational challenges and even
entrepreneurship – all of them being socio-politically critical questions at the time.
However, the approaches and methods used were also taken from a culturalistic
tradition; e.g. the issue of entrepreneurship was studied qualitatively from the point
of view of meanings and interpretations that young people themselves attach to this
kind of activity (Päällysaho, 1996). The results were contradictory, and thus certainly
not strictly in line with the official policy of applauding and encouraging entrepre-
neurship. Thus, regardless of rather socio-politically oriented topics, methods and
theoretical frameworks were diverse, as were the disciplinary backgrounds of the
researchers; there was a significant conjuncture between social (political) theory and
cultural studies. It could even be stated that there was no lack of qualitative interpre-
tative approaches, but rather a gap in terms of knowledge based on extensive quan-
titative materials, which could have given a further, overall picture of young people’s
living conditions. However, classical questions in the field of youth cultural studies –
aesthetic issues of popular cultural styles, tastes and moral significations – were
considered too marginal.

Recession and youth unemployment gave birth to the search for alternative
training and routes to a professional position for Finnish young people, one of the
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most important experiments being youth workshops, in which political decision
makers placed great hopes and economic investment – and they continue to do so.
Youth workshops were one of the topics connected with the initial phase of Finnish
youth research developing its own tradition of evaluation studies. Here again, the
approach was not only economistic; theoretical interests tied to the conceptual
frameworks of the risk society, the rise of individualism and Foucauldian perspectives
of the culture of governance were all used in evaluation projects – giving rather
radical interpretations and controversial empirical results (Lähteenmaa, 1999; Paakku-
nainen, 1999; Paju and Vehviläinen, 2001). The methods used were (and still are)
taken from participatory ethnography or action research traditions, where a
researcher is not considered to be an outsider to the project being evaluated, but
rather one of the actors in the project. This methodologically and socially challeng-
ing approach is thus quite distant from laboratory testing perspectives that may be
common, for example, among commercial evaluation consultants. Thus, here again
there seems to have been a combination of the social political approach with more
culturally sensitive methods and theoretical frameworks.

The example of the research concerning youth workshops demonstrates another
central element of Finnish youth research: a combination of academic and applied
research orientations. Since the beginning of an increased investment in Finnish
youth research, resulting in the creation of the Finnish Youth Research Network in
1999, this crossing of academic and social political boundaries has been one of the
distinguishing features of Finnish youth research.8 According to this line of reasoning,
academically oriented and theoretically or conceptually motivated research is not
necessarily opposed to applied studies involving possible engagement in social policy
interventions. Thus, ‘the ethos of Finnish youth research’ cannot be seen as solely
academic in the traditional sense; there is a strong additional orientation towards
searching for new interactive and dialogic modes of social investigation and appli-
cation.

THE DISCURSIVE TURN AND IDENTIT Y BOOM IN THE FIELD OF
FINNISH YOUTH RESEARCH

Interestingly, a certain discursive or linguistic turn coincided with the social political
stress of youth research. This was a part of a larger movement of the social sciences
in Finland which absorbed the international reflections of growing individualism and
flexibility; or increasing fragmentation of societal structures, norms and values –
notably with reference to widely known scholars developing the idea of reflexivity
(Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck in particular) and to the methods of linguistic or
discourse analysis. The reception of the notion of reflexivity among youth researchers
was rather enthusiastic at first, even if the application of the notion to the Finnish
welfare state, with its strong ties to a more cultural nation-state building process,
required some discussion. The notion of reflexivity was both taken for granted and
discussed critically in terms of its application: is there a demand for an increasing
reflexivity among researchers – an orientation which applies the notion to the
methodological developments of youth research? Or does this notion, and the post-
or late modern approach embedded in it, refer to an actual societal situation, or is it
simply a matter of theoretical orientation?
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Critical reflections were, however, rather overlooked and the ambivalent idea of
reflexivity was openly welcomed into the field of youth research, where it was
particularly applied to post- or late modern reflections on the concept of identity.
This became a rather frequently used conceptual framework for Finnish youth studies
in the late 1990s and early 21st century. In particular, the framework of ‘young
people’s identity work’ made a major breakthrough among sociologically and theo-
retically oriented youth researchers, who based much of their work on notions
developed by the German scholar Thomas Ziehe. Topics such as ‘the collapse of
traditions’ (Jokinen, 1996) or ‘new entries into adulthood, education and working
life’ (Aittola, 1992) or ‘new youth cultural affiliations’ (Lähteenmaa, 1991) were often
inspired by Ziehe’s ideas of new socialization dynamics among young people in a new
social and psychological situation. At that time, however, the concept of identity was
only rarely subject to critical evaluation so that its explaining force in the particular
context of Finnish society with its youth cultures would have been assessed. On the
other hand, it can surely be stated that many youth cultural phenomena in Finland
during the period of rapid modernization in the 1950s and 1960s were strongly influ-
enced by ‘collapse of traditions’ or ‘questioning authorities formerly taken for
granted’ (Purhonen, 2002; Tuominen, 1991; Virtanen, 2001).

Ziehe was first presented to Finns in the mid-1980s (Hoikkala, 1984 and 1986b).
Plädoyer für Ungewöhnliches Lernen (Ziehe and Stubenrauch, 1982) appeared in
Finnish translation only in 1991, but with Stubenrauch’s portion omitted from the
book. Ziehe’s significance has been primarily in terms of fine-tuning the sociological
imagination, which is natural for abstract and multi-layered, contemporary analytical,
post-Frankfurt school theorization. Ziehe’s model is abstract, yet at the same time
practical, so that using his concepts one can investigate many factors relating to
youth, youth cultures and up-bringing, and embodiment.9 The breadth of Ziehe’s style
of analysis was thus seen in Finnish discourses as helpful, but at the same time as a
deficiency. When society, culture and the psyche are all being analysed, many
conceptualizations remain undifferentiated; in particular structural changes are
directly assumed to indicate psychological changes (Aittola, 1999: 209). According to
Jaana Lähteenmaa (2000), Ziehe’s reflections of ‘a new narcissist youth type’ should
be taken as general zeit diagnose rather than a theoretical starting point for concrete,
context-sensitive empirical applications. From this perspective she also criticized
Swedish youth cultural researchers for having an overly generalized approach to
youth cultural phenomena. Additionally, Ziehe seems – in Lähteenmaa’s mind – to
have a too gender-neutral approach to young people’s changing living conditions:
when talking about youth in general he seems to discuss only boys. Or even more
polemically, Lähteenmaa (1992) sees Ziehe’s description of the erosion crisis and
cultural liberation as primarily concerning middle-class male identity.

According to Tapio Aittola (1999: 206ff), Ziehe’s theories have clearly had less of
an influence on school and youth research in Finland than in Denmark and Sweden.
As he sees it there was not the same sort of school ethnography tradition in Finland,
in terms of which to adopt and apply Ziehe’s ways of observing young people’s life
on location.10 Ziehe has thus not fitted into the mainstream. Those mainstream
traditions have since been broken into, however, by works such as Laine’s (2000)
extensive research on young people’s school experiences, Tarja Tolonen’s (2001)
ethnography, Juha Suoranta’s critical (media) pedagogy (2003), Elina Lahelma and
Tuula Gordon’s projects with the gender-related themes of citizenship, difference and
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marginality in schools and Anne-Mari Keskisalo’s (2003) on-going doctoral research
concerning encounters between immigrant and Finnish young people in everyday
life at school. Of these, only Laine gets a clear push from Ziehe. In the final analysis,
however, the sort of intellectual field in which psychoanalytical approaches can be
fluently combined with post-Frankfurt school analysis in the study of empirical
phenomena has not arisen in Finland. Or is it a matter of Finnish empirical method-
ologies in which futile, or at least overly rich theorizations are eliminated? In any case,
in Vesa Puuronen’s (1987) study of young people’s political commitments he made
it clear, using Ziehe’s interpretations, why young people no longer wished to partic-
ipate in traditional organizational activities. Indeed some of Ziehe’s concepts have
served as interpretive resources for studies involving large data sets as well. This was
the case with Lasse Siurala’s dissertation (1994) for example. There he created a
Ziehean perspective on modernization, behind the shelter of which the researcher
made the claim that education and work had lost the position of absolute value that
belongs to them, and that leisure activities had become the most important source
of significance in young people’s lives. An opposing viewpoint has been presented
by Titta Tuohinen (1991), who argues that the Finnish work ethic at least is enduring.
Jukka Tervo’s (1993) work Hapuilua ja hallintaa (Groping and control) clarifies the
school problem and the changes in the lives of people from northern Finland brought
on by the modernization of young people’s career decisions.

The problem with the conceptualization of identity applications is ambivalence as
to the level of analysis. Ambivalence can be seen in youth studies as well. When the
thesis of fragmentation of identity is posed, it is important to clarify whether this
thesis emphasizes the formation of a group or if it focuses on the formation of person-
ality. Both from the theoretical and empirical perspective, their dynamics are
different. Even if young people’s cultural group attachments might become increas-
ingly fragmented, contested or fractured within diverse contemporary social arenas,
this does not necessarily mean also that their subjectivity would become more frag-
mented – a point which the approaches of postmodern cultural studies seem to
suggest as well (see, e.g. Hall, 1996). Furthermore, there is a danger that every
particular display is regarded as part of the young person’s ‘identity work’, which
easily leads to circular reasoning where the very concept of identity loses its explain-
ing power. This ambivalence and a lack of sufficient analysis of the conceptual and
epistemological history of the notion of identity can be seen, however, as a more
general problem of postmodern applications – not just a Finnish, Ziehe-inspired
oddity. Indeed, growing critiques towards the postmodern fragmentation thesis are
not solely a phenomenon of Finnish youth research either. (For more on these
critiques, see Cohen and Ainley, 2000; Gudmundsson, 2000; Lähteenmaa, 2000;
Suurpää, 2002.)

Furthermore, the post- or late modern framework applied by youth researchers in
Finland has been based mostly on general cultural and societal contexts, rather than
a sensitive look at the particular context of young people’s lives and their particular
life phases in an era of great emotional, moral and social changes. Thus, paradoxi-
cally, in line with post- or late modern (identity) conceptualizations and the discur-
sive approach to young people, the specificity of youth as an age group with a
particular standing in the life-cycle, or youth as a particular generation, has often been
overlooked. The primary level for analysis then is no longer the group level – friend-
ship and peer relations in diverse concrete living contexts – but rather individual
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young persons or a general(ized), even essentialized, and often discursively
approached category of ‘contemporary young people’. From that perspective, it
could be claimed that identity theories have contributed to the further removal of
group-based youth cultural analysis. This is unfortunate: a theoretical and empirical
attention to youth groups, friendships and emotions, or even generational aspects
could also have been integrated into social identity theories. What is illuminating is
that the Finnish Youth Research Network’s research programme for the years
2003–2004 had a specific age group mentioned as a target with its title: 15–19-year-
old Young People in the Finnish Welfare State. The aim is thus to bring age-specific
approaches with concrete analysis of generations and youth groups (back) to the
centre of interest in Finnish youth studies.

FINLAND AS A LAND OF PEER GROUP CULTURES?

Theories of subcultures, reflexiveness and identity are often problematic in terms of
empirical, context-sensitive research. Cultural concreteness is lost, and we are often
left with just general contemporary analysis. Identity work is done in some wealthier
segments of Bangalore (Saldanha, 2004), as well as in Finland’s smaller cities, whose
youth micro-cultures we can attempt to credibly and convincingly conceptualize
using this term, or can we? The social history of Finnish society is characterized not
only by the poverty and shortages of peasant life, but also by relatively late but rapid
industrialization, urbanization and modernization. This factor makes it problematic
to paint Finnish urban culture with the same brush as central European urban
cultures – e.g. in terms of social regulation in urban areas, local control in Finnish
cities happens in a different way than in the piazzas of Milan for instance. According
to Matti Rimpelä’s pointed perspective (2002), Finland’s social and health conditions
had been on the level of a poorer developing nation, and Finland’s development from
the 1930s to the current decade has in this sense been an absolutely astounding
success story. Also the interrelationships between the elderly, children and young
people are organized in different societies at different times in different ways. If farm
workers’ children’s life in the 1800s was under the authoritarian yoke of peasant
society (Markkola, 2003), these days the technologized forms of youth for media-
cultured Finnish young people appear to be conceived in ‘absolute (even normative)
freedom’ (Coogan and Kangas, 2001; Kangas and Kuure, 2003; Kasesniemi, 2003;
Oksman and Turtilainen, 2004; Wilska, 2004).

Annikka Suoninen (2001) also classifies Finland as a peer group oriented culture.
But in different societies young people’s peer groups have different sorts of tasks.
After analysing the results of a survey on the amount of personal freedom given to
children, Suoninen divided 12 European countries into three groups. The basic
questions were how much time did the young respondents spend with their families,
and how much with friends; how much did their parents regulate their schedules;
and did children and teenagers think that they had enough freedom to go out when
they wanted?11 According to these variables, Suoninen classified Belgium, Spain,
France and Italy as traditional family-oriented cultures.12 In these countries more than
half of the children surveyed and a fifth of the teenagers spent most of their leisure
time with their families. At the same time most of their families placed restrictions
on their activities. Suoninen labeled Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands and Denmark
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as peer group oriented cultures: just under a third of children and about ten percent
of young people spent their free time mostly with their families, their coming and
going were rarely regulated and the young people felt that they had enough freedom.
Israel, Germany, the United Kingdom and Switzerland were, in Suoninen’s classifi-
cation, moderately family oriented cultures. In these countries children are rather
family oriented, although considerably less than in the so-called traditional family
oriented cultures, but teens are rather peer group oriented, though not so strongly
as those in the Nordic countries or the Netherlands.

The viewpoint of Finland as a peer group oriented culture raises the question of
Finnish young people’s role as consumers. Minna Autio and Visa Heinonen (2004)
have written about those who are currently in their twenties, i.e. those who were
born in the early 1980s. According to these researchers, this group represents the
first generation of young Finns to have lived their whole lives in the material comfort
of a society of plenty. Autio and Heinonen characterize these modern young people
by saying that they are at the same time the most informed and the most consuming
youth in the history of Finnish society. They have said a final farewell to the puritan
peasant cultural tradition that was still so familiar to children raised in the 1960s
and 70s. Autio and Heinonen tell how the childhood of children born in the 1960s
was coloured by the savings ideology of the 1970s, including the campaign to save
energy. In an economic sense, however, the energy crisis meant a major expansion
of bilateral trade with Finland’s big eastern neighbour, and during the 1970s Finland
rose from being a ‘third world’ nation to being an ‘upper middle-class’ European
country (Roos, 1999: 17).13

Young people’s peer group cultures indeed require the existence of youth
cultures. The idea of a mass youth culture first came up in Finnish discourse during
the 1950s and 1960s, in reference to the large cohorts born in the late 1940s. Its
ingredients were an original mix for the time, of the Finnish country dance tradition
(a special interpretation of tango, and dancing types called ‘jenkka’ and ‘humppa’
which are impossible to describe briefly, but can be described as varieties of the
polka, or foxtrots from the 1930s), the breakthrough of Western popular culture
(rock ’n’ roll), free volition in leisure activities, dating and intoxication oriented
partying.14 Sociologist Pekka Sulkunen (1981) has drawn these factors together from
the perspective of alcohol consumption, speaking of the wet generation. Generation,
however, is a theme that has not been overly cultivated in Finnish youth culture
research, though this factor has its relevance. Marja Tuominen’s (1991) doctoral
research in cultural history tells of the post-war authoritarian landscape, the Finnish
spirit of the 1960s and various generational struggles for hegemony. Using biograph-
ical materials, Johanna Jääsaari’s (1987) research categorizes relations between gener-
ation and politics during Finland’s time of independence. Kari Paakkunainen’s (1991,
2002) texts can be read as telling of the new ways of relating to politics among
affluent Finland’s younger generation. Also the school experiences of Finns of
different ages have been studied according to the conceptual framework of genera-
tion (Antikainen et al., 1996). None of these, however, is a matter of strictly applying
Karl Mannheim’s (1928/1952) generation theory (cf. Purhonen, 2002), but rather
discussing and analysing mass generations without notions of Mannheimian elitism
or elite avantgardes. Tapio Aittola (1992: 104ff.) has shown that the classical student
culture, with its clear boundaries as a period of life, had already changed in the late
1970s and early 1980s to a system of flexibly working and studying intermittently.
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Student culture for the new type of student fragmented into different sorts of partial
cultures based on style and professional identity after graduation. The place of study
no longer formed the focal point of the students’ lives, as work and the life arenas of
other students directed them away from the study department. Lasse Siurala (1994)
has studied changes in young people’s attitudes towards work, from the perspective
of generation, using broad quantitative measures.

When it comes to generation, J.P. Roos (1987) has created the best-known Finnish
classification of mass generations, although it is still somewhat subject to dispute. Roos
divides Finns into four generations: (1) those born between 1900 and 1925 – the recon-
struction generation; (2) those born between 1925 and 1939 – the post-war reconstruc-
tion generation; (3) those born between 1940 and 1950 – the great transition generation
(so-called baby boomers); and (4) those born since 1950 – the urban neighbourhood
generation. This classification is not Mannheimian in the orthodox sense (cf.
Mannheim, 1928/1952), nor does it touch on the mobilization of generations, but it
was intended to be useful in discussing Finnish generations on a larger scale.15 Beyond
Mannheim it might even be considered that larger mass generations also have shared
experiences, which justifies speaking of them in certain areas at least as groups which
think the same, recognize certain shared experiences or which at least understand each
other, even without looking for any particular generational awareness (Hoikkala and
Paju, 2002: 15). From this perspective it is enough to talk about circumstances which
can in turn be defined as the objective conditions of generations. Objective conditions
as a concept is close to that of living conditions, which is so familiar in various youth
policy statements (Hoikkala and Mustonen, 2004; European Commission, 2002).
Speaking in generation research jargon, we might say that living conditions refer to the
(greater and smaller) changes, events and societal-institutional organizations which, for
their part, shape cohorts and their experiences – whether or not they are consciously
recognized as such. According to the Mannheimian model we can speak of general
crises in society and their corresponding key experiences – wars, recessions, rapid
urbanization and other exceptional episodes (Virtanen, 2002: 43).16 Mannheim aimed
to show how traumatic events formed general experiences.

TOWARDS THE COMPULSORY INDIVIDUAL CHOICE GENERATION

From the question of the significance of the concept of generation in studying youth
cultures, we can now turn to a question brought to mind by the title of our article,
which concerns the relevance of investigating this concept in youth policy. It is
relevant if by way of the above form of analysis we are able to open an analysis of
the conditions leading to the formation of different larger generations of youth. To
say it in a straightforward and sociological manner, we assume that changing living
conditions and the welfare state measures which regulate them have served as the
supporting surface for the experiences of different generations. J.P. Roos’s above
mentioned classification must, however, be further developed at the tail end. In place
of Roos’s urban neighborhood generation, on one level we have the welfare genera-
tion, and on the next we have the compulsory individual choice generation. This
latter designation is intended to refer to those born since the late 1970s.

The name compulsory individual choice generation is particularly appropriate
for Finnish young people, who have experienced life horizons saturated with radical
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movements for change and applications of information technology. This generation
is also characterized by consumption and competition, especially in school contexts.
Since the early 1990s, the dominating trends in the educational domain and education
policies have increasingly revolved around specialization, efficiency and freedom of
choice (Antikainen et al., 2000). This concerns not only upper secondary schools and
higher education. In the spirit of today’s pursuit of individualization, even 13-year-
olds still attending basic education are supposed to be mature enough to choose their
study periods. This sort of life setting is also the horizon for particular demands. One
must be able to choose and know what one is capable of in order to survive in the
Info Age, with schools characterized by increasing openness and specialization.

Compulsory individual choice is not the only distinguishing feature of the current
young generation. Owing to the rapidly increasing number of immigrants in Finland
we can also speak of them as a particular multiculturalized generation.17 Young
people have confronted challenges of multiculturalism and the inequalities of a multi-
ethnic society in everyday life and throughout their life cycle in a different way from
the current adult population. Whereas older generations living in Finland can avoid
multiculturalism as a societal and moral question which no longer needs to affect
them, young people are inevitably surrounded by multicultural aspects in their day-
to-day life. The tension between racism and tolerance is also relevant in forming their
cultural groups and sense of belonging (Keskisalo and Perho, 2001; Harinen and
Suurpää, 2004; Suurpää, 2002).

One more trend characterizing the current generation of young people: in the
1990s young people’s desire to get an education, or at least the number of young
people pursuing an education, showed a further increase in Finland. Following result-
driven reform and re-drawing of school districts, schools’ guidance systems have
returned by the back door. The comprehensive school, proclaiming equal rights, has
indeed maintained its position as a publicly funded basic service, and the road to
higher education remains formally open, which certainly supports equality in
education (Järvinen, 1998). But a social filter operating in the name of supporting the
gifted and providing free choice appears to direct children’s and their parents’
choices according to their social status (Antikainen et al., 2000). Together with choice
comes responsibility, regardless of how free the choice actually is. Stressing efficiency
and individuality certainly has its own dynamic, but in the world of schooling the
price of efficiency and specialization has also been paid in terms of the educational
ideals of general knowledge and equality.

Modern day young people and school children are significantly part of consumer
cultures, which promote the embodiment of peak experiences, enjoyment and
pleasure as the central orientation point of young people’s lives as well as risk control
and self control as their corresponding self technologies. Without self-control tech-
niques – generally referred to as life management – and the ability to act according
to one’s own rules the young person may be sucked into the surge of addictions. This
newly fragile structure of youth has been detailed by, among others, Anne Puuronen
(2004) in her doctoral research concerning anorexics. Anorexics are described in her
work as over-achievers in the culture of self control.
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CONCLUSION: A NEW MEANS OF CONTROL AND YOUTH
RESEARCH

The specialities of Finnish youth research can be looked at as the consequences of
the so-called ‘fuzzy turn’ of the 1980s (Hoikkala and Paju, 2002), a change in the style
of government in Finland and an expression of new public management. The fuzzy
turn refers to the step-by-step breakthrough of deregulation, privatization, open
competition and new socialization in guiding norms, away from the centrally
controlled old guard in Finland’s social development policy. Pekka Sulkunen, Kati
Rantala and Mirja Määttä (2003) see new public management projects as a favourable
neo-liberal governmental doctrine of avoiding central regulation and reducing
traditional sectors of government, which favours communal strategies and markets
rather than universal public services. If we look at the trends in youth administration
and restructuring since Finland joined the European Union, most of the principles of
new public management named by Sulkunen et al. are alive and well, influencing
practices for us as well. The rise of evaluation research is undoubtedly related to this.
Finland is by no means alone in this regard. Around the European Union there is a
wave of evaluation swelling; whether national or European, public policy is subject
to evaluation. Evert Vedung (2004) claims that evaluation is the mega-trend of our
entire age. Michael Power (1997) speaks of the audit explosion phenomenon.

Many Finnish youth researchers have been part of the flow of new forms of govern-
ment more or less gladly. One submits to the power scheme; another takes a post-
modern, flexible approach to the power heirarchies; a third reminds people that, new
public management or not, researchers are always expected to present a critical and
well argued voice, since only a lazy government calls on researchers to legitimate its
own actions. It is nevertheless healthy to ask: what should we study when we study
youth projects, if we are supposed to produce an evaluation in just a few weeks?
Does such research live up to academic standards?

To conclude, an increasingly common view is that youth administration needs
information that it no longer gets through youth organizations and structures of
political participation. There are few municipal youth boards left and young people’s
participation in conventional political youth organizations is numerically rather thin.
Young voters slept through the last parliamentary and municipal elections. The
political voice of young people is not being articulated as it was when the current
horizontal structures of youth politics were being built in the 1970s, for instance.
The gap in information about youth from this sort of administrative viewpoint is what
youth research in its own way is attempting to fill. But research cannot use the voice
of young people.

Notes

1 Finland’s Ministry of Education is under the joint direction of two cabinet ministers in the
national government: the Minister of Education and the Minister of Culture. Youth
research funding comes from the division supervised by the latter, through its office of
youth affairs. Youth research is not funded through the department of science policy,
though this department does accord a particular status to youth research.

2 Brake (1980: 166) writes: ‘Youth culture also offers a collective identity, a reference
group, from which to develop an individual identity, ‘magically’ freed from the ascribed
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roles of home, school and work. It provides cognitive material from which to develop an
alternative career, kept secret from, and in rebellion with the adult world. It is a free area
between the control and authority of the adult world and freedom amongst one’s peers.’

3 This refers to youth subcultures being understood as reactions to the class-based internal
conflicts of their parent cultures, which were part of the mainstream culture surrounding
them, making subcultures a sort of magical solution to certain forms of conflict within
the parent cultures.

4 The Nordisk Sommeruniversitet (NSU), an organization of critical researchers, was a
channel through which post-Frankfurt School analysis and the social critiques of Thomas
Ziehe (Ziehe, 1975; Ziehe and Stubenrauch, 1982) for example, as well as British cultural
studies filtered into Finland. This came about particularly through the NSU’s socialization
study circle, and the youth culture study circle which followed (Hoikkala, 1986a).

5 In his study of ‘heavy metal’ identity in youth centres in the city of Joensuu in the 1980s,
Jari Ehrnrooth (1988: 184) discovered that there was a certain subcultural heavy style,
but he still found it objectionable for ‘imported theories from the Birmingham School to
be applied to subcultures among our own young people’. Ehrnrooth was interested in
investigating young people’s stylizing (cf. the bricolage premise in the CCCS
methodology) and he came to the conclusion that, ‘the heavy trend involves one
expression, one style, but several lifestyles. Heaviness as such is a stylistically uniform
“subculture” but it does not arise from one particular “parent culture”, but from virtually
all of them.’ Thus from Ehrnrooth’s perspective it cannot be explained as a dual
articulation between parent cultures and mainstream culture. The multiple significations
of the heavy movement were relevant to its status as a subcultural post-style (Ehnrooth,
1988: 194). Ehrnrooth had to revise the CCCS ‘bricolage premise’ to make it into a
valuable principle for studying the styles of young people.

6 Jaana Lähteenmaa (1991) has attempted to combine the group level and the individual
level in her study of hip-hoppers, underground heavies, skinheads and skaters in
Helsinki. The familiar element from Birmingham was that Lähteenmaa interpreted the
subcultural groups she was studying as magical solutions to the crises of the time in
Finnish society. Perhaps as a result of this, the analysis was not so elaborated, as
Lähteenmaa herself has also pointed out. Lähteenmaa later wrote (1996: 114): ‘For
example I assumed of skinheads that this subculture would most likely draw in boys who
had difficulty in identifying with their fathers and thus in building their own masculine
self-image. This was an individualized causal explanation of the skinhead style – the
societal explanation in turn was [. . .] a separate issue, relating to problems concerning
the general rise in tensions with immigrants and refugees in Finnish culture’.

7 Finland is a bilingual country where Swedish is the second official language. The Swedish-
speaking minority consists of approximately six percent of the Finnish population.

8 As advertised on its web page, ‘The Finnish Youth Research Network is a community of
researchers working in co-operation with various universities and research institutes both
nationally and internationally. Its operation is multi-disciplinary and both thematically and
geographically diverse. Youth as a period of life, as a producer of cultures and a cultural
product; young people as societal actors and as the objects of youth policy, both growing
and being raised – the Youth Research Network’s viewpoints concerning youth and
young people are not standardized; they flex and change.’ (www.nuorisotutkimusseura.fi)

9 For example, the change in the Finnish ethic of child rearing, from authoritarian
command to negotiating parenthood (Hoikkala, 1993) which promotes a culture of
shared age and mild adulthood to which we are attuned by the Ziehe discussion.

10 Research in Finnish educational sociology has, for the past couple of decades, been
characterized by a theory of societal reproduction – an empirical approach involving
large quantitative data sets has been utilized to keep social, economic and cultural
structures going (see, e.g. Kivinen and Rinne, 1995).
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11 In Suoninen’s survey (coordinated by Livingstone) children were represented by
6–7-year-olds and 9–10-year-olds; young people/teens, by 12–13-year-olds and
15–16-year-olds.

12 The concept of ‘traditional’ is used by Suoninen as an obviously descriptive term, so she
does not load it with the same sort of theoretical charge as does Giddens, for instance,
for whom tradition refers to a pre-modern form of society. In this sense the concept of
tradition varies a bit in the text in hand.

13 This is according to measures of lower middle-class income and consumption, and the
numbers of automobiles and televisions per capita.

14 In the 1960s the so-called Prayer Saturday was still enforced in Finland, an ecclesiastical
convention comparable with church holidays (four times per year), which regulated
amusements. It was forbidden, for example, to organize dances or show movies publicly
on a Prayer Saturday. The school children’s organization Teiniliitto at last organized
protests against this amusement prohibition in 1965, after which it was finally abolished.

15 When can we speak of a generation? Mannheim’s classic essay on generations
(1928/1952) offers four factors as criteria: (1) there must be a certain cohort or group of
cohorts which (2) distinguish themselves as having a certain generational position based
on (3) certain key experiences which they have shared as an age group, resulting in (4)
the generation being actualized in terms of generational movements. This is a demanding
batch of criteria, on the basis of which many youth phenomena commonly understood to
be generations do not qualify.

16 Matti Virtanen (2002: 43) writes that ‘the more densely and profoundly crises in society
come, the more often new experiential generations will be formed’. As has been argued
in this article, the object tends to be stretched in the direction of a more general
prerequisite. Semi Purhonen (2005) challenges Virtanen’s interpretation by saying that
Mannheim’s theory of generations does not have any notion of key experiences.

17 Although the number of immigrants living in Finland as a percentage of the overall
population is small by international comparison (approximately 2%), the growth in the
number of immigrants has been particularly fast: since the early 1990s the number of
immigrants in Finland has quadrupled.
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