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off a wave of national defence volunteerism. While voluntary

participation in national defence is not a new phenomenon in
Finland, volunteers have received little academic attention outside the
armed forces, but this trend is now turning. This article helps us to better
understand the personal motives that influence national defence
volunteering as well as how the relationship between citizens and the
state is visible in the context of national defence. The results are tied to
discussions about spatial belonging, militarism and citizenship and the
article calls for a need to further refine the understanding of legitimation
of violence within critical military studies. Using interview data, the article
links motivation to issues such as the perceived threat from Russia and
thetransgenerational passage of values. Issues that frame the relationship
between active reservists and the state includes, agency within state
structures and the shared responsibility of national defence.

n I The Russian attack on Ukraine stirred the Finnish society and set
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Introduction

Voluntary participation in national defence has received considerable attention in Finland since
Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. While participation in voluntary national defence and its
associated organizations have been a part of Finnish civil society since independence, they have
largely been overlooked in research conducted outside the armed forces, until recently. The war in
Ukraine has prompted a wealth of research related to volunteering in and for Ukraine, and of
Ukrainians, but also in Finland (Oleinik 2018; Josticova & Aliyev 2024; Mikheieva & Kuznetsova 2024,
Raisio et al. 2025a, 2025b). Previous studies focus more on current critical issues influencing
volunteering or on the possible future prospects of volunteering. Here, however, pre- and post-
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Ukraine 2014/2022 views are considered, and a more longitudinal approach is adopted, with
informants having anywhere from a few months to decades of volunteering experience.

This article explores the current situation that influence volunteering and the reasons behind long-
term commitment to a cause in the context of national defence. The focus is on the underlying
motivations of volunteers who participate in national defence activities that are not mandated by law.
By volunteers | refer to reservists who participate in reservist associations’ and the National Defence
Training Association of Finland’'s (NDTAF) activities. Furthermore, they have to have completed
conscription or women's voluntary service and not resigned from the armed reserve. The article
addresses the following research questions: what motivates active reservists to participate in voluntary
national defence, and what factors in their relationship with the state and society influences their
volunteering practices? Previous research highlights an insufficient knowledge regarding how citizens'
national defence relationship works in practice (Kosonen et al. 2019; Jalkanen et al. 2020). Studies and
surveys in Finland, on willingness to defend the country, measure a latent quality in a hypothetical
situation that may never occur (Kaarkoski et al. 2020), while this study shows a concrete form of
willingness to defend. The recent first collected edition of critical military studies in Finland highlights
the need for this type of research (Hast & Kotilainen 2024a). Furthermore, voluntary work is a core
component of Finland's national defence and security concept of kokonaisturvallisuus (comprehensive
security) and the results are instrumental in improving it (Government of Finland 2025).

A commonly cited definition of militarism is the acceptance of a society’s militaristic values, such as
the conflict-prone nature of humans, the use armed force to solve problems, and the notion that
having enemies is a natural state, while militarisation is a sociopolitical process that makes these
values more prevalent (Enloe 2004). However, this article diverges from that approach and, instead,
uses Eastwood’s (2018) “rethinking” of militarism to portray it as an ideology. This makes it possible to
distinguish the instrumentalities and desires behind motives that would otherwise go undetected and
shed more light on the prevailing conditions behind volunteering. The article adds body to typologies
of militarism by providing an account of the processes and relationalities connected to militarism
(Mabee & Vucetic 2018).

The paper begins with an introduction to civil society in Finland and its connections with
comprehensive defence and the concept of comprehensive security. Furthermore, it provides a note
on the context of the study in relation to the majority of research on reserves and reservist. Secondly,
the studies’ conceptual framework and its relation to literature on militarism, citizenship, and spatial
belonging is presented. This is followed by a section on the methodology and the analysis, which is
divided into two sections, one for each research question. The article concludes with discussion of the
findings.

Voluntary national defence and civil society in Finland

Following Russia’'s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, reservist associations and the
NDTAF experienced a substantial surge in course attendance and membership applications
(Holopainen 2022; Nikka 2022; livari 2023). The amount of NDTAF training days rose from about
47,000 in 2021 to 140,000 in 2024 (National Defence Training Association of Finland 2022, 2025).
During the 2010s, the annual training day volume fluctuated between 63,000 and 90,000 (Pylkkanen
2023). Another notable development following the war was the formation of the first reservist
association in the demilitarised Aland region (Koli 2022).

This study’s context deviates significantly from the international literature on reservists and reserve
forces, which predominantly draw empirical data from countries with all-volunteer forces. In such
countries, reservists usually have a contractual bond with the armed forces, formed by their own free
will (Griffith 2011; Bury 2017; Griffith & Ben-Ari 2020; Catignani & Basham 2021; Shields 2022; Ben-Ari
et al. 2025). Two important deviations are reserve service after mandatory conscription, and
participation involuntary national defence, which largely takes place in non-governmental associations
rather than the armed forces alone. Finland has mandatory conscription for men, and women have
been able to volunteer to serve in the armed forces since 1995 (Conscription Act 2007; Act on Voluntary
Military Service for Women 2022). By 2023, over 12,000 women had completed armed service, with
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more than one thousand volunteering annually (Maavoimat 2023). While the constitution obliges all
Finnish citizens to participate in national defence, only men and volunteer women undergo military
service and participate in refresher training exercises. In the event of war or conflict, they are called to
arms if necessary (Constitution of Finland 1999; Conscription Act 2007; Act on Voluntary Military
Service for Women 2022).

Voluntary participation in national defence has been ongoing in Finland since independence in
1917. Before the Second World War, two main organisations operated in this area alongside numerous
reservist associations: Suojeluskunnat (Civil Guard) and Lotta Sviérd (a
voluntary auxiliary paramilitary organisation for women). Both were dissolved when the Paris Peace
Treaty was implemented in 1947 (Rauhansopimus 1947). The same treaty restricted military training
to members of the Army, Navy, and Air Force, meaning that others were forbidden from undertaking
it. Lotta Svédrd and Suojeluskunnat were considerable actors in their day largely due to their size.
Suojeluskunnat had about 59,000 members in 1918, rising to approximately 112,000 in 1938, and at its
peak Lotta Svérd had 240,000 members, approximately 50,000 of whom were junior members aged
8-17 (Lotta Svard n.d.; Pylkkdnen 2001). These were significant numbers when keeping in mind that
Finland’s population was only 3.67 million at the time (Statistics Finland 1999). Following the dissolution
of the Soviet Union, the Finnish government declared certain provisions of the Paris Peace Treaty
expired and in 1993 the NDTAF was established (National Defence Training Association of Finland
n.d.). What is noteworthy for voluntary national defence is that the association offers military training
courses for reservists, which are run by voluntary reservists.

Current Finnish military and security policies employ two main concepts, comprehensive defence
and comprehensive security. These concepts provide the tasks and roles for various stakeholders,
including voluntary organizations (Government of Finland 2021; Government of Finland 2025).
Comprehensive defence (kokonaismaanpuolustus) brings together military and civilian actors to secure
the state’s independence and its citizens' livelihoods. On the other hand, comprehensive security
(kokonaisturvallisuus) designates how the state responds to threats against its vital functions through
cooperation between officials, businesses, civil society, and citizens (Sanastokeskus TSK ry 2017).

In recentyears, civil society and voluntary work have received increased attention as part of security
in the Baltic Sea region, accompanied by a growing body of literature on the subject (Perttula 2013;
Jalava et al. 2017; Lepistd et al. 2020; Loik 2020; Kuronen & Tolli 2023). Finland’s Defence Report and
Security Strategy for Society identify voluntary work as playing an important role in areas such as
military defence, search and rescue services, social and healthcare services, and national recovery
and resilience (Security Committee 2017; Government of Finland 2021). The 2025 Security Strategy for
Society operationalises civil society by listing different types of organisations and their roles in
comprehensive security, understanding them as associations and loosely organised groups
(Government of Finland 2025). Civil society complements the actions of officials in areas such as
foreign policy and cybersecurity. Voluntary national defence is also considered an “effective resource”
for comprehensive defence, developed in cooperation with society, and particularly with the Finnish
Defence Forces in mind (ibid., 67).

Conceptualising voluntary national defence through militarism, citizenship, and
spatial belonging

Three concepts are employed to explain and analyse the data and the results: militarism, citizenship,
and spatial belonging. Militarism, considered as an ideology, binds together all aspects of the data
through an analytical focus on desires and instrumentalities related to war and the military (Eastwood
2018). Citizenship focuses on the relationships between citizens, as well as between citizens and the
state, highlighting the societal dimensions of volunteering for national defence. Finally, spatial
belonging bridges the affective gap between personal and societal motivations to volunteer,
demonstrating their interconnection.

Eastwood defines ideology as a “structural relationship between social practices and the individuals
who participate in them, which works by producing those individuals as subjects” and militarism as
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ideological involvement with war and violence that seek to legitimise them (Eastwood 2018, 48).
Ideological practice can also be defined as “a communal activity taking place in social space and
recurring over time” (Freeden 2000, 304). Involvement with militaries and their practices can have
several layers of intentionality, ranging from voluntary participation to passive acceptance. It is not
only soldiers who engage in these practices as civilians may also take supporting roles (Eastwood
2018). Militarism can take implicit forms that eventually penetrate society and affect everyday life. It
involves ranking military modes of being above other options and engaging in associated material
practices (Vagts 1959; Hast & Kotilainen 2024b). Ideologies are produced and sustained by ideological
apparatuses, such as the Finnish Defence Forces, NDTAF and numerous reservists’ associations, which
bring ideology into material existence (Eastwood 2018). Different ideological practices, such as gender
relations and class identities, can make war and the military desirable; however, these desires do not
necessarily have to be enthusiastic (ibid.).

An ideological approach to militarism enables three key insights (Eastwood 2018). First, it reveals
how war and violence can be used, by those involved, to advance needs other than the state’s strategic
goals. Eastwood (2018) illustrates this with the example of promoting one’s military masculinity
through participating in a war, demonstrating the relationship between such non-essential
instrumental needs and militarism. This shows how the civil-military boundary can blur and how
instrumental desires and strategic objectives may reinforce one another. Second, the ideological
desire takes precedence, rendering the strategic object, and its truth or falsity, of secondary
importance:

The critique of militarism as ideology is therefore more sophisticated than a straightforward

distinction between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ instances of violence. It asks us to consider why we really want
to fight. (Eastwood 2018, 50).

Finally, it shows that seemingly unquestioned non-ideological motives used to justify violence are in
fact the most ideological manifestations of militarism. In doing so,
...the critique of militarism as ideology challenges the accepted boundary between 'ideological’ and

‘non-ideological’ violence, pointing out the ways in which this production of a supposedly ‘non-
ideological’ kernel to war is itself internal to militarist ideology. (Eastwood 2018, 50).

Eastwood’s definition of militarism and the resulting analytical insights allow us to engage with the
ideological desires and strategic needs behind the material practice of volunteering for national
defence.

Citizenship has several features that can be used to analyse voluntary participation in national
defence, especially in relation to the willingness to defend, a key factor in explaining participation in
national defence (Kosonen et al. 2019). Myyry (2009) identifies six dimensions of the willingness to
defend. They are threat perception, the individual's responsibility in relation to a community, the
credibility of defence, the nature of war, the importance of national identity, and Finnishness.
Citizenship encompasses several aspects which directly or indirectly can influence participation in
voluntary national defence, many of which overlap with the dimensions of willingness to defend.
These aspects include identification with the state, various citizenship practices, the citizen-state
relationship, the rights and duties of citizens, political participation, and the socio-economic
background of individuals and the opportunities that arise from it (Flint & Taylor 2018). The relationship
between the citizen and the state defines one’s national defence relationship. The key factors are
attachment to society and the state, perceptions of threats to society or the state and the ability to
address these threats, and the experience of the state as something worth defending (Kosonen et al.
2019).

Studies on national defence and citizenship in Finland currently comprise a limited number of
publications, complemented by a much wider body of literature on willingness to defend (Kosonen
2019; Kosonen et al. 2019; Puustinen et al. 2019; Riikonen et al. 2019; Jalkanen et al. 2020). These
studies highlight features of the relationship between active reservists and the state to which
informants might implicitly or explicitly refer, stemming from their status as citizens and the perceived
duties associated with this role. These include notions about reciprocal relationship between the
benefits and rights of citizenship and corresponding duties, as well as an emphasis on obligations not
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only towards the state but also towards veterans and those less fortunate in society (Riikonen et al.
2019). The idea of an active and ‘good’ citizen is prominent when national defence is discussed in the
context of citizenship. This includes the views that participation in national defence and paying taxes
are central to good citizenship; that reciprocity between citizens and the state requires active
participation; and that individuals should contribute positively to society (ibid.). National defence
relationship provides further tools to evaluate how citizenship might be visible in volunteering
(Kosonen et al. 2019). First, individual's experience with the state creates the foundations for their
relationship with and positionality towards national defence. The positionality consists of four factors:
attitude, trust, capacity, and agency. Agency is particularly important in the context of volunteering. It
is understood as the movement between different roles and actions within those roles in relation to
national defence, driven by both intrinsic and extrinsic factors. It may also manifest as seeking
additional duties in national defence (ibid.). Volunteering can thus be seen as an expansion of one’s
agency beyond what is formally expected (Constitution of Finland 1999).

The empirical case presented in this article is based on how the role of reservist — a subset of the
role of citizen — is realised, and on how the demand to participate in Finland's military defence is
enacted. While citizens may resign from the role of reservist, they may also embrace it and act
according to what they perceive as appropriate for that role. The roles of citizen and reservist, and the
different positionalities towards national defence that follow from them, are key to understanding the
phenomenon in question (Myyry 2009; Flint & Taylor 2018; Kosonen et al. 2019; Riikonen et al. 2019).
Acting in accordance with perceived responsibilities and imperatives, and how these are defined, is
the analytical focus of the concept of citizenship in this article.

Finally, spatial attachment and a sense of belonging are crucial in explaining why individuals might
volunteer for national defence. A sense of spatial belonging stems from interaction with one’s
environment, and may be tied to narratives and identities, while also manifesting in commitment to,
or longing for, a specific location (Easthope 2009; Tomaney 2015). Belonging can be conceptualised as
the relationship between the individual and a collective identity (Jones & Krzyzanowski 2011). Spatial
belonging also “structures and shapes political mobilisation and contestation” (Ranta & Nancheva
2018, 1). Itis not a fixed state, but is influenced by “dynamic structural, temporal, spatial and relational
processes” (Ryan 2018, 235). Individuals can reconstruct and reinterpret their sense of belonging,
which in turn affects their position in relation to others, both individuals and collectives (Jones &
Krzyzanowski 2011).

Simultaneous networks of solidarity, loyalty, and emotional attachment form a framework for
socio-territorial belonging (Pollini 2005). Symbolically significant national landscapes serve as
mediums for collective identity and play a part in national narratives (Hayrynen 2000; Vainikka 2012).
These spaces contain memories that link current residents to the past and influence the ongoing
reproduction of society (Agnew 2004; Till 2004). Places can also be understood as sites where identities
are performed and where personal attachments to location are formed (Savage et al. 2004; Torsti
2008). In this article, spatial belonging is understood both as a process of seeking and maintaining
membership in a community and as the community itself, whether an association or a military unit.

Qualitative case study of Finnish reservists

Given the number of factors influencing voluntary defence, as depicted in the previous section, a
qualitative approach is suitable for this kind research (DeLyser et al. 2010). The empirical data,
gathered in spring and summer of 2023, consists of semi-structured interviews with 22 informants
and mental maps completed by 15 informants, for a total of 37 informants. The interviews include a
background information sheet, and a mental map detailing the reasons for and methods of
participating in voluntary national defence. Fifteen informants completed the background information
sheet and the mental map at the Finnish Brutality shooting competition. The informants gave their
written consent to participate. Informants were informed from the outset that they needed to meet
two criteria. First, they had to be active reservists taking part in voluntary national defence activities of
some kind. Second, they had to be in wartime reserve, meaning they must have completed conscription
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or women'’s voluntary service, and be under the age of 50 for rank and file and under the age of 60 for
non-commissioned officers and officers. The interviewees were recruited via X (formerly Twitter),
reservist associations’' newsletters, and the author's professional networks. Informants at the Finnish
Brutality competition were recruited in person and on site. No incentive was offered for participation,
and data collecting was halted after saturation. The interviews were recorded and transcribed, lasting
between 15 and 50 minutes. They were conducted both in person and online. The data were
pseudonymised using numerical codes. All interview quotations in this article were translated from
Finnish by the author.

The informants were mostly men in their 30s and 40s who had either a bachelor's or master’s
degree. Twelve were in managerial positions, two were students, and none were unemployed. The
remaining 23 were in various blue- and white-collar jobs or were entrepreneurs. Two of the informants
were women. On average, the informants had been involved in voluntary national defence for just
over 12 years and spending 31 days on it annually. Six of the informants had started volunteering in
2022 after the Russian attack on Ukraine. Four informants volunteered less than five days annually,
while three volunteered more than 100 days. 14 out of 37 informants had children, and 18 out of 37
were married. Most of the informants (11) were from the Uusimaa region, and nine were from North
Karelia, where the author is based. The remaining 17 informants were dispersed south of Kuusamo.

A theory-driven content analysis was conducted on the transcribed interviews (Cope 2016; Naeem
et al. 2023). The analysis employed an analytical framework consisting of three themes: citizenship,
motivation, and social setting. The interview questions were compiled by combining theoretical
aspects, particularly regarding citizenship in order to identify issues that influence the practise of
volunteering. Furthermore, my personal experiences were also taken into consideration, especially
the role of community and belonging which guided the selection of the theoretical background. The
interview questions are listed in Appendix 1. The analysis followed a six-step framework developed by
Naeem and colleagues (2023). The content analysis was conducted by approaching the data through
the three previously mentioned themes and allocating all suitable pieces of data to them. The data
were next organised thematically by content. For instance, all data items pertaining to camaraderie
were organised into a single subgroup under the theme of social setting. In total 12 such subgroups
were identified. The analysis was conducted in two iterations: first to find the motives which are
presented as first-person narratives; second focusing on the identification of issues pertaining to the
volunteer’s relationship with the state and society which influence volunteering practices. The motives
were constructed by combining thematically fitting subgroups, illustrating the underlying reasons for
volunteering. In addressing the second research question, the subgroups were analysed to find
implicit and explicit mentions of how one's relationship with the state and society influences their
volunteering, and they are presented in the section following the motivational narratives.

Finally, a critical scrutinization of my positionality as a researcher is required (Rose 1999). | served
in the Finnish Defence Forces from 2012 to 2021, including a study leave between 2019 and 2021.
Additionally, | have been an active member of the National Defence Training Association of Finland
since 2022. Bias derived from researcher positionality is inevitable in social sciences, and it may
manifestin ways such as politically skewed interpretation or looking for data that confirms researchers'’
preconceptions about the topic (Hammersley & Gomm 1997; Mohammed 2023). Positionality will
influence research in numerous ways, providing both challenges and opportunities. On one hand, my
positionality will introduce bias into the results, and it would be dishonest, for myself, the informants,
and the reader, to not disclose that | value the military as an institution. This does not mean discarding
any capacity to criticism; however, | cannot fully map the limits of it in isolation, and the reader should
reflect the results against this information. On the other hand, | have been able to use my experience
in formulating the theoretical framework and the interview questions, while my positionality helped
with gaining access to gatekeeper organizations. It also has influenced the data itself, evidenced by
how some of the informants stated it was easier to open to a fellow volunteer (Anteby 2013). Adhering
to scientific rigour, critically questioning my interpretations and following the peer review comments
have been my ways to combat bias (Savolainen et al. 2023).
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The four narratives showcasing motives to participate in voluntary national defence

The first of the four motivational narratives concerning participation in voluntary national defence is
entitled ‘The perception of a threat has made me think about my military skillsand how | can participate
in defending Finland'. This narrative contains the following subgroups: ‘Participation in national
defence’; Threat perception’; ‘Military skills and capabilities’; and ‘Defending Finland'. In this narrative,
the informants assert that the war in Ukraine has prompted a critical reassessment of their military
skills and capabilities to fulfil their wartime duties. Active engagement in national defence is valuable,
and defending Finland requires the efforts of all capable citizens. The maintenance and updating of
military skills are associated with one’s rank and wartime position. It is possible to enhance promotion
opportunities and attain more senior positions by participating voluntarily. Moreover, there is
pressure to succeed, especially for those in leadership positions, where a lack of tactical and leadership
skills might endanger their subordinates. The excerpts contained within this section are demonstrative
of the subgroups to which they belong.

Threat perception: If Russia weren't there [neighbouring Finland] | would still be involved in

voluntary defence, but it would just be a hobby and a way to have a good time. The hobby has
gotten a lot more serious. (Informant 12)

Defending Finland: I'm a very freedom centred thinker and we live in a freer country than the
possible attacker, so that's a very concrete motive. So that the freedom may continue. (Informant
126)

The second narrative is ‘I feel a sense of duty, and | see my contribution as valuable for society'. It
includes the subgroups ‘Can have an impact on society with one’s actions' and ‘Citizens and reservists
have a duty to participate in voluntary national defence’. This narrative highlights the role active
citizens and reservists play in society, particularly in the context of the ongoing war in Ukraine, where
their voluntary participation is deemed to be highly valued. The informants see their volunteering as
an avenue to influence collective matters, particularly regarding national defence. Volunteers have
ways to support the Finnish Defence Forces, which has been especially important during the periods
when fewer reservists participate in refresher exercises, the number of which is guided by the
government’'s budget. Participation in voluntary national defence constitutes a form of active
citizenship, analogous to the Suojeluskunnat of the interwar period (1917-1939), which provided a way
of improving military skills in one’s free time and needed later during the Second Word War.

Can have an impact on society with one’s actions: When | did my conscription, | felt like | was
trying to do something for society. I've felt the same meaning in the reserves too. (Informant 73)

Citizens and reservists have a duty to participate in voluntary national defence: | think duty
is a good word. If | can participate, | will. And if | get ill, or an injury doesn't allow me to participate,
| get a bad conscience. And | feel bad about not being able to participate. | feel | must be there
because | want to be there. (Informant 85)

The third narrative is ‘I experience camaraderie and unity with fellow citizens, even with people outside
of my own socio-economic group'’. The subgroups under this narrative are ‘Increased sense of unity
with other citizens' and ‘Camaraderie’. Camaraderie was the most common individual subgroup, with
18 out of 22 interview informants answering within this subgroup. This narrative demonstrates the
broadened perspective of the Finnish society and how the informants think about the power
individuals have when they unite for a common cause. The informants express a sense of unity with
their comrades-in-arms and wartime units, and cohesion with individuals with dissimilar socio-
economic backgrounds. Voluntary national defence brings together individuals from all levels of the
society and places them on an equal footing. Having an opportunity to spend time with likeminded
people is a key motivator, in addition to bolstering the informants’ confidence in citizens’ willingness
to defend Finland.

Camaraderie: My original motive was to be part of a community that did things that were

meaningful and important to me, and to get to challenge and improve myself and meet likeminded

people. (Informant 91)
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Increased sense of unity with other citizens: You have people from all societal classes on these
courses and so on, but when you put on green clothes, they're all equal and such. As a conscript
you took that as granted. (Informant 253)

The fourth narrative is 'l live by the values fostered in my childhood home, and | wish to pass them on
to the next generation and protect my family'. This narrative contains the following subgroups:
‘Honouring past generations', ‘Defending family and home’, ‘Values and attitudes learned at home’,
and ‘Passing values on to the next generation’. This narrative presents how volunteers link their
participation in national defence with their upbringing and the patriotic sentiments fostered in their
childhood. They wish to pass those same values on to their own children and other young people
whom they may be able to influence. Honouring the elderly, and especially the veterans of the Second
World War, is an important aspect of this narrative. They seek to maintain the institutional memories
of their sacrifice.
Passing values on to the next generation: It [guarding the graves of heroes] has got a new twist
now that I've got my eldest son into it with me. Since he did his conscription, he's been there with
me. The moment we were standing guard at the graves of heroes and he was in front of me in
snow camouflage was really touching and emotional. | was there standing behind him, and | saw

in my mind my father and grandfather behind me. They weren't there, but the idea of continuity is
very communal. (Informant 40)

Honouring past generations: Then the other idea is that the 96,000 fallen heroes compel us to
act. Even this generation, my generation, to act for the debt of honour for those who rest in
memorial graves. We won't let the flame of independence die. (Informant 50)

The narratives demonstrate that voluntary national defence is accompanied by a range of emotions
and forms of belonging. Camaraderie and a sense belonging to a community are key motivations for
participating. A sense of belonging is a central value in the military environment, and it has been
shown to function both as a precursor to volunteering and as a result of it (Kiili 2015; Kragt & Holtrop
2019). Belonging operates across multiple temporal and spatial scales, including connections to
grandparents, the Second World War generation, fellow reservists, lost Karelia, the home region, and
the immediate family. Similar forms of belonging are found in the activities and goals of Poland's
Territorial Defence Forces, such as building connections with selected historical organisations and
events, fostering spatial attachment to the entire national territory, and cultivating strong patriotic
sentiment (Bruns 2022). Memorial monuments convey the affective dimension of voluntary national
defence across generations, linking individuals to national and historical scales (Agnew 2004; Till
2004). This function may also occur in more mundane contexts, such as schools and sports teams.

Instrumental desires and strategic goals inform participation in voluntary national defence
(Eastwood 2018). Instrumentally, it can serve as a vehicle for social development. This occurs through
gaining membership in, and acceptance by, a group, as well as through opportunities to acquire
relative power within that group via military promotions or positions in associations. Participation in
the production of a perceived common good plays a role in how volunteers justify their actions, and
this may be influenced by a desire for recognition or acceptance from the society at large. The concept
of the masculine protector emerges as an instrumental motivation behind volunteering, while the role
of a ‘patriotic pedagogue’ becomes significant when parenthood — particularly fatherhood — is
intertwined with national defence. The informants also express a strong and largely unquestioned
conviction to the strategic goal of defending Finland.

Finally, the narratives indicate that citizenship plays a pivotal role in how volunteers comprehend
their involvement in national defence (Kosonen et al. 2019; Puustinen et al. 2019). They express pride
in their willingness to contribute to the common good and to the defence of Finland, yet they also
tend to come from relatively privileged social positions (white, employed, educated, citizen). It is
therefore important to approach with caution the idea that voluntary national defence brings together
people from all social classes, at least in the context of these informants. The prevailing self-perception
among the informants is that of active citizens, who voluntarily assume additional responsibility to
defend society and its valued attributes, which are defined in the following section (Myyry 2009;
Kosonen et al. 2019; Riikonen et al. 2019). The combination of relatively strong socio-economic
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positions and supportive attitudes towards national defence suggests that those who perceive
themselves as having much to lose in the event of war or crisis may be more inclined to take
preventative action to protect their status and security. This dynamic may lead to reactive form of
engagement aimed at mitigating perceived threats. Overall, the narratives highlight that the
relationship between citizen and the state is crucial for understanding participation in voluntary
national defence. The following section examines these relationships in greater detail.

How the relationship between active reservists, the state, and society is reflected in
volunteering

This section presents five key themes in the relationship between active reservists and the state and
society that shape participation in voluntary national defence: (1) what is worth defending in society,
2) territoriality 3) shared responsibility of national defence, 4) agency within state structures, and 5)
spatial identities.

The first theme relates to how informants define what is worth defending (Kosonen et al. 2019;
Riikonen et al. 2019). When expressing the need to defend Finland, informants rarely refer explicitly to
the Finnish nation-state as such. Instead, they articulate this idea indirectly by listing the attributes
they associate with Finland or by referring more broadly to ‘society’. These attributes include
independence, democracy, and values such as justice, safety, freedom, equality, parity, solidarity, and
the Nordic way of life. Two informants also highlighted difference in living standards and freedoms
between Finland and countries that were occupied by the USSR during the Second World War and the
Cold War. From that perspective of motivation, the nation-state can thus be understood as a territorial
container for values and attributes that informants deem worth defending (Puustinen et al. 2019).

Contemplation about what is worth defending: I've been thinking a lot about everything that's

worth defending in this country. Overall, | think it's our culture. Although there are a lot of faults in

this country, I've been to 15 different countries in Europe, and I've seen the miserable conditions of
the ex-Soviet countries [which is what we would have had] if we had been occupied by the Soviet

Union for 50 years. (Informant 138)

Territoriality informs action, and manifests at both regional and national scales. At the regional level,
one informant emphasised the role of local knowledge and strengths in national defence. Another
informant noted that defending a different region of Finland would feel different compared to their
home region. Territoriality is also closely tied to historical experience, particularly among those with
family in the areas of Karelia that were ceded to the USSR after the Second World War. At the national
level, territoriality relates to the inviolability of Finland's borders and sovereignty. Identification with
national territory is expressed through both emotional attachment and practical engagement,
including involvement in memorial associations linked to Second World War units, which were
historically organised on a local basis. These examples illustrate how territoriality and remembrance
interact to produce spatial and temporal forms of solidarity (Freeden 2005; Pollini 2005).
Territoriality affects national defence relationship: But for me North Karelians or Eastern Finns
and all who live near the border have a different attitude towards national defence and the sort,
than, for example, someone from the coast, the west coast. The attitude towards Russians and
people is also slightly different. Here in North Karelia, they are not perceived as the enemy per se,
but someone to get along with. It is interesting that you still have some reservations, you want
things to work but you interfere in time [if they do not] (Informant 149)

A further key theme is the notion of shared responsibility for national defence, as articulated in
Finland’s concept of comprehensive security (Government of Finland 2021). The informants
demonstrate a strong internalisation of this responsibility, which manifests as a sense of duty to
participate in voluntary national defence. Reservists are entrusted with significant responsibility, and
when this responsibility is internalised, it can foster a sense of ownership over national defence. This
sense of ownership has been reinforced by Russia’s war in Ukraine and the heightened perception of
threat among Finnish citizens. However, this mechanism may remain dormant during periods of
geopolitical stability Notably, the same shift in context has also led some individuals to resign from the
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reserves, as observed in 2022 when resignation rates increased (Aaltio 2024). Different interpretations
of national defence can lead to different outcomes when individuals exercise their agency (Myyry
2009; Kosonen et al. 2019). The fact that some informants began participating in voluntary national
defence after the Russian attack on Ukraine in 2022 supports the idea that heightened threat
perceptions can move people from indifferent to active (Puustinen et al. 2019; Tiensuu 2024).

Performing duty: This [voluntary national defence] is a way of exercising the [national defence]
duty to the best of my abilities (Informant 212)

Membership of, and agency within, state structures also play a central role. The perceived threat of
Russia was regarded as a conventional war threat, and the informants sought to mitigate it and their
own sense of security with further military training. They referred to state structures, the Finnish
Defence Force's wartime units, and their capacity to perform within them as the dominant context
rather than personal or other contexts. Their role in the wartime Finnish Defence Forces confers upon
them a type of agency that is absent from other parts of the population and gives militarism a special
meaning for them through their personal involvement. This involvement carries with it a threat, or
fear, of death and injury, and the informants seek to alleviate those with further involvement in the
structure that, for them, simultaneously serves as the cause and the remedy for the problem.

Finally, voluntary national defence engages in the production of spatial identities, and the results
show that it operates on multiple spatial levels, especially in the case of maakuntakomppania (local
defence companies) (Herb & Kaplan 1999). The interaction of volunteers with their respective home
regions through military action gives birth to new meanings embedded in the volunteer's identity
(Paasi 1997). They are engaged in planning and exercising the defence of their home regions amidst
their daily lives. This conjunction and socialisation with the volunteer ingroup produce strong local
affinities (Easthope 2009; Tomaney 2015). The principle of territoriality and spatially bound identities
appears to have a strong significance in the context of volunteering for national defence purposes. At
the same time, the absence of territorial attachment appears to correlate lower willingness to
participate in national defence (Walker 2017; Puustinen et al. 2019).

It is important to note that neither the four narratives nor the five themes presented above are
fixed categories. They are overlapping and mutually inclusive, and individuals may draw on multiple
themes to varying degrees. No single ideal character was found among the informants and everyone
had a complex set of motives and exhibited various relationships with the state and society. The
findings indicate diversity among active reservists and their reasons to volunteer. Overall, the results
represent a selection of possible motives to participate in voluntary national defence, not just one.

Furthermore, although not elaborated earlier, the data indicates a strong heteronormativity. In
accounts of the informants’ family heritage, men are active and engage in fighting, whether in the
Finnish Civil War or the Second World War, and women are often depicted as Karelian refugees. In
current accounts father-son relations are important in relaying values — though one informant does
mention a daughter’s voluntary armed service — and it is the male relatives who socialise new
members to different associations. One female informant spoke of her preconceptions of reservists'
associations as an old men'’s clubs prior to joining one.

Conclusions: relationalities as a key tool to understanding voluntary national
defence

This article has used four narratives to display the factors that influence Finnish volunteers’ motivation
to participate in national defence. The motives are rooted in willingness and capability to participate
in national defence, a sense of duty and contributing for the common good, camaraderie, and
transgenerational passage of values and the debt of honour for the past generations. Five key themes
from active reservists’ relationship with the state and society, that influence their volunteering
practices, were identified. These are what is worth defending in society, territoriality, shared
responsibility of national defence, agency within state structures, and spatial identities.

In relation to previous research, the findings introduce new and more detailed insights (Myyry
2009; Kosonen et al. 2019; Puustinen et al. 2019; Riikonen et al. 2019). The motives present novel
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entries for literature on the willingness to defend, especially regarding the role of social and spatial
issues. The social dimension of voluntary defence or willingness to defend is often overshadowed by
societal dimension and the emphasis on citizenship requires complementing theoretical approaches.
Territoriality, below the spatial level of the nation state, is a novel topic for military sociological studies.
The results show that a more refined picture of how one’s location within a country affects motives is
needed. Though, it should be noted that this conclusion is based on a limited number of informants.
Camaraderie is the most important motive that informants share regardless of their age and other
factors, which underscores the importance of conceptualizing national defence as both personal and
social phenomenon, not solely as societal and political.

Agency frames one’s national defence relationship, and the results of this article offer a more
comprehensive understanding of it (Kosonen et al. 2019). The findings suggest that agency itself is
shaped by specific contexts, in this case the Finnish Defence Force's wartime units, thus taking a step
towards a more nuanced picture of agency in the context of national defence. Despite the majority of
the volunteering occurs outside of the Finnish Defence Forces, mentally the agency takes place in the
future and within wartime units. These units do not ‘exist’ in peacetime outside plans and refreshers
exercises but for the individuals involved, they can be a daily lived reality. This involves the social and
spatial relations received through the membership of such unit, for instance command structure and
battle spaces. Additionally, the results reinforce the notion that attachment to society and community
influences attitudes towards military defence and how this attachment occurs in the case of Finland
(Johnson 2013). Also, it can be concluded that one person’s routine can differ greatly compared to
other informants. For example, those with decades of experience in volunteering for national defence
perceived the threat of Russia as less urgent, or at least voiced fewer concerns about the threat,
whereas newcomers to voluntary national defence cited threat as one of the main motivations.
Previously it has been noted that factors of willingness to defend shift by age (Myyry 2009).

All three concepts — militarism, spatial belonging, and citizenship — work together to produce and
influence voluntary national defence. Spatial belonging ties the action to networks of affect that
include, but not restricted to, immediate family, comrades-in-arms, past generations, and a sense of
togetherness with unknown likeminded reservists (Bruns 2022). Long-term participation reconstructs
individuals’ identities while shaping their views about the surrounding society, such as those regarding
other citizens' willingness to defend (Ryan 2018). Spatial belonging and citizenship form a double helix
of for whom'’ and ‘why’. Spatial belonging designates the social context and its formation while shaping
political, in effect national defence, mobilisation (Ranta & Nancheva 2018). Citizenship provides the
political and societal rationale for participation. Citizenship frames voluntary national defence, while
the sense of duty stemming from responsibility felt towards the society and from one’s wartime
position towards their comrades-in-arms are other key tools to understanding it (Myyry 2009; Flint &
Taylor 2018).

Conceptualising militarism as an ideology helps to distinguish underlining motives for participate
in voluntary national defence (Eastwood 2018). However, the results show that desire for war and
military are ambivalent ideologies. The narratives present an ideology of retaining the non-violent
geopolitical situation through military prowess. The informants’ position towards military is different
than their position towards violence, promoting the former while avoiding the latter through
deterrence. In the event of war, they would be in a position of considerable risk, and it would be
detrimental for their societal position and personal safety should such an event occur. Militarism has
room for improvement in terms of defining and refining how this ambivalence fits in and broadening
the scope of ideological involvement. Eastwood (2018, 48) asserts that militarism “always [emphasis
added] includes an ideological legitimation of violence.” yet the results here cast a shadow of doubt
onthis claim. Hast and colleagues (2024) present another example of the hazy veil between legitimating
and opposing violence and the military. This conclusion is likely very dependent on the geopolitical
situation of the country, how the armed forces are recruited and managed, and the nature of potential
violence, as well as the political culture behind using armed forces to pursue political goals. Moving
forward, it may be worthwhile to analytically separate violence from the military to study their
dynamics. Afterall, most soldiers and reservists outside of few selected countries never use their
weapons in anger, or cause bodily harm in other ways, or get deployed to regions where they might
be shot at during their service.
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The age span of the informants enabled the identification of points that would not be apparent if
none of the informants had children at military service age or at all. The gender variation, and the
views of the female informants reported in this article, indicates a necessity to focus more on women
in voluntary national defence and their experiences. None of the informants reported an immigrant
background which is another aspect missing from the dataset that warrants further examination. The
results are best applied to contexts with roughly similar defence posture and solution, and the role of
civil society in security, such as Nordic and Baltic countries. All in all, the article has provided detailed
knowledge about the various personal and societal motives to participate in voluntary national
defence in Finland. It has been shown how they exceed beyond the immediate motives stirred by
Russia’'s war in Ukraine and revealing reasons for long-term voluntary commitment to national
defence. Finally, the article provided a prompt for further development of the concept of militarism by
pointing out the need to separate the action, violence, and the actor, the military, due to their divergent
effects on the people involved.
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Appendix 1: Interview questions

Theme

Question (Original Finnish questions in italics)

Background
information
sheet

Age, place of residence, education level, job title, family status,
time spent doing voluntary defence work, annual level of activity

Motivation
to
participate

e What does voluntary national defence mean for you?

(Mita vapaaehtoinen maanpuolustus tarkoittaa sinulle?)

e What got you into voluntary national defence duties in the first
place? (Mika sai sinut aloittamaan vapaaehtoisen
maanpuolustuksen alunperin?)

e What motivates you now? (Mika talla hetkella motivoi sinua
harrastamaan vapaaehtoista maanpuolustusta?) (If volunteering
started before 2022)

¢ Has anyone influenced your decision to participate? Why?
(Onko joku henkild vaikuttanut paatdkseesi osallistua ja miksi?)
¢ Has any event influenced your decision to participate? Why?
(Onko jokin tapahtuma vaikuttanut paatékseesi osallistua ja
miksi?)

¢ Has anything lowered your motivation to participate? Why?
(Onko jokin laskenut motivaatiotasi osallistua ja miksi?)

Citizenship

e Has participating in voluntary defence affected your experience
of Finnish society? How? (Onko vapaaehtoiseen
maanpuolustukseen osallistuminen vaikuttanut kokemukseesi
suomalaisesta yhteiskunnasta ja miten?)

¢ Has participating changed how you perceive your position in
society? (Onko osallistuminen vaikuttanut siihen miten koet oman
osasi yhteiskunnassa?)

e Has participating changed how you perceive the state of Finland?
(Onko osallistuminen vaikuttanut siihen miten Suomen valtio
sinulle nayttaytyy?)

« Does participating in voluntary defence duties give you a sense
of active participation in collective matters? (Antaako
vapaaehtoiseen maanpuolustukseen osallistuminen sinulle
tunteen, etta voit vaikuttaa kollektiivisiin asioihin?)

¢ Do you feel obliged to participate in voluntary national defence?
(Koetko jonkinlaista velvollisuutta osallistua vapaaehtoiseen
maanpuolustukseen?)

» Do government changes and their decisions affect your
motivation to participate? (Vaikuttavatko vaihtuvat hallitukset ja
niiden paattkset motivaatioosi osallistua?)

Mental map

The informant is asked to elaborate their mental map in detail
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