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ARTICLE

Developed but close to nature: the image of Finland in the 
National Geographic Magazine from the 1900s to the 2010s
Eemeli Hakoköngäs a, Virpi Kiviojab and Olli Kleemola b

aSocial Psychology, University of Eastern Finland, Kuopio, Finland; bContemporary History, University of Turku, Turku, 
Finland

ABSTRACT
The present article focuses on the image of Finland in the National 
Geographic Magazine between 1905 and 2013. The study contributes to 
the research on national images by answering the following questions: a) 
how are Finland and the Finns represented in the photojournalist articles in 
the magazine, b) how has the image of Finland changed over the decades, 
and c) what kind of cultural, social, and political meanings are conveyed 
through the image(s)? The research material consists of 37 English written 
articles including in total 250 photographs and other images. The results 
show four overlapping but still distinctive phases in the thematic transforma-
tion of the image: Finland as a part of the diverse Russian Empire, Finland as 
a progressive but traditional European nation, Finland as the opposite to the 
Soviet Union, and Finland as a country of wild nature. The findings are 
discussed in light of the previous national image research.
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Introduction

Over the 20th century, Finland has been in the interests of the United States especially because of its 
geopolitically significant location next to Russian Empire, the Soviet Union and the Russian 
Federation. Paasivirta (1962) has shown that the interest in Finland started to increase in the US in 
the early twentieth century at the time when Finland was seen as an opponent of Russian oppres-
sion. According to Suchoples (2000), the US attitudes changed from suspicion to a willingness to 
strengthen mutual relations with Finland, and these changes were motivated by US policy towards 
Russia. The Finnish protestant religion as well as the emphasized ‘Western’ nature of the country 
appealed to an American audience, although the country was also seen to reflect traditionality which 
had negative connotations (Jokela 2011; Paasivirta 1962, 29, 41).

The Second World War firstly marked a growing interest towards Finland fighting alone against 
the Soviet Union (Paasivirta 1962, 110–113). However, the Finnish collaboration with the National 
Socialist Germany distanced the relationship, and from the US perspective, the years after the Winter 
War were characterized as suffering from a ‘deteriorating relationship’ (Golden 1989, 8). After the 
war, there existed a dual image of Finland in the US: on the one hand, there were misbeliefs that 
Finland had fallen under Soviet rule, and on the other hand, the Finnish independence next to Soviet 
Union attracted positive attention (Paasivirta 1962, 140). The recognition of Finland as a member of 
the Nordic community supported Finns’ aspirations to regain their spot in the international limelight 
as Americans started to show growing interest in Nordic countries as models for social security and 
for a ‘third way’ between the two world blocs (Marklund and Petersen 2013).
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In the present study, drawing on the previous research on national images and photojournalism, 
we explore how Finland is discussed in the articles of the National Geographic Magazine from the 
early 1900s to the 2010s. More specifically we ask: a) how are Finland and the Finns represented in 
the photojournalist articles in the magazine, b) how has the image of Finland changed over the 
decades, and c) what kind of cultural, social, and political meanings are conveyed through the 
image(s)?

Vanhanen (2015) has previously analysed the articles published in 1954, 2009 and 2012 from the 
perspective of the representations of people and nature depicted in them. The present article 
extends the analysis to cover all articles depicting Finland and Finnishness over a period of 
a century, from a historical perspective which allows changes and continuities in the image dis-
seminated by and for an international audience to be seen. The specific focus of the study is in the 
photographs depicting Finland, as photographs hold a special power which lies in their the ability to 
awake people’s interest and emotions and in the extraordinary high credibility that people tend to 
give to photographs (Hamann 2007, 36). Furthermore, the present study makes a novel contribution 
by introducing social representations theory as an analytical framework. Social representations refer 
to everyday conceptions of a certain issue, including values and ideas associated with it (Moscovici 
1973, xiii). Through an empirical analysis of the image of Finland in photojournalism, we aim to show 
that the social representations theory, drawing from the idea of social construction of knowledge, 
can provide suitable analytical tools for the detailed analysis of the evolution of images in photo-
journalist communication.

The study is structured as follows: we will first make a gaze on the photojournalist practices in the 
National Geographic Magazine, then discuss the theoretical framework and the context, Finland. 
After describing the research material and analytical procedure we will present the results of the 
analysis and discuss them in the light of previous research.

Photojournalism in the National Geographic Magazine

The National Geographic Magazine is the official journal of the National Geographic Society and has 
been published continuously since 1888. The US-based society was established to succeed a club of 
researchers interested in exploration, geography, natural sciences, and other fields. The magazine 
was founded as a forum for reporting the explorations and other practices of the society also towards 
a broader audience (Schulten 2000; Collins and Lutz 1992). In the early 1900s the role of illustrations 
in the journal was increased and it became famous for its high-quality photography reportages 
(Mendelson and Darling-Wolf 2009; Poole 2004). Additionally, the scope of the magazine broadened 
to include science, history, and culture. The magazine has been published in over 40 different 
language editions over the years. In the present study, we focus on the oldest and the most widely 
circulated version for an English-speaking audience.

Due to its long history and wide circulation, the contents and discourses in the National Geographic 
Magazine have been of interest to researchers in various fields. Because of its well-established position, 
the magazine has been characterized as a central actor in the global mediascape (Parameswaran 2002; 
Collins and Lutz 1992). Previous studies on the content of the magazine have, for example, shown how 
in the early decades of the 20th century the journalism followed the ideals of positivism, direct 
observation, and documentation but in the 1940s the articles become characterized by a personal, 
subjective, and experiential style (Pérez-Marín 2016). In the second half of the 20th century, trends in the 
magazine have been characterized as an avoidance of ‘Western’ topics (Lutz and Collins 1991) and as 
having an increasing environmental concern and examination of environmental change (e.g. Ahern, 
Bortree, and Smith 2012; Vanhanen 2015). On the other hand, the editorial attitude in general has been 
characterized as optimistic, encouraging, avoiding controversial topics (Jansson 2003), and emphasiz-
ing societal progress and advancement (Collins and Lutz 1992).

The journal has also been a target of critical voices blaming it for a Western or US-biased 
representation of the world. O’Barr (1994) has argued that besides its global appearance, the magazine 
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is still closely tied to its origins and its general discourse aims to present the non-Western world to the 
Western audience. In a more critical tone, Parameswaran (2002, 287) argues that from the postcolonial 
perspective, the journalism in the magazine (in the late 1990s) ‘echoes the othering modalities of Euro- 
American colonial discourses’. On the other hand, Lutz and Collins (1991) characterize the magazine’s 
‘gaze’ towards non-Westerners as dynamic and having multiple perspectives, constructing a diverse 
and complex image instead of perpetuating stereotypes.

The articles in the magazine can be described as photojournalism, photo stories, or photo essays, 
in which a sequence of images are integrated into cohesive narrative (e.g. Kobré 2004). The 
developed printing and camera technology in the early 1900s made it possible to print text and high- 
quality images together. From the beginning on, the role of the images could be seen impressing the 
reader and evoking emotions (Mendelson and Darling-Wolf 2009). This new form of journalism was 
closely connected to both the tradition of travelogues and to the tradition of eyewitness accounts 
(e.g. Raetzsch 2015) – both of which can also be seen in the case analysed in the present paper. 
Additionally, so-called ‘social reportages’ which were produced in order to address certain social 
problems, had a strong influence on the form of photojournalism (Knöferle 2013, 14).

National images as social representations

At the fundamental level, national images could be defined as conceptions of ‘imagined commu-
nities’ (Anderson 1991) that can be shared by the ingroup (‘the members of the nation’) or outgroup 
(‘the members of other nations’). Common to these images are that there may be underlying political 
or economic reasons for reinforcing them but they may also serve a symbolical function to stand out 
positively from other countries (Clerc 2016). In recent research, country images are often approached 
from the perspective of nation branding, referring to an intentional attempt to create positive 
associations with a particular country, or from the perspective of foreign images guiding the 
orientation towards a particular country (Clerc 2016; Ipatti 2019). Furthermore, national images are 
often approached from the perspective of current business and marketing interests (e.g. Askegaar 
and Ger 1998; Bannister and Saunders 1978) which neglects the fact that the construction and 
evolution of the image is often a longitudinal process (e.g. Kivioja, Kleemola, and Clerc 2015).

The construction and evolution of nation states or imagined communities especially as a result of 
media communication has for long been in the interest of social sciences (Anderson 1991). On the other 
hand, the research has been criticized for the methodological nationalism, referring to the fact that while 
deconstructing the socially constructed nature of nations, the research may also strengthen national 
narratives by focusing on nation states instead of looking broader transnational communities (Wimmer 
and Schiller 2002). Nordic countries are one example of such a transnational community or a region 
whose self-image as well as image among foreign publics has been an object of study in the past few 
decades (e.g. Andersson and Hilson 2009). However, at least in the case of the Nordic countries, a regional 
perspective to the study of national images has certain restrictions. As Musiał (2002) and Marklund and 
Petersen (2013) have shown, from the 1930s to 1970s, the image of a single Nordic country, namely 
Sweden, strongly dominated the portrayal of the whole region in the American press and literature. Less 
space was left for smaller and younger Nordic countries, Finland and Iceland; for a long time, they were 
not even considered belonging together with the Scandinavian countries Sweden, Norway, and 
Denmark. Furthermore, as Andersson and Hilson (2009, 224) have pointed out, ‘the Nordic model itself 
became nationalized, so that scholars and politicians alike began to talk of a separate Finnish model [. . .] 
a Danish model [. . .] and a Norwegian model’ from 1990s onward. For these reasons, while keeping the 
criticism of methodological nationalism in mind, we argue that images of individual countries or nation 
states are still relevant and justified research subjects beside broader communities.

Definitions of national image attach the concept often to cognitive beliefs defining it, for 
example, as: ‘Generalized images’ (Bannister and Saunders 1978, 562) having an affective dimension 
or ‘evaluative significance’ (Askegaar and Ger 1998, 52). These definitions correspond with 
Moscovici’s (1973, xvii) description of social representations as shared conceptions combining 
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ideas and values on a certain topic and having an evaluation guiding how people perceive the topic 
in question. However, social representations are broader phenomenon than just a cognitive struc-
ture. We argue that the additional value social representations theory brings to national image 
research is to understand national images as socially shared conceptions constructed within social 
communication like journalism (Höijer 2011). This approach is justified as our interest is in concep-
tions constructed between people – for example, in the present study in relations between the 
journalists and their (expected) audience. Furthermore, social representations theory includes the 
idea that social conceptions are always historical: they do not emerge from scratch but are based on 
previous images (Bauer and Gaskell 1999). Thus, the approach is suitable for tracing the roots of 
certain representations and analysing the evolution of those conceptions (Hakoköngäs et al. 2020).

Photojournalism constructing national images

Before the rise of television, magazines employing photographs had an important role in familiaris-
ing readers with new topics such as distant countries (Raetzsch 2015). Höijer (2011) has argued that 
a social representations approach provides a conceptual framework for the analysis of the social 
meaning-making process in the midst of societal and political interests in the media communication. 
Similarly, to, for example, Hall’s (1999) conceptualization of representation as a result of cultural 
meaning-making, Moscovici’s theory focuses on the processes through which something abstract 
and distant is made tangible and understandable in social communication. However, as Höijer (2011) 
notes, unlike Hall, Moscovici provides a detailed description of the processes included in the mean-
ing-making and analytical tools to be employed in the analysis.

In photojournalism, the meaning-making happens by combining the visual choices of the 
photographer, the textual choices of the author of the article, and the layout or the mode of 
presentation. For example, Poole (2004) has noted how in the National Geographic Magazine the 
articles are constituted of three elements: photographic lines, captions, and text. The role of the plain 
text is to deliver the substance, while the photographs provide an emotional impact, and the 
captions connect the two previous elements. Martikainen (2019) has argued that visual journalism 
is a combination of compositions aiming to serve certain intentions, and the researcher should pay 
attention to exclusion and inclusion of information in the journalist communication.

The conceptual tools the social representations theory offers to analyse this kind of multimodal 
material are two interrelated processes through which conceptions of socially salient issues are 
constructed. These processes are called objectification and anchoring (Moscovici 1984). 
Objectification refers to the process in which something abstract is turned into something tangible 
for example through photographs and a journalist’s description. Anchoring, in turn, refers to the 
process in which a topic is given a meaning. To take an example from Vanhanen’s (2015) research 
on photojournalism in the National Geography Magazine, objectification could include presenting 
selected photographs visualising the topic, for example natural environment in Finland. Anchoring 
could include describing the presented photographs to depict a place unoccupied or untouched and 
associating it to wider networks of meaning such as recovering nature or environmental concern. 
Höijer (2011) lists naming and metaphors (e.g. ‘terrorists’), familiar emotions (e.g. climate worry), basic 
thematic categories (e.g. culture/nature) and antinomies (e.g. fear/hope) as subprocesses of anchoring.

Finnish image building efforts from the Russian period to the European Union era

Finland was a part of the Russian Empire for over a century, until reaching the independence in 1917. In 
the interwar period, newly independent Finland tried to convince international audiences that despite 
its geographic location, the country was a firmly Western democracy (Jokela 2011). This message was 
further backed up by the increasing acceptance of Finland as one of the modern, progressive Nordic 
countries, by both Nordic and prominent Anglo-American writers (Musiał 2002, 121–129).
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In the WWII, the country fought against the Soviet Union maintaining the independence in the end. 
During the war, Finnish foreign propaganda propagated Western audiences with the idea of Finland as 
defender of Western civilization, Christianity and the values associated with this heritage (e.g. Raento 
and Brunn 2008), and Finnish public relations organizations funded the visits of foreign journalists and 
photographers to Finland during the wartime in order to promote the Finnish cause (Paasivirta 1962, 
111–112). After the war, Finland aspired to balance politically between the Eastern and the Western 
blocs. Maintaining friendly relations with the Soviet Union but at the same convincing the West that 
Finland was a free democracy with the same Western values as before the war became the top priority 
of Finnish politics. This balancing act led to coordinated ‘image politics’ striving to construct an image 
of a ‘progressive Finland’ which served political, economic, and even symbolic need in an attempt to 
gain respect among other independent nations (Raento and Brunn 2008; Jokela 2011).

The collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s allowed and, according to Finnish officials, also 
required updating the national image. The economic depression in the 1990s broke the ideals of 
welfare state built in the previous decades. On the other hand, the integration in the European Union 
provided material for a new, more international image as Finland had become an EU member in 
1995 (Raento and Brunn 2008).

Material and method

The data for the present study was collected from the electronic archive of the National Geographic 
Magazine in 2018. An OCR-based (optical character recognition) search tool was used to find articles 
in which the terms ‘Finland’, ‘Finnish’ and ‘Finns’ appeared. In total 37 English written articles from 
the years 1905 to 2013 were found. PDF-versions of these articles were downloaded for a more 
detailed analysis. The material collected included both longer photojournalistic articles focusing on 
Finland, as well as reportages in which Finland was mentioned as one country among others. Shorter 
photojournalist contents like pieces with only an image or a couple of images with a caption locating 
the photograph in Finland were included in the analysis as well. The material consisted in total 250 
photographs and other images associated with Finland. The analysed articles are listed in Table A1.

To answer the first and the second research questions concerning the contents and the change of 
the image, a thematic content analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) was employed. The aim of the 
method was to identify common patterns within the data by: a) familiarizing the researchers with the 
material, secondly b) generating initial codes describing the contents (e.g. ‘students’, ‘a farmer’), c) 
combining the initial codes into broader and more abstract themes (e.g. ‘education’, ‘countryside’), 
and finally d) reviewing and defining the set of themes that contribute to the construction of the 
image of Finland in the Magazine (e.g. ‘Finland as a civilized but traditional European nation’). 
The second, third and fourth steps of the analysis included the theoretical reading of the material 
by employing the conceptual tools of social representations theory.

In practice, by generating the initial codes describing the contents of the photographs and the other 
images, the objectifications were identified. Objectification refers to the way something abstract is made 
tangible by presenting its (selected) visible features. By defining the more abstract themes, anchorings 
were identified, in other words, the associations and meanings conveyed by naming, metaphors, 
antinomies, thematic categories or familiar emotions. (Moscovici 1984; Höijer 2011.) For example, 
a photograph depicting a massive granite building (A11, 509) was first given initial codes of ‘Urban 
scene’ and ‘Parliament’ (indicated by the caption ‘Finland’s new parliament building’) which define the 
main objectifications that the photograph implements. Next, the anchorings of the photograph were 
interpreted: here, the photograph represents the ideas of democracy and progression through a visual 
metaphor. These interpretations were strengthened by the context: the article is titled as ‘The Farthest- 
North Republic’, where anchoring through naming is being employed, and in the caption the author 
enthusiastically describes the electronic voting system of the Finnish Parliament. Finally, along with other 
photographs relating similar themes, the example photograph was interpreted to contribute to the 
construction of the representation of ‘Finland as a developed European nation’.
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Social representations theory was also employed to answer the third research question, that is, to 
identify the cultural, social, and political meanings conveyed through the material. Every article is 
a result of several choices, and for example the choice to depict the Parliament house in the 1930s 
and raise it as a symbol of democracy and progress resulted in a different image of Finland than 
focusing on other aspects such as social problems or political discrepancies of the time. The 
identification of these subtle meanings required placing the analysed material in the historical 
context which is described within the identified themes in the next section.

Results: the evolving national image of Finland

As a result of thematic analysis accompanied with theory-driven reading of the material, we identified 
common patterns in the National Geography Magazine articles dealing with Finland. The magazine 
viewed Finland from the angles of societal development, Christian and Western traditions, exoticism, 
and wild nature frequently. The differences between Finland and the Soviet Union were also empha-
sized. These ways of depicting the country were partly overlapping, but we could also identify broader 
themes that correspond to different periods of Finnish history from the 1900s to the 2010s. We named 
the identified themes – and hence, the different aspects of the image of Finland – as: Finland as a part 
of the diverse Russian Empire; Finland as a progressive but traditional European nation; Finland as the 
opposite to the Soviet Union; and Finland as a country of wild nature.

The image themes and the time periods of their occurrence, as well as the main objectifications 
and anchorings, are presented in Table 1. As the table shows, the shifts between the themes are not 
clear-cut but gradual. In fact, the analysed articles do not exist in isolation, but the authors often refer 
to the magazine’s previous issues in which Finland has been depicted. This notion of subtle change 
corresponds with Bauer and Gaskell’s (1999) idea of social representations as temporal constructions 
which are not replaced suddenly with a new representation but are gradually complemented by new 
elements resulting in due course in a shift in the meaning of representation. Hakoköngäs et al. (2020) 
argue that these changes in the representation can be traced back to the change in the social 
context from which the social representations emerge.

Next, we will describe the central features of each theme and pick out the cultural, social, and 
political meanings conveyed through the photojournalist practices of the magazine. The abbrevia-
tions A1–A37 refer to the analysed articles listed in Table A1.

Finland as a part the diverse Russian Empire (1905–1917)

Finland was a Grand Duchy in the Russian Empire until 1917, and the last five decades of it were 
a time of increasing political autonomy and rising Finnish national thinking. In the early 1900s, Finns 

Table 1. National image of Finland in the National Geographic Magazine 1905–2013 (N = 37).

Period Objectifications Anchorings Theme

1905–1917 Folk types; urban Helsinki, the Lutheran 
church

Finland as a part of Russia; Russian diversity; 
Finns as different from Russians

Finland as a part of 
the diverse 
Russian Empire

1910–1954 Helsinki; University; urban architecture; 
women; Lutheran churches; folk 
costumes; rural interiors; Saami people

Development; high education; democracy; 
gender equality; Christianity; originality; 
long history; exoticism

Finland as 
a progressive but 
traditional 
European nation

1940–1989 Men and women defending the country; 
working people; industry and 
entrepreneurs; urban architecture and 
design;

Gender equality; defending Western values 
and heritage; a single-minded nation; the 
market economy; development; freedom; 
(=in contrast to the Soviet Union)

Finland as the 
opposite to the 
Soviet Union

2002–2013 Landscapes; wild nature; wildlife; the 
absence of humans

Environmental concerns; recovering nature; 
exoticism

Finland as a country 
of wild nature
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aspired to gain sympathy in international newspapers in their fight against the Russian policy of 
limiting the autonomy of the Grand Duchy. Especially the Finnish pavilion at the Exposition 
Internationale in Paris in 1900, and Finland’s opening parade under the Finnish national insignia at 
the Olympic Games in Stockholm in 1912, were steps in the publicity project that emphasized 
Finnish culture and separate history from the mainland Russia (Raento 2006; Ashby 2010). 
Additionally, the effects of the WWI on the Russian Empire sparked the US interest towards 
Finland (Paasivirta 1962, 52–53).

Between the years 1905–1917, six articles in which Finland was depicted were published in the 
National Geographic Magazine. Most of the articles addressed the social and cultural diversity of the 
Russian Empire (A1, A3, A4) or the diversity of immigrants arriving in the United States (A2, A5). 
Lapland as a far-away area was mentioned in 1914 by Gilbert Grosvenor who used it as 
a demonstration of the vastness of Russia: ‘Russia is not a state; it is a world. (. . .) Its history borrows 
from Mongol-land, Lapland, Finland; from the Black Sea, the Baltic Sea, and the Okhotsk Sea,’ (A4, 
423). However, women’s suffrage was also used to mark the positive difference between Finland the 
rest of Russian Empire: ‘Although at the time the suffrage was granted it seemed to people outside 
Finland radical and even revolutionary, in Finland itself the change was looked upon as a merely 
natural process of political and social evolution . . . ’ (A3, 487)]

The positive distinctiveness of the Finns was constructed also in articles in which Finland had 
a minor role. Articles depicting immigrants arriving in the United States had an ethnological 
approach in introducing different ‘folk types’. In such introductions, Finns were represented as 
separate folk from Russians as shown in the photographs in Image 1. The juxtaposition of the 
photographs shows a ‘Finnish Girl’ on the left and ‘Russian Sisters’ on the right. The visual objecti-
fication constituted by the photographs and layout creates a striking contrast between the girls: the 
Finnish girl is dressed in a decorated white folk costume and jewellery while the physically smaller 
looking Russian girls wear modest looking clothes and scarfs (A2, 321). In this example, through 
a thematic antinomy, Finnishness is anchored in ethnically distinctive culture, and prosperity, in 
opposite to the unimpressive appearance of the depicted Russians. In another article, a photograph 
of a wealthy looking Finnish family is accompanied with the characterization: ‘Hardy, self-reliant, 
industrious, they make good citizens of the type that Scandinavia sends us’ (A5, 116; same image: 
A2). Besides anchoring Finnishness to a positive connotation of diligence, the author anchors 
through naming Finns as Scandinavians instead of Slavs.

Finland as a progressive but traditional European nation 1910–1954

After the independence in 1917, Finns sought to capitalize on the positive international reputation 
they had already won. According to Clerc (2016) the construction of Finland’s image in the 1920s and 
1930s was a combination of improvisation and organized propagation, serving both political and 
economic interests as well as the young republic’s need to form a national identity. In general, 
Finland’s image abroad consisted of the ideas of Finland as a land of winter, high levels of education 
and sports, as well as the idea of Finland as a Nordic country. Additionally, architecture and design as 
cultural products became part of the image (Ashby 2010). In the National Geographic Magazine, the 
image of Finland during this period was twofold, characterized by the dichotomy between progres-
siveness and traditionalism.

Progressiveness
The image of the Finnish progressiveness started to take form already during the Russian era when 
the article ‘Where women vote’ (A3) in 1910 focused on women’s suffrage and the fact that Finland 
was the first country in Europe to give women the right to vote and eligibility for election. In this 
article politically active women were the objectification of Finland. Anchoring employed thematic 
category (progressive/outdated) depicting Finland as the country of societal progress – compared to 
Russia and most of the other countries of the time. In the next decade, the image came to include 
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three main components: education, gender equality and urbanity. In the National Geographic, the 
Finnish educational system was praised already in the 1910s for providing ‘excellent schools for girls’ 
(A3, 488), and in 1914, a caption of a photograph depicting a well-dressed urban family states: ‘The 
people of Finland are the best educated of any in Russia, illiteracy there being no higher than in 
Western Europe’ (A4, 511) which anchors Finland rather to Western European than Russian cultural 
sphere. From the 1920s onwards, the ‘famous university’ (University of Helsinki) was depicted in 
several articles (e.g. A7, 163) as an objectification of the high level of the education. As a new feature 
in the ‘folk type’ characterisation, a ‘desire for education’ was introduced, for example by Alma Luise 
Olson in 1938 as the Finnish ‘quest for knowledge’ (A11, 528), and it was still alive in 1982 when the 
National Geographic wrote, ‘Helsinkians are among the best read people in the world’ (A21, 252). The 
high-level education was often connected to gender equality and they were objectified through 
photographs depicting women in action: a female tram conductor in the 1920s (A8, 607; A11, 529), 
members of women’s organisations the Martha League, and Lotta Svärd in the wartime (e.g. A14, 
250), and happy-looking nurses skiing and bicycling to work in a post-war article (A15, 244).

The idea of Finnish progressiveness was also made tangible through the photographs depicting 
the capital Helsinki. Helsinki as an objectification of urban development was introduced for the first 
time in 1914 when the article ‘Young Russia’ showed two full-page pictures depicting the Harbour of 
Helsinki and the Lutheran Cathedral, and described the city as ‘a busy and growing metropolis’ (A4, 
510). The other often visualized places in Helsinki were the market square and harbour (e.g. A4, A7– 
A11; see also: A1); the photographs of them objectify urban life and mercantile activity.

The photographs of new architecture were explicitly anchored to an idea of societal progress, as 
demonstrated in Image 2. The photograph depicts the main railway station in Helsinki, which was 

Image 1. ‘Finnish Girl’ ‘Russian Sisters’. No photographer information (A2, 321).
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opened in 1919. The tower of the station reaches up to the sky and accentuates the size of the 
building. In the anchoring process, the building is used as a visual symbol of progress, and according 
to the author, it ‘signifies the republic’s faith in its future development’ (A8, 612). The railway station 
was presented in several articles (e.g. A8, A10, A11, A14, A19) and was described as signifying 
strength (A10, 799) and ‘Finnish aspirations’ (A11, 503). For the US-based audience the building 
was a meaningful object as its architect Eliel Saarinen emigrated to the US (A10, A11, A19; see also: 
Paasivirta 1962, 102). In other words, the name of the architect was exploited to make the distant 
Finland more familiar to foreign readers. The important detail in the photograph in Image 2 is that it 
was provided to the National Geographic by the Finnish Legation, which shows that the Finns 
actually managed to feed material to the magazine in the 1920s and thus actively contributed to the 
construction of their image abroad.

Traditionalism
Along with representing the Finns as being urban and educated, the articles in the magazine 
provided another dimension to Finland’s image by emphasizing the long history of Finns and 
depicting agricultural life in rural Finland. According to Paasivirta (1962, 95), rural Finland was 
often seen in the US negatively as primitive. However, in the National Geographic, the rurality of 
Finland was not separated from the idea of progressiveness but subtly connected to it. As a result, 

Image 2. ‘The Railway station at Helsingfors (. . .) signifies the republic’s faith in its future development.’ Photograph: Legation of 
Finland (A8, 612).
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Finnish history and rusticity amounted to charming traditionalism, not off-putting backwardness. 
This was done for example through emotional anchoring, as demonstrated in Image 3.

The photograph in Image 3 shows a scene of everyday life in the Finnish countryside in 1938. In 
a rustic but clean and decorated wooden house, a family of several generations, wearing simple 
clothing, spends their ‘evening hours’ in the productive work of weaving and knitting, but also 
educating themselves by reading. The idyllic moment is accompanied by a traditional Finnish 
instrument, the kantele. Even though the objectification is distinctively different from the urban 
scene in Image 2, the details of this photograph objectify positive elements of traditionalism – 
nurturing old customs (e.g. kantele), close social relationships, tranquillity – and the caption anchors 
them to the positive attributes like diligence, and strive for education: ‘the zealous Finnish quest for 
knowledge’ (A11, 528). The Image 3 is also an example of another successful attempt of the Finns to 
disseminate selected messages of themselves to the international audience. The photograph was 
taken by the Finnish photographer Aarne Pietinen and was provided by the Finnish tourism agency 
‘Suomen-Matkat’. Pietinen’s photographs were used also in other articles of the magazine.

The southwestern archipelago of Ahvenanmaa (Åland) represents Finnish traditionalism in several 
articles from the 1920s to the 1940s. The location of the archipelago made it possible to objectify 
long historical connections between Finland and Scandinavia, as mentioned in one article depicting 
President Svinhufvud and an Ålander shipowner: ‘In the veins of many sea-roving Ålanders flows the 
blood of the ancient Vikings’ (A9, 102). The photographs showing castle ruins, Lutheran churches 
and the old but neat farmhouses (e.g. A9, 122–123, 127) anchor the image to similar positive 
attributes than the Image 3 above.

The reason why the editors of the magazine selected this Swedish-speaking area to represent the 
Finnish countryside had underlying political interests: due to its strategically important location in 
the Baltic Sea, the area was given autonomy in the 1920s by decision of the League of Nations, and 

Image 3. ‘Evening hours in a Finnish farmhouse – reading, weaving and knitting to the minor tones of the “kantele”’. Photograph: 
Aarne Pietinen/Suomen-Matkat. (A11, 528).
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the authors emphasized this interesting detail for their US-based readers. Due to the Winter War, the 
political interest towards the area grew, and for example the portrait of a smiling girl published in 
February 1940 is accompanied by the following text: ‘The blond maiden lives on the strategic 
archipelago (. . .) Now the Soviets wants them for a naval base.’ (A14, 243) explicating the political 
interest behind the reports on Ahvenanmaa.

The articles covering Lapland and the Saami people also represent old Finnish traditions but 
through the lens of exoticism. International reportages on the Saami way of living were not favoured 
by the Finnish authorities as they did not fit the idea of the modern homogeneous Finnish nation 
they wanted to promote (Raento and Brunn 2008). However, wintry Lapland was of interest to 
international journalists (Lähteenkorva and Pekkarinen 2008, 60–61). In the articles of the National 
Geographic focusing on the Saami people, their way of living was considered positive traditionalism, 
too. The authors stated that besides their ‘mysterious’ habits and nomadic way of living, the Saami 
people are also civilized (e.g. images of school children, A12, 673, 676) and Christians who had 
rejected their old beliefs over a century ago (e.g. A12, 654). In general, references to the protestant 
religion, such as images of Lutheran churches were used to represent Finnish European history and 
Christian values (e.g. A8, A11, A17; see also: Raento and Brunn 2008).

Finland as the opposite to the Soviet Union 1940–1989

The Finnish public relation organizations were employed to gain international sympathy during the 
WWII (Clerc 2016). In the US, the Winter War attracted positive attention towards Finland including 
romantic metaphors of ‘David’ Finland against the ‘Goliath’ Soviet Union (Paasivirta 1962, 110–113; 
see also Raento and Brunn 2008). The wartime article in the National Geographic Magazine used 
a photograph of a historical castle to anchor Finland to the idea of being a defender of Europe, 
accompanied by the text: ‘Modern artillery could soon destroy Olaf’s castle, formerly one of Europe’s 
strongest’ (A14, 254) employing antinomy between the past and the present as a form of anchoring.

Finland maintained its independence in the war, unlike the Baltic countries, and a determined image 
management continued through the following Cold War era. In the National Geographic, unbroken 
curiosity towards Finland characterized the Finland-themed photojournalism in the following decades. 
In addition to being seen as a progressive nation Finland was represented as an important bridgehead 
of Western culture next to the Soviet bloc. The political background of this image was explicitly stated 
for example in an article in 1964 which stated: ‘For a long time the Finns have lived on the difficult spot 
in northern Europe where the West begins’ (A18, 280) anchoring Finland through naming to belonging 
to ‘the West’. Finland was even more strongly than previously anchored to Nordic countries. For 
example, one article published in 1948 noted: ‘Denmark, Finland, Sweden, and Norway (. . .) remain 
friends despite varying wartime experiences,’ (A16, 184). The blue cross in the Finnish flag was used as 
an objectification of the Nordic connection as well as the Christian religion (A16, A19).

Despite the – sometimes successful – Soviet attempts to interfere in Finnish domestic policy, 
Finland remained a democratic market society that maintained relations with both the East and the 
West during the Cold War decades. In the National Geographic, the capital Helsinki, which had earlier 
represented Finland as a progressive nation, was now shaped into a symbol of freedom in contrast to 
the Soviet Union. This was done by objectifying post-war Finland with urban images of Helsinki and 
by employing anchoring through thematic opposites free–restricted, democracy–totalitarianism, 
market society–socialism, though the latter opposites were only implicated in the text and images.

An example of anchoring Finland to freedom is demonstrated in Image 4. It shows a spread from the 
article ‘Finland: Plucky Neighbor of Soviet Russia’ (1968) depicting a night scene of the Helsinki city 
centre in darkness lighted up by shop windows and advertising signs. The advertising and mercantile 
activity detail of the photograph anchors Finland to the free market society in implicit contrast to 
socialism. The journalist uses anchoring through metaphor by calling Finland a ‘modern supermarket 
perched at the edge of a tired old neighborhood’ (A21, 601) in which the neighbours refer to the Baltic 
states under the Soviet rule. The lower photograph shows a modern tower block objectifying new 
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urban architecture. Similar to the forty years older photograph in Image 2 in the post-war articles the 
modern architecture anchors the image to the idea of progressiveness. A positive tone was extended to 
the characterisation of Finnish people by stating that ‘despite the loss of territory and huge reparations 
imposed by the Russians, the Finns are cheerful, and move forward as a free and independent nation’ 
(A16, 624) in which emotional anchoring is employed. In another article, the publication stated that 
‘Finland today shows what free men can do,’ (A19, 587). The latter article was considered so valuable in 
Finland that the Finnish Ministry of Foreign Affairs ordered 5,000 copies of it for image building 
purposes (Lähteenkorva and Pekkarinen 2008, 246–248).

Finland as a country of wild nature 2002–2013

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 changed the political and economic context that had 
motivated the Finnish image construction since the 1920s. Finland sought to strengthen its 
European connection and in 1995 became a member of the European Union. The 1990s marked 
the clearest shift in the image of Finland conveyed in the National Geographic Magazine so far. It 
seems that while in the previous phase, viewing Finland was motivated by the political inten-
tions of the Cold War, the dissolution of Soviet bloc in Russia and the Eastern Europe resulted in 
a loss of interest towards the Finnish society in the magazine. Firstly, there was a decade-long 
gap (1992–2002) in reports on Finland, and secondly, when the country was again found to be of 
interest in the 2000s, the role of the society was reduced to the minimum. Twelve pieces about 

Image 4. ‘Lit up for a spring night (. . .) this free world city shines in the shadow of Communist-ruled Baltic states’. Photograph: 
George F. Mobley (A21, 600–601).

12 E. HAKOKÖNGÄS ET AL.



Finland were published in the magazine between 2002 and 2013, and they focus almost 
unequivocally on nature (an exception A35; Vanhanen 2015; see also Raento and Brunn 2008).

Even though the change in the contents of the articles was distinctive, the idea of Finland as a country 
of wild nature has its origin in the earlier decades. Finnish natural landscapes had been depicted in the 
magazine already in the 1910s (e.g. A6) but nature had remained in the side-role characterizing the 
geographical location of the country in the North and the Finnish people’s close-to-nature lifestyle (e.g. 
A19, 338; A21, 597). The environmental concern strengthened nature’s role in the articles in the 1980s, 
and in 1989, a reportage on the Baltic states shows a photograph depicting Greenpeace activists 
protesting against marine pollution in front of a Finnish chemical company (A23, 624) – an objectification 
of environmental concern loaded with critical tones unpresented in the previous decades.

In the 2000s, problems were pushed again into the background and replaced with nature 
aesthetics as well as signs of the resolution of environmental issues in Finland. This is demonstrated 
in Image 5 which shows a spread from an article focusing on the Oulanka nature park in Finland. An 
aerial photograph depicts a swamp without any visible signs of human interference, thus objectify-
ing the wild untouched nature. In the caption, the meaning of the image is anchored to environ-
mental concerns and hope, as the caption states that similar areas are ‘slowly being destroyed 
elsewhere in Scandinavia’ but parks like Oulanka are helping in preserving them (A29, 68). Several 
other articles in this phase have even more positive tones: nature photographs of wild animals such 
as wolverines (A25), owls and bears (A28; A34), and whooper swans (A29) represent the recovering 
wildlife, as one article states: ‘As Europeans abandon farming for other livelihoods, and the country-
side for cities, wildlife is reclaiming lost territory’ (A28, 133). The idea of humans stepping aside is 
most explicit in an article showing Finnish photographer Antti Leinonen’s pictures of wild animals in 
abandoned Finnish houses: ‘The people moved away. And the animals moved in,’ (A32, 137; see also 
A33, 16). The photographs objectify the renewed wildlife and anchor to the idea of untamed nature 

Image 5. ‘Oulanka [Park] helps preserve this type of wetland, which is slowly being destroyed elsewhere in Scandinavia’. 
Photograph: Peter Essick (A29, 68–69).
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unoccupied by humans. This is in clear contrast to the earlier phases in the magazine where the 
modern, yet traditional Finnish society was an emphasized aspect of the image of Finland.

Discussion

In the present article, we have analysed the construction and evolution of the image of Finland in the 
National Geographic Magazine from 1905 to 2013. By employing a thematic content analysis along 
with the theoretical tools provided by social representations theory we identified four distinctive but 
interrelated phases in the development of the image: Finland as a part of the Russian Empire; Finland 
as a civilized but traditional European nation; Finland as the opposite to the Soviet Union; and 
Finland as a country of wild nature. Although the present analysis focused on the image of a single 
nation in journalistic writing, the social and political interests behind journalism open broader views 
of the construction and dissemination of an image. The portrayals of a nation can be interpreted to 
reflect signs of wider discussions and interests in areas such as urbanization, the progress of 
democratic societies, tensions in international relations, and global environmental concerns.

The analysis indicated that the American representation of Finland to the US-based (and more 
broadly to an English-speaking) audience during the first phase (1905–1917) was motivated by the 
transformation of the Russian empire, and the outcome corresponded with the Finns’ own intentions 
to positively distinguish themselves from Russia. During the next phase (1910–1954), a positive 
image of Finland as a progressive but traditional European nation was constructed, and Finns 
managed to contribute to this process by providing selected photographs to the magazine. We 
can detect an interest in the Finnish geopolitical situation underlying the America portrayal of 
Finland as a country neighbouring the Soviet Union, but this was not as conspicuous as later (see 
also: Paasivirta 1962, 42). The Second World War marked the emergence of the next phase in the 
evolution of the image (1940–1989) as Finland was represented as an opposite to its Soviet 
neighbours. This benign picturing of Finland corresponded with the mutual interest of maintaining 
good relations between Finland and the USA (Golden 1989, 8). The fundamental change in global 
politics in the 1990s resulted in a loss of American interest in Finland and its society. In the 2000s, 
a new layer was added to the image: Finland as a country of wild nature. Environmental concerns 
constituted the motivation for the most recent phase in the evolution of the image (2002–2013). The 
findings correspond with the previous general characterizations of the National Geographic 
Magazine’s editorial attitude as optimistic and encouraging, focusing on development instead of 
problems (Collins and Lutz 1992; Jansson 2003), and on the rise of environmental issues as a content 
of the magazine since the 1980s (Vanhanen 2015; Ahern, Bortree, and Smith 2012).

Our findings also correspond with the previous research on visual construction of Finland’s self- 
image for example in postage stamps (Raento and Brunn 2008; Raento 2006) or tourism advertising 
(Jokela 2011) where especially noticeable is the Finnish attempt to show a positive distinction 
between Finland and Russia or the Soviet Union by emphasizing, on the one hand, Finnish moder-
nity and, on the other hand, traditionality, and Protestant religion. Also, embracing nature as a part of 
national self-image was previously noted for example in the analysis of Finnish stamps (Raento and 
Brunn 2008). The present findings indicate that the image disseminated by Finns to a foreign 
audience followed the lines of the identity-political iconography that was targeted at Finns them-
selves. The image of Finland as a progressive Nordic country was supported also by the joint image 
building efforts of the Nordic countries. The Nordics sought to strengthen the image of themselves 
as an appealing community of welfare states that had found resonance among the American 
audiences already in the early 20th century. (Musiał 2002; Marklund and Petersen 2013.)

Furthermore, corresponding with Bauer and Gaskell’s (1999) argument that social representations 
always have a history, and their recommendation to approach them in a longitudinal or cross- 
sectional setting, the present findings show that the different phases in the evolution of Finland’s 
image in the National Geographic Magazine did not emerge from scratch but always had their roots 
in the previous notions of Finland. In the course of over a century, the image of Finland was revised in 
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the magazine in interplay with the current social and political situation, expected interests of the 
audience, as well as image building efforts of the Finns themselves. This demonstrates how social 
representations theory provides a useful approach in the analysis of photojournalism by focusing on 
the social meaning-making and its subprocesses objectification, and anchoring in different forms. As 
noted by Höijer (2011), the employing of the analytical tools offered by the theory enables the 
identification of the nuanced ways in which certain meanings are created and conveyed in journal-
istic practices effectively via a combination of photographs and accompanying texts. The application 
of the theory is not limited to present-day forms of communication, but, as shown in the present 
study, the theory may also inform us about the historical evolution of socially mediated images.

This study is not without limitations, however. In particular, we lack information on the editorial 
processes behind the journal, although some general characterization has been provided (e.g. 
Collins and Lutz 1992) as discussed above. Secondly, we have only a few references on the Finns’ 
own active role in shaping their image in the magazine. However, already the few photographs 
provided by different Finnish operators indicate that Finns managed at least from time to time to 
make their own agenda visible in the magazine. Furthermore, the fact that in the 1960s Finnish 
officials ordered a large number of a certain issue of the magazine for image building purposes 
(Lähteenkorva and Pekkarinen 2008, 246–248) shows that Finns recognized the National Geographic 
Magazine as a prestigious forum in making Finland known abroad. The cases mentioned above also 
show that Finns understood the power of visuality in making sense of the world. As Lähteenkorva 
and Pekkarinen (2008, 18) state, this was realized in Finland relatively early, and especially today, 
pictures are deliberately used as a resource in the Finnish foreign politics (Koski 2005).

Even though the analysed articles covered different areas in Finland, from the capital Helsinki in 
the south to the Ahvenanmaa archipelago in the west and Lapland in the north, in reality, most of 
the country was left without visual exposure. The emphasis on Helsinki also characterises Finns’ own 
visual representations of the country (Hakoköngäs and Sakki 2016; Jokela 2011), excluding, for 
example, Karelia, the southeastern region of Finland, that was geopolitically critically located close 
to the Soviet border (see also Raento 2006).

Conclusions

In the present paper, we have shown how the image of Finland has evolved over a century in the 
photojournalistic communication of the National Geographic Magazine. The theoretical reading of 
the contents of the magazine from the perspective of social representations theory enabled the 
analysis of social meaning making through the processes of objectification and anchoring especially 
in the photographic content of the articles. The approach enriches the research of national images 
by treating them not only as entities motivated by business and marketing interests (e.g. Askegaar 
and Ger 1998; Bannister and Saunders 1978) but also as more general structures that people 
construct and share in social communication and employ to make sense of the nature of abstract 
topics (Moscovici 1984), like a character of a far-away nation. Following the criticism towards 
‘methodological nationalism’ (Wimmer and Schiller 2002), in the future, the role of the photojourn-
alism in constructing and disseminating social representations of nations, areas, and locations could 
be approached from a comparative perspective, for example, by analysing differences and simila-
rities in the portrayals of the Nordic countries. The image of the Saami people in the magazine was 
only briefly mentioned within the present study but would also deserve a much deeper exploration. 
The comparison between the ways indigenous people are represented in the press would allow an 
analysis of more common attitudes towards different minorities, a topic which is of great political 
actuality today (Wheelersburg 2016). Furthermore, the study of such a central actor as the National 
Geographic Magazine in the global mediascape (Parameswaran 2002; Collins and Lutz 1992) would 
offer glimpses into the processes and policies of world-wide photojournalism.
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Table A1. Analyzed articles in the National Geography Magazine 1905–2013 (N = 37). References from the electronic archive of 
the National Geographic Magazine.

Issue/Year Title Author(s)

Number of  
photographs/ 

images* Code

July 1905 Evolution of Russian Government Grosvenor, Edwin Augustus 1 A1
May 1907 Some of Our Immigrants Grosvenor, Gilbert Hovey 2 A2
June 1910 Where Women Vote Korff, Alletta 0 A3
November 1914 Young Russia: The Land of Unlimited Possibilities. Grosvenor, Gilbert Hovey, et al. 2 A4
February 1917 Our Foreign-Born Citizens Grosvenor, Gilbert Hovey 2 A5
July 1917 Russia’s Man of the Hour: Alexander Kerensky’s 

First Speeches and Proclamations
- 1 A6

February 1921 The New Map of Europe: Showing the Boundaries 
Established by the Peace Conference at Paris 
and by Subsequent Decisions of the Supreme 
Council of the Allied and Associated Powers

Graves, Ralph A. 1 A7

May 1925 Helsingfors – A Contrast in Light and Shade Glassey, Frank P. S. 20 A8
January 1935 Where the Sailing Ship Survives Villiers, Alan 32 A9
June 1938 Flying Around the Baltic Chandler, Douglas 1 A10
October 1938 The Farthest-North Republic: Olympic Games and 

Arctic Flying Bring Sequestered Finland into 
New Focus of World Attention

Kostich, Konstantin J. & Olson, 
Alma Luise

38 A11

June 1939 Looking Down on Europe Again: Crisscrossing Air 
Tracks Reveal Nature’s Scenic Reveal Nature’s 
Scenic Masterpieces and Man’s Swift-changing 
Boundaries and Structures

Van Zandt, J. Parker 2 A12

November 1939 The Nomads of Arctic Lapland: Mysterious Little 
People of a Land of the Midnight Sun Live Off 
the Country Above the Arctic Circle

Kuhne, Jack & Fisher, Clyde 41 A13

February 1940 Flashes from Finland - 19 A14
August 1947 Scenes of Postwar Finland Bradley, La Verne 30 A15
August 1948 Norway Cracks Her Mountain Shell Sydney Clark 2 A16
November 1950 Baltic Cruise of the [Caribbee]. Mitchell, Carleton 7 A17
August 1954 North With Finland’s Lapps: Big in Heart and 

Hospitality Are the Little People of Lapland – 
and a Taxi Will Take You to an Arm of the Arctic 
Ocean

Shor, Franc & Shor, Jean 39 A18

September 1961 Flags of the United Nations - 1 A19
February 1964 Friendly Flight to Northern Europe Johnson, Lyndon B. & 

Wentzel, Volkmar
9 A20

May 1968 Finland: Plucky Neighbor of Soviet Russia Mobley, George F. & Graves, 
William

47 A21

August 1981 Helsinki: City With Its Heart in the Country Vesilind, Priit J. & Cobb, Jodi 24 A22
February 1983 Hunters of the Lost Spirit Brimberg, Sisse, et al. 0 A23
May 1989 The Baltic: Arena of Power Vesilind, Priit J. & Coulson, 

Cotton
5 A24

February 1992 Alcohol, the Legal Drug Steinmetz, George, & 
Gibbons, Boyd

2 A25

June 2002 Beasts of the Boreal: Wolverines O’Neill, Tom & Leinonen, Antti 8 A26
June 2002 The Great Northern Forest Essick, Peter & Montaigne, Fen 2 A27
November 2007 Finland - 1 A28
June 2009 Northern Light: Finland Park Essick, Peter & Klinkenborg, 

Verlyn
11 A29

May 2010 Europe’s Wild Wonders Belt, Don 3 A30
December 2020 Whooper Swans Newman, Cathy & 

Unterthiner, Stefano
10 A31

May 2011 Finland - 1 A32
November 2011 Sami: The People Who Walk With Reindeer Benko, Jessica & Larsen, Erika A33
October 2012 Wild Squatters in Finland Butler, Carolyn & Fagerström, 

Kai
8 A34

April 2013 Finland - 1 A35
July 2013 Your Shot - 1 A36
October 2013 Your Shot - 1 A37

*Only photographs and other images depicting Finland in the articles were counted.
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