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Abstract:
There has been a vivid public debate in Finland about the women and children who
have been staying at al-Hol camp in Syria after the collapse of the ISIS caliphate.
This thesis investigates the public debate in the media about these Finnish women
and children. Using the method of qualitative content analysis, I examine 117 articles
from Helsingin Sanomat from the period from May 1st to December 31st, 2019. My
aim is to analyze the key issues that are raised in the debate; how the women and
children are depicted; and the linkages between this debate and the changes taking
place in the larger Finnish context. These changes involve on the one hand the
society becoming more multi-religious, and on the other hand the rise of right-wing
populism, anti-immigration, and Islamophobia. The theoretical basis of my analysis is
the concept of othering in social sciences, namely the act of creating and using
oppositional categories of ‘us’ versus ’them’, which are, for example, based on
religion or race.
The results show that the women are depicted as ’the dangerous Muslim other’ who
could pose a security threat if they are brought back to Finland. These depictions are
also shaped by the larger Finnish context, where there are contestations especially
around religious diversity that is increasingly becoming a characteristic of society,
about Finnishness as a modern identity, and about the challenges of Muslim
communities today. My analysis also shows that while children’s rights and wellbeing
remain an important goal of Finnish policies and legal obligations, the rights of the
Finnish children in the camp have been contested in this debate. This is partly
because of legal complexities regarding their repatriation to Finland, and partly
because of a security-oriented perspective that sees some of the children as
suspects and their relationship with their mothers as a problem. Overall, the analysis
shows that the debate about these women and children at al-Hol is not just about
whether the people should be repatriated, but about the current changes in Finnish
society and the anxieties related to these changes.
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1. The al-Hol Camp and the Finnish Debate
A widely covered story in the Finnish and European news lately was the story of women and
children who lived in the area of the ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) caliphate, and who
are now living in the refugee camps in Syria after the caliphate was defeated in March 2019
(Cook & Vale 2019, 31–32). Different countries have had to grapple with how to deal with
their citizens who are in these camps. Among these women and children are 11 Finnish
women and their children (31) who have been living in Kurdish controlled camp al-Hol. They
have been a topic of vigorous public and political discussion in Finland since the spring of
2019. Of these children, two who lost both parents were evacuated from the camp in
December 2019. In May 2020, three women and nine children escaped the camp and returned
to Finland on their own. In August 2020 another woman and at least two children also came
to Finland on their own, and in December 2020 the Finnish government brought back six
children and two mothers. At the time of writing this thesis, the remaining five Finnish
women and about 15 Finnish children are still at the camp (Rigatelli, 2020).
In this thesis, I analyze the debate about the Finnish women and children at al-Hol
camp as it has been covered in the main Finnish national newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat. The
researched articles primarily address what needs to be done about the women and children
and who should and should not be evacuated. Through content analysis, I examine how the
women and children are depicted and what this debate can tell us about Finland and
Finnishness. My analysis is informed by the concept of othering.
Media plays a crucial role in representing events to the public. It has communicative
power, as people form their opinions about events through media. Media also functions as a
site used by different actors in the society to debate contested issues and promote their
positions. Media can also be used for propaganda and altering people's opinions about a
certain event or a certain group of people. Therefore, it is important to do research on how the
media is talking about different issues (Cottle 2006, 1–4).
The data for this research consists of 117 newspaper articles that were published in
Helsingin Sanomat during the time frame of 1.5.2019 – 31.12.2019. My aims are twofold.
First, I analyze how ‘the other’ is constructed in the story of the al-Hol Finnish women and
children as covered in the selected articles, and what this construction reveals about changing
Finland and the anxieties underlying these changes. Second, I investigate the tensions
revealed in this debate between societal and governmental commitment to child welfare on
the one hand and the question of security on the other hand. My main research questions are:
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1. How is ‘the other’ constructed in the narrative of Finnish ISIS women and
children of al-Hol and what does this construction reveal about Finnish
anxieties regarding this ‘other’ and changing society?
2. What does the debate about the Finnish children at al-Hol reveal about the
tensions between societal and governmental commitment to children’s rights
and welfare on the one hand and the question of security and the threat of
‘Islam’ on the other?

With regards to my analysis of the first question, I draw on the concept of othering in social
sciences. Othering means creating and rhetorically using oppositional categories of ‘us’ and
’them’, by emphasizing differences such as religion or race, between these groups. Othering is
quite often used in media in relation to different minority groups and especially Muslims
(Silva 2017, 139–140). In my analysis of the second question, I draw on related literature on
sociology of law and migration in the context of Finland (Mustasaari 2020; Säävälä 2017;
Wikström, Haikkola & Laatikainen 2014).
This MA thesis is divided into four chapters. In this first chapter I provide background
information about the al-Hol camp and the Finnish debate about the Finnish women and
children at the camp. I also present my theoretical framework and methods of data collection
and analysis. In the second chapter, I review the relevant literature on Muslims and Islam in
Finland; Finnishness as increasingly contested identity; jihadism in Europe and Finland; and
depiction of Islam and Muslims in European and Finnish media. Chapters three and four
present thematic-based analysis of the data collected. I then conclude with summary and
reflections on the main findings; noting the limitations of the study as well as making
suggestions for future research.

1.1 Al-Hol and its residents
ISIS, or the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, is a Salafi militant terrorist organization, which
claims to comply with the literal interpretation of the Qur’an and to the real ideas of the
Prophet Muhammad. Jihadi Salafis think that the armed fight is a way to implement their
view of Islam (Haykel 2016, 71). The goal of ISIS was to build its own Sharia law-led
caliphate and also to spread its impact to other countries. The organization has recruited a
large number of foreign fighters; committed many terrorist attacks, and actively used online
media to promote its ideology. The organization`s beginning can be traced to 2004 when few
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people who used to belong to al-Qaeda left the group after disagreeing with its views and
formed their own organization. ISIS struggled for years to gain power but started to grow in
2011 after the civil war started in Syria. It was able to capture large areas in Syria and Iraq in
2013 and declared the formation of the caliphate in 2014 (Haykel 2016, 75–77).
The group consists of national and foreign fighters. It has been estimated that over
42 000 people from over 120 countries have joined the organization. Most of the foreign
fighters are from the neighboring countries of Syria, but it has been estimated that over 5 000
people are Europeans (Malkki & Saarinen 2019, 50–51). Sixteen percent of the foreign people
who have traveled to live in the caliphate were women (Vale 2019, 2). It has also been
estimated that over 20 percent of the Finnish people in the caliphate were women (Malkki &
Saarinen 2019, 97). There are at least three identified reasons why Western women have
wanted to travel to Syria and Iraq. One reason has been the belief that Muslims are oppressed
and under attack in the world. Another is the desire to build a caliphate where Muslims could
live in peace. Another motivating factor has been the belief that it is the duty of these women
to be part of the building of the caliphate (Bradford, Freett & Hoyle 2015, 11–15).
Many groups, such as Syrian rebel groups and Kurdish forces, have been fighting for
years against ISIS. These groups were finally able to take back the areas captured by ISIS in
March 2019 when the ISIS` caliphate collapsed. After the collapse, Kurdish armed groups
captured people from the caliphate and sent the men to prisons and detained the women and
children in the several Kurdish led camps (Vale 2019, 1–2). The biggest camp in the area, alHol, is where the Finnish women and children who lived in the ISIS caliphate have been held
(Ministry of the Interior, 2020). Al-Hol camp is overpopulated at 68 000 inhabitants as
reported in September 2019 (Vale 2019, 2). The foreign women and children are kept in a
guarded area, separated from the Syrian and Iraqi citizens because the Kurds think that they
are a bigger security threat. The conditions at the camp are dangerous, with shortage of food,
water and heating and lack of healthcare (Human Rights Watch 2019, 6–8). Multiple people
living in the camp have been experiencing health problems and more than 200 children have
died to curable diseases (Vale 2019, 2;7).
There are not a lot of scholarly literature on the al-Hol camp. However, an informative
report about the women and children at al-Hol titled Women in Islamic State: From Caliphate
to Camps was written by Gina Vale and published by International Centre for CounterTerrorism (2019). The report pays attention to the role of the women in the caliphate and how
this role has now evolved while the women were staying at the camps. It draws on academic
studies, newspaper articles, and reports from several human rights organizations about the
3

issue (Vale 2019). According to the report, the official ideology of ISIS is that the place of a
woman is at home as a wife and a mother. Because of this ideology, women were mainly
absent from ISIS’ propaganda and stayed at home. Even though women mainly stayed at
home, they were entrusted with the important job of educating children about the group`s
ideology and raising the future generation (Vale 2019, 2–5).
The report also notes that the roles of women have changed now that they are at the
camps and most of their male leaders are in prison. After the fall of the caliphate, some
women were still actively pursuing the dream of a future caliphate, for example, by teaching
the ideology to their children and spreading the agenda online. However, for others, the loss
of the caliphate has made them question the group and its ideology (Vale 2019, 5–9). It is
impossible to know what the Finnish women at the camp think, and what their ideology is,
without actually going there and interviewing them. According to Helsingin Sanomat, 11
Finnish women and 31 Finnish children had been staying at al-Hol camp, before some of
them returned to Finland. Most of these women were native Finns (7) while the rest were of
immigrant background, having moved to the country with their families (4). Most of the
children were born in Syria, but few of them also traveled to Syria when their mother`s
moved there (HS 13.12.2019.)
The position of the Finnish government towards the Finnish people at the camp was
not straight forward for months due to the different opinions of politicians and different
sectors in the society. However, currently, the position of the Finnish government is that it is
obligated to help the children and uphold their rights according to national and international
laws. Ministry of foreign affairs is the government agency in charge of the matter, and the
decisions regarding evacuation are made by Special Representative of the Ministry for
Foreign Affairs, Jussi Tanner. Also, according to the government, if it is impossible to
separate a child from their parent, the child`s welfare is the main factor to take into account
when making the decision (Ministry of the Interior, 2020). Different officials in Finland are
also prepared to help the people who come back to Finland with mental and physical health
services, de-radicalization and social integration back to the society. These ideas are also
stated in the government`s policy that was published on December 16, 2019 and which was
widely reported in Finnish media (Ministry of the Interior, 2020).

1.2 Helsingin Sanomat
Helsingin Sanomat (HS) is a nationwide Finnish newspaper which is read daily by
approximately 674 000 people and which is owned by the Sanoma-group. It is the biggest
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newspaper in Finland according to the Finnish National Readership Survey from 2019
(Kansallinen Mediatutkimus 2019). The first issue of the newspaper was published in 1889.
The newspaper is published every day except for national holidays. It can be read everywhere
in Finland and it also has an online version (www.hs.fi) that was used for this research. In the
online version, the headlines of the articles can be read for free, but most of the actual articles
are behind a paywall. According to Sanoma, the publishing company of the newspaper, the
target group of the newspaper is people who are highly educated, with a good income, over 40
years old and who live in cities (Sanoma: Helsingin Sanomat).
According to Helsingin Sanomat, the newspaper is: “a politically independent
newspaper that aims at supporting and strengthening democracy, social justice and freedom of
opinion. Helsingin Sanomat forms its opinions independently without influence from political
or economic leaders or other advocacy groups” (Helsingin Sanomien periaatelinja 2019).

1.3 Data and methodology
The data in this thesis consists of articles that were published in Finnish newspaper Helsingin
Sanomat in Finnish about the al-Hol camp. I chose Helsingin Sanomat because it is the
biggest and most widely read newspaper in Finland according to the Finnish National
Readership Survey from 2019 (Kansallinen Mediatutkimus 2019). I used the online version
of the newspaper as it was the easiest way to access the articles. I focused on a total of 117
articles published in the period between May 1st to December 31st, 2019 when there was a
vibrant debate about the issue. I identified the relevant articles through word search in relation
to the topic of the thesis. The used words were al-Hol, ISIS-naiset (ISIS-women), ISIS-lapset
(ISIS-children), ISIS, and pakolaisleiri (refugee camp).
Helsingin Sanomat publishes different types of texts such as, news articles, columns,
commentaries, HS-analysis articles, and editorials. News articles report on issues and events
but they do not usually clearly express the opinion of the writer. Editorials, which are written
by the newspaper’s editorial staff, reflect its perspective. Columns take a stand on a certain
issue in a poignant manner and usually use humor while doing it. Columns are published at a
regular place in the newspaper, and they are published in the writer’s own name.
Commentaries are usually shorter than columns. They are statements about a certain issue and
bring something new to the discussion. They are published in the writer’s name and express
his/her opinion. HS-analysis articles are articles that dig deeper to current issues and analyze
them, and often also reveal the opinion of the newspaper about the discussed issue. The
majority of the selected articles (109) are news articles, three are HS-analysis articles, three
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are columns from journalists, one is a commentary from a journalist, and one is an editorial.
The selected articles were authored by 65 journalists, most of whom have written one or two
articles about the issue. However, several journalists published a lot more articles on the
issue, for example Sami Sillanpää (13), Veera Paananen (11) and Paavo Teittinen (10). Most
of the articles were single authored, but there are also few which have been written by two or
three journalists together. Most of the articles were published in the Politics-section (52) and
Foreign countries-section (46) of Helsingin Sanomat. In addition, five articles were published
in the Home country-section, three in the City-section, two in the Other newspapers-section,
one in Opinion-section, one in the Now-supplement of the newspaper.1 One article was also
published in Wellbeing-section and one in the Editorial-section. Also, two articles were
published in the monthly paper (Kuukausijulkaisu) and three in the Sunday paper.
The method of analysis is qualitative content analysis. This method can be used to
study multiple data, either written, visual or verbal data. It is a method that is used to
objectively and systematically describe data and to connect themes from data to their context,
in order to produce new knowledge and insights. Content analysis has for a long time been
used, for example, in communication, sociology and psychology (Elo & Kyngäs 2007, 107–
108). Some of the first people to use the method were Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Harold D.
Lasswell during 1920s and 1930s in communication studies. The first textbook about the use
of the method was published in 1952. In the 1960s, the use of the method spread to other
academic fields, such as linguistics, history, arts and psychology (Mayring 2000, 2).
Qualitative content analysis can be used in either inductive or deductive way. The
choice of either depends on the aim of the study. Deductive content analysis is used when the
researcher has previous knowledge about the topic and the aim is to test a theory. The analysis
moves from the general theory to the specific instances. The inductive approach means that
the themes and sub-themes in the analysis are derived from the actual data. The analysis
moves from the specific to the general, by examining specific instances and combining them
into a larger picture. In my own analysis I am using the inductive approach. The themes and
sub-themes that I am analyzing derive from my actual data without previous knowledge (Elo
& Kyngäs 2007, 108–109).
There are few common steps in all types of qualitative content analysis. The first is a
“preparation phase” when the unit of analysis is selected. The unit can be, for example, a
theme. Next the researcher gets familiar with the whole data to understand. After this,

1
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researcher organizes the data. Data is organized by open coding and creating different subthemes. The researcher then groups data under relevant sub-themes. After that, similar subthemes are combined to form bigger themes. It is important for the research to also describe
the results and the analysis process so that the readers will understand how the analysis was
done and its limitations and strengths. Using original citations from the data can also help to
show the linkages between the data and the results (Elo & Kyngäs 2007, 109–112).
The following quote establishes critique from both academics who use quantitative
methods and qualitative methods. It has been claimed “to be a simplistic technique that did
not lend itself to detailed statistical analysis, while others considered that content analysis was
not sufficiently qualitative in nature” (Elo & Kyngäs 2007, 108). Despite this criticism, the
method is often used in multiple fields and it has a lot to give for the researcher. One major
benefit is that it can be used in several ways in different research designs. However, the fact
that content analysis can be done in so many ways and there is no `right` way to conduct it,
can also be very challenging. Thus, researchers using this method need to make informed
decision on how to best employ it (Elo & Kyngäs 2007, 108; 113).
In the first phase of my analysis, I went through all of the 117 articles that I selected
with an open mind and searched for repeating sub-themes in them. From these sub-themes I
formed larger themes to analyze. The following themes were identified: the women at the
camp as ‘the other’, motherhood, child welfare and human rights. From among these themes,
I chose to focus the analysis on the construction of the women as ‘the other’ and the debate
about child welfare, because of their visibility in my data, and because of the limited page
number of the research. After identifying the themes, I chose four articles for close analysis in
relation to the theme of the women as ‘the other’ and four articles for the theme of child
welfare. After examining these themes with qualitative content analysis, I also paid attention
to the larger context of these themes. I analyzed what these articles and themes reveal about
the larger issues related to changing Finland and contested Finnishness. The next phase of the
analysis was to write down the actual findings from the articles and to present them in the
thesis. This analysis is presented in the chapters three and four.

1.4 Theoretical framework – Othering
‘The other’ is an interdisciplinary concept which has been used, for example, in psychology,
theology, sociology and gender studies. The concept has been in popular use in social
sciences since the 18th century (Dervin 2015, 1). According to Fred Dervin: “Othering means
turning the other into an other, thus creating a boundary between different and similar,
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insiders and outsiders” (Dervin 2015, 2). Othering happens on many levels such as linguistic,
societal and supranational levels (Dervin 2015, 1–2).
In psychology, othering is seen as a normal process that is done by everyone. In this
process, in order to understand themselves, people use othering to perceive others and make
sense of the relationship between themselves and other people. However, in sociology,
othering means to differentiate ‘the other’ from ‘us’ and at the same time to create a hierarchy
between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Othering is related to power, and it usually entails idea that ‘the
other’ is not as good as ‘us’. This kind of othering often happens, for example, in public
discussion and media, and it is related to ideas, for example, about race, language, religion,
and nationality. Othering can also happen inside a group, by self-othering. This means that
people who belong to a certain group can be othered by the members of that same group, for
example, because of physical differences (Dervin 2015, 2–3).
In his seminal work on orientalism, Edward Said (1978) also engaged with the
question of othering. Orientalism as a historical process involved the interconnected act of the
othering of the orient (the colonized) and affirmation and privileging of the occident
(colonizing western countries). In the process of othering, Europeans present themselves as
superior and civil and the orient as inferior and wild (Said 1978).
Liu and Kramer (2019) argue that othering is related to the concept of identity, which
is primarily shaped by culture. Cultural identity forms through cultural construction of shared
ideas. In a country of immigration, this can result in two models, “a linear bipolar model and a
two-dimensional model” (Liu & Kramer 2019, 449). In the linear bipolar model, the
identities of immigrants’ and natives’ of the country are connected and the affirmation of one
identity depends on the marginalization or weakening of the other. In the two-dimensional
model, however, identities are separate and independent. According to this model, contacts
between immigrants and natives of the country can lead to integration, assimilation,
separation or marginalization. Identity studies done in the field of social sciences claim that
differences among cultures need to be managed, since they can be a source for conflict (Liu &
Kramer 2019, 448–452). According to the authors, intergroup differentiation makes the
immigrants in a host country seem like ‘the other’, creating out-groups inside the culture of
the host country. This differentiation is, for example, based on language, ethnicity, and
cultural values. Also, unequal distribution of power between host nationals and immigrants
can lead to othering of the minority group (Liu & Kramer 2019, 453–455).
According to Liu and Kramer, immigrants can be othered in a host country in three
ways: by seeing the immigrants as “exoticized other, stereotyped other or ostracized other”
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(Liu & Kramer 2019, 456). These ways of othering can also overlap. In exoticized othering,
immigrants are seen as physically different than the host nationals, in stereotyped othering
immigrants are seen as one mass which thinks and acts the same way and in ostracized
othering immigrants are associated with negative attributes while the host country nationals
are associated with positive images. These ways of othering make the minority groups feel
alienated and often feel negatively about the majority group (Liu & Kramer 2019, 456–459).
In today`s society, media often uses othering. Media has been accused of supporting a
certain view of the world where some groups are marked and presented as the norm while
other groups, especially minorities are depicted as ‘the other’ (Häger & Sjö 2015, 27–
28). Media uses often negative language and narrow stereotypes when it talks about the
minority groups in society. For example, according to Stuart Hall, “people who are in any
way significantly different from the majority— ‘them’ rather than ‘us’—are frequently
exposed to [and] seem to be represented [in media] through sharply opposed, polarized,
binary extremes” (Hall 1997, 229). Research has found that different media products tend to
stereotype different minorities by not offering them enough space in the news or using narrow
views when talking about them. Media outlets have often represented the minorities,
especially different religious minorities, as ‘the other’ (Fürsich 2010, 116–117). For example,
quite often Muslims are seen in Western media as the backward other and as a possible threat
to the Western society (Fürsich 2010, 115; Silva 2017, 139-142). Othering alters the opinions
of people about a certain group, and it also has an effect on how well they are accepted into
the society (Kamenova 2014, 170).
Bischof, Oberhuber and Stögner (2010), for example, used the concept of ‘the other’
to look at how Austrian and French print media write about the possible inclusion of Turkey
to the European Union and what this data tells about the European identity (Bischof,
Obenhufer & Stögner 2010, 364–366). The researchers used the method of critical discourse
analysis. The study found that the analyzed articles are either implicitly or explicitly posing
the question of identity and difference, for example, by asking if Turkey is ready to join the
European Union (Bischof, Obenhufer & Stögner 2010, 366–369). The results showed that the
question of religion, in this case, the case of Islam was big part of the articles and it was
depicted as a reason why Turkey should not join the EU. It was seen as incompatible with
European identity, and a possible threat to the gender equality in the EU. Even the articles that
talk about how Turkey should become part of the EU still address the question of religion. In
other words, Islamic Turkey`s possible inclusion to the European Union was seen as a threat
to the imagined European identity (Bischof, Obenhufer & Stögner 2010, 369–376).
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In this study I employ the concept of ‘the other’, to analyze the media representation
of the Finnish women at al-Hol as unwanted outsiders who pose a danger and threat to the
society. The concept of ‘the other’, furthermore, is a useful framework under which I explore
the societal and political anxieties that underlie the depiction of the al-Hol women in the
media debate.

2.Literature review
In this chapter, I review the relevant literature on the research topic. I begin with background
information about the Muslim population in Finland. After that I discuss the governance of
Islam in Finland and how it is shaped by the Nordic model of regulating the affairs and rights
of religious minorities as well as the larger European debate around Islam and Muslim
minorities. I then explain how Finnishness has been contested in the past and now. This is
particularly pertinent as modern-day Finland has become increasingly multi-religious and
multi-ethnic. I also examine how Muslims are othered in Finland today. After that I discuss
jihadism in Europe and Finland, explaining the number of people taking part in it, different
ways of taking part in it, and the reasons why some people join jihadist organizations. Also,
since the data of my analysis is from Helsingin Sanomat, I examine how Islam is represented
in European and Finnish media in the last section of this chapter. I conclude with reflections
on how my own research builds on this existing literature.

2.1 Muslim population in Finland: Background information
Finland is becoming increasingly multi-religious, which is a significant change. Finland has
been for centuries a very Christian country. After the Second World War, but particularly in
recent years, the number of different religious minorities in the country started to increase.
Finland has many different religious communities from various traditions, such as Islam,
Judaism, Hinduism and new religious movements, such as New Age (Martikainen 2013, 7–9).
However, since the women and children staying at al-Hol are Muslims, the focus of this
chapter is on the Muslim population in Finland.
The Muslim population in Finland has grown rapidly since the late 1980s. The exact
number of Muslims in Finland is not known and there have been different estimates of the
number. Recent scholarly estimation puts the number to at least 70 000. (Konttori & Pauha
2018). First Muslims came to Finland in the 19th century from Russia. The more permanent
Muslim community started to form in Finland in the 1870s when Tatars started to move to
Finland. Muslims in Finland got citizenship in 1923 and the first registered religious Muslim
community was formed in 1925 (Martikainen 2008, 68–69). There were only few thousand
10

Muslims in Finland at the beginning of 1990s but since then the number has grown rapidly
due to growing Muslim immigration to the country. Muslims in Finland are a very diverse
group and they have different backgrounds. Some of the biggest ethnicities include Iraqis,
Somalis and Kurds. There are also native Finnish people who are Muslims (Mapril,
Martikainen & Khan 2019, 6).

2.2 Governance of Islam in Europe and Finland
In recent years, there has been vigorous discussion in European countries about how minority
religions and especially Islam should be regulated in these societies. This concerned different
aspects of the practices of Muslim communities such as religious clothing, teaching Islam in
governmental schools, and the building of mosques. There have been different European
models of the governance of Islam, and Muslim communities have encountered various
experiences and challenges with them (Fetzer & Sooper 2005).
The building of mosques, for example, has been a focus of heated debates in some
contexts. The discourse of ‘us’ versus ‘them’ features in this debate (Cesari 2005, 1015–
1018). There are usually similar reasons put forward for objecting the building of mosques.
They are: concern of increasing traffic and the resulting noise; fear of security threat; and
conviction that the mosque would not be compatible with the landscape of the neighborhood
in question. However, the resistance also stems from the idea of Islam being incompatible
with the West and a threat to the national and international order (Cesari 2005, 1019–1020).
In Nordic countries the Evangelical-Lutheran church has had special status vis-à-vis
the state. This is the case, for example, in Denmark where the Evangelical-Lutheran church
still has a special relationship with the state. And in Finland, only the Lutheran church and the
Orthodox church are allowed to collect taxes (Nielsen & Otterbeck 2016, 86; 96). However,
the Nordic countries have also made many changes to accommodate Muslims as religious
groups for example, by providing Islamic religious education in public schools and allowing
Muslim communities to build places of worship (Nielsen & Otterbeck 2016). What is distinct
about the Nordic context, and the governing of religious minorities in Finland is that people
can form official religious communities, and this is also encouraged. It is seen as a way to
govern religious minorities. For example, the Freedom of Religion Act in Finland guarantees
the possibility to establish a religious community (Uskonnonvapauslaki 2003). It is notable,
though, that many Muslims do not belong to official religious communities which makes it
harder to know the exact number of Muslims in Finland (Martikainen 2008, 71).
Islamic education is offered in state-supported schools, and as one of the school
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subjects. The state has an active role in managing Islamic education (Sakaranaho 2008, 163–
164). In order to govern Islam, the Muslim population is the target of many socio-political
programmes, which try to prevent marginalization. Authorities in Finland want Muslim
immigrants to form religious communities, so that the authorities could more easily govern
the Muslim population. However, the issues are not discussed with the whole Muslim
community, but only with the religious leaders (Martikainen 2013, 86–90). Different ways of
dealing with the governing of Islam in European countries demonstrates that country specific
features and concerns play a role in governing Islam in European countries, on top of the
shared European values and threats.

2.3 Contesting Finnishness and othering Muslimness
Shared language, history, culture, and geography are the constituents of a collective Finnish
identity (Paatela-Nieminen, Itkonen & Talib 2016). Finland was part of Sweden for about 600
years until 1809 when Finland became part of the Russian empire. Swedish was the language
of culture, government, and trade when Finland was part of Sweden. During that time, there
were no sense of a collective Finnish identity, but different groups who lived in the
geographical area of Finland. When Finland became part of the Russian empire, a collective
identity as a Finnish nation emerged. Finnish people did not want to be Swedish and did not
want to become Russian (Anttila 2007, 131–133).
National identity building was strong in the 19th century, and it was done by the elites,
the Swedish speaking Finns. However, Finnish folklore became a major part of the Finnish
identity. The university and the national epic Kalevala (1835) played a big part in building the
Finnish national identity (Anttila 2007, 131–136). The country gained independence from
Russia in 1917. The East was seen as the enemy, and people emphasized that Finland was part
of the West. At the same time, people demanded that everyone in Finland speak Finnish. Only
in the 1960s the idea of a nation with one ethnicity started to change (Anttila 2007, 146–154).
The joining of Finland to the European Union and the increased immigration
complicated Finnishness (Paatela-Nieminen, Itkonen & Talib 2016). Finland joined the
European Union in 1995, and it is thought that by doing this, Finland further claimed its place
as part of the Western Europe. This, however, has made people question their Finnish identity
(Lähdesmäki 2015, 71–72). Additionally, migration, both from Finland and to Finland, has
affected Finnish identity. For a long time, Finland was a country of emigration. However, the
immigration to Finland has increased significantly since 1990s, even though the number of
immigrants in Finland is still very small compared to other European countries. Immigration
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to Finland has changed Finnish society and Finnishness, by making it more multicultural and
international (Martikainen 2013).
According to Patricia Lander, there have been three major changes in the idea of
Finnishness. First, the idea has shifted from being of eastern origin to one that is founded on
how much Finland has in common with the West, especially with the other Nordic countries.
Secondly, the attitude has changed from the idea that Finland is a poor and struggling country
to the idea of Finland as a successful and wealthy nation. And thirdly, the role of Finland as a
country shifted from being marginal and isolated to actively building peace and relationships
between the East and the West (Lander 1991, 243–245).
One thing that is also related to the idea of Finnishness today, and the way Finnishness
is debated, is the rise of populist parties in Finland, and the rise of the Finns party (formerly
known as the True Finns) in particular. The Finns party has declared that they are against
multicultural policies and minority group rights in Finland. The party is critical of
immigration and declares that they are defending the rights of a majority, the ‘true Finns’.
‘True Finns’ are seen to be under threat, for example, because of globalization and
multiculturality. The party has been created with the idea that there are these ‘true Finns’ and
also outsiders who threaten them (Wahlbeck 2016). The party has received substantial support
in recent elections in Finland, becoming the second biggest party in the parliamentary
elections in 2019 with 17,5 percent of the votes (Eduskuntavaalit 2019). This indicates that
there is a large number of people in Finland who espouse the party’s vision and values,
emphasizing an essentialist white Finnish identity and rejecting plurality, multiculturalism,
and globalism.
Anti-Muslim sentiments have also been on the rise in Finland, as in the other
European countries, in the 21st century. Even though there have been Muslim communities
living in Finland for centuries, still today, many see Islam as something foreign. (Pauha &
Ketola 2015). The public discourse on Muslims and Islam in Finland are also usually negative
(Pauha 2015). For example, even though Muslims are just a small part of immigrants in
Finland, discussion about Muslims is often in the center of attention when immigration is
discussed critically (Martikainen 2008). Other critically debated topics in the Finnish public
discussion have, for example, been the veil that some Muslim women wear and building of
mosques (Pauha & Ketola 2015). Also, the global politicization of Islam has made it more
hypervisible. Global media has created a picture of Islamic terrorism that is an existential
threat to Europe and the larger ‘West’. This contributed to the emergence and popularity of
European discourses that depict Muslims as ‘the other’ who are not to be trusted (Martikainen
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2008; Mohiuddin 2017). Muslims in Europe have mostly been described as violent, intolerant,
and fundamentalist, and commonly encounter discrimination in education, employment, and
housing (Elver 2012). In today`s Europe, some sections of European societies not only regard
Muslims as different from Europeans, and Islam as incompatible with European values, but
also think that the growing Islamic population in Europe threatens the Christian-based identity
of Europe. This has also increased the anti-Islamic attitudes in Europe (Elver 2012).
According to research conducted by Pauha and Ketola (2015), the attitudes towards
Muslims in Finland have worsened in the 21st century because of the terrorist attacks
committed by some armed Muslim jihadist groups. However, not all the Finns have negative
ideas about Muslims, and the aim of the study was to find out if the anti-Islam attitude is
popular among specific groups of people. According to the research, different demographics,
especially, social class, age, and people`s worldviews are important factors that explain the
negative attitudes. However, the factor that explains negative attitudes towards Islam the most
is a critical attitude towards all religions (Pauha & Ketola 2015).

2.4 Jihadism
Today terrorism is a global phenomenon with international actors (Archer & Malkki 2014).
Even though Islamic terrorism has been a threat in Europe before, it became a more
collectively acknowledged after the 9/11 attacks in the United States. The Muslim youth`s
radicalization is something that raises concerns in Finland and in Europe in general
(Tiilikainen 2015).
Islamic Jihadists spread their ideology in Europe in the 1990s and got a small
following. These turned into bigger organizations and networks in the 21 century. The main
st

European countries where these groups emerged were the United Kingdom, France, Belgium,
and Germany (Malkki & Saarinen 2019). In the 21st century these groups also have presence
in Scandinavia. There have been radical mosques in action in Western European countries,
which have had a central role in spreading jihadism. The ideology and actions adopted by alQaeda have been an important factor in growing jihadism in Europe. During the 21st century,
the movement has been led in Europe by people who often have their own experience in
fighting for jihadist organizations (Malkki & Saarinen 2019). Also, a growing trend has been
foreign fighters taking part in armed conflicts led by jihadist organizations in Muslim
majority countries. Since the rise of ISIS, the number of Islamist terrorist attacks in Europe
has increased, most of them inspired by ISIS. Today, many European countries are afraid of
the foreign fighters who left to fight for ISIS and are now coming back to their home
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countries (Malkki and Saarinen 2019).
The question of jihadism has become an important issue in Finland only in the 2010s
(Malkki and Saarinen 2019). In 2019, The Ministry of the Interior published a study
conducted by Leena Malkki and Juha Saarinen on jihadism in Finland in the 2010s. The
researchers collected data from different sources, such as the internet and social media
sources, official documents, and earlier literature about the subject. Researchers also
conducted about 40 interviews with representatives of Muslim communities, journalists,
family members of jihadists, security officials and people who work in preventing extremism.
Malkki and Saarinen (2019) found that jihadism in Finland is still very scarce compared to
other European countries, but the number of people taking part in it has increased
significantly in the 2010s, mostly because of the conflict in Syria and Iraq. Also, during the
immigration flow to Europe in 2015–2016 jihadists came to Europe and moved to Finland.
However, not all of the people in Finland who are interested in jihadism are immigrants. In
fact, there are native Finnish converts to Islam who have also joined jihadist groups (Malkki
and Saarinen 2019).
According to Malkki and Saarinen (2019), the jihadist movement in Finland has also
become more and more organized. However, a lot of jihadist action in Finland is non-violent
support and recruiting. There has only been one violent terrorist attack in Finland which
happened in 2017. However, one significant change in Finland is that in recent years, people
have left for conflict areas, for example to live in the ISIS caliphate. The people who have
left, have been mostly of Somali and Kurdish backgrounds and native Finns, in the age range
of 18-50-year-old, most of them being in their early 20s. Over 20 percent of them are women
(Malkki & Saarinen 2019). Terrorism has also become increasingly part of public and
political discussion in Finland since the beginning of the 21st century, according to the article
by Archer and Malkki (2014). The authors conclude that today it is more difficult, but also
more important than ever to tackle terrorism (Archer & Malkki 2014).
Researchers Marko Juntunen, Karin Creutz-Sundblom and Juha Saarinen conducted a
study on how jihadist organizations in the Syria and Iraq conflict, mainly ISIS, recruited
Finnish Muslim youth to their organizations. Data for this research was collected from online
material that people who travelled to the conflict zones posted on their social media and
interviews with some of their family members. The researchers also interviewed: people who
shared the same ideologies and social relations like those who left for Syria, but who, for
some reason, had not left themselves; people who lived in Finland and supported jihadist
organizations, people who had been investigated or prosecuted for terrorist crimes, and
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professionals who worked with marginalized youth. The interviews gave insight to the life of
14 people who left for Syria, mostly to join ISIS. The researchers reported that the
backgrounds of the people who left for Syria were very diverse. They were from all around
Finland, with different educational backgrounds, ethnicities, both native-born Finns and
immigrants, and both born Muslims and converts. However, there were other things that most
of these people had in common (Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblum & Saarinen 2016).
A surprising finding was that the people who left were not loners who were isolated
from the society. Many had been actively involved, for example, in Islamic organizations.
One of the main motivating factors seemed to be the sense of solidarity with Muslims in
conflict zones and the desire to help them. Also, the desire to connect to the Umma (the larger
Muslim community) was strong. Also, the challenges that Muslim communities encountered
in Finland and in Europe in general, and the frustrations related to them motivated the youth
to leave. These challenges included, for example: the negative consequences of war on
terrorism to the Muslims, increasing islamophobia, and the negative representation of
Muslims in the media. The interviewees reported that they felt that the West was trying to
control Muslims. Islam was represented in the public discussion as a threat and a reason for
terrorism. No room was given for understanding Muslims, their motives, or their actions
(Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblum & Saarinen 2016).
Social relations also played a major role in individuals’ decision to go to Syria. Most
of the people who went to Syria networked with each other, and for example informed each
other about the situation in the caliphate and jointly planned their travel there. The researchers
also found that many people who left were insufficiently informed about the situation in
Syria. The interviewees also criticized the fact that because of the fear towards terrorism,
Muslims could not even talk about jihadism or different ways of interpreting the Qur’an. And
because of this atmosphere, the young people were left alone with their thoughts. The fear of
terrorism also created an atmosphere where Muslims were object of suspicion and were
monitored, which made Finnish Muslims feel like ‘the other’ in the society, and as people
who do not have the same opportunities as the others (Juntunen, Creutz-Sundblom & Saarinen
2016).
Social science literature has also tackled the phenomenon of jihadism and its
underlying factors. One important scholar in this area is Olivier Roy. His book Jihad and
Death – The Global Appeal of Islamic State (2017), is a noteworthy study. What is important
about Roy’s (2017) work is that in addition to studying jihadism he has also studied first and
second-generation Muslim Europeans and their ways of engaging with Islam. The first16

generation Muslims usually maintain their religion and are attached to it, since they have
experienced it in their country of origin. However, the second-generation Muslim Europeans
relate to Islam differently. They become disillusioned and critical of their parents` Islam and
want to change it. They decouple religion and culture which can lead to different outcomes
within the second-generation Muslims, some adopting a critical approach towards the
religion, others becoming radicalized. It is notable that many of the jihadists in Europe are
second generation immigrants (Roy 2017).
Roy (2017, 49) also writes about the way he sees jihadism. He writes that: “It is very
common to view jihadism as an extension of Salafism”. However, according to Roy (2017), it
is actually a much more complicated phenomenon. There are common features between
jihadists and Salafis, but there are also big differences. For example, ISIS` views of the role of
women and sexual morals differ from those of the Salafis. Jihadists` relationship with their
family is also not like that of Salafis. Salafis also think that you cannot convert people with
force. One big difference is also that the young radicals are not so interested in following
Islamic norms in their daily lives, but among the Salafis, this is the core of the ideology.
According to Roy, this means that Salafism is not the reason why people become jihadists.
Jihadists are sincere believers in the way that they believe in a certain interpretation of Islam.
However, it has been proven that jihadists have very limited understanding of Islam.
However, people do not become jihadists because they read wrong texts, or they are
manipulated. They become jihadists because radicalization attracts them. What appeals to
people is the justification that ISIS provides for their imaginary (Roy 2017).
Other writers have also tried to understand and explain jihadism from sociological or
theological points of view. One of these writers is Mark Juergensmeyer who, for example, has
written a chapter titled A Sociotheological Approach to Understanding Religious Violence
about religious violence with Mona Kanwal Sheikh in The Oxford Handbook of Religion and
Violence. The writers used a socio-theological approach to study religious violence. Their
point is to adopt a holistic approach that considers structural and sociological factors as well
as the religious worldviews that lead some groups to violence. They argue that often the
jihadist actions emerge from the idea that there is an enemy that needs to be defeated. The
problem is also that each side of the conflict fails to understand the motives that spur the
actions of the other side. Understanding these motives would be important in order to tackle
terrorism (Juergensmeyer & Sheikh 2013). As my data for this research is newspaper articles,
it is also important to note how Islam has been discussed in European and Finnish media,
which is the topic of the next section.
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2.5 Islam in European and Finnish media
According to many studies, media coverage of Islam and Muslims is usually negative (F.ex.
Moore et al.: 2008; Richardson 2004, Elver 2012). Very often Islam is associated with
terrorism and radicalization. However, it is also important to note that there is variation in the
media coverage and that not all of the Western countries and media outlets describe Islam in
such negative terms (Elver 2012, 3–4).
According to Salomi Boukala (2018) representing Muslims as ‘the other’ who
threatens the European stability, has been common in the British, French and Greek media,
especially since the 9/11 attacks in the United States. Boukala argues that the othering of
Muslims in the European media is also the basis for the construct of ‘us’ the Europeans who
are united against a common threat (Boukala 2018). Other studies on Islam in European
media found that the depiction of Islam and Muslim is also interconnected with making
boundaries between European identity and ‘the Muslim other’. What is also evident is that
quite often when media is talking about Muslims or Islam, the Muslim voice is absent from
the discourse (Hjelm 2012, 138–139).
A study, conducted by Bleich, Stonebraker, Nisar, and Abdelhamid (2015) looked at
how Muslims were depicted in comparison to other religious groups in British newspaper
headlines between 2001 and 2012. It found that there was variation in the coverage during the
researched time period. There were more positive headlines than negative headlines about
Muslims in the newspapers. However, the most-read newspaper had the most negative
images. The researchers also found that Muslims were regularly represented more negatively
than Jews and Christians in the newspapers (Bleich, Stonebraker, Nisar & Abdelhamid 2015).
Teemu Taira (2008) studied the representation of Muslims in Finnish media. He
examined how the representation of Muslims has changed in Helsingin Sanomat in the period
from 1946 to 1994. Taira stated that the underlying issue in the articles on Islam was making
sense of Finnish identity in modern times. He noted that Islam was hardly discussed in
newspaper articles before the 1960s. Islam was on the whole depicted as inferior to
Christianity and a spread of Islam was feared. Between 1966 and 1974, Islam was mostly
presented as part of the Arab countries’ politics. From the mid-1970s Islam started to be seen
as an independent phenomenon. After 1984 the idea of Islam spreading outside of the Middle
East and the fear of Islamic extremism spreading to other countries started to be constant in
the articles. Especially since the 1990s, Islam has become a frequently discussed topic in
Finnish media. Islam was especially discussed in relation to migration. Even though there
were also positive articles about Islam, the fears and negative attitudes have been more
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prominent in media. The gap between ‘us’ the Finns and ‘them’ i.e. the different kind of
people coming from other parts of the world, is still very visible in media. Rhetorically media
uses othering when talking about Islam by implying that Islam is not part of Finnishness,
modernity and s.c. Western culture. Islam is seen as the opposite of the West (Taira 2008).
Moreover, Maasila and Raittila (2008) have written about how Islam is represented in
Finnish media. The data in this research is the stories about Islam and Muslims from five
Finnish newspapers, four magazines and from the news programs and documentaries from
four Finnish television channels during three different time periods: February 1987, February
1997 and February 2007. The researchers used quantitative content analysis to see in what
contexts Muslims and Islam were talked about (Maasila & Raittila 2008). In the data from
1987 Islam was mostly associated with the violent conflicts and there was hardly any news
that connected Islam to Finland. Most of the stories from 2007 are also connected to the
violence in the Middle East. The data from 1997 is the most diverse, for example talking
about, among other things, the life of the Muslims in Finland. Slowly the number of stories
about Finnish Muslims and their lives increased. However, it also seems that the connection
between Islam and terrorism and conflict was increasingly covered in the stories. A key
finding was that Islam was often depicted as ‘the other’, something else than the Western ‘us’.
(Maasila & Raittila 2008).
Karin Creutz-Kämppi studied how Muslims are represented in Swedish-language
newspapers that are published in Finland (Creutz-Kämppi 2008a). The data for the research
was 72 articles that were published in the two biggest Swedish-language newspapers in
Finland, Hufvudstadsbladet and Vasabladet, during the two weeks in February 2007. Also, in
these articles, the most common context where Islam was discussed was violent conflicts. The
author concluded that the picture that readers would get about Muslims and Islam from these
articles is very one-dimensional and painted as violent (Creutz-Kämppi 2008a). CreutzKämppi also looked at how Islam was represented in seven Swedish-language newspapers in
Finland between December 2005 and May 2006, focusing on the opinion pieces and on how
they used discursively othering themes (2008b). According to the author, the othering in the
opinion pieces in the Swedish-language newspapers makes a divide between Islam, and
Western ideology, but they do not articulate explicitly what Finnishness is (Creutz-Kämppi,
2008b). Creutz-Kämppi identified four repeated discourses from her data: “the violence
discourse, the colonialist discourse, the secularization discourse and the discourse about the
clash of civilizations” (Creutz-Kämppi 2008b, 255). In the violence discourse, Muslims were
often seen as aggressive group that is prone to violence. The colonialist discourse represented
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Muslims as people who could not survive without the help of Western countries. The
secularization discourse was about negative attitude towards religions in general. The final
discourse of clash of civilizations was based on the Samuel P. Huntingtons` idea about the
inevitable conflict between Islam and the west. Islam was seen as a threatening ideology to
the West (Creutz-Kämppi 2008b).
This MA thesis builds on the afore-mentioned literature. I explore the theme of ‘the
Muslim other’ through a content analysis of the coverage of the al-Hol story and the debate
around it in Finnish mainstream newspaper Helsingin Sanomat. I examine how the Finnish
Muslim women and children who are staying at al-Hol are othered in this debate. I start my
analysis in the next chapter where I first examine how the women at the camp are depicted in
the media coverage of this issue, and what this media debate can reveal about political and
societal changes in Finland. In the fourth chapter, I examine how the al-Hol children are
talked about in the public discussion and what this reveals about child welfare and immigrant
families in the country and their challenges.

3.The ‘Other’ and Finnish Anxieties: The Women of al-Hol
and Changing Finland
The aim of this chapter is to analyze the media debate about the Finnish women and children
at al-Hol. I examine how women are depicted as ‘the other’. I also examine, using relevant
articles from Helsingin Sanomat, what the debate about al-Hol reveals about changing
Finland and the underlying anxieties related to these changes. I begin the chapter with
contextual information about the women and their children, the participants in the debate, and
the key issues that are discussed. Next, I examine how the women are constructed as ‘the
other’ through qualitative contextual analysis of four selected articles. While I focus on these
four articles, my analysis is also informed by the whole sample of articles about the al-Hol
debate. I shed light on the different dimensions that constitute the depiction of women as ‘the
other’. They are: membership in a terrorist group, being a security threat, being unfit mothers,
and women who purposefully chose to leave their country and abandon Finnish values. I then
reflect on what the debate about al-Hol reveals about changing Finland, mainly about the
increasing populism, anti-immigration sentiments, and Islamophobia, as Muslim communities
continue to grow in the country and encounter their own challenges as politicized religious
minorities.
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3.1 The story of al-Hol women
During the period from May to December 2019, Helsingin Sanomat published a considerable
number of articles on Finnish women and children who are living at al-Hol camp in Syria.
The articles discussed who these Finnish women and children were, why they moved to Syria,
what they might have been doing in the ISIS caliphate, and whether they and their children
should be returned to Finland. The articles reported the opinions of different actors from
Finnish society, such as politicians, academic experts in different relevant fields, professionals
from national and international non-governmental organizations, and the families of the
women on the subject matter.
At the time of writing this MA thesis, there are still five Finnish women and about 15
Finnish children still at the camp. The government evacuated two children who lost their
parents and brought them back to Finland in December 2019, three women and nine children
were able to escape from the camp and return to Finland in May 2020, and one mother and at
least two children escaped the camp and arrived in August 2020 (Rigatelli 2020). The
government also brought back two women and six children in December 2020. This was the
first time when Finland helped Finnish women return from the camp. The Ministry for
Foreign Affairs has not stated the exact number of Finnish women who are still at the camp,
in order to keep the identity of the people anonymous (Rigatelli 2020).
Helsingin Sanomat published some background information about the 11 Finnish
women and their children who were originally living at the camp. According to the published
information, the women and children were living in the ISIS caliphate until it was defeated in
March 2019. After that the women and children escaped to the desert where they were taken
to the Kurdish led camps. They are currently living in the biggest camp, al-Hol (HS
13.12.2019). There were seven native Finnish women, two Finnish-Somali women and two
Finnish citizens of other immigrant background (HS 13.12.2019). Four of the women are
under 40-years-old, three are over 40 and the age of four women is not mentioned. Before
going to Syria, five of the women were living in the Helsinki metropolitan area, one in
northern Finland, one in western Finland, one in Tavastia, one in Sweden, while the residence
of two women is not mentioned. The women moved to Syria between 2012 and 2015. Five of
the women had moved to Syria with their husbands, one had joined her husband later, three
had gotten married in Syria, and the family situation of the last woman is not covered in the
article (HS 13.12.2019). The newspaper also reports that four of the women were
disseminating ISIS’ agenda either on social media or in ISIS’ own newspapers (HS
13.12.2019).
21

3.1.1 The debate about al-Hol Finnish ISIS women and children
The selected articles discuss the opinions of multiple participants who took part in the public
discussion about the so-called Finnish ISIS women and their children at al-Hol. The voices of
the women themselves are seldom present. Their opinions are reported in few articles.
Helsingin Sanomat also went to the camp to interview two Finnish women about their
opinions on the issue and published one article featuring interview (HS 15.12.2019).
However, in most of the articles the women and children are the object of the debate. The
voices of the family members of the Finnish women and children similarly can only be heard
in a few articles. Unsurprisingly, the family members’ opinions form a counter narrative to
that of the politicians.
The opinions that are featured prominently are those of the politicians, and especially
the leaders of political parties and the members of the government. The most prominent
political actor who participated in the debate is the current Foreign Minister Pekka Haavisto,
since the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is the main government body concerned with the issue.
Other important participants are former Prime Minister Pekka Rinne, current Prime Minister
Sanna Marin, former Minister of Finance Katri Kulmuni, leader of the National Coalition
Party Petteri Orpo, and the leader of the Finns party Jussi Halla-Aho. Another participant is
the President of Finland, Sauli Niinistö, whose opinions are also voiced in few articles.
Kurdish politicians in Syria are also referred to, but their contribution is much smaller than
their Finnish counterparts.
Scholars from a number of relevant fields to the issue are also participants in this
debate. The scholars who were interviewed the most are Martti Koskenniemi, Professor of
international law, and the terrorist studies researchers Juha Saarinen and Leena Malkki. Many
humanitarian organizations, such as The Finnish chapter of Amnesty International, UNICEF,
the Finnish Red Cross and Save the Children also participated in the debate. Another
important participant is The Finnish Security Intelligence Service (SUPO), whose opinions
are usually voiced by Minna Passi, the communications specialist at SUPO. The journalists of
Helsingin Sanomat are also participants in the debate. They are the people who have written
the articles, and, for example, decided from which angles the story is told.
There are a number of key issues that are discussed in this debate. The participants
discuss what should be done regarding the Finnish nationals at the camp. Should the Finnish
government evacuate them from the camp or not? And, who should be evacuated? The
children? The women? In relation to this central question, issues such as terrorism, security,
children’s rights and welfare are discussed.
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3.1.2 Women as ‘the other’
In my analysis of the 117 sample articles I found four recurring sub-themes. In this section, I
focus on how these sub-themes are used to construct the narrative of the women as ‘the
other’. I examine four articles for closer content analysis. The first two articles are examples
of how women are othered in the public debate, and the last two express the opinions of the
women themselves and their families and show another side to the debate. The first article is
by Liisa Kauppinen and it was published in June 2019. It is called “HS asked parliamentary
groups what should be done to the Finnish people at Isis-camp: The parties emphasize the
responsibility of the women and on the other hand the innocence of the children” (A.1) (HS
26.6.2019a). The second article was published in December 2019 by Elli-Alina Hiilamo. The
title is “Is the safety of Finnish people more important than children`s rights? HS collected
three aspects on why the decision on evacuating the Finnish people at al-Hol is so difficult”
(A.2) (HS 12.12.2019a). The third article is called ”We will not give away our children”. It is
written by Sami Sillanpää and it was published in December 2019 (A.3) (HS 15.12.2019).
The fourth article is called ”I thought that Finland is a constitutional state” the mother of a
Finnish women who left for ISIS’ caliphate and who is now staying at the prison camp in
Syria says”. It is written by Sami Sillanpää (A.4) (HS 24.5.2019). I sometimes reference
direct quotes from the articles to illustrate particular points in my analysis. The quotes are my
English translations of the excerpts from the original Finnish article. The original Finnish
quotes can be found in the appendix.
The first article is about 700 words long. It deals with what different members of the
parliament think Finland should do regarding the Finnish women and children at al-Hol camp.
The article reports the perspectives of Antti Lindtman, the chairperson of the parliamentary
group Social Democratic party of Finland, Petteri Orpo, the chairperson of the National
coalition party, and the vice-chairperson of the same party, Sari Sarkomaa, Anders
Adlercreutz, the chairperson of the parliamentary group Swedish People`s Party, and Päivi
Räsänen, the former chairperson of the parliamentary group Christian Democrats (HS
26.6.2019a).
The second article is 750 words. This article deals with three different issues that are
represented as important in relation to the decision about evacuating the women and children.
They are related to law, security, and the children’s welfare. The article reports the opinions
of Martti Koskenniemi, the professor of international law, Minna Passi, the communication
specialist at Finnish Security Intelligence Service, terrorism researcher Juha Saarinen, the
professor of constitutional law Tuomas Ojanen, attorney general Tuomas Pöysti, program
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leader of UNICEF Inka Hetemäki and the directors of Safe the Children organization (HS
12.12.2019a).
The third article is about 2700 words long. It discusses the opinions of some of the
women. The article is based on interviews with two Finnish women at al-Hol camp. It gives
insight into what the women themselves are thinking, what led them to go to Syria, and if they
want to come back to Finland. It also sheds light on the differences of opinion among the
women (HS 15.12.2019).
The fourth article is about 500 words long. It discusses the opinions that the women`s
family members have about the women, the children and the Finnish government. It gives a
very different picture about the issue than most of the articles in my data (HS 24.5.2019).
I used inductive qualitative content analysis to analyze the articles. The main theme
that is found in my data is that the women are represented in the debate as ‘the other’. This
depiction of the women as ‘the other’ is done through four sub-themes, namely: the women as
members of a terrorist group; as individuals who willfully joined this group and therefore
responsible for their actions; as a security threat should they return to Finland; and as people
who have forsaken Finnish values and way of life.
Representing the women as members of a dangerous terrorist group is a recurrent subtheme in the articles. They are called “ISIS-women” (Isis-naiset), “ISIS-wives” (Isis-vaimot),
and “Family members of ISIS fighters” (Isis taistelijoiden perheenjäsenet) (HS 26.6.2019a).
The chairpersons of the political parties in the parliament also emphasize the notion of the
women as dangerous terrorists. For example, Antti Kurvinen, chairman of the central
parliamentary group states in the first article that:
“[..] Of course, we will obey constitution and our other legal commitments, but security is the first goal.
We however need to remember what ISIS is about. It is the most outrageous and the most horrible
terrorist organization in the recent history.” (A.5) (HS 26.6.2019a)

By linking the women to ISIS, the participants of the debate reinforce the image of the
women as ‘the dangerous other’ who are not welcome in Finland because of the possible
security threat they might pose. Even though the politicians think that it is important to
remember that Finland has legal commitments that it needs to obey, the possible security
threat that the women may pose is prioritized.
However, the families of the women think that the politicians do not have enough
knowledge to pass such a judgement on the women.
“Who of the politicians has discussed with our daughters over the years to see what they really think?
Which one of them can put their hand on the Bible and say that my child is a terrorist?” one family
member asks. (A.6) (HS 24.5.2019)
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This quote shows that the family members of the women think that Finland has not done
enough to find out the perspectives of their daughters and their experiences at the caliphate.
The women are also represented as individuals with full agency and who willfully left
their country and joined a terrorist group. The headline of the first article “Parties emphasize
the responsibility of the women” underscores this point. The women are described as adults
who need to take responsibility for their actions. The article also makes a clear division
between these women whom Finnish politicians do not want to help and the innocent children
who are the victims in the debate, and who are deserving of help. Words, such as
“responsibility” (vastuu), “independent initiative” (omatoimisuus), ”voluntarily”
(vapaaehtoisesti) and “person of full legal capacity” (täysivaltaisuus) are used in the first
article to describe the voluntary decision that the women made to go to Syria, and the
responsibility that they have of their own actions (HS 26.6.2019a). The words related to the
children, such as, “innocent” (syytön) and “victim” (uhri), in contrast, emphasize that the
children did not choose to go to the conflict area, but they were taken or born there, and they
need to be helped (HS 26.6.2019a). The following quote of Antti Lindtman, leader of the
parliamentary group of the party Social Democrats, is a good illustration of this depiction.
The adults with a Finnish background are people with a full legal capacity, who have at their own free
left to the conflict area to serve ISIS` misrule. On the other hand, in the area, there are also children who
have a Finnish citizenship and who have been taken to Syria or who have been born there. They are
completely innocent for their situation. (A.7) (HS 26.6.2019a)

Similar kind of statements are heard also from other politicians from the opposition parties.
The Finnish Security Intelligence Service, for example, is skeptical about helping the
women because of their assumed voluntary involvement with the organization and because of
the criminal acts they might have committed. This is reflected in the following quote:
The Finnish women at the camp have lived in the areas controlled by ISIS and most their spouses have
been working in the jihadist movement. According to the estimate by the Finnish Security Intelligence
Service (Supo), women have generally taken part in the supporting actions in the organization, such as
producing propaganda and recruiting new members. In general, women have had a central role in
enslaving the women and children who belong to the Yazidi minority, the communication specialist
of Supo, Minna Passi says. (A.8) (HS 12.12.2019a)

According to the security intelligence service, the women were not just innocent bystanders in
ISIS. They went there on their own will and have also generally taken part in ISIS`
propaganda and may have also oppressed other victims.
However, the women themselves see the situation differently. They say that they left
for Syria to live in a Muslim state and that the only thing that they did in the caliphate was to
take care of the children, as articulated in this quote from a Finnish woman at the camp.
“Where can we Muslims live? We came here because of Sharia, so that we could live according to
Islam. We came so that we could keep our clothes, and so that no-one would criticize us because of
our religion. And nowhere else could we have lived as freely as in dawla. (A.9) (HS 15.12.2019)
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This woman argues that the reasons for her going to Syria was to live according to Islam and
be free from discrimination. This is contradictory to the idea of most of the participants in the
discussion who think that the women went to Syria to take part in the organization, for
example, by spreading its agenda. The same can also be seen from the next quote by Jonna,
another Finnish woman at the camp.
What did you do at the caliphate? “I was at home”, Jonna says. “I didn`t have any occupation. I was a
wife and later a widow. (A.10) (HS 15.12.2019)

According to Jonna, she only stayed at home while staying at the caliphate and took care of
the children. The challenge of verifying what the women did or did not do while they were
living under ISIS’ rule poses a problem. This makes it more challenging for the government
to decide what should be done regarding the women at the camp.
The women`s families are also devastated about the things that have been said about
their daughters, and state that the women were misled when they went to Syria.
“Yes, people make mistakes, they are misled, they believe in propaganda. But does the society
and the state need to take revenge of these women and to their children so harshly?” another mother
asks. (A.11) (HS 24.5.2019)
This quote demonstrates that the families think that the women made a mistake when they
went to Syria, and that regardless of this mistake, the government needs to help the women.
The families do not absolve the women of all wrongdoing, but they argue that their mistake
was confined to going to Syria and did not include committing atrocities. Therefore, they
contend, that their daughters and their children should not be deprived of the right to return to
their country.
The researched articles also depict the women as a security threat, should they return
to Finland. This is a recurrent theme. According to the articles, the women might pose a
serious security threat if they came back. There are, for example, multiple words used in the
first article, that illustrate this point, for example, “security” (turvallisuus), “security
perspective” (turvallisuusnäkökulma), and “security threat” (turvallisuusuhka) (HS
26.6.2019a).
For example, terrorism researcher Juha Saarinen emphasized to HS in July that no-one has
information on what kind of ideology the Finnish women at al-Hol camp really has. It is also
unknown if they have, for example, gotten systematic ideological education from ISIS, Saarinen said.
(A.12) (HS 12.12.2019a)

In this quote, the terrorism researchers express their concern that there is no knowledge of that
the women have been doing at the camp or how radicalized they are. This makes the women a
possible security threat to Finland, since there is no guarantee that the women have not taken
part in ISIS` actions, or that they would not continue to do so in Finland.
Kurvinen [Chairman of the Central Parliamentary Group] emphasizes that, the government will make a
political policy of the issue, and the parliamentarians have not formed an official opinion about the
issue. According to Kurvinen, the party has however, instructed its ministers to act with emphasis to
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the security. “Whatever decisions will be made, taking care of the national security is the main thing. Of
course, we will obey constitution and our other legal commitments, but security is the first goal. [..]”
(A.13) (HS 26.6.2019a)

This quote emphasizes that security is a paramount concern for the political leaders.
Also, the Finnish Security Intelligence Service thinks that the people at the camp
could pose a security threat, and this opinion is present in both articles:
The Security Intelligence Service estimated to HS on Tuesday, that both the adults and children at the
camp can be a security threat to Finland. (A.14) (HS 26.6.2019a)
According to the Finnish Security Intelligence Service, the people coming back from the conflict area in
Iraq and Syria, possibly increase the terrorism threat aimed to Finland. ”We evaluate that the women
possibly coming back from the area, will very likely continue terrorist activities, will form networks
with each other, and will integrate to domestic jihadist networks”, Passi writes in her reply. (A.15) (HS
12.12.2019a)

As stated in these quotes, the Finnish Security Intelligence Service sees the women as a
serious security threat should they return. There is concern that they might engage in terrorist
activities or connect with existing jihadist groups. The Finnish Security Intelligence Service
also adopts a harder position on the security issue than most of the other participants in the
debate, by arguing that also the children at the camp could pose a security threat if they came
back to Finland.
The women themselves say that they are not dangerous and that if they would come
back to Finland, they would not be a threat to a Finnish society and would just want to live a
normal life.
“I have not killed anyone, I am not planning on killing anyone, and I have never even hit anyone”, Heli
says. “You can tell this to Supo”. (A.16) (15.12.2019)

According to Heli, she has not done the violent acts that many of the participants in the
discussion accuse the women of. This quote also demonstrates the frustration that the women
themselves feel about the fact that no-one is actually asking how they think about the situation
or what they have done at the caliphate but make assumptions about them without further
investigation.
”[--] I would mostly stay at home. At some point the children would go to school and learn the
language. Normal life. I would study, inshallah”, Heli says. (A.17) (15.12.12019)

This quote demonstrates what kind of life the women say that they would want to live in
Finland. Normal, peaceful life. This statement differs greatly from the picture that most of the
participants in the discussion paint about dangerous women who would continue violent
actions if they would come back to Finland.
Another dimension of the othering of the women is to question their Finnishness. This
is constructed first visually with the picture of women at the camp donning clothed in black
and wearing a face veil (niqab) at the camp (HS 26.6.2019a).

27

The Finnish constitution and consular law, the European Convention on Human
Rights and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (HS 20.6.2019), obligate Finland to help
Finnish nationals in foreign countries. However, the central question posed in the article is not
how these women can be helped, but if Finland needs to help the women in the first place.
According to the families of the women, the answer to this question is simple. Finland
has the responsibility to help the women just based on the fact that they are Finnish citizens.
This is clear from the quotes by the family members of the women.
“The comments from the politicians are horrible from the mother`s point of view. The fact that they
are Finnish citizens alone, according to the law, obligates to help them”, one of the family members
interviewed by HS says. (A.18) (HS 24.5.2019)

As stated in this article, the family members of the women think that Finland has the
obligation to help the women as they are Finnish nationals.
The questioning of the women’s Finnishness is also linked to questioning their fitness
as mothers. Even though the women are called “mothers” (äidit) (HS 12.12.2019a) in the
articles, and one of their most important roles in ISIS has been to be a mother, from the
Finnish perspective, they are seen as unfit mothers. They have taken their children to a
conflict zone. These mothers are depicted as failing in their most important role as parents
which is to keep their children safe. That is why it is discussed in many of the articles, if the
children should be taken from their mothers’ custody, and whether Finland should repatriate
the children without their mothers. For example, Inka Hetemäki, the program leader at
UNICEF discusses this point.
According to the children`s rights organization UNICEF, both the children and mothers at al-Hol
should be brought urgently to Finland. “After that in Finland we could evaluate whether it is the benefit
for the child to be removed from the mother’s custody”, Hetemäki says. (A.19) (HS 12.12.2019a)

As stated in this quote, even though the human rights organizations generally want Finland to
help all the people at the camp, they also make a difference between the women and the
children and see the children`s rights as the most important thing to consider.
The women themselves and the family members of the women, however, think that
Finland should help all of the people come back from the camp, and that the children should
stay with their mothers. Also, it is unlikely that the women would let only the children come
to Finland without them, as is stated in this quote:
What if you are asked to only send the children to Finland. Would you agree? “No, I would not”. (A.20)
(HS 15.12.2019)

In this quote, a mother is asked if she would agree to send her children back to Finland
without her, and she categorically refused. Also, the family members of the women express
the same perspective.
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“The children cannot be separated from their mothers. Some of them only have their mother as the
surviving parent and they have already lost everything normal from their lives. Children have a right to
their parents”, says a mother whose daughter is at the camp with two small children. (A.21) (HS
24.5.2019)

As stated in this quote, at least some of the family members feel that the children should not
be separated from the mothers since for many, the mother is the only parent they have left and
also maybe the last normal thing in their lives. The opinions of the women and their family
members differ strikingly from the opinions of most of the participants in the debate who
would like to separate the children from their mothers in order for the children to live a more
normal life.
To conclude, in this public debate the Finnish women at al-Hol camp are depicted as
‘the dangerous other’ who pose a great threat to the society and Finnishness itself. To further
understand the perspectives articulated in this debate, it is necessary to shed light on its larger
Finnish context. The next section will shed light on this context, focusing in particular on
rising right-wing populism and its anti-immigration and Islamophobia aspects. Again, I will
draw on selected articles from Helsingin Sanomat.

3.2 Changing Finland and Populist anxieties
In the 117 articles that I used to analyze the story of al-Hol, I identified two sub-themes that
are related to the theme of changing Finland, namely increasing support for Finnish populist
parties and anxieties around the Muslim presence in Finland. I am going to discuss these subthemes through the analysis of four additional articles from Helsingin Sanomat. Three of
these articles were published in 2019, whereas the fourth was published already in 2017. I
decided to add the latter to my analysis, since it also deals with these same sub-themes and the
time frame is still relevant. I have chosen two articles on the rising populism in Finland and
the other two articles on interconnected Finnish anxieties around the growing and more
visible Muslim communities in Finland.

3.2.1 Increasing populism in Finland
Right-wing populism is on the rise in Finland. The increasing immigration to Finland has
made people scared of the change that will happen and resulted in populist sentiments that
foreground exclusionary Finnish identity (Wahlbeck 2016). This increasing populism and its
main political mouthpiece, the Finns party have influenced how the issue of Finnish women
and children at al-Hol has been debated (HS 20.12.2019).
Two articles published in 2019 adequately illustrate this influence. The first article is a
column titled “Thirty small children won`t overtake the country – the disproportionate ruckus
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rising from al-Hol tells us how the fear of the Finns party has become the divider in politics”
(A.22). It is written by Yrjö Rautio (HS 20.12.2019). The other article, by Joonas Turunen, is
called “The support of the Finns party increased again a great deal – this is how researchers
and the party itself comment on the record popularity” (A.23) (HS 27.11.2019).
The two texts shed light on the rise of populist parties in Finland during the recent
years and the causing factors; the resulting changes in the political field, the rise of antiimmigration sentiments and agenda, and the other parties’ fear of the increasing popularity of
the Finns party. Both texts state that the number of votes casted for the party is increasing
with every election. The reasons for the rise are, for example, the popularity of the leader of
the party, the party`s commitment to its core values and voicing their opposing ideas about
issues.
The growth of the popularity of the Finns party seems to follow the same steep rise that began
before the parliamentary elections during spring. Still in the municipal elections two and a half years
ago, the support was under nine percent, when in the 2019 parliamentary elections it rose to 17,5 per
cent. (A.24) (27.11.2019)

This quote from the article clearly states the fact that the support for the Finns party is
increasing rapidly.
Not only is the Finns party getting bigger, but also the traditional big parties are
getting smaller. Therefore, these traditionally big parties are no longer dominating the
political field in Finland.
According to Markku Jokisipilä, the change in the popularity map of the parties, is also about a
longer development, which shows the weakening of the big parties. The big parties are smaller than
ever before. ”The results of the parliamentary elections in a way updated the situation to where it has
already actually been at. At the same time the Finns party has managed to get their voters moving
well”, Jokisipilä says. (A.25) (HS 27.11.2019)

Also, the support for the Finns party has already been high for a few years. The parliamentary
elections only proved this with concrete numbers. In other words, the good result of the party
in the parliamentary elections did not come as a surprise. Also, the supporters of the Finns
party more actively take part in the political process of voting, unlike the supporters of other
parties.
Additionally, the whole way to make politics and to lure voters has changed, because
of the rise of the Finns party. The party is sticking to its few core values and ideas and
expresses them to their possible voters, while the traditional parties try to offer everything to
everyone:
The leader of the center of parliamentary research, Markku Jokisipilä sees that there is a bigger,
structural reason behind the Finns party`s strong result. When most of the other parties seem vague in
their opinions, the Finns party stays consistently clear about their core issues. (A.26) (HS 27.11.2019)

As the above quote notes, focusing on core issues and articulating clear and consistent
positions seems to be a strategy that is facilitating the political success of the Finns party. The
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party has also changed the language that is used in Finnish politics. It reframes the questions
about economic policy as cultural questions, as is stated by Johanna Vuorelma, political
researcher at the University of Tampere.
“The party has been good at turning the political questions that are traditionally seen as economic
policy into cultural demands. For example, in the questions about labor market, the party does not
emphasize class differences but Finnishness,” Vuorelma says. (A.27) (HS 27.11.2019)

The politics of the Finns party has also led to the polarization of the political and societal
sphere into two camps: one siding with the populist ideas and the other opposing these
perspectives. This polarization shrinks the space for negotiation, compromise, and middle
ground. This has also been stated in the column by the writer, Yrjö Rautio.
There is a new block division forming to politics. It appeared clearly for the first time in the al-Holdispute. One block consists of the right-wing populists and of their sympathizers and imitators, the
second consists of the counterforce of the right-wing populists. The parties who do not explicitly choose
their side will be smashed to smithereens between them. (A.28) (HS 20.12.2019)

This quote talks about the new block division in Finnish politics. Before, the parties were
divided to big and small parties, or left and right, but now the clearest divide is based on
whether political actors agree or disagree with the Finns party. This also means that the
opinion differences between parties might be getting wider and it is harder to make decisions
in the parliament.
One of the core ideas underlying the political perspective of the Finns party is the
claim to a pure Finnish identity that is being threatened by ethnic and religious minorities of
immigrant background, particularly Muslims. Accordingly, the party adopts a strong antiimmigration stance. Some of its members are known for using harsh language and promoting
a public discourse that depicts immigrants as a threat to the country (Keskinen 2013, 227–
228). It is telling, for example, that during parliamentary question hours2, the Finns party
manages to direct the discussion to the issue of immigration, as is illustrated in the following
quote.
Especially during the parliament`s question hour, the Finns party has managed to steer the discussion to
the themes they want, like immigration. (A.29) (HS 27.11.2019)

This populism spearheaded by the Finns party has impacted the debate about the Finnish
women and children at al-Hol camp (HS 20.12.2019). The members of the Finns party
participating in the debate made it clear that they do not want the women from al-Hol to come
back to Finland (HS 26.6.2019). This perspective was often articulated in harsh language,
promoting fear and depicting the women the threating other that poses existential threat to the
real Finns who are the people of the country. As is stated in the first article: “Children at a risk
of death were turned into pieces of a cynical and shameful political game” (A.30) (HS
2

Weekly recurring oral question times where parliamentarians ask ministers of the government about current
affairs.
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20.12.2019).
The politics of the Finns party has created a culture of fear: fear of immigrants, fear of
the increasing popularity of the Finns party, and the ways the other parties are responding to
this fear. This has also, for example, changed the way different parties talk about issues and
what kind of opinions they adopt. The parties are scared to lose their voters to the Finns party,
if they do not agree with them on some issues. These parties respond to the increasing
popularity of the Finns party by either siding with them or taking a clear stance against their
positions. The fear of the increasing popularity of the Finns party, for example, has influenced
the ways the opposition parties have discussed the women and children of al-Hol camp and
the positions that they have taken. Being afraid of losing their voters to the Finns party, many
of these parties adopted the position that the women would be a danger to the Finnish society.
Yrjö Rautio explains the phenomenon in his text as follows:
There is one explanation above all to the behavior of the National Coalition Party as well as the whole
opposition: there is no limit in sight to the growth of the Finns party, and the fear of them has
become the most important idea in many parties. Politicians in fear think that they will be saved by
imitating and supporting the Finns party. In that competition they will never win. They are just
rushing their own destruction. Their own principals, self-respect and other’s respect will be gone, as
well as the most enlightened and ideological supporters. There will be nothing and no-one to replace it.
(A.31) (HS 20.12.2019)

In other words, in the competition with the Finns party for political relevance and power,
these other parties are increasingly espousing similar hardline position on the issue of the
Finnish women and children in al-Hol camp. Rautio warns though that they are risking losing
their credibility and core supporters.
To conclude, the rising populist politics is an important part of the context in which
the debate on the women and children at al-Hol has been taking place. Another factor that is
also relevant to this debate is the increasing anxieties around the growing and visible Muslim
communities in the country. This will be the focus of my analysis in the next section.

3.2.2 Anxieties about Islam in Finland
The religious landscape in Finland is changing, and especially the number of Muslims in
Finland is rising. The exact number of Muslims in Finland is not known, but different
scholars have estimated that the number is at least 70 000 (Konttori & Pauha 2018). The
growing number of Muslims in Finland has also led to growing Islamophobia and to the
increasing fear of Islamic terrorism. It is true that the number of people participating in
jihadist activities is increasing in Finland, but still the number is small compared to other
European countries (Pauha & Ketola 2015, 94–95). However, the fear of jihadism is rising,
which is evident from the fact that one of the things that all of the politicians agree on in the
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debate of al-Hol camp is that Finland should tighten the laws about terrorism (HS
17.12.2019).
The growing Muslim population in Finland and anxieties related to it have also been a
vocal theme in Finnish media over the past years. This issue also constitutes part of the
context where the debate of al-Hol camp has been taking place. To explicate this, I have
chosen two articles from Helsingin Sanomat that shed light on this issue.
The first article, ”It would be difficult to clarify the millions flowing from the Persian
Gulf – the ministries warning Helsinki think that the plan is “undetailed” (A.32) (HS
24.10.2017) was published two years earlier in October 2017. It is about the debate around
the building of a grand mosque in Helsinki. It is written by Katja Kuokkanen. The second
article is called “The terrorist attack in New Zealand is not an individual case but is a sign of
worldwide hate against Muslims” (A.33) (HS 15.3.2019). It was published in March 2019 and
it is written by Ville Similä.
The fear of ‘the Muslim other’ is articulated through societal contestations around the
growing visibility of Muslim communities and their ties with religious institutions and actors
in other countries. This has been illustrated by the contentious public debate about the
building of a grand mosque in Helsinki, which is articulated in the first article. It is also
significant that the topic has been hugely debated for many years, while the building of a new
church hardly would get this kind of publicity.
The Mosque-plan has raised a great deal of debate for over two years already. Since the construction
idea became public, the main concerns have been the estimated 110-140 million euros construction
costs and the about seven million euros yearly operating expenses. (A.34) (HS 24.10.2017)

As stated in this quote, the plan to build a grand mosque in Finland has been a controversial
topic in Finland for years and people have different opinions on the issue. And according to
this quote, the money that is needed to build the mosque and to run it, is the main reason why
people are concerned about building the mosque. However, after reading the whole article, it
becomes clear that the main concern is not only that the building and maintaining the building
needs a lot of money, but where this money is coming from (HS 24.10.2017).
There seems to be fear by the state and the larger society, that the building of a grand
mosque in Helsinki might lead to the spread of Islamic radicalism. There is concern that the
funding will come from foreign countries that espouse radical understanding of Islam and
want to spread it to Finland. Officials are also afraid that the mosque would contribute to the
formation of isolated Muslim communities that are not integrated into the larger society. This
in return, is thought to increase radicalization. Other reasons why people have objected to the
building of the mosque are the fear that foreign conflicts would spread to Finland and would
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pose a threat to the Christian heritage in Finland (HS 24.10.2017). In other words, people are
afraid of the changes that the building of the mosque could bring to Finland.
As Finland is becoming more multi-ethnic and multi-religious and as Muslim
communities in the country are growing, Islamophobia is also on the rise. Islam is still
perceived as alien and dangerous. The terrorist acts committed by radical Islamist groups and
the negative media portrayal of Islam are also related to the rise of Islamophobia (Pauha &
Ketola 2015, 94-95). These anti-Muslim sentiments are articulated by different actors in the
society. The second article, while reporting the mosque attack in New Zealand, sheds light on
the challenges of Islamophobia and anti-Muslim sentiments in Finland. For example, the
following quote shows how political actors increasingly engage in Islamophobic rhetoric:
If you need examples, now before the elections, they can be easily found from comments on the
politicians Facebook-pages. Almost any politician would do. Others wage verbal attacks against
Muslims more or less direct, while the others are its targets. (A.35) (HS 15.3.2019)

However, anti-Muslim sentiments are not limited to politicians seeking political gain. The
fear of s.c. Islamization, ie Muslims becoming the dominant society, is also becoming part of
a visible and vocal public discourse. People are afraid that Muslims would replace the native
population in Finland.
Also, today, the hate and fear are not just expressed verbally, but people have also
started to take actions against Muslims. Although in Finland, there have not been terrible
terrorist attacks against Muslims such as the one on the mosque in New Zealand, there have
been cases of vandalizing mosques. One incident is reported in the article.
“For example, in Oulu, the mosque is a subject to regular vandalism. The windows are broken, and
lastly a smoke grenade was thrown into the mosque.” (A.36) (HS 15.3.2019)

What is also important to note about hatred against Muslims is that it is not frequently
reported in the news or newspapers, and that it may be silently approved by some. The third
article notes that the vandalism against the mosque in Oulu, hardly got any attention in media
(HS 15.3.2019). As a result, the general public are not informed about the Islamophobia and
violence that Muslims experience.
In short, the debate and othering of the al-Hol women and children are taking place in
a particular Finnish context where populism and anti-immigrant right–wing politics are on the
rise; and where there are societal anxieties about growing Muslim communities and their
transnational religious and family ties. This context shapes the debate around the al-Hol
camp. That means that the story of al-Hol camp is not only about what to do with a number of
Finnish women and their children who willfully or not left the country to live in a conflict
zone previously controlled by ISIS. It is also part of larger story related to changing Finland
and its underlying anxieties.
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3.3 Conclusion
In this chapter, I have analyzed how the story of Finnish women and children at al-Hol has
been constructed in Helsingin Sanomat. I have specifically examined how the women have
been represented in the articles as ‘the other’, and what this story about al-Hol can tell us
about the changes in Finland and about the anxieties related to these changes. In the next
chapter, I focus on how the protection of children’s rights and their wellbeing-an important
goal of Finnish policies- is debated and contested in relation to the children at al-Hol camp.

4.Contesting ‘Finnish’ Values? - Child Wellbeing and
Confronting Extremism
The aims of this chapter are twofold. First, I am to analyze how child welfare is being
discussed in the debate about the women and children at al-Hol camp. Secondly, I aim to
situate this issue in the larger Finnish context and in relation to national debates about child
wellbeing, parenting, and immigrant families. In the first part of the chapter, I analyze four
selected articles from my HS sample using qualitative contextual analysis. While my focus is
on these articles, my overall analysis is also informed by the whole sample researched in the
study. I examine how child welfare in relation to the children at al-Hol camp is constructed
through three sub-themes, namely: children`s rights, the consequences of living at al-Hol
camp, and the children`s worthiness of protection. In the second part of the chapter, I first
reflect on the laws and conventions that obligate Finland to help the children at al-Hol and the
legal gaps that may constrain the government’s ability to repatriate them. After that I reflect
on how the case of al-Hol can provide some insight into the challenges of Muslim immigrant
families in Finland.

4.1 Debating child welfare in relation to the children at al-Hol camp
The theme of child welfare recurs in all of the 117 articles. Four articles, in particular, shed
light on this theme. Three of the articles report the opinions of the key participants in this
debate, while the fourth focuses on the opinions of the author, the journalist Minttu
Mikkonen. In what follows I examine these articles using qualitative content analysis. Similar
to the previous chapter, I will use quotes to demonstrate my analysis. The quotes in the text
are my English translations of the original Finnish excerpts. The original Finnish quotes can
be found in the appendix.
The first article is about 800 words long. It is called “I wonder why Finland is so slow
when there are only a few dozen people” ―according to the organizations, international law
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obligates bringing both children and adults to Finland from the ISIS-camp (A.37) (HS
26.6.2019b). The article is written by Veera Paananen and it was published in June 2019. It
deals with the perspectives of the different humanitarian organizations on the course of action
to be taken regarding the children and women at al-Hol. Additionally, it discusses the
positions of some members of the parliament and the Finnish Security Intelligence Service.
Those whose viewpoints are reported in this article are Frank Johansson, executive director of
Finnish Amnesty International, Inka Hetemäki, Director of Program and Advocacy at
UNICEF Finland, Kalle Löövi, Director of International Relief for the Finnish Red Cross,
Riitta Hyytinen, Domestic Program Director of Save the Children, Minna Passi,
Communication Specialist at Finnish Security Intelligence Service, Antti Rinne, the former
Prime Minister of Finland and Petteri Orpo, Chairman of the National Coalition Party (HS
26.6.2019).
The second article is about 330 words long. It is a column by Minttu Mikkonen called
“The discussion arising from the ‘ISIS-children’ who will be brought back to Finland shows
that not everyone knows what the children’s rights mean” (A.38) (HS 21.12.2019). It was
published in December 2019. The article presents the author’s opinion. She argues that the
rights of the children at al-Hol camp, who are all Finnish nationals, have been violated
according to the Children’s Rights Convention (CRC), which Finland has ratified (HS
21.12.2019).
The third article is about 770 words long and it is written by Katarina Malmberg. The
article is called “How the Finnish children living at al-Hol are doing mentally and what will
happen if they will be separated from their parents? The specialists estimate” (A.39) (HS
12.12.2019b). It was published in Helsingin Sanomat in December 2019. The people whose
opinions are discussed in the article are Anu-Katriina Pesonen, a Professor from Department
of Psychology at the University of Helsinki, Leena Repokari, Chief Physician of the Child
Psychiatric Department at HUS (Helsinki University Hospital) and Ferdinand Garoff, a
specialist researcher from Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (HS 12.12.2019b).
The fourth article is about 500 words long. It is by Veera Paananen and it was
published in June 2019. It is called “Supo: the ISIS children can also be a security threat to
Finland” (A.40) (HS 25.6.2019). It mostly deals with the possible security threat that the
women and even the children could pose to Finland. The article focuses on the opinions of
Minna Passi, the communication specialist at Finnish Security Intelligence Service. The
article also introduces what multiple jurists have written about the situation in their opinion
piece at Helsingin Sanomat, and the opinions of Antti Putkonen, Head of the Consular Affairs
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Unit of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (HS 25.6.2019b).
Child welfare is a central theme in the debate around the Finnish nationals at al-Hol
camp. It is framed as an important moral and legal obligation of Finland, which is expected to
guide many of the state’s policies and decisions regarding children. In relation to the children
at al-Hol camp, three sub-themes emerge in the articles: children`s rights, the impacts of
living at al-Hol camp, and the factors that might challenge the children’s entitlement to the
protection of the Finnish state. In relation to the first sub-theme, it was discussed if and how
Finland may have violated Children`s Rights convention (CRC) in the way it has been dealing
with the children at the camp. This has been done, for example, by citing CRC articles that
have been violated by leaving the children at the camp. For example, in the second article, the
writer Minttu Mikkonen presents quite a long list of relevant sections of the Children`s Rights
Convention which the Finnish state are not fulfilling by leaving the children at the camp.
Whether the child is brought to Finland in the end with the mother or without the mother, or not
brought at all, we can be sure of the fact that the children`s right are not realized at least at the
prison camp. It is clear that at least these articles of the agreement will be violated: Article 19.
The child needs to be protected from all forms of violence, neglect or negligent treatment,
maltreatment or exploitation. Article 24. The child has a right to live as healthy life as possible and
get treatment when needed. Article 27. The child has the right to a standard of living adequate for the
child's physical, mental, spiritual, moral and social development. Article 28. The child has the right to
attend free primary school. Article 39. The child who has been the victim of abuse must be helped to
recover and his or her integration into society must be promoted. (A.41) (HS 21.12.2020)

In this quote, Mikkonen is highlighting the legal commitments of Finland towards these
children. By staying in the camp, the children are at a risk of violence, neglect, and
maltreatment. They are denied access to adequate health services, education, and an
environment where they can develop to their fullest potential. Living in the camp also makes
it more likely for the children to become potential or actual victims of abuse. Therefore, by
not evacuating these children, the state is also failing its responsibility to help children to
recover from abuse and integrate them to the society.
Mikkonen bemoans how many of the political actors debating the matter as well as the
general public seem to not know or neglect to pay attention to the issue of the children`s
rights and the Finnish state’s legal obligations. This is, for example, already stated in the
headline of the second article which says, “The discussion arising from the ”ISIS-children”
that are brought back to Finland shows that not everyone knows what the children’s rights
mean” (A.42.) (HS. 21.12.2019). She writes:
It does not seem to be clear to everyone what children’s rights mean. Let’s repeat. First: The
children’s rights agreement applies to all persons under 18 years of age. Every single child at the
refugee – and prison camps, at cobalt mines, at armed conflicts and at the coasts threatened by sea level
rise. Second: the compliance with the agreement is not a matter of goodwill but it is a legally binding
for the states. [--]. (A.43) (HS 21.12.2019)
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The author once again underscores the Finnish state’s obligation to ensure the safety of all
Finnish children, even those of ISIS fighters. It presents the idea that all the children should
be treated and protected equally regardless of their situation.
The actors from the civil society also emphasize the importance of CRC. For example,
Inka Hetemäki, the Director of Program and Advocacy at UNICEF Finland thinks that since
Finland has signed and ratified the Children’s Rights Convention, the government has the
obligation to help the children return and to have a safer, more secure life.
“The UN Children’s Rights Convention obligates states to always give priority to the best
interest of the child. The decisions regarding children needs to be always made quickly and, for
example, the custody decisions need to be made individually. That is not possible now in Syria, but the
decisions need to be made in Finland”, Inka Hetemäki, the Director of Program and Advocacy at
UNICEF Finland states. (A.44) (HS 26.6.2019b)

As stated in this quote, the CRC obligates states to consider first and foremost the best interest
of the children. Finland, having ratified CRC, is obligated to repatriate the children. Upon
their return, the custody of the children needs to be examined. This quote also notes that the
decisions regarding children should be made as quickly as possible. In other words, this is a
critique of the Finnish government which has been lingering in making the decision on which
course of action to take regarding the children at the camp.
Also Frank Johansson, executive director of Finnish Amnesty emphasizes children’s
rights and thinks that the importance of protecting children’s rights as encapsulated in the
CRC needs to be prioritized over the issue of the security threat to Finland that could arise
from the return of the women and their children to the country. In the following quote,
Johansson makes the case for this argument.
“It is clear that they are radicalized. But I have a strong trust that the Finnish officials can
follow these women. I would not see that the threat is so severe that these women and children
should be left in horrible circumstances, which would lead to Finland violating the principle of
international law to put children’s rights first. (A.45) (HS 26.6.2019b)

According to Johansson, Finland has legal obligations towards the children at the camp. He
thinks that the women could be a possible security threat to the country, but the security
aspect cannot outweigh the children’s rights. According to him, the children need to be
helped, even if it means that the radicalized women would come with them. Few participants
in the discussion, namely the women themselves, their families, and human rights
organizations, share his opinion, while many other participants, mainly the politicians and
SUPO also emphasize the importance of the security aspect.
Another sub-theme related to children’s welfare is the consequences of their living at
the al-Hol camp. These consequences are also closely related to the children’s rights, since the
living conditions at al-Hol clearly violate many of these rights. The camp is a dangerous place
where the children do not have enough food, water and medicine and where they could get
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sick and might even die because of different diseases or a lack of necessities. These
descriptions depict a very dire situation, underscoring the necessity of bringing the children
back to Finland for their safety and welfare. The horrible conditions are, for example,
described in the third article.
[--] The children have lived in the middle of the war for many years. At the camp they have a
shortage of food, cleanliness and safety. Every child should also have a right to go to school. At least
two of the children have lost both of their parents. (A.46) (HS 12.12.2019b)

As this quote demonstrates, the children have been living in terrible conditions for years.
They have been suffering from a lack of food and safety. They lack normal and safe life.
Therefore, the only solution might be to bring the children back to Finland.
The mental state of the children was also discussed in the articles. Child psychology
experts who were interviewed noted that living at al-Hol would have many consequences for
the children’s mental health both in the short and long-term. The situation in the camp would
most likely affect the development of the children and give them mental traumas, which in
turn could cause problems with self-esteem and life-control. For example, in the following
quote, Leena Repokari, the Chief Physician of the Child Psychiatric Department at HUS,
explains the detrimental impact of life in the camp on the children’s mental health.
”On a general level, the child will not develop normally in a war area. Seeing atrocities and poor living
conditions are detrimental to development,” Leena Repokari, Chief Physician of the Child Psychiatric
Department at HUS says. In practice, this means mental disorders and various traumatic symptoms such
as unfounded fear and emotional disturbances. (A.47) (HS.12.12.2019b)

Repokari in the above quote explains the different mental problems that can be caused by the
living conditions in the camp, and which can have serious negative effects on the children for
years to come. This quote from a medical expert makes it clear that the conditions at the camp
are not good for the children and that the children’s rights are not met there. This, as well as
the third article, suggest that the only way for the children to live safely and healthily is to be
brought back to Finland.
The articles also discuss what kind of mental problems the possible separation from
the parents may cause. Leena Repokari argues that removing the children from the custody of
their mothers would be a stressful situation for them as the parent was probably the only
source of sense of safety and security for the children. Also, if the children would come to
Finland without their mothers, the children would probably be distressed about the safety of
their mother. This in turn can cause problems for the children (HS 12.12.2019b).
However, sometimes separation from a parent can be a good thing for a child, for
example, if the parent had not been able to look after the child properly. This is, for example
stated by Anu-Katriina Pesonen, the professor at the department of psychology at the
University of Helsinki in the same article. She states that many things need to be taken into
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consideration when the custody case is considered. If the parent is, for example, mentally too
tired to take care of the children properly, then it might be best for the children to go live with
someone else (HS 12.12.2019b). However, there was no consensus reached on whether or not
the children at al-Hol would be better off with their mothers or with someone else. Each case
needed to be considered individually and thoroughly. Nonetheless, child healthcare experts
emphasized the importance of bringing the children back to Finland, even if that might mean
being without their parents. This is also stated by Pesonen.
“The better option is to be in better conditions here without the parents than in bad conditions at the
camp with the parents” the professor at the Psychology Department at the University of Helsinki says.
(A.48) (HS 12.12.2019b)

So, according to child welfare experts, the most important thing is to bring the children back
to Finland, since at the camp the children are living in dangerous circumstances. After the
children’s return, the custody issue can be properly examined.
The last sub-theme concerning child wellbeing is related to the factors that, in the
view of some of the political actors, might challenge these children’s rights. Because their
parents had been living in the ISIS caliphate and might have been taken part in ISIS’
activities, the children’s right to protection from the Finnish state is not viewed as a
straightforward matter. In a way the children are judged by the actions of their parents and by
the place where they have been living.
Furthermore, not all the children at al-Hol are perceived as equally worthy of
protection and support. For example, Finland evacuated two orphans from the camp and
brought them back to the country in December 2019. The case of these two orphans was
widely reported in Helsingin Sanomat since it was a new development in the debate.
However, these two children were the only Finnish children in the camp without mothers,
which made it relatively easy for the government to bring them back to Finland. This quote by
a journalist of Helsingin Sanomat sheds light on this point:
The orphan children retrieved from the camp are both under 7 years old. Their Finnish born
mother presumably died in the bombings in Syria. Recently two Finnish women have taken care of the
children at the camp. (A.49) (HS 18.12.2019)

After that it took Finland a year to bring back more children. In December 2020, Finland
brought back six children and two mothers who were moved first by the Syrian officials to the
camp with less radicalized people. Before this, in May 2020, three women and nine children
escaped from the camp and came back to Finland, and in August 2020, one woman and at
least two children did the same. According to the Foreign Ministry, there are still five Finnish
women and about 15 Finnish children staying at the camp (Rigatelli, 2020). The case of
repatriating the women and children to Finland in December 2020 was widely discussed in
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Helsingin Sanomat, and I will analyze it later in this chapter. For the longest time, however,
SUPO and many politicians feared that repatriating children with their mothers would pose a
security threat to the country because of the possible or real radicalization of the mothers.
This meant that not all children were perceived as equally entitled to the rights guaranteed by
the CRC.
The age of the children has been a factor in considering the children’s worthiness of
protection. Older children are depicted as posing a possible security threat to Finland. The
assumption is that they might have been indoctrinated by ISIS’ teaching and even taken part
in the fighting. For example, SUPO has also argued that it would be harder to change the
possibly radical ideology of older children than younger children.
“Every person who returns will be evaluated individually. Of course, the age is also a factor, it is a
different matter whether it is a baby or a teenager who is already subject to criminal liability”, Passi
says. (A.50) (HS 25.6.2019)

It can be interpreted from the above quote that it is the position of SUPO that teenagers might
already have taken part in ISIS fighting and embraced their teachings, but younger children
most likely have not. So, for Finland, it would be the safest solution to bring back only babies
or very young children.
However, many participants in the discussion, such as, human rights organizations still
think that Finland should bring back all the children from the camp. According to UNICEF,
both the children and women should be repatriated from the camp.
According to the children’s rights organization UNICEF, both the children and mothers at al-Hol
should be brought urgently to Finland. (A.51) (HS 12.12.2019b)

Moreover, health care experts did not think that the age of the children should be a factor in
their recovery. This is articulated in the quote by a specialist researcher from Finnish Institute
for Health and Welfare, Ferdinand Garoff.
According to experts, the age at which a child comes to Finland is not very important for recovery.
“Traumatic experiences will somehow remain alive in the minds of everyone who experiences them”,
Ferdinand Garoff says. According to her, the most important thing is the help that is offered to children:
whether the help can meet their needs in a way that they are able to live with their traumatic
experiences. (A.52) (HS 12.12.2019b)

The afore-mentioned analysis shows that the issue of child welfare in relation to the
al-Hol camp children has multiple dimensions. This public debate is about the meaning of
children’s rights, the obligations of Finland to protect these rights, the way these rights are
violated at al-Hol, and the contestations around whether these rights are due to all of the alHol-camp children or some, and on what basis. In the next section, I examine the laws that
obligate Finland to help the children at al-Hol and their inner tensions. In relation to this I also
examine the new development in the al-Hol case with the government bringing back two
women and six children from the camp. After that I shed light on how the case of al-Hol
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provides insight into Finnish Muslim immigrant families’ experiences and challenges
regarding the wellbeing of their children.

4.2 The laws and their tensions
The legal regime regulating the Finnish state’s obligations towards the children at al-Hol
camp is complicated. The laws regarding children’s rights and protection are not absolute in
every situation and there are tensions. The legal scholar Sanna Mustasaari has written a 2020
article on the legal options and constraints of the Finnish state regarding the children at al-Hol
camp which I draw on in my analysis below (Mustasaari 2020).
As stated before, there have been a few dozen Finnish children and women staying at
the camp at al-Hol and their possible repatriation from the camp has proven to be a difficult
topic in Finnish public debate and has revealed different positions. For example, legal
scholars have stated that Finland should repatriate the Finnish nationals from the camp
because of its human rights obligations, while many politicians have argued that Finland has
no legal obligations to help the individuals. However, it seems evident to Mustasaari that
Finland has the legal obligation to help at least the children to return to Finland. Mustasaari
writes:
According to the Finnish Constitution, as well as to international human rights such as the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child, all children are entitled to such protection and care as is
necessary for their well-being. In addition to international human rights treaties, the rights of children
are protected in various national laws and regulations, including child welfare and child protection
norms. (Mustasaari 2020, 23)

Finland`s constitution and human rights treaties ensure Finnish children the right to life and
security. In addition, CRC is one of the most important agreements that needs to be taken into
consideration when the possible repatriation of the children at al-Hol is discussed. In fact,
according to Mustasaari, human rights conventions, for example CRC, have more legal
weight in Finland than national laws. She also states that CRC has several articles, such as
article 5 – right to life, article 31 - right to culture and play and article 27 – right to the
sufficient standard of life, that are being violated at the camp. CRC also dictates that state has
the obligation to protect the children from any forms of violence and neglect, and to help
children that have been illegitimately taken abroad by their parents. Articles 3 and 4 also
stipulate that states need to make sure that these rights are respected and take actions to
protect the children. In other words, states have due diligence regarding the protection of
children’s rights. In addition to the obligation to prevent human right violations, states also
need to take measures to help people whose human rights have been violated (Mustasaari
2020).
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According to Mustasaari, one key question in the case of al-Hol, however, is the
jurisdiction of the state. Does Finland have the obligation to help people who are residing
outside its territory? Some sections in international law and domestic law do obligate states to
help people in these kinds of situations. For example, the court in Germany came to the
conclusion that the country needs to help its citizens at al-Hol. The problems with territory
could appear if the officials at Syria would not give a permission to repatriate the Finnish
citizens from the camp. However, in the case of al-Hol, this is not a problem, since the local
authorities at Syria are helping the states to repatriate their citizens (Mustasaari 2020).
A possible solution to the situation could be consular law, and the United Nations
Vienna Convention on Consular Relations (VCCR), as Mustasaari states: “According to
Section 11, consular services for persons in distress may be afforded to persons who are
Finnish citizens or foreign citizens residing permanently in Finland, when they are
temporarily residing abroad within the consular district of a mission” (Mustasaari 2020, 32).
Moreover, in crisis situations, consular services are not dependent on how temporarily the
person is staying abroad. The consular services are provided by the mission located in the
district where the people are staying. If the area does not have a Finnish mission, as is in the
case of Syria, the Ministry for Foreign Affairs should decide how the consular services could
be provided (Mustasaari 2020).
The key factor in determining the jurisdiction is the habitual residence of the children.
In cases where the parents have removed their children wrongfully from a state, the general
rule of determining habitual residence cannot be exercised. This is according to 1996 Hague
Child Protection Convention, which is applied when the child is a resident of an EU state, and
the Brussels II Regulation, which is applied when the child is a resident of a non-EU state.
Furthermore, Finnish laws3 stipulate that if parents violate children`s rights, child welfare
authorities have the jurisdiction to intervene (Mustasaari 2020). It is also possible that in the
case of the children at al-Hol that they are deemed not to have no habitual residence since
they have lived in an area where they could have not integrated to any established society. In
any case, considering that Syria is not a party to the 1996 Convention, the argument for the
Finnish government’s jurisdiction can be made, according to Mustasaari (Mustasaari 2020).
In Finland, the 2007 Child Welfare Act also governs child protection. This Act, for
example, sets the criteria for removing the children from the care of their parents. This can be
done, for example, if the situation where the child is growing in a situation that risks the
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child’s development or health.4 These criteria are met in the case of al-Hol, and the removal
of the children from the custody of their parents has been part of the national discussion. Yet,
Mustasaari cautions that the separation of the children from their parents cannot happen
without a due process. She points out that this action cannot be taken solely for the purpose of
Finland evading the repatriation of the women at the camp. Taking the action for this reason
might violate several human rights. However, the separation might be necessary for the
children, but it needs to be done for legitimate reasons (Mustasaari 2020).
Mustasaari demonstrates that there are many national and international laws to which
Finland is a party, and which provide strong legal basis for the repatriation of the children.
However, there are also some legal challenges such as, the questions of Finland’s jurisdiction
and children’s habitual residence. Additionally, there is the complex issue of whether Finland
should separate the children from their mothers or not, for what reasons, and through which
process.
Lately, there has been further development in the repatriation of the children. On 20
December 2020, Finland brought back six children and two mothers. It has been reported that
the ages of the children who returned vary from toddlers to teenagers (HS 20.12.2020). It has
also been reported that one of the women is of Somali background and the other woman is
Sanna, the Finnish woman who gave an interview to CNN before. This was the first time
when Finland helped adults to come back. Before this, in May 2020, three women and nine
children and later, in August 2020, one woman and at least two children came to Finland on
their own after they managed to escape from the camp. The police interviewed the adults who
have returned, but no preliminary investigations have been started yet. SUPO has also done
threat assessments of all returnees. It has been reported that all of them are doing fine (HS
Rigatelli 2020). According to the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, there are still five Finnish
women and about 15 Finnish children staying at the camp (Rigatelli 2020).
The latest operation of repatriation was undertaken by officials from the Ministry for
Foreign Affairs, and in co-operation with Germany which also brought back its citizens at the
same time. The Ministry for Foreign Affairs stated that they brought these people back from
the camp, since Finland has a constitutional obligation to secure the fundamental rights of the
children who were staying at the camp if it was possible. The only way to ensure these rights
was to bring the children back home. The Ministry for Foreign Affairs also stated that the
women came with their children, since the Kurdish officials would not give permission to

4

2007 Child Welfare Act

44

separate the children from their mothers. The ministry also thought that it might be a security
threat to Finland if the people would stay at the camp for a long time (HS 20.12.2020). The
government of Finland issued a policy already a year ago, in December 2019, which stated
that the children’s best interest has to be taken into account and that Finland has to help the
children to return. This same did not apply to the women. It had taken Finland some time to
implement this policy. According to the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Pekka Haavisto, the
women and children were brought back now, because the long negotiations with the Kurdish
officials had concluded and thus, Finland could bring them back (HS 20.12.2020). Moreover,
the corona-situation affected the timeline of the repatriations.
The decision to bring these families back was made by the Special Representative of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Jussi Tanner. He said that legally and practically Finland does
not have any other way to deal with these people than bring them back to Finland. According
to him, even without the policy he would have needed to make a decision to bring the people
back to Finland. The Foreign Ministry has not univocally explained why these families were
the ones that were repatriated now. Tanner has said that Finland cannot choose by itself who
it wants to repatriate, and the Kurdish officials have a say in the matters. The Kurdish officials
will only let out people who they think have not committed crimes in Syria. So, the decisions
are made in the discussions between Tanner and the Kurdish officials. Finland also has a plan
to repatriate all the children from the camp, and since the Kurdish officials will not let the
children leave without their mothers, the women will likely be repatriated as well. However,
the timeline is not clear since the discussion with the Kurdish officials is on-going (Rigatelli,
2020; Sippola, Manner, Teittinen & Ala-Heikkilä, 2020). Upon their return, the children
would be support by the social and health authorities and both the children and women might
take part in de-radicalization program (HS 20.12.2020; HS 21.12.2020).
Repatriation of these women and children to Finland has also generated vivid
discussion in Finland. Some people think that the operation was necessary while others
criticize the operation. The same kind of arguments that dominated the debate before the
repatriation happened are again being articulated. The Special Representative of the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, Jussi Tanner, sees that it was Finland’s obligation to help the children.
This view is also shared by many participants in the debate. Finland just cannot leave the
children at the camp because of its international and national legal obligations. Many
participants take issue with Finland having to bring the mothers back with their children and
the perceived security threat that comes with it. Some parties, for example, the Finns party
have been very critical about the decision. Opposition parties have also accused Finnish
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government of a lack of transparency regarding the al-Hol matter. However, the opposition
parties do think that Finland should help the children, but without their mothers. Many highlevel politicians, such as, Prime minister Sanna Marin, did not want to comment on the issue,
since the decision was made by an official and not a politician (HS 23.12.2020; Rigatelli
2020). The discussion about the repatriations shows that the issue of al-Hol is still
controversial and there is no consensus on the best course of action. However, the main aim
still seems to be to help the children from the camp.

4.3 Al-Hol as a window to the challenges of Muslim immigrant
families in Finland
Some of the women at al-Hol reported they went to Syria because they wanted to live in a
Muslim country freely without being discriminated because of their religion (HS 15.12.2019).
In what follows, I examine some of the challenges that Finnish Muslim families face in
raising their children. I am not arguing that there is a causal relationship between these
challenges and the radicalization of individuals and their leaving for Syria to live in ISIScontrolled areas or to join the terrorist group. However, my aim is to shed light on the factors
that hinder some Muslim parents and youth from experiencing Finland as a place where they
can fully participate in society, while making claims to their religious identities and lives, and
where they can advance economically and socially.
Finnish Muslim parents are confronted with a host of challenges in raising their
children and ensuring their wellbeing. On one hand, parents need the conducive environment
and resources to raise their children as Muslims. On the other hand, many would want their
children to be well-integrated and successful in the larger society. According to research on
Finnish Muslim families with migration background, some mothers find it hard to raise their
children with Islamic values, and, in some cases, their parenting practices, which are shaped
by their cultural background, might become the focus of the critique of child social workers
and educators (Esberg 2020, 129). Integration into the new society might also cause problems
for the parents. For example, Muslim parents are often afraid that their children`s religious
identity would be lost. As a reaction to this, the parents might want to emphasize their own
cultural ways (Hämeen-Anttila 2004). Some parents also lack the support of their extended
family and community, which was available in the country of origin, and this makes their
parenting responsibilities more challenging (Esberg 2020, 132).
A prominent challenge that the Finnish Muslim parents also face is racism and
bullying to which their children are more likely to be subjected – these are issues that have
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also been linked to radicalization (Esberg 2020, 132). It is common for the children of
immigrant background, especially Muslims, to face racism, which also makes it harder for
them to integrate into the society. Racism also affects the mental health of the immigrant
children causing, for example, depression and problems with self-esteem (Wikström,
Haikkola & Laatikainen 2014, 71). Another challenge that Muslim parents also face is related
to the problems their children encounter at school. Although Muslim immigrant families
greatly value the education of their children, the latter do not usually do as well in their
studies compared to the children of the dominant society and are less likely to acquire higher
education. There are multiple reasons contributing to this: the stress that is related to the move
to the new country, the racism that the children might face, and the problem of learning a new
language. Furthermore, the inability of the parents to help their children with their education
because of their lack of knowledge of Finnish language, makes it harder for the children to do
well in school (Wikström, Haikkola & Laatikainen 2014, 83).
Moreover, the way the general public in Finland views Muslim immigrant families
affects their wellbeing and contributes to the radicalization of some of the youth (Säävälä
2015, 101). Muslim immigrant families are generally ‘othered’ and depicted as dysfunctional
in public discourse. They are often thought to be a problem that Finland needs to deal with.
The media discussion about immigrant families is usually filled with strong moral statements,
which affects the way the general public sees immigrant families. Many people think that
immigrant families have many problems. Muslim families are seen as homogenous and
primarily depicted diametrically the opposite of a normal and thriving (Finnish) family.
Politicians, similarly, articulate these stereotypical and prejudicial images of Muslim families
(Säävälä 2017, 193–194).
To deal with some of these challenges, many families draw on their transnational
family-based ties and relations. This transnational family life involves visits to relatives in
countries of origin and elsewhere, sharing material resources and care work with family
relatives elsewhere, etc. There are positive benefits from this transnational family life. The
social circle of the children grows, the children gain knowledge about the home country of
their parents, and they have opportunities to travel there (Ismail 2020, 135). The parents also
get resources from their transnational relations. They, for example, get advice on how to raise
their children as Muslims. Parents get advice on how to deal with problems with their
children, and also have the possibility to send their children back to their home country to
learn about Islam (Tiilikainen 2007, 267; Tiilikainen 2019, 150).
However, transnational family life also causes problems for the immigrant families.
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For example, the parent’s long-term trips to their home country, away from their children in
Finland, might be problematic for the children’s wellbeing. In addition, the large remittances
to help the family members in the parents’ home country takes away material resources that
could be allocated for the children. In addition, these transnational practices may cause
problems in the parents’ marriage, which in turn also affect the wellbeing of the children
(Ismail 2020, 135-139). Moreover, for many Muslim families in Europe, having transnational
relations has meant that their parenting, marriage and divorce are all tightly observed by the
state (Al-Sharmani, Tiillikainen & Mustasaari 2019, 9–10).
Some mosques, being registered as religious communities and functioning as part of
the civil society, have been working towards helping families with some of the abovementioned challenges. They set up programs to help families with their parenting
responsibilities and challenges, offer family dispute mediation and arbitration; and hold
seminars for the youth to seek education and professional success. Such mosque programs are
seeking what can be called positive integration- where the youth are grounded in Islamic
values and are also well integrated into the Finnish society (Al-Sharmani 2019, 63–64).
Again, whilst these challenges are not necessarily the cause of radicalization or
Finnish Muslims leaving for conflict zones, they are a relevant factor that shapes their lives.
In other words, my aim is to connect different debates and challenges concerning Muslims in
Finland as the latter is becoming home to different religions and cultures, in particular
growing Muslim communities.

4.4 Conclusion
In this chapter, I examined how the children’s rights are discussed in the media debate about
the Finnish nationals at al-Hol camp. The participants in this debate all share belief in the
importance of children’s rights as key Finnish ethos and a state responsibility. This conviction
was anything but straightforward and agreed upon in relation to the children at al-Hol camp.
The welfare and fate of these children were discussed from three angles: their rights as
children, the consequences of their living at al-Hol on their wellbeing, and the factors that
made some of them undeserving of the right to state protection and repatriation to Finland.
I then situated the debate about the welfare and challenges of these children in the
larger Finnish context. I discussed the laws that obligate Finland to help the children at al-Hol
and the tensions within them. After this, I also analyzed how the case of al-Hol can be seen as
a window to the challenges with which Finnish Muslim immigrant families in Finland are
confronted. These challenges revolve around the questions: how to raise the children as
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Muslims and full members of the Finnish society; how to deal with racism and Islamophobia;
and how to prevent radicalization.

Concluding reflections
This thesis investigates the media debate about the Finnish women and children at the al-Hol
camp. Using the method of qualitative content analysis, I examined 117 articles from
Helsingin Sanomat and identified the key issues in this debate. I investigated how different
participants in this debate - politicians, journalists, security officials, academics and civil
society representatives understood and debate the case of the Finnish Muslim women and
children at al-Hol camp. I shed light on the linkages between this debate and the changes
taking place in the larger Finnish context. These changes involve on the one hand the society
becoming more multi-religious and a home to growing Muslim communities, and on the other
hand the rise of right-wing populism, anti-immigration, and Islamophobia. My analysis shows
that the women are depicted as ‘the dangerous Muslim other’ who could pose a security threat
if they are brought back to Finland. In addition, whilst children’s rights and wellbeing remain
an important goal of Finnish policies and legal obligations, it has been far from a
straightforward point of agreement in the case of the children at al-Hol camp.
My study also shows how the story of few women and their children has been able to
shake the Finnish society and reveal the anxieties that are related to the changes that are
happening in the society. In other words, the story of al-Hol is also interconnected with other
stories related to growing populist politics, anti-immigration sentiments and Islamophobia,
security concerns related to transnational Islamic terrorism, anxieties around growing Muslim
population and their transnational ties, and the challenges of Finnish Muslim families. I have
also described these debates in this thesis and showed why it is important to note the societal
context where the public debate about the women and children at al-Hol is taking place. This
context modifies the way these people are depicted in public discussion, the opinion of
different actors in this debate about the women and children, and in the end, what kind of
decisions are made regarding the repatriation of these people.
My own interest was also to study this topic in the context of media by using
newspaper articles as my data, since media is the channel where different people and
communities debate their ideas, and from where most of the people get information about
these women and children. Based on this information, many people make their own
conclusions and opinions about the issue. Often different sectors of the society, such as
politicians, form their opinions on issues based on what they learn from the media. This is
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why I think it is important to study the issue with newspaper articles from the most read
newspaper in Finland and to see what is the picture that is formed about al-Hol in these
articles. However, with different data I could have gotten different kind of results. For
example, by adding articles from different newspapers published in Finland or other European
countries, I could have gotten a different kind of understanding of the topic and of the
different layers of the debate.
This investigation about the women and children at al-Hol camp could also have been
about jihadism or radicalism. However, this was not the aim of this study. Furthermore, it was
not possible to do this kind of research within the scope of this thesis as I did not have access
to the women in question and their families. Although my aim was not to study jihadism, the
topic of al-Hol women and children could be a good context to study jihadism in the future. If
it were possible to interview the women, it could shed light on their experiences, their reasons
for living under the rule of ISIS, and the commonalities as well as the differences among the
women.
Building particularly on the aim of this present study, future research could delve
deeper into the political and societal anxieties related to the increasing religious and cultural
diversity of the Finnish society. As the debate about al-Hol has showed, Islam and Muslims
still cause anxiety in Finland. As Finland is becoming more and more multireligious and
multiethnic, people are forced to think about and debate what constitutes Finnishness. This is
something that could be investigated in future research. One possibility would be to further
research the increasing right-wing populism in Finland and to find out the kind of people who
are attracted to it. Underlying questions for such an academic endeavor could be: What is the
idea of Finnishness that these people want to preserve and what they think is threatening this
Finnishness? Is it just the idea that Finnishness is becoming more multicultural, multiethnic
and multireligious, and what is it about these changes that scares the people who are drawn to
populism?
In relation to these questions it would also be interesting to do research on the
relationship between populism and religion. An interrogation of the attitudes of right-wing
populists toward minority religions could be worthwhile to unravel whether there is a general
negative sentiment towards non-Christian religions, or Islam in particular. As this thesis has
showed, the attitudes of right-wing populist politicians are critical towards Islam, but the
future research could investigate if the attitudes are also similarly negative towards other
minority religions. As is evident in my study, Muslims are also often othered by the rightwing populists and not considered to be ‘true’ Finns. In the future it could be analyzed, if also
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the people who belong to other minority religions are depicted in the similar way. This kind
of research could be done either with interview, or media data. Similar to this thesis, it would
be possible to have articles from Finnish newspapers as a data for this research. However, it
might be more fruitful to use social media posts as a data. There have been several incidents
where members of the Finns party have been criticized for using harsh language, for example,
in relation to ethnicity or religion. These statements could be found from social media
accounts of these politicians. The research could reveal the way right-wing populists talk
about and relate to religiosity and different religions, and what these descriptions of religions
can reveal about the kind of Finnishness that, for example, the Finns party considers to be
‘true’ Finnishness.
Overall, this MA thesis revealed that the debates about a certain issue, such as al-Hol,
can point to other interesting debates, for example, about identity, religion or wellbeing of the
population. And by following these different debates, we can learn more about the society and
the different sectors and actors in this society.
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Appendix: Original Finnish quotes from the articles
(1)HS kysyi eduskuntaryhmiltä, mitä Isis-leirin suomalaisille pitäisi tehdä: Puolueet
painottavat naisten vastuuta ja toisaalta lasten syyttömyyttä.
(2) Onko suomalaisten turvallisuus tärkeämpi kuin lasten oikeudet? HS kokosi kolme
näkökohtaa siitä, miksi päätös al-Holin suomalaisten kotouttamisesta on niin vaikea.
(3) Lapsista emme luovu
(4) ”Luulin, että Suomi on oikeusvaltio” sanoo Isisin kalifaattiin lähteneen ja nyt
Syyriassa vankileirillä olevan suomalaisnaisen äiti
(5) ”[--]Totta kai noudatamme perustuslakia ja muita oikeudellisia sitoumuksiamme,
mutta turvallisuus on ykköstavoite. Pitää kuitenkin muistaa, mistä Isiksessä on
kysymys. Se on lähihistorian törkein ja hirvein terroristijärjestö.”
(6) ”Kuka poliitikoista on keskustellut tytärtemme kanssa vuosien varrella nähdäkseen,
mitä he oikeasti ajattelevat? Kuka heistä voi käsi Raamatulla sanoa, että minun lapseni
on terroristi?” kysyy eräs omainen.
(7) Suomalaistaustaiset aikuiset ovat täysivaltaisia ihmisiä, jotka ovat omasta vapaasta
tahdostaan itse lähteneet konfliktialueelle palvellakseen Isisin hirmuhallintoa.
Toisaalta alueella on myös Suomen kansalaisuuden omaavia lapsia, jotka on viety
Syyriaan tai jotka ovat syntyneet siellä. He ovat täysin syyttömiä tilanteeseensa.”
(8) Leirillä olevat suomalaisnaiset ovat asuneet Isisin hallitsemilla alueilla ja useimpien
puolisot ovat toimineet jihadistiliikkeessä. Suojelupoliisin (Supo) arvion mukaan
naiset ovat yleisesti ottaen osallistuneet äärijärjestössä pääosin tukitoimintaan, kuten
propagandan tuottamiseen ja uusien jäsenien värväykseen. Yleisesti ottaen naisilla on
myös ollut keskeinen rooli jesidivähemmistöön kuuluvien naisten ja lasten
orjuuttamisessa, kertoo Supon viestintäasiantuntija Minna Passi.
(9) Missä me muslimit voidaan elää? Me tultiin tänne sharian takia, sen takia että voidaan
elää islamilaisittain. Tultiin sen takia, että voidaan pitää meidän vaatteet, ja sen takia,
että kukaan ei tule kritisoimaan meitä meidän uskonnon takia. Ja missään muualla me
ei olla voitu elää niin vapaasti kuin dawlassa.”
(10) Mitä teitte kalifaatissa? ”Olin kotona”, sanoo Jonna. ”Ei mulla mitään ammattia ollut.
Olin vaimo ja myöhemmin leski.”
(11) ”Kyllä, ihmiset tekevät virheitä, heitä johdetaan harhaan, he uskovat propagandaan.
Mutta tuleeko yhteiskunnan ja valtion tämän takia kostaa näin julmasti näille naisille
ja heidän lapsilleen?” kysyy toinen äiti.
(12) Esimerkiksi terrorismitutkija Juha Saarinen painotti HS:lle heinäkuussa, ettei
kenelläkään ole tietoa siitä, minkälainen aatemaailma al-Holin leirillä olevilla
suomalaisnaisilla oikeasti on. Myöskään sitä ei tiedetä, ovatko he esimerkiksi saaneet
järjestelmällistä ideologista koulutusta Isisiltä, Saarinen sanoi.
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(13) Kurvinen [Keskustan eduskuntaryhmän puheenjohtaja] painottaa, että hallitus tekee
asiasta linjauksen, eikä eduskuntaryhmä ole muodostanut asiaan varsinaista kantaa.
Kurvisen mukaan ryhmä on kuitenkin ohjeistanut ministereitään toimimaan
”turvallisuuskärki edellä.”. ”Mitä ratkaisuja ikinä tehdäänkin, kansallisesta
turvallisuudesta huolehtiminen on A ja O. Totta kai noudatamme perustuslakia ja
muita oikeudellisia sitoumuksiamme, mutta turvallisuus on ykköstavoite. [..]”
(14) Suojelupoliisista arvioitiin tiistaina HS:lle, että sekä leirillä olevat aikuiset että lapset
voivat olla Suomelle turvallisuusuhka.
(15) Suojelupoliisin mukaan Irakin ja Syyrian konfliktialueelta mahdollisesti palaavat
todennäköisesti lisäävät Suomeen kohdistuvaa terrorismin uhkaa. ”Arvioimme, että
alueelta mahdollisesti palaavat naiset todennäköisesti jatkavat terroristista toimintaa,
verkostoituvat keskenään ja integroituvat jälleen kotimaisiin jihadistisiin
verkostoihin”, Passi kirjoittaa vastauksessaan.
(16)”En ole ketään tappanut, ei ole suunnitelmissa ketään tappaa, enkä ole ikinä edes
lyönyt ketään”, Heli sanoo. ”Voit sanoa tämän Supolle.”
(17) ” [--] Olisin suurimmaksi osaksi kotona. Jossain vaiheessa lapset menisivät kouluun,
opettelisivat kielen. Tavallista elämää. Opiskelisin, inshallah”, Heli sanoo.
(18) ”Poliitikkojen kommentit ovat pöyristyttäviä äidin näkökulmasta. Se, että he ovat
Suomen kansalaisia, jo velvoittaa lain mukaan auttamaan”, sanoo yksi HS:n
haastattelemista omaisista.
(19) Lastenjärjestö Unicefin mukaan sekä al-Holilla olevat lapset, että äidit tulisi tuoda
Suomeen kiireellisesti. ”Tämän jälkeen Suomessa voitaisiin arvioida sitä, onko lapsen
edun mukaista tehdä huostaanotto”, Hetemäki sanoo.
(20) Entä jos sinua pyydetään lähettämään vain lapset Suomeen. Suostutko? ”En, en
suostu.”
(21) ”Lapsia ei saa erottaa äideistään. Joillain on enää vain äiti elossa, ja he ovat
menettäneet kaiken normaalin elämässään. Lapsilla on oikeus vanhempiin”, sanoo äiti,
jonka tytär on leirillä kahden pienen lapsen kanssa.
(22) Kolmisenkymmentä pikkulasta ei maata kaada – al-Holista noussut suhteeton
metakka kertoo, miten perussuomalaisten pelosta on tullut politiikan vedenjakaja.
(23) Perussuomalaisten kannatus nousi taas roimasti – näin tutkijat ja puolue itse
kommentoivat ennätysmäistä suosiota
(24) Perussuomalaisten suosion kasvu näyttää noudattavan samaa jyrkkää nousutrendiä,
joka alkoi kevään eduskuntavaalien alla. Vielä kahden ja puolen vuoden takaisissa
kuntavaaleissa kannatus oli alle yhdeksän prosenttia, kun se vuoden 2019
eduskuntavaaleissa nousi 17,5 prosenttiin.
(25) Markku Jokisipilän mukaan puolueiden kannatuskartan muutoksessa on kyse myös
pidemmästä kehityksestä, joka näkyy perinteisten suurten puolueiden hiipumisena.
Isot puolueet ovat pienempiä kuin koskaan ennen. ”Eduskuntavaalien tulos ikään kuin
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päivitti tilanteen sinne, missä se on jo tosiasiallisesti ollut. Samaan aikaan
perussuomalaiset on saanut äänestäjänsä hyvin liikkeelle”, Jokisipilä sanoo.
(26) Eduskuntatutkimuksen keskuksen johtaja Markku Jokisipilä näkee perussuomalaisten
vahvan tuloksen taustalla suuremman, rakenteellisen tekijän. Kun useimmat muut
puolueet vaikuttavat monissa kannoissaan epämääräisiltä, pysyvät perussuomalaiset
johdonmukaisesti omissa ydinteemoissa.
(27) ”Puolue on ollut taitava kääntämään perinteisesti talouspoliittisina vaatimuksina
pidetyt politiikkakysymykset kulttuurisiksi vaatimuksiksi. Esimerkiksi
työmarkkinakysymyksissä puolue ei painota luokkaeroja vaan suomalaisuutta,”
Vuorelma sanoo.
(28) Politiikkaan on syntymässä juuri nyt uusi blokkijako. Al-Hol-jupakassa se ilmeni
kirkkaasti ensimmäistä kertaa. Yhteen blokkiin ryhmittyvät oikeistopopulistit
myötäilijöineen ja matkijoineen, toiseen oikeistopopulistien vastavoimat. Näiden
blokkien välissä jauhautuvat tuusan nuuskaksi ne, jotka eivät valitse selkeästi
puoltaan.
(29) Etenkin eduskunnan kyselytunneilla perussuomalaiset on onnistunut ohjaamaan
keskustelua haluamiinsa teemoihin, kuten maahanmuuttoon.
(30) Kuolemanvaarassa olevista lapsista tehtiin kyynisen ja häpeällisen poliittisen pelin
nappuloita
(31) Niin Kokoomuksen kuin koko opposition käytökseen on yksi selitys ylitse muiden:
perussuomalaisten kannatuksen kasvulle ei näy rajaa, ja pelosta heitä kohtaan on tullut
useassa puolueessa tärkein aate. Pelon valtaan joutuneet poliitikot kuvittelevat
pelastuvansa matkimalla ja tukemalla perussuomalaisia. Siinä kilvassa he eivät voita
ikinä. He vain jouduttavat omaa tuhoaan. Omat periaatteet, itsekunnioitus ja muiden
arvostus menevät, samoin valistuneimmat ja aatteellisimmat kannattajat. Tilalle ei tule
mitään eikä ketään.
(32) ”Suurmoskeijaan Persianlahdelta virtaavia miljoonia olisi vaikea selvittää – Helsinkiä
varoittavat ministeriöt pitävät hanketta ”ylimalkaisena”
(33) Uuden-Seelannin terrori-isku ei ole yksittäis-tapaus, vaan ilmentää
maailman-laajuista muslimi-vihaa
(34) Moskeijahanke on nostattanut runsaasti keskustelua jo runsaat kaksi vuotta. Siitä asti,
kun rakennusaie oli tullut julki, päähuolia ovat olleet arviolta 110–140 miljoonan
euron rakentamishinta sekä noin kuuden seitsemän miljoonan euron vuotuiset
toimintakulut.
(35) Jos kaipaa esimerkkejä, näin vaalien alla niitä löytää näppärästi poliitikkojen
Facebook-sivujen kommenteista. Melkein kuka tahansa poliitikko käy. Toiset lietsovat
muslimienvastaista puhetta enemmän tai vähemmän suorasti, toiset ovat sen kohteina.
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(36)”Esimerkiksi Oulussa moskeija on säännöllisen ilkivallan kohteena. Ikkunoita
rikotaan, ja viimeksi moskeijaan heitettiin savukranaatti.”
(37)”Ihmettelen Suomen hitautta, kun siellä on vain muutama kymmenen ihmistä” –
järjestöjen mukaan kansain-välinen oikeus pakottaa tuomaan sekä lapset että aikuiset
Suomeen Isis-leiriltä
(38) Suomeen tuotavista ”Isis-lapsista” herännyt keskustelu osoittaa, etteivät kaikki tiedä,
mitä lapsen oikeuksilla tarkoitetaan
(39) Miten al-Holissa eläneet suomalaislapset voivat henkisesti ja mitä tapahtuu, jos
heidät erotetaan vanhemmistaan? Asiantuntijat arvioivat
(40) Supo: myös Isis-lapset voivat olla turvallisuusuhka Suomelle
(41) Tuodaan lapsi Suomeen lopulta ilman äitiään tai äidin kanssa tai tuodaanko
ollenkaan, siitä voidaan olla varmoja, että vankileirillä lapsen oikeudet eivät ainakaan
toteudu. Rikotuksi tulevat kiistattomasti ainakin nämä sopimuksen kohdat: 19. Lasta
on suojeltava kaikelta väkivallalta, välinpitämättömältä kohtelulta ja hyväksikäytöltä.
24. Lapsella on oikeus elää mahdollisimman terveenä ja saada tarvittaessa hoitoa. 27.
Lapsella on oikeus hänen ruumiillisen, henkisen, hengellisen, moraalisen ja sosiaalisen
kehityksensä kannalta riittävään elintasoon. 28. Lapsella on oikeus käydä ilmaiseksi
peruskoulua. 39. Väärinkäytösten uhriksi joutunutta lasta on autettava toipumaan ja
hänen sopeutumistaan yhteiskuntaan on edistettävä.
(42) Suomeen tuotavista ”Isis-lapsista” herännyt keskustelu osoittaa, etteivät kaikki tiedä,
mitä lapsen oikeuksilla tarkoitetaan
(43) Kaikille ei näyttäisi olevan aivan selvää, mitä lapsen oikeuksilla tarkoitetaan.
Kerrataan siis. Ensinnäkin: lapsen oikeuksien sopimus koskee kaikkia alle 18vuotiaita. Ihan jokaista lasta pakolais- ja vankileireillä, kobolttikaivoksilla, aseellisissa
konflikteissa ja merenpinnan nousun uhkaamilla rannikoilla. Toiseksi: sopimuksen
noudattaminen ei ole hyvän tahdon asia vaan se on valtioita oikeudellisesti sitova. [--]
(44) ”YK:n lapsen oikeuksien sopimus velvoittaa huomioimaan aina ensisijaisesti lapsen
edun. Lapsia koskevat päätökset pitää aina tehdä pikaisesti ja esimerkiksi
huostaan-ottopäätökset yksilöllisesti. Se ei ole nyt Syyriassa mahdollista, vaan
päätökset pitää tehdä Suomessa,” sanoo Suomen Unicefin ohjelma- ja vaikuttamistyön
johtaja Inka Hetemäki.
(45) ”Selvää on, että he ovat radikalisoituneita. Mutta kyllä minulla on vahva luottamus
siihen, että suomalaiset viranomaiset pystyvät seuraamaan näitä naisia. En pitäisi
uhkaa niin vakavana, että sen perusteella pitäisi jättää nämä naiset ja lapset todella
surkeisiin olosuhteisiin, jolloin Suomi toimisi vastoin kansainvälisen oikeuden
periaatetta laittaa lasten hyvinvointi etusijalle.”
(46) Lapset ovat eläneet sodan keskellä jo monta vuotta. Leirillä heillä on pulaa ruuasta,
puhtaudesta ja turvasta. Jokaisella lapsella tulisi myös olla oikeus käydä koulua.
Ainakin kaksi suomalaislasta on menettänyt molemmat vanhempansa.
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(47) ”Yleisellä tasolla lapsi ei sota-alueella kehity normaalisti. Raakuuksien näkeminen ja
huonot elinolosuhteet ovat kehitykselle haitallisia”, sanoo Lastenpsykiatrisen osaston
ylilääkäri Leena Repokari Helsingin ja Uudenmaan sairaanhoitopiiristä.Käytännössä
tämä tarkoittaa mielenterveyden häiriöitä ja erilaisia traumaoireita, kuten perusteetonta
pelkoa ja tunne-elämän häiriöitä.
(48) ”Parempi vaihtoehto on olla paremmissa oloissa täällä ilman vanhempia kuin
huonoissa olosuhteissa leirillä ilman vanhempia”, sanoo professori Anu-Katriina
Pesonen Helsingin yliopiston psykologian laitokselta.
(49) Leiriltä haetut orpolapset ovat molemmat alle 7-vuotiaita. Heidän kantasuomalainen
äitinsä kuoli tiettävästi pommituksissa Syyriassa. Viime ajat lapsista on huolehtinut
leirillä kaksi suomalaisnaista.
(50) ”Jokainen palaaja arvioidaan yksilöllisesti. Totta kai ikäkin vaikuttaa, on eri asia
onko kyse vauvasta vai teinistä, joka on jo rikosoikeudellisen vastuun piirissä”, Passi
sanoo.
(51) Lastenjärjestö Unicefin mukaan sekä al-Holilla olevat lapset, että äidit tulisi tuoda
Suomeen kiireellisesti.
(52) Sillä, minkä ikäisenä lapsi Suomeen tulee, ei asiantuntijoiden mukaan ole toipumisen
kannalta suurta merkitystä.” Traumaattiset kokemukset jäävät jollakin tavalla elämään
jokaisen niitä kokeneen mieleen”, Ferdinand Garoff sanoo. Hänen mukaansa
keskeisintä on apu, jota lapsille tarjotaan: se, pystytäänkö heidän tarpeensa
kohtaamaan niin, että he pystyvät elämään traumaattisten kokemustensa kanssa.
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