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Dwelling in unsustainability: tourism landscapes and 
modern roads in a remote part of Finland

Eeva Berglunda,b 
aDepartment of Design, Aalto University, Espoo, Finland; bFormerly also Cultural Anthropology, University of 
Oulu, Oulu, Finland

ABSTRACT
The paper discusses tourism landscapes in a remote region of Finland 
where tourism, nature conservation and industrial land-use coexist in 
tension. It illustrates deep problems with the language of sustainability 
but suggests that applying the dwelling perspective (Ingold) to analysing 
tourism landscapes is an illuminating route to appreciating the unsus-
tainable features of modern life generally, like technical infrastructures 
and the unsustainable practices they support. Through an analysis of 
how modern roads have shaped landscapes and livelihoods, the paper 
makes a case for the strengths of the dwelling perspective as long as 
sufficient emphasis is put on the wider economic and political conditions 
within which local life can be reproduced and (ecological) sustainability 
negotiated. It shows that nature tourism involves different ways of being 
unsustainable but that it also contributes, as policy makers over decades 
have hoped, to sustaining local livelihoods.

Introduction

Since the modern idea of ‘the tourist’ was born in the late 18th century, tourism has undergone 
many changes and become ever more diffuse and varied. Yet Dean MacCannell’s influential 
analysis (1999 [1989]) still resonates. He argued that like ethnographers, tourists are curious 
about other ways of life and a little disappointed in their own. MacCannell also noted the 
significance of imagery that makes host destinations appear timeless and unchanging. Since 
nature tourism is all but premised on a conception of landscape as unpeopled, it exacerbates 
this modern predisposition to imagine nature and other cultures as being outside of historical 
time altogether (MacCannell, 1999 [1989], p. 160).

Or rather, it did. The twenty-first century nature tourist is probably very aware of how his-
torical and geological time are imploding into each other in human-induced alterations to 
Earth-systems. They may not use academic words like Anthropocene, but they are likely to be 
anxious about climate change, species loss, and perhaps about their unsustainable ways of life. 
The idea of change suggests damages that may frighten. A remote landscape imagined as 
unchanging may bring comfort. Thus, nature tourism can only gain from the idea that a 
landscape might not change over time. However, though visitors are unlikely to notice slowly 
unfolding environmental change, local inhabitants certainly do notice the landscape and are 
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alert to how it changes. This situation, I argue, points to potentially significant tensions in 
understandings of sustainability generally, not just in sustainable tourism.

The difference between landscape conceived of as fixed and objective vs. landscape as lively 
and experienced is at the heart of the influential dwelling perspective, elaborated by anthro-
pologist Tim Ingold (2000). In this understanding, landscapes coevolve in a process of dwelling, 
understood as a constant and active engagement of human and non-human beings with con-
stituents of their surroundings (2000, p. 5). This conceptualisation contrasts with what Ingold 
calls the building perspective, characteristic of modernity, where ‘earth is presented to humanity 
as a surface to be occupied’ (Ingold, 2000, p. 155). Solène Prince (2019) applies the dwelling 
perspective in a tourism context to pose questions about the wider socio-environmental impacts 
of tourism. Complicating the contrast between a modern and detached way of being and 
thinking, with the more active and ongoing material and cultural process of dwelling, she looks 
at Danish craft-artists who entertain viewers during the tourist season with their glass-blowing. 
She shows how they dwell in what is both a tourism landscape and a mundane everyday world, 
variously connected to and sometimes overwhelmed by globalisation as well as local elements 
of many kinds (Prince, 2019, p. 739). Similarly, I discuss how landscapes thought of as wilderness 
in Kainuu, a remote region of Finland, feature modern roads and technology-intensive ways of 
life that coexist with but also condition the mundane material practices that enfold humans 
and other animals into the landscape.

As significant as the dwelling perspective is, a major problem is that it can simplify analysis, 
making the modern into a villain and the non-modern into hero or saviour. Furthermore, as Alf 
Hornborg (2018) notes in a sympathetic critique of Ingold’s work, the design and implementation 
of technologies are always political. By de-emphasising the crucial role of modern, global eco-
nomics and engineering whilst focussing on ‘the local, concrete, and embedded’ (Hornborg, 
2018, p. 262), a dwelling approach is likely to sidestep difficult but relevant questions around 
sustainability and environmental justice. These are taken up elsewhere, in multidisciplinary 
research on Anthropocene landscapes (e.g. Hetherington, 2019; Tsing, Deger, Saxena, & Zhou, 
2020; Vannini & Vannini, 2022), that shows the multiple ways that capital-intensive infrastructures 
impinge on everyday life. This research addresses power relationships and analyses difficulties 
that stem from the ‘thin simplifications’ (Scott, 1998) of the state and corporate actors involved 
(Lounela, Berglund, & Kallinen, 2019). My research unfolded in a place where people dwell in 
Ingold’s terms. But they also inhabit economic and political conditions that make it hard to 
reproduce local livelihoods and honour ecological sustainability This situation throws into relief 
the formidable challenges currently faced by people and places anywhere striving to become 
more sustainable.

The paper discusses Finland’s Kainuu region, which has been imagined as rural, natural, 
forested, and impoverished over at least two centuries. Today its forests often appear either as 
Europe’s last wilderness to be conserved or alternatively as industry-generated fields of trees 
and recent clear-cuts. Local people are more likely to appreciate that things might be both-and, 
not just either-or, and that what appears to tourists as wilderness has ‘been part of 
human-environment interactions (i.e. human systems) for a long time’ (Saarinen, 2018, p. 3).

Nature tourism and a commercialised international imaginary of the wild or wilderness are 
important for the local economy but the landscape is not merely an asset that attracts the 
modern tourist or investor. Across northern and eastern Finland, people’s entanglements with 
the landscape are complex, with locals relating in multiple ways to the forested landscapes: as 
forest owners, working and running forestry and logging businesses, and emotionally attached 
to the surroundings. Metsähallitus, the organisation tasked with the management of Finland’s 
state forests and a large landowner throughout Kainuu, arguably does ‘see like a state’ to use 
James Scott’s phrasing (Scott, 1998), simplifying the world with statistics to satisfy as best it 
can its vast range of stakeholders. Yet though Metsähallitus is a quintessentially modern insti-
tution operating with abstractions and standards, it is an important part of local culture. Beyond 



962 E. BERGLUND

being a tool of state power, through managing state lands across the country for both profit 
and recreation, Metsähallitus negotiates public interests and shared identities (Saarinen, 2018), 
as modern administrations do (Scott, 1998).

By approaching modern life with a historically informed anthropological perspective 
(Hetherington, 2019; Tsing et� al., 2020) I highlight how modern technology, such as motoring, 
emerges through culturally embedded practices as much as large-scale constructions. For 
modernity can be and is culturally significant and emotionally salient, even to the point of 
enchantment (Bennett, 2001). It is thanks, in part, to such positive valuation, that it takes such 
effort to notice the unsustainability embedded in modern life, in nature tourism as elsewhere.

A case in point is the dense network of roads in Kainuu, of which locals are far more aware 
of than visitors and which is indispensable to nature tourism. The region has 4 400 km of 
Finland’s 50 000 km of paved roads that are a central government responsibility, and an addi-
tional 6 500 km of forest and other minor roads owned by public and private entities. In the 
post-war decades particularly, road building brought massive change. Locals now joke that 
improved roads simply facilitated the exodus from the remoter villages, but together with the 
ensemble of modern conveniences they helped distribute, they also made it possible for people 
to stay.

Low population density still means people routinely travel long distances on roads, with 
more young children than anywhere else in Finland for instance, travelling over 50 km each 
way every day to reach school (Statistics Finland/Miia Huomo, 2021). This is just one indication 
of how ordinary contemporary mobility practices are problematic in sustainability terms. Similarly, 
most tourism (if not all) is unsustainable, really requiring ‘change on an unprecedented scale’ 
as Debbie Hopkins puts it (2020, p. 139). Nevertheless, competing claims about its sustainability 
and unsustainability are shifting the symbolism and moral standing of cars, roads, and driving. 
The system of automobility (Urry, 2004), with its multiple damaging lock-ins, and which under-
pins the ‘current modus operandi for both transport and tourism’ (Hopkins, 2020, p. 139) is 
increasingly a political issue. In-depth research, however, remains marginal (Hopkins, 2020; Scott, 
Hall, & Gössling, 2019).

Kainuu’s tourism landscapes offer an excellent starting point for investigating some of the 
remarkably unsustainable yet rarely remarked upon features that modernisation has embedded 
into contemporary landscapes. Whilst the landscapes of Western culture are usually ignored—
except by landscape researchers (Meinig, 1979)—in parts of Finland modernisation is still recalled 
and infrastructures are an everyday topic of discussion. The carbon-intensity of ordinary life as 
well as the considerable environmental footprint of overseas tourists is keeping the debate 
alive. Most tourists are likely to arrive via Helsinki, which is about 3 h by air from London or 
Paris. The train to the regional capital takes another 5 or 6 h. Buses from there to tourism des-
tinations are infrequent at best, so people drive. There is an airport but its future is uncertain. 
Though none of this is remotely sustainable, it does make for decent livelihoods that allow 
some to stay despite the way residents, jobs, and investments drip away, as people say, to 
growth centres elsewhere.

I turn next to a sketch of the Kainuu region and its roads informed by dwelling, infrastructure 
and landscape as theoretical coordinates. I then discuss tourism in the municipality of Kuhmo, 
contrasting the seemingly unchanging tourism landscape and the constant change noticed by 
locals. I focus on aspects of tourism’s unsustainability but also show that tourism development 
does contribute, as policy makers over decades have hoped, to sustaining local livelihoods. I 
return to history to outline the changing uses and meanings of roads before concluding and 
suggesting that such tourism landscapes offer fruitful ways to study the under-researched links 
between modernity and (un)sustainability.

First, however, a note on the method. Methodologically I am ‘thinking with’, echoing local 
accounts whilst putting them into conversation with research on tourism, sustainability, and 
modernity. As part of the CONTOURS research team,1 I have approached nature tourism using 
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tools from critical research on human-environment relations. I worked on similar issues in the 
region in the 1990s (Berglund, 2009). Suspended now, as I was then, in conflicting assessments 
of the economic futures implied in research, policy, and everyday discourse, I am acutely aware 
of the danger of romanticising remote places, such as the small town of Kuhmo where my 
fieldwork has been based. In the context of global tourism, the remoteness does, however, help 
put a spotlight on the difficulties of making a sustainable living in the modern world (Figure 1).

Co-evolving

Brochures, coffee-table books, and films almost always describe Kainuu by reference to its 
forested landscape, which rises gently east towards Finland’s 1300 km-long border with Russia. 
The area is part of a biodiverse boreal zone (Taiga) where bears, wolves, and wolverine appear, 
a feature which has supported the rise of wild animal photography and other small-scale 
nature tourism. The region also has a history of cross-border initiatives for nature conservation 
(Berglund, 2000) that Russia’s attack on Ukraine in 2022 interrupted. Produced and reproduced 
through myriad multispecies and transborder relations, it still has some of the most extensive 

Figure 1.  Map of Finland showing Kuhmo and the Kainuu region, by Elsa Mauno.
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natural forests of the Nordic world and can appear largely indifferent to human designs. Yet 
locals and most Finns will be aware that centuries of human presence and, in some parts, 
decades of very intensive land-use have left substantial traces, not least the roads whose 
construction was part of modernising the region and whose maintenance remains a high 
priority. Until the late 18th century, the main means of transport were lakes, rivers, streams, 
and rapids, the population was very sparse and still partly nomadic. By the mid-twentieth 
century, its forests had become part of a national reserve of timber harvested from time to 
time and processed for export to supply international consumers with newsprint, writing 
paper, and cardboard. It provided income of many sorts (Berglund, 2000, 2009) but further 
economic development was hampered by ‘roadlessness’ (Haavisto, 1993). Several of the villages 
now hosting tourism were not serviced by roads until the 1950s and parts were not connected 
to electricity until the 1980s.

Kainuu still often features in national media as a place needing to ‘catch up’. Tourism, although 
tiny compared to Finnish Lapland, is a growing and rather successful sector, and nature-oriented 
tourism often promoted as sustainable has found a place alongside older forest-based livelihoods 
in Kainuu over the last thirty or so years (Kainuun Liitto, 2018). From the early 19th century, 
Kainuu’s landscapes and performers of local ‘folk’ culture beckoned explorers looking for the 
roots of national culture.2 As elsewhere in the Nordics (Olwig & Olwig, 2022), this landscape 
was made emblematically Finnish through national romantic art and literature, starting in the 
19th century, when Finland was an autonomous part of the Russian empire. In a process that 
accelerated before independence in 1917 and throughout the 20th century, its non-urbanised 
ways of life and homespun material culture inspired its modern design culture (Graesse & Savola, 
2022). This landscape has not, however, impressed everyone. Reporting in 1919, even a naturalist 
with an interest in local flora noted that much of what he saw was ‘monotonous meagre wil-
derness forests, spruce mires, pine mires and fens, barren shorelines, austere waterways, and 
bare rock. Deciduous vegetation is only encountered along the banks of a few brooks, streams, 
and rapids …’ (Olli Kyyhkynen, 1919, quoted in Juntunen & Isokääntä, 2000, p. 43). Driving 
through or flying over the apparently endless expanses of pine forest still bores some visitors.

From an aeroplane one can see straight lines where drainage channels were dug, as promoted 
by a national forest consensus that is now unravelling. The industry-friendly forestry that has 
produced today’s rather even-aged forests is now being pulled this way and that in the com-
plexities of climate change, biodiversity loss, and land-use politics. The plane itself is, of course, 
an environmental problem that the global tourism industry acknowledges (Hopkins, 2020; Scott 
et� al., 2019).

In a region of long distances and disappearing services transport infrastructures are not 
easily overlooked. Popular, literary, and academic discourses fuel a stereotype of ‘those left 
behind’ (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018), the elderly, uneducated, and wedded to unsustainable driving 
habits. Significantly, this is a cluster of features that locals also often comment upon. Increasingly 
such stereotypes index a deficit in environmental consciousness. This is fuelling and fuelled by 
simplifying polarisations that pit notionally urban green-and-global romanticism against rural 
nationalist populism.

Significantly, while ideals of sustainability have led urban Finns recently to want to release 
themselves from the grip of the ‘system of automobility’ as Urry (2004) dubbed it, life without 
cars is unimaginable in a place like Kuhmo, where 8000 or so inhabitants occupy 5457 km2. 
Alas, such ‘car-dependency’ appears as a blot on the nation’s sustainability record. In January 
2023 a national ranking of municipal carbon emissions led the Finnish Environment Agency to 
the headline: ‘Consumption-based emissions for all Finnish municipalities and regions calculated 
for the first time’ (SYKE/Finnish Environment Institute, 2023). Afternoon papers picked up on 
the point that ‘Kainuu [region] has the highest combined consumption-based emissions’ (SYKE/
Finnish Environment Institute, 2023). ‘Do I have to feel bad about this too?’ one interviewee 
commented, adding the obvious point, less conspicuous in the press release if slowly making 
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its way into academic research, that the reduction of local services basically leaves many with 
no choice but to drive.3

Motorised transports have had a key role as Kainuu’s wilderness landscapes have coevolved 
over time through the activities of human and nonhuman inhabitants. Currently, the landscape 
accommodates tourism practices and fantasies, as well as the machinery of everyday life, such 
as roads and vehicles and other technologies of modern forestry. Studying such infrastructures 
from a social point of view, scholars (Harvey & Knox, 2015; Hetherington, 2019; Tsing et� al., 
2020) now easily incorporate both human artifice and other, multiple, agents of environmental 
change into understandings of the landscape. They agree, often regretfully, on the prominence 
of roads in modernist visions of improvement, though critiques of the car-only non-places of 
advanced modernity (Urry, 2004, p. 30) predate this ‘infrastructural turn’ by decades. Wanted 
or not, rural or metropolitan, roads are undeniably ‘entangled with the lives of people’ 
(Argounova�Low & Prisyazhnyi, 2015, p. 369) making and unmaking connections, spatial and 
social (Rest & Rippa, 2019).

Ingold pointed to ‘[t]the temporality of the Landscape’ (2000, pp. 189–208), to decentre 
human hubris and highlight the nonhumans composing our dwelt worlds. Gathering together 
natural and cultural, vernacular and state-structured processes accumulating in them, he 
showed that landscapes are both inherently peopled and fundamentally more than human. 
The dwelling perspective focuses on the processual and ecological way in which people and 
other animals engage their environment, inhabiting and understanding it at once (Ingold, 
2000, pp. 153–287). Though easily overlooked, this applies in technology-intensive situations 
too, where habits and practices are learned, but once learned, are undertaken with little 
reflection so that they appear natural. As Tim Edensor (2007) has shown, even international 
tourism involves dwelling in the sense of a practical and unreflexive relationship to space, 
despite the context being modern modes of mobility. In tourism research, Prince uses the 
dwelling perspective to insert local, or host, experiences of tourism and so position toured 
spaces within wider networks (Prince, 2019), and Vannini and Vannini (2022) use it to show 
how tourists inhabit or dwell, in Ingold’s sense, the ‘wild’ in Iceland but only thanks to modern 
infrastructures. Indeed, ethnographic attention to experience does not require bracketing out 
modern technology like roads, or even global political economy. Anna Tsing’s 2005 ethnog-
raphy, Friction, made the point eloquently, showing how roads establish regimes of order 
even as they disorganise and disturb at multiple scales and generate unwanted land-
scape change.

I have heard Kuhmo residents refer to unwanted landscape change mostly in sad reflections 
on clear-cuts and other traces of the industrial forest management that Finns have become 
used to over the last century. Some people some of the time also enjoy an intensively man-
aged forest, making it clear that the material features of the landscape are and long have 
been contested. That landscape emerges as part of political negotiations has been precisely 
demonstrated by Kenneth Olwig through the idea of landscape as substantive (1996). Looking 
in detail at history and geographical context in and around contemporary Denmark, Olwig 
shows that the etymology of the word itself carries important traces of moral, legal, cognitive, 
and aesthetic features. Combining both representation and sensory engagement, the term 
also denotes an assembly of people who jointly organise how they inhabit and share a given 
territory, a history that the German word for regional state, Land, still points to. Linguistic 
analysis confirms a long history for a community-oriented and emplaced landscape that is 
known to be ever-changing and always both of human and nonhuman making. Such insights 
may not be news to the readers of this journal, but they remain worth highlighting as future 
livelihoods—new tourism ventures, say—and the infrastructures they are said to require are 
envisaged.

With these considerations about how landscapes are shaped, I turn now to tourism as a 
livelihood.
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Tourism

Economic history in twentieth-century Finland can be summarised as rapid modernisation based 
on a natural resource, timber, so that wild, rural, and industrial features coexist in landscapes 
across the country (e.g. Berglund, 2000). This history has also meant socio-spatial dislocation, 
not least in Kainuu, where mechanisation led to dwindling forest-based jobs and livelihoods, 
particularly from the 1960s onwards. Since the 1970s, tourism in Kainuu has been supported 
with regional and national and, since 1995, EU funding. By the 1980s it had become standard 
to market the municipality as a quirky combination of local culture and local nature (Wilmi, 
2003, p. 387). Municipal vision statements (2021) illustrate the tendency to combine nature and 
culture explicitly: ‘Living a full life in the realm of the forest and culture’,4 thereby also encap-
sulating the drive to be both modern/efficient and traditional/slow-paced (Figure 2).

The effort has paid off. Statistics have suggested sanguine assessments of the tourism sector 
(Kainuun Liitto, 2022) despite the COVID-19 pandemic and then war in Ukraine. Since the 1990s, 
the sector had been growing on the back of overseas and particularly Russian visitors. Initially, 
the pandemic benefitted nature tourism as Finns were unable to travel abroad, with a major 
ski resort, Vuokatti, prominent within Kainuu. Niche products, such as wildlife watching have 
flourished in its remotest areas. Tourism, which is almost always talked about here with the 
vague epithet sustainable, is promoted alongside the so-called bio-economy and mining as part 
of economic growth. It is acknowledged that this leads to tensions and that (even) Finnish 
tourism is linked to environmental and other damages (Konu, 2017), yet official rhetoric presents 
everything in Finland as sustainable, Kainuu perhaps particularly so.

Reasonably reliable snowfall attracts overseas travellers, but summer activities are also import-
ant. Since the 1980s, businesses in Kuhmo, my fieldsite, and neighbouring Suomussalmi have 

Figure 2.  Tourism brochures. Photo by Eeva Berglund 2024.
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developed joint marketing efforts, offering ‘wilderness, forests, and enchanting music’ alongside 
‘the rural joys of fishing and picking wild berries and mushrooms’ and even the possibility of 
becoming ‘absorbed into the cool and slow-paced Finnish lifestyle!’ (Wild Taiga Brochure, 2021). 
Outdoor activities, such as hiking, canoeing and rowing and more, and enjoying cottages and 
saunas in ‘unspoilt nature’, are under constant development. They make sense as a livelihood, 
defined following Ethan Miller as ‘the making and procuring of a living, the enacting of suste-
nance’ (2019, p. 153).

Nature is prominent across Kuhmo’s marketing, including those ventures that build on a 
cultural offer or on the Finnish national epic, the Kalevala, and associated folk traditions strad-
dling the border. These have been linked to regional identity and economy for 200 years and 
they suggest continuity between the past explorers and folklorists, proto-tourists, if you will, 
whose imprint on national culture has been strong.5 World War II memorialisation, tar and other 
forest-based goods, local food, vernacular architecture and wood-working all feature, always 
invoking a connection between land, landscape, and identity.

In surface area, both land and water, Kuhmo is said to be Europe’s largest town though only 
4000 people live in its built-up centre. Kuhmo’s history as a tourist destination cannot be 
understood without appreciating its chamber music festival, which is recognised as significant 
for the development of out-of-the-way tourism in Finland generally. Started in the early 1970s 
by Finnish and international musicians, ever since then the Kuhmo Chamber Music Festival has 
made much of the forested landscape but also of its remoteness. It was also a specific aim of 
the organisers to introduce classical music to locals, driving tens of kilometres to give concerts 
on remote farms. The festival has since grown into an integral part of the tourism offer, attract-
ing both high-quality musicians and an audience, domestic and international, able to pay the 
cost of travel. In the depths of a severe economic depression in the summer of 1993, the town 
even opened a new Arts Centre with a substantial auditorium, which enabled visitor numbers 
to grow: ticket sales peaked at 43 300 in 1999 (Koivisto, 2019).

Prominent in the nature-oriented tourism is wild-animal photography. The low population 
density and almost unlogged forests in Russia that have—to date—helped maintain animal 
populations. Tourists come to Kuhmo and neighbouring Suomussalmi to take their chances on 
sighting a brown bear, a wolf, a wolverine, or some unusual bird. The lodges from where wild 
animal tours start are typically within or close to the border zone. The hides themselves are 
only accessible by forest roads best driven by confident drivers in possession of the correct 
paperwork. Many tourists come with huge cameras, competitive about photographs while others 
are happy to snap pictures with amateur tools. There are rewards too in staying awake through 
the whole night. With only a passing interest in flora or fauna myself, I have had no trouble 
staying awake and alert in a small purpose-built hide with its rudimentary toilet facility and 
confess that I have found it very rewarding to sight a bear or a wolf. People have shared stories 
about taking friends, even (sullen) teenagers, who have been both surprised and surprisingly 
happy to stare out at the landscape for hours, waiting. Critical scholarship, meanwhile, highlights 
the illusory and performative aspects involved, particularly given the controversial practice of 
luring the photogenic predators with carrion (Ratamäki & Peltola, 2015).

Kuhmo’s hamlets are widely dispersed, many along paved or unpaved roads where occupied 
and unoccupied houses alternate. One of these hamlets hosts Lentiira Holiday Village, a pioneer 
of local tourism. In March 2022 I booked a weekend there with my partner only to end up in 
a severe snowstorm. We drove the 40 km there without seeing more than a dozen cars going 
either way, a little apprehensive of the potentially slippery roadway, but impressed by recent 
snow ploughing and the wide verges allowing for excellent visibility. On arrival we were, indeed, 
the only paying guests, but we made ourselves comfortable in our cabin and happily self-catered 
through the weekend. The next day we went for a short ski in the forest, partly to show our 
appreciation of the hosts making a ski trail for our benefit. Much of it was, alas, lost under 
windswept snow but no matter. Besides, the following day’s sunshine plus the rest of the 
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experience—remoteness combined with ease and comfort—amply made up for it. Throughout 
the trip we encountered only a handful of people.

A considerable part of the tourism offer is in fact very small-scale, often involving tailor-made, 
sometimes even one-to-one adventures, as well as packages combining hotel and nature aimed 
particularly at overseas visitors who need more guiding and so bring in more income. For two 
weeks each summer, however, the town’s population shoots up for the music festival. Also 
steeped in nature imagery, festival marketing supports a national if not international mythos 
captured in the moniker, ‘the magic of Kuhmo’.

Tensions between idyllic imagery aimed at metropolitan audiences and the realities of the 
local economy may become apparent through tourists’ embodied experiences as they travel 
through the landscape. Tourists will encounter not only signs of intensive forestry but of 
carbon-intensive ways of life generally. Such tensions are not, of course, restricted to Kuhmo 
or even the Kainuu region, they are features of modernity everywhere. The late history of 
modernisation here nevertheless offers illuminating ingredients to explore them. For in the 
decades after World War Two, new roads leading to Kuhmo’s dispersed hamlets and small 
farmsteads allowed locals to look towards economic and cultural horizons that had already 
opened up elsewhere thanks to expanding modern infrastructural networks. This has allowed 
incomes to be generated and people to remain in these modern wilderness landscapes.

Modernity

I have shown that the landscape is many things, multispecies assemblage and modern infra-
structural network, for instance, to use academic language. The temporalities of this landscape 
(Ingold, 2000), both modern and pre-modern, are also multiple in important ways. Geological 
features, forests, waterways, bogs, swamps, and bare rock are still to the fore. The border at 
this latitude is a watershed, a rise in the topography with water draining east, south-east, and 
west. Over hundreds of years, before the Swedish-Russian border was fixed in the early sev-
enteenth century, and to some extent still today, travel in Kainuu has followed waterways. As 
elsewhere, rivers have been essential in structuring political and economic order as well as 
language and thought (Istomin, 2020). Capitalist trade shaped lives in Kainuu well before roads 
were even planned, through the waterborne transport of tar and later logs. Until the late 
eighteenth century, the only ‘roads’ were tracks passable only in winter (Wilmi, 2003), as lum-
berjack nostalgia still recalls. Water and ice were important for travel well into the twentieth 
century. Between the iced-over winters and free-flowing waters of summer were long stretches 
of time when conditions left some homesteads cut off for weeks. It was not unusual for boats 
to be hauled over land from one waterway to another, a practice that continued until after 
the war in parts of Kuhmo (Wilmi, 2003, p. 398). People were used to walking long distances, 
and indeed the pedestrian and the skier were typical travellers across the whole of Finland, 
with the horse also a usual sight, into the 1950s. Traces of these histories can still be read in 
the landscape.

An excellent synthesis of how economic history is embedded in this landscape has been 
written by a hiking enthusiast who was able to see Kainuu’s landscapes as a palimpsest of 
centuries of intended and unintended transformation by human and nonhuman agents. Kristian 
Tuomainen (2020) traversed much of the Kainuu region on foot and rendered his experience 
into a master’s thesis. He wanted to incorporate cultural histories into experiences and ways of 
valuing landscapes slightly to north of Kuhmo and to broaden the debate on landscape in this 
region away from conventions of experiencing nature (or natural landscape) as free of human 
interference. Interlocutors working in nature conservation or tourism routinely point out human 
constructions like tar pits, signs of slash-and-burn or manipulated waterways, soakaways, or, for 
example, embankments once made for guiding cargo through faster-flowing rivers or rapids 
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(möljä) that only a trained eye might identify. Clearly human creations they nevertheless dynam-
ically merge into local natural features (Figure 3).

Compared to constructions that merge into the vegetation, modern infrastructures like roads 
are more visible, their materiality concretising the unsustainability of ordinary extractive global 
circuits, at least for someone seeing them through the lens of critical Anthropocene literature 
(Tsing et� al., 2020). To earlier observers, and to many of my older interlocutors, roads promised 
the enchantments of modernity (Bennett, 2001) facilitating, as elsewhere, speed, political inte-
gration, and economic connectivity (Harvey & Knox, 2015). As they replaced waterways as the 
main mode of transport, they utterly changed social possibilities and brought the area into the 
orbit of the modern state in a way that had previously not been possible.

It is significant that modern transport developed rather later in Finland than in the rest of 
Europe and until the 1960s it was mostly in the hands of professionals in haulage, public trans-
port and hire taxis (Bergholm, 2013). As elsewhere, with cars as with electricity, early adopters 
were those who were in it for the thrill and the conspicuous consumption (Toiskallio, 2001). In 
the 1960s, however, roads, cars, and motorised travel expanded hugely after a period of intense 
road building across the country. An important element of that process was the adoption of 
numerous cultural and specifically technical practices that were enchanting and exciting.

They also helped set in motion the Great Acceleration (Tsing, Mathews, & Bubandt, 2019,  
p. S188), often invoked for its colonial violence and accelerating extractivism. But the Great 
Acceleration had contradictory implications. The intensified capitalist production and consump-
tion that led to the normalisation of unsustainable practices and expectations entered everyday 
life through a material culture of modernity, whether ordinary and easily overlooked or, as in 
this case, explicitly celebrated. As design historians note, modern design and technology were 

Figure 3. E mbankment or möljä at Lentuankoski rapids. Photo by Eeva Berglund 2022.
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expanding ‘access not only to better living conditions in the form of electricity and running 
water but also a better quality of life through education and healthcare’ (Graesse & Savola, 
2022, p. 80). The expansion of consumer goods and welfare services to Finland’s geographical 
margins, in a nutshell, is what happened in Kuhmo through the 1950s and 1960s.

What it took for the roadless villages of Kuhmo and Suomussalmi to finally get paved roads 
like the rest of the country has been written up in a fascinating study published by the state’s 
transport agency (Haavisto, 1993). The roads in question are still known by the name of their 
political sponsor, prime minister, later president, Urho Kekkonen, who was lobbied tirelessly by 
village elders, prospective politicians, and other avid letter-writers. Having lived in Kainuu as a 
child and garnered political support there throughout his very long career, Kekkonen put his 
political weight behind them. Many questioned his motives then and many still do. Indeed, the 
investments required by the �a250 km of paved roads, when they arrived in the 1950s, were 
huge in relation to the people served, a mere 2500–3000 people, directly and indirectly (Haavisto, 
1993, p. 185). However, to those in the villages, they opened up, quite literally, a new world. 
In a place where, well into the 1960s, milk and butter might easily have travelled to market by 
boat and even sometimes on foot, modernity and modernisation had to be supported.

The ‘Kekkonen’ road-building projects were not merely altruistic gestures or even party-political 
bids to pre-empt far-left discontent. They were partly built by convicts and by substantial 
numbers of seasonally unemployed men. The roads have since contributed to national security 
as well as to trade and other relations with Russia. Above all, however, they created a core for 
a road network for more effective timber extraction, gradually displacing floating as the main 
means of transporting wood from forest to mill and indirectly as well as directly raising stan-
dards of living (Haavisto, 1993). Adjoining the bigger roads, countless smaller roads have been 
built since, which lead to homes and increasingly serve recreation including hunting and picking 
mushrooms or berries.

As the vignette from Lentiira Holiday Village indicated, roads that lead to homes and businesses 
are maintained as well as possible. At least in winter, the state reaches even the remotest areas 
of Kainuu through daily snow ploughing whenever needed. The costs of maintaining them and 
keeping them free of snow and ice are huge, but prodding interview questions about their expense 
yielded only responses indicating that this upkeep is not negotiable, it goes with civil rights.

As a livelihood, tourism is embedded in many industries: ‘transport, accommodation, restau-
rants, attractions, and hospitality’ (Hopkins, 2020, p. 139). The whole draw of Kuhmo as a tourism 
destination is that it is remote, and without carbon-intensive transport it could not sustain local 
livelihoods. Yet to achieve genuine sustainability would require, as Hopkins argues, ‘more-than-tech-
nological changes’ (Hopkins, 2020, p. 133). These, as I hope to have shown, involve complex 
circuits of stuff and ideas where tourism businesses in Kainuu are small, though possibly inno-
vative, players.

Unsustainability

Unsurprisingly, Kuhmo residents are themselves sometimes tourists, happy to experience the 
southern sun when they can, for instance. At home, they engage with familiar landscapes 
through modern, detached, technology-intensive ways that now seem natural, but they also 
dwell in Ingold’s sense, noticing, interacting with, and coevolving with the landscape. For them, 
the landscape is thoroughly if thinly peopled, as well as full of nonhuman agency. This contrasts 
with the detached views that all too easily polarise landscapes into romantic/conservation vs. 
rational/economic varieties. Misleading abstraction can also happen when rankings (of regional 
carbon emissions, say) are mistaken for knowledge, in a neoliberal variant of high-modernist 
decontextualising. Simple but misleading understandings can also arise through stunted social 
media representations. To understand what, exactly, needs to change in ‘sustainable tourism’, 
ethnographically or historically informed and experience-near analysis is fundamental.



LaNdscaPe Research 971

Rather than ignoring or belittling the contested yet necessary term, sustainability, my analysis 
indicates a need to engage with it further. Unremarkably, Finnish vernacular understandings and 
policy and academic discourses, view sustainability as a desired quality of economy, society, and 
environment, separately and together. Yet this ‘hegemonic trio’ (Miller, 2019) is merely a pale, 
and possibly already crumbling, administrative scaffolding with roots in the dilemmas of modern 
capitalism. I have underlined how difficult, if not impossible, it is under these conditions to 
practice meaningful livelihoods that do not undermine their own ecological and social foundations.

I have shown how tourism here, as in the rural Danish case studied by Prince, is ‘an intrinsic 
part of how this landscape is lived and fashioned’ (2019, p. 737), existing as it does through 
mundane embodied activities as well as tourists’ consumer experiences. By any informed guess, 
and even in the industry’s own assessment (Scott et�al., 2019) such tourism is hardly sustainable. 
However, it may be that tourism and tourism landscapes offer a privileged if unexpected starting 
point for querying the unsustainability of ordinary modern life in the wealthy world, a topic 
that is finally beginning to attract the serious scholarship it demands (Arora & Stirling, 2023).

Notes

	 1.	 This work was supported by the ERA.Net Rus Plus program under Grant number RUSST2019-055 for the 
consortium CONTOURS: Conservation, Tourism, Remoteness (www.contours.fi).

	 2.	 Literature on Karelianism as a variant of national romanticism is abundant, in relation to forest politics, 
see Berglund (2000).

	 3.	 These tensions are increasingly researched by Finnish scholars, e.g. Lyytimäki (2023).
	 4.	 https://www.kuhmo.fi/kaupunki-ja-paatoksenteko/talous-ja-strategia/strategia/ accessed December 2023.
	 5.	 See Berglund (2000) for references.
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