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Between Closure and Redemption: Internment Memory and the Reception of 

the Compensation Law 

Ulla Savolainen 

 

Abstract: 

By analyzing oral history interviews of former child and youth internees, the chapter explores the 

reception of the compensation law (2014) for the internment of German and Hungarian citizens in 

Finland (1944–1946). These interviews are analyzed 1) in relation to and as reflecting the paradigm 

of “redemptive remembering,” and 2) as interactional events characterized by negotiations between 

the interviewer and interviewee. The chapter suggests that negative representations of the 

compensation reflect the tensions between the goals of compensations as instruments of 

retrospective justice, prevailing cultural conceptions of memory, and ideals for dealing with 

difficult pasts. Moreover, such frictional engagement between different aspects of compensations is 

also argued as generating meaningful reflection on applications and implications of memory in 

general. 
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Introduction 
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During the latter half of the 20th century, discourses of trauma and human rights have dominated 

Western conceptualizations of memory and understandings of how difficult pasts should be dealt 

with on individual and societal levels. Different legal instruments—such as truth and reconciliation 

commissions, reparations, compensations, and public apologies—have become common practices 

in dealing with difficult pasts (see, e.g., Pettai & Pettai 2014). Societies recovering from conflicts 

and periods of repression have used these public instruments of reconciliation in order to redress 

past violations. For the most part, the expanding field of retrospective and transitional justice rests 

on the presupposition that solidarity and a peaceful future depend on reconciliation and the settling 

of past injustices. (Rigney 2012, 252–253; Shaw 2007, 186.)1  

At their core, the practices of retrospective and transitional justice reflect the so-called paradigm of 

“redemptive remembering,” which is based on ideas of the detrimental nature of silence and the 

necessity of telling the truth and “coming to terms” with the past in order to heal and create a better 

future (Shaw 2007). The paradigm of “redemptive remembering,” largely universalized and 

naturalized (in the West), is also underpinned by a therapeutic script related to the necessity of 

healing the wounds caused by past wrongdoings through victim-centered truth politics (Humphrey 

2005; Shaw 2007, 189–193). However, as Rosalind Shaw (2007; see also Kennedy 2018) has noted, 

when applied with insufficient consideration of historical or cultural context, or the situation at 

hand, instruments of retrospective justice may become sites of frictional engagement. Anna 

Lowenhaupt Tsing (2005) coined the concept of friction to interrogate global interconnection and 

“universals” mobilized by phenomena (e.g., science; capitalism) dependent on such connection. 

According to Tsing (2005, 4) “[c]ultures are continually co-produced in the interactions I call 

“friction”: the awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of interconnection across 

difference.” When applied to notions of memory and instruments of retrospective justice, on the one 

hand, friction may give rise to contestation, even to the extent that their practical implementation as 

compensations, apologies, and truth commissions may be perceived as repressive. On the other 

hand, as sites of frictional engagement, these instruments and notions may also become productive 

in unexpected ways. (See also Shaw 2007; Kennedy 2018.) 

Notwithstanding the fact that compensations and public apologies are often found to be correct and 

necessary by both the victims compensated and the institutions carrying out the compensations, 

 
1 Even though efforts to make up for the iniquities of the past had already been made before the latter half of the 20th 

century, the Second World War, the Holocaust and other recent genocides, as well as transitions from state repressions 

during and after the Cold War period have established their position as official instruments and processes of dealing 

with difficult pasts (Elster 2004; Ahonen & Löfström 2012, 88; Shaw 2007, 189). 



programs aimed at reconciliation and restitution have also been surrounded by controversy. These 

controversies often relate to asymmetric and even repressive structures that are built into these 

programs. (Immler 2009, 205–206.) Frictions around acts of making up for past injustices are also 

the focus of this chapter. By examining how former child and youth internees in Finland describe 

and evaluate the law of compensation related to the internment of German and Hungarian citizens 

in Finland in 1944–1946 in the context of an oral history interview, my aim is to understand 

memory frictions related to internment memories in general and the reception of this law in 

particular. The law came into effect in Finland in 2014. Even though the law was initiated and 

promoted by ex-internees themselves, rather than dictated “from above”, the law was received and 

evaluated over the course of interviews with varying degrees of disappointment by the persons 

entitled to this compensation. As I have argued elsewhere, victims’ dissatisfaction with respect to 

the law stems from a sense of being excluded from the processes of defining the law rather than 

from its contents as such (Savolainen 2018).  

By combining the analytical angles of oral history research with the ones developed and deployed 

in cultural memory studies, in this chapter I will explore the interconnection of personal experiences 

mediated in interview situations, and cultural and public memory. This means that I will analyze the 

interview speech 1) in relation to and as reflecting the wider framework of cultural memory, 

namely, the paradigm of “redemptive remembering” (Shaw 2007) that characterizes instruments of 

retrospective justice, and 2) as interaction characterized by intersubjective negotiations between the 

interviewer and interviewee with regard to the aims of the interview (see, e.g., Abrams 2010, 54; 

Briggs 1986, 2–3). My understanding of compensation builds on Nicole Immler’s notions of the 

relationship between restitution and memory. According to Immler (2009, 206), key to restitution is 

media and the way it either communicates or passes over the issue. She also suggests that restitution 

is itself a memory medium, an intermediary between family memory and collective memory. 

 

In this chapter, I suggest that in the case of internments in Finland, the negative representations of 

the compensation reflect the tensions between the goals of compensations as instruments of 

retrospective justice, prevailing cultural conceptions of memory, and ideals of dealing with difficult 

pasts. Moreover, I suggest that through this frictional engagement, compensations also generate 

meaningful reflection on applications and implications of memory in general. As such, not only 

does compensation mediate between personal/private and cultural/public memory, it may also 

“trigger” memories and the related reflection and thus has an effect on how the past and its 

consequences are remembered, represented, and understood. As a medium of this kind, 



compensation can operate as a “site of memory” (Nora 1996; Erll 2011, 22–27; see also Huyssen 

2003, 95; Rigney 2008, 346), a site of frictional engagement around which negotiations of power 

and agency in defining the contents, limits, and territories of memory are gathered and organized. 

By analyzing how former internees described their experiences related to internment and their 

views on the compensation law in interview situations, the more general aim of my chapter is to 

demonstrate the benefits of the oral history approach for the field of cultural memory studies. 

 

Oral history interviews and memory 

 

The primary research material of my study consists of oral history interviews of individuals, most of 

them children of German fathers and Finnish mothers, who were interned as minors in Finland in 

1944–1946. I conducted 26 oral history interviews in Finland and in Germany during 2015–2016. 2  

14 of the interviewed persons were women and 12 of them were men. The majority of the 

interviewees (23 persons) were of German background. The interview language was Finnish, in 

which all the interviewees were highly fluent. The persons I interviewed were born between 1926 

and 1943. Hence, they were between one and 18 years of age when the internment began in 1944. 

The majority of these interviews (24 out of 26) were recorded and later transcribed by me.3 During 

my research, I was able to visit the homes of many of the interviewees. In addition to recorded 

interviews, these meetings included discussions that were not taped. Interviewees often also showed 

me memorabilia and documents related to the internment, such as drawings, photographs, letters, 

newspaper articles and mementos. Some persons had also written memoirs. During these visits, I 

photographed visual research materials, mostly photographs, documents and mementos related to 

the internment or other significant moments in the persons’ lives, and I recorded my observations in 

my field diary. 

 

My analysis is based on the understanding that interviews are (inter)subjective and rooted in the 

present. This means that oral history sources not only tell about the past but, above all, tell about the 

present and the meanings given to the past in the here and now. Folklorist and anthropologist 

Charles L. Briggs has argued that one of the central features of an interview event is that it positions 

 
2 Only one interview was conducted in Germany. 
3 The lengths of the interview recordings vary between 45 minutes and 165 minutes. I asked the interviewees for 

consent to deposit the interview tapes in the Archives of the Finnish Literature Society after my research, and most of 

the interviewees agreed to this. Two of the interviews were not recorded on tape. The reasons why these two interviews 

were not recorded are the  following: one of them was a telephone conversation and the other took place in a car while 

driving from place to place. 



the persons taking part in the encounter into the roles of interviewee and interviewer. This might 

shift the focus away from the interactive speech event of an interview to another time and place. 

Furthermore, this movement away from the interactional context may give rise to a 

misinterpretation of the interview speech as a “reflection of what ‘is out there’” rather than as a 

discourse produced through the interaction of interviewee and interviewer. (Briggs 1986, 2–3). 

Following from this, I see that oral history sources cannot be analyzed by solely focusing on what is 

said. Besides contents when, and where something is said— should also be examined. Indeed, when 

produced in an interview context, oral history sources are always literally dialogic and created 

through intersubjective negotiations between the respondent and interviewer (see, e.g., Portelli 

1997, 9–13; Yow 1997; Summerfield 2000; Abrams 2010, 54). Further still, oral history interviews 

ought to be understood as performance situations, and as in to all forms of verbal arts, performance 

is constitutive of oral history narrative. Indeed, oral history narratives produced in an interview 

situation are marked verbal performances, which are distinguished from ordinary speech. They are 

the speech acts of a performer to an audience in a certain context. (Abrams 2010, 130–152.) 

Moreover, in this chapter, my aim is to incorporate perspectives of oral history research and cultural 

memory studies in my discussion of the reception of the compensation law. Partly due to their 

different disciplinary and historical backgrounds (Hamilton & Shopes 2008, x–xii; Heimo 2010, 

37–38; Erll 2011, 53–54), the two research fields focusing on the meanings given to the past in the 

present—namely, (cultural) memory studies and oral history research—have been relatively distant 

from each other (see, however, e.g., Kõresaar & Jõesalu 2016; Heimo 2016; Savolainen 2017a; 

2020). Paula Hamilton and Linda Shopes (2008, x) have argued that due to such distance, links 

between personal remembering and public memory have not been sufficiently analyzed and 

theorized. Indeed, oral history research approaches memory from the perspective of memories, 

which are understood as subjective experiences, recollections, and narratives concerning the past 

typically produced in an intersubjective event of an interview. (E.g. Portelli 1991; 1997; Abrams 

2010). Cultural memory studies, in turn, theorizes memory as a process or repertoire of 

representations through which the past is interpreted, constructed, and recollected in the present 

(Rothberg 2009, 3; Erll 2011). Memory is not only analyzed as a cognitive or narrative process of 

individual or intersubjective recollection, that is, it is understood more generally as cultural 

reproduction through mediation and circulation of contents and forms. (E.g. Rigney 2005; 2008; 

Erll & Rigney 2009.) 

 

The Internment 



 

Internment refers to the imprisonment of persons without a court trial and often without  suspicion 

of a crime (Robertson 2004, 130; see also Savolainen 2017a, 27–28). As a phenomenon, it is related 

to various concentration and forced labor camps as well as deportations (e.g. Westerlund 2008; also 

Khlevniuk 2004; on terminology, see Schiffrin 2001). Internments of German and Hungarian 

civilians in Finland stemmed from the September 1944 Moscow Armistice agreement between 

Finland and the Allied countries. Based on this agreement, the Finnish government was forced to 

incarcerate German and Hungarian citizens living and staying in Finland. (Jensen-Eriksen 2009; 

2010). The backdrop of this peace agreement was the end of the Continuation War between Finland 

and the Soviet Union in 1941–1944, which followed the Winter War of 1939–1940, in which 

Finland fought against the Soviet invasion (Kivimäki 2012, 483; Vehviläinen 2002; Kinnunen & 

Kivimäki 2012). As a result of the Winter War, territories in Finnish Karelia were annexed to the 

Soviet Union and a Karelian population of nearly 450,000 persons was evacuated to the Finnish 

side of the border (Kuusisto-Arponen & Savolainen 2016; Savolainen 2017b; Fingerroos 2008).4  

When the Continuation War began in June 1941, Finland—allied with Nazi Germany at the time—

had an active role in the German offensive against the Soviet Union. While Germany never 

occupied Finland, it assisted Finland in the war in many ways, such as by supplying weaponry. 

Indeed, in 1941–1944 Finland was highly dependent on the German military and economic help. 

For example, over 200,000 German soldiers were deployed in Northern Finland. Although the 

popular Finnish interpretation of the Continuation War has deemed it a legitimate effort to 

counteract the results of the Winter War, and as separate from Nazi Germany’s actions, historians 

today see it as closely connected to Germany’s belligerence in the East (on the Finnish memory 

culture of the Second World War, see, Kivimäki 2012; Kinnunen & Jokisipilä 2012). In spite of 

help from Germany, it became clear in the summer of 1944 that Finland could no longer continue 

the fight and it sued for peace with the Soviet Union in August 1944. The conditions of the Moscow 

Armistice were severe for Finland. In addition to substantial reparations, Finland had to cede the 

reconquered areas in Eastern Finland back to the Soviet Union and accept the 1940 borders, along 

with the Petsamo area in the northeast. The Moscow Armistice agreement also required Finland to 

expel the German forces that were still stationed in the north of the country. The refusal of German 

troops to voluntarily exit Finland led to the Lapland War between September 1944 and April 1945. 

(Kivimäki 2012, 483–484, 492–492; Vehviläinen 2002; Kinnunen & Kivimäki 2012). 

 
4 The population of these Karelian territories was nearly 12% of the Finnish population. 



Moreover, the armistice agreement stipulated that German and Hungarian nationals staying and 

living in Finland had to be interned. This led to the internment of almost 500 civilians in the autumn 

of 1944. The incarceration not only applied to men and adults; children, women, and elderly 

persons were also interned. The majority of the internees were not militarily or politically active. 

Instead, they were civilians, some of whom had always lived in Finland. Among the interned 

persons were also Finnish-born women, who, according to current legislation, had acquired their 

husbands’ nationalities in marriage, or who had dual citizenship. Owing to their fathers’ nationality, 

the children of these couples were also German nationals. (Jensen-Eriksen 2009, esp. 24–41; 2010, 

esp. 133–134). While the internment of aliens or citizens is not rare during times of war, the 

internment of a country’s own ex-citizens who had lost their citizenship in marriage, as well as their 

children, can be considered as exceptional. 

Interned persons were placed in several internment camps, located mostly in the southern part of 

Finland. The Finnish security police [Valtiollinen Poliisi, or Valpo] were responsible for the 

internment process and the administration of the camps. The conditions in these internment camps 

were relatively good and the internees were not tortured. Moreover, they had access to medical care 

and they were provided with food. The quality of the food was, however, poor, due to general  

wartime shortages. Interned persons with special skills or general interests provided education to 

children and young people in the camps. All in all, my interviewees described the internment time 

in a fairly positive tone. However, these evaluations were very often followed by comments that 

underscored the hardships of their parents. Most of the interned persons were freed in March 1946. 

In addition to the eighteen months’ incarceration, the properties and belongings of German citizens 

were confiscated. (Jensen-Eriksen 2009; 2010; Uhlenius 2010; Määttälä 2011). Most of them 

continued to live in Finland, eventually acquiring Finnish citizenship. 

 

Evaluations of the law in the interview situation 

 

After liberation of most of the interned persons in March 1946, the internment was kept out of 

public view for 60 years. Due to the lack of public discussion and academic research on the topic, it 

has not been part of the historical consciousness of Finns either. In 2003, however, the silence broke 

when the Finnish public service broadcasting company Yle broadcast a documentary film by the 

journalist Mikko Määttälä entitled The Finland of Prison Camps [“Vankileirien Suomi”]. The film 

argued that the decision to intern not only men but children and Finnish-born women was made by 

Finnish officials without an explicit order from the Soviet Control Committee that monitored 



Finland’s implementation of the armistice agreement’s conditions. Later, the historian Niklas 

Jensen-Eriksen (2009) confirmed this notion. This information also came as a surprise to many of 

the persons whom I interviewed, because until then they had believed that Finnish officials were 

forced to incarcerate them. Now they found out that Finland, not the Soviet Union, had made the 

decision. (See also Savolainen 2017a.) 

As I have argued elsewhere (Savolainen 2017a; 2020), the internment memory was created in the 

dynamic interplay between public and personal memory work. Määttälä’s documentary film 

initiated the process of public consciousness of the internment, which included media coverage, a 

research project (Jensen-Eriksen 2009; Westerlund 2010), and a nonfiction book partly based on the 

testimonies of ex-internees (Määttälä 2011). Moreover, former internees themselves participated in 

the promotion of awareness (for example, by giving interviews). They also began to demand 

compensation for this historical injustice. They appointed a committee comprising a few active 

individuals, who started to campaign for a compensation law. They had three demands: first was a 

symbolic financial compensation, second an apology from the Finnish state, and the thirdly a 

request to be included in the (medical and physical) rehabilitation program for war veterans. After 

approximately ten years of lobbying and campaigning, the process finally led to the enactment of 

compensatory legislation on September 1, 2014. The law met only one of the former internees’ 

demands, however: the symbolic monetary compensation. According to the law, those persons who 

were interned under 18 years of age or who were current or former citizens of Finland (or their 

children) before the internment had the right to receive compensation of 3000 euros, or 1500 euros 

if the internment lasted less than a month. Those who had been interned for less than three days 

were not entitled to any compensation. (Finlex Data Bank 2014).5 Approximately 50 persons were 

entitled to this compensation.  

In interviews, former internees often brought forward their dissatisfaction with the compensation 

law. As I have discussed in an earlier analysis (Savolainen 2018), this dissatisfaction can be 

categorized in terms of three main issues: 1) the amount of compensation, 2) the means of 

compensation, and 3) the moment of compensation. (See also Savolainen 2018.) The first 

problematic issue is revealed by the 3000 euros being described as too meager an amount of money 

to compensate for incarceration. Interviewees argued either that the amount of the money should 

have been bigger or that it should have been accompanied by an official apology or medical and 

physical rehabilitation. One of the interviewees was also bitter about the half million euros granted 

 
5 http://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/alkup/2014/20140510#Pidp1076432 (accessed December 28, 2020). 



to the research project of the Finnish National Archives, which charted basic historical information 

related to the event for the purposes of preparation of the compensation law. According to this 

interviewee, the money that was spent on the research project should have been given to the victims 

as compensation. 

The second problematic issue relates to the means of compensation. Money is often seen as an 

insufficient way to compensate for internment. Some interviewees fervently emphasized that money 

should have been accompanied or even replaced by an official apology. When it comes to the 

apology, however, the opinions of my interviewees differed. Some highlighted the importance of an 

apology by describing it as the only possible way to compensate for injustices, whereas others 

regarded the apology as an impossibility. According to them, seeing that the officials who actually 

decided to intern the Finnish-born children and women were already dead, an apology was no 

longer possible or sensible. The third problematic issue of compensation relates to the time of the 

compensation. According to my interviewees, compensation was senseless because those entitled to 

compensation and apology, meaning their parents, were already dead. Saying this, interviewees 

underlined that the true victims of the internment were their mothers and their parents, who lost 

their jobs and assets while taking care of children in an already difficult situation. 

When interview speech is understood not only as a reflection of an interviewee’s experiences or 

memories but also as a product of intersubjective engagement, it is evident that these critical 

accounts of the compensation also reflect the interviewees’ understanding of my goals in terms of 

the interview data. Even though I did not ask my interviewees about their opinions on the best 

methods for making up for the past but only about their views on the law in general and on the three 

demands in particular (after I had learned of them), many nevertheless suggested concrete means of 

compensation. This is partly due to the fact that over the course of the past ten years, when a small 

group of former internees with the three clear demands had pushed the law forward, others who had 

been less actively involved had become predisposed to the idea of the compensation of past 

injustice as a set of concrete methods. In addition, their tendency to evaluate the best methods for 

compensation was arguably connected to how they understood my aims as a researcher. I had told 

them that I was interested in their memories of the internment and the time following that, as well 

as how they perceived the law that had recently come into effect. Thus, instead of an abstract idea 

of law as a memory medium that is linked to individuals’ understandings of the past and ethics, I 

asked them questions about the law. As a result, interviewees associated my interests with concrete 

aspects of the law, specifically how successful it was and how it could have been better. Their 



accounts do, however, also reflect and relate to dominant patterns of conceptualizing memory and 

memory practices in the post-WWII decades in the West, which in addition to the paradigms of 

hegemonic and traumatic memory (van Vree 2013) and the idea of redemptive remembering (Shaw 

2007) relate to the global human rights discourses associated with various legal instruments and 

practices (see Rigney 2012, 252). 

Despite tendencies to conceptualize reconciliation as a set of concrete methods, interviewees’ views 

on the best way to achieve reconciliation varied strongly. Very often these conflicting and uncertain 

views did not so much relate to the actual methods of compensation as they stemmed from a more 

overarching doubt about legitimacy and the principle of legal compensation as a whole. (See also, 

Savolainen 2018.) This doubt grew clearly when interviewees weighed up the motives of those 

responsible for the internment, on the one hand, and the justification of their internment, on the 

other. Even though the actions of officials were sometimes found to be reasonable in the historical 

context (i.e., the fear of Soviet occupation if Finland did not implement the conditions of the peace 

agreement correctly), the internment of civilians, especially children and Finnish women, was 

typically still perceived and experienced as pure injustice. For example, this kind of doubt about the 

principle of the law of compensation and the balancing between evaluating the law as concrete or 

more abstract redress of injustice came up in an interview with a woman born in 1933: 

Ulla: What do you think about this law of compensation? Do you have an opinion on 

that? 

 

Interviewee: [Laughs] Well, I do think that if there is a common agreement that 

foreigners will be interned, then they will be interned and that’s it. But then again, if 

there is an agreement that elderly people and children will not be interned […] in that 

case there has been some kind of mistake. So, based on this, it is good [she refers to 

the compensation]. I do think that the previous [suggestion of the law by internees 

themselves] would have been good, if the medical rehabilitation would have been 

added to it. Of course, nothing can compensate [for the internment completely], but it 

does console a little bit.  

 

Ulla: So, in principle it feels good that the Finnish government made some kind of a 

concession then? 

 



Interviewee: Yes, yes. There could have been a small facelift, a higher price [laughs] 

and that kind of medical rehabilitation surely would have been a nice addition. 

  

Ulla: What do you think about this apology then? The state’s apology? 

 

Interviewee: Well, it seems to be important to some. For me, it was not so […] It was 

not that important. (Interview 1.9.2015.) 

 

While considering the concrete means of compensation, principles of justice, as well as the 

fundamental question of whether the internment can be compensated for at all, the interviewee 

evaluates the compensation law subjectively as one entitled to this compensation and vis-à-vis the 

larger group of people also entitled to it. In mentioning that the apology “seems to be important to 

some,” she juxtaposes her personal views with the perspectives of others. This suggests that as part 

of a larger memory process, the compensation law functions as a site of frictional engagement 

between personal and shared experiences, and as such, also has the potential to generate critical 

reflection on the ramifications of memory more generally. 

 

Frictional engagements 

 

As I have argued earlier (Savolainen 2017a), not only did the documentary film by Mikko Määttälä 

make people generally more aware of the topic, but it also functioned as a driving force behind the 

emergence of public and personal memory of internment. The documentary film was followed by 

multiple newspaper articles, which typically included personal testimonies. The film informed the 

general public about a forgotten historical event, and it provided ex-internees with a frame of 

interpretation for their internment experiences. As noted, shared frames are creative resources (for 

example, narratives or values which enable communication and the articulation of experiences and 

memories) (e.g. Goffman 1974; van Vree 2013). The information provided by the documentary 

brought the fairly undramatic event of internment closer to cultural frames of understanding 

imprisonment as resulting from more or less deliberate actions of perpetrators with power over 

innocent victims, and as a clear human rights violation. 

By claiming that the decision to incarcerate Finnish-born children and women (albeit technically 

German/Hungarian nationals) was in fact made by Finnish officials (meaning that the Soviet Union 

did not require it), the documentary film depicted the internment as a crude injustice rather than a 



collateral inconvenience stemming from the effort to avoid the real danger, namely, Soviet 

occupation of Finland. Information about the active role of Finnish officials made the story of 

internment more unjust and more dramatic—and as such also more tellable —as it moved closer to 

the prevailing frames according to which other internments and prison camps are typically 

represented. In other words, the film provided a story of internment with proper agents, innocent 

victims, and perpetrators, and it added an element of exposure and surprise. Based on my 

interviews, the new information also caused a moral shock (see Jasper & Poulsen 1995; Jasper 

1998) that mobilized ex-internees to demand justice in the form of compensation legislation. In 

addition, the surprise caused by the documentary film also became a key component of the 

internment narratives of the ex-internees. Moreover, by asserting that those interned were first and 

foremost victims who were treated unjustly by Finnish officials, the documentary film also 

mitigated the potential stigma of having a German background, which had earlier made ex-

internees’ internment experiences untellable (on stigma and tellability, see Goldstein & Shuman 

2012). Indeed, several of my interviewees reflected on how they had not wished to speak about the 

internment earlier because it could have possibly made their own German backgrounds more 

visible. They explained to me how they had wanted to avoid the topic altogether. (Savolainen 

2017a.) 

One of the dominant cultural paradigms of understanding societal silences is built on the notion of 

power struggles over interpretations. According to this paradigm of “hegemonic memory,” silences 

result from a more or less conscious silencing or from a power struggle between hegemonic and 

precarious memories. Another culturally dominant model for understanding silences is the paradigm 

of traumatic memory, according to which silences are symptoms of trauma or unhealthy methods of 

dealing with trauma. (van Vree 2013.) The trauma paradigm includes the idea that the prospect of a 

peaceful future and overcoming the past requires dealing with difficult events rather than remaining 

silent about them (see Rigney 2012, 253). Moreover, trauma discourse can be seen, as Rosanne 

Kennedy (2018, 343) has put it, “a global technology of memory and a powerful regime of truth-

telling which […] promotes the idea that talking about the past is necessary for healing and 

catharsis.” 

As I have suggested (Savolainen 2017a), in spite of the fact that the internment in Finland was 

represented in the media as a “forgotten” history or suppressed memory, it would be a 

simplification to interpret the public (and often private) silence on this topic merely a result of 

trauma or conscious suppression of improper or undesirable memories and history. Instead, the lack 



of proper frames of interpretation and an absence of the event in the historical consciousness made 

internment experiences untellable and unhearable (on tellability, see e.g., Baroni 2013; Norrick 

2005; Goldstein & Shuman 2012; on hearability, see, e.g., Gready 2013, 242–243). After the 

documentary film, the media coverage of internments had a vital role in the emergence of the 

internment memory. Indeed, the interpretation of the internments, both as represented in the media 

and among those interned  themselves, was strongly underpinned by the extended silence around 

the topic. 

If the nature of absent memories is indeed understood either as the product of forced suppression of 

memory or as a pathological defense mechanism caused by trauma, it is not difficult to appreciate 

why the law does not satisfy the needs of the victims. One of the problems with legal instruments of 

reconciliation and compensation is that typically their goal is to reach closure and move forward. In 

contrast to this, victims—including ex-internees that I interviewed—often express that they would 

have also liked to continue the discussion that had only recently begun. As I have discussed earlier 

(Savolainen 2018), another problem with the law of compensation was that it treated individuals as 

representatives of a homogeneous group. Some of my interviewees felt that the law did not 

acknowledge interned persons as individuals, which indicated that the state was not really interested 

in individuals’ experiences. Due to this, some of them described the law as a tool for silencing the 

victims rather than as a tool for genuine reconciliation. They described the law as a device that 

forced victims and their experiences into a single, unified format. My interviewees also shared their 

feeling that lawmakers did not truly seek to deal with the past. Instead, their goal was to reach 

closure and in that way sweep the whole issue under the carpet. In addition, some of the ex-

internees felt that even though the compensation claim was initiated by them, in the end they were 

excluded from the process. Thus, part of their dissatisfaction toward the law stems from a sense of 

being ignored when the details of the law were being decided. 

In this chapter, I suggest that even though these cultural paradigms of explaining societal silences, 

forgetting, and memory—the hegemony and trauma paradigms—are not sufficient to explain the 

actual historical reasons for silence around internments, they are still relevant and affective frames 

according to which memory, societal silence, as well as compensation are conceptualized and 

interpreted among the ex-internees. Even if silences, as in the case of internment in Finland, had not 

stemmed from trauma or hegemonic suppression, or at least not only from them, these culturally 

dominant ideas have penetrated into the language use and consciousness of the those interviewed. 

As such sites of frictional engagement, they are used in interpreting silences and remembering in 



retrospect, while also having an effect on the ways in which people represent and interpret their 

histories and past experiences, and how they position themselves as subjects in the past and present. 

What I want to highlight here in particular is that this kind of awareness of extended silence may 

also explain why the law of compensation has been received negatively among the former internees. 

I will explain this claim further. Cultural frames of understanding and conceptualizing societal 

silences, such as the paradigms of hegemonic memory and traumatic memory, provide individuals 

and communities with models for understanding how difficult pasts should ideally be dealt with. 

According to my interviews, both the hegemony and trauma explanations are deployed when 

individuals describe their own views of how the past should be represented or processed. Indeed, 

some of my interviewees expressed an understanding of silence as a sign of trauma, a malady, 

implicating that it is something that should be processed in order to strive for a better future. For 

instance, a similar point of view was brought forward by a woman born in 1932: 

Ulla: Was it a good thing that these documentaries appeared and …? 

Interviewee: Well, I do think that it is, you should be able to discuss everything. So, that 

kind of silencing, in a way, it is in a way sick. For some reason, it was done like that. 

(Interview 27.8.2015). 

Some of my interviewees also referred, whether implicitly or explicitly, to the idea of trauma as 

something that often follows from experiences such as internment and also associated it with the 

compensation law. They did not necessarily feel that they themselves had experienced the past 

negatively or suffered from trauma, however. Rather, this understanding operated as a means for 

mutually relating their own and others’ internment experiences. Some interviewees might also have 

expected traumatic experiences to have been interesting for me as an interviewee, which is 

understandable considering the privileged status of trauma in Western memory discourses (e.g. Bell 

2006; Radstone 2007; see also Bond & Craps 2020). For example, such an idea of trauma emerges 

in an interview with a woman born in 1936. The next quote followed my question on opportunities 

for studying during the internment:  

Interviewee: Father tried to speak German with us at the camp. But when we came 

from there, we did not speak German at all any more. He totally forbade it.  

Ulla: Did he say it so clearly? 



Interviewee: Yes, yes. And then it [German skills] was gone. In fact, I also felt 

relieved about that. I actually did not want to speak German because I could not speak 

it that well. The whole camp thing was only positive for me [laughs]. I just cannot, 

having heard the stories of others […] Always when they tell them, I am wondering 

what miseries, I did not have any miseries then. I do not remember, when it is said that 

the food was bad there, and because of that we were weak, but I did not eat that well 

anyway. So. (Interview 14.9.2015.) 

By comparing her experiences to those of others, the interviewee comes to the conclusion that hers 

are brighter. Moreover, during the interview she repeatedly brought forward how her memories of 

internment were actually rather pleasant. Based on her interview account, two reasons explicitly 

explain this. First, the interviewee compares her experience to her life before the internment, which 

in her case was affected by experiences of being bullied in school. Compared to that, the time of 

internment was fairly decent. Second, she juxtaposes her memories with the experiences of other 

former internees of which she has probably learned through media representations but also at 

meetings arranged by former internees around campaigning for the compensation law. Indeed, 

many of my interviewees told me of participating in these meetings and frequently referred to the 

experiences of others heard there. Further still, I would argue that the dominance of the trauma 

paradigm and ideas of redemptive remembering also explain interviewee’s positive experiences. 

That is to say, together they form a site of frictional engagement, which calls for evaluating one’s 

personal memories and past experiences in relation to these ideas and comparable memories of 

others. As such, these sites can generate unexpected associations between different scales of 

memory as well as reflection on memory in general and instruments of retrospective justice in 

particular.  

 

Conclusions 

 

In this chapter, I have discussed the reception of the law of compensation related to the internment 

of German and Hungarian citizens in Finland in 1944–1946, which came into effect in Finland in 

2014 for former child and youth internees. While the efforts to acknowledge historical injustice by 

paying compensation were intended to promote reconciliation, they initiated critical evaluations and 

debates among the very persons to whom these reconciliatory acts were directed. According to my 

research materials, the reception of the law of compensation can generally be characterized by 



disappointment and dissatisfaction. (See also Savolainen 2018.) The dissatisfaction toward the law 

was often directed toward both the contents of and the delays in the compensation. However, I 

would argue that the most important reason behind the dissatisfaction lies elsewhere. I suggest that 

the negative representations of the compensation reflect negotiations related to cultural 

understandings of the methods of dealing with a difficult past. In other words, while the law of 

compensation and methods of transitional justice highlight the importance of memory and manifest 

the idea of redemptive remembering, at the same time they aim to control memory, putting an end 

to the discussion and seeking closure. My analysis supports the notion that while the “reconciliation 

paradigm” (Short 2005, 268) builds on the inherent importance of memory, it is also normative in 

the sense of controlling and regulating memory (Shaw 2007; see also Rigney 2012).6 These 

contradictory aims are inherent in the law of compensation. By aiming at closure, the law 

contradicts the principle of the trauma paradigm by not supporting actual discussion on the topic, 

and thus it fails to fulfil its reconciliatory function. Indeed, the instruments of transitional and 

retrospective justice can be in an awkward conflict with the cultural ideas of trauma-telling and 

redemptive remembering, and this conflict may cause tension, negotiations, and dissatisfaction. 

In my research material, this conflict is articulated as disappointment and cynical views on the law. 

The compensation law does not speak to the ex-internees’ understandings of how the past should be 

dealt with or how they should be heard and acknowledged as victims. Aiming toward closure, 

compensation can be experienced by victims as an expression of inconsideration, not as a gesture of 

genuine repentance or as reconciliation. The victims’ dissatisfaction thus derives from the disparity 

between the goals and needs of the institution making the amends, on one hand, and those of the 

victims, who are targets of these reconciliatory acts, on the other hand. From the viewpoint of some 

of the ex-internees I interviewed, compensation ended up being a tool for forced closure, an 

instrument to end the discussion. They felt that this was hardly appropriate, as public discussion had 

only begun very recently, if at all. (See also Savolainen 2018.) 

In this chapter, I combined approaches of oral history research and cultural memory studies in an 

analysis of the interviews of former internees. This perspective not only affords access to 

conceptions and contestations of ethics, justice, and memory on various scales, but offers more 

nuanced insights into the relational interplay of personal and cultural as well as “vernacular” and 

institutional memory representations and practices. Based on my analysis of the oral history 

interviews, I suggest that the compensation law, alongside trauma discourses and the associated 

 
6 i.e., the belief that a peaceful future requires reconciliation and coming to terms with the past. 



idea of redemptive remembering, can be seen as a site of frictional engagement around which 

negotiations on the limits, scales, and ramifications of memory and agency take place. Moreover, it 

invited reflection and juxtaposition between one’s own and others’ experiences. Clearly, the law 

and the process that lead to the enactment of the law created a sense of community with shared 

experiences and memories, which seemed important for many interviewees. Indeed, while perhaps 

eager to criticize the law itself, many of my interviewees also asserted their gratitude toward the 

activists who pushed the law forward. 

My research also shows how attempts to compensate for past justices may fail despite virtuous 

goals due to power assertions inherent in official law-giving processes. Instead of remaining content 

with a pessimistic outlook vis-à-vis legal instruments and attempts to make up for past injustices, I 

suggest that analysis of victims’ views from a perspective that focuses on tacit understandings of 

deference or justice (or the lack thereof) may have the potential to support the development of 

instruments of reconciliation to be more functional and appropriate from the victims’ perspective. I 

believe that in the end, this approach is also congruent with the goals of official instances that aim 

to reconcile the past.  
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