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I suppose that every ethnologist identifi es his/
her studies – both through the perspectives of 
the research subject and the perspectives of the 
researcher´s interests – via the presence of values. 
Sometimes, values resonate rather loudly and can 
distinctively be perceived, but sometimes they 
might be hidden, even at a secret level of our sub-
conscious. In any case, values are something that 
ethnologists can identify during various research 
processes and are capable of analysing and inter-
preting chronologically in the past, present and 
future. Klaus Helkama, a professor in social psy-
chology, has written a comprehensive book about 
the values of the Finns (Values of the Finns: What is 
really important to us?). Th e book examines Finnish 
values, especially at a national level, from the per-
spectives of political science and social psychology.

Th e word ‘arvo’ (value) in the Finnish has typi-
cally referred to the idea of price value, also nowa-

days in other Finno-Ugrian languages, for exam-
ple in Vepsian (arv) and Hungarian (ár). In Finn-
ish, however, this word has had the ambiguous 
meanings of referring to both price and appreci-
ation. Social psychologists understand values as 
abstractions and as general desirable goals for the 
actions taken by human beings. Typical values in-
clude, for example, freedom, equality and world 
peace as a desirable situation for the world. Also, 
such virtues as diligence, politeness and bravery 
are considered positive values. Values are essen-
tially connected to the choices people make and 
they always aff ect the solutions found at per-
sonal, political or even business levels. Helkama 
provides straightforward interpretations of ca-
reer choices and the values behind them. Human-
ists and social scientists are, for example, seen 
as carriers of universalistic values. According to 
Helkama, humanists appreciate global equity, the 
beauty of the arts and nature more than people in 
other fi elds. Dear fellow humanist – do you rec-
ognize yourself in this description?

It seems that generalisations fascinate social 
scientists. Th e fi rst part of the book is concerned 
with our national self-image and the idea of com-
mon values. Helkama admits that Finns are not 
a consistent population, but suggests that at the 
level of mental images there are some basic shared 



115

values. Such mental images manifest themselves, 
for example, through art works; in this study, 
Helkama takes examples from Aleksis Kivi´s clas-
sic novel Seitsemän veljestä (Seven brothers). Th is 
is a rather expected and not-surprising approach. 
More interesting is the section where Helkama 
begins to process personal values and the relation 
of values to actual operations. Helkama describes 
values such as equality, diligence, honesty, educa-
tion and ambition to defend the nation. But the 
most interesting phenomena in these sections 
has to do with his descriptions of the backgrounds 
of diff erent researchers and their value models in 
the fi eld of value research. Helkama summarises 
in a fascinating manner the important research 
done by famous value researchers, such as Ronald 
Inglehard, Geert Hofstede, Shalom Schwartz and 
Helkama himself. At the same time, he talks about 
the principles of scientifi c research – how theo-
ries and models actually develop over the years.

In this review, I want to focus on the case of 
Shalom Schwartz, an Israeli American social psy-
chologist who revolutionised the basics of value 
research by demonstrating that values form a psy-
chological circle, a two-dimensional system with 
its own strong regularities. Schwartz identifi ed 40 
values that have essentially the same meanings 
in diff erent cultures. Indicators in cross-cultural 
psychology go through a process of double trans-
lation; for example, fi rst an indicator is translated 
from English to Finnish, and then another trans-
lator translates the indicator from Finnish to Eng-
lish – without ever seeing the original text. Th en, 
the fi nal indicator is developed by discussing the 
problems that arise during this translation pro-
cess. In fact, the inside cover of the book shows a 
picture of the value model developed by Schwartz. 
Th ere are in total ten value types and 40 value sec-
tions that help explain the value types. Schwartz’s 
model consists of two principal dimensions: sur-
passing oneself, i.e. (over-)emphasising oneself, 
and maintenance, i.e. a readiness for change. 
Value types and all of the value sections occur 
inside these particular dimensions. As Helkama 
admits, this model is quite rough and statistically 
generalised. But in social sciences, value research 
is anyway somehow like that — quantitative and 
statistical. It is also good to remember that how 

well a theory works depends always on the re-
search questions and purposes. Th e value model 
proposed by Schwartz highlights the big lines of 
study, and it could be useful also for humanists – 
at least as a starting point or as an inspirational 
theory to challenge in your own research.

Klaus Helkama argues that we easily overes-
timate the value changing process and underes-
timate the permanence of values. Almost every 
generation thinks that they are living at a time 
constituting a true turning point for values, even 
though the real change in values is usually very 
slow. Th e most relevant change in values after the 
1970s has to do with the fact that individuality 
has been strengthened, but after the year 2005 
this value has been seemed to become more com-
munal than before. I was especially excited by the 
knowledge that Schwartz´s model can be used 
also to anticipate changes in values in the future. 
Th ese changes can be traced from the system 
of values in Schwartz´s model; when one value 
becomes more important in society, the values 
near this one particular value in the psychologi-
cal circle will also be strengthened. For example, 
if safety becomes more important, then power 
and uniformity will also be strengthened accord-
ing to the model. On the other hand, at the same 
time the importance of the values at the opposite 
end of the spectrum will decrease. Sometimes 
there can be pressures from diff erent directions 
and values will change in diff erent ways, which 
makes the anticipation processes quite challeng-
ing. Th ere might also be changes in how values are 
distributed and in terms just of what cover. And 
naturally also the meanings of diff erent values 
can change over time. 

Anyway – it was very exciting to read about 
the model itself and its applications. Helkama 
thinks that in the fi eld of value research, the role 
of ethnologists and researchers in other humani-
ties mainly has to do with providing the historical 
and cultural interpretations of values. Helkama 
does not provide many examples from everyday 
life (with the exception of his own experiences 
of swimming and swimming pools). In most cas-
es, he writes about experiences drawn from the 
academic working fi eld and uses survey answers 
as examples of value choices and changes. Based 
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on the perspective adopted in this study, I think 
that ethnologists have many possibilities to con-
tribute to value research – not only in the sense 
of providing histories, chronologies and cultural 
meanings, but also at the theoretical level of the 
value models. How can Schwartz´s model be used 
and modifi ed in ethnological research? How can 
central value types be realised (or is it possible at 
all) in diff erent ethnological cases? A very useful 
section at the end of the book is the one on lit-

erature tips – there are many current scientifi c 
sources available for anyone interested in value 
theories or specifi c topics (the national self-im-
age of Finns, individual values, values regarding 
nature and equality, Finnish work and honour, 
integrity, ambition to defence, education and 
wisdom) dealt with in the book. 
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