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This thesis examines how soldiers express care towards each other in Aku Louhimies's 2017 film 

The Unknown Soldier (Tuntematon sotilas), the largest production in Finnish film history and a 
central work of Finnish national war commemoration of the Continuation War. While the Unknown 
Soldier canon has been extensively studied in relation to national mythology, collective memory, and 
cinematic representation, the interpersonal and affective relations between soldiers, especially the 
ways men at war tend to, depend on, and sustain one another, have received little scholarly attention. 
This thesis addresses that gap by asking: how do the soldiers in Louhimies's film express care 
towards each other?  
 
The analysis draws on two complementary theoretical frameworks: Joan Tronto's (1993; 2013) 

political ethics of care, which provides an analytical vocabulary of five phases and moral qualities of 
care, and Tiina Vaittinen's (2017) concept of care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs, which 
foregrounds the vulnerable body as the political starting point of care. The empirical material is 
analysed through qualitative, theory-guided content analysis of six selected scenes, using the 
principles of film analysis established by Bordwell and Thompson (2017). 
 
The analysis finds that care is expressed across all five of Tronto's phases, from attentiveness to 

shared comradeship, though it appears in uneven, constrained, and at times absent forms. 
Vaittinen's framework reveals that the most decisive care relations occur precisely when soldiers are 
most physically vulnerable and least able to articulate their needs. A central finding is that care and 
violence are not opposed in the film but structurally entangled. Care emerges from and operates 
within violent conditions, and this paradox shapes both what care can achieve and what it cannot. 
The thesis concludes that care ethics offers a productive lens for analyzing fictional war deciptions, 
making visible relations and values that nationalist framings of war tend to ignore. 
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1. Introduction  
 
This thesis examines how soldiers express care and caring towards each other in Aku Louhimies’s 

2017 film adaptation of Väinö Linna’s novel The Unknown Soldier (Tuntematon sotilas). The film, 

the largest and most expensive production in Finnish film history, follows a Finnish machine-gun 

company through the Continuation War (1941–1944), from initial mobilisation to retreat and 

armistice. (Elokuvaosakeyhtiö Suomi 2017 Oy, n.d.)  Released in 2017 to coincide with the hundred-

year celebration of Finnish independence, it is simultaneously a major commercial event, a work of 

national commemoration, and a contribution to ongoing cultural memory work around one of the 

most formative experiences in Finnish history. Critics have widely interpreted Louhimies’s 

adaptation as a pacifist work that honours all who participated in the war, emphasising emotional 

wounds and moral ambiguity alongside endurance and sacrifice (Sundholm, 2021). 

Linna’s novel and its three film adaptations (Laine, 1955; Mollberg, 1985; Louhimies 2017) have a 

special place in the Finnish cultural memory. For decades, The Unknown Soldier has been the primary 

cultural tool through which Finnish society forms and builds its understanding of the Continuation 

War and national identity. Existing research has examined the work in relation to national mythology, 

collective memory, cinematic representation, and the politics of commemoration (Pajunen 2018; 

Sundholm 2021; Torsti 2012). Yet relatively little attention has been paid to the interpersonal and 

affective relations among soldiers that the story of in the Unknown Soldier depicts: the ways in which 

men at war support, tend to, and depend on one each other. This thesis argues that focusing on care, 

understood as both practice and political relation, provides a new approach to a cultural work that is 

frequently read through the lenses of heroism, sacrifice, and national identity. 

The research question for this thesis is: how do soldiers in Louhimies’s Unknown Known express care 

towards each other? This question is situated within the field of peace and conflict research, which 

has applied care ethics to understand the conditions under which violence and vulnerability are 

produced, distributed, and managed. Care, in this context, is not merely an interpersonal virtue but a 

political category: decisions about whose needs are recognised, who is expected to provide care, and 

on what terms, structure social inequalities and reveal whose lives and bodies are considered worth 

sustaining (Tronto 1993; Vaittinen 2017). 

To answer this question, this thesis draws from two complementary theoretical frameworks. The first 

is Joan Tronto’s political ethics of care. Tronto (1993; 2013) conceptualises care as a broad, ongoing 

activity through which people maintain, continue, and repair the world they share. Her framework 

identifies five phases of care: caring about, taking care of, care-giving, care-receiving, and caring 
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with. These categories provide the analytical vocabulary for identifying and evaluating different 

moments of care in the film, making visible practices that soldiers themselves may not name as care. 

The second framework is that of Tiina Vaittinen (2017), who extends care theory by shifting the 

starting point from carers’ dispositions and actions to the vulnerable body whose needs make care a 

political necessity. Her concept of care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs is particularly 

valuable for a war film in which some of the most decisive care relations occur precisely when 

soldiers are unable to speak or act, e.g. when they are wounded, in shock, or dying. Together, Tronto 

(1993; 2013) and Vaittinen (2017) allow me to analyse care in The Unknown Soldier (Louhimies, 

2017) both as a series of concrete interpersonal practices and as a set of relations shaped by 

vulnerability, hierarchy, and the politics of whose needs count. 

The empirical material for this thesis is Louhimies’s (2017) film. I analyse it through close reading 

of selected scenes, attending to dialogue, physical gesture, spatial proximity, and the visual and sound 

language through which care, and its absence, is communicated and depicted. The analytical process 

is guided by Tronto’s (1993, 2013) phases and moral qualities, which serve as interpretive lenses for 

identifying care practices in the film. 

This thesis contributes to a growing body of work that applies care ethics to questions of war, security, 

and conflict. Peace and conflict research has traditionally foregrounded structures of violence, 

political agency, and the conditions of peace, but there is increasing recognition that care, its presence, 

absence, and unequal distribution, is integral to understanding how armed conflict is experienced, 

endured, and remembered. (e.g. Vaittinen, 2017) By examining care in a canonical work of Finnish 

war cinema, this thesis also contributes to memory studies and the cultural politics of 

commemoration, asking what kinds of relations and values are made visible or invisible in national 

representations of war. 

The thesis is structured as follows: chapter 2 provides the background for the thesis and its analysis. 

It introduces Linna’s (1954) novel, the historical context of the Winter War and Continuation War, 

all three film adaptations, and the central place of The Unknown Soldier in Finnish cultural memory. 

Chapter 3 presents the theoretical framework of the research in detail, elaborating Tronto’s (1993, 

2013) ethics of care and Vaittinen’s (2017) corporeal approach and explaining how they are combined 

in this thesis. Chapter 4 describes the methodology and analytical approach. Chapter 5 presents the 

analysis, organised around the selected scenes of the film and the different ways care appears in them. 

Chapter 6 concludes with a discussion of the findings and their implications for understanding care, 

vulnerability, and masculinity in representations of war. 



 3 

 

2. Background and Research Design – The Unknown Soldier and its many iterations 
 
In this background chapter, I introduce and map out the context of the Unknown Soldier novel, written 

by author Väinö Linna in 1954, and the three following film adaptations of the book (Laine, 1955; 

Mollberg, 1985; Louhimies 2017). Additionally, I will explore the historical and cultural context the 

novel and each of the films emerged in and the following impact they have had in the Finnish cultural 

history, national war memory, and the Finnish national identity. Alongside the historical and cultural 

overview, I will investigate how the novel and film adaptations have been researched in academia. 

The chapter ends with my research question and design.  

 

2.1. The Unknown Soldier by Väinö Linna 

 

Author Väinö Linna’s novel Tuntematon Sotilas (the Unknown Soldier), first published in 1954, has 

become a touchstone of Finnish historical memory concerning the Continuation War Finland fought 

against the Soviet Union on from 1941 to 1944. (Torsti 2012; Pajunen 2018; Sundholm 2021; 

Kivimäki 2012).  

 

Upon its publication, Linna’s novel marked a departure from the previous representation of war in 

Finnish literature. The novel questioned the previous heroic and romanticized depictions of war and 

soldiers, and instead offered a perspective based on the emotional, psychological, and moral 

complexities of soldiers’ experiences on the front lines. (Kivimäki 2012, p 11; Sundhom 2021)  

 

The novel’s story follows and depicts the events of the Continuation War through the eyes of a 

machine-gun platoon fighting in the frontlines of the war (Linna, 1954). Linna’s own wartime 

experience influenced the writing of the Unknown Soldier significantly. He served himself in the 

Continuation War as a non-commissioned officer in a machine-gun company. Linna has stated that 

his experience made him wish to depict the brutality and absurdity of war, instead of glorifying the 

military service or providing moral rationale for suffering. His goal was to confront the irrational and 

dehumanizing aspects of war, not to uphold any patriotic pathos. (Sundholm, 2021) Therefore, the 

novel focused on the everyday experiences of the soldiers in the platoon, and differed from earlier, 

idealized war literature.  
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For example, Pajunen (2018) emphasizes that Linna’s novel introduced a new narrative form which 

was able to influence readers’ and viewers’ thoughts, emotions, and collective memories of the 

Continuation War. Kivimäki (2012) also argues that there was a strong need in post‑war Finland for 

a war narrative that could give voice to ordinary soldiers and reinterpret the meaning and nature of 

the war from a new angle. 

 

Therefore, The Unknown Soldier can be seen as a decisive rupture in depictions of Finnish soldiers 

and of the Finnish nation more broadly (Kivimäki, 2012). The old national‑romantic myth of selfless, 

obedient sacrifice for the motherland was replaced by a reckless, reluctant and often cursing group of 

soldiers whose deaths frequently seemed unnecessary and meaningless. Many officers are portrayed 

as annoyingly militant or simply foolish, offering a counter‑image to the paternal ideals of the Finnish 

elite. (Kivimäki, 2012) 

 

Unsurprisingly, some of the harshest early criticism for the novel came from the Finnish army. The 

novel also provoked controversy over its depiction of the women’s defence organization Lotta Svärd, 

which had played a crucial role in wartime supply and medical services and had strong symbolic 

significance as a model of Finnish womanhood and moral purity. (Kivimäki 2012) 

 

Despite these controversies, the Väinö Linna’s novel has had a lasting importance for Finnish memory 

culture. (Pajunen 2018; Torsti 2012) For example, according to historian Pilvi Torsti’s (2012) survey 

research, Finns still regard The Unknown Soldier as the most important book written about Finnish 

history well into the twenty‑first century. Over time, The Unknown Soldier has blurred the boundary 

between history and fiction: in Finland it is often read almost as a documentary or history book, and 

many of its characters and scenes have been absorbed into “true” war reminiscences. In this sense, 

the novel has come to live a life of its own as an epic tale of Finnish men at war and has itself become 

a myth‑creating text. (Pajunen 2021) 

 

2.2. The Film adaptations  

 

First film adaptation of the The Unknow Soldier novel, directed by Edvin Laine, was produced only 

a year after the novel was published in 1955.. The film quickly became one of the most important 

works in Finnish film history and its selected scenes and imagery have become central parts of the 

collective visual memory of the Continuation war in Finland. As Pajunen and Korsberg (2018) point 
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out, the title The Unknown Soldier is central in contemporary Finland: the characters have become 

some of the best‑known figures in Finnish literary and film culture. 

 

Sundholm (2021) has gone even further and stated that the first Unknown Soldier film acts as a 

national film in Finland. He identifies Laine’s film as a quintessential national film for two main 

reasons. First, as a young nation still building its identity, Finland used the film as a vehicle for 

nation‑building and collective self‑representation. Second, the traumas of the 1918 Civil War and the 

defeats of the Second World War created an urgent need to prioritize emotional healing and unity 

over critical reflection or historical accountability. The 1955 film adaptation functioned 

simultaneously as a survival narrative and as a mechanism of cultural reconciliation, emphasizing 

shared sacrifice and comradeship over ideological division. Its annual broadcast on national television 

during Independence Day has transformed it into a ritualized media event that reaffirms national 

identity. (Sundholm 2021; Kivimäki 2012; Pajunen 2018) 

 

By erasing much of the political tension and ideological conflict present in the novel, Laine’s (1955) 

adaptation offered a more coherent, heroic and reconciliatory image of Finnish soldiers. In doing so, 

it established the aesthetic and emotional template for subsequent Finnish war films. Sundholm (2021 

p. 317) describes the 1955 version as the “monumental patriarch” of Finnish war cinema: a national 

epic perpetually renewed through its ritualistic repetition. Kivimäki (2012) likewise argues that 

together the novel and Laine’s film created a decisive rupture in Finnish war representation while 

simultaneously generating a new, powerful myth of the ordinary soldier. From a feminist perspective, 
this process illustrates how nationalist war narratives are sustained through particular constructions 

of masculinity. Male sacrifice and comradeship are presented as natural expressions of national 

identity, while the political contradictions and human costs of war are suppressed. (Féron & 

Väyrynen, 2024). 

 

Consequently, Rauni Mollberg’s 1985 adaptation sought to challenge the national mythos established 

by Laine’s version. Aiming for greater realism, Mollberg cast younger actors to more accurately 

reflect the age of wartime soldiers. This adaption also foregrounded vulnerability, psychological 

strain, and the futility of war. His interpretation aligns more closely with pacifist and humanist 

sensibilities, emphasizing trauma and fragility rather than endurance and reconciliation. (Pajunen 

2018) 
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Despite substantial initial audiences, the film (Mollberg, 1985) soon faded from the public conscience 

and was criticized as “leftist” and overly pacifist in tone. From the perspective of cultural memory, 

this reception illustrates the enduring difficulty of unsettling dominant heroic and nationalist 

interpretations of the war. Mollberg’s (1985) film attempted to restore some of the moral and 

emotional complexity of Linna’s original narrative, but it was unable to displace the canonical status 

of Laine’s adaptation or its role in Independence Day rituals. (Kivimäki 2012; Sundholm 2021) As 

feminist peace research has argued, military masculinity and nationalist mythology tend to be 

mutually reinforcing. Representations that focus on vulnerability, futility, or moral ambiguity are 

easily dismissed precisely because they challenge the masculine heroic ideal on which national war 

memory depends on (Féron & Väyrynen, 2024). 

 

Lastly, the most recent adaptation of Linna’s novel, directed by Aku Louhimies and co‑written with 

Jari Rantala, was released in 2017. It represents both a continuation and a renewal of Finland’s long 

engagement with the Unknown Soldier canon. Unlike the earlier films, Louhimies based his version 

primarily on Sotaromaani, published in 2000, the unabridged edition of Linna’s manuscript of the 

Unknown Soldier, which preserves the author’s more critical and less censored portrayal of war and 

military hierarchy. The production was the largest and most expensive in Finnish film history, with a 

budget of around seven million euros, and its release was timed with the celebration hundred years 

of Finland’s independence. (Pajunen 2018; Sundhom 2021) This deliberate timing positioned the film 

as both national commemoration and a commercial event, a participation in what Pajunen (2018) calls 

the “market of images” (mielikuvien markkinat), where national memory and cultural industry 

intersect.  

 

The film (Louhimies, 2017) achieved significant commercial success, breaking national box‑office 

records during its opening weekend, and reached wide audiences in Finland and abroad. Critics have 

often interpreted Louhimies’s adaptation as a pacifist work that honours all who participated in the 

war, regardless of political allegiance. (Pajunen 2018) At the same time, Pajunen (2018) notes that 

film as a medium allows for particularly realistic and affective depictions of war, and Louhimies 

explicitly aimed to produce “the most realistic Finnish war film ever made.”   

 

Sundholm (2021) argues that by returning once more to this foundational narrative, Louhimies 

reinforces the centrality of war memory in Finnish identity, but with a new emphasis. In contrast to 

earlier versions, his film does not only celebrate endurance, but it also exposes emotional wounds and 
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moral ambiguities, contributing to an ongoing negotiation over what it means to remember war in a 

society committed to peace. 

 

2.3. The Place of The Unknown Soldier in Historical Context and Finnish Cultural memory 

 

The events in The Unknown Soldier novel (Linna, 1954) take place during the Continuation War 

(1941–1944), which Finland is seen as a continuation of the earlier Winter War (1939–1940) against 

the Soviet Union. In the Winter War, Finland fought a defensive struggle against a Soviet invasion 

and was forced to cede territory, particularly in Karelia, in the March 1940 peace deal. When Nazi 

Germany attacked the Soviet Union in June 1941, Finland joined the offensive with the aim of 

regaining lost areas and strengthening its strategic position, while officially maintaining that it was 

not part of the Axis alliance. This second conflict, the Continuation War, is the setting for Linna’s 

novel and for all three film adaptations. (Sundholm 2021)  

 

In the immediate post‑war era, Finnish attitudes towards the war were deeply divided, shaped by 

memories of the 1918 Civil War, the defensive heroism of the Winter War, and the more ambivalent 

position of fighting alongside Germany in the Continuation War. Kivimäki (2012) notes that these 

tensions created a strong demand for a narrative that could both acknowledge the costs and 

ambiguities of the war and provide a unifying, emotionally acceptable story about the soldiers’ 

experience. Linna’s novel, followed quickly by Edvin Laine’s film, came to fulfil this role and marked 

a turning point in Finnish memory culture. Earlier taboos were addressed more openly, frontline 

soldiers were given “real” human faces instead of idealized images, and their voices became central 

to the national story. 

 

Altogether, Linna’s novel and its three film adaptations occupy an exceptional place in Finnish 

cultural memory. Kivimäki (2012) argues that they have blurred the line between history and 

literature: for many Finns, The Unknown Soldier functions almost as a documentary or history book, 

and its scenes and characters have entered veterans’ “true” war reminiscences. The annual 

Independence Day broadcast of Laine’s 1955 film, along with the continued popularity of the novel 

and renewed interest generated by the 2017 adaptation, have turned The Unknown Soldier into a 

central narrative through which Finnish society negotiates its understanding of the Continuation War, 

soldiering, and national identity. (Pajunen 2018) 
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For this thesis, this background is important. The Unknown Soldier is not merely a war story but a 

key arena in which Finnish collective memory has represented bravery, sacrifice, and endurance. At 

the same time, especially in the 2017 film, it also offers rich material for examining how dependence, 

bodily fragility, and relations of care and neglect between soldiers are portrayed. It is within this 

layered cultural and historical context that I analyse expressions of care in Louhimies’s the Unknown 

Soldier film adaptation. 

 

2.4. Research Question and Design 

 

The aim of this thesis is to examine how care is expressed between soldiers in the 2017 Finnish film 

The Unknown Soldier (Tuntematon sotilas), directed by Aku Louhimies. The Continuation War that 

the film depicts has been studied as a historical event and as a site of Finnish cultural memory. 

However, the interpersonal relations between soldiers, and specifically the acts of care, vulnerability, 

and mutual dynamics that uphold them, have received little scholarly attention. The purpose of this 

thesis is to examine and enrich these perspectives in the context of the 2017 adaption (Louhimies, 

2017).  

 

This research question is approached through a qualitative, theory-guided analysis of selected scenes 

from the film. The question is not concerned with how soldiers fight, how the war is won or lost, or 

how Finnish national identity is constructed in the film, although these aspects form an important 

context and previous history for the analysis. Instead, the focus is specifically on the interpersonal 

level: the moments when soldiers notice each other’s needs, take responsibility for one another, 

provide physical or emotional support, and either receive care or refuse it. The analysis also focuses 

on the limits and failures of care: situations where care is withheld, misunderstood, or denied, and 

what these moments reveal about vulnerability and power within the military unit. 

 

The study follows the logic of theory-guided content analysis (teoria-ohjaava sisällönanalyysi) as 

described by Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2018). In theory-guided content analysis, theory acts as a 

framework that guides what the researcher, and the interpretations, without predetermining the 

findings. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018) The theoretical framework of this thesis consists of two 

complementary perspectives: Joan Tronto’s (1993; 2013), ethics of care and Tiina Vaittinen’s (2017) 

concept of care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs. Tronto’s (1993, 2013) framework provides 

the main analytical vocabulary, offering five phases of care: caring about, taking care of, care-giving, 

care-receiving, and caring with, through which the forms of care can be analysed. Vaittinen’s (2017) 
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perspective complements this by drawing attention to the vulnerable body: the moments when a 

soldier’s physical condition itself creates a demand for care, regardless of whether that demand is 

spoken or expressed outright. Both frameworks are explored in depth in Chapter 3. 

 

The primary empirical material and data for the thesis is Aku Louhimies’s 2017 film the Unknown 

Soldier, which is analysed as a cultural work rather than a historical document. The analysis is 

concerned with how care is represented in the film and what that representation makes visible, not 

how soldiers in the Continuation War actually behaved. The film is examined using the principles of 

film analysis established by Bordwell and Thompson (2017), taking into account multiple dimensions 

of the films simultaneously: narrative and dialogue, as well as mise-en-scène, cinematography, sound, 

and editing. The methodology is described in depth in Chapter 4. The analysis in Chapter 5 is 

organised around six selected scenes from the film to illustrate how each caring phase appears in 

practice and Vaittinen’s notion of caring relations and neglect. The thesis concludes in Chapter 6 by 

reflecting on the findings in relation to the theoretical framework and discussing their implications 

for Peace and Conflict Research, Finnish war cinema scholarship, and the study of care in conflict 

settings. 
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3. Theoretical Framework 

 

This thesis is built upon the basis of peace studies and the theoretical framework of ethics of care. 

Peace studies offer a point of departure for studying active conflict situations and wars, and ethics of 

care provide a more in-depth framework for analysing the different representations of care between 

soldiers during an active conflict.  

 

In this chapter, I cover the context of Care studies in Peace and Conflict Research. In addition, I 

explore the wider context of care theory by going over the Feminist Ethics of Care. Additionally, I 

will look at the different critiques inside the field of Care Ethics and how it has been shaped by them.  

The latter part of this literature review will focus on the definition of ethics of care and caring by Joan 

Tronto (1993; 2013). Last, the chapter will map out the concept of care as a global biopolitical 

economy of needs developed by Tiina Vaittinen (2017) 

 

3.1. Care in Peace and Conflict Research  

 

In contemporary Peace and Conflict Research there has not been much focus or engagement with the 

question of care as a question of peace. More recently, however, feminist peace research has begun 

to address this gap by bringing attention to war as a fundamentally corporeal experience. It is a notion 

that bodies in conflict are not only targets of violence but also sites of vulnerability, need, and mutual 

dependence. (Féron & Väyrynen, 2024). 

 

Feminist scholarship has, nonetheless, engaged with care as a question of peace since the 1980s, 

drawing on a wide range of thinkers working across ethics, international relations, and peace studies 

(e.g. Ruddick, 1990; Robinson, 1999; 2011; Held, 1995; 2006; 2008; Tronto, 2008; Kyle, 2013; 

Confortini and Ruane, 2014). What unites this tradition is the claim that caring practices create 

alternate moral and political thinking, that challenges militarism and the traditional view of global 

justices and meanwhile offers a basis for what Confortini and Ruane (2014) call "re-imagining just 

peace." 

 

In this tradition, the work of feminist philosopher Sara Ruddick (1990) on maternal thinking, is 

pioneering. In her book, Maternal Thinking: Toward a Politics of Peace (1990), Ruddick suggests 

that a distinctive type of thinking emerges from the work that mothers do. Even though simple, 

Ruddick’s claim that mothers think and this thinking could be politically relevant for questions of 
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war and peace was, and still is, significant. (e.g. Cohn 2014; Robinson and Confortini 2014) 

According to Ruddick, maternal practices are based on the preservation of life and fostering growth, 

and on the recognition of complex embodied relationality of human beings. Therefore the thinking 

that arises from mothering may be used as “an engaged and visionary standpoint from which to 

criticize the destructiveness of war and begin to reinvent peace” (Ruddick 1990, 12).  As Vaittinen 

argues (2017), Ruddick’s “perspective can thus be used in critical and situated rethinking of peace 

politics, from conflict management to nonviolence, resistance, reconciliation, peacekeeping and 

beyond.” (Vaittinen, p. 50) 

 

Central to this thesis, is Ruddick’s concept of the “mother”. The concept of “mother” is not limited 

to women or a person giving birth. Instead, according to Ruddick, maternal thinking is about thinking 

that emerges from mothering work that can be carried out by a “responsible adult” of any sex 

(Ruddick 1990, 41). A mother doesn’t need to be the person giving birth to a child or even a woman. 

Therefore, “a mother is a person who takes on responsibility for children’s lives and for whom 

providing childcare is a significant part of her or his working life” (Ruddick 1990, 40). This broader 

and non-essential view of “mother” and care responsibility thus allows the investigation of soldiers 

who care for each other and protect each other’s survival, health and safety, regardless of their gender.  

 

Additionally, as Vaittinen (2015) observes, Ruddick’s account of maternal thinking also draws 

attention to a central tension in military life. In wars and militaries, real bodies exist, “but in these 

material-discursive realities, bodies are meant to kill, die, and suffer, and do so heroically.” (Vaittinen 

2015, 53).  

 

3.1.1. Feminist Ethics of Care 

 

Alongside and beyond Ruddick, feminist scholars working at the intersection of ethics, international 

relations, and peace studies have developed what is broadly known as feminist ethics of care. Shared 

across this work is the view that caring practices are not merely domestic or interpersonal matters but 

a source of distinctive moral and political thinking. (Vaittinen 2017) In summary, ethics of care argue 

that caring practices contain a source of moral thinking that comes from the existential fact of human 

vulnerability and relatedness, from the human need of care as well as the capacity, or even necessity, 

to respond to the needs of others. “Care, therefore, is not only about labour, or the ‘burden’ of social 

reproduction, but about the moral-political relatedness that springs from practices of care.”  (Vaittinen 

2015, p. 110)  
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However, not all feminist care ethics engages directly with questions of peace or global justice. Carol 

Gilligan, for instance, developed her account of care ethics primarily within moral psychology. In In 

a Different Voice (1982/1993), Gilligan challenged mainstream developmental psychology which 

had treated male moral reasoning as the universal norm and consistently positioned women as morally 

deficient by comparison. Drawing on empirical research involving moral dilemmas with both male 

and female participants, she showed that women and girls were not underdeveloped in their ethical 

thinking but reasoned from a different standpoint: one organised around relational responsibility, care 

for concrete others, and sensitivity to context, rather than the application of abstract individual rights. 

From this, Gilligan drew a broader argument: that there exists a distinct moral voice grounded in 

human connectedness, and that this voice had been systematically excluded from the philosophical 

traditions that claimed to speak for moral reasoning in general. Though Gilligan's account has been 

criticised for essentialising gender difference and associating care too closely with femininity, her 

work remains significant for exposing the masculine frameworks that had shaped mainstream moral 

philosophy and, by extension, for opening a space in which care could be recognised as a serious 

ethical and political category relevant to Peace and Conflict Research. 

 

Furthermore, Vaittinen (2017) highlights that in the 1980s and 1990s, ethics of care played a 

significant role in feminist debates of peace and conflict, going beyond Ruddick and Gilligan. For 

example, Joan Tronto (2008), Virginia Held (2008), and Jess Kyle (2013) have each brought feminist 

care ethics to bear on questions of peacekeeping, military humanitarian intervention, and the 

responsibility to protect. In International Relations, Fiona Robinson's work since the late 1990s has 

been particularly influential in developing a critical feminist care ethics framework for thinking about 

global justice and human security (Robinson, 1999; 2011a; 2011b; 2011c). 

 

According to Vaittinen (2017, p. 56), “while the examples show that care ethics is still applied to 

theorisation of peace across disciplines, the 1980s and early 1990s were arguably the golden age for 

feminist peace scholars’ engagements with care. Indeed, from the latter half of 1990s onwards, there 

seems to be considerably less feminist literature on care that explicitly identifies itself as feminist 

Peace and Conflict Research.” (Vaittinen 2017, p. 56)  

 

Overall, this body of work on ethics of care and care in peace and conflict research, tends to address 

care at the structural and institutional level, e.g., examining how care is organized, distributed, and 

neglected across global political orders. It does not do so at the level of interpersonal relations 
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between individuals in conflict situations. As Vaittinen (2017, p. 57) notes, “care ethics need not be 

about women: it is about caring practices that are socially constructed as feminine, and about the 

alternative modes of thinking that caring practices generate, regardless of who does the caring.” 

(Vaittinen 2017, p. 57) 

 

This clarification is important for this study. The male soldiers of The Unknown Soldier can engage 

in care, and be studied through care ethics, precisely because care is a human rather than a gendered 

practice. Next, I move on to define the theories care, I will be using for analysis in this thesis.  

 

3.2. Theoretical Framework: From Tronto to Vaittinen 

 

The theoretical framework of this thesis consists of two complementary perspectives of care. First, 

this chapter introduces Joan Tronto’s ethics of care (1993; 2013), which provides the main analytical 

structure for this thesis. Tronto’s framework offers a concept of caring phases and moral qualities 

through which care can be identified and evaluated in concrete situations. Second, this chapter 

presents Tiina Vaittinen’s (2017) concept of care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs, which 

complements and extends Tronto’s framework by shifting the analytical focus from the carer’s actions 

to the vulnerable body that makes care necessary. Together, these two frameworks form the 

theoretical basis for the film analysis in Chapter 5. 

 

3.2.1. What is Care? Tronto’s Definition 

 

Joan Tronto defines care as a broad, ongoing activity through which people maintain, continue, and 

repair the world they share so that life can go on “as well as possible.” (Tronto, 1993, p. 103) In her 

view, care is not only a feeling of concern or a private virtue, but the concrete work of attending to 

needs, sustaining relationships, and holding together the material and social conditions of life. (Tronto 

1993; 2013) 

 

Tronto insists that care must be understood as practice rather than sentiment: the material and 

emotional labour of tending to bodies, environments, and relationships. Feeding, washing, 

comforting, coordinating, and making decisions about how to distribute limited time and resources 

all count as care, as long as they respond to concrete needs in context. Her aim in her central book, 

Moral Boundaries (1993), is to develop a view of care that brings together its practical, moral, and 

political dimensions and makes visible its place in society. (Tronto, 1993 p. 102-103) 
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Together with Berenice Fisher, Tronto famously defines care as a “species activity that includes 

everything that we do to maintain, continue, and repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as 

possible.” This “world” encompasses human bodies, selves, and the environment, which humans aim 

to interweave into a complex life‑sustaining web. Tronto elaborates further several features of this 

definition. (Tronto, 1993 p. 103; Tronto & Fisher, 1990) 

 

First, the definition is not restricted to human interaction with other people. Instead, it acknowledges 

that we can care for objects and environments as well as other people. Second, it does not assume that 

caring is dyadic or individualistic. Tronto (1993) criticizes the widespread assumption that care is 

essentially a relationship between two individuals, typically imagined as a mother and a child, arguing 

that it ignores the ways care also operates socially and politically. Third, she emphasizes that care 

practices are culturally shaped and will vary across societies. Finally, the definition sees caring as an 

ongoing process rather than a single act, which makes care “the concern of living,” (Tronto, 1993 p. 

104), an active engagement in the processes of everyday life. Care is both a set of practices and a 

disposition, but the emphasis falls on what people actually do. (Tronto, 1993) 

 

The range of care in Tronto’s approach, is thus quite broad. Although care, as viewed by Tronto, 

encompasses much of human activity, not all human activity is care. Tronto suggests that care can be 

recognized where a practice is aimed at maintaining, continuing, or repairing the world. Some 

activities may be both aimed at care and at other ends. Protection, for example, can belong within the 

realm of care when it takes others’ needs as the starting point for action, but it doesn’t always have 

to do that. (Tronto, 1993)  

 

Tronto’s political argument for an ethic of care follows from this broad definition. She shows how 

care has been systematically marginalized as a “women’s morality” tied to the private sphere, while 

public life is organized around ideals of independence, rationality, and impartial justice. This 

separation is not neutral. Instead, it enables privileged groups to distance themselves from the burdens 

of care while still depending on the often invisible work of others (women, racialized groups, and 

those in lower social classes) to sustain their lives and institutions. (Tronto 1993; 2013) 

 

Therefore, Tronto defines care as a fundamentally political concept. Decisions about whose needs are 

recognized, who is expected to provide care, and under what conditions this work takes place structure 

social inequalities and power relations. For her, care belongs at the centre of democratic theory, 
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because without sustained attention to care work and vulnerability, political communities cannot 

reproduce themselves. (Tronto, 1993; Koponen & Kasa, 2025) 

 

Although Tronto develops her argument mainly in relation to families, welfare states, and democratic 

participation, her framework can also be applied to institutions organized around violence, such as 

militaries. In these settings, the bodily vulnerability and interdependence that care ethics takes as 

central are intensified rather than absent, even if they are rarely named as “care.” This makes Tronto’s 

political concept of care particularly useful for examining how soldiers sustain each other in war. 

Additionally, this is consistent with feminist peace research more broadly, which has increasingly 

turned to the analysis of war as a site of embodied experience and corporeal relation (Féron & 

Väyrynen, 2024) 

 

3.2.2. The Phases of Care and Moral Qualities 

 

Thus, Tronto conceptualizes care as a process that unfolds through distinct but interconnected phases. 

In Moral Boundaries (1993), she identifies four phases: caring about, taking care of, care‑giving, and 

care‑receiving, and in later work adds a fifth, “caring with,” to connect care ethics to democratic 

theory. (Tronto, 2013) Thinking in terms of phases allows care to be analyzed both at the interpersonal 

level and at the level of social structures and is therefore useful for this thesis. 

From these phases, Tronto derives four ethical elements or moral qualities of care: attentiveness, 

responsibility, competence, and responsiveness. She later adds trust as a fifth element associated with 

caring with. These qualities do not describe feelings alone but name the standards by which care 

practices can be evaluated. I will now introduce the phases and moral qualities.  

The first phase, caring about, refers to the moment when a need for care is recognized. It is a matter 

of perception and interpretation: someone must notice that another person, group, or environment is 

in trouble or vulnerable. Caring about means noting the existence of a need and perceiving that this 

need should be met, often by taking the position of another person or group in order to recognize their 

situation or position. (Tronto, 1993) In relation to caring about, Tronto emphasizes that it is both 

culturally and individually shaped. In highly individualistic societies, people may understand caring 

largely as a matter of personal choice, whereas at the societal level, phenomena such as homelessness 

can also be approached in caring terms or be ignored. (Tronto, 1993) 
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The corresponding moral quality for caring about, is the first moral quality Tronto defines: 

attentiveness. According to Tronto, care requires recognizing that someone has a need and that this 

need warrants concern. Attentiveness then involves the willingness and capability to notice others’ 

needs and to resist denial, distraction, and indifference. Its moral failure lies in ignoring or minimizing 

needs or refusing to see them at all. (Tronto, 1993) 

For this thesis, in a wartime setting, caring about might appear as soldiers noticing a comrade’s 

wounds, fatigue, or fear, or sensing that someone is not coping emotionally, even when this is not 

explicitly verbalized. Also, in war, attentiveness or its absence can be seen when a soldier fails to 

notice a comrade’s distress, compared to one who quietly observes and checks in. 

The second phase, taking care of, is about assuming responsibility for responding to an identified 

need for care. It marks the shift from simply recognizing that someone is in trouble to deciding that 

one will, or that “we” will, act to address that need. Taking care of involves recognizing not only that 

there is a problem but also that it is possible to do something about it. If there is no belief in the 

possibility of alleviating the need, then no appropriate taking care of is possible. This phase therefore 

involves notions of agency and responsibility and often includes making plans and allocating tasks. 

(Tronto, 1993) 

Tronto links the second moral quality, responsibility, to taking care of. Responsibility is more than a 

feeling; it is taking on the obligation to respond to a need. It involves accepting that addressing this 

need is something that is “mine” or “ours” to do. This quality raises questions about how 

responsibilities are distributed, imposed, or negotiated in social and institutional contexts. (Tronto, 

1993) 

In the context of soldiers and war, taking care of appears for example when someone steps up to help 

a wounded comrade, insists on protecting the unit, or challenges risky orders in order to safeguard 

others. Additionally, in war, responsibility may appear as a decision to act despite risk or even against 

orders, for example, staying with a wounded soldier rather than retreating. 

The third phase, care‑giving, is the actual hands‑on action of care. It includes the physical labour of 

tending to bodies, the emotional work of comforting and reassuring, and the practical coordination 

needed to keep people safe. Care‑giving almost always requires the carer to be in direct contact with 

the person or object of care. Here, Tronto discusses whether giving money is a form of care‑giving to 

further analyse the phase of caring. She generally views giving money to some else as taking care of, 
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since they usually enable someone else to perform the necessary care work. However, Tronto also 

highlights that money alone does not satisfy human needs, but can provide the means by which those 

needs are met. So, it plays an integral part in care. (Tronto, 1993)  

The third moral quality, competence, is primarily linked to care‑giving. Competence means providing 

care well enough to be able to help and meet the need. Tronto (1993) emphasizes that not all 

well‑intentioned care is competent: poorly executed care can do harm. Evaluating care therefore 

requires attending both to intentions and to the quality and effects of care practices. 

On the battlefield, care‑giving might take the form of carrying an injured soldier, sharing rations and 

equipment, or offering words and gestures that help others keep going under extreme stress. 

Additionally, competence might involve improvising medical care, making tactically sound decisions 

to protect others, or knowing when certain forms of comfort will help rather than hinder. 

The fourth phase, care‑receiving, concerns how those who receive care respond, and whether the care 

given actually meets their needs. Tronto (1993) argues that care‑receiving must be included as an 

element of care processes because it provides the only way to judge whether care has been adequate. 

Earlier phases determines that needs have been correctly identified and that the chosen means of 

meeting them are appropriate. In reality, perceptions of need can be wrong, and even correctly 

identified needs may be met with inappropriate or harmful practices. Care may be welcomed, resisted, 

misunderstood, or produce new problems. Feedback from the person receiving the care is therefore 

crucial for evaluating and adjusting the care practices. (Tronto, 1993) 

Tronto (1993) connects the moral fourth quality, responsiveness, to care‑receiving. Responsiveness 

means listening to how care is received and being willing to adjust when care does not fit the need. It 

requires sensitivity to power differences between carers and care‑receivers, and to the ways care can 

be experienced as intrusive, paternalistic, or misdirected. (Tronto, 1993) 

In many situations, however, such as severe injury, shock, or cognitive impairment, care recipients 

cannot easily articulate their responses. Among soldiers, care‑receiving might be visible in gratitude 

and relief, but also in embarrassment, refusal of help, or silence. Additionally, responsiveness might 

look like noticing when joking is not helpful, or when a comrade’s pride makes certain forms of help 

hard to accept. 

In her later work, especially Caring Democracy (2013), Tronto adds a fifth phase, caring with, to link 

care ethics more explicitly to democratic theory. Caring with refers to the ways in which caring 
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becomes a shared, ongoing commitment within a community, grounded in solidarity and mutual trust. 

It implies that people can rely on others to participate in care processes over time, and that institutions 

are organized so that care needs are addressed in ways consistent with democratic values. (Tronto, 

2013) Caring with is thus the most structural and institutional phase, pointing beyond individual 

interactions towards the social organization of care. It resembles the concept of solidarity: reciprocal, 

trust‑building practices that can reduce inequalities and contribute to a more inclusive society.  

In later work, Tronto also identifies trust as an additional moral quality closely associated with caring 

with. Trust grows as people realize that they can rely on others to participate in care processes. It is 

both a condition for and a result of good care in social and political institutions. (Tronto, 2013) 

In a military unit, this phase, caring with, is can be reflected in experiences of comradeship and 

cohesion, when soldiers come to trust that others “have their back” and understand themselves as part 

of a caring collective, even under violent conditions. Additionally, trust is expressed in soldiers’ 

willingness to take risks because they trust others to support them, for example, to provide covering 

fire, to come back for them, or to share scarce resources. 

Taken together, these phases and moral qualities provide the analytical vocabulary this thesis uses to 

examine how soldiers in the film respond to each other’s care needs. They allow to distinguish 

between different kinds of care practices, to ask whether they are attentive, responsible, competent, 

and responsive, and to analyze how relationships of trust and solidarity emerge or fail to emerge in 

the midst of war. 

 

3.3. Vaittinen: Care as Corporeal Relation and the Global Biopolitical Economy of Needs 

 

While Tronto’s framework provides a comprehensive and useful structure for analysing care, it is 

primarily oriented towards the ones doing the action of caring. It looks at what carers perceive, decide, 

and do. Therefore, to look beyond the carer, this thesis also draws from the work Tiina Vaittinen 

(2017), whose approach extends Tronto’s account in ways that are relevant for the analysis of a war 

film.  

 

Vaittinen (2017) shifts the starting point from the carer to the vulnerable body itself, asking how 

neediness, rather than caregiving, generates political relations. Complementary to this, feminist peace 

research has in recent years highlighted the role of the body as a site of political analysis, emphasising 
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that conflicts and wars are fundamentally corporeal experiences. Féron and Väyrynen (2024) argue 

that the politics of violence, conflict, and peacebuilding are written on, experienced, and remembered 

in the thinking, feeling, moving, and sensing body. By centering this corporeality, feminist peace 

researchers show that war and peace are not only geopolitical abstractions but also lived experiences 

of ordinary bodies. (Féron & Väyrynen, 2024) 

 

This shift to the vulnerable body and the experience of war as corporeal, is especially important for 

analysing scenes in a war film, such as The Unknown Soldier, where soldiers are injured, 

unconscious, or otherwise unable to articulate their needs. These being the moments when care is 

demanded not by any explicit request but by the bare presence of a body in need. The following 

subsections introduce Vaittinen’s two central contributions to this thesis: care as a corporeal relation, 

and the global biopolitical economy of needs. 

 

3.3.1. Care as a Corporeal Relation Enacted by Needs 

 

Tiina Vaittinen (2015; 2017) proposes a shift from understanding care primarily as work or as carers’ 

moral dispositions to seeing care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs. Rather than starting from 

the caring subject, she begins from the vulnerable body whose needs make care an absolute necessity. 

In her account, care is not only what carers do. Instead, it is also the relation that emerges when a 

body in need calls other bodies into relation with it, whether the response is care or neglect. (Vaittinen, 

2015; 2017) 

 

Vaittinen argues for “a new political understanding of care” (2015 p. 102) in which the political 

relevance of care stems from that which makes care practices necessary in the first place: the needy 

body belonging to every human being, regardless of sex, gender, class, age, or disability. Through its 

neediness, the vulnerable body exposes itself as a constant opening of the political, because it obliges 

others to decide whether and how to respond. Care and the need for it continually draw bodies towards 

each other, creating relations between human beings that are, in her view, inherently political. 

(Vaittinen, 2015; 2017) 

 

For Vaittinen, these relations are “oddly material trajectories, they originate and are realized in 

embodied, relational human existence because bodies need other bodies for survival and dignity.” 

(2015 p. 112) Care always involves corporeal encounters between those who need care, those who 

can give it, and those who control the resources that enable care. The needy body thereby provides 
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an opening for moral‑political decisions: whether to respond, and if so, how. This means that the 

political space opened by need extends beyond caring itself and includes the possibility, and reality, 

of neglect. (Vaittinen, 2015; 2017) 

 

3.3.2. The Vulnerable Body and a Critique of Tronto 

 

Through a deconstructive reading of Tronto’s ethics of care, Vaittinen (2015) argues that even 

politically oriented care theory tends to privilege carers and the work of care, while the needy body 

remains conceptually marginal. In her view, the bare neediness of the body as an organism, what she 

calls the “vulnerable body”, has not been explicitly examined as political in the ethics of care sphere. 

(Vaittinen, 2015) 

 

Vaittinen acknowledges the value of Tronto’s four phases as analytical categories that reveal how 

care in society is organized through hierarchical and gendered divisions of labour and responsibility. 

At the same time, she notes that these phases predominantly describe the positions of those who have 

the bodily capacity to carry out care work, those who can be attentive enough to care about, 

responsible enough to take care of, and competent enough to give care. The vulnerable body in need 

of care largely appears as the object of these actions rather than as a carrier of moral‑political 

relatedness in its own right. (Vaittinen, 2015) 

 

Thus, drawing on and challenging Giorgio Agamben’s (1998) notion of “bare life,” Vaittinen 

contends that our inescapable bodily vulnerability is not apolitical but one of the most powerful scripts 

inscribed on human bodies. The vulnerable body belongs to each of us, and it is precisely this shared 

neediness that generates political relations: every body in need enacts relations of care or neglect with 

others. Where Tronto’s phases and moral qualities help identify and evaluate carers’ actions, 

Vaittinen asks what happens if we start from the side of the body that needs care. This shift allows 

her to theorize the political power of bodies that may be unconscious, inarticulate, or otherwise unable 

to speak, but whose needs still structure social and political relations. (Vaittinen, 2015; 2017) 

 

3.3.3. The Global Biopolitical Economy of Needs 

 

To examine how embodied needs shape political and economic orders, Vaittinen develops the concept 

of a global biopolitical economy of needs. This is both a theoretical–methodological perspective for 

studying peace and violence, and a way of describing concrete empirical configurations such as 
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transnational nurse migration between the Philippines and ageing Finland, that Vaittinen examines in 

her own research. (Vaittinen, 2017) 

 

The global biopolitical economy of needs begins from the recognition that all human bodies are 

existentially dependent on care from others, yet their needs have very different capacities to elicit 

responses. Bodies, seen by Vaittinen as “bundles of corporeal relatedness enact differentially 

powerful care needs that move bodies affectively and spatially in some ways rather than others.” 

(2015 p. 112). “As the innumerable corporeal relations created by needy bodies intertwine in tension 

with one another, what emerges is a constantly shifting configuration of whose needs are met and 

whose are neglected.” (Vaittinen, 2017 p. 147). This is what Vaittinen (2017, p. 147) calls the global 

biopolitical economy of needs. 

 

In this perspective, neglect is not understood as an absence of relation. Relations of neglect are 

political too: they reveal which bodies and needs count, and which are rendered disposable. Studying 

peace and violence through the global biopolitical economy of needs therefore requires tracing how 

different bodies’ needs enact relations of care and neglect across scales, from intimate encounters to 

transnational structures. (Vaittinen, 2017) 

 

3.4. Vaittinen and Tronto in This Thesis 

 

In this thesis, Tronto’s framework provides the main analytical structure for identifying and 

distinguishing different moments and qualities of care among soldiers in The Unknown Soldier. Her 

phases of care enable me to map how soldiers recognize needs, assume responsibility, provide care, 

and respond to each other’s reactions in concrete situations of war. 

 

Vaittinen’s contribution is to deepen this structure by shifting the starting point from carers’ actions 

and virtues to the bodies whose needs make care unavoidable. Her concept of care as a corporeal 

relation enacted by needs allows me to interpret wounded, exhausted, and dying soldiers not simply 

as passive recipients of care, but as bodies whose vulnerability enacts political relations of care and 

neglect within the military unit. This perspective is particularly important in a war film, where some 

of the most decisive relations of care occur when soldiers are unable to speak, move, or articulate 

their needs, for example, when they are unconscious, in shock, or close to death. 
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Tronto’s phases allow me to see how comrades recognize needs, take responsibility, and provide care. 

Vaittinen’s emphasis on the needy body and the global biopolitical economy of needs, in turn, enables 

me to ask which soldiers’ needs elicit care andwhich are overlooked. Taken together, Tronto and 

Vaittinen allow me to analyse the care the soldiers depict both as a series of concrete practices and as 

a set of relations that originate in vulnerable bodies and are shaped by broader hierarchies of whose 

lives and needs matter. 
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4. Methodology 

 

The methodology of this thesis is based on a theory-guided content analysis, where the theory used 

here is a combination of the care theory, and more specifically the five phases of caring, by Tronto 

(1993; 2013), complemented by the concept of the global biopolitical economy of needs developed 

by Vaittinen (2017), which were both introduced in the previous chapter. Additionally, as the data set 

of the thesis is a film, visual research methods are also applicable to this thesis’ methodology. 

Therefore, film analysis methods are also applied here. 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss theory-guided content analysis, film analysis, the method of data 

collection: selecting the relevant scenes in the scenes, and lastly, the ethics and limitations of this 

thesis.  

 

4.1. A Qualitative, Theory-Guided Approach 

 

This thesis follows a qualitative, theory-guided approach to content analysis. The aim of the thesis is 

not to measure or quantify care practices in the film, but instead to interpret and understand how 

soldiers express care towards one another. Therefore, the goal is to study what forms this care takes, 

in which situations it arises, and what it reveals about vulnerability and mutual dependence in a 

wartime setting. Thus, qualitative methods are appropriate for this study because the research question 

calls for interpretive engagement and analysis with the data meaning, instead of statistical 

generalization or hypothesis testing. 

 

Therefore, the analytical approach employed in this thesis is based on theory-guided content analysis 

(teoriaohjaava sisällönanalyysi) as described by Tuomi and Sarajärvi (2018, p. 81-83). In theory-

guided content analysis, the researcher does not derive categories inductively from the material alone, 

nor does theory mechanically predetermine what will be found. The data collection is independent 

from the information that the theory has provided from the analysed phenomenon. (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi, 2018 p. 81-83) 

 

Instead, theory acts as a framework that guides what the researcher looks for and how observations 

are organized and interpreted. Thus, even though in the analysis, the effect of the theory is present, 

the meaning of the theory is not to test it but rather, to provide new forms of observations and 

revelations. Consequently, the theory-guided content analysis proceeds primarily on the data’s 
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demands, similarly to data-driven (aineistolähtöinen) content analysis. The difference to data-driven 

content analysis appears in the way the empirical data is connected to the theoretical concepts. In 

theory-guided analysis, the concepts are derived from the theory, as “already known”, instead of 

deriving them from the data, as in data-driven analysis. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018 p 82-83)   

 

Thus, this approach sits between purely data-driven and strictly deductive (teorialähtöinen) analysis 

and is well-suited to research that uses an established theoretical framework for discovering new 

empirical revelations. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 2018.) 

 

The analysis of this thesis is theory-guided in that it is structured by the conceptual frameworks 

introduced in the previous chapter. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018) Tronto’s five phases of care: caring 

about, taking care of, care-giving, care-receiving, and caring with provide the primary analytical 

concepts. Vaittinen’s concept of care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs complements the 

analysis by drawing attention to the role of the vulnerable body: moments when a soldier’s physical 

or emotional state makes a demand on others, whether or not that demand is articulated out loud.  

 

4.2. Film Analysis as Method 

 

The data, film, is analysed as a multi-layered cultural work following the principles of film analysis 

established by Bordwell and Thompson (2020). This means attending to the full range of cinematic 

expression, narrative structure, dialogue, visual composition, camera movement, editing, and sound, 

rather than treating dialogue and plot alone as the primary source of meaning. Bordwell and 

Thompson’s approach to film as a formal system, in which every element of style contributes to the 

overall meaning and effect of a scene, guides that analysis in this thesis as well. The following 

sections introduce the elements of this framework that are most relevant to analysing care in The 

Unknown Soldier. 

 

Mise-en-scène refers to everything that appears within the frame: the staging of actors, their physical 

positioning relative to one another, their gesture and facial expression, lighting, costume, and setting. 

Therefore, for the analysis of care, mise-en-scène can be seen as the most important element, because 

care between soldiers is a matter of bodies in space and in relation to one another. Who stands close 

to whom, who touches whom, who turns towards or away from another. These spatial relations, 

actions and gestures, are where care is most often enacted in the film. (Bordwell & Thompson, 2020 

p. 112-115) 
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Particularly relevant is what Bordwell and Thompson (2020, p. 132) describe as the expressive 

dimension of performance: the way actors communicate meaning through facial expression, physical 

bearing, and bodily contact. In a film set on the front, dialogue is often sparse, interrupted, or delivered 

under conditions that constrain emotional expression. Care therefore frequently appears not in words 

but in the body: a hand placed on a comrade’s shoulder, a face that lingers on an injured man, a figure 

who moves closer rather than away. The analysis is attentive to these embodied moments as primary 

evidence of care, rather than treating them as supplementary to what characters say. 

 

Cinematography refers to the camera work in a film: shot scale, framing, angle, and movement. Out 

of these, shot scale is particularly significant for this analysis (Bordwell & Thompson, 2020 p. 159-

160) Bordwell and Thompson (2020 p. 183-187) distinguish between close-ups (face and detail), 

medium shots (body from roughly the waist or knees up), and long shots (full figure and 

surroundings). Each creates a different relationship between viewer and subject. A close-up of a 

soldier’s face, e.g. in pain, exhaustion, or fear, draws the viewer into proximity with their vulnerability 

and instead, a long shot of the same moment can produce distance and isolation. 

 

The Unknown Soldier film makes extensive use of close-up cinematography, which is notable. It 

repeatedly places the viewer’s attention to individual soldiers’ physical and emotional states. 

 

Camera movement also shapes the experience of care. A camera that follows a character through 

space creates a sense of accompaniment and a camera that holds still while a character moves away 

creates distance. Handheld camera work, which director Louhimies frequently uses, produces a sense 

of physical immersion and instability that places the viewer alongside the soldiers rather than 

observing them from a safe distance. 

 

Other significant element of the film is sound. Bordwell and Thompson (2020 p. 263-270) distinguish 

between diegetic sound, sounds that exist within the world of the film and can in principle be heard 

by the characters, and non-diegetic sound, which is audible only to the viewer, such as a film score. 

Both are analytically relevant. Dialogue is the most immediate diegetic sound, but for the analysis of 

care, what is equally important is the sound that surrounds and interrupts the speech, e.g. the ambient 

sounds of battle, the sound of the wounded, the moments of silence that open up in the midst of noise. 

(Bordwell & Thompson, 2020 p. 263-270) 
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Silence, in particular, is a significant marker of care in The Unknown Soldier. Care between soldiers 

is often wordless. It is communicated through presence rather than speech, through staying rather 

than leaving, through a look that does not need to be articulated. When the film uses silence, cutting 

out the background noise of the battlefield to isolate two soldiers in a moment of contact, sound 

design becomes a formal instrument of care, directing the viewer’s attention to what is happening 

between the bodies rather than around them. 

 

Last, editing, referring to the arrangement and cutting of shots, structures how the viewer perceives 

relationships between characters. Shot-reverse-shot editing, in which the camera cuts between two 

characters looking at each other, is the basic grammar of interpersonal scenes in narrative film. It 

constructs a space of relation where the viewer is positioned to see both sides of an encounter and to 

read meaning in the movement between them. (Bordwell and Thompson, 2020 p. 216-2019) For the 

analysis of care, editing determines whose perspective is brought to the front in a specific interaction, 

and therefore whose experience of care, both as giver or receiver, the viewer is invited to experience 

and see.  

 

Editing also controls pacing, which affects the affective weight of care moments. A scene that lingers, 

e.g. held on a face or a gesture through a long take, invites the viewer to dwell in the emotional 

significance of what is happening; rapid cutting produces a different, more fragmented experience. 

(Bordwell and Thompson, 2020 p. 244-251) The analysis notes pacing where it is relevant to how 

care is experienced by the viewer.  

 

4.3. Scene Selection 

 

Given the length and complexity of the film, a complete scene-by-scene analysis of all care-related 

moments would exceed the scope of this thesis. Instead, scenes are selected purposively: specifically, 

on the basis of their relevance to the research question and the theoretical framework. Purposive 

selection is a standard strategy in qualitative research when the aim is to generate rich, theoretically 

informed analysis rather than a comprehensive inventory. (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2018) 

 

Scenes were identified through repeated viewing of the film with the research question and Tronto’s 

(1993;2013) phases of care and Vaittinen’s (2017) concept of global biopolitical economy of needs 

in mind. Priority was given to scenes in which care is expressed in a particularly clear, complex, or 

ambiguous way: moments of tending to the wounded, emotional support, conflict over responsibility, 
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or the failure of care. Scenes were also selected to ensure that different phases of care and 

relationships between characters to allow the theoretical framework to be applied as broadly as 

possible within the context of the film.  

 

The selection is therefore neither random nor exhaustive, but theoretically motivated and 

transparently reasoned. The scenes discussed in Chapter 5 do not constitute a representative sample 

of the film as a whole. Rather, they are chosen because they illuminate how care operates, fails, or is 

negotiated in the war setting the film depicts. 

 

4.4. Positionality and Limitations 

 

Like all qualitative research, this analysis is interpretive and shaped by the researcher’s positionality 

and theoretical choices. As a Finnish researcher, I approach The Unknown Soldier from within the 

cultural context the film addresses. There for this story and film is not neutral material for me. I have 

grown up in a society where Linna’s novel and its adaptations are woven into the national narrative 

of the Continuation War, broadcast on Independence Day, and discussed as part of a shared Finnish 

identity. This cultural familiarity is both an asset and a limitation. It means I am sensitive to nuances 

of the characters, their language, and the social dynamics the film depicts,  details that might be 

opaque to an outside viewer. At the same time, it means I carry assumptions about what “normal” 

soldierly behaviour looks like that I have had to work actively to question and make visible. 

 

Additionally, further limitations are worth acknowledging. First, this thesis analyses a single film. 

While the 2017 adaptation is a rich and complex text for the purposes of this research, the findings 

cannot be generalized to other war films, other adaptations of Linna’s novel, or Finnish war memory 

as a whole. Second, the film is a representation of war, not a direct account of wartime experience. 

Thus, claims about how soldiers actually behaved or felt in the Continuation War are not within the 

scope of this thesis. The analysis is concerned with how care is represented and what that 

representation makes visible, not with historical reconstruction. 

 

The aim of this thesis is to offer a theoretically grounded and carefully argued interpretation of how 

care is expressed among soldiers in this film, and to show what this interpretation contributes to our 

understanding of care, vulnerability, and war representation in Finnish cultural memory. 
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5. Caring in the Unknown Soldier 

 

This analysis chapter starts with the description of the data set used in this thesis, the film The 

Unknown Soldier by Aku Louhimies (2017). The chapter then moves on to answer the research 

question “How do the soldiers in the Unknown Soldier film express care towards each other?” by 

analysing six selected scenes from the film through the selected theoretical approach. Each scene is 

first described in terms of its key events and cinematic elements and then analysed through the two 

frameworks. 

 

The scenes are placed in an order to follow the logic of Tronto's (1993; 2013) phases, moving from 

the most implicit care to the most explicit, and from care's presence to its limits and absence. The 

analysis begins with Koskela's pre-battle address, which illustrates attentiveness to needs that have 

not yet become acute, before moving to Rokka's mentoring of a frightened younger soldier and 

Hietanen's injury, where the phases of care are most fully visible. The chapter then turns to two scenes 

involving Lehto, first his treatment of an exhausted soldier on the march, and then his own 

abandonment, which depict the limits and complete absence of care. The analysis closes with 

Kariluoto tending to a dying soldier, where the distinction between care and cure becomes most 

significant. A notable thread running through all six scenes is the paradox that care in this film does 

not exist separately from violence but emerges from within. The injuries that make care necessary are 

produced by the same war in which the caring takes place, and several of the most significant acts of 

care occur in the middle of active combat. This entanglement of care and violence is one of the central 

tensions the analysis traces.  

 

The Unknown Soldier film, published in 2017, by Aku Louhimies, is set during the Continuation War 

and follows a Finnish machine‑gun platoon as it advances from the Finnish border deep into Soviet 

territory and eventually retreats under the Soviet counter‑offensive. The narrative unfolds 

chronologically, beginning with mobilisation and concluding with the retreat and armistice. Through 

its episodic structure, the film traces the psychological and moral deterioration of the soldiers as initial 

enthusiasm gives way to exhaustion, grief, and disillusionment. (Louhimies, 2017)  

 

The film’s realism is emphasized through location shooting in forest landscapes reminiscent of 

Karelia, handheld camera work, and a desaturated colour palette that evokes immediacy and sensory 

proximity. Sound design, shouts, explosions, gunfire, and strained breathing, intensifies the embodied 

experience of war and highlights the soldiers’ vulnerability and mutual dependence. Louhimies’s 
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stated goal of creating the most realistic Finnish war film translates into long, chaotic battle sequences 

interspersed with intimate scenes of everyday life at the front. (Louhimies, 2017)  

 

The ensemble cast brings to the screen the familiar characters from Linna’s novel and previous films. 

Antero “Antti” Rokka (played by Eero Aho) is a Karelian farmer and Winter War veteran whose 

exceptional combat skills are paired with deep scepticism toward authority and ideological 

justifications for war. Instead, his loyalty is directed primarily toward his comrades and family. Vilho 

“Ville” Koskela (played by Jussi Vatanen), the platoon leader, embodies calm, stoic leadership and 

often mediates between officers’ orders and the soldiers’ doubts. Kariluoto (played by Johannes 

Holopainen), initially an idealistic young officer, provides a contrasting arc as he confronts the 

realities of command and loss. Urho Hietanen (played by Aku Hirviniemi) functions as the emotional 

centre of the company, his humour and warmth sustaining group morale, making his blinding and 

death one of the film’s most affecting sequences, underlining the fragility of life and the cost of 

loyalty. Characters such as Lehto (played by Severi Saarine), Rahikainen (played by Andrei Alén) 

and Lahtinen (played by Joonas Saartamo) embody different social backgrounds and moral 

temperaments within the wartime collective, illustrating how class, ideology and personality intersect 

in the shared experience of the front. (Louhimies, 2017; Elokuvaosakeyhtiö Suomi 2017 Oy; n.d.) 

 

5.1. They are Only Human  

 

The first analysed of scene depicts the way the character Koskela expresses care via his leadership 

and encouragement to his men. The scene opens with a shot of a tent in the forest and Hietanen 

standing beside it smoking. He turns his head as hears the distant rumbling of gun fire and artillery. 

The scene cuts to the inside the tent where Hietanen wakes up the sleeping men. Hietanen tells them 

that the war has started, and continues that the cannons are singing and that they need to hurry. The 

men start to rise, and get dressed, their movements and faces nervous and uncertain. Lahtinen notes, 

in his observant way, that the cannons must still be far, as they cannot yet hear the whistle of the 

shells. Vanhala smiles and laughs at Hietanen’s turn of phrase “the cannons are singing”. (Louhimies, 

2017, 0:07:46 – 0:08:09) 

 

The scene then cuts to the men crouched together in the forest holding their rifles. They are listening 

to their leader, Koskela, before going into the battle for the first time. They are attentively listening 

and visibly sombre. Koskela addresses them shortly and effectively. He says that they will go with 
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the third company, instructs that they should just take it easy, and that the rifle sight should be set at 

hip level for the best effect. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:08:09 – 0:08:25) 

 

The camera moves from the listening men to Koskela’s face standing before them. He looks at the 

men and calmly adds that it’s good to remember that the enemy soldiers “are only human as well” 

and that they “also surrender to led, just like everybody else”. The camera then cuts briefly to the men 

looking up at him and then returns to Koskela as he ends his speech: “Okay, that’s it. Let’s get going.” 

This scene takes place at the very opening of the film, immediately before the platoon’s first 

engagement. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:08:25 – 0:08:33) 

 

In this scene, the care is more underlying and subtle than in the other, upcoming selected scenes. The 

scene does not focus on a specific character in need or a visible action of taking care of another. 

Instead, the care is woven into the dialogue of the scene and the way the characters respond to one 

another.  

 

The phases of care are present but need interpretation. Koskela’s speech indicates that he has sensed 

the nervousness and apprehension of his men and therefore recognized their need for reassurance 

before going into the first battle. In assuming the role of the one to address this need, he moves from 

caring about to taking care of. His way of delivering the speech thus acts as the care-giving. It is 

Koskela’s attempt to ease the nervousness of his men in a calm and measured way and create a sense 

of confidence in them. The attentive silence the men maintain during and after the speech, and the 

absence of any visible panic or resistance, suggests that the care is received, even if not explicitly 

acknowledged. 

 

Koskela's leadership in this scene is an illustration of attentiveness: he notices what the men are not 

saying. This is also reflected in the content of his speech. His remark that the enemy soldiers are "only 

human as well" and that they "also obey orders, just like everybody else" (Louhimies, 2017, 0:08:09 

– 0:08:33) is not only tactical information. It humanises the enemy at the exact moment the men are 

about to face them in combat for the first time, offering a frame through which the violence they are 

about to commit becomes comprehensible rather than simply terrifying. This can be seen as care-

giving, Koskela attends not only to what the men need to know but to what they are thinking and 

feeling. 
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Thus, Koskela’s attentive way of leading and addressing his group acts as care in this scene. He 

notices the underlying needs of his men and proceeds to take care of them in a way suited for his 

position and situation. He does not sugarcoat the upcoming battle and challenge, and neither does he 

dramatize it or offer false hope. His speech is also notably brief, a practical instruction about the guns, 

one reassuring viewpoint of the enemy, and then a concise ending with "okay, that's it, let's get going." 

(Louhimies, 2017, 0:08:31) His way of using few words is itself a care strategy. By treating the 

situation as manageable rather than catastrophic, Koskela normalises what is about to happen without 

minimising it. He also treats the men as capable of handling the truth of their situation, which is its 

own form of care. This way Koskela respects the men’s competence and dignity rather than shielding 

them from reality. 

Caring with is visible in the opening moments of the scene. Hietanen’s act of waking the sleeping 

men and alerting them to the start of the war, and the collective response of dressing and preparing 

together, suggest a solidarity and group cohesion that has already formed among the men. They 

reassure each other and joke, even in this tense moment, indicating a shared understanding and mutual 

support. 

 

Regarding the care relations and the needy body, the scene offers little. We can argue that there is a 

care relation between the men and Koskela that he manages to fulfil. Vaittinen's framework, which 

takes the needy body as the starting point of care, requires some adjustment to be applied here. There 

is no acutely injured or dying body at the centre of this scene.  

 

However, the men's visible nervousness before their first battle can be understood as a state of need, 

just anticipatory rather than acute. Their bodies are already carrying the weight of what is coming in 

the battle. In Vaittinen's terms, Koskela's care is preventive, he responds to needs before they manifest 

in the body. The care relation is still enacted by vulnerability, just not yet by pain. 

 

Here, the war-care paradox  is also present in the scene. Koskela’s care for his men, the reassurance, 

the reframing, the normalisation of what is about to happen, is not in opposition to the violence that 

follows but in direct preparation for it. He cares for them so that they are better able to fight, and even 

kill if necessary. The paradox of care within war is underlying the whole scene. Care and violence 

are not only coexisting but instrumentally connected in the preparation for the upcoming battle.  
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5.2. Reassurance as Care 

 

The next scene in the analysis focuses on the characters of Rokka and Sihvonen and the way Rokka 

instructs and reassures the nervous young soldier Sihvonen. The scene opens with Rokka volunteering 

to a second lieutenant, telling him that if he needs a good man, here he’s got one. The lieutenant 

instructs Rokka to go patrol to the end of the line. The camera cuts to a younger soldier, Sihvonen, 

crouched on the ground, shivering and visibly frightened, and Rokka orders him to come along. He 

also tells his comrade Tassu to give Sivonen his skis. (Louhimies, 2017, 1:16:54 – 1:17:15) 

 

The scene then cuts to Rokka and Sihvonen skiing through the dark forest toward the left end of the 

line. and we hear Rokka, skiing and leading the way, to exclaim that with him, it’s always so fun. 

They come to the top of a hill and set their ambush position. Rokka continues talking in a casual, 

confident manner, noting how he predicted the enemy’s movements. They look out over an open 

field. The sounds of the enemy are audible in the distance, though the soldiers themselves are not yet 

visible. (Louhimies, 2017, 1:17:15 – 1:17:55) 

 

Rokka advances on foot to a higher vantage point with a clear view of the field. Sihvonen hangs back, 

looking hesitant. Rokka urges him forward: “Come on, what’s taking you so long?”, and Sihvonen 

crawls silently to Rokka’s side. Rokka sets up his rifle in the snowbank and instructs Sihvonen that 

the backpack has full magazines. The camera pans to the open field to reveal the enemy: two lines of 

troops, at least two dozen soldiers. (Louhimies, 2017, 1:17:55 – 1:18:23) 

 

Rokka continues instructing Sihvonen that when Rokka empties a magazine, Sihvonen should hand 

him a new full one and that the full and the empty magazines should be kept in separate piles. Rokka 

continues and tells Sihvonen to stay calm and they don’t have anything to worry about. Rokka says 

that the enemy will soon be in trouble soon, not them. He suggests Sihvonen hum quietly to keep his 

mind light, and that thinking about something might absurd helps in situations like these. He notes 

that when the first man on the enemy line reaches a certain tree, they will open fire, and refers briefly 

to the Father above, who will be kept busy welcoming these soldiers soon. Throughout Rokka’s 

monologue, the camera shows Sihvonen wide-eyed, holding a magazine. (Louhimies, 2017, 1:18:23 

– 1:19:28) 

 

Then, Rokka opens fire and the enemy lines scatter and fall. He reaches back for magazines, and 

Sihvonen is ready to hand them over. The two work in tandem during the shootout. Rokka is then 
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grazed on the head by a shot and falls behind the snowbank. Sihvonen startles and begins to crawl 

back. Rokka’s hand reaches out and grabs Sihvonen by the foot. The camera moves to Rokka’s 

bloodied face as he asks, calmly, where Sihvonen thinks he is going. Sihvonen delivers his only line 

of the scene: “Nowhere.” Rokka orders him back to his position and tells him to keep the magazines 

coming. (Louhimies, 2017, 1:19:28 – 1:20:48) 

 

Rokka returns to his position and, having located the shooter behind a spruce tree, fires repeatedly, 

shouting that nobody will betray Rokka’s Antti. The camera cuts between the falling enemy soldiers 

and Rokka’s face. The shooting stops. Rokka is left panting and smirking. (Louhimies, 2017, 1:20:48 

– 1:21:12) 

 

For this scene, there are several phases of care present. The main focus is on taking care of and care-

giving. Rokka assumes responsibility for the young, frightened Sihvonen and delivers care 

consistently throughout the scene. Caring about is present in the opening moments, and caring with 

is visible during the ambush itself. Sihvonen’s silent compliance with Rokka’s instructions and his 

eventual return to position illustrate how care is received in this film, not through speech but through 

action. 

 

Care flows almost entirely in one direction, from Rokka to Sihvonen. Rokka assumes the role of the 

experienced soldier guiding the rookie, maintaining a reassuring and competent atmosphere 

throughout. He does not allow the mood to shift toward fear or hopelessness. Rokka relies on his 

experience to show Sihvonen both how to survive the ambush and how to manage his own mental 

state coming through it. 

 

Thus, the caring begins with caring about. When Rokka selects Sihvonen, who is shown visibly 

shivering and crouched on the ground, to accompany him, the impression is that the choice is 

deliberate. This can be seen as Rokka recognising that Sihvonen needs to face and overcome his fear 

in order to function and survive as a soldier. Rokka therefore identifies a need for encouragement, 

support, and reassurance before any explicit request for it is made. 

 

Having recognised this need, Rokka moves to take care of it. He takes Sihvonen to a challenging but 

manageable situation alongside an experienced partner, Rokka himself. The deliberate and measured 

quality of Rokka’s dialogue and banter throughout the scene implies that reassuring Sihvonen is a 

specific and conscious goal on his part. 
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The care-giving itself is almost entirely verbal. Rokka speaks nearly without pause, offering clear 

tactical instructions, lightening the mood with banter, and reassuring Sihvonen that there is nothing 

to worry about. The continuous flow of speech also functions as a form of presence, that Rokka’s 

voice reminds Sihvonen that he is not alone. His confidence about predicting the enemy’s movements, 

confirmed by the outcome of the ambush, serves to establish his credibility as a competent protector 

and mentor. With his words and conduct, Rokka communicates that Sihvonen is in capable hands. 

 

Furthermore, the absence of a musical score in this scene is notable here. With no score, the full 

weight of the scene falls on Rokka’s dialogue, highlighting its meaning and content. This directorial 

choice reinforces the centrality of Rokka’s verbal care. 

 

Additionally, Rokka’s demand that Sihvonen fulfil his role, by handing over magazines, and refusing 

to let him flee after the head wound, can also be read as a form of care-giving. By assigning Sihvonen 

a central role in the ambush and holding him to it, Rokka affirms his capability as a soldier and works 

to strengthen his confidence instead of than letting him to surrender to his own fears through retreat. 

 

If Rokka’s way to give care is verbal and explicit, Sihvonen receives the care silently. He delivers 

only one line in the entire scene. His wide-eyed attention during Rokka’s banter and instructions, 

together with his compliance with Rokka’s commands, indicates that the care is received even without 

verbal acknowledgement. His return to position after Rokka’s injury is the clearest evidence of this. 

 

Lastly, caring with is visible in the collaboration between Rokka and Sihvonen during the ambush. 

The two support each other as Sihvonen supplies the magazines and Rokka does the shooting, 

planning and protection. Rokka’s act of physically stopping Sihvonen from retreating can also be 

seen as an expression of caring with. It is a refusal to allow the shared relation to break down under 

pressure. 

 

Regarding the needy body, neglect and caring relation in this scene, we can see them all. Sihvonen’s 

shivering, scared and mostly non-verbal needy body receives the care and reassurance from Rokka. 

Rokka establishes a strong care relation to Sihvonen in this scene. As Sihvonen’s caring needs are at 

the centre of this scene and Rokka is the main person assuming the caring responsibility, his own care 

needs become neglected in this scene. This is effectively depicted in the way Rokka’s injury is 

completely ignored not taken care of in the scene.  
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Vaittinen’s perspective deepens this analysis further. The brief moment when Rokka himself becomes 

the needy body, wounded, bleeding, having to physically stop Sihvonen from fleeing, shifts briefly 

the scene's care relation. Rokka's body receives no care from Sihvonen and Rokka must then ignore 

his own need in order to keep the care relation directed towards Sihvonen. This small shift reveals 

something the film returns to throughout: in a war context, the capacity to need and the capacity to 

care are unevenly distributed, shaped by experience, rank, and character. 

 

5.3. Staying Close 

 

The third scene in this analysis handles the character Hietanen sustaining an injury and the following 

aftermath the injury. The scene begins when the platoon notices an incoming air raid. Hietanen 

instructs the men to take cover in the foxholes they have dug in the forest floor and shouts for everyone 

to get down and stay there. (Louhimies, 2017, 02:07:52 – 02:08:07) 

 

Despite this, Hietanen sees a fellow soldier who has remained in the open, calling out in obvious 

distress. Hietanen climbs out of his own hole and crosses the exposed ground to reach him. He drags 

the soldier toward cover, chastising him for leaving the foxhole, while the bombs continue to fall. As 

he reaches the mouth of the foxhole, Hietanen is struck in the eyes by pieces of shrapnel. (Louhimies, 

2017, 02:08:07 – 02:08:37) 

 

Another soldier arrives at the sound of the screaming, checks briefly on Hietanen, and moves to tend 

to the wounded soldier Hietanen was dragging. Rokka comes, sees the situation, and begins attending 

to Hietanen’s eyes, pressing a white cloth to the wounds to stem the bleeding. We see, but cannot 

hear, Hietanen screaming from the pain. When we see Hietanen scream from pain, and at the moment 

of the impact from the shrapnel, the diegetic sound cuts out completely, leaving only a sombre score 

playing. Rokka arrives at the scene and begins to administer first aid upon seeing Hietanen’s injury. 

The score continues throughout the scene and carries into the next sequence, in the forest, where 

Koskela and Vanhala are with Hietanen. (Louhimies, 2017, 02:08:37 – 02:09:04) 

 

After that the scene then cuts to the men gathered around Hietanen, who is lying on the forest floor. 

Koskela tells him calmly that he has been hit, and signals to Vanhala with two fingers pointed at his 

own eyes. Vanhala’s expression is grave. Hietanen says, quietly,: “It hurts.” The camera cuts to him 

lying on the ground, bloody bandages wrapped over his eyes. Koskela’s hand rests loosely over 
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Hietanen’s in the lower left corner of the frame. Both Koskela and Vanhala look down at him with 

solemn expressions. The shot widens to show the men standing around Hietanen in the forest. 

(Louhimies, 2017, 02:09:04 – 02:09:30) 

 

Koskela speaks to Hietanen in a calming tone, acknowledging the severity of the blow and assuring 

him that he will manage, and that the men will visit him after the war, if they survive. The scene then 

cuts to a road, where Hietanen lies on a stretcher beside a waiting medical vehicle. Koskela tells him 

to take it easy, assures him that life does not depend solely on one’s eyesight, and places his hand on 

Hietanen’s shoulder. He promises again to visit him after the war. Hietanen says goodbye and asks 

Koskela to pass his greetings to the boys. (Louhimies, 2017, 02:09:30 – 02:09:55) 

 

As Hietanen is lifted onto the vehicle, he cries out in pain. He insists that he can walk, but the men 

loading the stretcher do not respond to his protests. The scene ends with Koskela standing on the 

road, watching the medical vehicle drive away. (Louhimies, 2017, 02:09:30 – 02:10:09) 

 

The most prominent phases of care in this scene are taking care of, care-giving, and care-receiving, 

though elements of caring about and caring with are also present. The scene therefore illustrates the 

full range of Tronto’s framework. Hietanen’s injured body, placed at the centre of the scene, also 

invites analysis through Vaittinen’s concept of care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs. 

 

The prominent care in the scene is a direct response to Hietanen’s injury. Rokka rushes to him and 

immediately begins first aid, pressing gauze to Hietanen’s eyes. Koskela provides care through 

reassurance and by managing Hietanen’s transfer to the medical vehicle, offering reassuring words 

to ease his fear and distress. 

 

Caring about appears at the opening, when Hietanen notices the injured soldier in the open and acts 

on that recognition. It appears again when Rokka arrives and sees the state of Hietanen’s eyes. 

Rokka’s response then moves into taking care of: he assumes responsibility for Hietanen’s immediate 

medical needs. Taking care of is also present in Koskela, who assumes the leadership role to ensure 

Hietanen receives care and is safely transferred, and in Hietanen himself at the beginning, when he 

decides to leave his own foxhole to help the wounded soldier. 

 

Care-giving is the most extensively depicted phase in the scene. Hietanen gives care to the wounded 

soldier by dragging him to safety. Rokka tends to Hietanen’s wounds on the battlefield. Koskela 
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offers reassurance, physical presence, and practical support until Hietanen is taken away. Other 

soldiers carry Hietanen on the stretcher. 

 

Care-receiving is carried mainly by Hietanen, and at the beginning of the scene by the other injured 

soldier. Hietanen does not explicitly ask for help, but he lets Koskela and Vanhala know that he is in 

pain. In the initial sequence with Rokka, the diegetic sound, including the dialogue, is cut entirely 

and there is no dialogue, which makes it difficult to analyse conscious care-receiving from Hietanen’s 

side given that he is visibly in shock. In the forest sequence, Hietanen engages with Koskela’s 

reassurances and responds to them, which constitutes a form of care-receiving. At the end of the 

scene, his insistence that he can walk can be read as a reluctance to fully accept the care offered, 

though given that walking would have risked further injury, this refusal carries limited analytical 

weight. 

 

Caring with is also present. Hietanen’s act of leaving his foxhole to help a comrade is an expression 

of solidarity. After his injury, the collective silence of the men gathered around him, sombre, 

restrained, unwilling to make the situation worse, can be read as a form of collective care. Hietanen’s 

farewell greeting to the boys, passed through Koskela, is a gesture of reassurance toward his 

comrades. Koskela’s promise to visit him after the war adds a dimension of enduring solidarity. 

 

From Vaittinen’s perspective, the scene places the injured body of Hietanen at the centre of the care 

relation. His body, unable to function after the injury, creates an immediate and visible need. The 

other soldiers respond promptly and provide care to the extent the situation allows. Also, there is 

relatively little neglect in this scene. The one potential exception is the soldiers’ failure to respond to 

Hietanen’s protests about walking, though this can be understood as a decision in his best interest 

rather than an indifference to his stated preferences. 

 

Lastly, the scene also illustrates the paradox of caring within a war context in a direct way. It is 

Hietanen’s own act of care, leaving the safety of his foxhole to help a wounded comrade, that 

produces his injury and his subsequent need for care. The violence that necessitates care and the care 

that responds to it are entangled from the outset. Care causes the need for the care, and the need calls 

for more care, all within the continuing violence of the air raid, and more broadly, the Continuation 

war. Rokka tends to Hietanen’s wounds while bombs are still falling around them. Care and violence 

occupy the same moment and the same space.  
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5.4. Toughness Against Care 

 

The next scene in this analysis is the first of two scenes depicting the care, or the lack of it, portrayed 

by the soldier Lehto. The scene opens with the platoon marching in single file in the rain. Many of 

the soldiers are carrying heavy additional loads. The camera focuses on a soldier, Riitaoja, who has 

dropped to all fours on the road, panting and struggling to continue. A soldier coming up behind him 

speaks to him gently, encourages him to keep going, and takes some of his equipment to lighten his 

load, though he notes that his comradeship does not extend to carrying Riitaoja himself. The other 

soldiers continue past, and this first soldier moves on after taking Riitaoja of some of his gear for him 

to carry. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:43:15 – 0:43:25) 

 

The camera moves behind Riitaoja, still on the ground, as Lehto approaches. Lehto demands harshly 

that Riitaoja hand over his backpack to him. He comes up alongside Riitaoja and tugs at one of the 

backpack’s straps in a wordless command to stand up, while Riitaoja whimpers on the ground. 

Riitaoja begins slowly to remove his pack. Lehto curses impatiently, yanks the backpack off, and 

accuses Riitaoja of being a burden. He then kicks Riitaoja as he lies on the ground, ordering him to 

get up. The camera moves to Riitaoja’s face her for the first time and shows it contorted in pain. 

(Louhimies, 2017, 0:43:25 – 0:43:37) 

 

Throughout this exchange, soldiers have been passing in the background. One of them raises his voice 

and orders Lehto to stop kicking. He threatens Lehto with a bullet for that kind of behaviour. Lehto, 

visibly furious, taunts the soldier to act on the threat. A third soldier steps in and tells the first to let 

it go and keep moving. The camera returns to Riitaoja on the ground and Lehto standing over him. 

Lehto continues to curse, complaining that he is always burdened with useless men. He hauls Riitaoja 

to his feet by the front of his jacket, gives him a single pat on the back, and sends him off. The scene 

ends with Lehto watching Riitaoja resume the march. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:43:37 – 0:40:01) 

 

This scene depicts the limits of care ethics and presents a clear example of active neglect. Lehto’s 

treatment of Riitaoja demonstrates the failure to meet the needs that Riitaoja’s body presents and the 

harm that can result when care is replaced by coercion. 

 

Riitaoja’s body is at the centre of the scene. It is not stated what led him to collapse, but the context 

implies exhaustion. The first soldier to approach him acts with some degree of empathy, he speaks 

kindly, encourages Riitaoja to continue, and takes on some of his load. Yet even this soldier moves 
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on relatively quickly without properly attending to the man on the ground. His response is partial, it 

acknowledges the need but does not fully address it. 

 

Lehto’s response to the situation is of visibly different. He does not offer encouragement or support 

but scolds and berates Riitaoja for his condition. He does take the backpack, which could be read as 

a practical act in that it reduces Riitaoja’s load and enables him to continue. But Lehto does not handle 

Riitaoja’s body with care. He tugs and pushes him, and when Riitaoja fails to respond quickly enough, 

kicks him. The body, already struggling, is further harmed. Lehto’s verbal communication throughout 

is degrading rather than supportive. Riitaoja can be heard struggling, panting, and crying through the 

scene, and his condition does not visibly improve. 

 

The intervention of the passing soldier stops the kicking, but Riitaoja remains completely overlooked: 

the confrontation is between that soldier and Lehto, and Riitaoja is not addressed. A third soldier 

diffuses the confrontation by telling the first to continue, again without attending to Riitaoja. Lehto 

then hauls Riitaoja to his feet and sends him off with a pat on the back. 

 

From the perspective of Tronto’s care ethics, this scene depicts active neglect. Riitaoja’s needy body 

is visible, audible, and present throughout, and yet the care offered is either insufficient (the first 

soldier) or harmful (Lehto). Riitaoja is never asked what he needs, never addressed with recognition, 

and is ultimately forced to continue rather than genuinely supported. 

 

There is, however, a possible alternative interpretation to Lehto’s actions in this scene. In the context 

of a demanding and unforgiving war, succumbing to weakness may itself be dangerous, and Lehto, 

operating within this logic, could be seen as refusing to allow Riitaoja to surrender to vulnerability. 

The forceful demand to keep moving could be interpreted as a harsh form of care, one in which the 

only available option is the refusal to allow collapse, because continuing the march is the only way 

to survive.  

 

All in all, Lehto’s violence towards Riitaoja does not occur in isolation but within a context in which 

violence is the institutional norm. In this sense, his behaviour is not an aberration from the war’s logic 

but an extension of it into the relations between soldiers. The scene raises an implicit question the 

film does not fully resolve whether sustained care is possible at all within a context so thoroughly 

organized around harm and violence.  
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Even if this interpretation is accepted, it is clear that the care, such as it is, is not received. Riitaoja’s 

condition does not improve, and his distress does not lessen. In Tronto’s terms, the care-receiving 

phase fails entirely. Whether or not Lehto’s actions constitute care, they do not function as care.  

 

5.5. Abandonment 

 

The second scene that has Lehto in the centre of the care relation depicts the way Lehto gets wounded 

and abandoned by his men. The scene begins with Lehto leading his men on a mission through the 

forest, alert and scanning his surroundings. He stops the advance and curses the absence of the other 

group on the mission. Vanhala suggests, from behind, that perhaps they could just go back to Finland 

and tell their everyone they just got lost. Lehto tells him to be quiet and says that he will go ahead to 

scout. He moves out of frame and the other soldiers set down their weapons and wait. (Louhimies, 

2017, 00:44:39 – 0:45:00) 

 

The camera follows Lehto as he moves alone through the trees. Suddenly, he is shot multiple times 

in the chest. He falls to the ground and rolls onto his stomach. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:45:00 – 0:45:25) 

 

The camera switches to the remaining soldiers lying flat on the ground, taking cover at the sound of 

the shots. At the back of the frame, Riitaoja stands up and begins to run. The soldier at the front of 

the line looks back, ducks at the sound of further shots, and calls after him. Riitaoja is shot in the back 

and falls, completely still. The scene cuts to an empty stretch of forest. Lehto’s cries of agony can be 

heard, along with continued gunfire. The camera returns to the remaining soldiers. One suggests that 

they leave and the other agrees that they will not stay there to be killed. The two of them begin to 

retreat. Vanhala remains at the front, hesitating. He looks toward where Lehto’s wailing can still be 

heard, watches his comrades withdraw, and then follows them. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:45:25 – 0:46:17) 

 

Later the same day, with the light fading and the gunfire stopped, Lehto lies on the ground with his 

rifle close to his face. He drags it toward him, panting, and places the muzzle in his own mouth. His 

crying and panting intensify. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:46:17 – 0:46:39) 

 

The scene cuts abruptly to the following morning. The remaining soldiers are standing around Lehto’s 

body. Hietanen, grim and angry, asks the men who had been on the patrol whether Lehto was already 

dead when they left. One of them answers that he does not know, that Lehto did not respond when 

called. Hietanen grimly notes what he calls the great mystery before them: “how does a dead man 
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shoot himself?”. The implication is clear. No one responds. Koskela breaks the silence by issuing 

orders for how to proceed. (Louhimies, 2017, 0:46:39 – 0:47:24) 

 

This scene functions as a mirror to the previous scene. Where Lehto was there the central figure in 

the failure of giving care before, he now becomes its victim. The scene can be understood as depicting 

the consequences of consistently refusing to give or receive care, and it is the clearest example in the 

selected scenes of care’s complete absence. All five of Tronto’s phases fail simultaneously, and 

Vaittinen’s concept of the needy body and neglect operates here with particular force. 

 

At the opening of the scene, there is a brief attempt at a social connection, this being Vanhala’s light-

hearted suggestion about going home. Lehto refuses this and remains closed off and gruff. When he 

is shot, this established pattern shapes what follows. The soldiers recognise the need as they hear his 

cries but do not act on it. Even if caring about is present, the subsequent phases, taking care of and 

care-giving, are entirely absent. The soldiers retreat, leaving Lehto to his wounds and to resolving his 

own need by himself. Notably, the same pattern applies to Riitaoja, who is shot and abandoned 

without any response from the remaining soldiers. The film draws a notable connection here. The two 

soldiers who occupied the centre of the failed care relation in the preceding scene, Lehto and Riitaoja, 

both end up dead in this one.  

 

The soldier’s decision to retreat rather than help Lehto reflects the fundamental logic of war and self-

preservation. Their own survival takes precedence over the care for a wounded comrade. The war 

context does not merely fail to support care here, it actively overrides it. Violence and the threat of 

death dissolve the care relation entirely, leaving Lehto’s needy body without anyone willing to 

assume responsibility for it.  

 

From Vaittinen’s perspective, the scene offers the clearest depiction of neglect. Lehto’s needy body 

wails audibly from the forest for an extended period, and no one responds. Even when the remaining 

soldiers find his body the following morning, there is no care for the dead body left lying on the forest 

floor. The neglect is total. Considering Lehto’s own consistent refusal to provide care to others, it can 

be seen that his behaviour has, over time, rendered his needy body less worthy of care in the eyes of 

his comrades. They do not see his life as worth risking their own for even though solidarity in a 

military unit is otherwise present in the film and deemed important. The way Hietanen responds when 

he learns how Lehto died points to the weight of this failure. His grim remark about the dead man 

who shot himself is as close as the film comes to verbalizing what went wrong. 
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Additionally, this scene also acts in comparison with another scene later in the film, in which wounded 

soldier Ukkola is being carried by the unit. Ukkola has been in evident agony for an extended period. 

On one occasion, after the unit has stopped for the night, Vanhala approaches Ukkola lying on the 

ground and moves a nearby rifle within his reach. Vanhala returns to his comrades and moments later, 

a gunshot is heard, indicating that Ukkola has shot himself. (Louhimies, 2017, 02:23:19 – 02:25:00) 

 

In contrast to the soldiers’ abandonment of Lehto, Vanhala’s act in the Ukkola episode can be seen 

as a form of care, however minimal. He acknowledges Ukkola’s pain and his needy body, and acts 

on that acknowledgement in the only way available to him in that context, this being him offering 

Ukkola a means to end his suffering. The difference between the two scenes lies not in the outcome 

but in the recognition. Ukkola’s need is seen and responded to whereas Lehto’s is not. 

 

5.6. Care without Cure 

 

The last scene in this analysis shows the way second lieutenant Kariluoto tends to a wounded comrade 

during an active battle. The scene opens on an active battle in a forest. Two soldiers are dragging a 

third, wounded, across the ground, calling for a medic. The camera picks up Kariluoto, who runs past 

them and takes cover behind a rock. Following his line of sight, the viewer sees a senior officer 

rallying his fleeing men, ordering them to hold. The officer stands upright and declares that Petroskoi 

awaits. He is immediately shot in the side and collapses. (Louhimies, 2107, 0:52:51 – 0:53:11) 

 

The camera returns to Kariluoto, who shouts to Mäntylä to continue the advance. Kariluoto moves 

forward and Mäntylä follows. Almost immediately, Mäntylä is shot in the stomach and he falls. 

Hearing his cry of agony, Kariluoto turns back and goes back to him. He drags Mäntylä to cover 

behind a rock. The camera pulls back briefly to trace the sources of enemy fire and Mäntylä’s cries 

are heard in the background. A brief shot shows Vanhala returning fire before the camera returns to 

Kariluoto, who finishes pulling Mäntylä to safety. (Louhimies, 2107, 0:53:11 – 0:53:37) 

 

Kariluoto examines Mäntylä’s stomach wound while Mäntylä is writhing in pain on the wet ground. 

He says that he is going to his father and Kariluoto responds by telling him to stay still so that it will 

hurt less. Mäntylä asks Kariluoto to pray for him, as he does not have the energy. Kariluoto reaches 

into Mäntylä’s jacket pocket, takes out a small cross, and begins reciting the Lord’s Prayer. He holds 

Mäntylä’s gaze as he prays. The score begins at this moment, and the camera pulls back to show the 
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battle continuing around them. The scene then cuts to a field hospital, with Kariluoto’s voice 

continuing in voiceover. A Lotta nurse tends to a soldier who has lost his arm. The scene ends with 

the prayer concluding and the Lotta staring ahead, drawing on a cigarette. (Louhimies, 2107, 0:53:37 

– 0:54:58) 

 

This scene depicts a relatively complete cycle of care in Tronto’s terms. Kariluoto notices Mäntylä 

being hit and immediately turns back, thus performing caring about and taking care of in rapid 

succession. He drags Mäntylä to safety, examines his wound, and attempts physical reassurance. He 

then fulfils Mäntylä’s last request for a prayer, which Mäntylä explicitly states he is not able to 

perform himself. 

 

The scene also brings into view the care provided by the medical personnel in the background, the 

Lotta’s specifically. Their work at the field hospital represents the most immediately recognisable 

form of care-giving in a war context: the direct tending of wounded bodies. 

 

Additionally, Kariluoto’s actions in this scene portray well the moral quality of responsiveness related 

to caring. Kariluoto adjusts his caring away from the physical, as he notices it is not going to be 

sufficient or needed. Kariluoto then focuses on fulfilling Mäntylä’s last wish of a prayer. He bears 

witness to Mäntylä’s presumably last moments.  

 

This also connects directly to a distinction that runs through care ethics between care and cure. Care 

ethics has always insisted that care is not the same as fixing or saving. The value of care lies in the 

attention, the responsiveness, and the recognition of the other person's humanity and thus not in 

guaranteeing a positive outcome. A soldier who stays with a dying comrade, calms him, and prays 

over him is performing care in its fullest sense, even as the comrade dies. 

 

Vaittinen's perspective brings this into sharper focus. Mäntylä's wounded and dying body is the 

impetus for the entire care relation in this scene. His injury determines where Kariluoto goes, what 

he does, and what form his care takes. Even the act of prayer, which Mäntylä wishes to be performed, 

requires Kariluoto's help, because Mäntylä's body no longer has the capacity to do it. This is a clear 

illustration of Vaittinen's argument that care is not primarily about the carer's disposition or choice 

but about the need that the vulnerable body presents. Kariluoto does not pray out of personal devotion, 

instead he prays because Mäntylä's dying body demands it of him. Care, in this reading, is not 

something Kariluoto does to Mäntylä but something that Mäntylä's need calls into being. 
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6. Soldiers Caring for Each Other 

 

The analysis conducted in this thesis has looked at the presence of care across six selected scenes 

from Louhimies's The Unknown Soldier (2017). Analysed through Tronto's five phases of care and 

Vaittinen's concept of care as a corporeal relation enacted by needs, the scenes reveal that care is 

present throughout the film and woven into how the soldiers relate to one another and how the film 

communicates its meaning. 

 

All five of Tronto's phases are present in the selected material, though they are not all present in the 

same manner in all the scenes. Caring about, and the attentiveness to another's need, appears most 

consistently and is perhaps the moral quality the film most clearly depicts. Koskela's leadership, 

Rokka's recognition of Sihvonen's fear, and Kariluoto's response to Mäntylä's injury all begin with a 

moment of noticing, of detecting a need before it is voiced. Taking care of, and the assumption of 

taking responsibility for that need, follows directly in each case, and in the strongest scenes the two 

phases are strongly linked. Care-giving takes different forms across the scenes: it is physical in 

Rokka's first aid and in Hietanen and Kariluoto dragging of their comrades to cover, verbal and 

psychological in Koskela's reassurance and Rokka's deliberate banter with Sihvonen, and spiritual in 

Kariluoto's prayer over Mäntylä. This variety suggests that the film showcases care broadly, as an 

attitude towards another person's need that is ready to adapt to the situation. 

 

Care-receiving in the film is notably often silent. For example, Sihvonen never directly acknowledges 

Rokka's care, yet follows his instructions, and injured Hietanen receives Koskela's reassurances but 

insists he can walk even as he is carried. This silence should not be read as an absence of care-

receiving but as an implication of the war context. These soldiers receive care in ways shaped by 

masculinity and military culture, where it can be seen that expressing need openly carries its own 

risks (Féron & Väyrynen, 2024). The reception of care, in other words, is therefore often 

communicated through action and compliance rather than through speech. 

 

Caring with, the collective, politically shared dimension of care, does not appear as a concentrated 

scene in the final selection, but it is shown in fragments across multiple scenes. It appears, among 

other times, in the collective silence of the men gathered around injured Hietanen, in the collaboration 

between Rokka and Sihvonen during the ambush, and in Hietanen's farewell greetings to the boys as 



 45 

he is carried away. These moments suggest that solidarity in this film is practiced rather than declared, 

expressed through shared presence and shared risk rather than through celebration or articulation. 

 

The Lehto scenes provide also an important analytical dimension. They show that care is not 

guaranteed in war. When Lehto is wounded and abandoned, all five phases of care fail simultaneously. 

His comrades notice his need but do not act on it. Vaittinen's framework is at its most effective here. 

The needy body of Lehto, wailing, wounded, left on the forest floor, generates no care response, and 

the body is ultimately left to resolve its own need. The contrast with the Vanhala and Ukkola episode 

is also depicting; as Vanhala cannot cure Ukkola, but still acts in accordance with his needs, and even 

that small act of moving a rifle within reach distinguishes his response from the soldiers' abandonment 

of Lehto.  

 

Ultimately, care, the film implies, does not require the ability to save, the Kariluoto scene makes this 

most explicit. Kariluoto cannot prevent Mäntylä's death, but he does not withdraw his care when 

saving him becomes impossible. He adjusts to it by moving from physical to spiritual, from treatment 

to witness and in doing so performs what Tronto identifies as responsiveness, the most demanding of 

care's moral qualities. It depicts that care in its fullest sense is not the same as cure, and its value lies 

in the sustained attention to another person's humanity, not in the guarantee of survival. 

 

Taken together, the analysis done in the previous chapter shows that the soldiers in The Unknown 

Soldier film express care towards each other through a range of practices distributed across all five 

phases of Tronto's framework. They go from subtle attentiveness to physical tending to psychological 

accompaniment. This care is shaped by the constraints of war as it is often improvised, sometimes 

incomplete, and occasionally refused. All the same, care is structurally present in how the men relate 

to one another. Vaittinen's corporeal framework allows the analysis to remain anchored in the body 

as the site where care becomes necessary and where its presence or absence has the most immediate 

consequences. Together, the two frameworks reveal that care in this film is not a counterpoint to the 

war narrative but woven into it, shaping how soldiers survive and fail.  

 

One of the most significant findings to emerge from the analysis is not only that care is present in the 

film, but that it can also be structurally insufficient. The war context does not merely complicate care, 

but actively undermines it. This becomes most visible when the analysis is extended slightly beyond 

the selected scenes. Hietanen, despite receiving attentive and genuine care from Rokka, Koskela, and 

his comrades, dies in the scene immediately following his evacuation, when the medical vehicle 
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carrying him is struck by enemy fire. The care given to him was real and fully committed, yet it could 

not protect him from the wider context of violence in which he was embedded. The same logic applies 

to the Kariluoto scene: Kariluoto tends to Mäntylä and fulfills his last wish for a prayer, knowing as 

he does so that it will not save him. Care is offered and received in full knowledge of its insufficiency. 

 

This finding connects directly to Vaittinen's (2017) argument that care cannot be understood solely 

at the level of interpersonal relations but must be situated within the political and structural conditions 

that determine whose needs are recognised and whose are met. In a war context, individual acts of 

care take place within a system organised around the production of harm. The soldiers in The 

Unknown Soldier care for one another with genuine attentiveness and skill, and the film honours this 

care. But it also refuses to allow that care to be redemptive in any straightforward sense. Hietanen 

dies, Mäntylä dies and Lehto dies alone. The film's widely noted pacifist quality rests in part on this 

refusal, it does not suggest that care among soldiers compensates for or justifies the violence in which 

they participate. Instead, it holds both  perspectives simultaneously, allowing the presence of care to 

make the losses more, not less, painful. 

 

This dynamic between war and care can be seen to go deeper still. Care in this film is not only 

insufficient, it is produced by and dependent upon the very violence it seeks to respond to. The injuries 

that call care into being are inflicted by the war and the conditions that make care possible are 

themselves products of the war’s dynamics, from the brief shelter behind a rock to the covering fire 

that holds the enemy back long enough for a prayer. Care and violence in The Unknown Soldier are 

not opposing forces but are structurally entangled. It is precisely this entanglement that gives the film 

its moral weight. The presence of genuine, attentive care among soldiers does not redeem the violence 

in which it is embedded but makes its cost more visible.  

 

This thesis contributes to a growing body of work within peace and conflict research that applies care 

ethics to questions of war, security, and representation. Care has been theorised in Peace and Conflict 

Research primarily at the level of political structures and global inequalities (e.g. Vaittinen, 2017; 

Tronto, 1993; 2013), but this analysis demonstrates that care ethics also offers a productive 

framework for examining cultural representations of war and the affective and relational dimensions 

of military life that macro-level analyses tend to overlook. More specifically, it demonstrates that care 

and violence are not simply opposed in war but structurally entangled. Care emerges from violence, 

operates within it, and is ultimately insufficient against it. This finding with direct implications for 

how peace and conflict research conceptualises the relationship between care and conflict. 
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The Unknown Soldier is a canonical text in Finnish cultural memory and examining it through the 

lens of care ethics reveals something that accounts focused on heroism, sacrifice, and national identity 

do not. That is that the film is also a sustained examination of what it means to attend to another 

person's need in conditions that make such attention nearly impossible to sustain. The care relations 

among soldiers are not incidental to the narrative but are precisely what give the film its emotional 

weight and its moral argument. Reading the film this way also contributes to memory studies, it asks 

what a society focuses on when it returns again and again to a particular representation of war, and 

suggests that one of the things Finnish war memory honours in The Unknown Soldier is the practice 

of care among ordinary soldiers, its presence, its limits, and its failure. 

 

This thesis has examined care in The Unknown Soldier through six selected scenes, which means that 

a significant portion of the film's care-related content lies outside the scope of the analysis. Several 

directions would be possible for future research. 

 

The relationship between care and military hierarchy warrants closer attention than this thesis has 

been able to provide. In the selected scenes, care flows predominantly from more experienced or 

senior soldiers toward those below them in the informal hierarchy of the unit: Koskela toward his 

men, Rokka toward Sihvonen, Kariluoto toward Mäntylä. Yet the film also features moments in 

which characters, Rokka most notably, resist or openly defy military authority. How care operates 

within and against hierarchy, and what it means when a soldier refuses institutional structures in order 

to act according to his own care ethics, is a question that the film raises but that exceeded the scope 

of this study. 

 

The film also extends care beyond human relations in ways that invite further analysis. Rokka is 

shown encountering a rabbit in the forest, speaking softly to it and lifting it in his arms and Hietanen 

is shown with a butterfly resting on his hand, which he observes with careful gentleness. These 

moments suggest that the men's capacity for care is not limited to their comrades, and they raise 

questions about how care ethics might engage with the non-human in representations of war. 

 

The treatment of enemy soldiers presents another productive tension. Koskela humanises the enemy 

verbally, “they are only human, they also surrender to led”, (Louhimies, 2017, 0:08:25 – 0:08:33) yet 

the film does not extend care to enemy bodies, which are killed without recognition of their needs. 

This gap between verbal humanisation and the absence of care is a site of ethical complexity that care 
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ethics is well suited to analyse. Related to this, covering fire, as when Vanhala shoots to protect 

Kariluoto while he tends to Mäntylä, can be seen to function as a form of caring with that operates 

through violence rather than alongside it, and that challenges conventional understandings of what 

care looks like in a military context. Finally, the role of religion and prayer as a resource for care 

when physical means are exhausted, and the spiritual dimensions of care more broadly, represent a 

dimension of the film's care ethics that future work might develop more fully. 

 

Thus, this thesis has shown that the Unknown Soldier (2017) proves that care can exist in multiple 

forms in an active conflict situation. The interaction between the soldiers is fully of caring in it’s 

different forms. As Linna said, “Rather dear, those boys” (1954).  
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