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Through an analysis of church volunteering in Finland, this article 
looks at whether, in our late-modern times when individualism 
appears to be valued above solidarity, there is still a place for 
traditional institutions, traditional social ties and traditional altruism. 
What are the consequences of increased freedom? Why on earth 
would people still yearn for collective action? The conclusion is that 
compassionate and altruistic actions, such as volunteering, need not 
necessarily conflict with the values of freedom and individualism. 
In fact, volunteering is often experienced as a broadening of one’s 
individuality: for example, by developing skills, encountering new 
situations and enjoying inner growth.

Free to choose – so why choose 
volunteering? Exploring independence and 
social action in the Finnish Church

Anne Birgitta Yeung
Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies, University of 
Helsinki

Everything that is really great and inspiring is created by the individual who can 
labour in freedom (Albert Einstein, Out of my Later Years, 1950)

Introduction: the question of free will
What is the most fundamental thing in human life? For many people the answer 
concerns their close relationships, the relationships of love. Let’s imagine a situation in 
which a person is able to make any person fall in love with him or her. In other words, 
this individual can by an exercise of will receive all the love he or she could hope for. 
But would our imagined individual – the one who can make anybody fall in love with 
him or her – be happy? The answer is most certainly not. But why exactly? The answer 
comes down to the question of free will. An individual must be able to give his or 
her love and friendship to whomsoever he or she wishes. Individuals must be able to 
experience voluntary love – in both giving and receiving. Only then might the object of 
love also be truly happy – happy in receiving freely given affection.

Free will is the cornerstone of many things we value in our daily lives _ including 
altruism and volunteering. When people help each other spontaneously – unprompted 
or when asked to – they will probably feel contented, perhaps also joyful. However, if 
they carry out the same act of altruism when somebody orders them to, they probably 
won’t feel as happy. The most rewarding acts of altruism are based on their internality, 
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on free will. The phenomenologist Sadler has put this very well, noting that ‘the 
playground of freedom is love’ (Sadler, 1969:219).

Just as true love and helping behaviour must be based on freedom, so must voluntary 
work. The entire concept is captured in the Latin voluntas, meaning ‘will’ – as well as, 
for instance, in the Finnish vapaaehtoistyö, meaning literally ‘free conditions work’. 
Volunteer work cannot exist – either in practice or in theory – without the concept and 
the realisation of free will.

In this article I will reflect on the findings of my doctoral dissertation on church 
volunteerism (Yeung, 2004a) within the framework of ‘free will’, and based on these, 
I will go on to look at the question of how to secure the integration of a fragmented 
society. This question is indeed fundamental for the development of both the theory 
and practice of voluntary action. 

For my doctorate I studied volunteering in the Church in Finland. I was particularly 
interested in the way in which people interpret their role according to whether they see 
themselves as individuals or as a collective, and how this is influenced and mediated 
by volunteering. The next section summarises the core findings of my research.

Individually together: Finnish Church social work volunteerism in late 
modernity
Present-day individuals are on the one hand freer from the ties of tradition and 
traditional social networks, and on the other, more tied to new kinds of traditions and 
bonds. The broad theoretical framework of my dissertation (Yeung, 2004a) concerned 
the late-modern dimension of independence versus dependence. The aim of this 
research was to understand the phenomenon of church volunteerism in the dynamic 
interplay between social independence and dependence, particularly in relation to 
social ties and religiosity. This aim was realised by an empirical inquiry focusing on 
social ties, altruism and helping, and motivation.

The study consists of four articles (original publications: Yeung, 2003, 2004b, 2004c, 
2004d) and an introductory essay. The articles pose five specific questions on church 
volunteerism under the overall theme of late-modern change. First, taking social 
work as an indicator, how has the status of the church altered during the twentieth 
century, and what are the particular effects of the recession of the 1990s? Second, 
is the relationship between social capital and religion and churches relevant, and 
what is the meaning of the social capital framework for current church volunteerism? 
Third, how does church volunteering construct societal social capital? Fourth, what 
characterises the religiosity, altruistic willingness and social ties of church social work 
volunteers? Fifth, what motivates church volunteers to engage in such activities and 
to remain committed, and what role is played by social ties and religiosity? The four 
articles utilise theories of secularisation, social capital and motivation to answer these 
questions, which all reflect the larger late-modern dimension of independence versus 
dependence in social ties and religiosity. 
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The introductory essay brings together the findings of the four articles in order to 
identify the linkages between them and to answer the main research objective. This 
exploration is constructed particularly around the broad questions concerning societal 
ties: who does church volunteerism bond and why, and does it bond society? Prior 
to answering this question, the introductory essay looks at the context and historical 
origins of church volunteerism, focusing on the Finnish situation and the recent 
challenges it has faced. 

The overall findings concern social ties, religiosity and altruism in particular. The 
findings on social ties indicate that the interest in social interaction endures, for some 
people particularly through church volunteering. Volunteer motivation is a phenomenon 
of wider networks; the role of social ties in the present research is more central than in 
most volunteer motivation studies. The poles of independence and dependence mingle 
in individual experiences, since many people seem to long for and enjoy even quite 
intimate social encounters and networks in church volunteering, even though such 
networks are generally restricted by choice to volunteering. 

The findings on the role of religion show that volunteerism is one possible way of 
expressing religiosity and religious values. For Lutherans this often takes place in a 
non-church context. Religious elements are deeply interconnected with other factors 
influencing volunteer motivation, while subtle forms of individual and social religious 
memory are manifested in church social work and its volunteering. Church volunteering 
as a whole is an arena for late-modern ‘selving’, fulfilling identity reflection and 
personal interests, in the spiritual sense as well for some individuals. Late-modern 
religiosity, including volunteering, is a question of privatised choice, but the results 
indicate that the content of this choice may resemble the values and traditions 
in the Church. Smaller religious institutions are claimed to promote cohesion and 
congregational volunteerism among their members much better than the Lutheran 
church. The findings underscore the threefold role of the church in social capital 
formation: sustaining societal norms and values, offering venues and acting as a 
maintainer of trust. Church social work is particularly important in each of these roles. 
The Church seems to play a central role in maintaining the cultural tradition of altruism, 
seemingly sustaining this societal norm even in the present-day pluralist and somewhat 
secularised context.

The role of altruism is apparent from the findings. These show that altruism clearly 
survives in late modernity, connecting individuals to networks, ties and even mutually 
rewarding dependence. Religiosity and altruism are diversely interconnected in church 
volunteering. The findings also show that there are religiously motivated individuals 
who prefer to volunteer outside the church context. The results illustrate altruistic 
individualism asserting itself in church volunteering through realisation of one’s 
interests, identity and personality through a relationship with others. At the societal 
level, Finnish altruism seems to represent a cultural continuity, even in late modernity. 
Paradoxically, the Finnish church seems to be strongly sustaining the value of altruism 
in the present pluralistic context, in which the church no longer wields authority. 
The results in the late-modern context suggest novel conceptualisations of religious 
altruism, altruistic religiosity, altruistic individualism and overall ‘selving’ in volunteering.
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Reflections of freedom and free will
The phenomenon of freedom demands its subject: an individual. The much talked-of 
process of individualisation (see, for example, Beck, 1993; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 
1996; Bauman, 1995; Giddens, 1990; Maffesoli, 1996) is, to some extent at least, 
a fact. When we look at this process over a longer time perspective, two major 
changes are apparent. First, individuality eventually comes to involve the idea that a 
person is fundamentally different from other individuals. This search for uniqueness 
is apparent in our contemporary ethos. Second, the notion of individuality has also 
come particularly to concern the freedom of the individual: no external referent is to 
limit one’s choices – whether nature, the state or other individuals. It is believed that 
through such free choices an individual can create himself or herself (Raunio, 1999:35) 
In other words, it is believed that individuality has come to mean a free choice and 
that it is through these choices that people define who they are and how they live. 
Moreover, the absence of agreed limits means that the ‘rules’ which guided us in 
the past have disappeared. Thus all ties have been broken. The journey of endless 
searching has begun. 

In my dissertation I have called this ‘the ethos of independence’. Change, 
development, growth and transition are the core concepts of the present-day debate, 
both in the media and in scientific circles. At its most extreme, this ethos can be seen 
in the discourse of people indicating their wish to become complete and harmonious. 
Such a world view is an experienced reality consisting of imaginary goals: the aim 
of wholeness, freed from others. In such a world view, other individuals are used as 
mirrors of personal aims (Siltala, 1996:155; Ashbach and Schermer, 1987:48–51). What 
seems particularly odd about some post-modernist views is that on the one hand 
people are seen as facing completely random matters in their lives, and that on the one 
hand these random drifts are portrayed as conscious choices (see Note 1). 

At the same time, we should pay closer attention to the continuing but changed roles 
of traditional bonds: not only the bonds of close circles and cultural tradition, but 
also the new ties we are involved with – the global market, information technology 
and the pressures of growth and production in our workplaces, as well as the severe 
competition surrounding us on several fronts.

In my research I was intrigued by these two perspectives, which I have called 
‘independence’ and ‘dependence’. My primary aim had been to identify what the 
status of traditional institutions, social ties and solidarity is among us. Have such 
conventional solidarities weakened? In other words, what are the consequences of 
increased freedom? Why on earth would people still yearn for collective action? I had 
chosen Finnish church social work and particularly its volunteer activities as my means 
of exploration. As noted above, the exact objective of my research was to understand 
the phenomenon of church volunteering in the dynamic interplay between social 
independence and dependence, particularly in relation to social ties and religiosity. 

By using the notion of ‘the ethos of independence’, I am by no means suggesting that 
freedom and free will are only recent preoccupations. Aristotle put it well: a person can 
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only be thanked or criticised for voluntary actions. According to Aristotle, the freedom 
of an action is tied to the fact that the causal reason for it is inherent only in the actor 
(NE, 1109b 35; Knuuttila, 1989) The Finnish philosopher von Wright has pointed out that 
a voluntary, free, uncompelled act must be based on two things: first, that a person 
must have a reason for his or her action, and second, that a person should begin to act 
precisely in accordance with this reason (von Wright 1985, 1986; Kirjavainen, 1996.)

Von Wright’s notion leads us to ask what are the reasons why individuals start to 
volunteer nowadays. My research indicates that late-modern volunteer motivation 
seems to be surprisingly complex. People’s actions together should be portrayed 
as an ongoing process – even a cavalcade of actions – in which individuals are 
involved together with fellow volunteers (see Note 2). I did not find it useful to classify 
people according to their motives or volunteering narratives. Rather, two aspects of 
volunteer motivation can be combined – a new way of looking at motives. The appeal 
of volunteering to an individual may lie in its external elements, such as the various 
modes of action, the proximity, the newness and the giving. Volunteer motivation may 
also be more inwardly orientated, towards varieties of thought, distance, continuity and 
getting. What is more important, I think that these poles – such as distance, proximity 
and newness – describe quite well the general sense in which we are now both more 
free and more constrained in reflecting our identity.

As we are in many senses more free today – or at least are claimed to be – the 
question is what we use our freedom for and how we use it. What do individuals wish 
to produce through their individualism? The French novelist Albert Camus has provided 
one answer that echoes that of many of my interviewees: ‘Freedom is nothing else 
but a chance to be better’. Altruistic elements play a very prominent role in volunteer 
motivation: altruism as humanity. Furthermore, altruistic motivations are particularly 
interconnected with personal religiosity. Volunteering may actually be experienced not 
just as a means by which an individual can realize his or her values, but as an exercise 
of religiosity. 

We must, however, move forward: if we analyse volunteering, compassion and altruism 
simply on an individual level, we will lose sight of the wider aspects, such as social 
cohesion and solidarity. Altruism is most certainly not a theme that has been neglected 
in wider sociological analysis. For instance, according to Durkheim (1966:228), social 
life is based fundamentally on altruism; every society is a moral society (see Note 3). 
But what explains the variations in altruism? Here Durkheim’s texts no longer help us. 
In my research I have analysed the conspicuous altruism of Finns as a mode of cultural 
memory, a shared narrative. People’s collective experiences reinforce their moral norms 
(see Note 4). 

Moral rules and altruistic norms are not only abstract ideals but exist by virtue of 
practical application and actual embodiment (see Smiley, 1992). People need signs 
of altruism. I suggest that the Finnish Lutheran church is at present the most central 
institution of altruism in Finland. The Finnish religious environment is still fairly 
homogeneous – more than 80 per cent of Finns are members of the Evangelical 
Lutheran church – and Finland has quite high levels of private religiosity (for example, 
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private prayer and belief in God), but only a small minority (less than 10 per cent) 
are monthly churchgoers. The church’s teachings and actions are quite visible (for 
example, people highly respect the public statements of bishops and the social work 
offered by the church) and they may well play a role in people’s altruism, although less 
often through church volunteering than through other activities. For these reasons I 
disagree with that important researcher into altruism, Renwick Monroe, who concludes 
that all shared foundations of moral evaluation are absent today, and that individuals 
are either atheists or agnostics at heart (Renwick Monroe, 2001:502, 504). We 
researchers need to develop more sensitivity to present-day expressions of altruism, 
communality and religiosity.

Freedom with whom? How to secure the integration of a fragmented 
society?
I have shed some light on the question of what we use our freedom for, but the 
questions of with whom and how remain. Social situations do not produce wider 
meanings as such. No larger system, state, market system or global culture as such 
exists: they consist entirely of human bonds (see also Wagner, 1995:197). Even though 
modernisation creates the possibility of individuality, it doesn’t necessarily support 
its expression. Sociologically, the challenge is how to secure the integration of a 
fragmented society. 

The renewal of social solidarity is a preoccupation of conservatives, but this doesn’t 
mean conservative solutions (see Giddens, 1994:125). The solution does not lie in 
reconstructing traditional communality, a return to the old ties. It would be plain 
moralising to call for a sense of communality shared by all (see also Beck, 1993). I 
make three points based on my findings. 

First, the act of altruism helps to remove the stress of isolation (see also Post et al, 
2003:52). Altruism is sociologically speaking a strong cohesive force. In my view, 
since the informal opportunities for altruism are fewer in the present day, the meaning 
of volunteer work is thereby enhanced. Many today wish for arenas for altruism and 
encounters with others.

Second, in social psychology and studies of social movements we have often read 
structural analyses of groups and their shared identity (see Note 5). However, I am 
rather sceptical about studies looking at volunteer groups as entities with a fixed 
structure. The social life of volunteering is a fluid process – or a stream of multiple 
processes involving encounters between different kinds of people and the creation 
of various types of bond between them. My results suggest that many volunteers 
experience both manifest individuality and manifest togetherness in their activities (see 
Note 6). It is even possible to experience the unloading of the burden of individuality. 

Third, in the media it has been noted that we as citizens need so-called ‘third places’ 
– places that are easy to reach and where various people can meet (see Note 7). It has 
also been stated that contemporary Finnish meeting places, at least in urban areas, 
are often cultural events, bookshops and cinemas (see, for example, Knuuti, 2004). I 
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view such third places as only one side of the story, one part of the answer. I consider 
that organised forms of social action such as volunteering may well today be felt to be 
more legitimate and trouble-free arenas for interaction. Paradoxically, formal social ties 
have in some senses today become the informal ones. 

After examining the ethos of independence, I can offer from my findings both good 
and bad news concerning the sociological questions of solidarity and cohesion. The 
bad news first: we might not be as free as we have imagined – the traditional forms 
of solidarity have greater durability than is suggested by some of the theorists. But 
there is good news too: many people enjoy these bonds. Individualisation also fosters 
the longing for its opposites – intimacy, security and closeness (see also Beck-
Gernsheim, 1998:67). My findings indicate that compassion and acts of altruism, such 
as participating in social work volunteering, do not need to conflict with the values of 
freedom and individualism. Volunteering is often in fact experienced as broadening 
one’s individuality – developing skills, acquiring fresh experiences and facilitating inner 
growth. 

Nevertheless, we must face the question of whether these indications of the solidarity-
enhancing potential of volunteering have been exaggerated. For instance, church 
volunteering does not appeal to large segments of the nation, especially young people. 
Are the ties of volunteering too loose? The answer will become clearer in the years to 
come. However, we must now recognise that present-day social ties, such as sporadic 
volunteering networks, may actually be stronger forms of communality than the 
traditional ones (see Note 8). This strength has much to do with freedom. 

Epilogue
All in all, how would I assess the research I have undertaken? It has sometimes been 
suggested that universities should leave the topic of volunteer work out of their 
syllabus, as a way of raising academic standards and the level of theoretical input. If 
nothing else, I hope that my research has been able to indicate the complex empirical 
and theoretical questions that the phenomenon of volunteer work raises. I have come 
to see volunteering as a very scholarly topic indeed. 

A quote from Marcel Proust links this notion to the core theme of this presentation, free 
will: ‘As long as men are free to ask what they must do, free to say what they think, 
free to think what they will, freedom can never be lost and science can never regress.’ 

Notes
1  Saarinen (1983:153–58) views existentialism as including a similar paradoxical 

baseline.
2  Similarly Giddens (1984) concerning actions in general.
3  See also Douglas (1987:4), who emphasises altruism as the basis of a society.
4  This also takes place through the emotions. This type of situation is particularly 

evident in societies where individualisation has undermined the collective power 
institutions. The idea demonstrates a clear Durkheimian spirit; see also Crow 
(2002:119).
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5  Furthermore, it is often noted that social activism can be based on people’s 
similarity. For example, in the studies of social movements, it is classically thought 
that people categorise themselves and among similar categories; if there are also 
networks, they may be in co-operation (see H. White’s term ‘catnet’ referring to 
category and network). Such a situation may involve common identity. 

6  Bauman recognizes several forms of togetherness, one of them being ‘manifest 
togetherness’ (1995:47) which is experienced, for instance, in watching football 
matches together.

7  This can be compared with Bauman’s (1995) view of matrix-like togetherness – the 
attraction being in openness and sociability.

8  See Maffesoli (1996) on ‘tribes’ based on, for example, fashion. Furthermore, 
Durkheim asks in the foreword to the second edition of The division of labour 
in society: ‘How does it come about that the individual, whilst becoming more 
autonomous, depends ever more closely on society? How can he become at the 
same time more of an individual and yet more linked to society?’ In his view, new 
social cohesion is based on mutual interdependence.
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