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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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What is sisu and why do we need it? Discover the Finnish quality of sisu and how cultivating it can help you lead a life of greater purpose and happiness.
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WHAT IS SISU?


– an introduction




Sisu could well be the favourite word of the Finnish people. Popularized in the 1920s but originating in the hazy past, this untranslatable term refers to a mix of courage, resilience, grit, tenacity and perseverance – characteristics that have shaped not just the fate of a nation but the individual lives of Finns on a daily basis.


Finland ranks consistently high in international surveys of happiness. A small country of roughly five and a half million people, tucked away in the northeastern corner of Europe, Finland has nevertheless – in a quiet, understated way – made its mark on the world. You would be hard-pressed to find a bragging Finn, as blowing your own trumpet is considered extremely uncivilized. Ask a Finn what the secret to our success is, and you are likely to get a shrug and a mumbled objection to there even being one. But those who believe that it could be down to sisu are on to something. We are secretly proud of our sisu, you see.


So what does happiness mean for a Finn? Peace and quiet, order, independence, functionality and fairness all rank high, with “spending time in nature” being listed as a top happiness contributor in a recent survey. Finnish ideals are still coloured by a history of scarcity and having to tame a harsh environment. Which goes some way toward explaining why, in this age of comfort, many Finns still prefer their summer cabins to lack basic amenities and why we have a love–hate relationship with the climate.


Ultimately, sisu has a proven track record. Finland has built, and rebuilt, its future several times over. Looking at sisu as a guiding ethos in life, I believe it has much to offer us.








[image: illustration]






GROWING UP FINNISH


– our relationship to sisu
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Like many cultural constructs that become ingrained from the start, sisu feels a little elusive. But how can we locate the defining thread of a weave? Where do you start? Sisu has been a well-kept secret for so long that unlocking it will take some close examination.


When I told a good friend I was working on this book, she said: “It’s one of the most beautiful things you can say to someone, isn’t it, that they have sisu. I still remember vividly the first time my parents said it to me”.


AN INVISIBLE AND OMNIPRESENT FORCE


For anyone growing up in Finland, the concept of sisu is invisibly present everywhere. True to our national character, it is acted on more than it is spoken about. But there is no mistaking the place it has in our hearts. Some even argue that it is impossible to understand Finns and Finland without first understanding sisu.


Like my friend said, it is a highly prized characteristic. We credit sisu with giving us freedom and perseverance. On the eve of a race or an exam, parents encourage their children to look inside themselves for sisu. Being told you have it has the effect of bolstering it further, while feeling that you lack sisu has a correspondingly deflating effect on your self-esteem.


Even though it rarely gets defined, one thing is for sure: sisu matters.
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WHAT SISU IS


– and what it isn’t
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The concept of sisu in the Finnish language is at least five hundred years old. In the most literal sense, sisu refers to the guts (sisus or sisälmykset) inside our bodies. It is thought to stem from the ancient belief that the belly was a location of strength (think “fire in one’s belly”) and the place where our determination originates.



SISU IS MANY THINGS…


The exact meaning of sisu is difficult to define. There’s no one word in the English language with a literal parallel, and even in Finnish, sisu stands for a cluster of traits that includes stoic determination, hardiness, courage, bravery, willpower, tenacity and resilience. Sisu is an action-oriented mindset: it comes into play as you take on a challenge seemingly beyond your capacity. It is called upon when adversity and opposition force you to give up and only your courage allows you to hold on.


…BUT NOT BRAVADO


Finns have a reputation for being tight-lipped and stoney-faced. Ours is not a culture that expresses emotion very freely (although that is slowly changing). With this in mind, an essential trait of sisu is the lack of a need to talk about it. Any kind of swagger or talking up your bravery has no place in sisu. It’s no good just saying you have sisu if you can’t show it – let your actions do the talking.
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YOU HAVE SISU


– now begin to explore it
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Chances are, you have already tapped into your sisu. You just didn’t have a word for it.


Let’s be very clear: sisu is a universal trait. It may have been bottled and labelled by us Finns, but it is within reach of everyone. It lies within you, and you are very likely to have used it already.


Here are just a few examples of occasions when you may have displayed sisu:


▸   You ran the race to the finish line, even though those last few miles were torture.


▸   You decided not to give up on your marriage, even though the road to saving it was long and hard.


▸   You felt, in the midst of a dark moment, a surge of courage that helped you carry on.


But what else is there to sisu? Can it be explored and used as a strategy? Can it improve our lives? If the notion of growing stronger in sisu and learning to tap into it intrigues you, then this book is for you.





SISU GLOSSARY


Sisukas: adjective, as in “you are full of sisu” = olet sisukas


Sisukkaasti: “doing something with sisu”


Sisulla: “by way of sisu”
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SISU SAYINGS



– from saunas to sweets
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You won’t have to look hard to find mentions of sisu in Finnish everyday life. With all its positive associations, sisu has undeniable commercial value as well as a self-evident place in our daily vernacular.


Sisulla ja sydämellä


Meaning “with sisu and heart”, and originally the name of a Finnish film released in 1947. Now a widely used phrase, it describes the attitude we all aspire to.


Läpi harmaan kiven


Literally translating as “through the grey stone”, referring to the hard, grey granite found abundantly in Finland. As an expression it means “with sisu you will stop at nothing”.


Sisu, sauna, salmiakki


The three Ss that define Finland. We already gave the world sauna, and sisu could well be our next big export. Our favourite confection, salmiakki, is a type of salty liquorice. We’re still waiting for that one to really catch on.
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From fighting impossible wars to showing the climate who’s boss, Finns make use of sisu in a variety of circumstances. Whatever the challenge, discover how sisu stoicism can help you become more of an overcomer.
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A SISU MOMENT



– when the going gets tough




We all have them. They might come early or late in life and their shape will vary, but all of us will face moments when we are presented with a choice: to give up or buckle down.


I call such times “sisu moments”. There is nothing grand or heroic about them when they first appear – in fact, they are much more likely to inspire fear. Disaster, sickness, sudden unemployment, the loss of a loved one: these are things that we simply don’t allow to happen in our minds, but they happen in reality.


Once the unthinkable has occurred, how do you go on? Sisu is for times like that. According to sisu expert Emilia Lahti (interviewed on here), sisu begins where our perceived strength ends.


One of the hardest things in life is having to face a challenge with no end in sight. It requires a completely new way of thinking and living. Sisu is for those situations when the odds are stacked against us and there seems to be no way out, or past, our present circumstances. Unlike daredevil deeds and acts of extreme heroism, however, sisu often goes unsung.





“Rather than the stamina to run up a mountain, sisu is the strength it takes to put one foot in front of the other.”
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THE WINTER WAR



– when sisu became world famous




The idea of sisu in its most practically applied sense was introduced to the world when Finland faced a challenging moment. In the autumn of 1939, the country was invaded by its neighbour, the Soviet Union.


FINLAND’S FINEST HOUR


The Soviets possessed more than three times as many soldiers as the Finns, thirty times as many aircraft and one hundred times as many tanks. Though the outcome of this sisu moment looked grim, it became our “finest hour”.


There were more things for Finland to worry about than being outnumbered and short-supplied. The winter of 1939–40 was exceptionally cold. Temperatures as low as –43°C (–45°F) were recorded, and only those in active service actually had uniforms and weapons. The large numbers of reserves that were called up had to supply their own clothing.


The Finns had an advantage: they were skilled in cross-country skiing, and knew that the best way to counter the cold was to keep their dugouts warm and dress in layers. For the outermost layer they wore lightweight, white camouflage that made them almost invisible against the snow.


Throughout the war, Finland used speed, guerrilla tactics and economy of force to their advantage, working to isolate the numerically superior Soviet troops into smaller groups. The Russian soldiers grew to fear the “Finnish phantoms” that silently and stealthily moved through the landscape and made every bullet count.


SISU SUCCEEDS


In his book A Frozen Hell: The Russo-Finnish Winter War of 1939–40, historian William R Trotter credits sisu with the surprising, if not to say shocking, success of the Finns. He writes that the only thing the Finnish army possessed in greater quantity than the Soviets was their sisu.
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SECRETS OF SISU



– what we can learn from the Winter War




The Winter War encapsulates many secrets of sisu. It was the first time sisu was introduced on a global scale, and became a virtual case study in what acting with sisu could look like. The collective strength of sisu became a phenomenon to reckon with.


DON’T PLAY SMALL


It’s easy to feel small in the face of large challenges. Instead, change your perspective and try to find ways of making your size work to your advantage.


THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX


The Finnish wartime strategy was about adopting guerrilla tactics and making the most of the home advantage. People were forced to come up with solutions for everything from food supplies to homemade mines.


DIG YOUR HEELS IN


People who find themselves in a war probably don’t experience a sense of destiny. In crises we tend to focus only on keeping something bad from happening and we feel miserable, not courageous. Clenching our teeth and holding firm may not seem much, but it will win the day.


DON’T GIVE UP


When Winston Churchill gave his famous rallying cry of “we shall never surrender”, he was rousing sisu in the hearts of the British. And so much of sisu is just that – in the face of impossible odds, stand your ground. Sisu is courage, but it’s also a positive decision.
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