
 

  

 

University of Helsinki 
The Department of Geosciences and 

Geography 
Autumn 2011 

Men’s multicultural public spaces in Meri-Rastila 

Halil Yildirim 
Victor Fouchault 
Mylene Lubin 
Hanna Käyhkö 



2 
 

 

Table of contents 
 
Introduction........................................................................................................................................3 

Theoretical context and concepts .......................................................................................................3 

Methods .............................................................................................................................................5 

Results ................................................................................................................................................6 

The perception of Meri-Rastila by its inhabitants .............................................................................6 

What people want for the district? ..................................................................................................9 

Discussions ....................................................................................................................................... 11 

Sport ............................................................................................................................................. 11 

Renovating the main place ............................................................................................................ 12 

An international Diner ................................................................................................................... 12 

An association of multiculturalism ................................................................................................. 12 

References ........................................................................................................................................ 13 

 

  



3 
 

Introduction   
International migration is changing demographics all over the world. Although Finland seems 

to be in the edge of the world it has also received its share of international migration. 

According to statistic (Statistics Finland, 2011), in Helsinki the population of other than 

Finnish or Swedish speakers was around 10,000, in 1992, while in early 2011 residents of 

Helsinki speaking languages other than Finnish or Swedish numbered 63,420 (Statistics 

Finland, 2011) which is almost 10% of the population of Helsinki. 

 Vaattovaara and Kortteinen (2003) in their article about housing policies in Helsinki explain 

how the policies aim to mix social groups with different people inhabiting in the same sub-

regions. This is accomplished by mixing different tenure types. The aim of the policies is to 

have heterogeneous and socially balanced neighbourhoods (Vaattovaara & Kortteinen 

2003). Still, social segregation between districts of Helsinki occurs and is identifiable 

(Helsingin kaupungin tietokeskus 2010).  

With our multicultural enquiries, we investigate if there are public spaces in Meri-Rastila for 

men and if these spaces facilitate interaction between various cultural groups. By 

interviewing some Meri-Rastilians we investigate how local people experience their district 

as a place to interact with other cultures. By analysing the material from our fieldwork we 

make suggestions to promote intercultural communication in Meri-Rastila.  

Theoretical context and concepts 

According to Ridell, Kymäläinen and Nyyssönen (2009) one criterion for public space is 

openness and accessibility to all. Mitchell (2003) discusses the meanings of public space and 

”public”; however, the criteria for openness to all need additional explanation. Goheen 

(1998) defines public space as a preferred arena where ”groups of every description can 

achieve public visibility, seek recognition and make demands”.  

Goheen (1998) also writes that public spaces have never been public to all people, but only 

to some groups. This makes our research even more interesting because some cultural and 

age groups may have their public spaces in Meri-Rastila but these spaces might not be open 

to other cultural, age, or gender groups.  
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Meri-Rastila is a sub-district of Vuosaari in eastern Helsinki. In the beginning of the 90’s 

there were only approximately 2, 500 inhabitants in Meri-Rastila. Soon after, more houses 

were built and the number of inhabitants started to grow (Statistics Finland, 2011). In chart 1 

we see that the number of Finnish-speakers grew until the end of 90’s and then decreased 

while the number of people speaking other languages increased.  

For Finnish standards Meri-Rastila is a highly multicultural area where in 2010 lived 5, 224 

inhabitants: 3, 670 Finnish speakers, 167 Swedish speakers and 1, 387 other language 

speakers (Helsingin seudun aluesarjat tilastokanta ja Tilastokeskus, 2011).  

Chart 1 Population of Meri-Rastila divided to Finnish, Swedish and other language speakers. (Source: Statistics Finland 

2011) 

In chart 2 we see the tenure status in Meri-Rastila. In Helsinki the percentage of owner-

occupied dwelling is 48% and the rented dwelling percentage is 47%. Vilkama (2010) writes 

that city authorities housed low-income people, including immigrants, to city-owned houses 

during the recession of the 90´s. In Meri-Rastila, there seems to be a relatively large number 

of city-owned housing and that may explain the large number of immigrants living there 

nowadays.  
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Chart 2 Tenure status in Meri-Rastila 2010 (Source: Statistics Finland 2011) 

 

Methods 

We conducted our fieldwork with the help of interviews and mental maps. Ours is a 

qualitative ethnographic research, and the methods used are those often employed to 

research cultures (Vuorinen 2005).  

Interviewing is a method wherein the researcher and the interviewee discuss widely about 

the topics that are part of the research. Interviews aim at getting information about peoples’ 

lives from the people themselves. Our interviews were open like conversations between two 

or more people and progressed naturally (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 2006). Of 

course there are also problems using interviewing as a research method. For example, Pietilä 

(2010) writes about how people tend to say things that the researcher wants to hear. In 

addition, interviewees express their opinions and these cannot be generalized.  

 In addition we asked some Meri-Rastilians to draw maps about their district. This method of 

data collection is part of participatory observation wherein a researcher asks local people to 

draw maps that represent their perceptions and knowledge about an area (IAPAD 2011).  
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Results 

The perception of Meri-Rastila by its inhabitants 
The residents Meri-Rastila have a variety of perspectives about their region depending on, 

among others, their age, ethnicity, civil status and religion. On the basis of our interviews 

and mental maps, the results are quite similar amongst residents who have common 

characteristics. It was perplexing to get holistic perceptions of local residents about their 

neighbourhood because they wouldn’t consider their living environment negatively.  

When analysing mental maps we found quite similar results. The main places of interest in 

the area are: the Metro station, the main road and S-Market (see pictures 1 and 2). The 

Metro station is also represented in picture 3. 

Indeed, Meri-Rastila does not seem to have a sense of space in itself, it rather has to be 

attached to other regions. In Meri-Rastila people reside and use the nearby forest for 

recreation, but that’s about it. For all the other activities, the areas of Vuosaari and Itäkeskus 

are usually used. 

Picture 1 and 2. Two examples of mental maps 
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Picture 3 The metro station of Meri-Rastila 

Considering spatial perceptions, Somalis usually understand their neighbourhood 

optimistically. According to the few Somalis we interviewed, they think that there are 

enough services even though there are many shortages concerning amenities, proper 

meeting and public places. Some residents consider Meri-Rastia as a “touristic place”, just 

for temporary not for permanent stay. The Somali association named 'SEMO' is quite 

important for some Somali men because there's no other place in the area to meet. Actually, 

the function of ‘SEMO’ does not seem so much like an association, but more like a place for 

Somali men to get together, play cards, watch television, and women are not accepted. 

Moreover, several Somali men feel unwelcome in SEMO, because of clan and tribe divisions 

among Somali people. 

The perceptions of Kurdish residents are also affirmative. They do not feel themselves 

excluded compared to Somalis. They are aware of their dissociation with other communities, 

but they don’t see this as a problem. Thus, their perceptions about and attitudes towards 

Meri-Rastila are optimistic. 
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According to scholarship (and the personal experience of our group member Halil Yildirim), a 

general observation that would explain the reasons why Kurdish, Somalis and Moroccan 

people are content in Meri-Rastila can be their religious identity, and the fact that recently in 

the area a mosque has been established. It is usually enough for Muslims if they have a place 

to pray because in Islam the mosque is the centre of social life, and a public and meeting 

place. Faithful Muslims learn to be patient, and happy with, and grateful about what they 

have. “In all ages, in Muslim countries, the mosque has been the centre of education, 

intellectual culture, religious thought, and philanthropic effort. It has been the place of 

prayer, and seclusion; the school, the library, the hospital, and the university. Even in the 

present day there are libraries connected with mosques...” (Hughes 1906: 324-325). The 

mosque is typically the centre of Muslim community life (Sachedina & Esposito 2004: 151). 

In addition to their traditional religious purposes, mosques serve a variety of social 

functions. In most European countries, mosques are centres of religious education but are 

also used for weddings, funerals and other social events (ibid). Muslim men interviewed 

agree that the lack of interaction between communities is derived from the lack of common 

interests, and meeting places for diverse cultures. On the other hand, one of our 

interviewees feels excluded because of his different ethnicity, skin colour, religion and 

language. 

Finnish residents have less interaction with other 

communities. They seem not to perceive the lack of 

meeting places as a problem. Probably they are well 

accommodated – after all it is their home-country – 

and have their own social networks, services, and 

places for leisure. 

Finding Russians for our fieldwork was difficult and 

we do not have any interviews from them. Some 

information about Russians we got through an 

interview with a social worker in the area. Russians 

seem to like natural activities like fishing and 

collecting berries and mushrooms. They do not Picture 4 Meri-Rastila is a good place for 
outdoor activities
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often use public places fir leisure (Pylkkänen 2011). In picture 4 we see one of the forest 

areas in Meri-Rastila. 

What people want for the district? 
According to the men interviewed in Meri-Rastila they are quite pleased with their district, 

and all of them have leisure activities for their free time. But some pointed to the lack of, 

particularly, opportunities to meet other cultures. 

Some Finnish residents of Meri-Rastila said that they don’t need interaction with the other 

communities but they have no problem to meet them, and they agree that there are not 

enough meeting places. Indeed, if there is no place for people to meet, then they cannot be 

together and the residents with immigrant backgrounds cannot integrate. The different 

associations are not places where people can have interaction with other communities 

because they seem closed. 

Picture 5 The main square of Meri-Rastila 
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People admit that they need better places where they could sit and discuss. In picture 5 we 

see the empty main square of Meri-Rastila. According to our observations the square does 

not seem like a place where people would like to spend time; it is just a place to go through. 

There are three benches for sitting, in front of the market. As Michèle (2003) explains maybe 

authorities do not want people spending time and hanging around public spaces, and this 

attitude may explain the lack of facilities. 

The same problem we identified in the parks and the streets: people can walk but there are 

no facilities for sitting down (picture 6). Without benches, elderly people may avoid these 

areas because they can’t rest.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture 6 The main road of Meri-Rastila 
and no place to sit 

Picture 7 The football field in Meri-Rastila 
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The men interviewed pointed to the lack of sport facilities. In Meri-Rastila the infrastructure 

for sports is not efficient; for example, the football field (picture 7) is in a bad condition and 

there is no programming. Furthermore, there are no benches for people to watch football 

games. 

It was interesting for us to realise that people who live in Meri-Rastila, whatever their 

background may be, look for or at least don’t oppose to, interactions with people from other 

communities. These kinds of interactions seem to take place more amongst younger 

generations. For young people it is easier to interact across cultures because they grow up 

together with children from different ethnic groups at school and sports; therefore, it is 

possible that multiculturalism will gain more ground. It may be more difficult for older 

generations to meet new people because they have already friends, networks, activities, 

etc.    

Discussion 

After our different encounters and interviews in Meri-Rastila, we tried to imagine some 

spaces that could provide to Meri-Rastila’s men with opportunities to meet with each other. 

The aim is to think of a place that every community could use, so that men from these 

different communities can discuss and learn about each other. The main task was to find 

activities in which people from every community could be interested. 

Our research for common grounds between the different communities led us to the 

following propositions: 

Sports 
It is proved that sports are good ways to bring together people of different cultures and 

backgrounds. The rugby World Cup of 1995 in South Africa, which encouraged people to 

overcome racist divisions, must be a good example. When we asked inhabitants of Meri-

Rastila if they have ideas for an activity that everyone could enjoy, football was the most 

common answer. In his research (Zacheus 2011) found that sports and exercise help 

immigrants to integrate better in Finnish society and at the same time lower cultural 

dividers.  

People from each community were really positive about the idea of football games. There is 

already a football field in Meri-Rastila but it seems inefficient and there are not so many 
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users. A larger field where some tournaments could take place would improve the situation 

considerably. Maybe in the future, a multicultural football team of Meri-Rastila could be 

created. 

Renovating the main square 
The main square of Meri-Rastila can improve with some good will and resources. Indeed, 

some trees and benches could turn the area into a really pleasant place, so that people 

would want to spend time there. In order to attract people and to revitalize the place, we 

propose the creation of an alcohol-free café where food and beverages would be on offer 

from all cultures present in Meri-Rastila. 

 An international Diner 
During our interviews, some people evoked the idea of meeting around food. An 

international dinner, where the different communities could share their recipes and cook 

dishes from various cultures, is a good way to make people learn more about each other. 

Like in the popular Dufferin Grove Park in Toronto1, food can be a common ground for 

different communities. This type of project can take different forms; we thought about the 

organization of an international dinner once a month when dishes from different 

communities could be prepared and consumed. 

An association of multiculturalism 
The people of Fokka café inspired the idea, which is quite an important place in Meri-Rastila. 

An «association of multiculturalism» would organize different events and activities such as 

fishing or watching TV matches. This association could also provide some Finnish courses 

that are important for immigrants’ integration. There is a real demand for Finnish courses in 

Meri-Rastila. Furthermore, language courses are a good way to bring people together: in the 

Finnish course which already takes place in Meri-Rastila, people often stay for a while to chat 

after the course.  

 

 

  

                                                             
1 Interview of public space activist Jutta Mason by Michail Galanakis (Toronto, 2011). 
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