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abstract

Borders now seem to be everywhere, just like it is often said in heritage studies that the past is 
everywhere. In this edited volume a multidisciplinary group of scholars explore what happens, 
philosophically and in practice, when these two concepts and phenomena, heritage and borders, 
are combined. The findings show that heritage, as well as borders, exist just as much in the mind as 
on the ground. Heritage and borders can be understood both in terms of roots and routes. They 
are matters of administration, but they are also matters of consideration, matters of competition, 
and matters of contention. They are defended in the name of security and protection, longing for 
belonging, and good will. And they are contested in the name of philosophical critique, or politi-
cal and artistic activism. In six articles and a joint conversation, the volume addresses key issues 
and entangled complexities in discussions on heritage and borders that take place in and across 
academic disciplines today.

Keywords: Heritage, border, in-between, roots, routes, law, time, memory, buffer zone, conflict



The border of Märket rock 

Märket, a tiny skerry in the middle of the Baltic Sea, consists of only bare rock and 
a few lighthouse buildings. Isolated, at a far distance from the Swedish coast to the 
west and at an equal distance from the nearest Finnish island to the east, the horizon 
is all around. Approaching Märket by boat, its buildings first appear as a ship on the 
horizon – an oddly solid ship painted in red and white stripes, somehow resembling 
a colossal, square lollipop (Fig. 1). When coming closer one can see bare rock beneath 
the few buildings, flat and just above the sea surface. Scattered over the rocks are a 
dozen painted white circles, surrounded by the letters “F” and “S”, demonstrating 
that the little island is divided between the nation states of Finland and Sweden. This 
state border of Finland also coincides with the border of the autonomous and de-
militarized province of Åland, within Finnish sovereignty, making Märket the only 
shared land between the state and the minority.1 Further enhancing its peculiarity, 
the border here twists across the island in several sharp turns (Fig. 2) while the rest of 

1 The name Märket means “the mark”. Åland is an autonomous, demilitarized and neutralized 
archipelago province which has been under Finland’s sovereignty since 1921, when the League 
of Nations decided on the so-called Åland Solution to preserve peace in the Baltic Sea region, 
after a serious dispute over the Åland islands between Finland and Sweden that jeopardized 
the peace after the First World War. The special status of the province entails a far-reaching 
autonomy including the right to pass laws in areas relating to internal affairs of the region, to 
exercise its own budgetary power, and having certain exceptions in those areas falling under 
Finnish sovereignty. The islands are also unilingual Swedish by law, in comparison to bilingual 
Finland (Finnish 87 % and Swedish 5 % by 2017). In combination with the autonomy, there is 
also a Guarantee Law protecting the minority rights of the region since 1922, coinciding with 
the borders of autonomy, while the borders defining the demilitarized territory differ slightly. 
The special status of the islands is of great symbolic importance for the population.

Ida Hughes Tidlund

Märket
The makings and meanings of a border in the Baltic Sea
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the state border runs perfectly straight mile after mile north- and southwards.2 The 
eccentric border enhances the attractiveness of this otherwise inhospitable skerry and 
turns it into a tourist destination, bringing issues of heritage negotiation between 
Åland and Finland to the fore as the ownership of a border is intertwined with inter-
pretations of whose past it is to represent.3 

Despite its isolated location, Märket is buzzing with activity from spring to au-
tumn. The lighthouse buildings – the beacon tower, a tool and firewood shed, a ma-
chine hall, and a little privy – were left to deteriorate from 1976 when the lighthouse 
was automated, until the Finnish Lighthouse Society leased the island in 2007 to 
restore the buildings. The aim is to preserve the buildings through volunteer work 

2 The island is also positioned on the border separating two time zones, making the eastern part 
of the island one hour ahead of the west. The Swedish part of the island is furthermore divided 
by the two counties of Stockholm and Uppsala, as well as the two municipalities of Östhammar 
and Norrtälje.

3 The land is here referred to as “Åland” and the state as “Finland”, which are the terms used also 
in everyday speech in Åland. 

Fig. 1. Märket seen from the sea. Photograph by the author.
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as with other lighthouses around the Finnish coast. The first volunteers arrive when 
the ice has let go of its grip and the groups stay one week at a time until the last group 
leaves when the autumn storms become too fierce. All the restoration work is done 
with diligent care and respect for the history of the buildings, although the interpre-
tation of whose past they preserve is contested. This is partly due to the circumstance 
that a crucial part of their work is dependent on the border crossing the island. The 
Society is not only restoring the buildings but also amplifying the multifaceted border 
to attract tourists who visit for a few hours when the weather allows. The volunteers 
manage the annual border work, such as repainting the border marks every summer 
after they have been weathered off in the winter by ice and sea water. 

This short border section, measuring only a hundred metres or so, has re-emerged 
in topicality and meaning in the last decades and can illuminate how bordering, in the 
meaning of the making of borders, is processual. A border is not a static phenomenon 
but rather to be seen as an active entity;4 not finalized once demarcated, but rather 
shaped by incessant interactions, and with a meaning in flux. As a part of an ongoing 
dissertation project aimed at examining how borders around the maritime, autono-
mous, and demilitarized region of Åland interfere with the everyday life of the local 
population, this specific section of the border has been investigated through archival 
research, participant observation, and interviews.5 The purpose of such a close exami-
nation of the border is to see it from as many sides as possible, to appreciate its poly-
semic and complex cultural and political character. Concomitantly, the examination 

4 van Houtum 2011, p. 51.
5 The participant observation took place in Märket for seven consecutive nights and days in the 

summer of 2017, and interviews were made there as well as in other places. Putting the border 
(and human interactions with it) in focus, instead of the individuals themselves, means that 
the border itself provides a sampling of participants. Throughout the archival research, ob-
servations, and interviews, the border functions as a directing device. Participants are hence 
chosen based on their presence near to or active engagement with the border in Märket. As 
the border topic is sensitive on the Åland islands, involving issues about the at-times tense 
relationship between the minority and the state, all participants in the dissertation project are 
made anonymous. The material used for the article coincides with the dissertation’s, and the 
same precautionary measures are applied here. There is therefore an intentional vagueness in 
referring to interviewees and field notes from participant observation, as too much detail such 
as specific dates, age, and mother tongue, or a possibility to connect different quotes with one 
another under pseudonyms, could reveal participants’ identities. Some characteristics serving 
as identifiable traits, such as gender, have been blurred. A code key is kept at the Department of 
Ethnology (ERG), Stockholm University. Also, all translations from documents, interviews, 
and field notes are made by the author. The mentioned guest books and the manuscript for the 
celebrative speech are kept in the attic/museum room of the lighthouse. 
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is intended to cast light upon the ways that borders enter the lives of individuals by 
having effects on their everyday lives, as an ambiguous phenomenon, as an obstacle 
requiring active handling, or as an amusing spectacle. 

Border biography 

The border that divides Märket rock into two halves stems from a border agreement 
signed in 1810 when the borders in the Baltic Sea were redrawn due to the incor-
poration of Finland in the Russian Empire. The topographical description of the 
demarcation says that the border between Sweden and former Russia went “through 
the middle of the Sea of Åland, where it divides the reef of Märket straight through”.6 

The lighthouse was built on the skerry in 1885 to address shipwreck problems. 
The strait nearby is known for its treacherous waters while at the same time being the 
main passageway for ships travelling the Baltic Sea. Finland, at the time a grand duchy 
in the Russian empire, built the lighthouse on a Russian initiative during a short and 
intensive construction period, and the light shone for the first time in November 
1885. Building the lighthouse was a testing task as the island is so small and barely rises 
above the surface of the sea.7 The beacon tower was simply built on the only possible 
spot, that is, the highest and flattest. This happened to be on the Swedish side of the 
island, and this is the reason behind the later peculiar, oddly shaped border. 

 In the beginning of the 1980s, almost a century after the lighthouse had been built, 
it was time for Finland’s and Sweden’s regular border inspection (which means that 
the state border between the two countries is inspected and if necessary adjusted ev-
ery 25 years). The previous border inspections had taken place without any major ad-
justments but with the regular service that a border requires; restoring border points, 
measuring depths, putting up new border signs on bridges that have been built across 
rivers that define the states’ outlines.8 Although borders are built for eternity and not 
for short term,9 they need active management to stay put, a condition illuminated by 
the floating character of maritime borders. And now Finland raised concern about 
the border on Märket; it was declared inappropriate to have a Finnish lighthouse on 
Swedish land. The assigned border commissions quickly realized that, since the build-
ings could not be moved, the nationality of the surrounding rocks had to be changed. 

6 Ekman 2000, p. 13; Gustafsson 1995, p. 192.
7 Andersson 2015; Gustafsson 1995, p. 193.
8 SE/RA/420093, vol. 1: Riksarkivet, Swedish National Archives, Border inspection 1981, vols 

1–11. Hereafter, the following abbreviation is used: RA/420093:vol. number.  
9 Green 2012, p. 576; van Houtum 2011, p. 51.
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Hence the two commissions were assigned the special task to demarcate the rocks 
anew. Two secretaries belonging to the Finnish and the Swedish commission respec-
tively were given an assignment to suggest solutions to the problem.10 

There were several circumstances to consider for the two secretaries. Despite its 
isolated location and diminutive length, the border on Märket is of great importance 
for the involved states and therefore a concern for international relations in the Baltic 
Sea region. The Swedish border commission demanded that the Swedish part of the 
island should remain equal to the Finnish in size.11 As the demarcation of a maritime 
territory is based on the furthermost positioned land border,12 this stretch of border 
running over rock, no matter how short, determined a large part of the Swedish na-
tional waters. 

Also, as Märket island is located within Åland territory, the initial supranational 
border demarcation was given a special importance. Due to Åland’s demilitarized and 
neutralized status as defined in multilateral treaties, adjusting the border in Märket 
became an issue that extended outside the powers of the nations of Finland and Swe-
den. No alterations can be made to the status or the borders without all states being 
consulted.13 Keeping the border to the middle point of the island was considered to 
be in agreement with the Åland Convention, and so this became an essential criterion 
in the border adjustment. If the agreement was not breached, other involved states 
would simply have to be informed and not conferred.

The first task was therefore to demarcate the former border in order to transform 
it. The documents from 1809 did not closely specify were the border ran, apart from 
that it went through the middle point of the island. The two secretaries thus proceed-
ed from what was known; that the island was divided in two halves through its middle 
point.14 The commissions decided that the middle point was to be regarded as equal 
to the highest point of the island, as the land elevation since 1810 had not changed its 
outlines. The accurate position of the middle, that is, highest, point then had to be 
determined. This was accomplished partly by handiwork. The secretaries made mod-
els of the island in paper – the Finnish secretary made one, and the Swedish secretary 
his own, and then they turned them upside down to find the skerry’s most protuber-

10 RA/420093:1.
11 RA/420093:2.
12 Schofield 2011, pp. 675f.
13 Convention on the demilitarization of the Åland Islands (1856), Convention relating to the 

non-fortification and neutralization of the Åland Islands (1921). Signatory states: Germany, 
United Kingdom, France, Italy, Denmark, Poland, Estonia, Latvia, Finland, and Sweden. Rus-
sia signed equivalent treaties in 1940 and 1947.

14 RA/420093:1.
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ant and presumably middle point. The co-ordinates of this middle point could thus 
be reported to the commissions.15

After having dismissed a few proposed solutions, the commission decided that 
Märket would be divided in equal halves through a complex border, ensuring that 
both nations received an equal share of the island.16 The land around the lighthouse 
became Finnish while Sweden was given a portion of the previously Finnish half, 
resulting in the zigzag line akin to two butterfly wings extending from the middle 
point (Fig. 2).

When an agreement had been met, the secretaries were given the final task of 
marking the border. They travelled together to Märket to drill and chisel marks in 
the rocks at specific points. On site, though, they realized that the planned demarca-
tion was not entirely feasible due to the nature of the rocks. They reported back to 
the commissions that “it appeared as necessary to make a few adjustments as some 
of the points in the proposed border line were placed in crevices or on other, from a 

15 RA/420093:1.
16 RA/420093:2.

Fig. 2. Detail of a plaque on the beacon tower wall, showing the border. The plaque 
was put up by the Finnish Lighthouse society in 2010. Photograph by the author.
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border marking perspective, unsuitable places”.17 The secretaries decided, however, 
that these adjustments were to be considered as insignificant and the border marking 
could be finalized without formal conduct.18 The border was after this considered to 
be completed in 1985.19

Dual place, contested past

When the border was adjusted, the lighthouse had been unmanned for a few years 
and the island rarely visited, and the demarcation was mainly an administrative mat-
ter meant to be viewed on maps. But since then, Märket has become a heritage site 
and a tourist attraction where the border plays a crucial role, and it has continued to 
develop outside the control of the border-making institutions. As literary scientist 
Saija Kaskinen writes, a border runs through people as much as through a landscape, 
and seen as an ontological phenomenon, the border is shaped by lived experience as 
much as by political contracts. By examining the names that people give borders one 
can reveal their meanings.20 Indeed, the short section of the border on Märket has 
been given different names; it has been associated with tango dance moves drawn on 
a floor,21 and also been nicknamed “a bow border of white balls”.22 The nicknames 
indicate the conscientious efforts of making a border adjustment in a friendly spirit. 
In the demarcation of Märket, Finland and Sweden together danced a tango across 
the skerry or tied a ribbon in a decorative bow shape. As is commonly stated, it takes 
two to tango. In this case, the third possible dance partner, which was Åland, had 
been left out of the picture. The Åland Convention was not trespassed, but Åland 
had no say in the matter that altered the border of its territory, and the site has since 
been a matter of contestation. 

As mentioned above, Märket is the only shared border and shared land between 
the minority and the state. Unlike other parts of Åland, Märket hence falls under 
dual ownership, making it a contested site. The double-sidedness of the border opens 
a gate through which the state can cross the otherwise shielded Åland territory. Bor-
der control falls under state sovereignty and the constantly scanning border control 

17 RA/420093:2.
18 RA/420093:2.
19 Gustafsson 1995, p. 193.
20 Kaskinen 2014, p. 1187.
21 Andersson 2015, p. 263; Gustafsson 1995, p. 193.
22 Nya Åland (newspaper), 13 July 2007.
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cameras on top of the wood shed clearly defines the island as a place of national con-
cern. 

At the edges, territories can chafe on one another, especially if there are unsettled 
issues regarding the control, ownership, or meaning of a borderline. The shared-ness 
of the border between Finland and Åland, rather than the dividedness of the border 
between the well-defined states, makes the site a sensitive issue. Half the island is a 
grey-zoned borderland in itself, and ambiguity increases the risk of chafing. Borders 
are definitions and as such are not aided by being blurry;23 they define what is our 
land and what is yours, and such a definition also includes an aspect of time. Borders 
are heritage, in the meaning of an interpretation of place passed on from previous 
generations, intended to stretch into the future. As philosopher Paul Ricœur puts it, 
geographical space and historical time are intertwined.24 Geometry stabilizes land-
scapes while at the same time adding to the quasi-immobility of the long time span,25 
meaning that categorization of land and understandings of the past become con-
joined through borders. When borders define land as “ours”, it also outlines a certain 
past as “our history”. And when a border ownership is ambiguous, so becomes the 
interpretation of the past. So whose past is then retold by the dually claimed border 
in Märket? 

Some 30 years after the secretaries drilled holes into the rocks, the holes were re-
inforced with white painted circles, and the letters “F” and “S” were added. This was 
done by the Finnish Lighthouse Society at the beginning of their project to restore 
the lighthouse. The idea to paint the border was in an interview explained by one 
of the initiators as a desire to show that “a proper border ran there”. When asked 
whether they contacted any border authorities before engaging with the work, the 
initiator said that they “asked no one, no no, when we are there we ask no one about 
anything”. They bought asphalt paint and set out to find the correctly shaped drilled 
marks made by the secretaries, but as the island is an old construction site, there are 
plenty of holes: “we found twelve, but really there should be eleven”, a fact they “have 
tried to forget”.26 While the aim was to highlight a proper border, they felt they had 
free hands at figuring out where it ran, how it should be marked, and whose it was. 
Borders being ambiguous phenomena means that there is not one sole understand-
ing of what they are. When encountering a border, what one sees depends on who 

23 Cf. Newman 2006a, p. 181.
24 Ricœur 2004, p. 146.
25 Ricœur 2004, p. 152.
26 Interview, 2017.
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one is; one sees what one has learnt to see.27 Possibly, the initiators from Finland did 
not even consider the fact that the border is also an Åland border, or perhaps the un-
fixed character of the relation between state and minority was not seen as a feature 
enhancing the properness they wished to emphasize. But when marking the border, 
their interpretation became visible for others. This painting of the border fortified 
its state-ness, while at the same time omitting the Ålandic part by making it invisible. 
One of my volunteer tasks during the time I did participant observation on Märket 
was the annual restoration of the white circles representing the border. It dawned on 
me while I crawled around the rocks with a paintbrush that the border marks were 
painted from a Finnish perspective. Whenever I knelt down to scrape the old paint 
off and position the templates on the worn circles from the previous year, I had the 
“F” just in front of me and the “S” on the opposite side. Standing in Sweden, one 
had to read the letters upside down (see Fig. 3). The border was thus painted from 

27 Green 2012, p. 581; see also Newman 2006b, p. 143; Rumford 2011, p. 68.

Fig. 3. Border point number 6. 
Photograph by the author.
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the perspective of someone standing in Finland, looking across the border into Swe-
den. Walking around the island this is not immediately apparent, but down on my 
knees in close contact with the border I had plenty of time for reflection. 

The border reinforcement was hence a result of the interpretation of a few active 
individuals taking an initiative, an action in which accuracy might have been second-
ary. But this interpretation of the border also came to dominate the understanding 
of whose place Märket is, and whose past it represents. When the Lighthouse Society 
members interpret the border as the state’s, they also emphasize the site as a heritage 
for a national maritime past. In the celebratory speech for Märket lighthouse’s 130-
year anniversary, the Society chairman announced the restoration as aiming to “save 
Märket as a living example of the harsh history of seafaring”.28 The management of 
the lighthouse fell under Finnish maritime administration, while the keepers were 
local Ålanders.29 Visiting Ålanders seem to view it as a place of personal history. One 
day during my week on Märket a man came to visit, who used to spend his summers 
on Märket as a boy with his lighthouse-keeping father. As he walked around, he rec-
ollected the place as his own. “This is where we slept”, he said in the room where my 
bunk bed stood. “This is where we made porridge”, he said in the next room.30 The 
island was for this man not a place representing the history of lighthouses or seafar-
ing in general, but his own childhood and family history. There are also guest books 
notes of the same nature: “Hi grandpa, I have checked out your old workplace!” says 
a note from July 2013, and another one from July 1986 records: “The nicest day of the 
summer, warm and sunny, and we came here to see grandfather’s lighthouse”. 

Such Ålandic relatives do not join the hard-working volunteers in the same num-
bers as the ones who have travelled further. A vast majority of volunteers have come 
from mainland Finland despite the island’s relative proximity to Åland.31 A Society 
manager ponders over the fact that lighthouse descendants do not volunteer: “One 
reason is probably that this is a symbol of the power of Finland there. It could be that 
every [Åland] person has a political person inside”,32 implying that political reasons 
lay behind an unwillingness to volunteer. The state-ness of the border becomes, he 
posits, a symbol of state power, making it into an undesirable place to engage with 
for Ålanders:

28 Speech manuscript, September 2010, kept in the lighthouse.
29 Andersson 2015, p. 296.
30 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017.
31 Nya Åland, 14 September 2010.
32 Interview, 2017.
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“Märket is also their [Ålanders’] history, but you can also think that it has always 
been… a state symbol… that they do not love. First it was the Russians, then it be-
came Finland’s lighthouse. It is… Finland’s lighthouse on their land. It is no dream, 
our relation.”33

When the lighthouse was manned, it was an Ålandic site, run by Ålandic men, al-
though employed and instructed by the Finnish ministry. When the Finnish Light-
house Society leased the island, the border was emphasized as a state border and the 
site became Finnish, telling a national maritime past. When asked, a Society member 
describes the history here told as being about lighthouses in general, and the Society 
in particular. Märket is the flagship of the Society, and so represents also the Society’s 
past. When asked to whom Märket belongs, she replies that it belongs to both Åland 
and Finland, but that “the Society has leased it. To keep. For ten years”.34 After that 
period, there is a risk that “it goes back, to Åland”, as if the island’s territorial belong-
ing is on lease, too.35 The dual belonging of the island makes it switch back and forth, 
which becomes clear on the arrival day of the volunteer group that I have joined. As 
I carry jerry cans of drinking water across the rocks, a volunteer calls out a question, 
standing on a rock with the phone in hand, directed towards the Åland flag on the 
flag post just outside the buildings.

“Have you taken enough photos of the flag yet?”
“No?” I stop and answer, with a questioning tone.
“As we mustn’t keep it.”
“Why?”
The volunteer continues in a slower manner, as if explaining something apparent:
“Because we are not Ålanders.”
Silence occurs, presumably so that I can give a sign that the issue has been clarified and 
I have understood. When I say nothing, the volunteer talks again, this time slower still:
“We’re Finns [pause]. And one Swede. We mustn’t have it.”36

The previous volunteer group had put the Åland flag up as one volunteer was from 
Åland, but now when no one could claim to be Ålandic, the flag was taken down. A 

33 Interview, 2017.
34 The lease was confirmed annually until 2009, when the long lease was agreed. It runs out in 

November 2019 (interview, 2017). 
35 Interview, 2017.
36 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017.
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few days later, I spotted a tiny Åland flag made of paper, attached to a toothpick stuck 
in a crevice in the rocks behind the lighthouse. Its colours were faded (Fig. 4). This 
little flag was one of few visual reminders that we were in Åland territory. One excep-
tion was the flickering between network providers on my mobile phone as I climbed 
across the rocks; the phone guided me, seemingly arbitrarily, on whether I was in 
Sweden, Finland, or Åland. And Swedish reminders were also few. “It’s raining in 
Sweden”, said one volunteer. This was a cue for us to close windows and doors as the 
rain would soon be upon us. However, the approaching rain was still far out over the 

Fig. 4. Found Åland flag. Photograph by the author.
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sea and the coast that we could not see but knew was on the other side of the waters. 
Sweden was here seen as “over there”, far away behind the horizon behind the nearby 
buildings which is Swedish territory in juridical terms. The border was never used in 
the opposite way as a direction device, as in “look towards Finland”. We seemed to 
be in Finland, looking towards Sweden and also towards Åland at a distance. A hand 
waving east answered my question about where the firewood was taken from: “They 
brought it from Åland”, as if Åland was “somewhere over there”.37

Border as obstacle 

The entire demarcation process as performed by the Finnish and Swedish authorities 
in the border inspection illuminates the border as an artificial phenomenon. But 
artificiality does not decrease the power of borders. Borders that were initially drawn 
on maps acquire realness through the actions of the state, and the citizens who act 
in accordance with (or against) the border.38 Following border researcher Henk van 
Houtum, bordering is collaborative work and we are all taking part in an ongoing 
production and interpretation of borders.39 Collaborating with the border can be 
understood partly as complying with the laws to which the borders are related, that is, 
national law. This becomes acutely apparent in the direct proximity of borders when 
one’s exact location determines one’s lawfulness. One day on Märket I joined an offi-
cial whose task it was to ensure that passing ships followed Finnish fuel regulations by 
placing his boat behind the sterns of the ships to measure exhausts. I asked the official 
once if we were in Finland or in Sweden. “I don’t know”, he replied, looking around 
over the sea slightly confused for a second as if the surrounding water could give him 
a hint. “Does it matter?”, I asked. He explained that it could, as he had had a drink 
with his lunch and was unsure of the legal alcohol level for boat driving in Sweden.40 
Hence, when he was out chasing ships to ensure that they followed one national law, 
he was at the same time possibly breaking the law of another nation. Border crossing 
transforms the legality of an activity, which is why the proximity to the border makes 
the relation betweeen law and border so evident. A similar experience was told to me 

37 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017.
38 Green 2012, p. 580; Grimson 2012, p. 206.
39 van Houtum 2011, p. 60.
40 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017.
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in an interview with a retired lighthouse keeper who worked at the lighthouse before 
it was automated in 1976:

“Then, there were no borders. // In Sweden, the seal became protected… three or four 
years before Finland. And during those years we hunted seals everywhere, also in Swed-
ish territory. We did. And we didn’t think about it. Until now, later // I realized, what 
the heck!”41

While the lighthouse keeper and his colleagues regularly broke the law by crossing the 
border, it was nothing they paid attention to. By stating that there “were no borders”, 
he did not claim that the borders were not drawn, but that they had no juridical 
consequences. They were simply lines on a map that the lighthouse keepers had not 
seen and did not need to consider. Of course, the lighthouse keepers knew about the 
border. They even had a piece of tape running through the kitchen to show, however 
incorrectly, where the border ran.42 But in the decades before the 1980s adjustment, 
the vagueness of exactly where the border ran made it open for interpretation. 

 Today, said the retired lighthouse keeper, the border matters more. He continued 
to tell a story of a time when he visited the island in the company of a photographer 
equipped with a drone. The camera was on the drone and the ambition was to take a 
photograph of the island from above with the lighthouse keeper standing below. Ev-
ery time the drone was sent up, however, it flew for a while before it suddenly stopped. 
“It couldn’t fly”, explained the lighthouse keeper. 

“It was registered in Finland so it couldn’t fly over to the western side. It could only 
fly up to the border, and then it stood, still. It got a new start, hit against and stopped 
again.”43

The border interfered with electronical equipment though the built-in map that 
the drone operated with, which made the drone dive every time it came outside the 
boundaries of that map. 

Borders, seen as walls or as law, interfere with everyday life in various ways. Even 
on an uninhabited island like Märket there were occasions when the legal implica-
tions of the border became clear. Intermittently, the border raised an impenetrable 
wall. The CCTV cameras belonging to the Finnish border control on the island oc-

41 Interview, 2017.
42 Andersson 2015, p. 264.
43 Interview, 2017.
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cur as a result of the border as law and the border as a state concern. Living and work-
ing here entails being under the ever-scanning, surveying gaze of the Finnish state at 
all times. Mostly, the cameras were subject for jokes but in some instances, stricter 
terms to the island’s position on the very border appeared. During the arrival day’s 
security training, the manager pointed to a walled-off corner of the wood shed, be-
longing to the border control, and gave us strict orders to stay away from it. The ap-
pearance of the corner with doors barred with heavy padlocks and yellow signs with 
big black writing in several languages gave no room for the cheerful jokes that usually 
characterized the interaction in the group.44 This aspect of the border was not open 
for interpretation. 

There are also other situations which the border as law raises in the island while at 
the same time being subject for interpretation, such as when border-related authori-
ties arrive on the island:

“When the [Finnish] border control comes here to check their equipment. If the wind 
is that way so they can’t come onto the eastern part… They are not allowed on the west-
ern part, because that’s Sweden. They can go there, but they mustn’t moor. One person 
must stay in the boat with the engine running. They can jump ashore, but not moor.”45

Mooring on Märket is a highly weather-dependent enterprise as the winds and waves 
can put both vessels and people in danger. There is no harbour but a few rocks jutting 
out where the sea is deep and boats have to approach with care and caution. If an 
official boat arrives on border-related business, according to the statement above, its 
passengers have not merely the weather but also the law to consider. However, the 
border inspection of 1981 explicitly pointed out that the border would connote no 
such restrictions. It is instead highlighted that exceptions must be made because of 
the perilous conditions: “All citizens and even authorities will be allowed to enter the 
island as is most suitable”, state the official agreements.46 This implies that authori-
ties should not at all be restricted in their mooring. Still, I heard volunteers describe 
lengthy interrogations and juridical penalties as results when boats had moored the 

44 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017.
45 Interview, 2017.
46 Added emphasis, RA/420093:1, 2.
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island from the “wrong” side.47 This demonstrates the fluid interpretations also of 
legal implications of borders. 

In isolated Märket, times were intermingled. The old slippers of the lighthouse 
keeper stood under the hanging Gore-Tex jackets in the entrance. The enamel mugs 
with rusty patches were next to our plastic jerry cans of drinking water. As the bor-
der between time zones coincides with the state border, we stepped between now and 
then, past and present, when dealing with our daily chores. Also, one always kept 
an eye on the weather and safety precautions were paramount. In a setting that so 
well enhanced the temporary and vulnerable existence of humans, the border’s white 
brightness appeared as more than a decoration. The painted border and its implicated 
restrictions stand in stark contrast to the ancient, permanent character of the rocks 
and the uncompromising forces of nature. What, then, gives a line such authority? 
Borders are faith, Henk van Houtum writes: the territorial border is believed-in ide-
ology and successful as long as those who are subject to the border have an interest 
in believing.48 But once a border has been made, anthropologist Sarah Green adds, 
it gains thing-like qualities, taking place both in the sensuous world and in people’s 
minds. Borders are, writes Green, “epistemologies made real”.49 While the being of a 
border starts off as knowledge (I know there is a border somewhere here), it ends up 
as something existing and possible to experience with our senses (I’ll paint it white so 
others can see it). Ontologically speaking, a border without consequences is no bor-
der as it is not known and sensed (I can remain unaware of a border until it somehow 
comes to matter to me). Although a border starts off as belief, it seeps into human 
lives, where it becomes a lived matter to consider through its legal or cultural effects.

A volunteer explained to me that when civilian boats arrive, in contrast to offi-
cial ones, they do not need to take the border into consideration because they “are 
no institution”. When approaching a border the necessary precautions differ due to 
one’s relation to it. A similar theme is brought up during a conversation with another 
volunteer on the island. All volunteers have different tasks during the week and one 
is to restore the remains of the wallpaper. The volunteer doing this is employed by a 
Finnish state heritage institution and I ask whether she is there in that professional 
role, whereupon she replies: 

47 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017; interview, 2017.
48 van Houtum 2011, pp. 51, 56.
49 Green 2012, p. 580.
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“No no no, not on duty. That would be as if I’m checking up and being nosy. You know, 
Åland is independent [when it comes to heritage conservation].”50

To be in Åland on duty could signal an intrusion and she is therefore on holiday dur-
ing the volunteer week. By being officially off duty, the volunteer can work without 
risk of upsetting the border of autonomy. 

When encountering a border, one has to conform to a certain degree to the 
rules and conditions of it. One cannot claim to not believe in it and expect to be 
let through. Borders are thus not merely belief: they have direct effects on everyday 
life that do not ask for degree of belief to make a difference. They are law as well as 
interpretation, lines as well as meanings, and they come with appendages of effects 
that have bearings in all these spheres. And yet, the border as law does not necessarily 
result in activities coming to a full stop. The border here on isolated Märket is of lit-
tle importance for most people, compared to the walled and controlled borders that 
exist elsewhere. But also in this case, the outcome of the encounter with the border 
differs depending on the person and the situation of the encounter. Finnish border 
control boats keep the engine running to avoid mooring on the Swedish side, and a 
Finnish official cannot be on duty while working with her professional tasks on the 
Ålandic part of the island. The border can cause stumbling, reorientation and strate-
gizing, but there are ways of getting around the border and slipping through the im-
aginary or real wall, if one learns to navigate it.

Border as spectacle 

During a break in my assigned task of cleaning and painting the marks, I asked the 
manager for whose sake the border was repainted every year. So far out in the sea with 
nothing but horizon in every direction, I wondered who would benefit from being 
able to see perfectly painted border marks. The manager replied: 

“For the tourists, yes, and for the volunteers, and for those who come here. Tourists 
come from abroad you know and they want to see, where  is the border, where  is it? 
Border guards don’t need to see it, they know it.”51

50 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017.
51 Interview, 2017.
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Visitors often mention the border in the guest books of Märket. One visitor left the 
following note in the summer of 2016: “Now visited 310 meeting points. The most 
exciting border I’ve seen! And I know what I’m talking about!”. It seems obvious 
that some visitors come to Märket because of the border and it is of importance that 
they have seen or sensed the border. If the white marks were not explained, they could 
easily be mistaken for something else than a national border. Hence the border is a 
crucial ingredient in the marketing of the island for tourism as it adds attractiveness 
to the island as a destination. But that relies on both visibility and explanation. One 
could say that the border here is a spectacle, both in a literal sense where the white 
marks dot the rocks, and in how one speaks about the island in tourism promotion. 
A spectacle is something that one can see, from spectare which means “to see”, and is 
thereby also something that is supposed to be watched. This character of the border 
on Märket makes it quite different from the law-binding walled borders that control 
and restrain. As such, it offers a different understanding of what borders can do and 
how they can be seen as resources.52 But the juridical side of the border can also en-
hance its attractiveness. A member of the Lighthouse Society told a newspaper: “A 
few weeks ago, a couple were married here. The bride stood in Sweden and the groom 
in Finland, and the registrar had to stand in Finland or the wedding would not have 
been officially valid.”53 Apparently, the marriage was authorized by Finland, which 
is why the registrar had to stand on the Finnish part of the rock. Such amusing nar-
ratives add to the attraction of the border and a similar story was told to me by the 
captain of the fishing boat that transports volunteers to Märket. It seems to be a story 
retold to narrate the peculiarity of borders in general, and this border in particular. 

Tourists arrive to Märket during volunteer season on days when the weather al-
lows the one-hour boat trip from western Åland. Some arrive in smaller groups on 
organized trips from Åland to watch seals, birds and the lighthouse. Some stop by 
with their own boats when going across the Baltic Sea. When I arrived, two persons 
were packing up their tent to continue to the Åland archipelago with their canoes. 
They had spent the night on Märket, waiting for a calmer sea. When tourists arrive, 
a volunteer puts on a crew t-shirt with a map of the island on the back and offers the 
visitors a guided tour for a fee. As one can walk around the entire island in ten min-
utes and the beacon tower looms in the middle, a map is not necessary. But the t-shirt 
map has the border clearly marked, traversing the island in sharp turns. One of the 
first stops on the guided tour is the white circle in the middle of the island, showing 
the central point that was so important in the negotiations of the border adjustment. 

52 Balogh 2014.
53 Nya Åland, 14 September 2010.
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At this point, the volunteer also turns their back to the group to show how the border 
twists and turns. A similar t-shirt can also be bought in the little souvenir shop in the 
beacon building, adding to the bric-a-brac feel of the border as spectacle. In the guest 
books, there are many comments that allude to the peculiarity of the border. “We 
had a swim in Sweden and a barbecue in Finland, cool!” states one typical comment 
from 2007, and another one from 2013 says: “The Ålanders took one boat, and the 
people from [a Swedish town] another, and then we met on Märket so that everyone 
would feel at home.” In this context, these decorative features of the border are more 
important than the juridical status. It is a border that overthrows the general spatial 
imaginary of the region as Finland is suddenly west of Sweden. “Such an amazing 
feeling that from Finnish/Ålandic territory view eastwards to Sweden! Märket has 
put its mark on us forever”, writes a group of visiting governors from Sweden in the 
guest book in 2011. The border here is of a spectacular kind and it has also been ac-
tively transformed into a spectacle. This was also the aim when the border was first 

Fig. 5. Tourist straddling the border. Photograph by the author.
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painted. The person who participated in the first painting explained that they added 
some white lines in between the points “so that the tourists could jump across”.54

A group of tourists arrived as I knelt to paint one of these lines in my volunteer 
assignment. The large group was divided in smaller groups and they landed on Mär-
ket with the island’s rowing boat. I sat painting within their sight as they climbed 
onto the island and they immediately came walking towards the freshly painted bor-
der line. One woman took a big step over the line and burst out: “Now I’m home! 
What a long journey it was!”. Another woman came up and straddled the line with 
one foot on either side, causing comments, on which she replied: “This is how I am. 
Double sided.” As I sat just nearby, she turned to me and explained that she was born 
in Stockholm but lived in Åland for many years.55 Once the whole group had arrived, 
they gathered around the border mark and divided themselves in smaller groups ac-
cording to which side they felt they belonged to. Comments were made about where 
they thought the others should be placed; did they belong on this side of the bor-
der, or the other? The woman who had straddled the border took the same position 
again and they were all photographed in this arrangement (Fig. 5). Listening to their 
chatting and comments, it occurred to me that this group interpreted the border as 
a matter of Sweden and Åland only. Finland was not once mentioned during their 
arrangements around the border. For them, this was the border dividing Sweden 
and Åland. The meaning of this border as a lived experience was open for interpreta-
tion, regardless of the institutional border-making and the guiding letters of “S” and 
“F” around the border marks.

The sides to a border

The interpretation of a borderline can seem obvious at first glance – it divides some-
thing from something else. But when examined closely, various features of a border 
unravel. The border in Märket, although appearing peculiar, illustrates the proces-
sual character of all borders; while they begin as institutional negotiation objects and 
result in lines on a map, they thereafter continue to develop and acquire rather dif-
ferent meanings and appearances though human interactions with them. The border 
of Märket brings out how there are more than two sides to a border when it comes to 
meaning and heritage. The border is here turned into a spectacle, a playground, but 
it is a play with lingering issues of domination and contestation as the border raises 

54 Interview, 2017.
55 Field notes, Märket, summer 2017.
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questions of whose story is to be told by the play, and who is to set the rules when the 
toy belongs to both sides.

The vernacular effects of a border are another side of it. Some legal or direct impli-
cations can be handled – one can refrain from drinking alcohol, add letters of one’s 
liking to the border points, or buy another GPS map for one’s drone – while one 
simply has to comply with other. The interpretation of borders is not entirely open. 
The Finnish Lighthouse Society had to stick to certain criteria in their visualization 
of the border. One cannot choose to interpret the border as a mere decoration and 
act accordingly. And that points out the complexity of borders; they are more than 
belief, in that they become lived through their effects and appendages.

The Märket border may appear to be an unusually complex border, but when un-
derstood as human matter, close examinations of borders can reveal the many more 
sides to them than the two sides appearing when seen as lines on a map. If one wants 
to understand everyday life in border regions and grasp the meanings of borders in 
terms of culture and heritage, one needs to approach borders as complex phenomena. 
Borders are not simple lines in the landscape, nor cultural perceptions about belong-
ing and inclusion/exclusion, but both and still more. 
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