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To my daughter Emma,

and all the girls who

will change the world





INTRODUCTION NOT A TYPICAL POLITICIAN, AND NOT THE ONLY ONE

In December 2019, at the age of thirty-four, I became the prime minister of Finland. At the time, this made me the youngest serving head of government in the world, and the head of a coalition government made up of five parties, all led by women. Four of us were under the age of forty. What most people want to know next is how that happened.

While it wasn’t an accident that I reached a high position in politics after working intensely within my party, the Social Democrats, for over a decade, I didn’t expect such a quick rise in my career, or intend it. I expected and intended to have a more normal path in politics, if a career in politics can ever be considered normal. One way to tell this story is the personal narrative: where I grew up, what my parents taught me, my first protest, my first campaign, how I won the prime minister election, what it felt like to have the responsibility of an entire government on my shoulders. But I will admit that I often find it uncomfortable to speak, or write, much about my personal life and history. This is not because I find it painful, or embarrassing, but because I want to focus on the issues that are important to the collective. I don’t think that I made it to the top of the political pyramid because I was exceptional, but because I represented issues and values that are widely shared.

I came to politics at a moment in history when the old ways of doing things were being upended, from the way we report and share news to the way we understand global challenges. People with more unconventional backgrounds were slowly being accepted into the political mainstream. But it also wasn’t an obvious career choice for me; growing up I thought of politicians mostly as older men in gray suits debating technicalities—a world that was very distant from the one I came from.

At first, I didn’t know if there was space for me in the political system. I am not the only person who has felt that way. Although the space may have ended up feeling cramped at times, I’m glad I fought for it, because it means that other people might be able to come along and expand it. I prefer to look at issues and events from the perspective of movements, history, ideology, and the collective; my role was to contribute my skills and experience to do my part to make progress, not to be a “female leader,” as I was often called. I think the conditions that produce an individual “female leader”—and the work she does in the role—are more important than how she felt, and certainly more important than what she wore.

The story of how I became the prime minister and led a government of five female leaders is also the story of a country, Finland, which has lately been celebrated across the west for its advancements in equality, sustainability, and the welfare model as well as resilience—all things that made me want to become a politician in the first place. Although Finland can’t always live up to the image of our country as a kind of wintry, egalitarian utopia where, according to surveys, the happiest people in the world live, I am proud of my country, and I’m glad I got the chance to serve it. I am proud of my country because it is home to a strong social welfare system that has fostered a deep trust and solidarity in our society. It’s this trust that allows us to move forward. While conservative politicians may say that social democratic policies prevent freedom, they are actually what give us our freedoms: to live securely, to be educated, to work to earn a fair wage, to have time to enjoy your family and friends, to be who you are. When a country makes these rights available to all its citizens, it makes it possible for every child to become anything they want and for people to live their fullest lives.

But these structures need constant upkeep and reforming; we cannot take them for granted. Every generation has the responsibility of recognizing and updating what came before them. We owe it to those who fought for our rights in the past and to the new generation who will need our support in the future.



When I was elected prime minister, I had no idea what was in store for me. In addition to all the typical responsibilities of a European prime minister—legislative debates, budget negotiations, navigating standard political disputes and pitfalls, and coordinating with the European Union—the global crises that came to a head during my term were historic. Within just over three months of my taking office, the world shut down in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, which required the ability to make unprecedented decisions with very little knowledge at first, the means to lead resolutely in an extremely complex environment, flexibility, communication skills, and, maybe above all, endurance. The stakes were incredibly high, and we knew the repercussions of our decisions would reverberate for years.

Then, just two years later, Russia started a full scale invasion of Ukraine, delivering a blow to the whole European security architecture and international rules-based order. Finland’s longstanding policy of staying militarily nonaligned had to be re-evaluated and revised—quickly. We share a long border with Russia, and we could not leave ourselves, and the EU, vulnerable to aggression. This meant that we, the state leadership, had to lead Finland through the membership accession process for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, NATO, at an accelerated pace.

My term as a prime minister, as you may remember, was also colored by a few scandals, harmless to some and outrageous to others, like the infamous clip of me dancing. One of the things I learned firsthand is that our political systems struggle to acknowledge that politicians are also human. At worst this alienates people from participating and running for office as they might fear that they won’t fit into the narrow stereotypes of being a politician. This is the reason why it has been important to me not to change who I am even in the middle of the harshest media scrutiny. We need people from all backgrounds to engage in politics to build a society that is inclusive and resilient.

I’m writing this book not to memorialize myself—my triumphs or setbacks—but to share the importance of values—to show that insisting on what is right, even when it’s difficult, can be a source of power and a guiding force in this broken world. If my personal story is relevant, it’s because it shows what can happen when you refuse to accept what is wrong. From the day I stepped forward as prime minister of Finland, I have refused to accept the traditional mold of a head of government—even when critics screamed in protest. When we start upholding traditions over values, we stagnate, even fall apart. But when we stand up for our values, we pave the way for change—for a world where you can, yes, dance freely when the day’s work is done.






1. DO I REALLY HAVE TO DO THIS?

Just one year before I became prime minister, I was serving my first term in parliament. I was there representing my region, Pirkanmaa, where I grew up and attended university. I was already a nationally known politician, having gained the most votes in my region in the 2015 parliamentary elections. Since 2013, I had been serving as the chair of the city council of Tampere, Finland’s third-largest city. In addition to these duties, I was also the first vice chair of my party, the Social Democrats, which meant I was helping the party prepare for the upcoming parliamentary elections that would take place in April 2019.

After years of stagnation, the Social Democrats had been updating our policies to better reflect our values and create a progressive program for the future of the country. As one of the party leaders, I had been deeply engaged in this work and campaigned across Finland getting the word out to voters. This was the right job for me; I loved it. The 2019 elections felt like the moment a lot of our hard work would pay off, or could. For the first time in twenty years, the Social Democrats had a good chance of winning the most votes of any of Finland’s parliamentary parties (nine at the time). In a parliamentary system where no single party ever has a majority, this means that our candidate for prime minister would lead negotiations on the formation of the government, which would consist of several parties. I was very proud of what we had accomplished, and ready to campaign tirelessly all winter and spring.

Then, around Christmas 2018, something horrible happened: Antti Rinne, the party leader, fell severely ill while on a holiday in Spain. This wasn’t the flu. He was rushed to intensive care and put in a medically induced coma for two weeks due to a heart condition. Rinne was our candidate to become the next prime minister, but no one knew when, or even if, he would recover. Shortly after we heard the news that he was in the hospital, I got a devastating phone call from the second vice chair of our party, Maarit Feldt-Ranta. Her previously beaten cancer had come back, and the prognosis wasn’t good. She had to withdraw from work and the campaign immediately.

Two of my close colleagues were fighting for their lives, and the whole party was in shock. As the first vice chair—first in line after Rinne—it was my responsibility to take the lead for the campaign just a few months before the national elections. I was troubled, and not just by leading the campaign but by the possibility of what could happen afterward. If I managed to maintain the party’s growing support for the next few months, we would win. I would have no choice but to lead the governmental negotiations as our prime minister candidate. While I knew our program like the back of my hand and had a good amount of experience with public speaking and television debates, I did not feel ready. But we couldn’t let the party lose its momentum, so I had no choice but to step up.

There was no time to panic: the campaign had to continue, and voters needed to see that we had everything under control—that the internal crisis threatening the party wouldn’t overwhelm us. That January, we hosted a big launch event for the election campaign. We intended it to be a celebration that rallied everyone—party officials, candidates, and campaign workers from across the country—around the effort we were about to undertake together.

Initially, the mood was dejected. As people arrived in the large conference room in a high-rise seaside hotel in Helsinki, they looked sad and confused. It was as if they had already lost all hope. Until then, our party had been leading in the polls, but now the media—and all other political parties, which were eager to pull ahead of us—were expecting our support to crater. This launch had to convince everyone we could still win. When I approached the podium to give my speech to hundreds of party members, I knew it was a crucial moment for us. The atmosphere was genuinely dismal, and we had to turn things around, fast. I had to look and sound like a leader who would bring us to victory.

My speech had to accomplish two things: first, to articulate the sadness, anxiety, and futility everyone in the party was feeling, and second, to transform those feelings into a will to fight. I needed to rebuild the party’s confidence so we could convince the voters that we deserved their trust. I hadn’t written down my speech; I wanted to speak from the heart. I knew what to say because I was going through the same feelings they were. I spoke about what had happened and outlined the situation without embellishment, and then I outlined our plan to overcome the hardships and prevail in the upcoming elections. We had a job to do for our country and our citizens: in the decade to come, we would rebuild Finland as a nation that would be economically strong, socially just, and environmentally sustainable. Despite the setbacks, we could achieve this if we worked together as a team.

I noticed that the atmosphere in the room changed. People had arrived at the event thinking things were hopeless, but they left feeling motivated, energized, and even excited. It may sound sentimental, but the truth is that belief is essential to success: you must believe you can do something before you can achieve it. After the event, people kept coming up to me to express their gratitude and encouragement. The response gave me strength to continue. I realized that building confidence in others gave me the self-confidence that I desperately needed.

There can be a strange comfort in a crisis. With no time for feeling or deliberation, you simply do what needs to be done. I had always considered myself first and foremost a foot soldier of the Social Democrats; I’d joined the party at age twenty-one, and while I was surprised when I was asked to run for the position of vice chair, I thought of myself as a representative of a bigger movement, and a megaphone for the party’s platform. Now, for the first time, I understood what it meant, and what it takes, to lead. I campaigned; I participated in debates; I met voters across the country. And to my surprise, even though our candidate for prime minister was in the hospital and I woke up every day daunted by the possible future, the support for the party was strong. In fact, it grew. While I dreaded the thought of becoming prime minister, I knew what I had to do, and I did it to the best of my ability (even while I also hoped Antti Rinne would recover and return).

To my relief, he did. Rinne was released from the hospital and returned to work about a month before the elections. But he was still physically weak. He had a hard time walking, and he didn’t sound himself in public appearances. Many people doubted he was fit to lead the country. Our support started to decline. Now we were holding our breath with every new poll. During this period, when I traveled the country to campaign for the party and for Rinne, voters told me repeatedly that I should have remained the leader. While I was proud of the job I’d done under dire circumstances, the situation was uncomfortable. I supported our leader and always respected the chain of command within the party. But the voters were telling me how they felt. Deep down, I was afraid we would lose the elections.

And we nearly did. In the middle of April 2019, Finnish citizens voted in a parliamentary election, and the SDP won the most seats—but by just 0.2 percentage points. If the elections had been a week later, we probably would have lost. Nevertheless, we became the largest party in Finland for the first time since 1999; there would be a Social Democrat prime minister for the first time since 2003.

Once we began the negotiations to form a new government, the mood shifted. If Rinne struggled in the spotlight, he showed his strength in these talks. It was easy to get the Greens, the Left Alliance, and the Swedish People’s Party to negotiate with us—they are all liberal parties—but it wasn’t enough to form a majority government. We also needed the Center Party to participate in these talks so that we could accomplish our progressive center-left agenda; having a right-wing party in our government would prevent us from pursuing our key reforms, which focused on welfare, education, sustainability, jobs, and growth. The Center Party—who had been in power, with the prime minister seat, during the previous term—lost hugely this time around. They weren’t inclined to join ours or any government for that matter. It was a major achievement that Rinne was able to convince them to engage with and join us. With this coalition we would be able to negotiate our priorities into realities. We were ecstatic.

Antti Rinne’s government was appointed in June of 2019, a month and a half after the elections, we began our work. To my surprise, I was named the minister of transport and communications. I wasn’t surprised that Rinne offered me a seat in the government—I had gained the most votes among the Social Democrats, and had successfully led our campaign during his illness, I had also been loyal to him for years, a quality that is very important in politics. But I had little experience with transport and communication; I had hoped to be appointed minister of climate and the environment, which were issues I’d been working on for years. Nevertheless, I of course accepted his offer, and became more enthusiastic about the role as I learned more about its mandate and responsibilities. It was a challenging position, with a sufficient budget, and there was a lot of overlap with climate issues. And above all, every day I went to work relieved I wasn’t the prime minister.



I know why I felt unsure of leading a national government at that moment in my life. But in retrospect, I wish I hadn’t been so afraid of the prospect. Women often feel they cannot take on a responsibility—whether it is a project or a new promotion at work, or an entirely new role—without being completely, perfectly prepared. We often have an image in our minds of the ideal way we would approach a situation, and when reality doesn’t line up with that image, we hesitate. There are advantages to this approach. We are often more organized, and make fewer mistakes, when we have enough time to let reality catch up to our expectations. But the perfect moment to take action rarely, if ever, arrives, and in the meantime, the fear of failure or of not living up to expectations doesn’t help. I’ve found that the best advice is that if you put your heart and mind into something, you will almost certainly adapt and grow to the task.

I was grateful to have learned this lesson early, because I would need it again soon. The SDP’s celebratory moment was short-lived. Rinne had a difficult first few months in office. Our support dropped from 17.7 percent to 13.2 within six months, and things only got worse for him that autumn.

There were a few collective bargaining negotiations taking place in Finland during Rinne’s term. Among them was the debate within the state-owned company Posti Group Oyj, which handles postal and logistic services in Finland. The main issue was that the company’s leadership had decided to transfer seven hundred employees to an affiliate company earlier in the year. This meant these workers would receive lower salaries and worse working conditions. Strikes followed that fall.

Politically, this burdened the government and especially our party, as we have always represented the working class. On top of that, Rinne had previously served as a trade union leader, so he was particularly invested in the matter. Thinking he could help resolve the tensions between the workers and the company, he instructed the minister for ownership steering, Sirpa Paatero, to intervene in the company’s policies, contrary to good governance principles. This was of course unacceptable. According to these principles the owner can change the company board and leadership, but it can’t intervene in direct management and concrete decision-making within the company: this is the task for the board and the CEO.

Rinne’s involvement caused a scandal. On one hand, he felt pressure to intervene in the collective bargaining negotiations and protect workers’ rights; on the other, the state was obligated to follow the established protocols. Already on his back foot because of our lagging support numbers, Rinne became a perfect target. The Center Party began to criticize him harshly, and the newspapers smelled blood. Chaos ensued. People with a variety of political motives tried to take advantage of the instability. And then Rinne made some more unfortunate mistakes, as many people do when they’re pressured from multiple sides and feel like they’re losing control. He trusted the wrong people within our own party, who advised him based on their interest in replacing him. I tried to warn him, but I don’t think he understood the gravity of the situation until it was too late.

It felt like witnessing a car crash in slow motion. I had tried to focus on my own work and not to get too involved. Hoping everything would cool down, I supported Rinne as a prime minister and as our party’s leader. But then, at a question hour in parliament held in late November, it hit me: this was going to end badly. Rinne and Paatero were being questioned on the scandal, and something about their answers sounded off. I don’t remember exactly what was said, but alarm bells began to ring in my head. As soon as the session was over, I went back to the Ministry for Transport and Communication and called my closest advisors to my office. The situation was serious, I told them, and even if our aim was to do everything in our power to make sure Rinne and the government survived the scandal, we needed to be prepared for what might happen if they didn’t.

The next day, Paatero resigned, saying she couldn’t do her job if she had lost the trust of the prime minister. This messaging only made things worse for Rinne, and her resignation wasn’t enough to quash the criticism. The Center Party issued a statement saying they didn’t trust Rinne to continue serving as prime minister, and they demanded his resignation. This wasn’t just an empty threat: if the Center Party was serious, they could pull out of the government, which would mean we would lose our majority in parliament. The government would collapse.



From then on, things happened fast, and the atmosphere in the government was chaotic. All the other coalition leaders supported Rinne as prime minister. But the Center Party wanted to replace him. Their insistence on this was the result of several factors. Rinne’s behavior during the postal scandal was the most obvious one, but there was much more to the story. Because the Center Party had lost so much support in the elections that spring, there had been debate and controversy over whether they should participate in Rinne’s government. Many of their key figures were firmly against it and thought that the party should regain its support in the opposition. They also felt ideologically insecure in the center-left government after leading a center-right government, as they represented different views on several issues, especially from the Greens and the Left Alliance. Their status in the coalition remained a sore point in the party for the four-year term that would follow, causing disruptions and tensions that affected the entire government.

It may sound petty, but I think there were also historical reasons why the Center Party was so keen on replacing Rinne. In 2003, the Center Party won the parliamentary elections in a very tight race with the Social Democrats—by 0.2 percentage points, the same margin we won by in 2019. Before this 2003 election, we’d been in power holding the prime minister seat for eight years; after this election, the Center Party, the Social Democrats, and the Swedish People’s Party formed a coalition government. Because they won, their leader, Anneli Jäätteenmäki, was appointed as the first female prime minister in Finland’s history. But her term didn’t last long. After two months, she had to resign because of a scandal involving leaked confidential documents about Finland’s position and involvement in the war in Iraq; she was criticized for using these documents, and then later lying about it, to accuse the Social Democratic prime minister Paavo Lipponen of exceeding his mandate, leading to his defeat. The Social Democrats were furious, and they demanded she resign. The Center Party had to choose a new prime minister for the government. So now, after sixteen years, it was payback time. Rinne had to go.

As soon as I realized Rinne was in real trouble, my advisors and I started weighing what it would mean for our party and the continuum of the government, which we had heavily invested in. For me, it meant being ready to take the lead again if necessary. There was one other person in the party who might want the prime minister seat. Just a few years older than I am, Antti Lindtman was the leader of the parliamentary group—the official organization of SDP members in parliament—and very ambitious; we had known each other for years and worked together in the party leadership since 2014. We both had a wide base of supporters in the party, and it was evident that at some point we would run against each other, once it was time for the new generation to take the lead. The two of us are different in nature. If I had to characterize us, I would say that I am more ideological, whereas Lindtman is more tactical. If there were such a thing as a perfect politician, this person would have a combination of these traits.

As it became more and more certain that Rinne would step down, I started collecting supporters—people I knew would help me campaign, and whom I could count on for a vote. I was at an advantage because I was the first vice chair and first in line after Rinne. I had led our tense election campaign successfully, under significant pressure, and then gone on to win the most votes of any politician in our party, more than Lindtman or Rinne. I had served as the minister for transport and communications for the last six months. People trusted me.

Although I was still daunted by the prospect of becoming the prime minister, I was much more prepared than I’d been during the elections in April. For one thing, the idea wasn’t completely new; I’d had to think about it a lot earlier in the year. Moreover, I had gotten experience at the highest level of government. I had traveled in my position and led negotiation tables. And perhaps most importantly, I had gained confidence in myself. I had faced very difficult situations and handled them with precision and determination. I was as ready as I would ever be.

Of course, government work did not stop while the scandal was unfurling. Nationally, the strikes in Finland had roiled the country; major foreign policy concerns demanded attention; and we were at the center of all discussions involving the European Union because Finland happened to hold the rotating presidency of the Council of the EU that fall. I was in Brussels leading a council meeting on transportation when I got a call from Antti Rinne that he would step down. As I was chairing the discussion, trying to finalize conclusions on some matter we were handling, the situation back in Finland was changing rapidly. The SDP was holding a meeting of party leadership immediately; I stepped outside the council meeting for a few minutes to participate. But I needed to get back to the meeting. I put in my AirPods to stay connected to the phone call in Finland and returned to chair the meeting. I asked my advisor and good friend Pirita Ruokonen to find me a plane back to Helsinki as soon as possible. We couldn’t make it back until the next morning, so it meant a long night of waiting ahead.

When Pirita and I returned to the hotel in Brussels late that night, we knew this was it. I called my partner Markus Räikkönen, who was in Finland with our almost two-year-old daughter Emma, and asked him what he thought: Should I run? He answered very directly, with no hesitation: of course. It didn’t surprise me. He had always been supportive of my career in politics and encouraged me to continue every time I doubted myself. Then I called my close supporters. They all agreed it was my obligation to run, and that they would support my decision to do so if I chose. It was now or never. I had to make the decision. We couldn’t leave the government without a leader.

It was not a secret that I was a likely candidate to step in to lead the government—the press would be waiting at the airport when I returned to Helsinki. When we landed, I stopped at the ladies’ room with Pirita, fixed my hair and makeup, and prepared to face the media. Emerging from international arrivals, I was ready. “I do not shy away from responsibility,” I said to the crowd of reporters waiting with their cameras. “I am available for this position if the party decides.”

The Social Democratic parliamentary group was having their weekly meeting at the same time. They were discussing the situation when Antti Lindtman, the leader of the group, must have been told I’d announced my candidacy right then. He stood up in the middle of the meeting he was chairing and left to address the media so as not to lose any time. He told them he was also available for the job. The campaign had begun.

According to procedure, in this type of situation, our prime minister candidate must be decided at a party council meeting, which has to be officially called. Sixty-one council members attend this meeting, and they would be the ones to choose between us. The meeting was scheduled for the following Sunday, the 8th of December, which meant we had just under a week to campaign from the day we learned Rinne would resign. In some ways, the party had been waiting for this election for years, because Lindtman and I represented such different paths. We each came with our own strong supporters, and we were also both well liked in general. Nobody had known the race between us would happen so suddenly, but we knew it would be tight.

As the clock ticked down, my supporters and I were constantly on the phone, attempting to get the majority of the sixty-one party members who would attend the party council to commit to vote for me. By the end of the week, our Excel spreadsheet was optimistic, though we also knew some people would have committed to voting for both sides. We were fairly certain we had been promised enough votes to win, but it would still be close. This meant that the final campaign speech I would give, which would take place just before the vote, would have to be convincing. It could decide the election.

Newspapers were all over the short campaign. Citizens were polled; council members were, too, though many didn’t want to publicly commit to a side. I fared well in interviews, but I knew winning wasn’t about overall popularity, but cold mathematics. Because the week of campaigning had been relentless, I didn’t have time to write my speech until the morning of the meeting. But despite the stress all around me, I was calm and confident. I had no more time to worry about whether I was capable; I just had to do the best I could. I carried my small kitchen table to the middle of my living room to have more space around me and began to write.

This speech was the culmination of months of crisis and difficulty in the party, and because I had been at the center of the turmoil, I felt I could really speak to the emotional state of our members, and to the people of Finland more broadly. I wrote about the work we had already done and the responsibility we had to the citizens who had trusted us with their vote. I ended the speech with the words, “I trust you. Now is the time to be brave.” I had a good feeling about it.



The auditorium in the parliament building was packed with members of the party and journalists who had been following the election. We only had one thing to decide: who would be the next prime minister of Finland. There was electricity in the air and everyone was nervous, except me. I knew that I would win. We had been working day and night, and I was sure that we had the votes. But it was something else, too; I have won and lost my fair share of elections, and this time I had a good feeling.

Here’s how the process works: Everyone in the party remains in the same room. Each party member writes their vote on a piece of paper. Once all the votes are collected and counted, there is an announcement. Within an hour, we knew the result. It was closer than we had anticipated, but I had won by three votes.

At the last minute, Antti Lindtman told me his wife would be in the room for the vote. Markus and I did not live in Helsinki at the time. I’d bought a small one-bedroom apartment near the parliament building where I stayed when I was working, but otherwise I commuted to Helsinki from Tampere, a city about a two-hour drive north, where our family lived. Everything happened so quickly that I hadn’t considered asking Markus to come to the vote. Though we had been together for many years, Finnish politics is less personal than politics in the US. It isn’t as typical for spouses or partners to attend political events like this, even those of this scale. But of course now he had to come. Markus rushed to Helsinki so he could be with me for what would be one of the most surreal moments of my life.

He felt a bit awkward about all the attention, but I’m very glad he was there. It turned out to be important to have someone steady by my side. As soon as the vote was announced, I hugged Antti Lindtman and took the podium to give another speech, though this one was a bit less polished than the one I had delivered earlier that day. I spoke briefly to the press, and the photo illustrating the story of the election in the New York Times shows the emotions I was feeling: the look on my face is not exactly projecting easy confidence. Although I was confident of the outcome, I was also somehow in complete disbelief, awkwardly holding a bouquet and looking out of the frame. Behind me, the communication manager for the party had a look of shock on her face, too.

From there, the work began. We jumped right into preparing for the next four years. I went to a small meeting room near the auditorium because I had to select government ministers. The first person that I asked to take a seat in the government was my opponent Lindtman. He declined, wanting to continue as a leader of the parliamentary group after the tight race, which I understood. Sirpa Paatero couldn’t continue as a minister for ownership steering after the postal scandal, but I offered her another post, which she gladly accepted. I also had to choose someone to take over my own position as a minister for transport and communication. This process felt a bit like playing Tetris, trying to fit each minister into their proper place as quickly as possible. By the end of it, everyone returned to the auditorium, where I announced the rotated responsibilities of our ministers and one new appointment—five women and two men.

Finally, at 9 p.m. the day was over, and a small group came back to my apartment. Once again, I was glad Markus was there, and my close and loyal colleagues in parliament, Suna Kymäläinen, Ilmari Nurminen, and Krista Kiuru, who also served as minister of family affairs and social services, joined us. The idea was that we might raise a toast before the work began again the next day. But as we gathered with our glasses of champagne in my living room, the feeling of shock returned. So many people were behind me, supporting me. I really couldn’t let them down. I was suddenly the representative of an entire movement, both in the party and in Finland: I had just been granted power to shape the future of the country.

I didn’t know what was coming. All I could think was: Do I really have to do this now? Of course, we all knew the answer. Yes.





2. COLLECTIVE BEGINNINGS

When I woke up the next morning, the media attention had already begun. Finland is a small country; our elections usually don’t merit more than a short news item in the international press. We hadn’t expected that within twelve hours of the vote, my communications and media advisor’s phone would be ringing so much that she couldn’t use it. The scale of interest was unbelievable. I regretted that I hadn’t thought to delete the few baby photos of Emma that I had posted on my Instagram account. The pictures themselves didn’t show much, but still I would have preferred they not appear in the international press. (Ever since, I have been extremely cautious not to put her in any situation where her privacy would be compromised.)

In retrospect, the conditions for a media firestorm around the election of a thirty-four-year-old, left-liberal, female prime minister are easier to see. In late 2017, the #MeToo movement spread from the United States abroad, and women’s rights in the workplace became a major issue. What had started as a movement to stop sexual harassment in the American entertainment industry transformed into a worldwide reckoning in many areas, including politics. What many feminists had been saying for years was becoming accepted as common sense: the relative lack of female politicians was harmful to women’s rights broadly. Meanwhile, the rise of far-right populism in the West, and particularly the election of Donald Trump as president of the United States, was worrying to people across the political spectrum. Jacinda Ardern had been elected prime minister of New Zealand about two years before I took office, and the media was similarly enthusiastic—or just fascinated by—the fact that a liberal woman in her thirties might lead a national government. Like me, she represented an image of a political leader that people weren’t familiar with. In Finland, when I took office, the sense that women were finally getting our due was even more stark: five of the major parties in our new government were led by women, and four of us were under the age of thirty-five.

For much of the West, who knew little about our country, Finland suddenly became a symbol of progress, and even a light in the dark. But the reasons Finland was able to occupy this role abroad are complex. Articles reporting how happy Finns are, on average, regularly circulate in international media, and the Nordic welfare model that we follow is often cited by left-wing economists and theorists as the gold standard of social democracy. Although we have our problems, I am not here to try to disprove our reputation as a society that can boast relative happiness, social justice, and equality. I am proud of my country and am genuinely grateful that I have been able to serve it. This is not just theoretical for me; it is personal. The structure of Finnish society, and especially the Nordic welfare model, is the reason
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