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n the aftermath of the economic crisis in the 1990s, exacerbated by the collapse 
of the Soviet Socialist Republics as a primary trading partner, Finland faced 
mounting pressure to recover and reposition itself within an increasingly 

competitive European economic order. Amid this recalibration, the Finnish state 
implemented sweeping neoliberal reforms to facilitate integration into the European 
Union. It was at this juncture that occupational burnout (työuupumus) emerged 
as a significant object of official concern. Diagnosed as a mental health condition 
characterized by exhaustion, cynicism, and diminished productivity, burnout was 
increasingly problematized not only as a threat to individual well-being but also as a 
challenge to the national imperative of economic efficiency (Funahashi 2013). 

In Untimely Sacrifices: Work and Death in Finland, Daena Aki Funahashi 
interrogates burnout not merely as a category of managerial concern, but as a moral 
and political formation embedded in Finland’s alienated welfare economy. Drawing 
on fieldwork conducted in Helsinki and at a rehabilitation center for work-related 
exhaustion, she offers a sustained critique of the welfare state by foregrounding the 
paradoxes of moralized care, labor, and refusal across six well-structured chapters. 
Rather than adopting pathologizing or economistic interpretations, Funahashi 
theorizes burnout as an existential symptom of governance, an outcome of the 
ethical overinvestment demanded by institutions ostensibly orientated toward care 
but structured by the imperatives of productivity and normative labor.

At the core of Funahashi’s analysis lies the question of how individuals come to 
make what she terms “untimely sacrifices”—acts of devotion that persist beyond the 
temporal and moral horizon of the welfare state. These are not sacrifices demanded 
by religion or family but by the idea of ethical labor itself, which is the conviction 
that work should remain socially meaningful and morally worthwhile even when 
the institutional structures that once sustained such meaning have eroded. Workers 
thus give themselves over to an ideal that is ethically overdetermined, structurally 
misrecognized, and temporally disjointed. These sacrifices exceed the logic of 
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economic rationality and unfold within the temporal lag between state ideals and the 
lived contradictions of work in the bureaucratic infrastructure. Her methodological 
cornerstone is what she calls an “ethnography of the negative” (2023: 31), an orientation 
toward the limits of representation, toward silence, breakdown, and refusal, not as 
absences of meaning but as critical sites for theorizing subjectivity and state power. 
Central to this analysis is a Lacanian reading of the symptom of burnout as a return 
of the repressed, an articulation of desire that eludes symbolic resolution. In this 
light, burnout figures not as a failure to cope, but as a surplus of moral investment, a 
condition in which bodies that are overextended in care get caught in unreciprocated 
ethical binds and are ultimately abandoned by the institutions that depend on their 
vitality. The symptom thus becomes diagnostic not of individual maladjustment, but 
of systemic contradiction. In this regard, Funahashi’s analysis resonates with James 
Siegel’s formulation of ideological breakdown as a mode of sovereign expression 
(cf. Siegel 2000). Profoundly shaped by Siegel’s intellectual mentorship at Cornell 
University, Funahashi’s ethnography dwells on the aporias of the state for the excesses 
they produce and cannot contain, the violence the state disavows yet repeatedly enacts, 
and the lives it purports to protect yet continually sacrifices.

Chapter One situates readers in the affective and institutional textures of public 
sector life in Finland. Civil servants engage in bureaucratic care as a moral offering, 
anticipating recognition, reciprocity, and a shared ethical horizon. What they 
encounter instead are managerial suspicion, procedural opacity, and the slow erosion 
of trust. This moral asymmetry, Funahashi argues, constitutes a rupture in the logic of 
the gift (2023: 40-42), echoing Marcel Mauss’s concern with the ethical consequences 
of failed reciprocity. Yet rather than sparking collective mobilization or institutional 
redress, the breach gives rise to affective withdrawal. This analysis dovetails with 
Rosalind Morris’s reading of Jacques Derrida’s critique of the performative, where 
iterability and failure are not aberrations but constitutive features of communicative 
and ritual acts (Morris 2007: 359-363). Burnout, then, is not a pathological failure but a 
mode of embodied protest, a quiet negation of betrayed promises (2023: 43-46).

Chapter Two centers on the poignant death of Henna, a civil servant who suffers 
a fatal, stress-induced heart attack. Rather than prompting accountability, her death 
is reabsorbed into a national mythos of stoicism and endurance. Through a return to 
Maussian gift theory and a dialogue with Georges Bataille’s concept of the accursed 
share, Funahashi argues that Henna’s death marks a surplus of moral labor that the 
system cannot metabolize, a form of sacrificial excess that is neither recognized nor 
reciprocated (2023: 70-75). Henna becomes not only a figure of loss but a spectral 
presence, a martyred worker in a regime that sanctifies her suffering while evading 
its causes. Her sacrifice haunts the institutional imaginary in ways that recall Siegel’s 
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writings on phantasmatic statecraft (cf. Siegel 2006), where legitimacy is maintained 
not through direct representation but through the circulation of haunted figures—
witches, enemies, threats—that justify and obscure sovereign violence. Henna’s 
memory is not a wound to be healed but an ungrievable residue valorized in the service 
of state legitimacy.

Funahashi shifts her ethnographic focus from the continental philosophy-saturated 
perspective to Pääskynpesä, a rehabilitation center for individuals diagnosed with 
burnout in Finland. Here, recovery is staged through therapeutic modalities aimed at 
restoring the individual’s capacity to participate in normative timelines of productivity. 
Yet, as she observes, the center “articulates the risk of today, thereby foreclosing the need 
to examine a more fundamental violence—the trauma inherent in the social” (2023: 
119). Against the grain of prevailing clinical frameworks that privilege self-management 
and resilience, burnout becomes an archive—a site of inscription that both preserves 
and occludes. The therapeutic encounters at Pääskynpesä expose moments of opacity, 
instances where exhaustion resists articulation, where language fails, and where the 
subject is unmoored. She demonstrates how the therapeutic imperative replicates the 
logic that precipitates collapse, rendering care as performance, recovery a normative 
demand, and critique folded back into the functionality of care. The subject is compelled 
to articulate exhaustion in terms that are to be managed, audited, and eventually erased 
(2023: 104-119). This critique resonates with the Derridean concern, as interpreted by 
Rosalind Morris, that performative acts are haunted by citation, decontextualization, 
and failure (Morris 2007: 358-360). Therapy becomes a speech act that fails to instantiate 
the healing it names. Burnout subjects inhabit a similar bind. They must speak their 
exhaustion in the grammar of resilience, and any articulation that exceeds that grammar 
is rendered unintelligible.

In her penultimate chapter, Funahashi turns to the forest (metsä), an existential 
space where Finnish national identity and therapeutic ecological imaginaries coalesce. 
Forest landscapes are configured with moral significance and seen as places of emotional 
renewal and existential recalibration. Rest becomes a civic duty, and the forest emerges 
as a fetish object promising authenticity, coherence, and healing. Tracing the historical 
construction of Finnishness from Swedish and Russian domination to twentieth-
century statehood, Funahashi argues that nature has been elevated as a national symbol 
and counter-narrative to colonial subjugation and internal stratification. In Derridian 
terms, ritual often functions not as a resolution but as a containment of crisis, a way 
to stage coherence at the moment of its impossibility (Morris 2007: 365). The forest, 
in this analysis, does not resolve the contradiction between care and violence but re-
narrates the displacement of social suffering into an ecological idiom—one that evades 
critique by invoking moral clarity and national essence.
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Perhaps the most striking feature of Untimely Sacrifices is its commitment to 
theorizing refusal not as a politics of resistance but as an existential stance. Acts of 
silence, melancholia, or non-compliance are recast as sovereign expenditures—gifts 
without return, in the Bataillean sense. These refusals seek neither recognition nor 
repair; they inhabit the space of negation where meaning and remedy are deliberately 
withheld. To refuse healing, speech, or reintegration into normative circuits of labor 
is, for Funahashi, to assert an ethical stance that evades recuperation by the state. 
Burnout is not a breakdown to be cured but a revelation of the bureaucratic system 
itself, where the state’s own ethics of care turn ironically into the moral abandonment 
of those who embody its ideals. The ethnography’s ethical force lies in its refusal to 
translate this suffering into coherence. Rather than pathologizing burnout or seeking 
closure, Funahashi stays with the moments where language falters and subjects 
withdraw from intelligibility. In these scenes, non-recognition becomes a kind of ironic 
ethical testimony, a mirror held up to a welfare state that demands moral labor yet 
fails to sustain the lives that labor makes possible. As Morris (2007: 367) reminds us, 
anthropological legacies lie not in offering conceptual tools but in their attentiveness to 
aporia, trace, and the impossibility of resolution. Funahashi’s work exemplifies precisely 
this sensibility: It is an ethnography that listens for meaning in refusal and lingers 
where redemption is neither promised nor possible.

What makes Untimely Sacrifices profoundly resonant for East Asian readers, 
especially in Taiwan, is its capacity to speak to the moral ironies of endurance and 
overwork that are often captured in the Sinitic colloquial analogy of “slave mentality” 
(奴性, nuxing), which both condemns and normalizes an internalized readiness to 
obey, to overperform, and to devote personal well-being to collective or institutional 
ideals. The discourse historically connotes an internalized disposition that values 
productivity, emotional compliance, and the moral self-sacrifice cultivated under long-
standing regimes of authoritarian governance, Confucian social hierarchy, and, more 
recently, corporate neoliberalism. Seen through this lens, burnout in Taiwan is not 
merely a symptom of economic overextension but also a culturally charged site where 
moralized labor, affective obligation, and institutional betrayal converge—echoing, in 
unexpected ways, Funahashi’s account of Finnish moral personhood and biopolitical 
state infrastructure, in which labor is granted such ethical weight that workers may feel 
compelled to continue giving of themselves even as the institutions that demand their 
care withdraw support. Spanning geographies of optimized productivity and psychic 
lives, we might think, what forms of moral attachment persist when the structures that 
once promised reciprocity no longer return the care they elicit?
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Note:
I am grateful to Dr. Daena Funahashi for the book discussion held during her visiting 
research stay at Stockholm University in the summer of 2024. I also sincerely thank 
Professor Johan Lindquist for his insightful reflections and encouragement throughout 
the reading process.
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