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Editorial
This open issue of the Journal of Finnish Studies brings to our readers 
four articles: two on language and scholarship; two on identity and cul-
ture. The first article, Frog’s “Echoing Ideas in Discourse on Poetics: From 
Lowth’s parallelismus membrorum to Porthan’s rhythmus sensus” is an 
exploration of the intertextual relationships between the ideas of Robert 
Lowth in Oxford and Henrik Gabriel Porthan in Turku. Did the Oxford 
scholar influence Porthan with his writings on parallelism, and, if he did, 
why is Porthan not using Lowth’s terminology or making overt references 
in his studies to Lowth’s work? Through his investigation into the sources 
of Porthan’s terminology in his discussions of Finnish vernacular poetics, 
Frog proposes a chain of influences, originating from Lowth in Oxford 
and reaching Porthan in Turku, not directly but through a number of 
European scholars. Frog’s article is a healthy reminder of the practical 
restrictions of scholarship in eighteen-century Europe. Scholarly influ-
ences were not necessarily direct, and this led to the similar concepts (in 
this case, parallelism in poetry) being labeled with different names. 

The second article in this collection brings the reader to the twentieth 
century with its different kind of challenge: the typewriter. Veijo Pulkkinen’s 
“The Damn Machine: The Role of the Typewriter in the Genesis of Aaro 
Hellaakoski’s Poetry” is an insightful account of how a technological 
change can influence a poet’s writing process. Hellaakoski’s production 
can be divided into the pre- and post-typewriter periods. Using illustra-
tions of Hellaakoski’s manuscripts and typescripts, Pulkkinen introduces 
the reader to the genesis of this modernist poet’s works. Hellaakoski used 
the “damn machine” as a means of finalizing the appearance of his poems 
to how he wished them to appear in print; the typewriter was thus a 
means of controlling the process of publishing. 

The last two articles focus on migration and multiple identities. In 
“From In-Betweenness to Invisibility: Changing Representations of 
Sweden Finnish Authors,” Tuire Liimatainen looks at two Sweden Finnish 
authors, Antti Jalava and Susanna Alakoski, and how the reception of 
their books reflects the way these authors are seen through the eyes of the 
majority culture. Jalava was seen, first and foremost, as an “immigrant 
author,” while Alakoski was depicted as producing working-class liter-
ature. It is difficult to know whether this change in the reception of the 
two novels, Jalava’s Asfaltblomman (1980) and Alakoski’s Svinalängorna 
(2006), is the result of the twenty-six-year difference in publication dates 
(and subsequent changes in how reviewers are expected to talk about 
literature) or differences in how these two authors characterize their 
respective young migrant protagonists and their identities. By detecting 
this difference in the reception of the novels, Liimatainen contributes not 
only to the discussion of Sweden Finnish authors in Sweden but the por-
trayal of migrant writers in general among the literati. 
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In her article “Dismantling Bounderies: An Intergenerational 
Perspective on Trajectories and Mobile Experiences of Germans and Their 
Descendants in Helsinki, Finland,” Dorothea Breier introduces the read-
ers to two generations of German migrants in Finland—a population that 
has not been studied extensively. Breier’s research material comes from 
interviews provided by Germans living in Helsinki and by their grown 
children. The narratives reveal issues of identity and belonging; like the 
protagonists of Liimatainen’s two Sweden Finnish authors, with align-
ment toward both Sweden and Finland, Breier’s research participants’ 
narratives reflect their sometimes conflicting loyalties between Finland 
and Germany. Throughout her article Breier emphasizes the importance 
of understanding the lives of migrants not in terms of either-or categories 
but through the lens of the mobile mindset, where people move fluidly 
between their Germanness and Finnishness and, first and foremost, reflect 
both simultaneously.

Helena Halmari
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Echoing Ideas in Discourse on Poetics: 
From Lowth’s parallelismus  

membrorum  
to Porthan’s rhythmus sensus 

Frog 
University of Helsinki

  

Abstract
Scholarship customarily frames Henrik Gabriel Porthan’s discussion of 
parallelism as rhythmus sensus within a genealogy of Finnish scholars’ 
discussions of kalevalaic poetry. Porthan’s discussion appears somewhat 
more than a decade after Robert Lowth’s revolutionary study of the poetics 
of biblical Hebrew, in which he coined the term ‘parallelism’ (parallelismus 
membrorum) for the phenomenon so widely recognized today. This mod-
est paper explores eighteenth-century discourse on poetic parallelism to 
explicate the chain of works linking Porthan’s presentation of parallelism 
ultimately to that of Lowth. It illustrates how publications enabled the 
wide circulation of ideas. Academic convention allowed authors to repro-
duce references to and quotations from works to which they might have 
no access as though they had read them first hand. The chain from Lowth 
to Porthan includes this type of reproduction of information and quota-
tions already at least once recontextualized in another author’s discussion 
as well as responses to such works. Each link in this chain seems to have 
been familiar only with the link immediately preceding it or perhaps two, 
with the consequence that the ideas become echoes from work to work, 
terminology is exchanged and translated while Lowth’s own name fades 
in the resonant discussion of the concept of parallelism, by which it is 
wholly eclipsed in Porthan’s work. At the same time, this study draws 
attention to how scholars construct genealogies of ideas in relation to 
their focus and interests, and these also become recirculated until they get 
interrogated from another perspective. 

Keywords: parallelism, history of scholarship, kalevalaic poetry, termi-
nology, genealogy of ideas
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Introduction
In 1753, Robert Lowth (1710–88) presented his revolutionary and 
influential De sacra poesi Hebræorum: Prælectiones academicæ (On 
the sacred poetry of the Hebrews: Academic lectures),1 a product of his 
ten-year term as Professor of Poetry at Oxford (elected 1741). Thirteen 
years later in Turku/Åbo, Finland, Henrik Gabriel Porthan (1739–1804) 
began publishing his Dissertatio de poësi Fennica (Dissertation on Finnish 
poetry) (1766–78), a work not widely known outside of research on 
Finnic cultures. Both authors treat verse parallelism, a feature equally 
salient in biblical poetics and Kalevala-meter poetry, and the authors’ 
terminology for this phenomenon appears unrelated. Parallelism is such 
a fundamental and commonplace concept today that it is easily taken for 
granted: the possibility of a connection between the two works will not 
occur to most readers. However, Lowth in particular was instrumental 
in founding the concept, even coining the term parallelism. Porthan may 
seem peripheral by comparison, and his term rhythmus sensus, which 
looks like ‘rhythm of sense’, presented alongside the French rime du sens, 
or ‘rhyme of sense’, might seem like a curiosity from the perspective of 
English, yet both the Latin and French terms have calques in more recent 
German words for ‘parallelism’—Gedankenrhythmus, literally ‘thought-
rhythm’, and Gedankenreim, literally ‘thought-rhyme’—which suggests 
Porthan and his terminology formed, or were at least linked to, a discus-
sion parallel to that of Lowth. In the history of poetics, the question of 
whether Lowth influenced Porthan is loosely comparable to the question 
of whether Sir Isaac Newton (1642–1726) influenced Gottfried Wilhelm 
Leibniz (1646–1716) in developing calculus for the history of mathemat-
ics. The riddle of influence is particularly significant for understanding 
Porthan’s contribution, which scholarship has customarily traced through 
discussions of Kalevala-meter poetry rather than those of biblical Hebrew, 
although it was connected to discussions of biblical poetry already in the 
seventeenth century. 

Lowth and Parallelism
Today, it can be challenging to put Lowth’s prælectiones into perspective. 
This work introduces the word parallelism for verses, clauses, or sen-
tences that say the same thing with different words, or that exhibit sim-
ilar patterns we would now commonly call parallelism. Lowth referred 
to this in Latin as parallelismus membrorum (parallelism of members), 
distinguishing three primary varieties that he called parallelismus syn-
onymus (synonymic parallelism), parallelismus antitheticus (antithetical 
parallelism), and parallelismus syntheticus (synthetic parallelism) (Lowth 
1753, 180, 189, 191). Parallelism is now a fundamental concept through 
which we approach language use, especially in verbal arts. For example, 
in his recent book What Is Poetry? (2015), Nigel Fabb classes the types of 

1 All the translations are by the author of this article.
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“added form” that can distinguish poetic text as meter, rhyme and allit-
eration, and parallelism. Semantic parallelism, or saying the same thing 
with variation in wording, is found so prominently and widely in the 
world that it seems like “a phenomenon of near universal significance” 
(Fox 1977, 69–70). It can therefore be challenging to come to grips with 
the fact that the ripples from Lowth’s splash in 1753 did not simply carry 
a word parallelism; they carried the concept of parallelism as we use and 
understand it today.2 Classical rhetoric was equipped with all sorts of 
terms for different types of repetition, but lacked any such term for paral-
lelism (see also Kugel 1981). Even traditions where parallelism is promi-
nent do not seem to develop a terminology to refer to it. Lowth redefined 
how we think about ways people organize language and meanings.

The profound impact of Lowth’s work does not mean he was the 
first to observe parallelism as a phenomenon. James L. Kugel’s (1981) 
review of the history of parallelism in biblical scholarship and interpreta-
tion indicates that it intermittently came into focus across the centuries. 
In sweeping strokes, whole schools of scholarship refused to acknowl-
edge semantic parallelism because this would mean that the Bible was 
filled with redundancies; they instead argued for differences in meanings 
between parallel verses. Other scholars sought to approach biblical dis-
course through models from classical rhetoric, with the result that the 
parallelism described by Lowth was distributed across different tropes 
and figures among other types of repetitions rather than seen as a uni-
fied concept. Across more than a millennium of scholarship, discussions 
stumbled over parallelism and in some cases even tried to come to grips 
with it, but none precipitated into a new way to look at biblical discourse. 
Kugel (1981, 273) observes that “many of the insights we now credit to 
Robert Lowth had already been advanced in some form by those who 
came before him” and that “[h]is task was primarily that of arrangement 
and synthesis [although] this was no small matter.” Even Lowth’s typo-
logical distinction of forms of parallelism was anticipated and influenced 
by Christian Schoettgen’s Horae Hebraicae et Talmudicae (Hebraic and 
Talmudic hours), published in 1733. In his “Dissertatio VI: De exergasia 
sacra” (Dissertation VI: On sacred elaboration), Schoettgen offers an 
astute approach to biblical parallelism through exergasia (elaboration) 
(Schoettgen 1733, 1249–63; Kugel 1981, 266–73). Prior to Lowth’s 
prælectiones, however, parallelism rarely received more than brief 
mention and was predominantly addressed through the terminology of 
classical rhetoric. 

In this light, it may be surprising that, for Lowth, parallelism is not 
a central point of his prælectiones; it is one piece in a larger argument 
(Kugel 1981, 282). Lowth’s central point is that biblical text which had 
been considered prose was in fact poetic. Schoettgen (1733, 1252) held a 
similar position that Hebrew rhetoric did not distinguish between prose 

2 For current approaches and discussions of poetic parallelism, see, for example, Wagner, 
ed., 2007a; Fox 2014; Frog, ed., 2014; Fabb 2015, ch. 6; Frog and Tarkka, eds., 2017.
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and poetry, but Lowth carried this view to the extreme that it is all poetry 
(Kugel 1981, 268, 272–73), or, more properly, verbal art. Crucial to 
Lowth’s approach is that classical poetics, rhetoric, and culture are not a 
valid frame of reference for biblical discourse, which must be approached 
on its own terms in order to be appreciated and understood. Classical 
Hebrew lacked a vernacular term for poetry and received the word from 
Greek, along with the definition that poetry is distinguished by meter, 
and that meter is defined in terms of the counting of syllables and their 
quantities. These definitions impacted discussions of the Bible from an 
early stage, leading certain books of the Bible to be treated as poetry in 
lively debates that sought to explicate their metrical system (in the classi-
cal sense). (See Kugel 1981, chs. 2 and 5.) Lowth was responding to these 
debates, which he treats as trying to force a square peg through a round 
hole. 

Lowth’s prælectiones mark the watershed in a major turn in 
approaches to poetry, which Andreas Wagner (2007b, 4) describes as a 
shift from a prescriptive to a descriptive model of poetics. Rejecting clas-
sical definitions, Lowth argues that parallelism structures Hebrew into 
verses in the same way as counting syllables and their quantities does 
in Greek and Latin. His approach can be considered a refinement of the 
innovative view of Rabbi Azariah dei Rossi (ca. 1511–ca. 1578), dis-
cussed by Lowth; dei Rossi proposed that Hebrew poetry was organized 
through a meter of meanings—non enim tibi sunt numerandæ vel syllabæ 
vel dictiones, sed sensus (for by you are to be counted neither syllables nor 
words but senses) (Lowth 1753, 195; see also Kugel 1981, 200–203). The 
problem of seeing classical meter as a standard had been noted before, as 
had semantics as a structuring principle in classical Hebrew, but Lowth 
combined these with an exposition of the phenomenon of parallelism to 
form an argument for Hebrew poetics. 

Lowth remained within the classical definition of poetry as metered 
discourse even while advocating that classical Hebrew must be approached 
on its own terms. He made parallelism a framework for a new metrics, 
a metrics of meanings, which he developed from the relations between 
meanings (synonymic and antithetical parallelism) and phraseological 
structures (synthetic parallelism, which he later also described in English 
as “constructive” parallelism: Lowth [(1778) 1834, xvii], equating to 
what would today be called grammatical parallelism). Schoettgen had 
sidestepped the question of poetry altogether, and Lowth could have 
as well. By fitting biblical discourse into the category of poetry, even if 
metered on its own, non-classical principles, Lowth established a plat-
form for viewing it through an ideology of “natural piety,” as inspired 
(i.e., poetic) religious expression that could not only rival but surpass 
that of the Romans and Greeks (Kugel 1981, 274–82). Although Lowth’s 
principles of parallelism had resounding impacts, his work also had more 
general implications for approaching vernacular poetries and poetics in 
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what became a rising tide of Romanticism (cf. Feldman and Richardson 
1972, 236–40; Kugel 1981, 283–86; Frog 2018).

Porthan’s Intellectual Genealogy in Parallelism Research
Porthan was fourteen years old at the time of Lowth’s prælectiones, and 
it was another thirteen years before he began publishing his Dissertatio 
de poësi Fennica, with chapters 1–8 published between 1766 and 1768, 
followed by the chapters 9–13 in 1778 (Kajanto 1983, 19).3 Porthan does 
not use the word parallelismus nor refer to Lowth’s work, so they are 
almost never connected. From a post-Lowthian perspective, parallelism in 
kalevalaic poetry seems so prominent that it would be hard to miss. Once 
Lowth’s position in the history of the concept of parallelism is recognized, 
Porthan’s discussion stands out sharply, and all the more as the first such 
developed exposition of parallelism in non-biblical discourse. 

Today, Porthan’s approach is most commonly contextualized in 
the history of discourse on parallelism in kalevalaic poetry, following 
Wolfgang Steinitz’s (1934, 14–16) review. Steinitz’s review is then repro-
duced in more general reviews of parallelism (see, e.g., Jakobson [1966] 
1981, 103–4n20; Fox 1977, 65; 2014, 25; Luthy 1993, 142; Gentz 2007, 
256–57). The inclusion of Porthan’s Latin term for parallelism, rhythmus 
sensus (translated Gedankenreim: Steinitz 1934, 15), seems to suggest 
implicitly independence from Lowth. Steinitz’s review concentrates on 
kalevalaic poetry, which is quite natural in a monograph on parallelism in 
that poetry, yet it is also important to recognize how that focus shapes the 
review, from which a Finnish genealogy is construed for Porthan’s work. 
Steinitz identifies the earliest address of parallelism in kalevalaic poetry as 
the “dissertation” of Eric Cajanus, Lingvarum ebrææ et finnicæ conveni-
entia (The similarity of Hebrew and Finnish languages) from 1697, fol-
lowed by Daniel Juslenius’s Oratio de convenientia linguæ Fennicæ cum 
Hebræa et Græca (Oration on the similarity of the Finnish language with 
the Hebrew and the Greek) from 1712 (republished 1728), with some 
references to Juslenius’s other works (Steinitz 1934, 14–16). These works 
antedate Lowth’s study. They also suggest that explorations of parallelism 
in kalevalaic poetry emerged through comparisons with biblical parallel-
ism. Porthan is not noted to have made similar comparisons to biblical 
discourse, which thus seems to belong to earlier stages of the genealogy, 
and which leaves possible impacts from Lowth or related works beyond 
consideration. 

Rather than having a programmatic agenda, Steinitz was simply 
reviewing the history of parallelism research on the particular tradition. 
The reliance of other scholars on Steinitz is not surprising. Competence in 
Latin has become less and less common, while the cited works by Cajanus 
and Juslenius are not widely accessible. Porthan’s treatise is more available, 
3 Porthan had intended to continue the work, which would also be extended to include 
discussion of Karelian lament poetry, but his plan was never realized. Some of the material 
intended for this work was instead placed in the dissertation of Christian Lencqvist (Hautala 
1954, 69–70). 
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but it is primarily of interest for research on kalevalaic poetry, for which 
the genealogy of Steinitz’s review seems far more relevant than what was 
being debated at Oxford. Porthan’s De poësi Fennica generally seems to 
have become more often referred to than read. The work’s translation 
into Finnish in 1983 has increased its accessibility, and more specialists 
of Finnic poetry engage with it directly—albeit most often without con-
sidering the genealogy of Porthan’s ideas or terminology (Saarinen 2017, 
408; Tarkka 2017, 259–60).4 Nevertheless, Steinitz’s review has shaped 
how Porthan’s discussion of parallelism is viewed, and the translation of 
Porthan’s work into Finnish has not made it generally accessible to the 
broad international research community working with parallelism. 

Although Steinitz’s review may give an impression of wide-ranging 
reading of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century discussions of kalevalaic 
poetry, it seems more likely that he mainly read Porthan’s treatise and 
mined the works referred to there not unlike Porthan himself had done. 
Cajanus’s Lingvarum ebrææ et finnicæ convenientia is a dissertatio grad-
ualis (dissertation pro gradu)—that is, a master’s thesis—under David 
Lund, and a grand fifteen pages in length.5 Parallelism is included among 
observations comparing the Hebrew and Finnish languages, connecting it 
with couplet structure (Cajanus 1697, 12–13). It is not clear that Porthan 
was aware of this thesis when writing his main chapter on parallelism, 
but he quotes more than a page of it in the half of his treatise published 
in 1778 (1766–78, 72). Juslenius, on the other hand, was an influential 
figure in his day, as well as being Porthan’s great-uncle (Kajanto 1983, 
15). He is quoted in Porthan’s main chapter on parallelism (1766–78, 21), 
a passage also quoted by Steinitz (1934, 15) and requoted by Jakobson 
([1966] 1981, 103–4n20). Juslenius, however, refers to parallel members 
as periodi (periods) and mentions meter, whereas Porthan’s treatment of 
parallelism in terms of rhythmus comes from outside of these works. When 
considering the works of Cajanus and Juslenius, their comparisons may 
seem like an outgrowth of discussions of biblical parallelism. However, in 
4 An exception is Mari Sarv (2017), who recently reframed the background of Porthan’s 
term for parallelism on the basis of De poësi Fennica rather than Steinitz’s review (cf. also 
Frog with Tarkka 2017, 215; Frog 2017, 426n7). Although this reframing is admirable, it is 
not unproblematic. Sarv (2017, 66) misdates Lowth’s work to 1788, which opens the possi-
bility that Porthan influenced him rather than the reverse. She correctly names des Champs 
as the source of Porthan’s term (ibid. and see further below), reproducing the reference to the 
French periodical in Latin, as it appears in De poësi Fennica. However, Sarv (2017, 87n2) 
incorrectly identifies Porthan’s knowledge of this source as coming from Juslenius’s work (cf. 
how a long quotation from Juslenius’s Oratio is immediately followed by a long quotation 
from Ullholm [1758]: Porthan [1766–78, 21–22]). Nevertheless, the consequence is that 
Porthan’s terminology is reinserted into earlier discussions of kalevalaic poetry rather than 
being independent of them. Moreover, identifying the terminology with Juslenius’s Oratio, 
from 1712, constructs a pedigree for Porthan’s approach to parallelism that would consider-
ably antedate Lowth’s prælectiones. The resulting genealogy identifies Porthan’s terminology 
with someone from outside discussions of kalevalaic poetry, but establishes it as an early 
part of that discussion necessarily independent of Lowth’s work.
5 Tapani Harviainen (2005, 294, 297n, 304) points out that this was the second thesis under 
Lund on the relationship between Finnish and Hebrew and indicates that Lund was partic-
ularly interested in this topic (Harviainen 2005, 294, 297n23, 304).
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a pre-Lowthian environment, such comparisons are at least as likely to be 
extensions of the perception of prominent semantic parallelism in kaleva-
laic poetry to comparison with biblical discourse rather than the reverse.

Rather than Lowth’s term parallelismus, Porthan begins by calling 
parallelism a singularis rhythmi species (a particular species of rhythm) 
(Porthan 1766–78, 17–18). After quoting Juslenius, Porthan turns with 
the question of meter to “eligantiſſima de Poësi Biblica diſſertatione” 
(that most elegant dissertation on biblical poetry) (1766–78, 21) of Sven 
Ullholm, a dissertatio gradualis under Carol Aurivillius (1758), from 
which Porthan also offers a substantial quotation. Porthan then intro-
duces the terms rhythmus sensus and rhythmus soni. Both terms are pre-
sented in italic font and identified with the French rime du sens and rime 
du son, terms attributed to Jean (“Joh.”) des Champs. Porthan cites des 
Champs from Ullholm’s dissertation, reproducing the reference, and he 
also takes the Latin translations of des Champs’s terms from there, where 
they also appear in italic font (Porthan 1766–78, 22; Ullholm 1758, 8). 
This branch of Porthan’s intellectual genealogy is transparent from his 
work but does not normally receive comment,6 although it indicates that 
his terminology stems not from earlier discussions of kalevalaic poetry 
but from discussions of biblical poetics. 

Rhythmus sensus—rime du sens
Before proceeding, a short excursus is warranted on the French and Latin 
terms for parallelism, which seem to describe it in terms of ‘rhythm’ and 
‘rhyme’, respectively, since this can seem puzzling to a modern reader, for 
whom these are very different concepts. 

Classical meter was defined in terms of regularly organizing syllables 
by quantity and number within a verse. In Late Latin, the originally Greek 
word rhythmus came to refer to ways of organizing verse that did not fol-
low these principles (e.g., Bede, De arte metrica, ch. 24; see also Heikkinen 
2012, §4.4). It became the word for what we would call meters in vernac-
ular languages, which continued to be analyzed in terms of iambs, dactyls, 
trochees, and so forth—that is, according to the principles that could 
confer the status of ‘meter’ in the classical sense, trying to make sense 
of it through that lens (see, e.g., Burnett 1996, 145–51). In Renaissance 
Latin, rhythmus became used for both the poetic form of vernacular verse 
and also the rhymes with which these regularly ended. (For review and 
discussion, see Kugel 1981, 233–51.) The lack of a separate Latin word 
for rhyme produced ambiguity, and thus Johannes Buxtorf (1564–1629) 
could misinterpret an earlier scholar’s comment about rhythmus in 

6 In his study of folklore and national identity in Finland, William Wilson is exceptional for 
mentioning Ullholm’s thesis, if only in an endnote. Wilson’s proposal that it is “important 
[as that] through which Porthan first became acquainted with Lowth” (1976, 235n47) indi-
cates familiarity with the content of the thesis  but, as will be discussed below, overestimates 
the degree to which Lowth caught Porthan’s interest or attention. On the more recent ac-
knowledgement of des Champs’s influence by Sarv, see note 4 above.
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Hebrew verse as about rhyme (Burnett 1996, 149–50).7 The etymology of 
rime is uncertain (Französisches Etymologisches Wörterbuch, s.v. ‘*rim’): 
it seems either to derive from a Germanic word linked to counting and 
other sequencing, which works phonologically but is less intuitive seman-
tically,8 or a medieval corruption of Latin rhythmus, which has lacked 
support for the changes assumed in phonology (i.e., from rhythm- to rim 
rather than ritm, rithm, or ridm: FEW, s.v. ‘*rim’, 718–19). Whatever 
their background, the vernacular terms became connected to Latin rhyth-
mus, a connection that even led the spelling of Middle English rime to 
evolve into Modern English rhyme through interference with rhythmus 
(Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. ‘rhyme’). This was not because of some 
accidental and vague similarity but because rhythmus also meant rime: 
these terms were not distinguished in the same way they are today.

Viewed in this light, Ullholm’s (or Aurivillius’s) translation of rime 
du sens into Latin as rhythmus sensus is quite natural. Indeed, it follows 
des Champs’s (1754, 280) explanation of his concept, where he uses rime 
as Latin rhythmus is used in earlier scholarship to which he refers. In 
the time of Lowth, des Champs, and Porthan, rhythmus could mean ‘a 
non-classical poetic form’, ‘rhyme’, or just ‘rhythm’. Des Champs appears 
to use rime flexibly as a French equivalent to rhythmus, and thus rhyth-
mus sensus/rime du sens can be understood as a regular ‘symmetry of 
sense’ alongside rhythmus soni/rime du son as a regular ‘symmetry of 
sound’, but in modern terms these might also be translated as a ‘meter of 
meaning’ as opposed to a ‘meter of sound’.

Des Champs’s rime du sens
Des Champs’s article is a letter to the editor of Journal Britannique, a 
French-language periodical that was published from 1750 to 1757 in 
London. To my knowledge, des Champs’s original article has not been 
identified in earlier scholarship, presumably because Ullholm (and then 
Porthan) references it only by the name and number of the journal (as 
was customary), but the reference gives the journal’s name only in Latin 
translation, which was an obstacle to finding the original publication. Des 
Champs’s article appeared in 1754 in response to a two-part review and 
discussion of Lowth’s work published in the preceding year (N. 1753a, 
1753b). The two-part review covers the breadth of Lowth’s work. The 
discussion of Lowth’s treatment “de la nature de la poë∫ie ou plûtôt du 

7 In a discussion at the conference Rhyme and Rhyming in Verbal Art and Song (May 22–24 
2019, Helsinki), Dwight Reynolds pointed out that Giovanni Barbieri (1790), writing on 
rhyme in Italian, stated that rhyme could not be discussed in Latin because there was no 
word for it, in contrast to European vernaculars. Unfortunately, I was not able to identify 
the relevant passage in Barbieri’s work before the present article went to press.
8 Cf. Old High German rīm (series, sequence, number). This etymology might be compara-
ble to Latin numerus as used in discussions of poetry to refer to measure or what is counted 
in forming verses, and seen as equivalent to Greek rhythmos (see also Norden 1898, 825n2). 
Cf. Giovanni Barbieri’s (1790, 31) description of rhyme (rima) as essentially no different 
from Greek rhythmos and Latin numerus, although it concerns sounds in the cadence rather 
than syllabic structure. 
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mètre des Hébreux” (of the nature of the poetry or rather of the meter of 
the Hebrews) (N. 1753a, 95) includes a descriptive introduction to par-
allelism without using Lowth’s term parallelismus or a French equivalent 
parallelism (ibid., 95–100; cf. N. 1753b, 316); Lowth’s term does not 
appear in either part of this review. Des Champs (1754, 268) introduces 
his discussion by explaining that he had the opportunity to discuss the ear-
lier articles with an expert (savant) among his friends, whose thoughts he 
considers would “ſervir de ſuplément à l’excellent Ouvrage de Mr. Lowth” 
(serve as a supplement to the excellent work of Mr. Lowth). Following this 
rhetorical distancing, which flies in the face of today’s ideology of biblio-
metrics and copyright, des Champs (1754, 268–69) then shifts gears and 
asks: “Vous me demandez ſurquoi je son de mon opinion touchant la Rime 
du ∫ens, ou cette maniére d’accord que j’attribue à la Poëſie des Hebreux?” 
(You ask me why I voice my opinion concerning the rhyme of sense, or 
that manner of accord which I attribute to the poetry of the Hebrews?). 
He gradually develops his introduction to rime du sens by placing it in 
relation to rime du son (rhyme of sound), or notre espèce de rime (our type 
of rhyme) as opposed to that of the Hebrews (des Champs 1754, 270). Des 
Champs thereby anticipates Roman Jakobson’s ([1966] 1981, 98) view 
that rhyme and alliteration are forms of parallelism by some two centuries. 
Des Champs (1754, 282) then concludes his discussion by removing him-
self again to a mediator of a modest friend’s views.

There is no indication that des Champs has first-hand knowledge 
of Lowth’s work, so it is of no surprise that he does not use Lowth’s 
terminology. The descriptive presentation in the 1753 review seems to 
have inspired des Champs to develop his own approach to parallelism. 
Toward the end of his article, des Champs (1754, 280) states that he has 
coined the term rime du sens, and he then traces the origin of his approach 
to a statement by Joseph Mede (1653, 114) a century before Lowth’s 
prælectiones: “Hæbræa poesis rhythmum habuit, non in sono, nisi for-
tuito, sed in sensu; idem vel simile, diversa phrase reduplicans” (Medus 
1653, 114) (The rhythmus of Hebrew poetry was not in sound, except 
by chance, but in sense, reduplicating the same or resemblant (sense) in 
different phrases). Mede’s contrast of rhythmus in sono with rhythmus in 
sensu is the acknowledged source for des Champs’s approach, from which 
his terms rime du sens and rime du son clearly derive. Mede’s perspective 
is on the one hand quite similar to that of dei Rossi expressed roughly a 
century earlier still that the meter of the Hebrews is organized by counting 
“neither syllables nor words but senses” (quoted from Lowth 1753, 195). 
On the other hand, Mede’s emphasis on sound seems to steer the meaning 
of rhythmus to ‘rhyme’ and non-classical poetic forms whereas dei Rossi 
is framing the concept against the model of classical metrics. Although 
Lowth (1753, 195) discusses the view of dei Rossi, he makes no reference 
to Mede’s statement, which is a very brief aside in a commentary and 
easily overlooked. Des Champs’s exposition of parallelism is a response 
to Lowth’s work, but indirectly: it is a response to the discussion of that 



Journal of Finnish Studies

12

work. The approach des Champs outlines seems to have emerged largely 
independent of Lowth’s, inspired and precipitated by responses to the 
prælectiones but building on a different background. Put another way, on 
hearing that Lowth had invented the wheel, des Champs seems to have 
been inspired to invent the same wheel himself rather than seeking out 
Lowth’s book to see how he had done it. 

Ullholm’s rhythmus sensus
Four years after des Champs’s article, Ullholm, under Aurivillius, published 
the dissertatio gradualis de poësi biblica. The third chapter, which is devoted 
to parallelism, opens with a reference to Lowth’s work (Ullholm 1758, 7). 
Lowth’s work is not referred to as De sacra poesi Hebræorum prælectiones 
but as “de Poësi Sacra Hebræorum commentario” (Commentary on the 
sacred poetry of the Hebrews) without using italic font as otherwise for 
titles. The footnote indicates only that it was published in Oxford in 1753, 
and (perhaps surprisingly) that it is a quarto volume. This information 
has likely been gleaned from the first article in the Journal Britannique, 
where the title is given in French with word order matching Ullholm and 
Aurivillius’s Latin, and the other information in their note is also provided: 
“Discours Académiques sur la Poësie Sacrée des Hébreux prononcés 
à Oxford, par Mr. Lowth Maitre aux Arts, & Professeur en Poësie &c. 
À Oxford, 1753. In 4. p. 383. prix de 13. sh.” (Academic discussion on 
the sacred poetry of the Hebrews pronounced at Oxford, by Mr. Lowth, 
Master of Arts and Professor of Poetry etc. At Oxford, 1753. In quarto, 
383 pp., at the price of 13 shillings) (N. 1753a, 89).9 Rather than direct 
knowledge of Lowth’s work, Ullholm and Aurivillius seem to have been 
familiar only with the discussion in Journal Britannique.

When knowledge of Lowth’s work appears indirect, it becomes 
unsurprising that his contribution to the discussion is only presented in 
vague terms and that his term parallelismus is absent. It becomes equally 
unsurprising that the contribution of des Champs comes into focus and 
that parallelism is addressed through his terms rime du sens and rime du 
son, followed by their respective translations rhythmus sensus and rhyth-
mus soni, and that these are connected with the statement of Mede, very 
likely quoted from des Champs (Ullholm 1758, 8; cf. des Champs 1754, 
280). Ullholm’s dissertation follows this with a quotation from dei Rossi 
independent of both des Champs and Lowth, but this is unsurprising in a 
thesis on biblical poetics. Although Ullholm and Aurivillius acknowledge 
that Lowth addressed the topic, they seem not to have had access to his 
9 In the journal, N. provides the Latin title as “De Sacra Poëſi Hebræorum, Prælectiones 
Academicæ Oxonii habitæ a Roberto Lowth A. M.” (On the sacred poetry of the Hebrews, 
Oxford’s academic lectures given by Robert Lowth, MA) without the supplementary infor-
mation. This appears at the very bottom of page 88 while the French appears at the top of 
page 89 with the beginning of the article text. The point here is that Ullholm was working 
from N.’s article, but it may also be noted that, in the eighteenth century, titles were not 
consistently handled with the same ideals of strict text identity familiar today, so, for exam-
ple, the same essay is listed in the journal’s index as “Rob. Lowth Prælectiones de ſacra Poëſi 
Hebræorum” (Rob. Lowth, Lectures on the sacred poetry of the Hebrews).
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work. Thus, des Champs became the foundational contributor in the dis-
cussion of parallelism for Sweden’s academia, which at that time included 
Finland, and it was des Champs’s terminology that became used.

From De sacra poesi Hebræorum to De poësi Fennica
Lowth’s 1753 prælectiones incited a discussion in French in the Journal 
Britannique, but Lowth’s term parallelismus was not carried into that 
discussion. In the following year, des Champs presented his views on 
parallelism described in terms of rime du sens as opposed to rime du son, 
apparently under inspiration from Mede’s statement, which he quotes 
toward the end of his letter to the editor. Ullholm, likely under the direction 
of Aurivillius, had read des Champs’s article and probably the discussions 
in the journal in the preceding year, which seem to have been the source of 
their knowledge of Lowth’s work. Consequently, Ullholm and Aurivillius 
were unfamiliar with Lowth’s term parallelismus and instead drew on 
des Champs’s terms, translating them as rhythmus sensus and rhythmus 
soni. Porthan read “that most elegant dissertation on biblical poetry” 
(1766–78, 21), which became the basis for his discussion of parallelism in 
kalevalaic poetry. Presumably he did not have access to the discussion of 
Journal Britannique or at least had not read the discussions there, relying 
instead on the review in Ullholm’s thesis. In this light, lack of mention 
of Lowth’s work is understandable because Ullholm’s reference to it was 
rather vague and without quotation. Instead, Porthan carried forward 
des Champs’s terminology, although he places the Latin phrase rhythmus 
sensus before its French counterpart (1766–78, 22). Reading Porthan, the 
French expressions look like they are intended as some sort of clarifica-
tion for the Latin terms. On the backdrop of Ullholm’s thesis, they seem 
instead to be incidental echoes from the text that was his model.10 

Tracing these discussions through eighteenth-century discourse on 
parallelism brings to light a connection between Porthan’s treatment of 
parallelism and the seminal work of Lowth, a connection that emerged 
not as a synthetic discussion but as a chain in which each link only had 
access to one or perhaps two that preceded it. Porthan based his discussion 
on Ullholm’s thesis, which in its turn was based on the discussion of des 
Champs, apparently also knowing the review of Lowth’s work to which 
des Champs was responding, but in this chain only the writer of the initial 
review seems to have had direct knowledge of Lowth’s work. Porthan’s 
discussion of parallelism can be seen as a response to Lowth’s work, but, 
rather than a direct response, it emerges as a response to a response to a 
response to a response, echoing De sacra poesi Hebræorum prælectiones’ 
resounding impact into a new arena of vernacular poetics. 

10 This relationship becomes particularly pronounced when the two texts are directly com-
pared. Although the structure of the sentences in which they appear are organized different-
ly, the terms appear in the same stretch of phrasing, which is isolated here without transla-
tion for purposes of illustration: “[. . .] Rime du ∫ens, rhythmum ∫en∫us appellavit & oppoſuit 
Europæorum Rhythmo ∫oni, Rime du ∫on” (Ullholm 1758, 7); “[. . .] Rhythmum ∫en∫us, Rime du 
∫ens, appellavit, & Europæorum Rhythmo ∫oni, Rime du ∫on, oppoſuit” (Porthan 1766–78, 22).
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The Damn Machine:  
The Role of the Typewriter in the  

Genesis of Aaro Hellaakoski’s Poetry

Veijo Pulkkinen 
University of Helsinki1

Abstract
The present article examines the role of the typewriter in the writing 
process of Finnish modernist poet Aaro Hellaakoski (1893–1952). In his 
early period, Hellaakoski wrote solely by hand and used the proof stage 
for final revisions. On one occasion, this practice led to the publication 
of an unfinished work when the publisher forbade him from making any 
substantial changes to the text. Later, Hellaakoski acquired a typewriter 
in order to get the manuscripts of his works as finished as possible before 
sending them to the printer. Marshall McLuhan (1964) and Friedrich 
Kittler (1990, 1999), for instance, have argued that the typewriter imposed 
a radical change on the concept of the author and the writing process, and 
that it had a significant role in the development of modernist literature. 
However, by investigating Hellaakoski’s manuscripts, typescripts, and 
proofs, the article shows that instead of shaking the fundamental concepts 
of literature, the typewriter could also be used as a means to control the 
writing process.

Keywords: Aaro Hellaakoski, genetic criticism, manuscripts, modernism, 
typewriter, typography, visual poetry

Introduction
The Finnish poet, geologist, and teacher of geography Aaro Hellaakoski 
(1893–1952) was very keen to be in control of the publishing process of 
his works. For him, the publishing of a work was not just about getting 
a text out to the public. Hellaakoski, for example, did not hesitate to 
complain to the publisher if he was disappointed with the advertising 
accompanying his works. Hellaakoski was also quite informed about 
book arts, publishing essays and reviews not only on literature but also 

1 This work was supported by the Finnish Cultural Foundation (project number 00160791) 
and the Alfred Kordelin Foundation (project number 170324).
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on books as esthetic objects (Pulkkinen 2015). According to Hellaakoski, 
typography was essential to poetry because it was so closely associated 
with its printed form (Hellaakoski 1964, 61, 63). This explains his urge 
to take part in the design of the bibliographical features of his works. As 
the editorial director of the Karisto publishing company Väinö Hämeen-
Anttila (1878–1942) once testified, Hellaakoski would even go over to the 
printing house to oversee the production of his books:

Hän [Hellaakoski] seisoo latojan vieressä ruoskana, kirjaansa 
valmistettaessa; valitsee kirjakkeet, määrää jokaisen rivin 
tekniikan, toimittaa teksti- ja kansipaperin tilaamisen, hankkii 
kansipiirroksen, luo karmean katseen kirjalliseen johtajaan ja 
paiskaa rosvoluolan oven perässään kiinni. (Hämeen-Anttila 
1925, 121)

He [Hellaakoski] stands by the typesetter as if holding a whip 
when his book is being made; choosing typefaces, determining 
the technique of every line, ordering paper for the cover and text 
pages, acquiring the cover art, throwing a gruesome look at the 
editorial director, and slamming the door of the bandit cave shut 
behind him.2

The role of the typewriter in the genesis of Hellaakoski’s poetry was 
also related to his need to control the transmission of his works. According 
to Viollet (1996), a typewriter often functioned as a means to control the 
final phase of a text where it was reformulated and transcribed (16). This 
was exactly the case with Hellaakoski, although he acquired the machine 
relatively late in his career.

Hellaakoski’s oeuvre is commonly divided into two periods. The early 
period extends from 1916 to 1928, and the late period begins in 1941 and 
ends with his death in 1952. During the over ten-year silence between the 
early and late periods, Hellaakoski concentrated on his scientific work 
and teaching. Researchers have noted a difference in the tone between 
Hellaakoski’s early and late-period poetry, especially in his relation to 
subjectivity. His early poetry is characteristically individualistic and the 
Self is the center of the world, whereas in his late period, the Self gives 
way to a sort of pantheistic experience of existence (Kupiainen 1953, 480; 
Repo 1953, xxv–xxvi, xxviii–xxix; Marjanen 1958, 120–21; Holmlund 
1995, 6–8).

The divide between the early and late-period poetry also marks a 
significant change in Hellaakoski’s writing process. In his early period, 
Hellaakoski wrote solely by hand— even the manuscripts used as printer’s 
copies where holographs. Moreover, he often took advantage of the proof 
stage to make final revisions to the poems. This changed in the early 1940s 
when Hellaakoski began to write again. Although he still composed by 

2 All translations from Finnish into English are by Veijo Pulkkinen.
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hand, he ceased revising his poems in the proof stage. Instead, he began 
using a typewriter to transcribe his manuscripts and get them as finished 
as possible before sending them to the printer.

In what follows, I will study the role of the typewriter in Hellaakoski’s 
writing from a genetic criticism perspective by investigating the manu-
scripts and proofs of two poems. 

Genetic criticism (critique génétique) is a field of research that stud-
ies modern manuscripts. It aims to reconstruct and analyze the writing 
process of a literary work by studying its genetic dossier, that is, the 
remaining documents such as notes, drafts, working manuscripts, and 
proofs (Biasi 2004, 43; Grésillon 1994, 7; Hay 2002, 103). The first of 
the poems, “Aallot lyö” (The waves hit), was published in Hellaakoski’s 
typographically experimental collection Jääpeili (Ice mirror, 1928) which 
belongs to his early period, whereas the second, “Syys” (Autumn), pub-
lished in the collection Hiljaisuus (Silence, 1949), is one of the very few 
typographically experimental poems of Hellaakoski’s late period. In my 
analysis, I will focus on Hellaakoski’s use of the various means offered by 
the manuscript, typescript, and proof medium to control the visual form 
of the poem.

Typing Modernism
It is argued that the typewriter imposed a radical change on the writ-
ing process and that it played a significant role in the development of 
modernist literature. McLuhan (1964, 259–60), for example, refers to 
Charles Olson (1997, 245), who in his essay, “Projective Verse” (1950), 
claims that like musical notation the rigidity and spatial precision of the 
typewriter enables him to express how his poems should be read silently 
or aloud. McLuhan (1964) argues that the typewriter brings the author 
within reach of the resources of a printing house and thus combines com-
position with publication. The machine brings writing closer to speech 
and performance, like jazz improvisation where composing and perfor-
mance are simultaneous (262).3

In a similar vein, Kittler (1990) argues that the typewriter broke the 
“media-technological basis of classical authorship” which was based on 
the conscious co-operation between the eye and the writing hand (193). 
The link in handwriting between the body and the text was replaced by 
a machine that produced uniform and discrete letters and enabled one to 
type without having to look at the text while writing it. Kittler associates 
this “blindness” of mechanical writing with unconscious automatic writ-
ing that was embraced, for instance, by André Breton and other Surrealists 
(Kittler 1990, 195; 1999, 202–4; see also Schilleman 2013, 16–17).4

3 A closer examination of the actual influence of the typewriter on literature is found in 
Emerson’s Reading Writing Interfaces (2014), where she examines 1960s and 1970s 
Canadian concrete poetry. Authors such as Barrie Phillip Nichol and Steve McCaffrey put 
McLuhan’s ideas about the democratizing power of the typewriter in practice by using it in 
ways that it was not intended or endorsed to be used (Emerson 2014, ix, xix, 93, 95, 105–6).
4 Following Kittler (1990), Gitelman claims that the typewriter obscured the connection 
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Although the history of the typewriter overlaps with the development 
of modernist literature, modernist literary expression is not dependent 
on typing. On the contrary, it would have been extremely difficult, if not 
impossible, for example, to produce Guillaume Apollinaire’s calligrammes 
or F. T. Marinetti’s poster poems with a typewriter. As Willard Bohn 
pointed out, most visual poets of the early 1900s composed by hand, E. 
E. Cummings being a notable exception (Bohn 1986, 3). This observation 
also applies to Hellaakoski, who did not use a typewriter when he com-
posed his typographically experimental work Jääpeili. As a typographic 
device, the typewriter is very restrictive: it usually has, for example, only 
one typeface and type size, whereas a printing house normally had hun-
dreds or thousands of alternative typefaces in different sizes.5

The typewriter probably did not have as much influence on modernist 
literature during the first half of the twentieth century as it is assumed. 
The typewriter did not replace handwriting but was rather a new tool 
introducing new possibilities, one that could be used side by side with 
other writing technologies. Sullivan has demonstrated that modernists 
such as W. H. Auden, T. S. Eliot, James Joyce, Ezra Pound, and Virginia 
Woolf were somewhat ‘conservative’ in their use of the typewriter. They 
drafted and composed by hand, and the machine was mainly used to type 
up the manuscript either by themselves or by a typist (Sullivan 2013, 
39–40; 2015, 7). In a sense, the typescript was a means of control because 
it was primarily used for correcting and revising the text. 

In Hellaakoski’s case, as I will show in more detail below, the type-
writer assumed many functions of both handwriting and the printing 
press but did not replace them. This holds true for most Finnish authors 
who used typewriters in the first half of the twentieth century, although 
Mika Waltari (1908–1979) in his guide to beginning writers, Aiotko kir-
jailijaksi? (Do you plan to become a writer? 1935), had encouraged them 
to compose directly on the typewriter (Waltari 1994, 30–31). Apparently 
his advice did not reach already established authors because, for example, 
many of his peers associated within or in the vicinity of the modernist 
group Tulenkantajat (Torch bearers), such as Elina Vaara (1903–1980), 
Arvi Kivimaa (1904–1984), Pentti Haanpää (1905–1955), Yrjö Jylhä 
(1903–1956), and Katri Vala (1901–1944), mainly used the typewriter for 
fair copying.6 There are, however, a few notable exceptions, like Jalmari 
Finne (1874–1938) who had already obtained a machine in 1909 and 
typed his works from start to finish. Speed of writing was the reason why 

between authorship and writing. By replacing handwriting with the mechanical traces of a 
machine, the typewriter challenged the traditional authorship associated with handwriting, 
which was assumed to harbor personality or character as well as signs of gender, class, and 
education (Gitelman 1999, 208–9, 213).
5  Some early typewriters had a cylindrical typewheel instead of the common mechanism 
with letters on the individual type bars, like the Blickensderfer 5 (patented in 1889). The 
typewheel could easily be changed, which made it possible to have different typefaces (Adler 
1973, 197–98, 248–49; Robert 2016).
6 My impression is based on an overview of these authors’ manuscripts deposited at the 
Archives of the Finnish Literature Society.
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Finne used a typewriter: it enabled him to write almost as quickly as he 
came up with text in his head (Finne 1915, 4; 1932–34, 30–31).

According to Sullivan (2013, 2015), typewriter composition did not 
become more common until after the Second World War. Authors like 
Jack Kerouac and Frank O’Hara associated typing with an esthetic of 
spontaneity: the typewriter enabled them to write quickly in order to fol-
low the free association of the mind or record a fleeting moment or experi-
ence (Rosenbaum 2007, 72; Sullivan 2013, 250–51, 254–56; 2015, 7–8). 
From the perspective of control, the function of the typewriter changed 
significantly, as the esthetic of spontaneity also involved an antirevisionist 
attitude according to which correcting and improving the text only made 
it worse by removing it further from the original experience.

Sullivan’s observations on the role of the typewriter in the work of 
revision by modernists show how its use has changed over time and also 
how it varies between authors. Instead of making assumptions and wide 
generalizations on the influence of the typewriter on literature or mod-
ernism on the basis of its mechanical features, it is important to study 
how authors have actually used the machine by investigating their manu-
scripts, typescripts, and print proofs. A significant precursor of this kind 
of approach is the late Catherine Viollet who published pioneering articles 
on the genetic study of typewriters (Viollet 1996, 1999, 2003, 2009). Her 
background was in genetic criticism, which provides a suitable theoretical 
and methodological basis for studying the use of typewriters since its aim 
is to reconstruct the writing processes of literary works by examining the 
various genetic documents of these works (Hay 1985, 152; 2002, 103; 
Contat 1991, 23; Grésillon 1994, 7; Ferrer 1998, 15; Biasi 2004, 43).

Proof-Stage Revisions
To understand how the typewriter influenced Hellaakoski’s writing pro-
cess, we have to start by taking a look at his early period poetry when 
he wrote solely by hand. In his posthumously published memoir of his 
literary career, entitled Runon historiaa (The history of a poem, 1964), 
Hellaakoski describes the writing of a poem with a terminology borrowed 
from metal-working. He divides the genesis of a poem into casting (vala-
minen) and final forging (lopputaonta). By casting Hellaakoski refers to 
the writing of the first draft or version wherein the poem’s “overall struc-
ture” (kokonaisrakenne) and “verse structure” (säerakenne) take shape 
(Hellaakoski 1964, 85, 87, 89, 91). This corresponds roughly with what 
in genetic criticism is called the compositional phase, that is, where the 
idea of the work is concretized as a text (Biasi 1996, 26–27, 29; Grésillon 
1994, 100).

The final forging is about finishing the poem. If the casting of the 
overall structure of the poem has succeeded, Hellaakoski starts its forging, 
which aims to simplify and clarify the poem. According to Hellaakoski, 
the wording of the poem could change substantially in this phase. Finding 
the clearest and most accurate words could take some time, and changes 
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made in one place could easily require changes in other places as well 
(Hellaakoski 1964, 87, 89).

In Runon historiaa, written in 1946–47, Hellaakoski reports that he 
finishes his manuscript with a typewriter. He had probably not acquired 
one until 1941. Before then, Hellaakoski had made extensive use of the 
proof stage in finishing his works. Usually his manuscripts were finished 
in what Marc de Biasi calls the prepublishing phase (pré-éditoriale) and 
Almuth Grésillon the finalizing phase (phase de mise aupoint). In this 
phase, the text is readied for publication and normally no further substan-
tial changes are made to it (Biasi 1996, 32, 42; Grésillon 1994, 100). In 
his early period works, however, Hellaakoski used to make many changes 
to the text in the proof stage: additions, deletions, and replacements of 
words and lines.

In Finland, proof-stage revisions seemed to be somewhat common at 
the beginning of the twentieth century if we are to believe K. Malmström, 
who in his textbook on typesetting—Kirjapainotaidon oppikirja: Latomis- 
osa (Textbook on the art of printing: The typesetting part, 1923)—claims 
that many Finnish writers had the bad habit of delivering their manu-
scripts to the printer unfinished and making substantial changes to the 
text during the proof stage. Publishers were not particularly pleased with 
this practice because the more times they had to re-set the type, the more 
it would cost (Malmström 1923, 79).

Sullivan (2013) has noted a similar phenomenon among the modernist 
writers whom she has studied. She is probably right in suggesting that the 
visual difference between the manuscript and the more finished-looking 
printed page enabled a more objective and self-critical rereading of one’s 
text, which could result in additional revisions (38–39).

Hellaakoski’s proof-stage revisions are most remarkable in the poetry 
collection Jääpeili, considered a forerunner of Finnish modernist poetry. 
In the collection, Hellaakoski utilizes various poetic devices common in 
avant-garde poetry such as free verse, colloquial expressions, parallel 
verses, onomatopoeia, omission of capital letters and punctuation, and 
experimental typography, yet without abandoning traditional devices 
such as meter and rhyme. During the proof stage, Hellaakoski works 
especially with the typography of the collection, but a considerable num-
ber of changes are also made to the text of the poems.7

The genesis of the poem “Aallot lyö” exemplifies both types of revi-
sions that Hellaakoski made in the proof stage of Jääpeili. An investigation 
of Hellaakoski’s use of the medial properties of the holograph manuscript 
reveals why it was necessary for him to extend the revising of the text to 
the proof stage (figure 1). No early drafts of “Aallot lyö” survive, which is 
typical of Hellaakoski’s early period poetry. The only existing manuscript 
is a relatively finished version that also served as the printer’s copy. It is 
written on a sheet of lined paper that allows one not only to write straight 
lines but to control the empty space between lines as well. The verses of 

7 For a thorough study of the genesis of Jääpeili, see Pulkkinen 2017.
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Figure 1. Aaro Hellaakoski, “Aallot lyö” (1928a). Manuscript. Helsinki, 
Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, SKS (scan SKS).
 

the poem are written on every line, except for every fourth, which has 
been left blank to separate every three-line stanza visually.

The manuscript is written in pen and pencil. The use of more than 
one writing tool often indicates different textual operations and genetic 
stages. It is common to use a pencil for rough drafts, since it can easily 
be erased, and a pen for more finished manuscripts. Unlike pencil marks, 
ink does not smudge over time. In the case of “Aallot lyö,” it seems that 
Hellaakoski copied the finished poem in ink, but later decided to make a 
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few more changes. These late revisions as well as corrections of misspell-
ings are made with a pencil. This was a typical strategy for Hellaakoski. 
Among the manuscripts of Jääpeili, for example, only five of thirty-eight 
poems are written in pencil; all the rest are in ink. Almost every poem of 
the collection manifests these late pencil revisions and corrections.

As well as revisions and corrections, Hellaakoski has written the title 
of the poem in pencil. And, apparently, the names of the poems took 
shape relatively late in Hellaakoski’s writing process, since altogether 
eleven of Jääpeili’s poems written in ink on the manuscript have titles 
later added by pencil.

In addition to the correction and revision of the text of the poem, 
Hellaakoski has used a pencil to give directions to the typesetter concern-
ing the bibliographical properties of the book, such as typefaces, type sizes, 
the title page, and the table of contents. In the manuscript of “Aallot lyö,” 
these include the page number and the note on typographic contrast in the 
last stanza. “(N)onp.” is an abbreviation of the 6-point type size called 
“nonpareille.” The number 584 refers to the printing house’s type specimen 
book, Kirjakenäyte kustannusosakeyhtiö Otavan kirjapainosta (The type 
specimen book of the Otava publishing company’s printing house, 1926), 
where Jääpeili was printed. The book lists and numbers all typefaces and 
sizes available there. By using the type specimen book, Hellaakoski needed 
only to pick the appropriate typeface and size from thousands of alter-
natives and mark the text passage of the manuscript with the specimen’s 
running number. This was particularly helpful with a poem like “Dolce far 
niente” (Sweet idleness) that is set in several different typefaces and sizes.8

In the last stanza of “Aallot lyö,” Hellaakoski replaces the expression 
“Sormenpäitäni jo syö” (already eating my fingertips) with the expression 
“Rakas, hipiääsi syö” (is eating your skin, my love). It is a minor but quite 
significant change. Before the replacement, the poem was merely about the 
existential anxiety of an individual in a world without end and meaning. 
The revised line conjures up a relationship between the poem’s speaker 
and another person: love becomes a temporary counterforce against the 
emptiness of the world.

1  Pitch black autumn night.
2  A wave hits. A wave hits
3  the invisible shore,

4  into the dark. Into the dark
5  have the worlds descended,
6  decayed

7  into the dark space
8  into the graveyard endless,
9  bottomless.

8 For a discussion of the typography and genesis of “Dolce far niente,” see Pulkkinen 2013.
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10 The wave of the space hits
11 the bank of a strange world,
12 the fading drowning scream of horror.

13 A wave hits. A wave hits.     
   
14 The unfulfilled night  }nonp.584   
    
15 already eating my fingertips 
     is eating your skin, my love.  

(Hellaakoski 1928a)        

Darkness eating the skin of the loved one is a more impressive image 
than the gnawing of fingertips, which brings to mind freezing fingers under 
a starry winter night. The new stanza echoes Jääpeili’s recurring vanitas 
imagery of old hymnals, where we are constantly reminded that men end 
up being food for worms. Hellaakoski might have had the decomposing 
of the human body in mind when he further revised the fourth stanza of 
the poem in the proof stage. In the manuscript, he has replaced the word 
sammuvaan ‘fading’ on line 12 with the word hukkuvaan ‘drowning’ that 
fits better with waves.

Turning now to the first proof of “Aallot lyö,” we can see how 
Hellaakoski continues to revise the text of the poem (figure 2). He has 
corrected the printer’s error on the eighth line: ‘rauhattomaan’ (restless) 
‘rannattomaan’ (endless), and has also made further revisions to the 
poem’s last two lines of the fourth stanza as follows: “kylkeen oudon 
maailman, | kauhun huutoon hukkuvan tuntemattoman | lahoavan maa-
ilman” (the bank of a strange world an unknown | the drowning scream 
of horror. decomposing world). (Hellaakoski 1928b)

Moreover, Hellaakoski made further changes to the typography of the 
last stanza of the poem. The typesetter had set the stanza in a smaller type 
size according to Hellaakoski’s instructions on the manuscript. However, 
Hellaakoski now wanted the lines to be spaced out as well. A proba-
ble explanation might be that the typographic contrast between the last 
stanza and the rest of the poem was not sharp enough. Making the size 
even smaller was probably not an option, since it would have made the 
lines too difficult to read. Nor would it have been possible to enlarge the 
body text of the poem, because then the poem would have protruded from 
the rest of the poems in the same section of the work whose body texts 
were set with the same typeface and size. Instead of creating a contrast 
with a different typeface, Hellaakoski decided to space out the lines of the 
stanza. He made the same change to four other poems in Jääpeili, which 
all had lines or stanzas set in a smaller type size: “Ensimmäinen tähti” 
(First star), “Dolce far niente,” “Kesien kesä” (Summer of summers), and 
“Valtamerellä” (At the ocean).9

9 For a genetic study of the typography of the poem “Kesien kesä,” see Pulkkinen 2014.
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Figure 2. Aaro Hellaakoski, “Aallot lyö” (1928b). Proof. Helsinki, 
Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, SKS (scan SKS).

Interestingly, the idea of increasing the letter-spacing of lines in these 
poems did not occur until the proof stage, which supports Sullivan’s 
suggestion that the visual difference between the manuscript and the 
printed page promotes revision. In the case of “Aallot lyö,” it seems 
that Hellaakoski needed to see the proofs in order to realize that the size 
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contrast between the last stanza and the body text of the poem was not 
great enough, since there are no signs of a spacing out in the manuscript. 
Perhaps it was the increasing of the letter-spacing of the last stanza that 
sparked the revisions of lines 11–12, or vice versa. In the first version, 
the following stanza was set only in a smaller type size, which can be 
interpreted to represent the “drowning scream of horror,” whereas the 
spaced-out lines of the latter version reflect the idea of decomposition 
introduced in the revised 12th line.

10 The wave of the space hits
11 the bank of a strange world, an unknown
12 the drowning scream of horror. decomposing world

 (Hellaakoski 1928b)

The Damn Machine
Once, Hellaakoski’s habit of revising his proofs led to the release of an 
unfinished work. According to Hellaakoski, he had agreed with the pub-
lisher Karisto that he could revise his collection of poetry Maininki ja 
vaahtopää (The swell and the whitecap, 1924) during the proof stage. 
However, the publisher first delayed the typesetting of the collection and 
then claimed being in a hurry as an excuse to forbid Hellaakoski from 
making any changes to the proofs except for correcting the printer’s errors 
(Hellaakoski 1964, 55).

Tämän opetuksen jälkeen olen pitänyt varani, etten toistamiseen 
ole ainoankaan kustantajan edessä joutunut kerjuriksi. En liioin 
ole tarjonnut painoon luonnostavaroita, vaikka niitä tosin olisi 
paljon helpompi viimeistellä ladottuina kuin käsikirjoituksina. 
Kirjoituskoneen, joka asiassa voi auttaa, hankin vasta 1940, ja 
silloin vartavasten runojen takia. (Hellaakoski 1964, 57)

After this lesson, I have looked to my laurels so that I haven’t 
been reduced to beggary before any publisher again. Nor have I 
submitted drafts to the printer even though they could be finished 
more easily when typeset than as manuscripts. The typewriter—
that I didn’t buy until 1940, and especially for the poems—can be 
of assistance in the matter.

Hellaakoski’s acquisition of a typewriter was thus highly motivated by 
a humiliating loss of control over the publication process. It took, however, 
seventeen years after the incident until he got his first typewriter. There 
exists a postcard written while Hellaakoski stayed at his parents’ home 
in Pispala, Tampere, in March 1941 (figure 3). This postcard, addressed 
to Hellaakoski’s wife, Lempi Hellaakoski (née Aaltonen, 1892–1984), is 
probably one of the first documents he wrote with his typewriter, and it 
shows how he struggled to control the machine.
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Figure 3. Aaro Hellakoski, Postcard to Lempi Hellaakoski (1941). 
Helsinki, Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, SKS (scan SKS).
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 Here the damn machine is now. And the present writer keeps 
busy practicing. _ Look now,how the dash ended too low. – Well, 
now the dash is in the right place.I don’t seem to make many 
other errors either.But thisis is slow.The radio is also blasting the 
evening news and causing a disturbance.I hear “young nations” 
also have rightsh.
 The elderly of Pispala feel well.Grandma orders:“put that 
machine away already,Aaro,andthen come to supper and go 
to sleep!2” – And grandma growls: “he acts as if he does not 
hear.” – And:“do you ateat buttermilk?” –Damn, I am not eating 
buttermilk when I am writing to my darling!
 But I think I should stop for this evening.I will continue on 
the other side tomorrow.This side is already running out.Nor 
does the end of the card stay in place in the machine. Good night 
toYoou and the children!10

Interestingly, Hellaakoski’s postcard resembles Kerouac’s and 
O’Hara’s esthetic of spontaneity in describing what takes place in his close 
vicinity at the moment he writes. The text is also metapoetic in the sense 
that it depicts the very act of typing, or learning to type, and the various 
disturbing elements surrounding its author. In a word, the text represents 
its own genesis. Nevertheless, the nature of the genesis of Hellaakoski’s 
poetry was quite different.

Although he had bought a typewriter, Hellaakoski continued to 
compose his poetry by hand. In the genesis of Hellaakoski’s poetry, the 
machine was primarily used for transcribing. Judging from the extant 
drafts and manuscripts of the collection Uusi runo (The new poem, 
1943b), it seems that Hellaakoski drafted his poems with a pencil. Some 
of the poems emerge almost finished whereas others need more work and 
he tries out different verses. When the poem appears to be nearly finished, 
Hellaakoski transcribes it with the typewriter. Usually he makes correc-
tions and revisions to the typescripts with a pencil. In the case of Uusi 
runo, he has also made yet another transcription of the whole collection 
after revising the first typescript. But there are still new revisions on the 
second transcript as well.

Hellaakoski’s practice is thus another example of what Catherine 
Viollet has termed the classical use of the typewriter. In such cases, the 

10 “[. . .] Tässä tämä peijakkaan kone nyt on. Ja allekirjoittanut ahkeroi harjoittelemisessa. 
_ Kattos nyt,kun tuli ajatusviiva liian alas. - Nytpäs osui viiva kohdalleen.Eikä näy pahasti 
tulevan muitakaan kommelluksia.Mutta hidasta tämämä on.Radio lisäksi pauhaa iltauutisia 
ja tekee häiriötä.‘Nuorilla kansoilla’ kuuluu olevan oikeuksia.
        Pispalan vanhukset jaksavat hyvin.Mummu hätistää,‘että paneppas nyt pois se 
kone,Aaro,jasitte illallista syömään ja nukkumaan!2’- Ja mummu ärisee:‘eipä jse ole kuu-
levinaan.’ - Ja:‘syökötkö sinä pimää?’ -Peijakas,enhän minä silloin pimää syö,kun kirjoitan 
kultille!
    Mutta täytynee lopettaa tältä illalta.Huomenna jatkan tuonne toiselle puolelle.Tämä 
puoli alkaakin jo loppua.Eikä tuo kortin loppu pysy koneessakaan. Hyvää yötäSinelulle ja 
lapsille!”
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typewriter acts as an intermediary between the manuscript and the 
printed book. It is used as a tool to control the final phase of the text, 
where it is cleaned up and prepared for publication. According to Viollet, 
many writers have claimed that typing helps to distance oneself from one’s 
text and to take a more objective stance toward it (Viollet 1999, 16–17; 
Sullivan 2015, 7).

Michel Butor, for instance, associates the role of the typewriter with 
the author’s urge to possess the text. Seeing the text typed or printed for 
the first time distances the text from its author, which then triggers an 
urge to repossess the text. He refers to Michel de Montaigne’s, Honoré 
de Balzac’s, and Marcel Proust’s abundant marginal notes and numer-
ous proof-stage revisions as a way of reappropriating their texts, which 
are already slipping out of their hands, by making them more and more 
idiomatic. The typewriter speeds up this dialogue between the author 
and the text with its print-like characters (Butor 1981, 428; Plyley James 
1985, 509).

In Hellaakoski’s case, the typewriter has replaced the proof stage as 
the phase where he makes the last revisions to his poems. By freeing him 
from the ties to the proof stage and the unpleasant surprises associated 
with it, like the publisher’s possible intervention, the typewriter gave 
Hellaakoski more control over the writing process.

There is, however, an interesting case where the proof stage did not 
progress as smoothly as it could have. The long poem “Syys” from the 
collection Hiljaisuus is one of the few typographically experimental poems 
written in Hellaakoski’s later period. The poem is also free of punctuation 
and capital letters. According to the date on the manuscript, it was writ-
ten between October 1948 and February 1949 (figure 4).

“Syys” is a personification of autumn as a mute and tongueless man 
walking in the rain by the edge of a forest. On his back, Autumn carries a 
knapsack filled with the colors of the summer past with which he paints 
Nature before the coming of winter. The poem can be interpreted as a 
variation of the vanitas vanitatum theme that is frequent in Hellaakoski’s 
oeuvre (Leikola 1990, 163). The figure of Autumn brings to mind the 
Preacher in the Book of Ecclesiastes who proclaims the futility and absur-
dity of life before death but still maintains that we can enjoy the few 
gifts of God, like the company of our nearest and dearest, the fruits of 
our labor. By painting the dying landscape in flaming colors, Autumn 
obstinately celebrates life.

The manuscript of “Syys” is a typescript with additional pencil 
markings. The strategy of revision is similar to Hellaakoski’s early period 
manuscripts, where he added pencil marks on the transcription of a poem 
written in ink. However, judging by the handwriting, the page number 
is written with a pen probably by someone other than Hellaakoski. The 
same applies to the remark on the lower left corner, “Hyvä, moderni
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Figure 4. Aaro Hellaakoski, “Syys” (1949b). Typescript, Helsinki, 
Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, SKS (scan SKS).
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maalaus tämä!” (This is an excellent modern painting!), probably made 
by the editor.

Among Hellaakoski’s pencil marks concerning the text of the poem 
is one correction of a missing letter “o” from the word pois ‘away’ on 
line 49 and three word replacements on lines 8 (lotisi ‘squelched’ hulisi 
‘gurgled’), 30 (yhä ‘still’ jos ‘if’), and 31 (typötyhjin ‘empty’ ei tyhjin ‘not 
empty’). Hellaakoski has also made pencil notes on the typography of the 
poem. He wished to contrast all indented lines typographically with the 
body text of the poem by setting them in a smaller type size: “Petiitillä 
nämä! j.n.e. keskellä ja oikealla olevat säkeet” (These in petit! etc. the 
lines in the middle and on the right).

Hellaakoski takes advantage of several means offered by the type-
writer to shape the visual form of text. First, the title “S y y s” has been 
spread out by adding a space between the letters, which is quite conven-
tional in typescripts at the time. Second, Hellaakoski has probably made 
use of two different tab stops in aligning the two groups of differently 
indented lines. The third and the most interesting feature is the use of 
two types of leading, that is, line spacing. The body text of the poem is 
double-spaced and the indented lines are single-spaced.

In his typescripts Hellaakoski normally uses double-spacing for shorter 
poems and single-spacing for longer ones in order to fit the poem onto 
one page, if possible. Usually Hellaakoski adds two empty lines between 
every stanza, but in the manuscripts of the longer Hiljaisuus poems there 
is only one empty single-spaced line between the stanzas. However, in the 
manuscript of “Syys” there are no empty lines at all between stanzas.

Hellaakoski’s use of two different line spacings caused some confu-
sion for the typesetter of “Syys.” From the proofs we can see that the 
typesetter has followed Hellaakoski’s directions and set the indented lines 
in a smaller type size (figures 5–7). The leading between the indented lines 
is also narrower than between the lines of the body text of the poem, 
which corresponds to Hellaakoski’s use of two different line spacings. 
However, Hellaakoski’s proofreading marks indicate a severe problem 
with the stanza breaks. The typesetter has separated the indented lines 
and groups of lines from the body text with wide empty spaces which 
extend the poem over four pages. In the proofs of the title page of the 
collection, Hellaakoski instructs the typesetter to narrow the leading of 
“Syys” “so that it fits on three pages, as if the whole poem were just one 
stanza.”11

It seems that the typesetter interpreted the use of line spacing in the 
typescript differently than Hellaakoski intended. I think Hellaakoski 
tried to use the typewriter creatively and overcome the constraints of the 
machine. By using two different line spacings Hellaakoski probably emu-
lated the visual appearance of size contrast. In other words, he transmuted 

11 “[. . .] niin että se mahtuu kolmelle sivulle, miltei kuin koko runo olisi yhtä ainoaa 
värsyä.”
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Figure 5. Aaro Hellaakoski, “Syys” (1949b). First page of the proof. 
Helsinki, Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, SKS (scan SKS).
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Figure 6. Aaro Hellaakoski, “Syys” (1949b). Second and third page 
of the proof. Helsinki, Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, SKS 
(scan SKS).
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Figure 7. Aaro Hellaakoski, “Syys” (1949b). Last page of the proof. 
Helsinki, Archives of the Finnish Literature Society, SKS (scan SKS).
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the contrast between type sizes into a contrast between sparse and dense 
leading.

Seen from the typesetter’s point of view, Hellaakoski’s experiment is 
somewhat problematic. There is usually no need to signal the change of 
leading, because it changes accordingly when the type size is changed. 
The problem with the manuscript is that the leading between the body 
text and the indented lines is always double-spaced. This can give the 
impression that the single-spaced indented lines and groups of lines are 
separated from the body text with an additional single-spaced blank line. 
Translating this into letter press would consequently mean adding extra 
leading between the lines of the body text and the indented lines. In a 
word, the typesetter interpreted the double space between the body text 
and the indented lines as a stanza break.

Two factors thus complicated the transmission of the poem “Syys” 
from manuscript to print. First, Hellaakoski used the typewriter uncon-
ventionally but failed to spell out the meaning of the different kinds of 
leading used in the typescript. Second, the typesetter was apparently not 
very familiar with typographically experimental poetry. What Hellaakoski 
actually does with all the different indentations and removal of the stanza 
breaks can be interpreted as a sort of Cubist twist of perspective. As in 
a Cubist painting where three-dimensional space is flattened out onto a 
two-dimensional surface, Hellaakoski replaces the horizontal white space 
that is used to separate stanzas in traditional poetry with vertical white 
space—that is, with various types of indentation. This explains why 
Hellaakoski stressed that “Syys” should look as if it were just one stanza.

The transmission of “Syys” from manuscript to print shows that the 
experimental and creative use of writing technology enhances the risk of 
misinterpretation. Textual transmission via writing technologies requires 
knowledge of the possibilities, constraints, and established conventions of 
the mediums in question. The creative use of a writing technology puts 
these conventions aside and opens up room for interpretation. This in turn 
brings forth the signifying potential of the medium itself, putting it into 
an interplay with its content, urging us to participate in its interpretation.

To conclude, Hellaakoski’s case demonstrates how a typewriter could 
become part of the writing process without radically changing it. The 
typewriter enabled Hellaakoski to make the final revisions to his text 
without having to rely on the proof stage, which in this respect supports 
McLuhan’s idea of the typewriter as a sort of private printing press. 
However, the typewriter did not replace the pencil or the printing press, 
but was integrated into the existing writing process side by side with the 
other writing technologies. Although the typewriter could never compete 
with the typographic flexibility of a printing press, its print-like characters 
helped to distance the author from his text. In this sense, the “spatially 
designated and discrete signs” could also work as a means to control the 
writing process instead of simply introducing an unconscious element to 
it, as Kittler (1990, 193) suggested. Although the typewriter estranges the 
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text from its author, it does not efface his mark. As Butor (1981) stated, 
seeing the text in type urges the author to make it more idiomatic, as if 
trying to re-establish the autographic relation between the author and the 
text. Every typescript has its own identity and reflects the character of its 
writer, especially if the machine is used in an unconventional fashion. It 
does not have to be radical and purposeful. Hellaakoski’s experimenting 
with the typewriter in “Syys” shows that it also may simply serve an 
author’s particular writing process.
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Abstract
In this article, I examine representations of Sweden Finnish authors Antti 
Jalava and Susanna Alakoski in Swedish literature reviews in the 1980s 
and 2000s. The study builds on constructivist views of ethnicity and identity 
in order to understand Sweden Finns’ changing status in a multicultural 
Sweden. In addition, the article discusses Sweden Finnish literature in 
relation to recent studies and debates on immigrant literature in Sweden.

Sweden Finns are a Finnish ethno-linguistic group, who were recog-
nized as a national minority in Sweden in 2000. Immigrants and their 
descendants are generally excluded from minority policies. Although Finns 
and the Finnish language have a historical presence in Sweden, most 
present-day Finnish speakers in Sweden, or those identifying themselves 
as Sweden Finns, have their background in post-World War II labor 
migration or even in more recent migration. In addition to integration, 
Sweden Finns’ status as a national minority derives from a growing aware-
ness of Finnish history in Sweden, but also from a unique combination of 
national, bilateral Finnish Swedish politics as well as Nordic cooperation. 
Therefore, the rapid change in Sweden Finns’ societal status from immi-
grants to a national minority in a few decades raises questions about 
how different ethnic and cultural boundaries are drawn and redrawn in 
different times. In order to examine these changing ethnic categories, I use 
critical discourse analysis (CDA) to analyze how the Swedish majority 
media have portrayed authors with Finnish background at different times, 
and how these representations reflect Sweden Finns’ changing societal 
status in Sweden. As material, eighteen literature reviews from Swedish 
newspapers regarding Antti Jalava’s novel Asfaltblomman (1980) and 
Susanna Alakoski’s novel Svinalängorna (2006) are analyzed with a focus 
on author representations and questions of ethnicity and authenticity.
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The results of the study show that author representations reflect 
Sweden Finns’ integration into Swedish society. While Jalava was mostly 
depicted as an immigrant or as “neither Swedish nor Finnish” in the early 
1980s, Alakoski was instead seen foremost as part of the Swedish literary 
canon through representation as a working-class author. However, despite 
Sweden Finns’ recognition as a national minority, as well as Alakoski’s own 
migrant background, she was represented neither as a Sweden Finn nor 
as someone with an immigrant background, although her Finnish back-
ground was implicitly acknowledged. Therefore, the study also contributes 
to contemporary studies of immigrant literature in Sweden by highlighting 
the exoticizing and racializing aspects of the contemporary discursive con-
struction of “immigrant literature” and “immigrant author.”

Introduction
In Sweden, literature has emerged as a central platform in the new mil-
lennium for discussing cultural diversity and identity with a key focus on 
relationships between different social classes as well as minority-majority 
relationships (Nilsson 2010). At the same time, in a growing body of 
literature, authors have acknowledged the need to compare and observe 
processes that historically and discursively construct specific literary cat-
egories, rather than view them as subjective and fixed entities (Behschnitt 
and Nilsson 2013; Gröndahl 2007; Kongslien 2005; Nilsson 2010). 
Additionally, the growing transcultural nature of contemporary literary 
fields has raised a need to critically evaluate the meaning of the prevailing 
national perspective in literature studies (Grönstrand et al. 2016).

Immigrant literature had already come into existence in the Swedish 
literary field in the post-World War II era with the increasing diversification 
of Swedish society (Gröndahl 2002; Nilsson 2013). However, the new mil-
lennium marked a turning point in this previously little explored literary 
field with the emergence of a new generation of immigrant authors whose 
works were interpreted as expressions of ethnic otherness in Swedish 
society. This so-called ethnic turn in Swedish literature has raised count-
er-arguments among both literary critics and academics. The criticism has 
been mainly directed at how notions of “immigrant literature” and “immi-
grant author” have been constructed in the biographical framework of 
these authors and consequently produced othering and exoticizing effects 
(Behschnitt and Nilsson 2013; Kongslien 2005; Nilsson 2010).

With their roots in the post-World War II labor migration, Sweden 
Finns comprise one of the biggest immigrant groups in Sweden today. 
Although they were recognized as a national minority in 2000 and were, 
therefore, politically constructed as part of Swedishness and Swedish 
national history, an immigrant perspective is still largely present in 
Sweden Finnish memory and cultural practices (see Huss and Syrjänen 
Schaal 2013). Authors with a Finnish background have written literature 
in Sweden for decades, but they have been largely absent in the debates 
tackling the deconstruction of the concepts of “immigrant literature” 
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and “immigrant authors” (see, e.g., Kongslien 2005). Instead, literature 
written by Finnish authors in Sweden has been categorized varyingly 
as minority literature, immigrant literature, working-class literature, 
Sweden Finnish literature, or even Finnish literature, depending on which 
temporal and cultural contexts these categorizations derive from. This 
demonstrates the transcultural and multispatial nature of this literary field 
(see, e.g., Gröndahl 2002; Kivimäki and Rantonen 2010; Pynnönen 1991; 
Wendelius 2002).

Because of these changing and often overlapping categories, in this 
article, I study the reception of Sweden Finnish literature in Sweden and 
examine representations of Finnish-born authors in different decades in 
Swedish newspapers especially in relation to questions of ethnicity and 
authenticity. Therefore, in this case study, I take the perspective of a 
Swedish majority as my starting point. I have chosen literature reviews 
of Antti Jalava’s Asfaltblomman (Asphaltflower,1 1980) and Susanna 
Alakoski’s Svinalängorna (Swine projects,2 2006) as case examples. Both 
novels were widely celebrated in Sweden at the time of their publication, 
and both the novels and their authors have many things in common. 
Additionally, the Sweden Finnish community identifies both authors as 
Sweden Finnish authors (see Tikkanen-Rózsa 2015). In the theoretical 
background, I discuss how different cultural and temporal contexts of 
interpretation affect literary categorizations by examining both the con-
struction of “immigrant literature” and “Sweden Finnish literature.” 
Examining different contexts of interpretation in relation to the reception 
of Sweden Finnish literature in Sweden contributes especially to our under-
standing of the position of Finns in Swedish society in different decades 
by discussing the intertwining notions of ethnicity and class. Additionally, 
the study offers some important insights both into the understanding of 
Sweden Finnish literature as well as the constructs “immigrant literature” 
and “immigrant author.”

Constructing an Immigrant Author: 
Swedish Multiculturalism in the Literary Field
A growing interest in multicultural literature in Sweden has emerged in 
recent decades with multicultural literature being generally understood 
in the context of migration, multiculturalism, and multilingualism 
(Behschnitt and Nilsson 2013). At the beginning of the new millennium, 
a new generation of immigrant authors, such as Jonas Hassen Khemiri, 
Johannes Anyuru, and Marjaneh Bakhtiari, attracted wide attention in 
Sweden from both the public and the critics. Most importantly, they were 
portrayed as the voices of a new multicultural Sweden. At the same time, 
a growing body of research began to emphasize successfully that, similar 
to ethnicity, “immigrant literature” or “immigrant author” should also 
be viewed as discursive categories, which are in a dialectic relationship 

1 Unless otherwise indicated, the translations are my own.
2 Translation of the title by Määttä (2016)
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with the society (Behschnitt and Nilsson 2013; Nilsson 2010). Behschnitt 
and Nilsson (2013) explain that the emerging interest in multicultural and 
immigrant literature in Sweden has been dialectically intertwined with a 
new self-image of Sweden as a multicultural society. However, Nilsson 
(2010) argues that this multiculturalism is largely imagined, since it has 
required a counter-narrative of a historically homogenous Sweden, which 
has become multicultural only through immigration. This has led to an 
increasing emphasis on ethnicity as the definer and characterizer of con-
temporary society, leading sometimes to an even exaggerated focus on 
ethnicity and ethnic differences. This is exemplified in the growing dichot-
omization between immigrant culture and Swedish culture with the notion 
of “immigrant” becoming increasingly racialized, affecting not only those 
who have migrated but also the children of these migrants. In contrast, 
the term “immigrant” is decreasingly used in everyday speech to refer to, 
for instance, white migrants from English-speaking and Nordic countries 
(Behschnitt and Nilsson 2013; see also Borevi and Strömblad 2004).

In line with other categorizations, literary categories depict, above all, 
the majority’s desire to define different groups (Latomaa 2010; see also 
Extra and Gorter 2001). Gokieli (2017) reminds us that marketability 
and commercialization are also embedded in these categories, providing 
the authors simultaneously the means to draw attention and to gain suc-
cess and authority. Although multicultural literature emerged in Sweden 
as early as in the 1970s, it has been argued that the construction of 
immigrant literature has been relatively fixed, and it, therefore, remained 
unchallenged in public debate before the twenty-first century (Gröndahl 
2002; Wendelius 2002). It is thus important not only to acknowledge the 
processes and practices that have redefined and deconstructed this literary 
category in recent decades, but also to examine what can be regarded as 
the logics of this literary field.

Löytty (2015) summarizes two central problems that have been 
embedded in the debates and research on immigrant literature: first, the 
alleged newness of this literature and, second, the biographical framework 
affecting the interpretation of literary works. The newness of immigrant 
literature is intertwined with the notion of imagined multiculturalism since 
“it would be rather absurd to argue that the literature in any given nation 
has developed in isolation from other literatures written elsewhere” (54). 
Therefore, established national literary canons should likewise be seen 
as constructs that have emerged dialectically with the nation-state. Thus, 
likewise to the challenges posed by migration to modern nation-states, 
literature written by immigrants may be seen as posing a challenge to the 
established boundaries of national literature (Löytty 2015; see also Frank 
2010; Grönstrand et al. 2016). The notion of the biographical framework 
of interpretation refers to the tendency to interpret immigrant literature 
through the biographical background of certain authors and regard them as 
authentic voices of a multicultural society. The authenticity of a non-Swed-
ish experience is seen guaranteed thematically by depictions of immigrant 
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problems or questions of identity, or stylistically by the use of sociolect or 
“broken” Swedish. For instance, Määttä (2016) notes that the reception 
of immigrant literature often focuses on linguistic and social hybridity, 
conceived as markers of authenticity. However, paratextual elements, such 
as non-Swedish appearance or a foreign-sounding name, contribute to 
understanding immigrant literature as autobiographical accounts, making 
stereotypical fiction of the authors’ biographies, and creating othering and 
exoticizing effects (Kongslien 2005; Nilsson 2010). Consequently, immi-
grant authors become often de-individualized and regarded as authentic 
voices for larger, homogenized groups of immigrants (Behschnitt and 
Nilsson 2013; Gokieli 2017; Rantonen and Savolainen 2010). 

Nilsson (2010, 37) writes that in the new millennium the construct 
of “immigrant literature” has increasingly referred to literature that 
expresses the author’s ethnicity or “cultural belonging.” Gokieli (2017, 
282) further argues that the construct has become synonymous with 
“non-white.” This given meaning has also been at the center of count-
er-arguments about the practices of labeling certain types of literature 
as “immigrant literature” or authors as “immigrant authors.” This has 
also been “evidenced by, among other things, the fact that not all works 
written by authors belonging to an ethnic, national, or linguistic minority 
are labelled ‘multicultural literature’” (Behschnitt and Nilsson 2013, 8–9; 
see also Trotzig 2005). Most prominently, these protests have been heard 
in Sweden from authors such as Khemiri and Bakhtiari, but also from 
an older generation of immigrant authors, such as Greek-born Theodor 
Kallifatides (Wendelius 2002; Nilsson 2010). However, instead of under-
standing these protests as “an ideologically motivated protest against the 
othering, exoticizing, and racializing aspects of the discursive construction 
of immigrant literature,” they can also be viewed as an expression of con-
flicts within the literary field (Nilsson 2013, 49). Nilsson (2013) explains 
that since the emergence of immigrant literature in the 1970s the logic of 
the literary field has legitimized paratextual elements such as non-Swedish 
ethnicity as symbolic capital in this literary field. In literature, authenticity 
should therefore be seen as a literary effect or technique, rather than a 
qualitative feature of literature.

Concurrently, with the emergence of immigrant literature, interest 
in working-class literature has also increased in Sweden. Nilsson (2010) 
notes that this contradicts the notion of ethnicity as the key to under-
standing contemporary society and, at the same time, demonstrates how 
class has come to be understood and treated in public as a parallel to eth-
nicity. This means that instead of being based solely on socio-economic 
status, the notion of class has become culturalized in line with ethnicity 
and other categories of cultural identity. However, in many cases, class is 
overshadowed by the exclusive focus on ethnicity and thus affects how 
depictions of ethnic otherness become interpreted in the reception of these 
works. This prevents seeing immigrant literature as also a portrayal of 
class in Swedish society.
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Because of the highly constructivist nature of literary categories, 
immigrant literature or working-class literature should not be interpreted 
simply as expressions of ethnic or cultural identity, as these categories are 
usually defined top-down, reflecting society’s values and ideologies at dif-
ferent times. Hence, labeling specific literature as “immigrant literature” 
or an author as an “immigrant author” can be considered an indicator 
of who is considered as the “other” or an outsider in a society, as well as 
the perceived cultural distance from the majority (see also Gokieli 2017). 

“Sweden Finnish Literature” and the Shifting Frames of Interpretation
As previously noted, Sweden Finns were recognized as a national minority 
in 2000.3  However, they can also be defined as one of the largest immi-
grant groups in Sweden (Huss 2001; Lainio 2015). Most of the pres-
ent-day Finns and Finnish-speakers in Sweden have their background in 
post-World War II labor migration that, particularly in the 1960s and 
1970s, resulted in around 250,000 Finns permanently settling in Sweden 
(Korkiasaari and Tarkiainen 2000). However, in critical debates on 
immigrant and multicultural literature, older or contemporary Sweden 
Finnish authors, besides Alakoski, have not been explored in much detail. 
In contrast, she has been viewed as part of a new generation of work-
ing-class authors in Sweden (Jonsson et al. 2010; Nilsson 2010; Williams 
2016). This controversy is further exemplified in the almost exclusive 
emphasis on ethnic identity and notions of Finnishness in other studies 
on Sweden Finns (see, e.g., Ågren 2006; Weckström 2011). Löytty (2015) 
identifies the lack of attention given to Sweden Finnish authors in the 
literary debates and considers Antti Jalava, for instance, as an author 
who could have been mentioned in discussions of the evolving field of 
multicultural literature (cf. Kongslien 2005, see also Määttä 2016). This 
discrepancy could be attributed to the integration process or the changing 
political status of Finns in Sweden, but the Finnish immigrant experience 
in Sweden should not be ignored merely because of their contemporary 
political status. Instead, the Finnish experience and the shifting categori-
zations reflected in representational practices could provide insight into 
integration processes. Therefore, taking a closer look at both earlier stud-
ies of Sweden Finnish literature as well as the construction of this literary 
category is important, since this category should not be considered as a 
fixed entity, but also as a reflection of values and ideologies.

The status of Sweden Finns as a national minority derives not only 
from a growing awareness of an older Finnish history in Sweden, but also 
from a unique combination of national, bilateral Finnish Swedish, as well 
as Nordic cooperation (Elenius 2006; Huss 2001; see also Lainio 1997). 
Official recognition as a national minority has constructed Sweden Finns 

3 Sweden ratified the Council of Europe’s Framework Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities and European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in 2000, 
defining the Jews, the Roma, the Sámi, the Sweden Finns, and the Tornedalians as national 
minorities and the respective languages Yiddish, Romani chib, Sámi, Finnish, and Meänkieli 
as minority languages.
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as part of the Swedish national history and therefore reshaped the discur-
sive understanding of this group’s location in time and space (Gröndahl 
2007; Huss 2001; Silvén 2011). Political recognition by the majority 
society has, according to Huss (2001), supported the ethnic awakening 
of the Sweden Finnish minority in the twenty-first century. However, this 
was not until the 2010s when new symbols, such as the Sweden Finnish 
flag or Sweden Finnish Day, were introduced, depicting specific minority 
culture and the awareness of its historical presence in Sweden before the 
post-World War II migration.4 This not only depicts the gradual estab-
lishment of a specific minority culture deriving from the Swedish context 
and a growing historical awareness, but it also demonstrates the long 
process of establishing such a culture and the increasing complexity of 
referring to Sweden Finns as an immigrant group. On the other hand, this 
also demonstrates, for its part, the prevailing tendency to dichotomize 
immigrants and national minorities and, therefore, to indicate those who 
are considered insiders or outsiders in the national community. As noted 
by Gröndahl (2007), this is, among other things, visible in the hierarchies 
that the new field of minority policies has constructed between different 
groups and cultures.

The apparent essentialization of these categories makes research on 
Sweden Finns challenging when the collective experiences of migration and 
historical awareness, as part of the Swedish nation, are simultaneously pres-
ent. The socio-political changes are exemplified, for instance, by the chang-
ing literary categories used in relation to Finnish-born authors in Sweden. 
Sweden Finnish literature is generally understood as literature written by 
post-World War II migrants and their descendants. Consequently, stud-
ies until the turn of the millennium, such as Pynnönen’s (1991) study of 
the Sweden Finnish literary field between 1956 and 1988 and Vallenius’s 
(1998) study of Sweden Finnish literary themes, depict this literature as an 
expression of otherness and in-betweenness that derives from immigrant 
experience. In his work on immigrant and minority literature in Sweden 
between 1970 and 2000, Wendelius (2002) also defines Finns as immigrant 
authors. He categorizes Sweden Finnish authors partly based on the themes 
of their literary works, as well as on the biographical framework by noting 
that “although Finns nowadays have minority status, I regard this group as 
immigrants mainly because both authors and their characters [. . .] factually 
are immigrants” (11, note 5). In her analysis of Swedish immigrant and 
minority literature, Gröndahl (2002), on the other hand, uses political cate-
gories as a reference for literary categorizations and instead defines Finnish 
authors mainly as minority authors, reflecting their newly attained socio-po-
litical status. However, she notes that some groups, such as the Finns and 
the Jews, can be considered as belonging to both immigrant and national 
minority groups. Nonetheless, Antti Jalava is positioned as a representative 

4 For instance, the Sweden Finnish Day has been celebrated since 2011 on the birthday of 
Carl Axel Gottlund, who was a Finnish nineteenth-century historian and collector of Forest 
Finn folklore in the Swedish province of Värmland.
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of “old domestic or regional minorities” in line with Tornedalian authors 
Gunnar Kieri, Mikael Niemi, and Bengt Pohjanen, Sámi author Inghilda 
Tapio, and Swedish Romani writer Katarina Taikon (Gröndahl 2002, 36). 
This demonstrates not only the emerging temporal and spatial shift in the 
location of Sweden Finnish culture, but also the essentializing tendencies 
embedded in policy-based categorizations. In some studies, Sweden Finnish 
literature has also been located between Finnish and Swedish literary 
fields or even as its own literary category (Kivimäki and Rantonen 2010; 
Rantonen and Savolainen 2002). Additionally, Grönstrand et al. (2016) 
note that Sweden Finnish authors are sometimes constructed as part of con-
temporary Finnish literature. However, these kinds of categorizations are 
problematic since they tend to emphasize and reify the stability and fixity of 
national literary canons.

As noted earlier, Alakoski has been depicted foremost as a work-
ing-class author in Sweden (Nilsson 2010; Williams 2016). Swedish 
working-class literature has traditionally been depicted as an expression 
of working-class experience. Although working-class literature is gener-
ally regarded as a central literary phenomenon in the national literature 
of Sweden, it originated as a political literature mainly within the labor 
movement (Lennon and Nilsson 2016). Sweden Finnish literature and 
working-class literature have been noted to have similarities. Sweden 
Finnishness is generally seen as intertwining with questions of class since 
Finnish migration to Sweden was largely based on economic reasons and 
characterized by blue-collar labor (see Korkiasaari and Tarkiainen 2000). 
Wendelius (2002) mentions the works of Antti Jalava, Hannu Ylitalo, and 
Martta Matinlompolo, among others, as examples of Finnish immigrant 
depictions, with particularly clear features of classic working-class nov-
els. Gröndahl (2017), on the other hand, portrays Alakoski and a more 
recently emerged Sweden Finnish author, Eija Hetekivi Olsson, as part of 
a renewed Swedish working-class literature in line with Swedish authors 
such as Åsa Linderborg. Gröndahl explains that this changed literary 
field builds around criticism of the Swedish welfare state, or the ‘people’s 
home’ (folkhemmet), and its inability to provide equal opportunities for 
everyone. This blends the Finnish background and the Finnish language 
as part of a Swedish working-class depiction. However, Gröndahl notes 
that this change simultaneously means that class perspective is emerging 
again in Sweden Finnish literature, demonstrating the overlap of different 
literary categories. The close connections between ethnicity and class 
in the case of Sweden Finnish literature align with Melkas and Löytty’s 
(2016) notions that literature can admit several interpretations. This also 
means that literature does not necessarily represent only one, coherent 
societal phenomenon, but it demonstrates that there are also several ways 
of being in a marginal position in a society. 

A closer look at “Sweden Finnish literature” as a construct should 
include an approach at two levels, regarding the different temporal con-
text of what is regarded as Sweden Finnish culture, as well as from which 
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cultural context this categorization is derived. First, defining certain 
works as Sweden Finnish literature without reflecting on the socio-polit-
ical changes in recent decades would fail to take into consideration that 
Sweden Finnish literature is given different meanings at different times. 
For instance, the title of this article and the notion of “Sweden Finnish 
literature” should not be understood as a fixed category, but rather as 
a Sweden Finnishness that was constructed from an immigrant perspec-
tive in the 1980s, and increasingly from a minority perspective in the 
2000s. Second, what should be borne in mind as well is the three central 
interpretative cultural contexts that literature written by Finnish authors 
in Sweden have: Finnish, Swedish, and Sweden Finnish contexts. For 
the Sweden Finnish minority, this specific literary category is part of a 
process of constructing a collective minority identity (Gröndahl 2002). 
When looking closer at the Sweden Finnish context of defining this lit-
erary category, it is apparent that the construction derives mostly from 
biographical frameworks of the authors, emphasizing and essentializing 
Finnish origins and even Finnish-sounding names. For instance, in the 
two existing anthologies of Sweden Finnish authors published by Sweden 
Finnish institutions, most of the emphasis seems to be laid on the authors’ 
Finnish background by framing their representations based on their birth-
place in Finland and the year of migration to Sweden (Tikkanen-Rózsa 
1995, 2015). The preface to the second anthology also notes that the first 
edition did not include some Finland Swedish authors since “we Sweden-
Finns did not know to perceive [them] as coming from Finland, since they 
have a Swedish name and they write in Swedish” (2015, 5). However, in 
addition to the Sweden Finnish minority, the category “Sweden Finnish 
literature” is used especially in Finnish literature research and in relation 
to authors such as Alakoski and Jalava (see Kivimäki and Rantonen 2010; 
Melkas and Löytty 2016). This underlines the importance of paying 
attention to different cultural contexts of interpretation, since Finnishness 
has meaning above all, not only for the Sweden Finnish minority, but also 
for the Finnish audience. 

Asfaltblomman and Svinalängorna:  
Depictions from the Margins of Folkhemmet
Asfaltblomman by Antti Jalava and Svinalägorna by Susanna Alakoski 
are generally considered to be two of the most well-known literary works 
by Finnish-born authors in Sweden. The novels are an insightful pair for 
comparison, since both were written in Swedish and published by Swedish 
publishing houses in contrast to many other Sweden Finnish novels that 
have been written in Finnish and published by Sweden Finnish institu-
tions. Additionally, the novels are also thematically alike, both depicting 
the immigrant experience through the eyes of children and youth. The 
authors also share a similar background as both of them were born in 
Finland (Alakoski in 1962 and Jalava in 1949) and subsequently migrated 
to Sweden as children. Both novels are situated around the same period 
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and depict the Finnish immigrant experience in Sweden in the 1960s and 
1970s. However, written almost three decades apart, these depictions are 
derived from very different societal and cultural contexts in relation to 
both Finns’ and immigrants’ position in Swedish society. Still, there is no 
doubt that both the novels and their authors have a place in the collec-
tive Sweden Finnish memory. For instance, in the recent Sweden Finnish 
anthology Finnjävlar (Finnish devils, 2016), minority activist Andreas Ali 
Jonasson describes reading Asfaltblomman as a transformative moment, 
which reified his sense of collective Finnish experience in Sweden with 
the depictions of otherness and working-class experiences. Additionally, 
Susanna Alakoski is generally depicted as a prominent person in Sweden 
Finnish cultural life (see, e.g., Laestadius 2016). Furthermore, Finnish lit-
erature research generally categorizes both as Sweden Finnish authors (see 
Latomaa 2010; Löytty 2015; Kivimäki and Rantonen 2010; Melkas and 
Löytty 2016). The reception of both Asfaltblomman and Svinalängorna 
has been previously examined (see Nilsson 2010; Pynnönen 1982; 
Vallenius 1998), but the previous studies have not examined the reception 
of these novels in comparison to each other or critically dealt with the role 
of paratextual elements and notions of ethnicity and authenticity. 

Deriving from the critical approach to the constructs “immigrant 
author” and “immigrant literature” and the identified gap in the existing 
research on Sweden Finnish literature and its reception, the following 
analysis focuses on the reception of Sweden Finnish literature in Swedish 
literary reviews. The analysis specially emphasizes authenticity and the 
role of other paratextual elements in the representation of the authors 
and their novels. The analysis comprises of eighteen literature reviews 
of Jalava’s Asfaltblomman and Alakoski’s Svinalängorna from Swedish 
daily newspapers; seven reviews of Asfaltblomman, published in 1980 
and 1981, and eleven reviews of Svinalängorna, published in 2006. To 
highlight the comparative nature of this analysis, the reception of each 
book is first analyzed independently, and then brought together in the 
concluding section.

Methodologically, I approach the material with critical discourse 
analysis (CDA), which emphasizes socio-political consciousness and ques-
tions of power in investigating language and discourse. The methodology 
is useful in analyzing and identifying implicit and underlying meanings 
produced in media texts as well as in considering the domains where 
these discourses in the form of public opinions, dominant ideologies, and 
everyday practices are managed (Van Dijk 1993). CDA is particularly 
useful when studying discursive practices of mass media since it views 
media as representations of public space, reflecting the ideologies of the 
majority as well as socio-cultural changes quite sensitively (Wodak and 
Busch 2004; see also, e.g., Fairclough 2001). A literary review is a written 
opinion describing, analyzing, and evaluating a (recently published) book. 
However, in this article, the focus is on how authors and their literary 
works are represented and addressed in the literary reviews instead of 
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how the themes or characters of the novels are discussed. Therefore, my 
analysis focuses on the more implicit and unconscious representations and 
categorizations, which I see as being constituted by different temporal, 
cultural, and socio-political contexts.

Rootless and In-Between: Jalava as the Voice of Immigrant Experience
Antti Jalava’s novel Asfaltblomman depicts the life of Finnish immigrant 
youth in Sweden in the 1970s. The protagonist of the novel is Finnish-
born Erkki, who works menial jobs during the day and writes a book 
during the night. The novel follows a second narrative layer written 
by Erkki about a Finnish immigrant boy, Hannu, and his struggles to 
adapt to Sweden. The second protagonist of Asfaltblomman is Sirkka, an 
unemployed and alcoholic woman, whom Erkki meets and tries to help. 
Through these three characters, the novel depicts the struggle of having 
an identity crisis between Finnishness and Swedishness, and it reflects the 
problems that emerge with losing one’s mother tongue and having low 
self-esteem. Identity, rootlessness, and struggles with language have been 
depicted as the central themes of Asfaltblomman (Vallenius 2002). The 
novel was a success in Sweden and was even referred to as the literary 
event of fall 1980, igniting debates on immigrants’ double identity and 
the loss of their mother tongue and, therefore, opening new perspectives 
to immigrant issues (Vallenius 1998). Asfaltblomman was also translated 
into Finnish in 1981 by author Pentti Saarikoski, and a movie adaptation 
of the novel was made for television in 1984. However, among the Finnish 
community in Sweden, the novel was not much celebrated at the time 
since many found the thematics of the novel a sore point and did not want 
to identify with it (Pennanen 1981).

The reception of Asfaltblomman in Swedish newspapers shows quite 
distinctively that the novel was received above all as immigrant litera-
ture, following the logics of the field as presented earlier. For instance, 
Morfiadakis’s (1980) review of Asfaltblomman in Kvällsposten labels 
the novel directly as an “immigrant novel about distress and despair” 
(21). The novel was understood foremost through Jalava’s own Finnish 
and immigrant background, as depicting experiences of otherness to the 
Swedish audience. To give a few examples, in a review in Helsingborgs 
Dagblad, Svensson (1980) notes that Jalava was “brought up in south-
east Finland outside of Lappeenranta but has since 1959 lived in Sweden.” 
Additionally, Svensson explains that Jalava’s mother tongue is Finnish but 
“as so many other immigrants he has been forced to suppress his own lan-
guage and learn to speak Swedish” (2). Westholm (1981), in Upsala Nya 
Tidning, also frames the review with Jalava’s biographical framework 
with his move to Sweden as a ten-year-old. Schildt (1980), in Svenska 
Dagbladet, frames his review on Asfaltblomman with the title “The sec-
ond generation” and describes the author as born in Finland but raised in 
Sweden and, therefore, a spokesperson for “the second generation among 
immigrants” (12). 
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The tendency to read Asfaltblomman from Jalava’s biographical 
framework is further exemplified by the portrayals of the novel as an 
autobiographical account. For example, Löfström (1980), in Sydsvenskan, 
refers to the two-layered storyline of the novel and writes, “both are likely 
autobiographically grounded” (3). Some reviewers also quote Jalava’s 
own words from the back cover of Asfaltblomman in relation to the 
characters and themes of the novel. For example, in his portrayal of the 
main character Erkki, Westholm (1981) writes that “similarly with Antti 
Jalava, he can say that ‘because of unlucky situations,’ he has chosen 
Swedish as his literary language” (10). However, Westholm’s review also 
leaves room to read the title as applying to both Jalava and his literary 
characters. Löfström (1980) writes that Jalava is “neither a Finn nor a 
Swede” (3) with notion of his moving to Sweden as a child. Löfström 
further explains that it is this feeling of not belonging that Jalava’s novel 
addresses, demonstrating the strong biographical point of departure for 
the interpretation of the book. Both the titles of Westholm’s review of 
Asfaltblomman—“Neither a Finn nor a Swede”—and Anne Tiefenthal’s 
(1980) review in Vestmanlands Läns Tidning—“To miss roots”—depict 
a sense of non-belonging and in-betweenness that derives from being 
uprooted because of migration and the inability to re-root in the Swedish 
soil. Furthermore, similar notions are found in other reviews, such as 
Sjöbohm’s (1981) review titled “Strongly on semilingual homelessness” 
in Göteborgs-Tidning, and Svensson’s (1980) “An immigrant tells about 
his alienation.” As noted earlier, the authenticity of non-Swedish expe-
rience is a central feature in the construction of immigrant literature in 
order to understand it as an authentic depiction of the culturally and 
ethnically diverse Swedish society. This is also apparent in the reception 
of Asfaltblomman and the ambiguous boundary between reality and 
Asfaltblomman’s literary world. Referring to Jalava, Westholm (1981) 
notes that “there is no doubt on the authenticity of his depictions of real-
ity” (10). Notions of authenticity are also present in Löfström’s review 
(1980), which says that Jalava “allows us to see them both outside and 
through their own eyes” (3). Similarly, Morfiadakis (1980) writes that “it 
is always interesting to read about immigrants by immigrants” (21). 

The notion of authenticity that Jalava is perceived as providing the 
reader can also be found in references to the style and language of the 
novel, which were noted earlier as features “guaranteeing” the authen-
ticity of non-Swedish experience. Svensson (1980), for instance, writes 
first that Jalava is not fluent in any language and points to the occasional 
errors of grammar he makes in the book, which, however, “only increase 
the sense of authenticity one experiences when reading” (2). In other 
reviews, Jalava’s use of language is also discussed. For instance, Löfström 
(1980) describes Jalava’s language as “rich and nuanced” which he mas-
ters with “great confidence.” Additionally, “the tension” and “anger” 
Löfström finds in Jalava’s use of the Swedish language and his writing 
style are interpreted as an “emancipation process” that gives the novel 
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an additional dimension (3). Schildt (1980) also notes that while books 
about immigrants often have “greater documentary than artistic value,” 
Asfaltblomman is a masterpiece also in terms of its artistic and stylistic 
value. Schildt, however, notes that Jalava seems to master the Swedish 
language and storytelling well “with the exception of the difficult prepo-
sitions” (12). While the reviewers mostly seem to praise Jalava’s linguistic 
skills and style, it is quite clear that these factors also affect how the novel 
is read and interpreted.  

The novel is generally depicted as a noteworthy contribution 
to debates on “immigrant problems” or the “immigrant question” 
(Westholm 1981; Schildt 1980; Tiefenthal 1980), or as Svensson (1980) 
describes it, as Jalava’s and “other immigrant children and youth’s bitter 
experiences of cultural and linguistic oppression in the Swedish welfare 
state” (2). Sjöbohm (1981) also portrays Jalava as a messenger of essen-
tial information on immigrants’ homelessness, their lack of self-esteem, 
the division between the Swedish and foreign workforce, as well as xeno-
phobia. Jalava, therefore, gives a voice to the immigrant problems that 
afflict Swedish society. Along these lines, the reception of Asfaltblomman 
reveals a strong tendency to construct and mediate a rather strong, col-
lective “immigrant voice” through Jalava in line with Behschnitt and 
Nilsson’s (2013) and Gokieli’s (2017) notions of how immigrant authors 
often become de-individualized. As noted earlier, Schildt (1980) also 
depicts Jalava as a “spokesperson” for all second-generation immigrants, 
but in like manner also for Finnish immigrants in Sweden specifically (12). 
Tiefenthal’s (1980) review additionally shows a strong dichotomization 
between immigrants, who experience a “lack of power and humiliation,” 
and “us inborn Swedes,” referring to the different positions of power that 
“immigrants” and “Swedes” have (4). Interestingly, Tiefenthal also refers 
to Finns, Assyrians, and Yugoslavs, among others, as “Swedes” with 
quotation marks signaling the problematic nature of including immi-
grants in the notion of “Swede.” Svensson (1980) also uses the same us/
them dichotomy while noting that “Jalava has succeeded in mediating 
important knowledge to us inborn Swedes on the difficult problems of 
immigrants” (2). This notion seems to confirm Nilsson’s (2010) percep-
tion of all non-Swedish ethnicity being regarded as the cultural capital in 
the construction of immigrant literature. At the same time, these notions 
exemplify quite clearly the marginal position of Finns in Sweden in the 
early 1980s in line with other immigrant groups.

Although Jalava’s literary production has been noted to include fea-
tures of classic working-class novels, in the reception of Asfaltblomman 
he was depicted above all through his immigrant background. Schildt’s 
(1980) review, however, is an exception, commenting that “paradoxically 
this novel [Asfaltblomman] has made me think of Fridegård’s Lars Hård, 
who at the time gave voice to experiences of a previously silent social 
group” (12). Despite noting faint similarities between Asfaltblomman and 
Swedish proletarian writer Lars Fridegård’s literary character Lars Hård, 
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a farm worker, he finds them contradictory. Although Schildt depicts 
Jalava as the spokesperson for different ethnic groups, he does not make 
any further observations on questions of power embedded in both notions 
of “immigrant” and “class.” It is, however, interesting to find notions of 
class in Asfaltblomman’s reception, since these intertwined notions have 
been studied closer only in recent decades (see Nilsson 2010). As noted 
earlier, the character of the new working-class literature can, first and 
foremost, be viewed as a critique of the Swedish welfare state. However, 
the similar critique that is acknowledged to exist in Asfaltblomman is 
constructed explicitly as an account of immigrant experience and not as a 
self-reflection on prevailing societal structures.

The way Asfaltblomman was received in the 1980s has striking sim-
ilarities with, for example, how Jonas Hassen Khemiri’s celebrated debut 
novel Ett öga rött (An Eye Red, 2003) was received two decades later 
(Thompson 2005). Khemiri’s novel was initially interpreted as immigrant 
literature, although the novel was later noted to include several contrary 
metafictional notions and even irony toward the construction of immi-
grant literature. Nilsson’s (2010) analysis of the reception of Ett öga rött 
shows that Khemiri’s biographical background as Swedish Tunisian like-
wise affected the way the novel was read: Khemiri was also portrayed as 
representing a larger, homogenized group of immigrants despite having 
in fact been born in Sweden. Among other authors, Khemiri opposed 
strongly being labeled as an immigrant author. Interestingly, the same 
notion can also be found in Jalava’s case. After the success that fol-
lowed Asfaltblomman, Jalava declared in many contexts that he did not 
identify as an immigrant author, nor as a Finnish author, or even as a 
Sweden Finnish author (Pennanen 1981; Pynnönen 1982). For instance, 
in Asfaltblomman’s review in the Finnish newspaper Helsingin Sanomat, 
Jalava stated that he was planning to move on to new themes since he did 
not want to “receive a name tag of an immigrant writer” (Pennanen 1981, 
28). According to Pynnönen (1982), Jalava did not want to identify as a 
Sweden Finnish author either, since he saw Sweden Finnishness as narrow 
and limiting. This notion, in many ways, is in line with the meanings of 
marginality and in-betweenness that were attached in the 1980s to the 
idea of Sweden Finnishness as a depiction of immigrant experience rather 
than a specific minority identity (see, e.g., Hujanen 1986). 

The critical analysis of the reception of Asfaltblomman is in many ways 
in line with what Nilsson (2013, 53) refers to as the “standard description 
of immigrant novel,” following the logic of the construction of “immi-
grant literature.” The reception of the novel shows a strong tendency to 
homogenize ethnic groups, both immigrants and Swedes. Additionally, 
the emphasis on linguistic style and other paratextual elements in the 
reception of Asfaltblomman demonstrates the ambiguity of the line 
between literary fiction and the author’s own biographical background. 
Instead of his Finnish background, Jalava’s general experience as an immi-
grant, however, seems to play a more central role in the interpretation of 
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the novel. Asfaltblomman was seen above all as an authentic depiction 
of immigrant or non-Swedish experience in Swedish society and as a 
contribution to debates on society’s problems and questions related to 
immigrants. The reception portrays Jalava as not belonging to the given 
national context even as a second-generation immigrant. In general, the 
reception also underscores the perceived inability of including immigrant 
experience in Swedishness. 

Invisible Ethnicity and Changing Notions of Class:  
Alakoski as a Voice for Social Exclusion
Susanna Alakoski’s debut novel Svinalängorna is situated in a suburb of 
Fridhem in Swedish Ystad in the 1960s and 1970s. The novel depicts the 
coming-of-age story of Leena, a young Finnish girl,  and follows, through 
her eyes, the life of her Finnish immigrant family as it struggles with 
poverty, alcoholism, and violence. Leena’s family moved from Finland 
to Fridhem when she was six years old. The locals soon start to call the 
suburb svinalängorna, the pig houses or swine rows, because of the immi-
grants and low-income earners who are moving into the area. However, 
in Ystad, Leena’s family has a modern apartment, her parents work, and 
Leena starts to learn a new language. However, bit by bit, the family idyll 
starts to break as the parents’ alcohol use increases. Like Asfaltblomman, 
Svinalängorna has been portrayed as handling questions of integration, 
social problems, and identity, along with gender, class differences, and 
children’s experience of immigrant life (Gröndahl 2008). The novel was a 
success in Sweden and stimulated discussions of poverty and the meaning 
of class in the Swedish welfare state. It later became seen as a central 
part of the emerging Swedish debate on class with Alakoski as part of a 
new generation of working-class authors (Kivimäki and Rantonen 2010; 
Nilsson 2010; Williams 2016). The novel also won the prestigious literary 
‘August prize’ (Augustpriset) in 2006, and a movie adaptation based on 
the novel was released four years later. Although notions of ethnicity and 
nationality have been identified as somewhat relevant in Svinalängorna, 
the notion of class has been argued to be more meaningful and, in fact, the 
key to understanding the novel. For instance, Nilsson (2010) argues that 
the depiction of Finnishness in the novel is heterogeneous and unstable, 
which makes it problematic as the sole point of departure for interpreta-
tion. As noted before, Svinalängorna has also been identified as part of the 
Sweden Finnish literary field, for instance in Gröndahl’s (2017) depiction 
of it as part of a continuum of Sweden Finnish working-class literature.

The reception of Svinalängorna in Swedish media shows that both class 
and ethnicity were noted in the reception of the novel, although ethnicity 
was more marginal in comparison. Sarrimo (2006) in Sydsvenskan reads 
the story of Svinalängorna most prominently through ethnicity and, at the 
same time, she is among the few reviewers who emphasize Alakoski’s own 
ethnic background. In her review, Sarrimo depicts the Finnish experience 
in the past century as characterized by war and the “subsequent need for 
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patriotism” and explains that of all this “Alakoski gives her own personal 
version” (B5). Sarrimo’s notion does not define Alakoski directly as a Finn 
or someone with an immigrant background. Instead, she describes the 
novel as Alakoski’s personal version of Finnishness, as opposed to a gen-
eral or collective account of Finnishness in Sweden. Dahlman (2006) in 
Falu Kuriren also defines Alakoski within a similar frame by writing that 
“both Alakoski and Leena have Finnish parents who have immigrated 
to Scania”; however, Dahlman leaves additional similarities between the 
author and her literary character “for the reader to evaluate” (B12). In 
Svenska Dagbladet, Löfvendahl (2006) mentions ethnicity rather as an 
undertone by beginning his review by wondering if “otherness or the 
feeling of rootlessness that derive from having roots in another land is the 
best breeding ground for literary fiction” (9). As examples, Löfvendahl 
mentions Swedish authors Astrid Trotzig and Sofia French, who have 
both been adopted from South Korea, and Zbigniew Kuklarz, who has 
Polish parents; however, Löfvendahl implies Alakoski’s background only 
by speculating that the protagonist Leena might be Alakoski’s alter ego. 
Löfvendahl, therefore, mediates a rather strong awareness of Alakoski’s 
background but does not evoke any further autobiographical interpre-
tations. In a sense, referring to other authors with a foreign background 
does, however, construct a certain experience of otherness and non-be-
longing, which in turn also affects the interpretation of Alakoski’s novel. 
In contrast, many reviewers—such as Aftonbladet’s Bromander (2006), 
for example—do not place any emphasis on Alakoski or her background, 
but only portray her as the author of the novel.

Instead of depicting Alakoski as a voice for a collective group of 
immigrants, the reviews, on the contrary, show a conscious awareness of 
the problematic nature of homogenizing ethnic groups. For example, both 
Bjelvehammar (2006) in Ystads Allehanda and Thente (2006) in Dagens 
Nyheter criticize previous practices of viewing immigrants as collective 
units, through prejudices or collective models of integration. Thente 
(2006), for instance, writes about old stereotypes of immigrants such as 
knife-fighting Finns who “together with some Chileans and Greek [. . .] 
were The Other, who could be lumped together with prejudices” (5).

Although some autobiographical references are found in the reviews, 
the notion of authenticity does not refer particularly to being someone 
with a Finnish or immigrant background in Sweden, but rather to the 
authenticity and experience of growing up in poverty shadowed by alco-
holism and violence. For example, both Johansson (2006) in Västerviks-
Tidningen and Kvist (2006) in Smålandsposten emphasize class and social 
exclusion in their reviews of Svinalängorna. Johansson (2006) considers 
the novel as an autobiographical account despite the fact that “the author 
has said in an interview that the novel is not autobiographical although 
she has had a similar childhood.” Johansson doubts any other alternatives 
since narrating the story as Alakoski has done it “must be more or less 
self-experienced” (10). Kvist (2006) also discusses the novel as an account 
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of Alakoski’s own life since the buildings depicted on the cover of the novel 
might, according to Kvist, be from Alakoski’s own personal photo albums.

While Alakoski uses sociolect and, for instance, Finnish swear words 
as a stylistic feature in the novel (see, e.g., Määttä 2016), this stylistic fea-
ture that is generally seen as implying authenticity in immigrant literature 
does not seem to affect the reception or categorization of Svinalängorna 
or Alakoski. Instead, Kvist (2006) writes that Alakoski “adds flavor with 
Finnish expressions” (27). Language is of less focus in the reviews in 
general. Where authenticity and language are discussed, it is in reference 
to other perspectives than ethnicity as, for instance, in Bjelvehammar’s 
(2006) notion of Alakoski writing “with authenticity and vigor” from 
a child’s point of view, “from below” as well as praising women (B20). 
In comparison to both reviews of Asfaltblomman and contemporary 
discussions of the constructs “immigrant literature” and “immigrant 
author,” this observation seems to suggest that the notion of authenticity 
derives more readily from outside the book, from the paratextual ele-
ments, instead of the thematic or stylistic features of the work. At the 
same time, this also reifies Nilsson’s (2010) and Gokieli’s (2017) argument 
of the contemporary construct “immigrant author” being exoticized and 
racialized, since Alakoski and her novel do in many other ways fit the 
description of “immigrant author” and “immigrant literature.”

How are Alakoski and Svinalängorna then represented in the reviews 
if not with reference to ethnicity and migrancy? Bjelvehammar (2006) 
summarizes the predominant discourse present in many other reviews by 
portraying the “immigrant families and low-income earners” of the book 
as “second class citizens” (B20). This frequent portrayal emphasizes the 
reception of the novel not merely as an account of living as an immigrant 
in Sweden, but rather as a depiction of class, class differences, and those 
who fall outside of society—of “the poor and the outcast,” as Dahlman 
(2006, B12) expresses it. This is also exemplified in Lundberg’s (2006) 
review in Helsingborgs Dagblad, in which he acknowledges class hatred 
and the social climb (“klassresa” [class trip]), which rises from suburbs 
that “are slowly filled with immigrants and low-income earners” (A35). 
Class and immigration intertwine in many reviews, reifying what was 
noted earlier in relation to both immigrant literature and Sweden Finnish 
literature. Löfvendahl (2006) is the only one to discuss this notion more 
deeply with reference to Swedish author Tony Samuelsson, who has paid 
attention to the changing nature of working-class literature and noted 
how it “more often emerges from immigrant neighborhoods among the 
indigent and unemployed than among sons and daughters of labor.” 
Löfvendahl argues that Alakoski’s literary alter ego allows her to have 
“the perspective of a modern working-class author” (9) by depicting those 
who seemingly have no chances in life. Löfvendahl illustrates the changing 
nature of working-class literature by referring to a Swedish working-class 
author Ivar-Lo Johansson, whose previous depictions of farm-workers, 
likewise, gave voice to those who were on the lowest rung of society. 
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Kvist (2006), on the other hand, writes more directly that Alakoski “has 
taken place among working-class authors and shows that the genre did 
not die with Moa Martinson” (27), another Swedish author who depicted 
working-class experiences. This also illustrates how the alleged changing 
nature of working-class literature with its intertwining notions of class 
and migrancy has been adopted quite naturally.

Reading Svinalängorna as a depiction of class seems to construct 
the experience of immigration, and especially Finnishness as part of 
Swedishness, which did not come across in Asfaltblomman’s reviews. 
By contrast, Asfaltblomman’s reception emphasized otherness and social 
exclusion. In Svinalängorna’s reception, these experiences are constructed 
not only as shared memories of Swedish society in the 1960s and 1970s, 
but also as depictions of the present time, constructing a very different 
Sweden than a few decades earlier. The role of Finnish immigrants in 
Swedish history is indicated in Nyström’s (2006) review in Norrbottens- 
Kuriren with the notion of a “Sweden that in the 1960s builds welfare 
with Finnish immigrants” (22), referring to the role of Finnish workers in 
Swedish industry in the decades of high economic growth. In Johansson’s 
(2006) review, Svinalängorna is also portrayed as a depiction of “the 
contemporary Sweden,” referring to the previously discussed imagined 
multiculturality, which starts to emerge through immigration during these 
decades (10). Similarly, Planhammar (2006) describes the novel as an 
authentic depiction of “the emergence of modern Sweden” (78). 

The analysis of Svinalängorna’s reception contrasts sharply with 
that of Asfaltblomman. Although authenticity appears as a central tool 
in interpreting Svinalängorna, it is sought more readily through the 
class experience than through ethnicity. This is also exemplified by the 
reviewers’ highly contrasted way of interpreting Asfaltblomman’s and 
Svinalängorna’s authenticity based on linguistic features. Svinalängorna 
is interpreted predominantly as a depiction of poverty, violence, and 
otherness. However, instead of being understood only as deriving from 
socio-economic factors, the analysis shows the strong entanglements 
between notions of class and ethnicity as portrayers of social exclusion. 
This notion implies that Alakoski is not portrayed as a representative 
of her ethnic or immigrant background because this interpretative con-
text alone is not sufficient for the Swedish audience. The novel is rather 
understood as a description of Swedish society for which class offers a 
more fitting context. As noted earlier, constructing white immigrants 
from Nordic countries as “immigrants” has decreased in recent decades 
and, subsequently, the emphasis has shifted increasingly to racialized 
ethnicities. Therefore, class might also function as a more suitable lens 
to understand the Finnish experience and its expressions in Swedish 
society. Class, thus, shows also how Finnishness has increasingly been 
integrated as a part of Swedishness in only a few decades. This is also 
in line with Gröndahl’s (2017) notion of Finnishness being constructed 
as part of Swedish working-class depictions. Ethnicity is, however, not 



59

From In-Betweenness to Invisibility

absent in Alakoski’s representations, although not remarkably affecting 
the interpretation of the novel. Therefore, ethnicity in Alakoski’s case 
could be described as invisible. Last, while the reviews of Svinalängorna 
partially emphasize individuality instead of seeing immigrants as collec-
tive, homogenous groups, Alakoski is, to some extent, portrayed as a 
representative of her class position and, therefore, a voice for the more 
diverse experiences of otherness.

Concluding Remarks
In this article, I have discussed the reception of Sweden Finnish literature in 
Swedish newspapers as well as different temporal and cultural contexts of 
interpretation that affect literary categorizations. Overall, I have pointed 
out the importance of the highly constructivist and fluid nature of literary 
categories, which emerge as reflections of society’s values and ideologies at 
different times. Literary categories should not be seen as mutually exclu-
sive, but rather as expressions of the different cultural, societal, or politi-
cal objectives that they serve in different cultural and temporal contexts. 
National literary fields as extensions of hegemonic national identities offer 
restricted interpretative frames for studying transcultural and multispatial 
literature such as Sweden Finnish literature and, therefore, continue to 
produce othering and exoticizing representations. Despite the many simi-
larities with the more recent practices of how “immigrant literature” and 
“immigrant author” are constructed, the reception of Asfaltblomman in 
the early 1980s demonstrates that meanings attached to these categories 
have changed. Instead of being regarded as literature depicting all immi-
grant and non-Swedish experience, exoticizing and racializing notions 
have increasingly been positioned in the center of this construction. This 
conclusion is further reified by how Alakoski was not constructed as an 
immigrant author in the reviews of Svinalängorna. This means that the 
mere experience of immigrating to Sweden, or even thematic or stylistic 
choices of the literary work, do not mean that a specific novel would 
be necessarily perceived as “immigrant literature.” Instead, the construct 
reflects prevailing ideologies and fundamentally reveals who is considered 
as belonging or not belonging to Swedishness. 

“Sweden Finnish literature” should likewise be viewed as a construc-
tion with different meanings in different temporal and cultural contexts. 
For the Sweden Finnish minority, it is a tool to construct collective 
minority identity. Whereas the use of this construct emphasizes meanings 
of Finnishness also for the Finnish audience, it has become less meaning-
ful for the Swedish audience. The meaning of Finnishness as an immigrant 
experience does not bear the same meaning in Sweden today as it did in the 
1980s when Finns, like other immigrants, were depicted as the outsiders 
of a society exemplified in the literary reviews of Asfaltblomman. Finnish 
experience in the 1980s was, therefore, meaningful to the Swedish audi-
ence above all as a depiction of otherness—from an immigrant perspec-
tive. Today this perspective, in addition to the exoticizing and racializing 
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aspects of the discursive construction of immigrant literature, does not 
seem to exist anymore since it does not provide the Swedish audience a 
meaningful context for interpreting novels such as Svinalängorna. Instead, 
in the Swedish context, class provides a more suitable interpretative con-
text for Sweden Finnish literature, visible for instance in the perceptions of 
collective memories of Sweden in the 1960s and 1970s. At the same time, 
the notion of class has been changing, becoming increasingly culturalized 
in line with the notion of ethnicity as experiences of otherness that derive 
from an outcast status in the society. The fact that the class thematic 
seemed to be paradoxical in the reception of Asfaltblomman—but central 
in understanding Svinalängorna—suggests that the shifting meaning of 
class with its intertwined notions of migrancy is also important in under-
standing integration processes that transform voices from the outside of 
the society to voices from within the society. This, however, results in 
Alakoski and Jalava both being still constructed as voices for otherness 
and as critical commentators of the welfare state and its deficiencies, 
although through shifting frames of interpretation.

Both the conclusions of this study and the changing socio-political sta-
tus of Sweden Finns show a rapid integration process of Finns in Sweden. 
This integration process has taken place only during the past two decades. 
Although some notions of Finnishness were visible in the reception of 
Svinalängorna, Finnishness was represented through migrancy rather 
than as a collective minority culture in Sweden, following the political 
recognition of Sweden Finns as a national minority. However, the analysis 
indicates a similar trend toward the construction of Finnishness in Sweden 
as a more integral part of Swedishness, although overshadowed here by 
class. This contemporary gaze, including an awareness of their political 
status as well as the emphasis on class, might also explain why even older 
Finnish-born authors have not been included in contemporary discussions 
on “immigrant authors” and “immigrant literature.” This study shows 
that authors such as Jalava can contribute to understanding the highly 
constructivist nature of this literary category. 

This study is limited to the reception of two Sweden Finnish novels. 
With the introduction of historical awareness as a more integral part of 
contemporary Sweden Finnish culture and collective identity, it will be 
interesting to observe how this awareness may also affect the construction 
of Sweden Finnish literature in the future. 
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Abstract
This article explores the importance of seeing phenomena observed in 
migration research in a larger context than has been previously done. I 
focus in particular on dismantling generational, cultural, and temporal 
boundaries when discussing migrant trajectories because those construc-
tions may impair our understanding of the field. Taking thirty-two inter-
views with German migrants and their descendants living in contemporary 
Helsinki as a starting point, I depict the interconnectedness of those two 
groups as it showed in my material that neither of the two can be seen 
without the other. The birth of German migrants’ children often caused 
a re-positioning of those migrants in terms of their own Germanness. In 
turn, the way in which the members of the descendant generation negoti-
ated their self-identification depended highly on their upbringing. I argue 
that a profound grasp of migrants’ narratives becomes possible only when 
researchers bear in mind the big picture, which includes both historic and 
social circumstances.

Keywords: belonging, descendant generation, mobile mindset, mobility, 
transculturality

Theoretical Approach and Discussion
In recent years, perspectives on migration and mobility have changed sig-
nificantly. While for a long time migration was seen as a permanent and 
almost irreversible cross-border movement from one place to the other, 
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today a more common understanding is that such a movement tends to be 
rather the exception than the norm. Instead, mobile realities may include 
inner-state as well as complex global movements such as return, circular, 
or step-by-step migration (see, e.g., Goulbourne 2010, Østergaard-Nielsen 
2003, Ruokonen-Engler 2012, Scherke 2011, Smith 2006). Related to a 
more defined picture of mobility is the concept of “transmigration.” It 
differs from the “classic” idea of migration precisely in the inclusion of 
multiple movements, which may result in a “transnational social space” 
(Schellenberger 2011, 32). The groups involved in such movements are 
eclectic, with highly different agencies, experiences, and life strategies. 
Moreover, looking at mobility should not be limited to the sheer act of 
physical movement but could build on many other aspects as well. Hence, 
the classic perspective of migration studies does not match the realities of 
mobile people.

This article is part of this new approach to the field. It presents a more 
nuanced analysis of migrant experiences and stresses the importance of 
seeing those as part of a bigger picture. Taking narrations of Germans 
and their descendants in contemporary Helsinki as a point of departure, 
it pays attention to intergenerational correlations and, furthermore, con-
siders also societal and historic constellations when trying to understand 
mobile realities.

For a long time, a big part of the research related to migration had 
its focus on the first generation of migrants, their reasons for moving 
and the factors influencing their (un)successful integration into the host 
society (e.g., Bönisch-Brednich 2003; Finkelstein 2005; Wiklund 2012; 
Smith 2006). Discussions were often limited to life in receiving societies 
and also on rather particular groups of migrants that were perceived as 
“exotic” and even “problematic” by the local population—those whose 
ethnic background was considered “too different” and thus “threatening” 
to a society. However, in recent decades, scholars have started to include 
in their studies the descendants of migrants as well. Yet, many research-
ers continue to focus on people with conspicuous migrant backgrounds, 
particularly those facing discrimination in the “host” country (e.g., Portes 
and Rumbaut 2001; Terkessidis 2004; Verkuyten and de Wolf 2002).

This article is different in many ways: first, the ethnographic material 
is based on the experiences of a group that does not fit the said “prob-
lematic” label and thus needs to be seen in another light. Second, I intend 
to stress the importance of putting different generations of migrants 
and their descendants in close context, rather than disconnecting them 
and treating them separately from each other by limiting the research 
framework to the life-span and experiences of just one generation. This 
article links to studies done on more inconspicuous migrant groups (e.g., 
Ruokonen-Engler 2012; Weckström 2011) as well as those pointing out 
the often inconsistent categorization between groups of migrants (e.g., 
Kunz 2016; Loftsdóttir 2016).
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As Lee (2008) illustrates, since the 1990s there has been more research 
done on descendants of migrants. These studies discuss their positioning 
between cultures, often connected to ideas of multiple or hybrid identities. 
Researchers have tried to find out more about the connections between 
people with migrant backgrounds and their ancestors’ home countries and 
have often claimed that the transnational ties are weaker for their descen-
dants than for the migrants themselves. However, the kinds of ties that 
were discussed in such studies mostly focused on concrete actions such 
as the sending of remittances to relatives abroad. Lee rightfully stresses 
the existing variety of people’s strategies and argues that even though 
there might also be some people who are only “passively transnational 
in the wake of their parent’s movements,” many more “enthusiastically 
engage in transnational practices and perceive themselves as having two 
(or more) homes and dual (or multiple) identities” (Lee 2008, 11–12). My 
research supports this stance, and, as I will discuss below, to some extent 
the participants of the descendant generation appeared to be even more 
transnational than their (grand)parents.

As Lee points out, it is worth paying attention to the agenda under-
lying transnational practices, for instance the motivations behind main-
taining ties to the other country or raising one’s children to know and 
(ideally) appreciate the parents’ culture. Lee still focuses on the act of 
sending remittances when suggesting that, besides the sense of obligation, 
a person’s feeling of belonging can also be a strong motivational factor 
for such actions (Lee 2008, 17). Concerning people with migrant back-
grounds who do not have to be involved in such activities (that is, the 
finacial support of families back home), I claim that it is particularly a 
feeling of belonging that should be taken as the driving force behind their 
seeking transnational affiliations. Even if the descendants of migrants are, 
indeed, not to be seen as solely “passively transnational” because of their 
ancestors’ (and not their own) mobility, they also must not be seen as 
completely independent and detached from their family’s migration his-
tory either. Instead, those two tend to be strongly interlinked.

Levitt (2009) explains, “(w)hether individuals ultimately forge or 
maintain some kind of cross-border connection largely depends on the 
extent to which they are brought up in transnational spaces” (1228). This 
thesis is crucial for my research and this article, which seeks to connect 
phenomena—in general and, in this case, as related to people with migrant 
backgrounds—to a bigger picture instead of focusing on groups as closed 
entities.

In the following, I will take ethnographic material as a starting point 
and connect it to the above reflections. The material stems from research 
done for my PhD project (Breier 2017) on Germans and their descen-
dants in contemporary Helsinki. It consists of thirty-two qualitative 
interviews, which I will use in order to present trajectories of descendants 
of Germans—not as isolated, but in their interconnectedness with those 
of the first-generation German migrants. I wish to contribute to a better 
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understanding of the complex nature of migration by putting experiences 
and (im)mobile strategies of different generations into the multiple con-
texts in which they should be seen.

Before presenting and discussing my ethnographic data I want to 
emphasize that certain relevant terms come with their own difficulties in 
such contexts. When drawing on rigid ideas of clearly distinct groups of 
people, both in a national as well as a generational manner, there is a 
high risk of creating or maintaining boundaries that neither describe the 
realities of people adequately nor serve the wish and, in fact, the need for 
a mentally and emotionally interconnected humankind. As Glick Schiller 
suggested (2012; Glick Schiller and Faist 2010), it is necessary to aban-
don methodological nationalism for gaining an understanding of people 
outside the “binaries of native/foreign or citizen/outsider or legal/illegal” 
(2012, 28). Taking each of those addressed groups as homogeneous and 
closed entities ignores the complexity of reality and the multiple shades 
between the binaries. The same applies to the idea behind “generations,” 
as in first, second, or third generation. Those terms are still frequently and 
sometimes unreflectively used in various studies to refer to migrants and 
their descendants, once more creating images of easily definable groups. 
Such a simplified categorization of people faces its limitation once mem-
bers of those groups presume to “mix” with outsiders: is a child born to 
a migrant and a local partner still a member of the “second” or rather a 
“2.5” generation? How about those born to migrants, spending all their 
lives “abroad” before moving “back” to their parents’ country of origin? 
Are they to be regarded as “return migrants”? And what happens if we 
contrast those two examples—does it make sense to divide them into two 
strictly separated groups of people? Or may their experiences as well be 
seen in one context, closely connected to each other?

By playing with those scenarios, I wish to point out that we need 
to reconsider and reflect upon our usage of classifications cautiously 
and continuously. Not only can these classifications come with concrete 
and severe consequences when granting or denying citizenship, but they 
might also set undesirable restrictions to our understanding of the field of 
migration research. As it nonetheless often turns out to be hard to avoid 
certain phrasings, the least we can do is to define carefully how we want 
those to be understood. Concerning the article at hand and its theoreti-
cal framework, I agree with Weckström (2011), who defines generations 
by their shared “key experience” (115). In the case of “first generation” 
German migrants, this would be the experience of having migrated to 
Finland from Germany without any prior family connection there. For 
their descendants, it is the experience of having grown up within both 
German and Finnish cultures, while now living in Helsinki. Those are the 
lowest common denominators of my interviewees, who could otherwise 
have been born and raised as children of German or German-Finnish par-
ents in Finland, born and raised in Germany by German-Finnish parents, 
or then also born of German parents, but who came to Finland at a young 
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age. Some of them could even be seen as part of the “third generation.” 
What united them was some sort of German-Finnish horizon, which is 
why I refer to them as the “descendant generation.”

For an easier traceability of the background of a person, I have 
introduced a naming system similar to that used by Hanna Snellman 
in her research on Finns in Gothenburg (2003; see also Snellman and 
Weckström 2017). I use pseudonyms starting with four different letters. 
Those starting with “D” are interviewees of the first generation who came 
to Finland without having their own family connections there. Members 
of the descendant generation receive pseudonyms starting with “H” (those 
born in Finland), “L” (those born in Germany), and “J” (those who are 
children of H/L).1 

Ethnographic Material: Germans and Their Descendants in Helsinki
Justifications for an intergenerational approach show clearly and in vari-
ous ways in my material. The overall initial situations of each generation 
may be quite different from one another, yet one cannot be seen without 
the other. Factors that need to be included in the analysis go further than 
just a person’s trajectories. Comparable to what Cresswell (2010) sug-
gests, they also touch upon the more general historic context of a specific 
constellation.

Before I discuss my interview material, it should be mentioned that, 
connected by the Baltic Sea, German-Finnish relations date back to 
medieval times and are overall positively characterized by the exchange 
of goods, knowledge, and skills (see, e.g., Jäntti and Holtkamp 1998). 
Even though there have been tensions caused by the events of the Lapland 
war in 1945, the relationship between the two countries is still shaped by 
(mostly) a mutual respect and a feeling of difference but not total unfa-
miliarity. Knowing this is part of the wider context addressed above and, 
as I will illustrate below, is of importance when analyzing narratives of 
German migrants and their descendants.

Rediscovering Germanness
Those German migrants of the first generation who participated in my 
study came to Finland for various reasons, mostly for love or an interest 
in the culture. It showed that they possessed a decided aversion against a 
German identification. Being German myself, this did not come as a sur-
prise for me; I consider this to be quite common among many Germans2 

1 This system refers to my own name (“D”), that of my supervisor Hanna Snellman (“H”), 
that of my mentor Laura Hirvi (“L”), and finally her daughter “J”; it builds a direct bridge 
between our own background and that of the interviewees in question. It is meant to make it 
easier for the reader to understand the background of an interviewee when reading a quote 
or reference.
2  Certainly this impression might depend on my own social background, but also the gen-
eral tone in society, as it is traceable, for instance, in German media, shows a similar ten-
dency. More recently this might have changed, triggered by the so-called European refugee 
crisis that seems to have caused a significant shift to the right in Germany and many other 
European countries.
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because of the historical guilt of World War II. This causality was also 
established by Risse (2010), who states that World War II “resulted in an 
almost complete transformation of German national identity, leading to 
its thorough Europeanization” (32). Also according to Möbius (2003), 
Germans tend to have a rather “postnational consciousness,” and they 
try to escape “the burden of nation and history mentally” by following 
eagerly a “cultural globalization” (349; translated by author). Having this 
in mind, it becomes easier to understand why my interviewees seemed to 
be so keen on presenting themselves as absolutely “un-German” and as 
having always been different from other Germans in Germany. Many of 
them stressed that they felt much closer to Finns and (at least initially) had 
even avoided other Germans in Finland. Many claimed that if they had 
to return to Germany, they would not fit into the society there any more. 
Even though some admitted that once they retired they might either return 
or move somewhere else (several named the weather conditions or the 
Finnish health care system, of which they disapproved, as reasons), the 
great majority of interviewees of the first generation did not plan to leave 
Finland but to stay there.

These insights gain meaning when related to the descendant genera-
tion. In my material, a discrepancy became visible between the first-gener-
ation migrants’ described feeling of being disconnected from a particular 
“Germanness” and their wish to pass to their children precisely some 
of this Germanness, mostly the language and holiday traditions. As one 
interviewee, Darius, who came to Finland in his mid-twenties and had 
lived there for more than half of his life, put it: “Of course. That was clear 
to me from the beginning: my children will be given German [language] 
on their way, whether they like it or not.”3

Even though such a decision did not necessarily have to involve phys-
ical movements between the countries, daily practices also need to be seen 
and treated as part of a transnational and thus mobile reality. At this 
point, an intergenerational perspective becomes a necessity, as for many 
interviewees of the first generation the birth of their first child forced them 
to re-position themselves in relation to their own Germanness. A bit later 
in the interview Darius explains:

[In the beginning] I even avoided having contacts with Germans. 
[. . .]4 I stayed out of the German community, always, because—
as a matter of fact I was quite glad of having escaped the country 
of club mania, I really wasn’t up for that and also had better stuff 
to do than to play skat with members of Lufthansa; I’m not good 
at this anyway. But once my children were born, [. . .] all of a 
sudden I needed the whole infrastructure from kindergarten to–to 
the German School and ever since that I’m part of it. 

3 All translations into English by Dorothea Breier.
4  [. . .] indicates text that was cut out, both in interview material and in quotes from texts; 
. . . indicates a longer pause; – indicates a short, abrupt pause (a glottal stop).
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Because for him there was no doubt that his children “would be given 
German on their way” and as he told me he was sure that he would 
not succeed in this all by himself, he had to become involved in German 
circles and institutions in Helsinki. Several other participants of my study 
(of both generations) emphasized the impact that having children had 
on their way of living out their Germanness. Similarly, other scholars 
have described childbirth as being a particular turning point for migrants’ 
ethnic consciousness (e.g., Weckström 2011).

Passing on what they perceive to be German culture to their children 
can be seen as mobile practices of the first generation of migrants even if 
their actual physical mobility seemed to be more limited. It turned out that 
once they had moved to Finland, the interviewees of the first generation of 
German migrants appeared to be rather im-mobile as most of them were 
planning on staying in Finland for the rest of their lives. Nonetheless, 
they did go to Germany occasionally, and what they described reminds 
us of Bönisch-Brednich’s (2002) “journeys of comparison,” which are 
supposed to “confirm their own position in relation to both countries 
and both ways of life” (228–29). Moreover, those trips were a way to 
maintain family ties and to raise their children to have an emotional con-
nection to both countries. These observations go along the line of what 
other scholars have found. Lee (2008) calls those visits one of the most 
important “strategies” for connecting children with the home-country of 
the parent(s) and to “reaffirm their sense of cultural identity” (20).

The Impact of Mobility
For my interviewees of the descendant generation, many things appeared 
to be rather different, starting with the way they grew up. For the inter-
viewees of the first generation, migration was neither originally foreseen, 
nor had mobility been a particularly big aspect in their pre-migratory 
lives. Certainly the rapid developments of recent years regarding travel 
costs and durations as well as technical innovations such as Skype and 
social media need to be taken into consideration here. Unlike the parent 
generation, the descendants experienced a high amount of transcultural 
and transnational activity even as children, both physically and mentally. 
Moreover, it seemed that moving to the country in which they were not 
living permanently had been an open option for them ever since they were 
born. This impression corresponds to the way the participants of the first 
generation talked about their children and the likelihood of their moving 
to Germany at some point, a possibility they acknowledged and of which 
none of them disapproved. I argue that exactly this intense mobile life 
and its ever-present consequences had a great influence on the life choices 
and personal feelings of belonging of the descendant generation. All of 
them had frequent contacts with two countries, Germany and Finland. 
At times, they lived for longer stretches of time in the respective other 
country; at other times, they only went there for the summer months.
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Those holiday visits were for many a positive experience, and several 
described having therefore developed a “summer-” or “holiday-illusion” 
of Germany respective to Finland: a thoroughly good picture of freedom 
in various personal interpretations—having permission to do things they 
normally were not allowed to do, eating foods they did not have at home, 
and just enjoying the days without much restriction. Lari, who was born 
in Germany but moved to Finland with his German-Finnish family at the 
age of six, pictures vivid memories of his vacations in Germany:

Lari: As a child that was, that was always like holiday, of course. 
As a child it always was very, very nice there. Everyone was 
happy that you were there, one got loads of–

I: Attention–

Lari: Yes, attention, always got those fifty- or hundred-mark bills 
from someone or fifty mark from the godfather and then we went 
to Karstadt5 and I got my Herpa-lorries,6 which you couldn’t get 
in Finland, there was Nutella,7 which in Finland wasn’t available, 
and then there was Hohes C,8 which wasn’t available in Finland, 
then at the bakery you got those cherry-ehm-lollipops, which 
in Finland were not– first of all one did not go to a bakery in 
Finland and then those cherry lollipops were not available. That 
was very nice. And there were croquettes and Holzfäller-steak 
and such things. One always had some certain things. [When  
I was] thirteen, fourteen, fifteen actually, during the teenage 
years, I was of the opinion that, immediately, as soon as I can, 
I will move to Germany, there the world is still ideal and well. 
Because at thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, it already was kind of OK 
in Germany to go to a pub, one kind of was allowed to do such 
adult things, one could accompany other people, even if it was 
in a familial circle, one was allowed to come with them to the 
pub. And then there were the children and the adults and then 
one maybe even got a small beer at fifteen and was allowed to 
play billiards—that was actually the big life. That was absolutely 
awesome. Unthinkable in Finland!

Positive views could also be found in passages in which people 
described their summer months in Finland, just with different content, for 
instance, the quiet and peacefulness of being on the family’s mökki9 close 
to nature. As it can be seen in the passage from Lari’s interview above, 

5 German chain of shopping malls.
6 Toy.
7 Chocolate spread.
8 Brand of orange juice.
9 Finnish: cottage in the countryside, often without running water or electricity, where peo-
ple tend especially to spend their summer months.
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those illusions my interviewees had of the respective other country could 
result in the wish to move there. Most of them did at least for some time, 
and what then often followed was a clash between the holiday illusion 
and the perceived reality, once one actually lived there. Lari further told 
me how he then, as a young adult, had his first experiences in work-life in 
Germany and with Germans: 

Lari: [. . .] and that was basically the first time that I was there 
outside of that holiday context. And actually, thinking of the 
countries of Europe, Germany was not my thing. [. . .] Germany  
was [. . .] where it was always grey, the streets were bad, where 
people were grumpy, where  you have trouble with officials, 
where everyday communication between people is actually quite 
arrogant and aggressive; didn’t like it at all. Then I had years of 
break from Germany again. [. . .] But now I can separate a bit 
better again between holiday-Germany and profession-Germany, 
I still don’t like the profession-Germany, but for a holiday it’s 
quite OK. I like going to Berlin once in a while [. . .] for a long 
weekend or a week; I don’t really need to be there longer. I do 
like eating my rolls for breakfast, then I eat currywurst or [. . .]. 
For me a German dish is Döner.10 No, seriously! When I go to 
[Germany] I won’t be looking for Bratwurst,11 I will be looking 
for Döner. And I’m quite happy, Monday morning at breakfast  
there will be Mohnbrötchen;12 Nutella is not the thing anymore, 
as nowadays it’s also available here, and jams are also available 
here. Only in the nineties Finland got [inaudible] for the first time 
orange juice in supermarkets with ehm [. . .] fruit pulp, until then 
that was basically only available in Germany. So that’s another 
reason for not going to Germany anymore. 

Before Lari unfolded all these memories, he had stated that he had 
“just started thinking about it” and realized that he had “a certain 
diversity” in his attitude toward Germany. He explained that the way he 
thought about it as a child was different from when he was a teenager, 
which yet again was different from when he was twenty, twenty-five, and 
today. For him, the contact he had with Germany at different stages of 
his life was shaped by multiple impressions, which then influenced his 
attitude toward the country and his wish to go or live there. Lari’s narra-
tion shows what I consider to be true for many people of mixed ethnic or 
otherwise transnational background: his early childhood experiences were 
influenced by an intense relationship with two countries and cultures, 
more intense as it probably is in the case for children whose international 

10 Döner kebab. There are claims that the sandwich-style kebab with salad, vegetables, and 
sauces was invented by Turkish guest workers in Berlin in the 1970s. Even though there is no 
proof for this, it became one of the most popular fast-food dishes sold in Germany.
11 German fried sausage.
12 Buns with poppy seeds.
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horizon is restricted to the consumption of media or a few weeks of vaca-
tion abroad. This close emotional relationship had a direct impact on 
Lari’s and other interviewees’ feeling of belonging and consequently their 
life choices, which therefore need to be seen in precisely this context.

From their parents, the descendant generation inherited what 
Hannam, Sheller, and Urry (2006) call “tools” (12) that enable them 
to move freely between the countries to find the place where they feel 
most at home. They acquire dual citizenship, language proficiency in 
both German and Finnish, social networks to draw on, as well as diverse 
cultural knowledge. Paradoxically, it is exactly these tools that can in 
some cases be to blame for the disillusionment described by Lari. I want 
to illustrate this with yet another sequence from an interview I had with a 
father and his son. Hans, a child of a German father and a Finnish mother, 
and his son, Jonas, were both born and raised in Finland. Each of them 
went to Germany to work for a while and described the time as follows: 

Hans: And I thought that it would be like my second home, 
Germany—that was quite a culture shock for me. I did not have 
any problems with the language, but the way people worked 
[there], was completely different from what I was used to from 
Finland. –So, that was really exhausting for me there. [. . .] 
There were too many frictions between people, all the time with 
someone else, someone complained about something or wanted 
something differently. One wasn’t used to that here [. . .].

Jonas: But I think with you that was different; with me, the shock 
was much smaller, because my expectations were completely 
different [. . .]. I went there as a Finn and you are so much more 
German and maybe you had the expectation that you could just 
–access straight away. 

Hans grew up bilingually and with a Finnish-German socialization, 
yet he apparently identified strongly as German and believed he could 
simply become part of German society without any difficulties. However, 
he had to learn that Germans abroad are different from Germans in 
Germany. His impression of Germans was based on experiences with 
Germans living in Finland, who—according to Hans—were “more open, 
more flexible” than Germans in Germany. Hans’s son, Jonas, comments 
that his father was “so much more” German than Jonas himself and this 
made Hans have too high expectations, which were bound to be disap-
pointed. When Jonas went to Germany to work, he “went there as a 
Finn,” with different expectations than his father used to have. For Jonas, 
things took a different turn: 

Jonas: But I do notice that, when I’m in Germany, then I do feel 
a lot, a lot of Finnish [sic]. Well, then we do stuff with Finnish 
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friends [and] then we really want to be Finnish, of course one 
is a bit homesick for Finland or not really homesick, but one 
misses Finnish things and then one prepares Finnish food once 
in a while and spends Juhannus13 and such days, of course, and 
so on, so, there is a lot of influence from Finland compared to 
German influence on me in my Finnish daily life.

Hans: Yes, that’s somehow funny that especially Jonas, who from 
our family lived longest in Germany, [. . .] is most Finnish of all 
of us.

Jonas: Yeah, but that’s maybe because one sees the contrast then 
and learns to appreciate the Finnish things, and then one identi-
fies even stronger as a Finn when one lives there. 

It becomes visible here how people’s mobility and possibilities are 
interlinked with their self-identification. Both Hans as well as Jonas had 
to re-negotiate their own feeling of belonging when living in Germany, 
a process triggered by a confrontation with the German population and 
their perceived habits. What is interesting to observe here is the different 
reactions the two of them had to life in Germany, especially when keeping 
their generational constellation and described feeling of belonging in mind.

Those negotiations turning on belonging could—as in Jonas’s case—
indeed be imbalanced in favor of one of the two ethnicities. However, 
there were no interviewees of the descendant generation who described 
themselves as belonging to only and exclusively one of them. In contrast 
to this stands the first generation of German migrants and their eagerness 
to express how distant they felt from Germans and being German. This 
possibly served as a subconscious or even conscious justification for their 
own emigration and the absence of their wish to return to Germany. The 
descendant generation seemed to be more free in their choice of how to 
position themselves as well as their life-strategies. Those who grew up in 
Finland especially appeared to be detached from feelings of guilt and the 
sour aftertaste a pronounced Germanness seemed to have for particularly 
the first-generation German migrants. For their descendants, being both 
German and Finnish—and to have strong emotional connections to both 
backgrounds—was natural. Most of them actively maintained ties to 
Germany, and even if they were not planning on moving (back) there, many 
still wanted to keep the door open to do so. Moreover, some expressed a 
general openness toward staying on the move to other countries as well.

Developing a Mobile Mindset
The attitude described above is part of what I call a mobile mindset, a con-
cept with which I want to qualify the effects that mobility can have on the 
mentality and personality of a person. It became apparent in several ways 

13 Midsummer.



Journal of Finnish Studies

78

in my interview material, for instance, in my interviewees’ self-positioning 
and the practical consequences that merged from that. The interviewees 
of the descendant generation sounded as if they were rooted at several 
places simultaneously, but this was not described as anything negative at 
all. Instead of being caught between two cultures, they actually expressed 
appreciation of the situation they found themselves in. Lena, who was 
born and raised as a child of German-Finnish parents in Germany and 
who moved back and forth between the two countries several times before 
she settled down in Helsinki, put it straight: 

Lena: Ehm, and that as a half-German, half-Finn you’re in the 
lucky position of always being able to go there, yeah, well, I 
often think about people who have to leave their country and 
who won’t get this sense of Heimat back, never again, that is, 
ehm, this being cut off from a part of yourself. And yes, that’s 
why I think—well, we are in such a lucky position, I mean us 
half-German, half-Finnish.

I: Hm, also because one can choose . . . 

Lena: One can choose, one can seek everything, one won’t be—I 
have never been dissed about what I am actually doing here, that 
is—Someone who is black, probably gets to hear this three times 
a day, what he is actually doing in Finland . . . 

Lena was not the only one who referred to the idea of having two 
Heimaten,14 two places they called home, to describe their feeling of 
belonging. As Lena explained, she was aware of her fortunate situation 
of being able to choose between a life in Germany or in Finland, knowing 
that such a decision did not come with much risk for her. This freedom 
of choice was something mentioned in several interviews. Sometimes it 
even seemed like a choice to not to choose, both concerning what aspects 
of German or Finnish culture the interviewees wanted to incorporate 
into their lives as well as how they wanted to be perceived by others. 
What struck me as interesting was the way some of my interviewees were 
dealing with their own difference from people around them. While most 
of them emphasized how they could blend into both Finnish as well as 
German society, a few claimed explicitly and consciously of maintaining 
the perception of being different and even playing with this possibility on 
purpose. This stands in sharp contrast to the first generation of German 
migrants who expressed bewilderment and frustration when “after all 
those years” they were still being recognized as Germans. For the descen-
dant generation, this did not seem to be an issue at all. Seemingly they did 

14 One interviewee was even wondering what the plural of the term Heimat could be as it is 
not commonly used in spoken or written language.
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not have any problem with either of their identities. It appeared as a given 
for them to be both Finnish and German, but neither exclusively.

Besides appreciating the practical possibilities they had because of 
their bicultural backgrounds, many interviewees stated that having grown 
up with two cultures made them become more open, in general and, spe-
cifically, toward others. They connected this to having developed dual 
perspectives and thus an understanding that there are different ways of 
looking at things. It is interesting to see that similar tendencies existed in 
some interviews with the first generation of German migrants. One inter-
viewee, Darius, told me about a situation he encountered when visiting 
Germany: 

Darius: In Finland no one feels cramped, there is enough space 
here for everyone and here people let each other be. The Finnish 
act of courtesy is based on not meddling with other people’s 
affairs. And if I go to Penny-Markt in Germany to do grocery 
shopping and complete strangers tell me at the counter: (imitat-
ing grumpy grandmother’s voice) “I would rather not buy this, I 
bought this last week, it doesn’t taste good!”—then I do under-
stand as a German that it is well-meant and corresponds with the 
cultural communication norms, but as a Finn, meanwhile, I just 
want to tell her: “Shut up, silly cow! Stop bothering me!”

Even though Darius was born and raised in Germany with no Finnish 
family background, he still interprets the described situation in two ways: 
one in which he is aware of his German socialization, and then one in 
which he takes the perspective of a by-now-Finn. When connecting this 
to Darius’s migration history, knowing that he has lived more than half 
of his life in Finland, it becomes understandable how he may possess as 
well what Tschernokoshewa and Pahor (2005) call a “stereoview” (20), 
similar to that of the descendant generation. This attribute is something I 
claim to be yet another part of the aforementioned mobile mindset, and as 
just shown, this does not exclusively apply to descendants of migrants but 
may also exist in other people with profound migrant experiences. This 
passage proves again the importance to see certain phenomena as part of 
a bigger picture. In Darius’s case, it is a person’s own trajectory, but as 
explained above, an intergenerational and a more general historical con-
text are crucial for a deeper understanding of certain research findings.

Conclusions
According to the findings in this article, the so-called “second generation” 
should not be seen as detached and isolated, but must be investigated 
in direct relation to the first generation of migrants. The decisions and 
strategies of migrants have a significant impact on the way their children 
negotiate their own positions later in life, while in return the birth of 
a child could also cause a re-positioning concerning someone’s ethnic 
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consciousness. Also on a more general level, an understanding of migrant 
reality becomes possible only when it is seen in the bigger picture rather 
than focusing on one group as a closed and timed unit.

As shown in the interviews with German migrants and their descen-
dants living in Helsinki, there were some similarities between those two 
generations, for instance regarding the development of a stereoview on 
German and Finnish identities. However, a greater number of differences 
also became apparent. Those concerned mostly a person’s feeling of 
belonging, which often turned out to be the main influencing factor on 
the degree to which mobile practices were performed. While a particular 
feeling of non-belonging to a perceived Germanness could be the reason 
for German migrants to be rather immobile (after they had moved to 
Finland), the feeling of belonging to both German and Finnish cultures in 
fact made members of the descendant generation engage in transnational 
and transcultural activities. As I stated in the introduction, I claim that the 
descendant generation is possibly even more transnational than their par-
ents, both physically as well as emotionally. They are mobile between and 
within “ethnic boxes,” and question the absoluteness of such categories by 
simultaneously inhabiting them and frequently crossing their boundaries.

This ability is first of all the result of the cultural capital that the 
descendants of migrants inherit from their parents and their surroundings; 
however, it is also enabled by specific circumstances of a specific group 
in a specific context, in this case of Germans in general, of Germans in 
Finland, or then of German-Finnish descendants in Finland and Germany. 
Knowing and being aware of those basic preconditions enable a fuller 
understanding of described phenomena, for instance the different attitudes 
that the members of the two generations have towards their ethnic (self-)
positioning. While German migrants appeared to feel uncomfortable with 
and distant from a German identification, their children presented them-
selves to be at peace with being both German and Finnish, and some even 
consciously maintained a constant state of differentness. Besides the histor-
ical context in which we have to see the relatively common “post-national 
consciousness” of many Germans, other aspects also have to be taken into 
consideration when working on such a topic. Even though the status that 
Germans have in Finland can be attributed to the largely positive relation-
ship between the two countries in the past, this status additionally points 
toward correlations that are more generally true, namely the existence of 
ethnic hierarchies between the majority population and different groups 
of migrants. The conversations with my interviewees illustrated that it is 
socially acceptable to be German in Finland, and it appears to support 
Zygmunt Bauman’s (2016) elaboration on the impact of familiarity on 
the extent to which someone is afraid of the Other (8). Germans are not 
perceived as “too different” and thus “problematic” by Finnish society, 
which explains why especially their descendants feel free to live out their 
difference. I assume this to differ from the situation of other ethnic groups 
in Finland, especially (but not only) those with a more visible foreign 



81

Dismantling Boundaries

background. This circumstance needs to be kept in mind when analyzing 
the way people position themselves within ethnic frameworks as certainly 
such a process also depends on their experiences of discrimination based 
on their background.

These discussions show the existence of multiple layers of migration 
trajectories and point out the importance of thinking beyond fixed and 
rigid categories that are defined by generational, national, or ethnic 
boundaries. As Levitt (2009) suggested, “lines between the home and 
the host country and between the first and the second generation blur, 
making them one interconnected social experience” (1226). Moreover, it 
is important to see research data and findings as part of a bigger picture 
since the historical and social conditions may provide explanations for 
those. If those connections are left out or treated separately from one 
another, the conclusions will not adequately describe the realities of the 
people involved. 
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Beaulieu, Michel S., David K. Ratz, and Ronald N. Harpelle, editors. 
2018. Hard Work Conquers All: Building the Finnish Community in 
Canada. Vancouver: UBC Press. xii + 239 pages, photographs, notes, 
index. $32.95 CAD; $35.95 USD. ISBN 9780774834698 (paper).

Book titles sometimes offer more than what even a good book can deliver; 
such is the case with Hard Work Conquers All: Building the Finnish 
Community in Canada. It is certainly time for a substantial study of 
Finnish immigration to Canada and later generation Finnish-Canadian 
history; a recent overview of the Finnish-American experience edited 
by Auvo Kostiainen reveals the merits (if also pitfalls) of a nation-wide 
approach. The subtitle here suggests national coverage, but that goal 
remains largely unfulfilled. Hard Work has real merit, with interesting 
discussions of post-World-War 2 developments and new approaches like 
the analysis of cookbooks as historical data; however, the book is focused 
squarely on the Thunder Bay Finns.

Thunder Bay should, of course, have a prominent place in a Canadian 
coverage, as it was a key site of Finnish immigrant settlement, with still 
extant signs of Finnishness in the famous Hoito restaurant and other geo-
graphical markers. Finnish Canadians, however, spread across the nation: 
even the editors recognize that Sudbury-area Finns use the “rugged land-
scapes that were familiar to Finns” to keep Finnishness alive (4). Beyond 
wondering why the outdated idea that Finns settled where it looked 
familiar is raised, one might ask why Sudbury merits only a few words in 
the entire book and is absent in the index. This is an unfortunate omis-
sion given Sudbury’s role in Finnish Canadian history—to cite but a few 
examples, Sudbury was home to Vapaus, the early years of Vapaa Sana, 
and it featured important groups and individuals in Finnish Canadian 
life ranging from temperance society to churches to rightist, socialist, 
and social-democratic institutions. Today, Sudbury features continuing 
Finnishness evident in a multifaceted Finlandia Koti seniors’ facility.

Parallel concerns can be raised for smaller Finnish locales as one 
searches for more than passing reference to New Finland, Saskatchewan, 
or Sylvan, Alberta, or even the sizeable Finnish communities in Sault Ste. 
Marie or Toronto. It is, of course, impossible to consider everywhere and 
everything in a single work, but the Thunder Bay focus belies the notion 
that this book assesses “the Finnish Community in Canada” (cover). Even 
80 percent of the photographs reflect the narrowed coverage.

Another coverage concern can be raised—the Finnish left, notably the 
“harder line” like the Syndicalist Industrial Workers of the World, gets 
significant attention; the rightist “Church Finns” and “Loyal Finns” get 
relatively light coverage. The book’s back cover notes “the community’s 
connection with socialism and labour movements,” yet even in Thunder 
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Bay, the Lutheran church was the first formal Finnish institution. Equally, 
or even more unfortunately, analysis of the many Finnish Canadians who 
were pragmatic proponents and consumers of familiar culture (sometimes 
termed Hall Finns) is infrequent. The editors do note that “leftist” halls 
were “not just socialist dens and places of agitation and unrest. First and 
foremost, they were community centres” (15). In his own piece, editor 
Michel Beaulieu remarks that the “seemingly hard-and-fast ideological 
and tactical lines separating organizations of different types frequently 
proved far less formidable on the ground than they appeared in theory” 
(35). For her part, the late Varpu Lindström concludes that half of Finnish 
Canadians joined no organization (85). If so, why is a more developed 
discussion of pragmatic Finnish Canadian support absent? Discussion of 
pragmatism is largely found “between the lines”—successful wrestling 
matches drew good crowds, and children of various ideological back-
grounds wrote letters to Vapaus. One wonders if newcomers to Finnish 
Canadian history—a main target audience for this kind of collection—will 
miss the hints of pragmatic support.

While the book turns out not to be an overarching history of Finns 
in Canada, or even a selection of articles on Finns from coast to coast to 
coast, readers willing to overlook the subtitle will find elements worthy 
of praise. The editors’ introduction offers handy context for readers unac-
quainted with Finnish Canadian history; the citations offer many routes 
for further study. One could quibble about the works cited—some Finnish 
Canadian scholars are cited for their theses while others are not—but 
given issues of space, such citations cannot be all inclusive. One solution 
might have been to have a substantial bibliography, or at least a suggested 
set of readings—one looks in vain for such instruments here.

After the introduction the book turns to a variety of topics, some 
familiar, some less so. Beaulieu offers a straightforward but useful intro-
duction to Finnish Canadian activities in early Socialist organizations. 
One might hope for more mention of Social Democratic groups, and the 
small cadre of Finnish immigration historians will find the material famil-
iar, but the clear writing and information are well placed in a book meant 
to widen awareness of these themes among non-specialists.

J. Donald Wilson, a pioneer scholar of Finnish Canadian studies, revis-
its a long-term interest: Matti Kurikka. Wilson’s biographical approach 
offers insights into Sointula, British Columbia, and points as far afield 
as Australia and Finland. While the material is fairly familiar for schol-
ars—Wilson has published several pieces on Kurikka, Sointula, and the 
like—this article is a good introduction to the Finnish commitment to ideas 
blended with an ever-present Finnish pragmatism. One might promote 
socialism or utopianism, but, as Kurikka’s friend and ally A. B. Mäkelä 
long ago concluded, Sointula’s fate revealed that Finns needed the sisu to 
deal with the reality that “we are still living in a capitalist society” (60).

Sisu, the legendary Finnish combination of stubbornness, determi-
nation, and more, surely proved invaluable for the subjects of the next 
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article, a study of Finnish Canadian service in World War I. The piece is 
a welcome sign of scholars digging deeper, seeking Finns in the broader 
Canadian experience. Author David K. Ratz offers much to consider, not 
least the challenges involved in seeking the few among records dealing with 
the many. Digging through large archival holdings, looking for relatively 
small numbers of inconsistently identified individuals (Finns were listed 
as Finns, Russians, and more) was surely difficult. Given the challenges, 
one wonders why Ratz did not consult the 2011 doctoral thesis of the late 
Richard Holt. That thesis discusses “filling the ranks” of the Expeditionary 
forces, including a discussion of various immigrant populations. On more 
minor issues, Ratz seems unware that Antti Myllymäki’s family were 
founders of New Finland, which might explain the attention given when he 
volunteered for military service (76). He also claims that Arvi Heinonen’s 
early English-language history of Canadian Finns was the work of Church 
Finns; his own citation shows it was the work of the “Canadian” United 
Church, for which Heinonen had long toiled (101, note 148).

In something of a surprise, given its potential superficiality, one of 
the bright lights of the book is C. Nathan Hatton’s article on Finnish 
Canadian interest in wrestling. Hatton’s take on what might easily be 
dismissed as a “popular history” topic tells us about wrestling evolving 
from popular sport into entertainment, and its role in Finnish Canadian 
culture. The article also looks into inter-ethnic linkages and the connec-
tion of sports to ideological attitudes. A narrow case study, perhaps, given 
the suggested national context, but a fine article overall.

Another fine article follows, with the late Varpu Lindström repre-
sented by a typically tightly argued, informed work on Finnish domestics. 
Her article covers familiar terrain for those working in the field—she 
wrote at length on the subject—but it is a worthy inclusion and deserved 
recognition of a long career championing academic work on Finnish 
Canadians, notably women of left-wing political persuasion.

Interestingly, Lindström’s work is followed by work in much less 
developed fields, an extension of study that would surely please her. Tanya 
Tuohimaa, working with a sample of letters written by youth to Vapaus in 
the era from 1945 to 1960, discusses the oft-complicated multiple worlds 
of young postwar Finnish Canadians. Her sample, necessarily limited to 
manageable numbers, nevertheless offers a national representation, albeit 
with an emphasis on Ontario letter writers. Tuohimaa’s analysis of some 
682 missives reveals various tensions at play. Editors of the youth section 
at Vapaus predictably seek a retention of Finnishness; that three-quarters 
of the letters have to be translated from English speaks of the assimilative 
power of the Anglo-Canadian world that was home to the younger gener-
ation. Not all was lost: the letters speak of longing to retain heritage and, 
interestingly, the complex nature of Finnish institutions. By no means did 
all the letter writers share the leftist orientation of Vapaus; indeed, their let-
ters offer testimony of myriad Finnish Canadian youth activity in churches, 
non-Finnish settings, and more. Negotiating ethnicity is never simple, and 
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Tuohimaa does well sampling issues confronting Finnish Canadian youth 
after the war. Hopefully she will examine these issues further.

Different letters are examined in the next piece by Samira Saramo. 
Her examination of letters to Finland is most interesting in what is not 
in the letters—the vaunted associational life of Finnish immigrants, for 
instance, gets scant attention. As for the contents, there is much to learn 
from how they were written (mixing Finnish and English is a factor), and 
of course what they tell us. Inevitably, letter writers chose their words 
in ways that historians cannot decipher with absolute certainty—were 
reports about children making it to university presented “proudly” or 
as information for family in Finland (179)? Likely both, but scholars 
reading words on a page need to tread carefully; Saramo seems aware of 
the challenges. To revisit an earlier concern, her sample includes Finnish 
American letters—perhaps the geographic origin of the letters does not 
matter, but in a book on Canadian Finns, one might wish for a more 
exclusively Canadian sample.

Geographical generality also features in a very interesting entry by 
Hanna Snellman, who deals with Finnish North American cookbooks. As 
she points out, scholars have for some time recognized the potential of 
cookbooks as a historical tool. Snellman does good work here, albeit with 
a strongly American element to the series of cookbooks she examines; that 
said, the books certainly traveled north, so her findings are of real interest. 
Thinking of food-making instruction as an instrument of both assimilation 
and cultural maintenance, Snellman shows that when used with thought 
and imagination, there are likely yet more printed and material history 
items that still have stories to tell about Finnish immigrants and their 
accommodation to, or rejection of, Canadian life. And for those who grew 
up in a Finnish Canadian/American setting, there is a perhaps nostalgic 
reminder of foods (or at least labels) that existed nowhere else—mojakka 
was a beef soup known everywhere here, if unknown in Finland (197).

The evolution of cookbooks marks both assimilative pressures 
and generational shift. The latter is the topic of the final selection here, 
Antti Häkkinen’s study of “Memories, Narratives, and Experiences” of 
Thunder Bay Finns. Using oral history, he probes the evolution of being 
Finnish in the community; he offers thoughtful discussion of “sites” of 
memory ranging from physical structures and landscape to social and 
mental landscapes. Working through eighty interviews representing at 
least three generations of Finnish Canadians, Häkkinen offers thoughtful 
and informed commentary on change—past, present, and future as he 
puts it. Not the least interesting element is that memory and narrative are 
taking new routes, as younger generations seek better life outcomes than 
they can imagine for themselves in Thunder Bay. Such movements have 
occurred in earlier generations, too, but here we have an academic study in 
the present tense, rather than having to scour archives to scrabble together 
the movements of populations from Finnish settings, rural or urban, to 
larger centers. While one might again wish for research stretching beyond 



Journal of Finnish Studies

88

Thunder Bay, this multi-generational, multi-faceted study of Finnishness 
promises rich findings beyond this article.

A very brief but interesting “Afterword” glances at the struggle to save 
the Finnish Labour Temple in Thunder Bay. In so doing, it raises doubts 
about the future of Finnishness in Canada. The editors conclude: “it is 
a sad fact and a reality that the once vibrant Finnish communities [. . .] 
have either disappeared or are dying” (228). Perhaps so, but as Häkkinen’s 
article here suggests, today’s generations can still contribute. Is the Temple 
really the “last visible vestige of the Finnish Canadian contribution to 
Canada” (229)? Even a cursory glance at various Finnish Canadian seniors’ 
facilities and “Friends of Finland” groups suggests continuing roles for 
some time into the future. Indeed, organizational work by later-generation 
Finnish Canadians—often focused on pragmatic efforts like these seniors’ 
kotis—could have been a useful addition to this collection.

Inevitably, of course, any collection of articles can be challenged on 
the basis of inclusions and exclusions; certainly, this review has done so. 
Moreover, as in any work, small quibbles can be raised. A few articles, 
Lindström’s for example, likely appeared elsewhere at an earlier date, in 
whole or in part. That in itself is fine—this is a collection of papers—but if 
so, when and where? Which articles are original works? It would be good 
to know. On a more practical note, the binding of the book was coming 
apart before I finished reading it—not the editors’ fault, but unsettling. 
Hopefully other readers will have a happier outcome.

There is much to compliment in Hard Work Conquers All; these 
are useful, informative discussions of Finnish Canadian history. Perhaps 
another collection can build on the many useful characteristics of this work 
by expanding its consideration to other Canadian Finnish communities. 
Broader reading of Finnish Canadians who held varying viewpoints, includ-
ing the pragmatist-seeking Finnish settings for fun or practical purpose, 
would be another crucial improvement. In sum, this collection offers acces-
sible Finnish Canadian history, especially with reference to Thunder Bay, 
but it falls short of a full recounting of Building the Finnish Community in 
Canada. Hopefully its many merits will result in broader, needed work on 
Finnish Canadians, reflecting the editors’ own “conviction that the history 
of this largely understudied community needs to be told” (229).
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Lummaa, Karoliina. 2017. Kui trittitii! Finnish Avian Poetics. Translated 
by Jaakko Mäntyjärvi, Emily Jeremiah, and Fleur Jeremiah. Annales 
Academiae Scientiarum Fennicae. Humaniora 371. Tampere: Suomalainen 
Tiedeakatemia. 262 pp. 40.00 €. ISBN 9789514110979. 

That birds should be a favorite subject of poets should not come as a 
surprise. Birdsong, after all, provides a ready analogue for the song of 
the poem itself. Nor should the significance of birds to humans be any 
great revelation—birds figure into our lives as food, pets and pests, fables, 
idioms, and so on. Nonetheless, when reading Karoliina Lummaa’s Kui 
trittitii! Finnish Avian Poetics, one gets the clear sense that birds are a 
particular fixation of Finnish poets. In Lummaa’s introduction, she lists 
and explicates several historical examples of Finnish bird poetry, charting 
important patterns that emerged in the poetic treatment of birds, from reli-
gious/mythic figures in the Kalevala to Romantic idealizations to national 
symbols to avatars of environmentalism. Throughout, Lummaa empha-
sizes that “the meanings of birds are closely connected to the concrete 
interactions and natural circumstances associated with them” (23). For 
these poets, then, birds do not constitute an abstract reality but rather a 
set of material influences that contribute to the sound, form, and meaning 
of the poems. Though birds remain a subject of abstract symbolism, their 
material influence, Lummaa argues, has become more apparent as the 
depiction of birds in Finnish poetry has become more concrete over time. 
Beginning in the latter half of the twentieth century, Finnish bird poems 
began to rely on increasingly literal descriptions—and even phonetic and 
formal reproductions—of birds and their physical features. Mid-century 
Finnish poets such as Maila Pylkkönen sought to “disrupt the symbolic 
interpretation and to reinstate the possibility of comprehending birds as 
concrete animals” (29), and this trend of concretizing birds became even 
more salient in the wake of environmental movements of the 1970s.  

This increasing focus on the corporeal and material reality of birds 
in poetry sets the scene for Lummaa’s concept of avian poetics, her “label 
for the understanding and comprehension of the interactions between 
the human and the non-human in poetry” (12). From the very outset 
of the book, Lummaa seeks to reinvent our understanding of the rela-
tionship between a bird and its poem. Specifically, she argues against a 
conventional, “representational” model of reading that assumes meaning 
to be purely the product of human action on nonhuman objects. Such an 
understanding, she writes,

stems from the concept of the opposition of nature and culture, 
where the poet is an active human subject and the bird is a pas-
sive non-human object. Transplanting anything from the realm 
of nature to the realm of culture requires an active conferring of 
shape and meaning, resulting in products—such as the lines of 
a poem—that slip into the context of culture quite effortlessly. 
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Nature itself, on the other hand, remains unchanged, passive and 
with no meaning in and of itself. (10)

In place of representational thinking, Lummaa posits an alternative 
view—drawing from object-oriented philosophies, such as material eco-
criticism—in which birds are agents actively involved in the creation of 
the poems about them. This version of agency may strike some readers as 
counterintuitive: for all that birds interact with humans, they are not (one 
assumes) aware of human poetry, so how can they be agents in creating 
something to which they are entirely oblivious?

The idea, essentially, is that birds enact a kind of poiesis through 
their behaviors, gestures, and vocalizations, and poets’ observations and 
experiences of these avian creative acts influence subsequent literary poi-
esis. The very fact, form, and matter of birds’ physical bodies exert an 
influence on the poet, Lummaa argues, even in the case of dead birds. 
In her avian poetics, then, “the important thing is not intentionality but 
effectiveness” (12). This clarification, made early in the book and repeated 
later, concedes an awareness that a definition of agency not dependent 
on intent (or even consciousness) diverges sharply from the conventional 
understanding of that concept. Material ecocritics might indeed argue 
that all matter possesses agency, but the effect of this argument—as in 
Lummaa’s book—is not so much to expand our sense of the agency 
of non-human beings but rather to diminish our sense of the scope of 
agency per se. To have agency, in the way Lummaa means, is simply to 
have an effect on others and on the world. Thus, a great deal of critical 
theory hand-waving and signaling at the beginning of Kui trittitii! gives 
the impression that Lummaa’s claims about nonhuman poetic agency are 
more provocative or novel than they turn out to be, that the birds are 
somehow consciously involved in the poem-making process, when the 
actual argument is more mundane, and not very controversial: “the char-
acteristics and lives of birds and the various connections between humans 
and birds influence writing” (45). The what of Lummaa’s study, therefore, 
ends up being much less interesting than the how, as Lummaa’s applica-
tion of avian poetics in her analyses of the actual poems is highly focused 
and often stunning. In each chapter, she presents several poems, each in 
the original Finnish and in English translation, and her close readings 
of the poems are impressively nuanced, drawing fascinating, insightful 
conclusions from details of diction, allusion, and even typography, and 
framing those poems within thoroughly researched historical, cultural, 
linguistic, theoretical, and ornithological contexts. 

Among the wealth of bird-related poems in the Finnish literary tradi-
tion, Lummaa is most interested in a particular subset, poets “who have 
focused on issues of the poetic agency of birds or their effective historical 
existence” (41). To this end, Lummaa singles out six poets: Eero Lyyvuo 
(1904–77), Maila Pylkkönen (1931–86), Timo Haajanen (1946–84), 
Sauli Sarkanen (1951–), Jouni Tossavainen (1958–), and Antti Salminen 
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(1983–). None of these, she admits, is especially well-known, and “None 
of them have so far become established in the canon of Finnish literature” 
(41). Tossavainen and Pylkkönen are the more widely published. Lyyvuo 
published only a single volume of poetry in his lifetime. Some of these 
poets, like Haajanen and Sarkanen, approached their bird poetry from a 
scientific standpoint, and their work is grounded in close observations of 
avian behavior and ecology. Even given the relative obscurity of some of 
the poets in question, Lummaa’s analysis shows the depth and complexity 
of their work, making a compelling case that they deserve further atten-
tion from readers and literary scholars. 

Lummaa divides Kui trittitii! into three sections: “Beings,” 
“Languages,” and “Environments,” with the first section focusing on 
poets’ struggles to understand birds as birds: “What are birds, really? 
What is their life like from their point of view? How do they experience 
the world, as birds?” (61). The epistemic and ontological issues posed 
by these questions are not unique to human-animal interaction but are 
an extension of the phenomenon that object-oriented philosophy terms 
withdrawal—simply put, the reality of any object is always greater than 
our perception (or any perception) of it; all objects retain a reality inde-
pendent of and greater than their relation to other objects. For avian 
poetry, this manifests as the impossibility of truly understanding birds. 
Some poets, such as Pylkkönen, address this problem directly, describing 
human-bird encounters that highlight how avian nature is fundamentally 
inaccessible to humans. Others, such as Sarkanen, take an imaginative, 
anthropomorphic approach to exploring bird consciousness. Because the 
theoretical underpinnings of Kui trittitii! are decidedly anti-anthropocen-
tric, readers may be surprised when Lummaa comes to the defense of 
anthropomorphism as a poetic strategy, as in her discussion of a cycle 
of poems by Sarkanen that lends distinctly human voices to six different 
species of woodpecker (75–76). While Lummaa acknowledges the cri-
tiques of anthropomorphism posed by many ecocritics, she argues that, in 
fact, “anthropomorphism is both inevitable and beneficial: it helps us to 
perceive and understand our surroundings, including other living beings” 
(79). What’s more, she claims, “criticising anthropomorphism may in fact 
lead to a fruitless concern over obscuring the ‘animal-ness’ or otherness of 
animals that fails to progress to inquire what exactly such ‘animal-ness’ 
or otherness might be” (80). She reminds us that anthropomorphism is a 
method of imaginative understanding based in form, and she makes clear 
that the personalities of the ostensibly human-like voices in Sarkanen’s 
poem are in fact influenced by the physical characteristics of those par-
ticular species. Anthropomorphism, then, is simply another method for 
testing the boundaries of birds’ withdrawal.

In “Beings,” Lummaa coins the terms other-earthly and corpo-reality 
as ways of explaining and exploring poets’ negotiation of birds’ with-
drawal. Birds are other-earthly, Lummaa argues, because the version of 
earth they inhabit is fundamentally different from our own. While they 
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may share the same literal environments as other creatures, including 
humans, their enmeshment in those environments is fundamentally dif-
ferent—they interact with and perceive the elements of the environment 
in ways that humans do not. A bird, therefore, does not simply represent 
its species but the version of the world in which that species lives. Avian 
poetry, Lummaa argues, expresses and embodies an awareness of the way 
birds act as emissaries of other earths, other realities. She uses corpo-real-
ity to refer specifically to the way in which birds’ bodies become sites of 
encounter, the surface covering voids into which humans project meaning. 
She writes that “The surface of an alien being—skin or feathers—is a con-
crete manifestation of our perhaps futile desire to understand and think 
differently” (100). This observation is vividly borne out in her explication 
of poems by Haajanen that fixate on the bodies of dead birds.

In the second section, “Languages,” Lummaa applies the same 
object-oriented methodology to language and vocalization (human and 
nonhuman) in avian poetry, by asking “In whose language is bird poetry 
written?” (138). Not surprisingly, the issue of translation becomes even 
more crucial in these chapters, as poems that translate, transcribe, or 
evoke bird-language in Finnish must be translated into and discussed in 
English. It’s a testament to the strength of the translations in Kui trittitii! 
and to Lummaa’s considerable attention to detail that this aspect of her 
study works so seamlessly. Most of the English-translated texts convey 
the effects that Lummaa describes, but when necessary, she clarifies 
what the translations miss, such as significant connotational differences 
between key words in Finnish and English or how, in poems by Lyyvuo, 
certain bird-words (words that mimic bird sounds) evoke particular 
Finnish words through rhyme or etymological echoes. Lyyvuo’s poems, 
which Lummaa quotes extensively in this section, make a clear case for 
the material influence of birds on avian poetry, as the examples provided 
all include, often in typographically distinctive forms, different kinds of 
bird-words, many of which Lummaa traces to Jussi Seppä’s early twen-
tieth-century transcriptions of Finnish bird songs and calls. Lummaa 
explains how Seppä used “letters, syllables, musical notation and stress 
symbols” (148) in his transcriptions of bird vocalization, and she provides 
her own extensive analysis of how these elements play into various exam-
ples of avian poems.

Between the second and third section, Kui trittitii! includes a short 
section of full-color photographs of various Finnish birds. The high-qual-
ity images are visually engaging, though the birds selected don’t generally 
correspond to the birds that figure most prominently in the poems quoted 
in the book (those birds often appear in the less compelling, black-and-
white photos that begin each chapter). This portfolio of images might at 
first seem unnecessary, but because they appear toward the end of the 
book, after so much discussion of the material features and circumstances 
of birds, those material elements of the photos (the landscapes in which 
the birds live, their physical activities, their “other-earthly” expressions) 
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are rendered more salient in context. In a study that works so hard to 
foreground the “corpo-reality” of birds, a visual reminder of their actual 
bodies in their actual biomes is quite useful. 

The book’s third section, “Environments,” begins by following natu-
rally from the more visually and sonically innovative poems of the second 
section, as Lummaa explores how the spatial existence of birds is reflected 
in the spatial and typographic arrangements of poems by Sarkanen, 
Lyyvuo, Tossavainen, and Salminen. As these poems become more experi-
mental in form, Lummaa’s discussion is sometimes more illuminating than 
the poems themselves, but they provide another compelling example of the 
concrete influence that birds have on avian poetries. The second half of 
the section approaches the idea of space in the more material and ethical 
sense, returning to the ways in which birds figure into poems of concern 
for the natural world, particularly Sarkanen’s environmental poetry of the 
1970s, as well as poems from the current decade by Salminen.

Closing on political poems of environmental anxiety makes a good 
deal of sense in a book like Kui trittitii!, as Lummaa’s object-oriented 
approach entails a clear set of ethical concerns about the relationship 
between humans and the world in which we are enmeshed. For all that the 
book makes a strong case for the means by which birds affect, and effect, 
avian poetry, the influence of human activity on the lives of birds (and by 
extension, the world in general) is more stark, and more alarming. While 
Kui trittitii! will no doubt be of interest to readers and scholars of poetry, 
critical theory, ornithology, and Finnish literary culture, it is threaded 
throughout with an urgency of purpose. Understanding the way in which 
birds affect poetry is a useful, initial step in a larger understanding of 
human enmeshment in and interdependence with every facet of the natu-
ral world to which we belong. 

Nick Lantz
Sam Houston State University

Niemisto, Paul. 2013. Cornets and Pickaxes: Finnish Brass on the Iron 
Range. Northfield, MN: Ameriikan Poijat. 243 pp., illustrations, appen-
dices, index. $30.00. ISBN 9781467575270.

Prior to this book’s publication, I was asked to provide a back-cover blurb. 
Pressed for time, as a deadline loomed, I read the manuscript hurriedly 
and delivered:

Cornets & Pickaxes is a rich, rare, illuminating, and triumphant 
fanfare to the remarkable musical communities of “ordinary” 
Finnish Americans, painstakingly yet exuberantly created from 
interviews, photographs, newspaper accounts, sheet music, rem-
iniscences, and other mostly ephemeral sources that would have 
eluded a less dedicated and able researcher.
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The tasks of book reviewer and book promoter are typically distinct 
in tone and purpose. But in the case of Paul Niemisto’s work they merge. 
This is by any measure a superb work of scholarship.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, brass musicians 
and bandmasters joined the mass migration of Finns to North America, 
forming musical ensembles to perform for concerts, dances, midsummer 
celebrations, and funerals, often in association with small towns and 
the “Finn Halls” of both temperance and working-class socialist orga-
nizations. Enjoying a vigorous “golden era” from 1900 to 1920, Finnish 
American brass bands were gradually displaced by emerging accordion 
ensembles and had all but vanished by the onset of World War II.

In the early 1980s, Niemisto—a Finnish American from the Lake 
Superior region, a longtime Minnesotan, and an accomplished brass 
performer and teacher—unwittingly yet happily commenced his salvage 
operation by attending a Finnish brass festival in Lieksa, near the Finland-
Russia border. Captivated by the participants’ efforts to revitalize a cen-
tury-old seitsikko (septet) style and repertoire, he soon formed a similar 
ensemble, Ameriikan Poijat (Boys of America). Initially emphasizing an 
Old World repertoire, Niemisto shifted his group’s focus as he began to 
investigate the once-thriving and distinctively New World existence of 
Finnish American brass bands.

Researched over a quarter-century, concentrating on the Minnesota 
Iron Range but also informed by the related presence of brass bands flour-
ishing in such far-flung Finnish communities as Monessen, Pennsylvania, 
and Red Lodge, Montana, Cornets and Pickaxes is comprised of an intro-
duction, seven chapters, an extensive afterword, and a series of valuable 
appendices. Niemisto commences with the emergence of brass bands in 
late nineteenth-century Finland, their roots in military band traditions, 
their relationship to labor unions and fire brigades, their significant place 
in the larger movement for Finnish independence, their dual emphases on 
social dance music and ceremonial marches, and their relationship to a 
larger European brass band phenomenon especially evident in the training 
of bandmasters outside of Finland and in the Russian, Swedish, Prussian, 
and Bohemian/Czech influence on instrumentation and repertoire. 

Commendably, Niemisto consistently places his subject within larger 
historical, political, and social contexts as he traces immigrant bandmas-
ters and brass performers to the New World, where they were a particular 
force in numerous Minnesota communities, forming bands in Bovey, 
Chisholm, Cloquet, Cromwell, Crosby, Embarrass, Eveleth, Hibbing, 
Nashwauk, Sturgeon Township, Virginia, and elsewhere. Attentive to the 
big picture, Niemisto’s approach is likewise finely grained. We learn about 
the lives and economic challenges of bandmasters, the rivalries between 
and schisms within sponsoring temperance and workers’ halls, the shifts 
from Old World to American instruments, the bands’ participation in 
Finnish midsummer and mainstream American events, the key presence 
of Italian and Slovenian performers in erstwhile Finnish bands, the steady 
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decline of an overtly Finnish repertoire, the intersection of Finnish and 
school bands, and a good deal more. An impressive seventy-five selected 
historical photographs, painstakingly acquired from local organizations 
and individuals, and their often-detailed accompanying captions illustrate 
and amplify throughout.

The book’s impressive afterword and appendices, spanning more than 
sixty pages, convey the process, scope, sources, challenges, and rewards 
bound up with research into a once ubiquitous yet largely unstudied 
bygone grassroots phenomenon about which only elusive scattered shards 
of evidence survive. Indeed, the afterword might serve as a primer for 
anyone conducting similar historical research. Including but going well 
beyond the standard “bibliographic essay,” Niemisto engagingly reveals 
his reliance on the following various sources: interviews with Minnesotans 
knowledgeable about Iron Range bands; more than a score of large and 
small archival collections in the United States and Finland (e.g., not only 
the Immigration History Research Center in Minneapolis and the Finnish 
Military Archives in Helsinki, but also the archives of several Iron Range 
historical societies and Finnish brass bands); back issues of twenty-one 
Upper Midwestern newspapers, in both English and Finnish; the Internet 
sites of brass band and related organizations and aficionados; caches of 
rare recordings from the brass bands’ heyday; and the testimony of nearly 
400 rare photographs scanned from the collections of many institutions 
and individuals.

Each of four well-conceived appendices provides details undergird-
ing the book’s chapters. Appendix A itemizes scores and instrumental 
parts for eighty-two Finnish titles in the repertoire of Victor Taipale, an 
immigrant from rural Ostrobothnia figuring prominently in Niemisto’s 
narrative as “the most active and successful of the Finnish bandmasters 
in Minnesota” (90). Instrumental in founding and fostering bands in sev-
eral Iron Range communities, Taipale was also known as poppimies (pop 
man) for running a soft-drink bottling business supplementing his insuf-
ficient musical earnings. Appendix B systematically identifies 250 Finnish 
American bandsmen in Minnesota, their affiliations with particular 
bands, and the confirming sources. Appendix C lists the names, locations, 
temperance or socialist affiliations, conductors, and chronological spans 
of twenty-seven Finnish American bands in Minnesota. And appendix D 
offers full citations for eighty-five newspaper articles on Finnish American 
bands published in English or in Finnish from 1890 to 1914.

Exemplary as both a significant reference work and an illuminating 
history, Niemisto’s book effectively conjures the lost world of Finnish 
American brass bands which were once a mainstay of Minnesota min-
ing communities and beyond. Consequently, Cornets and Pickaxes 
parallels Pekka Gronow’s landmark Studies in Scandinavian-American 
Discography (1977), while echoing Joyce Hakala’s Memento of Finland, 
a similarly admirable illumination of immigrant kantele players wrought 
from scarce and scattered ephemera.
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Smith, Ralph Henry, and Darrel G. Nicholson. (1933) 2005. A Sociological 
Survey of the Finnish Settlement of New York Mills, Minnesota 
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Debates and data, pronouncements and policies, stereotypes and statis-
tics reverberated in the early twentieth century through the press, leg-
islatures, and universities regarding the relative virtues and dangers of 
“foreign” peoples thronging to the United States. Were the newcomers 
mentally clannish and morally deficient militant anarchists, or were they 
intelligent, tireless, compliant workers capable of merging with a putative 
“American” mainstream? Although travel disruptions wrought by World 
War I combined with the Immigration Restriction Act of 1924 to reduce 
immigrant arrivals considerably, perceptions and debates persisted.

Finnish immigrants had their advocates and detractors, particularly in 
Minnesota where, prominently, Finns were blacklisted following strikes 
on the Mesabi Iron Range in 1907 and 1916; targeted in racist legal efforts 
to deny citizenship in 1908 on the basis of supposed “Mongolian” sta-
tus rendering them subject to the Chinese Exclusion Act; and arrested in 
Duluth in 1917 for participation in the Industrial Workers of the World’s 
opposition to US entry into World War I.

Among academicians, sociologists especially scrutinized Finns’ 
potential as American citizens. In 1914 the president of the American 
Sociological Society, University of Wisconsin professor Edward A. Ross, 
offered a mixed assessment. Although fortunately “intermingled with the 
Swedes,” Finns were nonetheless “of the Mongolian race,” and accord-
ingly slower than Swedes to learn English and “not particularly skillful or 
progressive” as farmers. Inclined to acquire citizenship and vote, honest 
and hard-working, “quiet and law-abiding,” Finns were also “litigious,” 
and “like the drunken Magyar or Lithuanian the ‘loaded’ Finn is a terrible 
fellow” (Ross 1914, 168–70).

A eugenicist and proto-national socialist, who augured Donald 
Trump’s notion that the country is full, Ross might (if one is generous) 
partially be forgiven—considering the era and the broad scope of his 
book, within which Finns figured briefly among “The Lesser Immigrant 
Groups”—for his sweeping, glib, reductive assertions. And yet, the 



97

Reviews

parade of scarcely substantiated “facts” by an eminent scholar establish-
ing all Finns as members of an undifferentiated cultural mass begged for 
the hard-won evidence and nuanced interpretation delivered two decades 
later by Ralph Henry Smith, a humble elementary school educator and 
MA student. 

From 1929 to 1932, at the onset of his six-year term as principal of 
New York Mills’ junior high school, Smith conducted an intensive socio-
logical survey throughout Minnesota’s rural “Finnish Triangle”: contig-
uous heavily Finnish parts of Becker, Otter Tail, and Wadena counties, 
including the villages of New York Mills, Menagha, and Sebeka. Aided by 
a fellow teacher and Finnish-speaking local, Lila Oman, whom he would 
marry in 1935, Smith conducted several hundred interviews with local 
people, while also consulting newspapers and public records. The nine 
chapters constituting Smith’s original 1933 MA thesis for the University 
of Southern California’s Department of Sociology are, thanks to Darrel 
G. Nicholson, augmented in the revised edition by two chapters left out 
of the thesis, as well as a series of letters to community members from 
Finnish Americans who had resettled in Soviet Karelia. Arnold R. Alanen, 
a distinguished authority on Minnesota’s Finnish communities, provides 
an incisive foreword situating Smith’s study within the historical context 
of the Great Depression, Prohibition, “Karelian Fever,” and the emer-
gence of Minnesota’s Farmer-Labor Party.

Smith’s original chapters offer a holistic sense of the community’s 
composition by focusing respectively on Finnish immigration to the 
United States, the settlement of the Finnish Triangle, the overall and par-
ticular nature of the local economy, religious life, politics, educational 
institutions, recreational activities, and health status, as well as the degree 
to which Finnish language and customs had dwindled or persisted. Adept 
at sociology’s quantitative side, Smith ably provides clear statistical 
breakdowns and tables revealing percentages and patterns. For example: 
while 209 of 341 polled concerning reasons for immigration cited eco-
nomics, 36 were attracted by the government, 31 by adventure, 23 by 
economics and adventure, and 42 by “miscellaneous” factors; the area’s 
1,165 Finnish landholders’ median farm was 89.5 acres, with most farms 
having a house, barn, bath house, machine shed, and granary; of the 150 
queried about religion, 3 were indifferent, 12 opposed, and 137 religious, 
with affiliations to one of “three Lutheran sects” (Suomi Synod, Finnish 
Evangelical National Lutheran Church of America, Apostolic Lutheran); 
and in elections from 1888 to 1932 the tally was Republicans 40 per-
cent, third parties 37 percent, Democrats 17 percent, and miscellaneous 6 
percent, with third-party percentages tilting dramatically during Smith’s 
tenure, as evident when the Farmer-Labor Party won 54 percent and the 
Communist Party garnered 5 percent in 1932.

Just as importantly, Smith’s respected neutral outsider status com-
bined with sustained immersion in the Finnish Triangle to yield qualitative 
evidence through both individuals’ extended responses to questionnaires 
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and his own field documentation. Accordingly, his chapters’ summary 
facts and figures are accompanied consistently by a range of verbatim 
responses from diverse individuals like these regarding reasons for 
immigration: 

I left Finland as a child of one year of age—parents had in mind 
to get better opportunity for prosperity.

I came here because of mean government officials who wanted 
everything a person had. Finn-land was under the Russian gov-
ernment at that time.

I came to look for a husband.

Smith further enlivens chapters with ethnographic photographs 
focused on the Finnish vs. American clothing of men and women, com-
munity schools and churches, farm-building ensembles, and kitchens. 
Clearly fascinated by certain aspects of community life, he also offers 
expansive details regarding sauna customs, the half-time consumption 
of fish, Finnish bread, and buttermilk by New York Mills’ successful 
“Flying Finns” basketball team, and the disputes involving communists 
and church people, especially over Sunday night dances and the use of a 
particular hall. 

Throughout, Smith combines carefully acquired statistical data with 
attention to individual experiences, revealing the presence of “many little 
communities within this community” (59). Squarely acknowledging that 
“the Communism of the locality,” despite its numerically small status, 
is “the most widely advertised phase of its political life,” he judiciously 
assessed all aspects of local life to recognize that the tension wrought 
by communism had more to do with religious than political differences 
(120–21). Ultimately Smith concluded: “The active interest that these 
people take in the political life of the community and nation is indication 
of the very high type of a citizen that the Finn becomes in his new home-
land” (124).

Admirable for its social scientific rigor, deeply humanistic dimensions, 
and all-around fair-minded scholarship, Smith’s study of the Finnish 
Triangle is nonetheless driven by a flawed evolutionary/assimilationist 
model contending not only that the proclivities of America’s entrenched 
WASP ruling class were the pinnacle of civilization, but also that the 
nation’s Others must melt into the vast pot of an Anglo-American mono-
culture. Consequently, we might wonder what Smith would have thought 
about Finnish Americans’ widespread enthusiastic participation in the 
cultural revitalization and heritage tourism movements that have steadily 
increased since the 1970s. But for my part, as an Irish American like Smith, 
I’m confident he would have reveled in Menagha’s March 16th St. Urho’s 
Day celebrations, then honored the shillelagh and shamrock on the 17th.
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Pasi Ihalainen’s The Springs of Democracy: National and Transnational 
Debates on Constitutional Reform in the British, German, Swedish, and 
Finnish Parliaments, 1917–1919 provides a complex model of political 
reform in the closing stages of the First World War. The author places 
the Finnish and Swedish governments’ reform movements at the nexus of 
the four-way political struggle caused by competing ideologies that swept 
Europe in an era of drastic change brought about by the international 
conflict. Ihalainen identifies American democracy, English parliamen-
tarianism, Prussian monarchy, and Russian communism as the primary 
models of change, and therefore the causes of political debate in Finland 
and Sweden. These debates resulted in gradual reform in Sweden, while 
Finland erupted into a civil war. The author uses governmental records, 
personal memoirs, and newspaper articles to illustrate how the compet-
ing international political ideologies affected debates over the nature and 
purpose of government in the Nordic countries, which ultimately created 
different representative regimes in the two countries.

English-language monographs of Nordic political history are rel-
atively sparse. However, Herbert Tingsten’s book, The Swedish Social 
Democrats: Their Ideological Development, does provide detailed infor-
mation on Hjalmar Branting, the development of the Swedish Social 
Democratic Party, and the replacement of monarchical rule with par-
liamentarianism. In Finland, Lauri Puntila’s classic work, The Political 
History of Finland, 1809–1966, follows the rise of Finnish nationalism 
as the population strove to break away from its Swedish heritage, the 
creation of an independent government, and the issues of Soviet influence 
after the Second World War. Herman Schück’s The Riksdag: A History 
of the Swedish Parliament offers readers a much longer look at Swedish 
politics, dating back to Medieval Europe. The book traces the transitions 
from inception, through absolutism, to four estates, then bicameralism 
and finally, unicameralism. George Maude’s Aspects of the Governing of 
the Finns covers twentieth-century politics, with an emphasis of Finland’s 
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position between the capitalist West and communist East. One short-
coming of the Ihalainen book is a lack of information about the role of 
women in government and political debates of the era. Readers interested 
in the topic can read Elina Haavio-Mannila’s collected work, Unfinished 
Democracy: Women in Nordic Politics, which addresses the issues of 
female suffrage and political participation at various levels of government.

In the first chapter of The Springs of Democracy, Ihalainen outlines the 
basic premise of the book, which is a political history covering the debates 
carried out in England, Germany, Sweden, and Finland over the nature 
of post-war governments. Ihalainen focuses on the debates themselves, 
rather than executive action, to illustrate how mass media transmitted 
political ideas across borders, thereby affecting neighboring politicians. 
The book examines the connection between words and actions, as pol-
iticians debated the merits of monarchies, parliamentarianism, democ-
racy, and socialism that completely transformed early twentieth-century 
European governments.

According to the author in chapter 2, the wholesale carnage wrought 
on European battlefields by inept monarchs, led citizens to demand greater 
political participation in order to prevent the recurrence of such events for 
future generations. What made this period different from earlier reform 
eras was that European monarchs and political officials recognized the 
sacrifices made on the battlefield, plus the threat posed by Bolshevism, 
and agreed that some changes would have to be made to prevent the 
outbreak of revolution. Ihalainen contends that in England reforms had 
already begun in 1911, as parliament created a more constitutional gov-
ernment by taking power from the House of Lords and conferring it on 
the House of Commons. Both the liberal Prime Minister David Lloyd 
George and conservative minister Bonar Law agreed that men and women 
who supported the war effort should have voting rights at the conclu-
sion of the conflict. This attitude increased in prominence after American 
President Woodrow Wilson joined the war in 1917 and began to push for 
democratic reform in Europe.

In contrast to the willingness of English reform, Ihalainen offers 
the reactionary German government under Kaiser Wilhelm II, who was 
staunchly anti-parliamentarian. While the country did have a parliament, 
the Kaiser had the ability to veto legislation, along with the support of 
both the prime minister and chancellor, thereby negating the desires of 
elected officials. Wilhelm II also consolidated his authoritarian position 
by politically isolating his chief opponents in the Social Democratic Party, 
thereby turning the Reichstag into a rubber-stamp for his wartime policies.

In Sweden, conservatives, led by Arvid Lindman, gravitated toward 
the German model, as they sought to restrict the expansion of voting rights 
in order to preserve their traditional power in society. Hjalmar Branting 
and the Social Democratic Labor Party led a coalition of liberal politicians 
who wanted gradually to replace the monarchy with a parliament elected 
through universal suffrage and a system of proportional representation.
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Ihalainen then places Finland both geographically and politically 
between Sweden and Russia. Finland inherited a parliamentary legacy 
from Sweden, along with universal voting rights from radicals during the 
1905 Russian Revolution. The ties to Russian socialists became stronger 
in 1917, with the rise of Bolshevism, which in turn led to the radical-
ization of the Finnish Social Democratic Party, whose members largely 
rejected the evolutionary reform proposed by Branting in Sweden.

Chapter 3 moves the debates into the first half of 1917 when it 
seemed likely that Germany would win the First World War. The British 
government had to contend with liberal democratic ideas espoused by 
President Wilson, along with the rise of radicalism caused by the Russian 
Revolution. The situation propelled both conservative and liberal politi-
cians to promote the idea of universal voting for men and married women 
over thirty years old. By doing so, politicians hoped to forge a path of 
moderate reform between the American and Russian models.

Russian and American considerations also affected the Kaiser’s gov-
ernment. In order to hasten Russia’s exit from the war and allow German 
troops to meet the ever-increasing number of Americans on the Western 
Front, the Kaiser transported Vladimir Lenin to Finland, where he could 
begin the process of a Bolshevik revolution. The unintended consequence 
of the move was the radicalization of the German Social Democratic Party, 
which formed an alliance with Catholic, progressive, and socialist parties, 
who demanded peace and constitutional reforms. The debate led to the 
resignation of Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, who failed 
to gain any concessions from the Kaiser. Nevertheless, social democrats 
continued to push for reform despite the intransigence of the monarchy.

During the first half of the war, the conservative Prime Minister 
Carl Swartz led the Swedish government, while Foreign Minister Arvid 
Lindman pursued a pro-German foreign policy based on fears of a pos-
sible Russian invasion from troops stationed in Finland. The Russian 
Revolution altered the situation as the event helped energize discontented 
workers in Sweden. As a result, Branting and the social democrats pushed 
for British-style parliamentarianism in which “free and enlightened peo-
ple would decide on their fates as far as possible” (Ihalainen, 155). The 
conservative government initially rejected any reform, but the growing 
fear of revolution pushed officials to continue the debates over democra-
tization in Sweden.

Ihalainen portrays the situation in Finland as much more chaotic 
than in Sweden. The Finns kept their traditional Swedish constitution, 
while being governed within the Russian Empire. The situation created 
a dichotomy among politicians who either gravitated toward monar-
chist ideas emanating from Germany and Sweden, or the rising tide of 
Bolshevism espoused by emerging radical reformers in Russia. While both 
factions agreed that Finland ought to be autonomous, they differed over 
the style of government to be adopted upon gaining independence from 
Russia. During the summer of 1917, the political factions moved further 



Journal of Finnish Studies

102

apart as the Social Democrat Party under the leadership of Oskari Tokoi 
formed their parliament (eduskunta) in Helsinki. Pehr Evind Svinhufvud, 
the conservative leader, took control of the provisional government. As 
a result, confusion emerged as the legitimacy of both factions came into 
question from the Finnish population. In December, Svinhufvud declared 
the independence of Finland from Russia, but that did not stop Bolshevik 
support for social democrats.

Chapter 4 begins in the fall and winter of 1917, as British politi-
cians accepted the idea of a democratization of parliament to forestall 
American-style democracy or Russian Bolshevism in the country. Ihalainen 
characterizes the political debates as the foundation of a national com-
munity in England that allowed peaceful change instead of revolution. 
Unfortunately, according to the author, this model would not be adopted 
in other European nations.

During the same period in Germany, the positions of parliamentarian 
reformers and monarchists hardened, leading to a polarization of politics. 
The reformers increased their demands for peace and a democratization 
of parliament, as social democrats continued their pursuit of change. The 
Kaiser successfully contained the reformist impulses by appointing a new 
chancellor, Georg Michaelis, who along with leading military figures, 
Generals Hindenburg and Ludendorff, rejected any modifications of the 
existing system.

The Kaiser continued to support Swedish King Gustav V and his 
monarchical government, as both the British and American governments 
backed Hjalmar Branting’s social democrats. Negotiations between the 
two sides continued unabated, but as the military situation for Germany 
declined, the social democrats began to gain the upper hand. The need for 
change became more apparent after the Bolshevik Revolution erupted in 
Russia, which pressured conservatives to change their position on reform.

In contrast to the peaceful yet rancorous debates in Sweden in 
late 1917, the Finns moved closer to civil war. Ihalainen characterizes 
the events as a rise in extrapolitical force by both sides in the emerging 
conflict. Conservatives in the provisional government excluded social 
democrats from the political process, which heightened anger among the 
working class. When combined with the proximity of Russian radicals 
fighting the Bolshevik Revolution, the idea of class warfare quickly per-
meated the members of the Finnish Social Democratic Party, who wanted 
to form some sort of direct democracy in the country. In November 
1917, the Parliament of the Workers’ Association of Helsinki called for 
the overthrow of the conservative provisional government, while the 
Revolutionary Workers’ Central Soviet began to take action, leading to 
the creation of a red government. Conservatives who wanted to preserve 
the existing form of parliamentarianism responded with the creation of a 
white government.

While chapter 5 primarily describes the Finnish Civil War, Ihalainen first 
recounts events in England, Germany, and Sweden as war and revolution 
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ravaged Europe. The British government passed the Representation of the 
People Act, which not only provided nearly universal voting rights but 
transformed the nation into a representative parliamentary democracy. 
The Kaiser and his generals stopped any parliamentary reform as they 
planned one last great military offensive to win the war. However, the 
German public became increasingly war weary in early 1918, staging 
hunger demonstrations and strikes across the country. When the offensive 
failed to end the war, civil unrest began to mount.

Germany’s deteriorating military situation influenced Sweden, whose 
government became more reliant on British imports, which enhanced 
Branting’s position while negotiating reform with conservatives. The 
Swedish government did not want Russian and Finnish class warfare to 
break out, so negotiations continued with social democrats. Branting 
publicly rejected revolutionary change in favor of evolutionary parlia-
mentarian reform. That did not prevent him from using the threat posed 
by class warfare to extract concessions from conservatives on the shape of 
the post-war government.

The author then compares the peaceful transition of Swedish polit-
ical reform to the events occurring during the Finnish Civil War. Otto 
Kuusinen, the leader of the Social Democratic Party, sought to create a 
government free of conservative bourgeois influences. The working-class 
supporters of revolution received aid from Russian Bolsheviks, which 
then led conservatives to ask the Kaiser for German soldiers to quell the 
socialist uprising. German soldiers under the command of General von der 
Goltz joined forces with Finnish White Army General C. G. Mannerheim. 
Over a three-month period, the combined force crushed Kuusinen’s Red 
Army, killing thousands of social democrats in the process. In the after-
math of victory, German pressure increased for the White government to 
adapt a monarchical form of government. Finnish Prime Minister J. K. 
Paasikivi preferred British-style parliamentarianism, which then caused 
further deliberations with conservatives over the creation of a post-war 
government.

Chapter 6 examines the fall of 1918, when the impending defeat 
of Germany and rising threat of expanding Bolshevism caused further 
political realignments in Europe. Britain’s wartime government quietly 
transformed into a democratic body with the reforms enacted earlier in 
the year. Similarly, in Sweden, King Gustav V pushed conservatives to 
accept reform and prevent the outbreak of revolution. Branting and the 
social democrats helped push the reformist agenda by pointing out that 
democracies not only defeated monarchies during the First World War, but 
the Germans had also begun to adopt democratic reforms. Conservatives 
conceded to the inevitable, and in 1920 Branting became prime minister 
of the new government.

The changes in Germany did not go as smoothly as those in Britain 
and Sweden. The fall of 1918 witnessed the defeat of the German Army in 
France, which caused Field Marshall Ludendorff to call for peace and the 
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democratization of parliament to obtain better terms from the Western 
governments. In October, the Kaiser oversaw the transition of the war-
time government to a constitutional parliamentary monarchy. However, 
conditions in Germany deteriorated to the point that the Kaiser abdi-
cated the throne, which led to the creation of a republic. Friederich Ebert 
became chancellor and oversaw the constitutional assembly that outlined 
a democratic republican government. The eminent sociologist Max Weber 
also suggested the inclusion of an elected president to check the power of 
parliament.

According to Ihalainen, Finnish monarchists under Paavo Virkkunen 
sought to create a government modeled after the Swedish and German 
kings. This met with republican opposition and a boycott of parliamen-
tarian proceedings in late 1918, which left only a rump government in 
charge of Finland. The American and British governments rejected the 
pro-German government in Finland, which left the country isolated in the 
closing days of the war.

In chapter 7, Ihalainen wraps up the political transformations caused 
by war and revolution. He describes the British people as happy with 
the democratic changes they enacted through evolutionary change. 
These peaceful, moderate changes were mirrored in the emergence of the 
Swedish post-war government. Germany formed the Weimar Republic, 
led by social democratic and centrist politicians. The new government 
emerged with an emphasis on internal reform and not internationalism, 
especially after signing the restrictive Treaty of Versailles that ended the 
war and stripped Germany of military and economic power. The treaty 
also had an effect on slowing down democratic change and increasing the 
power of reactionary forces in the country. The author then points out the 
similarities between the German and Finnish governments. Both countries 
rejected monarchy in late 1918, because of democratic pressure applied 
by the British and American governments. Additionally, they formed 
parliamentary democracies, with elected presidents to offset the power of 
elected politicians. More important, according to Ihalainen, was the fact 
that the Finns finally accepted popular sovereignty as the political norm, 
while rejecting minority authoritarianism from the left and the right.

Ihalainen concludes the book in chapter 8 with a brief recapitula-
tion of the events outlined in greater detail throughout the text. He then 
points out that the intensity and the confrontational character of debate 
in Finland over democracy made it unique in Western Europe. He goes 
on to question whether the Finnish Social Democratic Party believed that 
democracy ultimately led to socialism. He characterized Finnish Social 
Democrats as being exclusive of both democrats and bourgeois, who were 
not socialist and, therefore, not truly democratic. This ideology resembled 
the Bolshevik model promulgated during the era. The author views these 
competing interpretations of democracy as the underlying cause of the 
Finnish Civil War. Furthermore, he calls for an assessment of international 
comparisons and transnational connections of political ideas as a way of 
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interpreting reform in small countries, where leaders were more open to 
using foreign ideas.

Pasi Ihalainen should be lauded for undertaking such a multi-faceted 
and comprehensive study of political transnationalism. To collect and 
assess the vast amount of information needed to write this book was a 
herculean task. However, that same attention to detail and dense prose 
make the book a challenge to read, thereby limiting the scope of readers to 
academics interested in Nordic politics and political theory. Overall, the 
book is well written, with easily accessible footnotes. This will make the 
book useful for future scholars as a source of information and a model for 
additional works addressing how political ideas cross national borders.
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