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Abstract  
Our paper analyzes the historical understanding of Finland and Finnishness as it was expressed 
in newspapers published in the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century. As the 
period saw the decimation of the Swedish Kingdom and establishment of the Grand Duchy of 
Finland within the Russian Empire, a change in language use can be expected, but the changes 
occurring are rather fine-grained and difficult to detect without a systematic and transparent 
charting of the data. This paper suggests a method based on the analysis of bigrams to study 
this type of semantic change. Many existing methods are designed to navigate massive amounts 
of linguistic data and do well in solving computational tasks, but are not always a good match 
for the kind of historiographical questions such as ours. More broadly, we establish that the 
application of Finnish can in principle refer to the categories of language, geography, 
nationhood, statehood, and territoriality. Our analysis shows that especially the categories of 
language and state underwent a gradual shift in the period from the eighteenth to the nineteenth 
century.  
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1. Introduction 

The year 1809 is sometimes referred to as an “annus mirabilis” in Finnish history [1], as it effectively 
meant the establishment of a Grand Duchy of Finland within the Russian Empire and paved the way 
for state and nation building. How Finland and Finnishness was understood, clearly changed in the 
process, but how to describe this transformation has been heavily debated – at least since Zacharias 
Topelius’s famous essay “Do the Finnish people have a history?” from 1843 [2]. Previous scholarship 
has either emphasized that there are clear continuities from how Finnishness was understood in the 
eighteenth century to the nineteenth century or stressed the rupture that came about in 1809 [3]. The 
former line of interpretation has in general continued a form of national history writing that was born 
in the late nineteenth century and should in general be seen as a form of nation building in the Grand 
Duchy. The latter tradition is dominated by scholarship in the 1960s onwards that criticized the national 
perspective and sought to emphasize Finland’s imperial connections as well as highlight the constructed 
character of the nation. By concentrating on the notion of Finnishness as it was invoked through 
language use, this paper contributes to that debate.  

By asking what kinds of things could be attributed as Finnish and what was meant with the 
Finnishness of those things, the study seeks to trace the broad patterns of language use regarding 
Finnishness before and after 1809. In doing so, the paper is couched in the latter historiographical 
tradition, but it also suggests that one of the problems in the debate has had to do with the fact that 
neither tradition has been very good at discerning how language use regarding Finnishness actually 
changed. Operationalizing this question as a corpus-driven study, allows for concentrating on the 
distribution and polysemy of “Finnish” and hence contributes to the historiographical debate. 
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Apart from participating in the debate in historical scholarship, the paper also contributes to a 
discussion about the aptness of various NLP methods in the digital humanities. With the rise of digitized 
historical corpora, new methods in NLP have increasingly been harnessed to study the semantic and 
lexical changes in long-term diachronic corpora [4]. Many of these methods are designed to navigate 
massive amounts of linguistic data and do well in solving computational tasks, but are not always a 
good match for the kind of historiographical questions such as ours. In the period we are interested in, 
the publication of  newspapers and books in Finland remained at a modest level. It is in this regime of 
limited data that we make our methodological contribution, which is to apply a simple bigram approach 
to the analysis of a specific case of historical semantic change. By its general outline, our study falls 
under a wide definition of corpus linguistic studies in lexical semantics. Similar, corpus-driven studies 
on adjective groups with synonymous or otherwise similar meanings include a study on powerful vs 
strong by Church et al. [5], and a study on chief, principal, major, main and primary by Lin [6], among 
others. From the mainstream of corpus linguistics, our study differs not so much in methodology, but 
in that it seeks to target a very specific, historiographically informed interest of knowledge, whereas in 
corpus linguistics it is more commonplace to apply a data-driven perspective and base the distributional 
characterizations to the most statistically robust distinctions, regardless of what they are.  

The major benefit of using such simple models in this regime is transparency. To answer our focused 
interest, it is imperative that the method used make possible transparently following and qualitatively 
understanding the process from the aggregates to the source material, so that 1) it is possible to delve 
into even individual examples in the source data for interpretation if needed and 2) the interpretation 
can combine information derived from various levels of aggregation within the method, as well as 
coming in from external scholarly historical understanding. Second, as the study is interested in 
semantic phenomena which can be adequately targeted by bigram-range environments, using richer 
distributional characterizations and more complicated algorithms to handle them, is unnecessary and 
from this perspective can only function as a source of noise. In the case of adjectives, bigram-range 
mostly captures cases when they are modifying head nouns. While there are other syntactic possibilities 
for adjectives to occur, it is fair to assume that in Swedish, the direct modifier of a nominal head is the 
prototypical occurrence type of any adjective. Positions, such as predicate adjectives or less typical 
modifying constructions such as coordinated modifiers are more marked options. As our study seeks to 
target what is most ordinary and commonplace in language use, trading away the less prototypical cases 
for more transparency is well founded. 

Hence, our study concentrates on the meanings of the word finsk (“Finnish”) and other comparable 
adjectives, svensk, rysk and skånsk (“Swedish”, “Russian” and “Scanian”, respectively). It assumes that 
tracing the casual and established patterns of use are indicative of common, widely shared features of 
the concepts corresponding to these adjectives. Established lexicographical characterisations of these 
words show that they, like their English equivalents, are polysemous over ethnicity, geographic origin, 
language, citizenship and so on [7]. We maintain that even though the distinctions between these senses 
are relatively clear in out-of-context inspection, they are often un-analyzed in actual cases of use, 
especially in historical context. Many of our examples remain ambiguous over several of its senses even 
after close-reading. This is predictable from the perspective of semantic theories which project 
polysemous structures in terms of prototype categories, such as cognitive linguistics, where token-level 
meanings fall under radial categories formed around prototypical uses [8, 9]. Such theoretical 
underpinnings also predict a high degree of interference between different senses if their prototypes 
reside close by. Thus, inspecting the relative frequencies of typical use cases leads to observations about 
the prototypes of Finnishness, Swedishness and the like. 

To aid our analysis, we establish that the application of Finnish can in principle refer to the categories 
of language, geography, nationhood, statehood, and territoriality. Comparing the categories before and 
after 1809 indicate that the role of language diminished, whereas the role of the state grew over time. 
There are also clear continuities that are discernible in the data, but the shifts we see in the bigrams 
clearly indicates how the language of Finnishness expanded to new domains of life after 1809. 

Although powerful in many applications, the weakness in machine-learning methods often lies in 
the difficulty of connecting analysis results with concrete examples in historical sources. They are often 
based on convoluted abstractions of distributional tendencies of studied linguistic structures. While the 
result of our study is in itself rather intuitive – as it is clear that notions of Finnishness changed due to 
the establishment of the Grand Duchy of Finland – we believe that this also makes the strength of the 
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method visible. Analyzing bigrams enables quantifying results in an understandable, transparent way, 
but also readily caters for studying the occurrences qualitatively in their contexts of use, that is, 
combining quantitative and qualitative analysis in the context of one research case. This is an important 
asset in cases where datasets are of smaller scale and the studied phenomena shows ambiguities when 
explored on type level. 

2. Data 

Our study draws on digitized historical newspapers from Finland and Sweden. The newspapers have 
been consulted in three different versions: the graphic user interfaces provided by the National Library 
of Finland [10] and National Library of Sweden respectively, the morpho-syntactically parsed versions 
of the data provided by the Language banks in Finland and Sweden [11], as well as a version of the 
newspapers Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo and Åbo Underrättelser that has undergone an 
improved optical character recognition within the NewsEye project [12]. Our analysis of these two 
newspapers are based on the last version. 

As our initial interest lies in the Finnish conceptualization of Finnishness in the period before 1809, 
we focus on the only newspaper published in the Finnish part of Sweden, Tidningar Utgifne af et 
Sällskap i Åbo. It was published in the largest city, Turku (Åbo), from 1771 onwards and was in effect 
the only newspaper in that town in the whole period up to 1809. As the paper also went through two 
small hiatuses and two name changes in this period [13], we have mainly focussed on its first period of 
activity from 1771 to 1779. To contrast our findings, we have selected two similar newspapers for 
additional analysis, Lunds Weckoblad published as a similar academically oriented newspaper in the 
Southernmost part of Sweden, Scania (Skåne) and Åbo Underrättelser published in Turku in the 1830s, 
so in the period after 1809. In choosing contrasting newspapers, we have sought after regional papers 
with a similar profile as Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo. As newspapers at this time were in 
general rather varying in scope and could easily be shut down because of lack of resources or material 
[14, 15], we believe it is important to choose comparable regional newspapers. When appropriate, we 
have also compared our findings in the individual newspapers to the overall data in the national 
newspaper collections in the same period. 

3. Method 

In summary, we study the adjective finsk (‘Finnish’) in comparison to other common, comparable 
adjective in our data and classify their head nouns. For example, entities closely related to statehood 
(such as crown, realm or history) often have svensk (‘Swedish’) or rysk (‘Russian’) as attributes but 
never finsk in the eighteenth-century. Contrasting head nouns this way is a viable method for teasing 
out conceptual distinctions between adjectives and/or their referents as the semantic compatibility is 
necessitated by the direct syntactic co-selection of head noun and its adjective modifier [16]. We then 
proceed to statistically establish the effect of a limited amount of data on the observations about 
excluded categories. 

Most linguistic theories assume that the meaningfulness of utterances requires a certain level of 
conceptual compatibility between expressions bound together by syntactic relations. Katz & Fodor 
approached this compatibility with the help of the concept of selection restrictions [17]. In Cognitive 
Grammar, independent structures (such as nouns) must fit the role allocated to them in the image 
schema representing the semantic outline of the dependent structure (such as predicate structures and 
modifiers) [18]. Pustejovsky’s Generative Lexicon proposes a mechanism of type coercion, by which 
semantically compatible affordances of meanings of linguistic expressions are co-selected to produce 
understandable utterances [19]. Kanner has identified syntax-driven restriction as one of the three major 
handles distributional operations have on meanings of linguistic expressions [16]. 

The method used in the present study is thus based on extracting all bigrams where the studied 
adjective is followed by a noun which it modifies, counting their frequencies and semantically 
classifying them on the type level. Because the OCR quality of the data is relatively poor, the 
lemmatization is not entirely reliable. To tackle this, each studied adjective was searched by using its 
around 20 most common OCR variants. These were identified by looking at strings that had a low 
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Levenshtein distance to the correct words and then evaluated manually for inclusion. This considerably 
increased the frequency for each studied lexeme. Likewise, many of the OCR variants of the head nouns 
were merged in the analysis stage. 

The semantic analysis of the head nouns was based on four categories. While the adjectives studied 
here could be broadly called ethnonyms, closer examination reveals that they seldom designated an 
attribute related to ethnicities or peoples. Instead, in the politico-cultural space of the late eighteenth to 
early nineteenth-century Northern Europe, the same words were used to designate ethnicity, language, 
statehood, territory or geographical area in different proportions. Instead of projecting a structure of 
polysemy, where these different categories correspondent to type level senses of finsk, Generative 
Lexicon [19] assumes that on the type level different adjectives have differing conceptual affordances 
to make up meaningful compositions with their head nouns regarding the semantic structure of each. 
Thus, mapping the head-noun distributions gives a hint of these affordances of each adjective, and helps 
to characterize which affordances are more commonplace and typical and which are peripheral and 
uncommon. It is these distinctions in conceptual affordances that our study focused on, as, for example, 
the use of Finnish in adjectival modification related to statehood became possible only when finsk 
attained this semantic dimension. Thus, the most dominant categories by terms of frequency can be 
used as indicators of the most unmarked facets of Finnishness (or e.g. Swedishness). Thus, we do not 
propose that correspondence to below categories would be indicative of differing senses of finsk, rather 
they are our analytical heuristic in charting its conceptual affordances and their internal hierarchy. 

 State – The modifying adjective designates the state to which the head noun belongs or is 
affiliated to. It distinguishes the head noun from similar entities belonging to other states. 
Examples most often include state institutions, such as armies or the crown. 

 Geographic – The category of geography implies that the head noun is a geographical entity 
residing in the area specified by the modifier or that the head noun is something that simply 
comes from that geographic area. In the latter case, the category can be difficult to 
distinguish from the categories of state and nation. Examples include calling lakes Finnish, 
but sometimes also groups of people who are linked to the geographic area (e.g. Finnish 
commoners). 

 Nation – The modifying adjective implies a national or ethnic dimension of the head noun. 
This is evident in items such as “Finnish nation”, but also items that can be seen as belonging 
to the nation, such as “Swedish history”. 

 Language – The modifying adjective designates the language of the head noun and the 
distinction it makes distinguishes the head noun from similar entities which are in different 
languages. Examples include documents and texts, such as bibles or lexicographies, but also 
of events like masses. 

 Territory – The modifying adjective indicates the territory of the state. Examples include 
“the Swedish border” or “Swedish Pomerania”. 

The analysis was conducted manually on the type level. If type-level classifications proved difficult 
due to ambiguity, the analysis included token level inspection. In some cases, this ambiguity was also 
present on the token level. However, the general quantitative patterns in proportions between the 
categories were satisfactorily robust, even when taking the few ambiguous bigrams into account.  

4. Results 
4.1. The period before 1809 

In order to say something about the meaning of the word Finnish, we have to compare it with other 
similar words. The closest candidate is the word Swedish, which also makes sense as a point of 
comparison as Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo was published in the Finnish part of the Swedish 
kingdom. Both words are fairly frequent in the newspaper, and many studies have indicated that 
intellectuals in Turku represented a kind of supplementary patriotism, in which they directed devotion 
to Sweden as a realm, but also Finland as a region. Improving conditions in Finland was a way of 
helping the whole Swedish realm. This sentiment is also present in the Aurora Society, the organization 
that produced Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo [20–22]. Some scholarship has been eager to 
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emphasize the Finnishness of the Aurora Society and its newspaper, even by seeing them as vehicles 
for burgeoning national awareness [23]. The newspapers position as Finnish, on the one hand, and 
Swedish, on the other hand, is also visible in the history writing of the newspaper. The newspaper has 
since the latter half of the nineteenth century been celebrated as the first newspaper published in 
Finland, giving it a position as a national symbol [24]. Professional historiography on the development 
media has been downplaying this role, by making it clear that Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo 
was published in Finland, but should be seen as a part of the developing regional press in the Swedish 
kingdom [13, 25]. Against the backdrop of these interpretations that give different emphasis to the 
newspapers Finnishness and Swedishness, it is interesting to study the meanings present in the 
newspaper itself. 

In the 1770s, the term Swedish was used slightly more often than the word for Finnish in the 
newspaper, but the roles were reversed in the 1790s. As an exploratory step, pairwise cosine similarities 
based on collocations (extracted from +/–5 words range and using mutual information MI as collocation 
metric) were computed between all words belonging to the comparable frequency band. Words for 
Swedish and Finnish were found to be their closest neighbors in this analysis and a considerable part of 
the similarity stemmed from their similar head-noun selections. While there are good linguistic grounds 
for concentrating on the use of these adjectives as modifiers, this exploration showed how this particular 
distributional feature was the one that seemed to set them apart from other words, including other 
adjectives of comparable frequency. 

Still, the modifiers “Swedish” and “Finnish” shared only a few head nouns. They are “book”, “city”, 
“congregation”, “burghers”, and “name”. Of these five, three are related to language as indicated in 
Figure 1, with the color yellow. In the phrases “Finnish city” or “Swedish city” the ethnonymic words 
refer to geography rather than anything else. The “burghers” is vague and hence more difficult to 
categorize according to our scheme. It refers to the burghers as an estate in the representative organ in 
the Swedish realm, so it definitely belongs to the state apparatus, but in the case of the Finnish burghers, 
it indicates the Finnish nation within the Swedish kingdom. The uncertainty in categorizing head nouns 
is there throughout the data, and while it can be done in most of the cases, there still is a level of 
uncertainty to any quantitative assessment of the bigrams according to the categories we use. 

 

Figure 1: Diagram of the most prominent head nouns in the bigrams starting with either Swedish or 
Finnish in Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo. Terms are categorized according to language (yellow), 
geography (green), state (italics), nation (bold), and territory (purple). The underlined words burghers 
and priests are ambiguous in their categorization, but refer to state and nation. 
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In general, the Swedish bigrams refer more often to statehood, nationhood and territory than the 
Finnish ones. The head nouns that are modified by “Finnish” overwhelmingly relate to geography or 
language. Of the classified nouns 44 percent are related to language and 33 percent to geography, 
whereas associations to the state and nation hold for 11 percent each (see Fig. 2). But, the quantification 
needs to be taken with a grain of salt, as a majority of nouns are impossible to classify due to their 
ambiguity. What is perhaps more revealing is that there are no nouns coupled with “Finnish” that can 
be reasonably classified as territorial. The nouns that relate to “state” are dominantly about the military 
and are included in historical accounts of Swedish war efforts in which particular regiments or cavalry 
troops are mentioned as “Finnish”. In these cases the state oriented nouns are actually  of the terms like 
the “Swedish army”, so even in the cases in which Finnish is somehow related to statehood, it matches 
the earlier described supplementary character of the Finnish-Swedish configuration. In the eighteenth 
century, many of the war efforts specifically involved Finnish troops and some documents did mention 
the Finnish army [26]. 

Tidningar Ugifne af et Sällskap i Åbo writes both about Finnish and Swedish things, and the 
newspaper itself comes across as both Swedish and Finnish, but the words had slightly different 
emphasis. Finnishness was primarily geographical and linguistic with links to a Finnish nation in the 
sense that Finnish-speakers were clearly acknowledged as a separate group in the kingdom, people 
could be regarded as belonging to the Finnish nation, and the estates of priests and burghers could also 
represent Finland. Like Jonas Nordin has emphasized, the language question gave Finland a special role 
in the ethnic mix in early-modern Sweden. The fact that Sweden was constituted by several different 
parts that had their specific relationship to the crown, was visible in, for instance, the title of the monarch 
which in its abbreviated form explicitly mentioned Sveas, Götar and Wends, but in everyday language, 
as represented by newspapers, it was quite common to use the phrase “Sweden and Finland”. This 
phrase did not mean that Finland was seen as less integrated into the realm, but that the linguistic and 
geographic distance provided a need for distinction [21]. That the term Swedish referred more often to 
statehood and territory (although the latter was fairly seldom) is in itself not surprising, but the 
difference is important to note. A comparison to the bigrams containing the word “Russian” highlights 
this, as those frequently contain nouns relating to state institutions and even territory. 

 

Figure 2: Domains of “svensk” and “finsk” in Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo for 1771–1778. The 
language and geography domains dominate the uses of “finsk”, whereas the uses of “svensk” are more 
evenly distributed. 
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To better understand the discourse of Finnishness in Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo, further 
comparisons are needed. To do this we compared our findings with ethnonymic expressions from Lunds 
Weckoblad, a regional weekly published in Scania at roughly the same time. The newspaper from 
Southwestern Sweden did not write much about Finland. The term “Finnish” appears only four times, 
but quite interestingly the focus is very different. The mentions all relate to military campaigns with 
nouns such as “war”, “army”, “troops”, and “border”. The last one is difficult to classify, as we see it 
as a marker of territory, but read in context it can also be seen as a geographic marker indicating the 
part of the Swedish border that lies in Finland. 

The more interesting comparison has to do with how Lunds Weckoblad used the terms “Swedish” 
and “Scanian” (skånsk) as compared to how Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo wrote about 
“Swedish” and “Finnish”. As another regional newspaper in the Swedish kingdom, it could also refer 
to Sweden as a whole, but also cover regional matters. The profile of the modifiers of “Swedish” is very 
similar. In Lunds Weckoblad the distribution in our classification is 23 % for state, 18 % for nation 25 
% for geography, 4 % for territory, and 32 % for language, whereas the shares in Tidningar Utgifne af 
et Sällskap i Åbo are 25 %, 23 %, 18 %, 5 %, and 30 %. Bearing in mind some of the uncertainties in 
the classification, we refrain from drawing strong conclusions other than that the way of using the 
ethnonym Swedish in Scania and Finland was rather similar. Comparing the use of “Scanian” in Lunds 
Weckoblad and “Finnish” in Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo does show some differences. 
“Scanian” could not be used to denote linguistic features, but its uses were also otherwise limited as 
more than half of the uses relate to geography and 40 % refer to different military organizations. For 
Finnish, the category of language is the largest one with 44 %, but also here geographical markers are 
among the most important ones with 33 %. In the region to region comparison, it is particularly the 
language aspect that sets Finland apart. It also seems that Finnish as a language was not written about 
in Lunds Weckoblad.  

 

Figure 3: Domains of “svensk”, “rysk” and “finsk” in Lunds Weckoblad. The profile of “svensk” 
resembles that of Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo. The profile of “skånsk” in the Scanian 
newspaper resembles that of “finsk” in the Finnish newspapers, but does not include the emphasis on 
language. 
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Compared to the big papers in Stockholm, this is a big difference. By looking at all the newspapers 
published in Sweden at this time, the word “Finnish” occurs most often in the major Stockholm 
newspapers Dagligt Allehanda and Inrikes Tidningar. The four most frequent bigrams in them relate to 
language, indicating that the conceptualization of Finnishness in the political and cultural epicenter of 
the kingdom had predominantly to do with language.  

However, the overwhelmingly most common bigrams relate to regular announcements of the 
Finnish-language masses in Stockholm, which means that the nature of the data also underlines this 
aspect. Striking a perfect balance is difficult. On the one hand, if our data would cover only uses of the 
word “Finnish” in prose text, and exclude advertisements or announcements, we would see fewer 
bigrams relating to language, but also to Finnish produce (such as butter or meat), which we have 
classified under geography. On the other hand, advertisements and announcements were an important 
part of what the newspapers communicated and hence also part of the historical record that is included 
in the non-standard data we use [27]. 

4.2. The period after 1809 

To get a temporally usable comparison from the period Sweden had ceded Finland to Russia and the 
Grand Duchy of Finland was formed, we chose not to analyze papers directly after 1809, but instead 
chose to analyze Åbo Underrättelser from the 1830s. The reasons for this are twofold. First, we wanted 
to use a regional newspaper, and, second, we wanted to look at a period when the so-called divorce 
between Sweden and Finland was settled. By the 1830s, the Russo-Swedish alliance of 1812 had ended, 
and Finnish political activists had started talking about a Finnish state [28, 29]. Although there were 
some revanchist sentiments in Sweden (including some Scandinavianist ideas) [30, 31], the question of 
Finland becoming Swedish again had largely become a non-issue. It can also be assumed that 
contributors to local newspapers had by the 1830s a distance to the Swedish era. 

In Åbo Underrättelser the terms Finnish, Swedish, and Russian appear all quite frequently. Including 
the erroneous extra bigrams produced by poor OCR, all three include more than 200 types of bigrams. 
By classifying them, we can however see that the ethnonyms have slightly different profiles. For the 
classification, we omitted unclassifiable words and obvious errors produced by insufficient OCR.  

 

Figure 4: Domains “finsk”, “svensk”, and “ryska” in Åbo Underrättelser from the 1830s. 
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Again, there are some uncertainties with regard to the classification and the data quality, but some 
changes are obvious when compared to the eighteenth-century newspapers (Fig. 2 and 3). For a 
Swedish-language paper published in the Grand Duchy of Finland, matters that related to the Swedish 
and Russian state were not as prominently present as before. Proportionately, the themes of state and 
nation became more prominent in the data from the 1830s, but perhaps more importantly, the bigrams 
classified as relating to the state, became more diverse. Military terms dominated in Tidningar Ugifne 
af et Sällskap i Åbo and Lunds Weckoblad, but in Åbo Underrättelser we also encounter “bank” and 
“citizens” as terms in that category. 

 Another interesting theme is that, bigrams starting with Finnish are no longer as focussed on 
language as before. Instead, a slim majority of bigrams starting with Swedish had to do with language. 
This development points at a near reversal, in which Finnish language dominated the picture in 
eighteenth-century Swedish newspapers, but in Åbo Underrättelser from the nineteenth century 
Swedishness is most often connected to language. The reasons for this are not straightforward, but 
reading text samples suggests that it relates to the fact that Finnish-language newspapers had started 
appearing in Finland, making the issue of the Swedish language more pertinent in the Finnish context. 
In other words, when referring to the language dimension of Swedishness Åbo Underrättelser often 
referred to the Swedish language in Finland. In  Stockholm in the eighteenth century, what set Finland 
apart the most was its majority language, Finnish, whereas this did not seem to be that important on the 
Eastern side of the Bay of Bothnia. After 1809, Finland’s speciality vis-à-vis Stockholm was no longer 
about language, but about not being part of the kingdom, whereas in the newly established Grand 
Duchy, the language issue gradually became an internal matter for the Finnish nation.  

A further explanation to the differences between Tidningar Utgifne af et Sällskap i Åbo and Åbo 
Underrättelser has to do with the changing position of Turku. In the eighteenth century, Turku was the 
second most important city in the kingdom and the intellectual center of Finland. In this position, it in 
a sense represented Finland toward Stockholm. The newspaper published by the Aurora Society was a 
crucial channel for this [3]. After 1809, this changed as Helsinki (Helsingfors) had been made capital 
of the new Grand Duchy and a newspaper in Turku no longer represented a larger unit, but rather was 
more locally oriented. This local orientation is also visible in another data-specific finding. One of the 
most common bigrams with the word “Finnish” stem from announcements regarding meetings of the 
Imperial Finnish Economic Society. Like in the case of Finnish-language masses in Stockholm in the 
1770s, this repeated feature in the newspaper affects results in an unexpected way, especially as the 
Economic Society could reasonably be classified as geography, nation or state. Our classification 
according to geography is consequently visible in the geography column. 

5. Conclusions 

One difficulty in the historical discussion about how Finland and Finishness was understood from 
the eighteenth century to the nineteenth century, is that, depending on the point of view of the 
interpreter, different aspects of it could be emphasized. For historiography that sought to emphasize the 
existence (and often even greatness) of a Finnish past, it was important to underline the continuities in 
talking about Finnishness [32]. Those who challenged that historiography from the 1960s onwards, 
often emphasized the institutions that were established in the period after 1809 [29]. Our perspective 
that draws on historical language use to uncover historical understandings is not new in the sense that 
previous research has also paid attention to language [3, 21], but our method which is based on raw 
frequencies of bigrams and is transparent aides the analysis of where the continuities and discontinuities 
in the historical understanding are. 

As anticipated, the immediate access to original occurrences proved to be a useful affordance. Many 
of the head nouns were such that they did not disambiguate between different senses of Finnish and 
required checking by close reading. Some of the contexts were ambiguous in themselves. The main 
source of uncertainty regarding the results stemmed from the relatively small size of datasets, which 
was exaggerated by the low quality of the OCR. However, we retain that our main observations would 
likely hold, even if more data were available, thanks to the fact that exact information about the sources 
of uncertainty was readily available. This meant that we were able to approximate their possible scope 
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of influence. With improved OCR and a border selection of sources, it would be possible to refine the 
picture further. 

Already now our comparisons show that the notion of Finnishness was differently weighed in Turku, 
Stockholm and Lund in the 1770s and that the conceptualization of Finnishness did expand after the so-
called divorce of 1809. With regard to bigrams that relate to the state, we see an increase in variation 
within the category and, perhaps unintuitively, we see that Finnishness became less language-oriented 
in the 1830s data. The explanations relate to the new dynamic between the Swedish and Finnish 
languages in Finland after 1809, but as they are not straightforward, we believe a further comparison 
with other newspapers from the same period would clarify this shift further. 
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