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Kati Launis, University of Turku1

During the last decade, Finnish working-class literature has become both a top-
ic of lively interdisciplinary discussion and the subject of an increasing number of 
published studies. This issue addresses that multidisciplinary theme and presents 
the results of the newly revived interest by reviewing works that span a hundred 
years, from Elvira Willman’s play Lyyli (1903) to Arto Salminen’s novel Kalavale: 
Kansalliseepos (Epic lie: A national epic) (2005). During the twentieth century, styles 
and literary trends have undergone a profound change, but a thematic thread can 
nonetheless be traced and outlined in the literature depicting the working-class ex-
perience and criticizing capitalist society.
 A solid basis for the study of working-class literature in times to come has 
been the research conducted by Raoul Palmgren on Finnish working-class litera-
ture, Joukkosydän I–II (The collective heart I–II) (1966) and Kapinalliset kynät I–III 
(Rebellious pens I–III) (1983–84). In his articles, doctoral thesis (1965), and mono-
graphs, Palmgren coined definitions for working-class literature that are based on a 
Marxist theoretical framework. As a young left-wing intellectual and a member of 
the literary group Kiila (Wedge) in the 1930s and 1940s, Palmgren was himself a 
part of his own research area.
 Palmgren also established the field of working-class literature by defining the 
significant issues, such as the importance of a writer’s proletarian roots and origin. 
Even though researchers of the next generation have been critical of these strict defi-
nitions (see Hyttinen 2012, 29), they appreciate Palmgren as a prolific writer who 

1  The guest-editing of this theme issue has been supported by Kirsti Salmi-Niklander’s fel-
lowship from the Academy of Finland, entitled “Between voice and paper: Authorial and narrative 
strategies in oral-literary traditions.”
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consulted a variety of source materials. Moreover, Palmgren’s interpretations have 
also inspired us to undertake new readings of these forgotten texts. The catalyst for 
this revived research has been new theoretical discussions in the fields of literary 
studies and cultural history. These new theoretical approaches include contextual-
ization and narrative analysis, class theory, and the from-below perspective.
 The revived interest in working-class literature is related to other current re-
search orientations. In folklore studies, Ulla-Maija Peltonen (1996, 2003) and Anne 
Heimo (2010) have explored the oral-literary traditions and the politics of memory 
that are related to the Finnish Civil War of 1918, and the oral tradition in work-
ing-class communities has been studied by Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto (2013) and 
Niina Lappalainen (2010).
 The articles in this volume focus on printed literature and on those writers 
who succeeded in getting their works published. However, in the study of work-
ing-class literature, the term “publishing” is complex, as Kirsti Salmi-Niklander 
has pointed out in her research on handwritten newspapers and alternative publish-
ing strategies among working-class young people. Handwritten newspapers were a 
popular tradition in Finnish student organizations and popular movements during 
the second half of the nineteenth century, and these newspapers were adopted by 
the labor movement at the beginning of the twentieth century. Although handwrit-
ten newspapers were most often produced as only one single copy, they served as 
an important alternative medium in working-class communities, especially in the 
communities that were small, rural, and industrial, as well as among young work-
ing-class women. Many working-class authors (for example, see Jaana Torninoja-
Latola’s article on Elvi Sinervo) had their first texts published in handwritten news-
papers (Salmi-Niklander 2004, 2011).
 We have selected international influences in Finnish working-class literature 
as a special theme for the articles in this issue. Despite their limited formal edu-
cation, many working-class writers have developed a network of extensive inter-
national contacts and have been influenced by international writers. For example, 
many Finnish working-class writers have been inspired by Jack London and Maksim 
Gorky, but a closer analysis of these materials also reveals other influences, such as 
Percy Bysshe Shelley, August Strindberg, Jean-Paul Sartre, and William Faulkner, as 
well as the British in-yer-face theatre of the 1990s. This international perspective 
also applies to our research perspectives. Currently, new perspectives for the anal-
ysis of Finnish working-class literature are derived, for example, from class theory 
and the new biographical turn.
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 The writing of the Finnish American working class would warrant a special 
issue dedicated to this genre. Among the best-known Finnish American and Finnish 
Canadian writers were Moses Hahl, Aku Päiviö, A. B. Mäkelä (Kaapro Jääskeläinen), 
and Mikael Rutanen. As Mikko Pollari observes in his article, at the beginning of 
the twentieth century, the Atlantic became “more of a two-way street,” since about 
one-third of the migrants returned to Finland with new experiences and impres-
sions. In his article, Pollari explores the colorful, transnational literary career of 
Vihtori Kosonen, an author and publisher.

the Birth And deveLOpment OF Finnish wOrking-CLAss LiterAture

As Aimo Roininen (1993) has shown in his thorough study Kirja liikkeessä: Kirjallisuus 
instituutiona vanhassa työväenliikkeessä 1895–1918 (The book in movement: Literature 
as an institution in the old labor movement 1895–1918), Finnish working-class lit-
erature emerged at the beginning of the twentieth century at the same time as the 
Finnish labor movement and labor press. Some writers who were associated with 
the socialist movement were from middle-class families, they studied at the univer-
sity, and they were familiar with contemporary trends in Finnish and internation-
al literature. However, many writers who had only very limited formal education 
were recruited from the working class and the landless rural population. Over the 
past ten years, these self-educated writers in nineteenth-century rural Finland have 
become a topic of multidisciplinary research (Kauranen 2013; Kuismin 2012).
 The birth of the Finnish labor movement was strongly related to the period of 
Russification at the turn of the century. The most radical measures at this time were 
the Language Manifesto of 1900 and the Military Service Law of 1901. In addition, 
the Finnish Labor Party was formed in 1899 (by 1903, it was known as the Social 
Democratic Party). At first, the party refused to join the struggle to oppose the 
Russification measures. However, the Socialists took an active role in the General 
Strike in November 1905, following the 1905 Russian Revolution, and this result-
ed in the complete revision of the Finnish governmental system from a four-estate 
Diet to a modern parliament, with universal suffrage attained in 1906 (Kirby 2006, 
137–46).
 During the following decade, the parliamentary system suffered as the Russian 
government reasserted its control. Many urgent reforms, especially a land reform 
that could have solved rising problems for the population of crofters and the land-
less, could not be made. This created political and social controversies, which re-
sulted in a widening gap between the middle class and the socialist labor movement. 
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Although the Finns were not recruited to fight during the First World War, the state 
of war gave the Russian government an opportunity to intensify censorship and to 
restrict organizational activities. The revolutionary year of 1917 culminated in the 
Finnish declaration of independence in December and in the Civil War between the 
Red and the White Guards from January through May 1918 (Kirby 2006, 148–63).
 The working class began to organize during Finland’s transition from an estate 
to a class society. There was not a clean break from the old system to a new one, 
but rather a long, historical process. Historical research has tracked the changes 
underlying this process:  economic growth, migration to the towns, and the rise of 
civic organizations. However, as historian Pertti Haapala argues, the new society 
was not a heaven, but a class society. While the hierarchy of the estates weakened, 
the class boundaries of the new society began to penetrate public awareness and to 
be expressed in public speech. This new type of communality was referred to in the 
political language of that time as the “working class” (Haapala 2005, 18–19).2

 Despite censorship and restrictions, the years before the Civil War in 1918 
constituted a period of intensive literary activity. However, the Civil War put an 
abrupt end to many plans and visions, and many manuscripts and even printed texts 
were lost. Indeed, a whole generation of working-class writers was destroyed, ei-
ther killed (Kössi Ahmala, Kasperi Tanttu) or exiled (Kössi Kaatra, Elvira Willman-
Eloranta). Many of the writers who managed to survive were compelled to serve 
long prison sentences (Hilja Pärssinen, Kaarlo Uskela). Many suffered from mental 
and physical problems, and they encountered great difficulties in publishing their 
texts. After the war, the survivors had to devise new strategies to publish, and to 
process their traumatic experiences in writing, as the literary field in Finland was 
almost completely controlled by the victorious Whites (Koskela 1999).
 After the Civil War, the Finnish labor movement split into two factions: social 
democratic and communist. The Finnish Communist Party was founded in Moscow 
by a group of exiled Red leaders in 1918. In Finland, the left-wing socialists founded 
the Socialist Workers’ Party (Suomen Sosialistinen Työväenpuolue) in 1920, which 
succeeded in getting twenty-three members elected to Parliament in the 1922 elec-
tions. However, in 1923, the entire group of Parliament members and the party 
executive were arrested. Nonetheless, the left-wing socialists continued their work 
in the alliance of workers and peasants (Kirby 2006, 171–72).
2  The concept of working class first occurred in written Finnish in 1863 (Heikkinen 1997, 
68–71), and it was adopted eagerly into the rhetoric of the writers of the movement. Expressions 
such as the plodder class (raatajaluokka), slaves of wages (palkkaorjat), work class (työluokka), and 
underclass (alaluokka) all refer to the same subject, people who do physical labor.
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 The 1920s, with independence newly gained from Russia, was a short-lived pe-
riod of cultural modernism in the spirit of “the windows open wide to Europe.” Yet 
the tide soon turned, and, during the 1930s, Finland became a right-wing, patriotic, 
and backward-looking society, sealing herself off from the ethos of the previous de-
cade. The threat of an all-out war was imminent in Europe, and this was reinforced 
in Finland by the fear of the communist Soviet Union. The conservative power elite 
in Finland abhorred the secularization of values as well as the social radicalization 
that was evolving. For the Finnish power elite, internationalization was a dangerous 
trend that could import undesirable ideas of change. Socialism was also considered 
to be a threat to Finnish national independence, as Finland shared a long border with 
the Soviet Union.
 To stem the tide of threat, in 1930, legislation, referred to as the Communist 
Laws was passed. These laws were enacted to deter extreme leftist activities as well 
as to prevent contacts with the Soviet Union and with the Finnish communist ex-
patriates who lived there. In this complex situation, the small faction of left-wing 
intellectuals (Raoul Palmgren, Jarno Pennanen, Kaisu-Mirjami Rydberg, Maija 
Savutie, Elvi Sinervo, Cay Sundström, and Arvo Turtiainen) began their cultural 
and political battle against the bourgeois cultural elite. This movement was led by 
V. A. Koskenniemi, a poet and a professor at the University of Turku. In 1936, a 
coalition of working-class authors founded a literary group known as Kiila (Wedge). 
Characteristic of the political climate of the time, membership in the largest right-
wing patriotic student association, Academic Carelia Society, was ten times the 
membership of the Academic Socialist Association. Moreover, left-wing intellectu-
als were not only opposed in the cultural field, but they also faced resistance from 
authorities and lawmakers in the whole of society (Karkama and Koivisto 1999, 
8–13). As if this right-wing opposition was not enough, the left-wing intellectuals 
were also considered strange by those within the workers’ movement. For example, 
the journalist Jarno Pennanen and working-class writers Lauri Vilenius and Paavo 
Pajunen belonged to the illegal Finnish Communist Party; Kaisu-Mirjami Rydberg 
and Cay Sundström were left-wing Social Democrats and members of parliament.
 One of the topics debated by the left-wing intellectuals of the 1930s concerned 
the notion of the working-class author. The opposing views in this argument cen-
tered, for example, on the question of whether or not it was reasonable to refer to 
Toivo Pekkanen—originally a blacksmith and a self-taught writer—as a proletarian 
author. Pekkanen had begun his literary career by representing workers and the 
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reality of the working class, but in his later works, he was regarded as having dis-
tanced himself from his earlier views.
 During the Continuation War (the hostilities between Finland and the Soviet 
Union between 1941 and 1944, after the preceding Winter War from 1939 to 
1940), key members of the left-wing intelligentsia were imprisoned on charges of 
desertion and high treason, while many others were taken into preventive detention. 
After Finland lost the Continuation War, the political situation changed dramatical-
ly. Moreover, once the anti-communist laws were repealed in 1944, the Finnish 
Communist Party could function legally, and several communists became minis-
ters in the first government that was formed after the war. The Finnish People’s 
Democratic League (SKDL) was founded in 1944 as a political organization with 
the goal of uniting those who were politically left of the Finnish Social Democratic 
Party. In the first parliamentary election after the war in 1945, SKDL won for-
ty-nine seats. Many of the left-wing writers and intellectuals joined SKDL and the 
Communist Party, and Kaisu-Mirjami Rydberg and Cay Sundström were elected to 
the parliament as representatives of SKDL in 1945 (Kirby 2006, 235).
 The post-war years meant an increase in internationalism in Finnish cultural 
life. The younger generation directed its attention to contemporary European and 
American modernism, not to the socialist culture that was embraced by the left-
wing intellectuals, who themselves turned toward socialist countries in the con-
text of the Cold War. Yet paradoxically, and in spite of the heavy opposition they 
encountered, the left-wing intellectuals were unique in their own generation in 
Finland in terms of their internationalization, and this had a permanent impact on 
cultural exchange.
 One of the most influential writers in post-war Finland was Väinö Linna 
(1920–92). Linna shaped the self-awareness of the Finns by depicting the great his-
torical events of the twentieth century in his novel Tuntematon sotilas (The Unknown 
Soldier) (1954, translated in 1957, and in 2015 by Liesl Yamaguchi) and the trilogy 
of novels Täällä Pohjantähden alla (Under the North Star) (1959–63, translated by 
Richard Impola, 2001–2003). Linna adopted the perspective of crofters, who had 
joined the Reds in the Civil War, as well as of the ordinary men who fought on the 
front during the Continuation War of 1941–44. Another acclaimed writer with a 
working-class background who became one of the most widely read authors in the 
1950s and the 1960s was Lauri Viita (1916–65).
 The 1960s and the 1970s were a period of revitalization for the realistic and 
broadly epic working-class novel. The most powerful achievements in this genre 
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were produced by a few male writers with proletarian roots: Hannu Salama, Alpo 
Ruuth, Lassi Sinkkonen, Samuli Paronen, and Jorma Ojaharju (Laitinen 1991, 560). 
The revival of the working-class novel can also be linked to a rise in leftist radical-
ism. Beginning in the mid-1960s, there was a major conflict on the left and within 
the Communist Party of Finland (SKP). The pro-Soviet internal opposition group, 
also known as the “Taistoists,” named after their leader Taisto Sinisalo, gained pop-
ularity. Even though the heyday of Taistoism was short-lived (it was over by the mid-
1970s), many artists, writers, intellectuals, university students, and cultural work-
ers in Finland were committed to its Soviet-style Marxism-Leninism from the late 
1960s onwards. As a consequence, Taistoism held a relatively significant position 
in Finnish culture for a short period. Socialist Realism also became a guiding prin-
ciple for the Kulttuurityöntekijäin Liitto (KTL; Cultural Workers’ Union), which 
was established in 1972. With its romantic revolutionary elements and proletarian 
heroes, Socialist Realism was implemented wholeheartedly, especially in the visual 
arts, although it was less popular in literature.
 Since the 1980s, Finland has undergone a political-economic transformation 
to a market-oriented society in which the instruments of producing wealth in cap-
italist terms tend to develop into ends in themselves. It was precisely in this con-
text of the neoliberal turn that the topic of class re emerged in Finnish literature. 
Following the economic recession in Finland and since the late 1990s, a handful of 
Finnish writers—Reko Lundán, Kari Hotakainen, Juha Seppälä, Outi Alm, Hanna 
Marjut Marttila, Jani Saxell, and, especially, Arto Salminen—have put class differ-
ences under serious scrutiny, a phenomenon which Jussi Ojajärvi refers to in this 
volume as the new emergence of class in Finnish literature (see also Ojajärvi 2006). 
The context of class in these writings is the neoliberal turn that consists of transna-
tional capitalist processes and a series of political decisions that gave rise to a “new 
society of competitiveness” (Heiskala and Luhtakallio 2006).

muLtidisCipLinAry perspeCtives

The contributors to this issue with a multidisciplinary theme have utilized various 
source materials, such as published books, unpublished manuscripts, and printed and 
handwritten newspapers. The archives of working-class writers include objects that 
reflect their hardships during the Civil War and their conditions in prison camps. 
Examples of these are the stabbed wallet of Kössi Ahmala and the pieces of cloth on 
which Hilja Pärssinen wrote her poems in prison.
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 Elsi Hyttinen, Kati Launis, Milla Peltonen, Veli-Matti Pynttäri, and Jussi 
Ojajärvi are all literary scholars who are oriented to historical contextualization and 
class analysis. Hyttinen and Launis, in their chapters, focus on the writers of the 
early working-class movement at the end of the nineteenth century. Hyttinen studies 
Elvira Willman’s struggle for working-class authorship, and Launis concentrates on 
the fictional representations of class that are intertwined with gender and nationality 
in the works of Kössi Kaatra, Hilja Pärssinen, and Esa Paavo-Kallio. Pynttäri’s article 
discusses Toivo Pekkanen’s ambivalent status as a proletarian author, and Peltonen 
presents Hannu Salama, who reformed both the tradition of working-class prose and 
the realistic novel in the 1960s and the 1970s. Ojajärvi’s article focuses on the re-in-
tensified antagonism of capital and labor in the works of the contemporary writer 
Arto Salminen.
 Mikko Pollari, Hanne Koivisto, and Jaana Torninoja-Latola are cultural his-
torians, and their articles depict the different actors in the field of Finnish work-
ing-class literature. Pollari presents Vihtori Kosonen, who, despite his broad range 
of activities, has remained a relatively unknown figure in Finnish working-class 
history. Kosonen was a publisher of works that had great geographical and ideo-
logical diversity, and he made world literature and contemporary socialist litera-
ture available to Finnish workers. Koivisto and Torninoja-Latola both focus on left-
wing intellectuals before and after the Second World War. Koivisto’s article depicts 
the international contacts and the domestic difficulties of left-wing intellectuals; 
Torninoja-Latola discusses the choices and tensions in the life and literary activities 
of Elvi Sinervo.
 Kirsti Salmi-Niklander is a folklorist who specializes in the interaction of oral 
and literary culture. Her research on working-class literature began from the com-
munity of working-class young people in Karkkila, an industrial town in Southern 
Finland (Salmi-Niklander 2004, 2007). In her article, Salmi-Niklander focuses on 
the proletarian decadence and the international influences among young writers ac-
tive in the Helsinki Social Democratic Youth Society from 1914 to 1918, and their 
“Decameron Club,” with members such as Kössi Ahmala, Emil Lindahl, and Kasperi 
Tanttu. These writers had a profound influence on the young working-class people 
of their time, and intense oral-literary practices were typical of the working-class 
cultural life of the period.
 Today, Finnish working-class literature is alive and well. For example, Arto 
Salminen dramatized his novel Varasto (Warehouse) (1998), and the play had its 
premiere in the National Theatre in December 2005, very soon after Salminen’s 
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sudden death. In addition, Varasto has recently been adapted into a feature film 
(2011). Hannu Salama’s Siinä näkijä missä tekijä (Where there’s a crime there’s a 
witness) (1972) has been adapted into a televised miniseries (YLE1 2012). Elvira 
Willman’s long-forgotten play Juopa (The cleft) was also presented by the Tampere 
Student Theatre in 2008. To attest to the current popularity of working-class litera-
ture, Raoul Palmgren’s and Elvi Sinervo’s centenary celebrations attracted capacity 
audiences at the Library of the Labor Movement in Helsinki in 2012. In addition, the 
annual Working-Class Literature Day has been organized in Tampere since 2010—
another popular event. However, few texts discussed in this volume are available in 
English translations, with the exception of Toivo Pekkanen’s Lapsuuteni (My Childhood, 
translated by Alan Blair, University of Wisconsin Press, 1966).
 As reflected by this collection of articles, research on Finnish working-class 
literature is also thriving. This special issue of the Journal of Finnish Studies represents 
the first presentation of Finnish working-class literature in English.
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