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1. What things have been ignored in Finnish research on linguistic variation?

Since the 1970s, plenty of research on sociolinguistic variation has been carried out in Finland. In 1975, a project funded by the Academy of Finland was launched to study the changes in modern spoken Finnish. The project aimed to identify the changes that were taking place in spoken Finnish as a con​sequence of the rapid process of urbanization. It was postulated that the old local dialects would disappear and be replaced by new spoken standard Finn​ish. Increasingly distinctive social dialects were also expected to emerge. (Pilot study report 1976: 11–12.) Several reports concerning the find​​ings of this project were published at the Universities of Jyväskylä, Tampere and Turku. Master’s and licentiate’s theses were also produced in other uni​versities by applying the same methodology and the same data collection methods. In 2001, the number of student assignments accomplished in the Universities of Helsinki, Turku, Tampere, Jyväskylä, Joensuu and Oulu totalled approximately 250. The data for most of these papers had been collected by interviewing, and the number of informants per paper had varied notably, the maximum being several tens of people. On the whole, however, thousands of hours of speech produced by thousands of informants have been recorded for the study of variation in modern spoken Finnish. Several doctoral dissertations dealing with this topic were also published in the 1980s and 1990s (e.g. Nuolijärvi 1986, Nahkola 1987, Palander 1987 and Mantila 1992). Kaisu Juusela wrote a review of the research done in the 1980s and 1990s on the variation of modern spoken Finnish (1994).

In the research on the changes and variation of modern spoken Finnish, the most commonly used extralinguistic variables have been age and sex. Less attention has been given to the significance of social status and type of occupation. (See, however, Paunonen 1995: 26–28.) Dialectal and user-spe​cific variation studies have largely ignored situational variation. There are hence abundant findings available on the dialectal variation of modern spoken Finnish, and these findings can be considered reliable because of the large quantities of data analyzed. We therefore know precisely which features of current spoken Finnish are giving way to which expansive features, and which features linguistically differentiate between the genders. We also know which features are geographically and socially neutral and which are more informative of the speaker’s background. On the whole, the spoken Finnish of the early 21st century is notably different from the visions presented in the mid-1970s. Most obviously, there is a lot of variation, and the differences have not been levelled off to the extent predicted. The variation is also manifested on different conditions.

Finnish variation research has been largely based on the Labovian tradition of explaining linguistic variation by social variables. This means that the speaker’s linguistic choices are approached as markers and manifestations of his or her social background and peer group. For example, regular use of the interconsonantal parasite vowel (e.g. kolome ’three’, lehemä ’cow’ pro kol​me, lehmä) has been interpreted as typical of an informant who is an elderly male from rural Ostrobothnia. Informants have also been considered as groups. Age and sex groups have been differentiated and their mutual differences analyzed. Less attention has been given to individual motivation, although marked differences between idiolects have been repeatedly reported. Some researchers have recently pointed out that the use of dialect should be primarily considered a message and a way to produce different social identities. This means that identities are something produced by linguistic choices rather than reflections of membership in a given or assumed group. (Coup​land 1988: 95–96; Cameron 1995: 15–17.)

Identity, awareness and attitudes have also been presented in Finnish research as explanatory factors underlying variation (Nuolijärvi 1986b; Mie​li​käi​​nen 1981: 113–124). Nevertheless, the variation of modern spoken Finnish still involves a number of largely unanswered questions. We do not know why certain linguistic features are labelled in a certain way, or why certain features disappear, while others gain ground. I will here discuss some aspects of social identity that may explain the behaviour of certain linguistic features. I will start from the assumption that human beings construct their social identities by their behaviour and by making linguistic choices. Such identities may be predominantly or partly rural, urban (including, more specifically, residence in the Helsinki region), correct and masculine. These qualities, in turn, imply various meanings. In Finnish culture, for example, rural people are considered direct, genuine, honest and often also inherently Finnish. Identities may also be combined in complex ways. For example, masculinity and ruralism are interrelated, as are also certain provincial features.

2. Dialectal map of modern spoken Finnish by different identities

I suggested in my previous papers (Mantila 1997) that the efforts to explain the variation of spoken language should start from linguistic features rather than varieties. After all, the different local varieties of spoken language are very difficult to define and delimit, especially now that the overall situation is made increasingly complex by the prevalence of standard Finnish and the numerous expansive features of modern spoken language. If, however, we use actual linguistic features as our starting-point, we already have quite detailed information about their variation. I reviewed the research published on the variation of the most central features of spoken language in the 1980s and 1990s and formulated a five-point classification of the features of spoken Finnish.

The first category includes features that do not appear to show marked social variation and occur in spoken language throughout Finland. These feature include incongruence between the 1st and 3rd person plural (e.g. me mennään ’we go’ pro me menemme, ne menee ’they go’ pro he menevät), loss of word-final i (kaks ’two’ pro kaksi), loss of the latter component of i-final diphthongs (punanen ’red’, pro punainen) and certain personal (mä, sä, se ’I, you, he/she’ pro minä, sinä, hän) and demonstrative (tää, toi, nää, noi ’this, these’, pro tämä, tuo, nämä, nuo) pronouns. The second category includes dialectal features of wide geographic distribution, which are certainly familiar to all Finns because they are ultimately characteristic of most Finnish dialects. The most typical features of this kind are the interconsonantal parasite vowel (e.g. kolome ’three’, lehemä ’cow’ pro kolme, lehmä) and primary gemination (e.g. tekkee ’makes’, talloon ’into the house’ pro tekee, taloon). They show social variation in towns, but are relatively stable in the country. These features occasionally also occur in public speech by, for instance, TV and radio speakers.

The third category consists of increasingly common colloquialisms. These features have been derived from old vernacular dialects, and they are currently gaining ground in spoken Finnish in all parts of the country. They show distinct social variation, being favoured notably more by women than men. The increasingly common features of spoken language are also prevalent in the Helsinki region. A typical example is the monophthongization of A-final vowel combinations in post-initial syllables (e.g. taloo ’house + partitive’ pro taloa). Other features classifiable into this category, though with some reservation, are the loss of word-final A (e.g. täs talos ’in this house’ pro tässä talossa), tt instead of standard Finnish ts (kattoo ’to see’ pro katsoa) and the loss of the weak grade of t, especially after h (yhen, lähen ’one + genitive, I go’ pro yhden, lähden).

The fourth category consists of distinctively provincial features. They belong to a certain provincial dialect, but are recognized by most Finns. Typically, these features are rapidly disappearing from urban language. They are still used in rural areas, but are acquiring a social label even there. In accordance with examples typically quoted to illustrate the sociolinguistic theory, these features occur most often in the language of men. Typical provincial features in current Finnish include the diphthongization in Savo dialects and the intervocalic h in post-initial syllables in Peräpohjola dialects. The fifth category consists of local features that are becoming more common. These differ from the increasingly common features of spoken language in that they are locally more limited or more peripheral and only spread within limited areas. One feature of this kind is the 1st person singular pronoun mie. (For more information about this classification, see Mantila 1997: 1–23.)

Since many of the features of modern spoken Finnish have been thoroughly studied and their variation can be modelled as presented above, we can justifiably assume that these features also clearly construct social identity. As far as I can see, speakers of modern Finnish may include in their everyday speech different features, depending on how they wish to represent themselves. After all, identity is a social concept that comes about discursively in interaction and keeps changing. (For this, see Hall 1999: 248–252.) The following diagram includes some key attributes of social identity and some the linguistic features that tend to construct them. I would like to underline that my presentation is partly hypothetical and lacks quantitative proof, unlike the above five-point classification of features of spoken language. 
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Distribution of the key features of modern spoken Finnish by social identities.

2.1. Rural, masculine, Finnish

On the left side of the figure, there are two categories of ruralism. As far as I can see, based on the findings on the variation of modern spoken Finnish, it can be assumed that we have two kinds of ruralism that can be expressed linguistically. The category in the left upper corner is one of negative ruralism, manifested as stigmatized rural features and, less conspicuously, the widely spread features of rural dialects, i.e. the categories two and four in my classification. The reason for this conclusion is that these features are generally used more by men than by women, and the gender differences of some features may be tens of percentage points (e.g. Nuolijärvi 1986: 92–96; Mantila 1997: 20–21). Even in the public, these dialectal features are mostly used by men. We have singers like Jaakko Teppo, who use dialectal language in their lyrics. I cannot think of a single female counterpart.

Various distinctive provincial stereotypes also seem to be related to masculinity and ruralism. It seems that features of especially Ostrobothnian and Southern Ostrobothnian dialects are favoured by men. Nuolijärvi already pointed out in her doctoral dissertation in 1986 that the local dialect had been retained best by Southern Ostrobothnian men (221). In my own licentiate’s thesis, I studied the spoken language of Parkano located on the borderline between Southern Ostrobothnian and Häme dialects. I discovered that women avoided especially features typical of the Southern Ostrobothnian dialect. For example, the post-initial intersyllabic h had been retained in 44.1% of occurrances of working-aged men but only in 1.8% of women. The Ostrobothnian representation of eA as iA was used in 36.8% cases of working-aged men and only 11.7% of women. (Mantila 1988: 128–131, 135–137.)

As I already pointed out, identity is constructed discursively. The factors that construct a person’s social identity are represented in language. The re​presentation of Ostrobothnian background and masculinity by means of certain dialectal features appears to be an established practice in Finnish culture. We had a good example of this during the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics, when the Finnish Broadcasting Corporation used ex-champion skier Juha Mieto as an expert commentator along with the regular commentators. His public image has been that of an honest Finnish rural man, and his skiing career in the 1970s and 1980s gained him the reputation of a national hero. When speaking in public, Juha Mieto always uses genuine Southern Ostrobothnian dialect, and that was what he also did while commenting on the Salt Lake City Olympics. It is hard to imagine a woman in this role, or even a man speaking some other dialect. In this way, the Finnish media continue to re-tell the great story of Finnish and Ostrobothnian men, which is an indispensable part of Finnish discourse. Identities are shaped by such actions, but they reciprocally also shape human behaviour – in this case they attribute to certain linguistic features their social meaning. 

Identity construction is probably a largely unconscious process, but there is also evidence to suggest that some individuals produce their identity consciously by using certain features of spoken language. In the early 1990s, I studied Peräpohjola dialects and their most distinctive feature, i.e. the post-initial intersyllabic h. On the basis of its variation, I classified post-initial h as a stigmatic feature and a provincial label, which also appears to be a suitable signal of masculinity. One of my informants was a man from Pello born in the 1950s, who told about his own speech as follows (see Mantila 1992: 203–204): Joskus oikein vasiten koitan sitä, korostaa että se vain tulis se hoo sieltä, esile ja ne, ne omat sanat aina että mitä meillä on semmosia. ’Sometimes I try quite purposely to highlight my way of using h and whatever special words we have.’

2.2. Positive and modern ruralism

In the bottom left corner in the figure is positive and modern ruralism. It seems that the features of local dialects that are currently expansive are used by people who have a favourable attitude towards their ruralism and consider themselves vigorous, genuine and direct. A typical example of this identity is the 1st person singular mie. It is originally a feature of south-eastern Finnish dialects and Peräpohjola dialects. Recently, however, it has been adopted by new local and social groups of speakers. Pajarinen, who studied Liperi dialect in Northern Karelia, pointed out that, of the alternative 1st person pronouns, minä, miä, mä and mie, the latter was being used in 97.9% of the cases of young speakers and in 48.0% of the cases of old speakers. A nearly equal proportion of older speakers pronouns (47.0%) represented the standard Finnish variant minä. The change was being carried out by women, as the proportion of old womens mie was 72.0%, while the corresponding percentage of men was 19.8%. It should be pointed out, however, that the number of informants in Pajarinen’s study was very small (1990: 41–42). Although this is a feature of rural dialects, its age and gender variation is directly opposite to that of the class four features discussed above, which are declining and mostly occur in men’s speech.

The personal pronoun mie is also stereotypically provincial. Being part of south-eastern dialects, its implies all things considered Karelian, which are more or less opposite to the above-mentioned stereotypic Ostrobothnian attributes. In Finnish discourse, Karelian people are implicitly cheerful, active, open and talkative. This identity also has a well-known public representative similar to Juha Mieto. The former Speaker of Parliament Riitta Uosukainen often uses Karelian dialect in public, and her statements have occasionally also been quoted in their dialectal form in the media (e.g. Iltalehti, 1 July 1997). The mie pronoun is occasionally also used by persons with no connections to Karelia or Peräpohjola (see also Hurtta 1999: 82). The pronoun mie is used specifically in situations where the speaker wants to prove him- or herself brisk and active, for example Nytpä mie otan ja teen tämän homman! ’I will now get down to this matter!’

Kemppainen, in her pro gradu research (2202: 24–26) analyzed the MTV3 program Bingolotto and the language of its speaker Piia Koriseva. While speaking in the program, Koriseva uses almost all the possible variants of the 1st person singular pronoun that occur in Finnish. Each of the different variants, however, seems to serve a specific purpose in the structure of the program and in the speaker’s actions. When Koriseva addresses the TV audience as a representative of her institution and employer, she often uses the standard Finnish variant minä. When she speaks to her guests in the studio, she generally uses mä(ä), which was classified as a neutral and common feature of spoken language above. Occasionally, however, she also uses mie. She seems to use mie when she suspects having made a mistake or hesitates about something. In Piia Koriseva’s speeches, therefore, the subject of uncertain action is mie. Why should this be so, and how is this related to the social construction of reality? My explanation is that, by using the mie variant, Koriseva adopt the role of a cheerful and straightforward country girl, who will be excused minor blunders while appearing on a TV show.

2.3. Youthful, dynamic and feminine urbanism

In the bottom right corner of my figure is modern, dynamic urbanism. Based on the variation in modern spoken Finnish, the third category in my classification is characterized by rapidly spreading features. According to general sociolinguistic models, these features are especially common in the language used in towns and built-up areas, and the change is quickest among women. I placed Helsinki in brackets, because all features of this group are also known in the Helsinki region. As far as I can see, the identity-construct​ing meaning of these features is obvious and supported by evidence from several studies on the variation of modern spoken Finnish. The study of Kananen on the spoken language of senior secondary school students, vocational school students and age-matched unemployed adolescents revealed the highest frequency of these features in the language of female senior secondary school students. Trade school students and unemployed adolescents used more features of the local dialect, and their gender differences were not so marked, either. (1994: 80.)

We can also find examples from Finnish media concerning the significance of the increasingly common features of spoken language in constructing identity. In the late 1990s, TV 2 was running a Finnish serial called Kummeli. In its sketches, the male actors always spoke the Häme dialect of the Tampere region. In one type of sketches, however, the main characters posed as outgoing city girls Tuija and Satu. This affected their language: the typical features of Northern Häme dialects were replaced by the loss of final A and some other spreading features of spoken Finnish. The stereotype and caricature of a trendy young urban woman would not have been convincing without these linguistic choices. This example also shows that the social significance of these features is at least partly conscious.

2.4. Correctness and neutrality

In the top right corner of the figure is standard language with its inherent correctness. In Finland, it is not common for people to speak fully standardized Finnish. One reason for this is the tolerance of the language community towards the variation of spoken language, and another reason is that standardized written Finnish includes some artificial features quite alien to vernacular language. Speech that is fully compatible with standardized written Finnish is relatively rare in Finland, and is mostly used in formal situations and the media. Some Finns may, however, use correct standard Finnish even in spontaneous situations. This is also a very distinctive social signal. (See Nuolijärvi 1986b: 168–170.)

The features classified as common and neutral are in the middle of the figure. They hence cover the largest area, as most Finns currently speak a neutral language of this kind. Overlapping this field of neutral general Finnish are all the above-mentioned types of social identity, and I assume that speakers use their situational sensitivity to switch from one part of the field to the other, depending on the kind of identity they wish to construct and the persons they are interacting with.

3. Conclusions

In this paper, I have outlined the social hierarchy of some features of modern spoken Finnish and the way these features are used by speakers as indicators and markers of their identity. We have a lot of sociolinguistic research on variation, and we know quite accurately the behaviour of the key features of spoken language as well as their social variation and increasing or decreasing prevalence. The community of modern Finnish speakers, however, shows that the use of various features of spoken language is no longer indicative of the speaker’s home locality and social background, but may rather reflect his or her identity and personality. Certain linguistic features involve different meanings, showing the speaker to be negatively or positively rural, active, urban, modern, masculine, feminine or correct, etc. Some old features of vernacular dialects may have acquired meanings related to these qualities and identities. Speakers of Finnish may consciously choose to use such features even when they lack any real contacts with their geographic origin. The modelling of the variation of modern spoken Finnish from the viewpoint of social identity construction is a new challenge for Finnish sociolinguistics.
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