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P ublishing and editing practices in the production of handwritten  
 newspapers have served as a means for creating, strengthening, and 

upholding communities based on their local, ideological or professional 
identity. Our aim in this chapter is to explore these practices and community 
identities on the basis of our research on handwritten newspapers in Finnish 
student organizations and popular movements (Kirsti Salmi-Niklander) 
and in the Norwegian labor movement (Christian Berrenberg). The most 
common form of handwritten newspapers in Finland and Norway was 
as a single manuscript copy, which was published by being read aloud at 
meetings and social evenings.1

Handwritten newspapers are a hybrid medium of print, manuscript and 
oral communication. Kirsti Salmi-Niklander2 applies Margaret Ezell’s term 
“social authorship” in interpreting their special features and complex social 
meanings. Criticizing the simplified idea of the early modern manuscript 
medium, Margaret Ezell argues against equating “public” with “published”, 
and “private” with “personal.” She describes the social sphere of writing 
that resides between the private and the public spheres, in which texts are 
produced collectively, and are available to an extensive, albeit select, group 
of people.3 Handwritten newspapers created by individual writers were 
produced for others to read and directly to comment on. The production 
of individual pieces tended to be collective: many people participated in the 
creation of a single text.

“Literacy practices” and “literary practices” are basic terms in our 
research and have somewhat different meanings. “Literacy practices” are 
closely related to “literacy events,” a term used by Shirley Brice Heath. 
A written text has a strong effect on the interaction and interpretation 

1 We have explored Swedish handwritten newspapers to some extent. They were 
common in Swedish student organizations and popular movements, but little 
research has so far been conducted on these materials. See Ambjörnsson 1988; 
Josephson 1996; Burman 2013.

2 Salmi-Niklander 2013a.
3 Ezell 1999, 22–40; 2015.
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processes of the participants in a literacy event.4 David Barton summarizes 
the relationship between a literacy event and literacy practice as follows: 
“Literacy practices are general cultural ways of utilizing literacy that people 
draw up upon in a literacy event.”5 As Niko Besnier points out in Literacy, 
Emotion and Authority, “a focus on practice entails that close attention be 
paid to persons as social agents, as loci of understanding, and as intentional 
or (more commonly) unwitting mediators between social structure and 
everyday action, the macroscopic and the microscopic, and the past and the 
present.”6 The term “literary practice,” which was developed by Schröder & 
Grage7 and applied to handwritten newspapers by Berrenberg, reflects the re-
negotiation of the concept of literature around 1900, when new technologies, 
and faster and more extensive methods of publication challenged the literary 
field and led to a reassessment of the relationship between “good” literature 
and mere entertainment.8 Literature, understood as literary practice, is in this 
sense both text and practice and allows for a broad analysis of handwritten 
newspapers with regard to its production, its performance and how it is 
perceived.

Even though handwritten newspapers have been produced in very 
different communities, common practices were adopted in their production. 
Their reading aloud could be described as a literacy event, occurring within 
a complex system of literacy practices. Oral publishing facilitated direct 
oral feedback. The use of pseudonyms was a common practice in both 
handwritten and printed texts in 19th-century Finland. According to Laura 
Stark, editors of printed newspapers encouraged new local correspondents 
recruited from the peasantry and the landless to sign their texts with their 
real names, or at least to give their name to the editors.9 Many of the more 
experienced editors encouraged the use of pseudonyms in handwritten 
newspapers, however.10 Sometimes the norms of pseudonymous publishing 
were set out in the minutes of editorial meetings, and the editor-in-chief was 
not supposed to reveal the real identity of the contributors to other members 
of the community.

Both “social authorship” and “literacy/literary practices” emphasize the 
social nature of writing. Conceiving of handwritten newspapers as social 
authorship sets the focus on individual writers. How did they utilize various 
means of publication (oral, scribal, print) and communication networks? On 
the other hand, analyzing their production as literacy or literary practices 
sets the focus on the community. How were the norms of collective and 
collaborative writing (editing, anonymity, censorship and contents) 
established, negotiated and maintained? Both perspectives are relevant in the 
research on orality and literacy in local communities, but our focus in this 

4 Heath 1982, 93–94.
5 Barton 1991, 5; 2000.
6 Besnier 1995, 4.
7 Schröder & Grage 2012.
8 Berrenberg 2012; 2013
9 Stark 2011, 51–59.
10 This was the case in the first handwritten newspapers edited in Finnish agrarian 

youth societies in Ostrobothnia. Salmi-Niklander 2013b, 400.
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chapter is on the literacy/literary practices and their role in the formation of 
community identity.

Medium, practices and contents

Handwritten newspapers tended to follow the printed press in their layout. 
Texts were written in columns decorated with drawings or glued-in pictures 
from other publications. The covers of many handwritten newspapers from 
the Norwegian labor movement are works of art depicting current events 
of general or local interest, overwritten by a calligraphic version of the 
newspaper’s title. It was common practice to publish several issues in larger 
single-copy notebooks, in which the content of the newspapers was either 
written directly or gathered from loose pieces of writing. The editor(s) are 
named on the cover of each issue, very often as being responsible for several 
consecutive issues. The material appearance of handwritten newspapers 
in Finland varied a great deal: student societies in the 19th century had 
extravagant, illustrated papers, which sometimes had a half-printed front 
page. Some of those edited in the labor movement and agrarian youth 
societies were elaborately illustrated, but many were written in empty 
notebooks, and rather resembled a diary or a commonplace book.

Handwritten newspapers cannot be described simply in terms of their 
medial or textual form given the unique way in which they were both 
produced and received. Depending on the social and institutional context, 
each one could have been written by many authors. The process of editing 
and revising articles and issues is usually traceable through notes, insertions 
and cancellations. Some papers gave their readers the opportunity to add 
their own articles and comments – such as, in a very sophisticated way, 
in Fyrstikka, the handwritten newspaper of a Norwegian workers’ youth 
club, which has an envelope glued to the last page with the words “All loose 
existences are to be placed in here. Please add date to excrement.”11

Although many handwritten newspapers were read by being passed 
around among the audience, or were placed at a central point in the club’s 
facilities, most were disseminated orally. The newspaper was commonly read 
aloud in meetings in front of an audience numbering between a dozen up to 
several hundreds of people, and sometimes was staged either by the editor 
or a member of the club. This activity was a main item on the agenda of 
every club meeting of the Norwegian labor movement, and on more grand 
occasions the newspaper might be presented both to entertain and to inform 
the guests, or to provoke discussion on current political developments.

The textual content of the newspapers varied greatly in terms of genre 
and theme. Typical genres parody those of the printed press: news, reports, 
leaders and advertisements. Parody is embedded in the imitation of print in 
handwritten newspapers, expressed in the layout, the illustrations and the 

11 Bryn AUL håndskrevet lagsavis “Fyrstikka” (“Tendstikka”) 1926–1928. ArbarkNO: 
Archive “Bryn AUL” (ARK-1424/F). “Heri legges alle löse Eksistenser! Påför dato 
på Ekskrementene!”
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“editorial remarks.” Learning to use and interpret irony and parody was one 
of the major skills that were developed in schools and universities, and in 
popular movements, although such skills were acquired in informal, even 
forbidden activities rather than via the formal curriculum. Kirsti Salmi-
Niklander observed two kinds of parody in the handwritten newspapers 
of working-class young people in early 20th-century Finland: ideological 
parody was targeted at political opponents, whereas generic parody involved 
playing with literary conventions and linguistic norms.12

 “Local event narrative” is one of the typical genres used in handwritten 
newspapers, outlined and analyzed by Kirsti Salmi-Niklander.13 These 
narratives tend to be simple and laconic, but sometimes they are very 
elaborate depictions of events in the local community, such as meetings, 
outings, social evenings, and sports occasions. The newspapers also served 
as means of documenting local and community history: genres related to 
community history include annual chronicles and transcriptions of speeches, 
jokes, and songs that were performed at meetings and celebrations.

Although the mass media, particularly the press, had its heyday in the 
late 19th century as it became easier both technically and financially to print 
and publish on a larger scale using new and cheaper printing techniques, 
handwritten newspapers did not disappear in proportion to the rise of the 
press. Quite the contrary: in certain communities (e.g. the labor movement, 
the Finnish agrarian youth movement, and student societies) there was  
a clear rise in their number. This is indicative of the fact that these newspapers 
were not mere carbon copies of another medium, but represented a unique 
medium in themselves. One handwritten newspaper is still being published in 
Norway, by Trondheim’s student society: first published in 1910, it is claimed 
to be Scandinavia’s oldest student paper. Entitled The Prophet [Propheten], 
it is published as a wall-newspaper with almost exclusively satirical content.

The functions of handwritten newspapers

Although handwritten newspapers were compiled by people from different 
social classes, many of their producers and recipients were disadvantaged: 
oppressed politically by authorities or culturally by hegemonic groups, 
educationally underprivileged, and very often also structurally and 
financially deprived. All of these hindrances made it difficult if not impossible 
to produce and use official and more sophisticated publishing methods. The 
handwritten newspaper enabled these communities to create a more or less 
segregated public sphere with minimal financial and personal resources. 
However, it did not simply imitate the printed press as a substitute for 
something that could not be achieved. Given the close relationship between 
the producers and the recipients, it represented a medium with more or at 
least different functions than the press.

12 Salmi-Niklander 2007.
13 Salmi-Niklander 2014; 2015; 2017.
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According to Rolf Hofmo in a newspaper article from the 1920s, one of the 
main functions of the handwritten newspaper aimed at labor communities 
was to activate silent members of the club: “Not everyone can speak at once, 
but most people can write, even if it’s just a bit.”14 In particular, the process of 
writing the newspaper served an important training function for members of 
local communities, enabling them to write for wider audiences and thereby 
develop their political commitment. On the lowest educational level, too, the 
handwritten newspaper served a training purpose. University students in 
Finland could practice and use Finnish, their “new” language that replaced 
Swedish as the hegemonic standard language; in Norway, members of the 
“language movement” were publishing handwritten newspapers in the new 
Norwegian literary language nynorsk15, which was meant to replace the 
Danish-based literary language bokmål. Writers who were already skilled 
could develop their style by publishing texts in handwritten newspapers 
that offered space for completely different genres than were common in the 
labor movement. Instead of being limited to stylistically rigid minutes or 
protocols, writers could experiment with literary genres for a change.

Whereas minutes represented the official documentation of community 
activities and resolutions, handwritten newspapers documented the 
decision-making process, commenting on and at times ridiculing it. Apart 
from being able to express ideas that would not have been approved by the 
authorities, community members could also rebel against authoritarian 
leadership within the community. In political movements in particular, 
the handwritten newspaper thereby provided a training ground in terms of 
understanding democratic structures.

Given the close relationship between the producers and the recipients, 
both spatially and mentally, the practice of publishing a handwritten 
newspaper was highly interactive and collaborative. Readers could easily 
become writers, and writers could become presenters attracting new readers. 
The fact that practically anyone could contribute to the publishing process 
is reflected in the vernacular language of the articles. However, this does 
not necessarily mean that all authors of linguistically less substantial articles 
were less highly educated or less intellectual than authors of articles in the 
printed press. Most articles were written to be performed in what was often an 
intimate context, requiring a different, more vernacular and oral style. They 
were manuscripts for oral performance, not pieces of text to be disseminated 
as such in the press, and after the performance they were discussed among 
the audience. Handwritten newspapers could thus be described as a quasi-
synchronic form of communication16 compared on the one hand to the 
press or a book, which are completely asynchronic, and on the other hand to  
a telephone call, which is synchronic.

14 Hofmo, Rolf: “Lagsarbeidets organisering. (For ‘Klassekampen’ av Rolf Hofmo)”, 
Klassekampen 13:30 (1922); Den røde ungdom 2:26–27 (1924). “Det er ikke alle som 
kan snakke med engang, men de fleste kan skrive, om det end er aldrig saa lite.”

15 Almenningen, Løkensgard Hoel, Pilskog & Tangen 2003.
16 Dürscheid 2003.
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The significance of the newspaper within the activities of communities, 
the involvement of many people at any one time, and the high status of the 
artefact handwritten newspaper as evidenced in the artistically decorated 
issues and the often well-preserved booklets, show that they represented an 
integral part of the respective groups, enforcing community identity both 
outwards and inwards. Alfred Nilsen, long-term editor of Samfunnsavisa, the 
handwritten newspaper of Oslo’s labor communities, puts this in a nutshell: 
“It [the handwritten newspaper] is rather an important document for the 
present and the future, as well as it is an organ for Oslo workers’ club, which 
through its significance and commitment for the development of society 
is about to become a legend. Newspaper and protocol represent the pride 
of an organization with traditions.”17 One of the purposes of handwritten 
newspapers was to record events and activities “for historians in times to 
come”, as young working-class poet Kössi Ahmala stated in 1914 in his first 
leader for the handwritten newspaper Nuorukainen, edited by the Helsinki 
Social Democratic Youth Club.18

Finnish university students and young workers

Handwritten papers were popular in the students’ societies [konventti] of 
Finnish secondary schools and in upper- and middle-class families during 
the first half of the 19th century.19 The main reason for their revitalization as 
a medium for political discussion was the strict censorship and control of 
student activities during the rule of Czar Nicholas I. This was related to the 
unstable political situation in Europe after the revolutionary year of 1848. 
Provincial student organizations [osakunta, “nations”] were prohibited 
between 1852 and 1868, even though many of them continued their 
activities underground. Because publishing in print was difficult, students 
utilized manuscript media and oral performance to discuss and distribute 
their ideas.20

Two case studies highlight the communities in which handwritten 
newspapers were edited in 19th- and early 20th-century Finland. The first is 
the Savo-Karelian provincial student society, which was founded in 1833 
and had its heyday in the 1880s, when new ideologies such as liberalism, 
socialism, and the women’s cause were hotly debated among students. 
The majority of students in the Savo-Karelian student society supported 
Fennomanian ideology, promoting the Finnish language and identity and 

17 Nilsen, Alfred: “No title”, Samfunds-Avisen (26 October 1929). ArbarkNO: Archive 
“Oslo arbeidersamfunn” (ARK-1113/E). “Den er tvertimot et viktig aktestykke 
for nutid og fremtid, saasandt som den er organ for Oslo Arbeidersamfund om 
hvis betydning og innsats i samfundsutviklingen der er iferd med aa danne sig en 
legende./ Avis og protokoll er stoltheten for en organisasjon med tradisjoner.”

18 Cf. the papers by Michał Salamonik and Heiko Droste in this volume, highlighting 
the importance of printed newspapers for the understanding of history according 
to 17th-century tracts.

19 Salmi-Niklander 2013a, 77; Haavikko 1998, 202–203; Krook 1949, 203–211.
20 Klinge 1967, 135–137; Ruutu 1939, 65–66; Salmi-Niklander 2013a, 77; 2018.
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arguing against the Swedish-speaking elite.21 The handwritten society paper 
Savo-Karjalainen was founded in 1864.

The second case study is the Helsinki Social Democratic Youth Society, 
which was founded in 1899 but had its heyday during the years 1914–1918, 
preceding the Civil War of 1918. The society attracted working-class young 
people who had moved to Helsinki from different parts of Finland. It produced 
two handwritten newspapers, Nuorukainen [The Young Man, 1899–1929] 
and Itseopiskelijat [The Self-Educated, 1915–1929]. Nuorukainen served as 
an alternative medium for young working-class intellectuals leading the 
society, and the latter as a training ground for less experienced writers.22

Finland was officially at war during the First World War, but Finns were 
not called to arms by the Russian government. The official state of war 
brought strict censorship and control of organizational activities. Aarne 
Arajärvi reflected on the spontaneous communitas created in the group of 
working-class young people in the Christmas issue of Nuorukainen 1915. 
Formal meetings were forbidden once the First World War had begun, and 
the members met each other on the frozen sea gulf in the middle of Helsinki:

However many evenings we met each other there, the ice always had its peculiar 
charm, whether it was raining or blowing. The dusky silence on the ice, where 
the noise of the city only came as distant waves, suited our emotions very well.23

Both the Savo-Karelian student society and the Helsinki Social Democratic 
Youth Club functioned as semi-public spheres, in which new ideas and 
practices could be discussed and tested in close interaction. Meetings and 
social evenings provided opportunities for developing skills in different 
performative genres (speech-making, telling comic stories, drama, singing), 
and these performances were evaluated by other members. Various social 
events (club and social evenings, meetings, canvassing tours, sports 
competitions, music and drama performances, public speeches and lectures) 
were documented, commented on and discussed in handwritten newspapers 
and other written records.

The most significant event for collective self-reflection in the Savo-
Karelian student society was the annual celebration in February,24 with 
many speeches reflecting the most memorable events of the previous year. 
Transcripts of these speeches were preserved in the archives. Remembering 
deceased members was an important part of them. On the other hand, 
each year a member of the society was elected to write the annual review:  
a separate account was written for the fall and the spring term. These 
historical records varied quite a lot depending on the writer: some of them 
were quite formal lists of events, whereas other writers gave more reflective 
accounts of political discussions and turning points.

21 Ruutu 1939.
22 Salmi-Niklander 2011; 2015.
23 Nuorukainen, Christmas issue 1915; Salmi-Niklander 2011, 24–25.
24 Celebrating the statute of February 1865, which promoted the use of the Finnish 

language in official situations.
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Handwritten newspapers contained information on many intense 
discussions and arguments that went on in these communities. The 
most heated debates in the Savo-Karelian student society were between 
conservative and radical members, and religion was “the hottest potato”. 
Most of the texts in the handwritten Savo-Karjalainen were published under 
pseudonyms, which was common practice. It seems that the editor-in-chief 
was the only one who actually knew the identity of each writer, and he was 
not supposed to reveal the real identity behind the pseudonym.

Members of the Helsinki Social Democratic Youth Society debated on 
socialist politics and aesthetic ideals. However, the most intense argument 
was related to the cause of women and arose in January 1916. Maiju Lehti 
had been elected as the first female editor-in-chief of Nuorukainen. The 
editor-in-chief usually read the paper aloud during social evenings. Maiju 
Lehti refused to read out a text written by Aarne Arajärvi, which she 
thought was insulting to prostitutes and to women in general. The original 
text is not included in the preserved issues of Nuorukainen, but it was 
discussed in detail: apparently, it was a dialogue on prostitutes conducted 
by three young men, one of whom felt that prostitutes had no prospects 
for improvement. In the end, it was the writer who read out the text, and 
many young men commented on the debate.25 Matters discussed in great 
detail in Savo-Karjalainen included annual festivals and club evenings, 
whereas writers representing the Helsinki Social Democratic Youth Society 
focused on boat excursions to the summer resort of Tuurholma and other 
local events. The author of a story about a social evening on Palm Sunday 
in 1914 (Nuorukainen, 9 April 1914), using the pseudonym “Pessimist,” 
depicts events from a critical perspective: the program focused on dance 
and party games with no enlightening elements, and many participants 
were apparently drunk: “Half-drunk couples sit around the table, the girls 
are competing to establish who could say the foulest words, the boys are 
laughing at them. Lemonade, tobacco smoke and accordion noises from the 
next room.” The gender of the writer is not openly revealed, and in the end 
he/she returns home alone and disappointed.

Handwritten newspapers facilitated literary experimentation with 
different genres and styles. Pieces of realistic writing (short stories, often 
written in regional dialects) were published in late 19th-century student 
albums, whereas the handwritten newspapers included satirical and parodic 
pieces that were widely divergent from realistic ideals. One of the most 
extraordinary texts from Savo-Karjalainen is the lengthy story (defined in 
the subtitle as a “Historical novel”) “The Last Sueco-manian” [“Viimeinen 
svekomaani”, 29 November 1886, 7]. The title refers to supporters of the 
Swedish language, who were called “Sueco-manians,” and the author uses the 
pseudonym “Häh?” [“Eh?”]. The story depicts a kind of utopia (or dystopia) 
on New Year’s Eve 1999 in Jyväskylä, a small town in central Finland: it has 
become a large city with skyscrapers, a subway and a university. It is a family 
history based on reversed gender roles, which was a common theme in the 
late 19th century.

25 Salmi-Niklander 2011, 32–33.
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It was the year 1999 A.D. I was in a great hurry; the door from the kitchen to 
the parlor was open and my wife was sitting in the parlor looking towards the 
kitchen every now and then to see if I was being lazy. This was only a secondary 
job for her, however: in fact, she was writing an article for a newspaper, which 
like the other suburban papers – we lived in one of the suburbs of Jyväskylä – was 
smaller than the city papers. It came out once an hour, but not at night as most 
of the other papers did.26

In this story about Finland in 1999, only women are allowed into the 
university to listen to a guest lecture by a feminist professor, as the men 
stay at home with the children. “The Last Sueco-manian” is an odd man 
who suddenly appears from behind the door of the modern family house, 
looking for his lost brother. The satirical text had many edges: it ridiculed 
both Swedish-speaking Finns in the comic character of “The Last Sueco-
manian,” and speakers supporting the women’s cause by depicting imaginary 
family life with reversed gender roles.

The Oslo Workers’ Community

The Norwegian labor movement archives and library in Oslo contain more 
than 70 different handwritten newspapers published between the 1880s and 
the 1960s, with a peak between 1910 and 1940. According to Sigvart Tøsse, 
the Typographical Union started the tradition of handwritten newspapers 
in Norway.27 Most of them were published in proletarian youth clubs. As in 
Finland, it is likely that many more handwritten newspapers are to be found 
in smaller local and private archives.

Norway’s largest proletarian organization, The Oslo Workers’ Community 
[Oslo arbeidersamfunn], produced three different handwritten newspapers: 
The Wasp [Hvepsen], which was edited by the choral society, contained 
reports about performances and excursions as well as the obituaries of 
deceased club members. The Society Paper [Samfunnsavisa] was similar 
to Hvepsen, but also included articles on recent political activities. The 
Beehive [Bikuben], the organ of the Youth Organization, represents the 
more culturally oriented handwritten newspaper with its poems and 
other literary contributions. It published many humorous and satirical 
articles, many of which ridiculed the host community’s main newspaper 
Samfunnsavisa. These three handwritten newspapers show the variety in 
the genre. Whereas Hvepsen was a neat and nicely designed booklet with 

26 ”Leikattiin vuosilukua 1999 j. Kr. minulla oli tawattoman kova kiire; sillä owi kyö-
kistä saliin oli auki ja salissa istui waimoni tuontuostakin silmäten kyökkiin, josko 
laiskottelin. Tämä oli kumminkin vain sivutyönä waimollani; sillä oikeastaan hän 
sepitti artikkelia erääseen sanomalehteen, joka, niin kuin muutkin esikaupungin 
lehdet – me, näet, asuimme yhdessä Jyväskylän esikaupungeista – oli pienempi it-
se emäkaupungin lehtiä. Se ilmestyi ainoastaan kerran tunnissa, mutt’ei yöllä, niin 
kuin useimmat muut lehdet.”

27 Tøsse 1998.
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little political or provocative content, Samfunnsavisa and Bikuben had 
more of an edge to them with regard to the political and social content and 
their form. Alfred Nilsen, editor of Samfunnavisa, reported in 1929 that 
the newspaper had appeared in the form of loose notes for several issues. 
“People come here reaching in their pockets for pieces of crinkled paper, 
which they read and after that everything disappears.”28 Nilsen was eager to 
systematize Samfunnsavisa’s issues, amongst others for future researchers, 
and to document the community’s activities.

As mentioned earlier, many of the handwritten newspapers’ contributors 
were less prominent figures. However, given that The Oslo Workers’ 
Community was so influential in Norway’s socialist political development 
before the First World War it is not surprising that several of its junior 
politicians went on to achieve prominence: amongst the authors of Bikuben 
was Einar Gerhardsen, Prime Minister of Norway in 1945–1951, 1955–1963 
and 1963–1965.

Spheres, practices and authorship

The wide range of topics is typical of the handwritten newspapers produced 
in the youth clubs of the Norwegian labor movement. At first sight Bikuben 
seems to be a dull collection of jokes, amateur poetry, absurd short essays 
and plagiarized versions of well-known poems. Issue no. 3 from 1917, for 
example, contains excerpts from a so-called encyclopedia including entries 
on the national poet “Björnstjerne Björnson,” alongside an entry on “bosom” 
and even on the newspaper “Bikuben”:

Bikuben. Samfundslaget’s [the club’s] newspaper, one of the capital’s largest 
papers, by the way, always packed with news, lyrical insertions and obituaries 
of celebrities. Comes out whenever the editor Mr. Auerdahl is so inspired, 
every second issue fails to appear due to machine malfunctioning, every fifth 
for unspecified reasons. It is thus the most modern newspaper in the country.29

This shorter ironic insert underlines the pride the club took in its paper. It 
could also be seen as evidence of self-awareness in the references to Bikuben’s 
erratic publication schedule.

28 Nilsen, Alfred: “No title”, Samfunds-Avisen (26 October 1929). ArbarkNO: Archive 
“Oslo arbeidersamfunn” (ARK-1113/E): “Her kommer man og trekker op av 
jakkelommen endel kröllete papirark, leser dem op, og efterpaa saa forsvinner alt 
sammen.”

29 “Konversationsleksikonet”, Bikuben no. 3 (7 December 1917). ArbarkNO: Archive 
“Samfundslaget, Kristiania arbeidersamfunds socialdemokratiske ungdomslag” 
(ARK-1440/F). “Bikuben. Samfundslagets avis, forövrig et av hovedstadens störste 
blade, altid pakket med nyheter, lyriske avertissementer og jublende dödsfall. 
Utkommer vergang redaktören Hr Auerdahl overfaldes av Aanden, hvert andet 
nummer uteblir paa grund av masjinskade, hvert femte paa grund av manglende 
grund. Altsaa landets mest moderne revolutionære avis.”
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However, the handwritten newspaper had functions that went beyond 
the microcosm of the club. One issue from 1918 contains an article written 
by “Eva” in which she refers to women who are too shy when it comes to 
saying something during a club meeting. She writes: “Why didn’t we protest 
about this, one might ask. Why? The reason is just that – I mean – that 
we women are reserved, we don’t like being the center of attention, we still 
haven’t learnt to use our elbows like men do. And we would still be sitting 
unnoticed if a man had not interfered with his strong-arm tactics – I mean.”30 
Most articles provided food for thought and later discussion. In this sense, 
the handwritten papers provided a training ground for political work, or as 
in this case for women’s emancipation. It was not training behind locked 
doors, however, as in a study group, for example. Through these papers the 
club members created a public sphere, which was limited of course, but was 
large enough to allow budding politicians to act like real ones.

Jürgen Habermas calls this precursor of the public sphere [Vorform der 
Öffentlichkeit]:

Even before the control over the public sphere by public authority was contested 
and finally wrested away by the critical reasoning of private persons on political 
issues, there evolved under its cover a public sphere in a political form – the 
literary precursor of the public sphere operative in the political domain. It 
provided the training ground for a critical public reflection still preoccupied with 
itself – a process of self-clarification of private people focusing on the genuine 
experiences of their novel privateness.31

In terms of Habermas’ ideal typical development this training ground 
is primarily literary, in the normative sense of “fictional written works.” 
Although mostly literary with their poems on recent political activities and 
songs of praise about local or national persons of interest, however, these 
newspapers were not exclusively so. Christian Berrenberg32 highlights the 
literary quality and function of handwritten newspapers. He refers to them 
as an ideal type of working-class literature, taking into consideration not 
only definitions of the concept of “literature” that are based on the author, 
the text or the intended recipients, but also the literary practices evoked by 
or instigative of the texts.

Jürgen Habermas’ term “precursor of the public sphere” could also be 
applied to the Finnish labor movement and student societies. However, the 
Finnish case studies highlight the complexities of these forms and processes. 
University students had already entered the public sphere, but their 

30 Eva: “Til dig Sven Svensson, damernes ridder”, Bikuben vol. 2 no. 2 (1918). ArbarkNO: 
Archive “Samfundslaget, Kristiania arbeidersamfunds socialdemokratiske 
ungdomslag” (ARK-1440/F). “Hvorfor har vi ikke protestert mot dette, kan der 
spørres. Ja, hvorfor? Aarsaken er simpelthen den altsaa, at vi kvinder er beskedne, 
vi trænger os ikke frem, vi har endnu ikke lært at bruke albuerne i den grad som 
mændene. Og vi hadde vel blit sittende i vor ubemerkthet, hvis ikke en mand hadde 
grepet ind med sin sterke haand altsaa.”

31 Habermas 1991, 29.
32 Berrenberg 2014.
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attempts were controlled and restrained by the authorities. The handwritten 
student paper Savo-Karjalainen served as a training ground for the public 
sphere, and many of its editors and contributors later became professional 
writers or journalists.33 Savo-Karjalainen allowed for satire and literary 
experimentation, and conducted long debates on issues related to religion 
and the language struggle. Printed student publications favored realistic 
fiction and essays on Finnish culture. Parallel processes were valid for the 
young working-class intellectuals in the Helsinki Social Democratic Youth 
Society. Many of them had already entered the public sphere as writers, but 
their plans were suppressed in the tight political situation. Nevertheless, they 
were able to publish the first versions of their poems, essays and short stories 
in handwritten newspapers and received immediate feedback from the 
audiences. Moreover, these newspapers were the only means of publishing 
available to young working-class women.34 The political stands taken sealed 
the fate of the writers in later life: many leading figures in society were 
killed in the Civil War of 1918, or they went into exile, were imprisoned or 
marginalized in its aftermath.35

The complex network of oral-literary practices in student societies 
and workers’ associations could be interpreted as social authorship, to use 
Margaret Ezell’s term. Pseudonyms and pen-names created and maintained 
a social sphere of authorship and publishing in which the identity of 
individual authors was hidden. The social sphere of writing facilitates literary 
experimentation and the discussion of delicate issues.

Norms of social authorship were created via complex literacy practices 
in Finnish popular movements and local communities. One of the reasons 
for this was the strong ideology of collective activity, which united student 
societies, agrarian youth movements, and the labor movement. Handwritten 
newspapers and other forms of scribal culture created a social, semi-public 
sphere in local communities. It provided useful training for public life, 
writing for printed publications and participation in political activities. Many 
self-educated people learnt to circulate between handwritten and printed 
publications, and between social and individual authorship. Nevertheless, for 
many people handwritten newspapers provided the only medium in which 
they could present their ideas, opinions and dreams to a wider audience.

Handwritten newspapers in both Finland and Norway served as an 
alternative medium in many respects. The process of editing was highly 
educational for the writers: people who did not have the opportunity to 
contribute to official journalism or other genres could publish their writing 
on extra-curricular and non-hegemonic topics, representing various genres 
and styles. On the meta-level, the alternative character of handwritten 

33 These included writer Arvid Järnefelt, and the controversial socialist activists Matti 
Kurikka and A. B. Mäkelä, who had transnational political careers in Finland and 
North America. Salmi-Niklander 2018.

34 Salmi-Niklander 2011; 2015.
35 The young writers Kössi Ahmala (1889–1918) and Kasperi Tanttu (1886–1918) 

were killed in the Civil War. See Salmi-Niklander 2015.
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newspapers meant that contributors participated in the general discussion 
on what could be published and what could not, be it by writing about 
forbidden topics such as communism or offering non-hegemonic, “low-
cultural” literary texts such as sleazy jokes or persiflage. This social mode 
of production allowed writers and communities to decide what topics were 
relevant to them and what styles were acceptable. The negotiable character 
of handwritten newspapers is underlined by the fact that they contained 
so many satirical and ironic texts. This did not necessarily provoke 
countercultural or even revolutionary tendencies, as we have shown in 
our case studies, given that the acquired skills could be used outside the 
community in which the handwritten newspaper was published. After 
all, many of the writers went on to become famous authors or politicians. 
Apart from being highly educational, the handwritten newspaper served as  
a medial and performative anchor of social identity within the community: 
it represented a vernacular historiography on the one hand, and provided 
an incentive for – very often entertaining – practices that strengthened the 
respective community identity. Therefore, from a scholar’s point of view, 
handwritten newspapers represent valuable sources in the reconstruction 
of small communities, and for cross-checking or differentiating the history 
and development of communities that are well documented in “ordinary” 
sources such as minutes, letters and official publications.

Last but not least, handwritten newspapers are a significant – and thus 
far frequently overlooked – part of the media history of the long 19th century. 
As a form of social authorship and as precursors of the public sphere they 
represent a link between the public and the private, the vernacular and the 
canonical. As a literary practice they serve as an example of the bottom-up 
construction of an alternative concept of literature. As a literacy practice 
they serve as a link between official curricular and unofficial extra-curricular 
literacy. As a medium they could be considered a precursor of “postmodern” 
forms of communication such as blogs and social media. Common features 
of social media and handwritten newspapers include interactivity and the 
collective creation of texts. These communicative phenomena did not appear 
from nowhere at the beginning of the 21st century, but they lived for centuries 
in the shadow of a hegemonic literary culture. Marginal forms of alternative 
publishing can be used for entertainment and social interaction, but they can 
also be applied as tools for political resistance.
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