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Humour, Jokes and the Finnish-Swedish Relationship
Why Do Finns Tell Jokes About Swedes 

Vi rva Maria Haltsonen

ABSTRACT
Objectives of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the Finnish-Swedish joking relationship, the 
institutionalized pattern of ridiculing another group of people, from the Finnish 
perspective. One must first look at the joke teller’s own social group and then the 
‘outside’ group before attempting a synthesis. The common history of the two 
peoples is reviewed with the goal of identifying the historical and current keys to how 
Finns perceive themselves, the Swedes and their mutual relationship.
What kind of jokes do Finns tell about Swedes? Why?
In Finland, the relationship with Swedes is highly emotional and of great importance 
to Finns. Understanding the underlying elements in the mutual relationship enables 
smoother cooperation, which is also valuable in organizational context.

The dual nature of humour is paradoxical: it is often seen as malicious, while some 
types of laughter are full of charm and friendliness. The joking relationship combines 
friendliness and hostility and is therefore a delicate balancing act.
Research Methods
The first part of the present study consists of an extensive literature review of the 
different fields of science. The set of collected jokes in the Finnish-Swedish category, 
totalling 1400, are analysed on the basis of knowledge gained from previous 
research. The nature of the material under scrutiny requires a combination of 
methods to be used in the categorization and analysis.
Jokes are by nature authorless, they are circulated anonymously and adjusted to 
varying situations; therefore it is pointless to look for motives, purposes and feelings 
of a single author. The analysis is therefore made in relation with shared collective 
identity within a nation - indeed complex and controversial concept.

Findings
Jokes and humour are an important part of culture and daily discourse. Jokes about 
another nation are reflections of the underlying cultural differences perceived by 
individuals, revealing stereotypes, but also addressing untrue beliefs and processing 
them.
Cultural stereotypes play an important role in international organizations. The 
significance of the cultural and social aspects studied here can be seen in 
multinational organizations. The Finns and the Swedes have noticeable similarities in 
their societies, but understanding the other nation is a challenge for both.
A majority of the collected jokes fell in the category, in which the jokes function with a 
stupidity-based script. Explaining factors can be seen in the shared history, power 
relations between the nations and independent incidents within the collective social 
groups. Jokes on homosexual Swedish men are also frequent and explained by the 
Finns perceiving Swedish men as more feminine and their own homophobia.
Joking relationships are self-enforcing constructions. Jokes function better within the 
prevailing joking patterns and therefore, they become continuously stronger. Their 
connection with actual events, perceptions and prejudices of individuals is complex.

KEY WORDS joke, humour, joking relationship, Finland, Sweden



Huumori, vitsit ja Suomi-Ruotsi Vitsailusuhde
Miksi suomalaiset kertovat vitsejä ruotsalaisista 

Virva Maria Haltsonen

ABSTRAKTI 
Tutkimuksen tavoitteet
Tutkimuksen aiheena ovat suomalaisten kertomat vitsit ruotsalaisista. Työssä 
tarkastellaan Suomi-Ruotsi vitsailusuhdetta, joka on institutionalisoitunut tapa saattaa 
vastapuoli naurunalaiseksi. Suhdetta tutkitaan suomalaisten perspektiivistä. Jotta 
vitsailusuhdetta voitaisiin ymmärtää, on ensin tarkasteltava vitsinkertojan omaa 
sosiaalista ryhmää ja sitten ulkopuolista ryhmää. Suomen ja Ruotsin historiaa 
tarkastellaan, jotta saavutettaisiin ymmärrys niistä tapauksista, jotka ovat 
vaikuttaneet suomalaisten käsitykseen itsestään, heidän käsitykseensä ruotsalaisista 
ja maiden välisestä suhteesta.
Minkälaisia vitsejä suomalaiset kertovat ruotsalaisista? Miksi?
Suomalaisten suhteessa ruotsalaisiin on vahva tunnelataus ja ruotsalaiset ovat 
suomalaisille tärkeä referenssiryhmä. Kansojenvälisen suhteen taustan ja tekijöiden 
ymmärtäminen edesauttaa yhteistyön sujuvuutta, joka on tärkeää myös 
organisaatiokontekstissa.
Huumorin dualistinen olemus on paradoksaalinen. Yhtäältä huumori nähdään usein 
pahantahtoisena mutta toisaalta viehättävyys ja ystävällisyys ovat naurun 
ominaispiirteitä. Vitsailusuhde pitää sisällään sekä ystävällisyyden että 
vihamielisyyden elementit ja onkin hienovaraista tasapainottelua.

Aineisto ja tutkimustapa
Tutkimuksen ensimmäinen osa koostuu laajasta kirjallisuuskatsauksesta, joka on 
tehty useiden tieteenalojen parissa. Kerätty vitsikokoelma, yhteensä noin 1400 vitsiä, 
analysoidaan aiheeseen liittyvän aiemman tutkimuksen avulla. Tutkimuksen 
kohteena olevien vitsien ominaislaadusta johtuen luokittelussa ja analyysissä 
käytetään useita metodeja.
Vitsit ovat luonteeltaan anonyymejä, ne kiertävät ihmiseltä toiselle ja niitä muokataan 
tilanne- ja kontekstikohtaisesti. Näin ollen yksittäisen kirjoittajan tarkoitusperien ja 
tunteiden tutkiminen ei ole tarpeellista. Tässä tutkimuksessa vitsien analyysi on tehty 
suhteessa kansakunnan jaettuun identiteettiin, joka jo käsitteenäkin on 
monimutkainen ja kiistanalainen.
Tutkimustulokset
Vitsit ja huumori ovat tärkeä osa kulttuuria ja päivittäisiä diskursseja. Tietystä 
kansakunnasta kertovat vitsit heijastelevat piileviä kulttuurieroja ja paljastavat 
stereotyyppejä. Ne tuovat myös esiin epätosia uskomuksia toisesta kansasta, mikä 
mahdollistaa uskomusten ja todellisuuden vertailun.
Kulttuuriset stereotyypit ovat tärkeä ilmiö kansainvälisissä organisaatioissa. Suomen 
ja Ruotsin tapauksessa tämä merkitsee sitä, että huolimatta yhteiskuntien 
merkittävistä samankaltaisuuksista vastapuolen ymmärtäminen on silti haasteellista.
Suurin osa kerätyistä vitseistä sijoittuu luokkaan, jossa vitsit toimivat tyhmyyttä 
ilmaisevan skriptin avulla. Selittäviä tekijöitä löytyy maiden jaetusta historiasta, 
valtasuhteista ja yksittäisistä tapauksista, joita kollektiivinen ryhmä on kokenut. Vitsit 
ruotsalaisista miehistä homoseksuaaleina ovat myös yleisiä ja niitä voidaan selittää 
ruotsalaisten feminiinisiin piirteisiin ja suomalaisten homofobiaan perustuen.
Vitsailusuhteet ovat itseään vahvistavia konstruktioita. Vitsit toimivat parhaiten 
olemassaolevien mallien ja tottumusten mukaan ja siten ne ruokkivat itseään. Vitsien 
suhde todellisiin tapahtumiin, yksilöiden näkemyksiin ja ennakkoluuloihin on 
monimutkainen.
AVAINSANAT vitsi, huumori, vitsailusuhde, Suomi, Ruotsi
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

Finns tell jokes about Swedes, in which the Swedes have acquired stereotypical 

characteristics, which Finns find amusing. This relationship is not unique; nearly 

every social group relates to some other group via jokes, with the underlying 

motivation of distinguishing itself by ridiculing others: ‘we are not like that, they 

should be laughed at’.

Finland and Sweden are neighbouring countries in Northern Europe, both 

members of the European Union since year 1995. Their history is shared in 

some part and similarities between the two are many. The role of the countries 

within their shared history as well as the recent wars is undoubtedly different. 

As a part of Sweden, until 1809, Finland was a peripheral province with little 

significance to the Swedish throne. This relationship lasted for 600 years. In the 

20th century Sweden prospered and became one of the wealthiest countries in 

the world - simultaneously Finland went first through a civil war and then a war 

against the Soviet Union, leaving the country independent, but noticeably 

behind the economic development in Sweden. The economic development of 

Finland was phenomenal after the Second World War, but the national mentality 

could not catch up in a similar way. The ‘success story’ of Sweden compared 

with the harsh memories of the Finnish lived past stay in the minds of Finns, 

causing tension. This relationship is fertile ground for jokes about the Swedes in 

the minds of Finns. The purpose of the present study is to examine and explain 

this relationship from the Finnish side.

Jokes and humour are truly multidisciplinary subjects. It is common for humour- 

related writing to mention that the topic has not been exhaustively investigated 

and that it is not the primary focus of any field of science. It is therefore a 

challenge to synthesize, from the varying sources available, a meaningful whole 

that serves the purpose of the present study. Terminological chaos prevails 

within humour research - created by the abundance of terms and competition 

between them, interchangeable expressions such humour, laughter, the comic, 

the ludicrous, the funny, jokes and wit. There is no terminological agreement
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among researchers on the use of these terms. (Raskin, 1985, 8, Knuuttila, 

1992, 93, Kinnunen, 1994, 4)

The key terms need to be defined in order to avoid confusion, since references 

are made to various fields and similar terms may overlap and distort meanings. 

The scope of the present research is on the jokes themselves, told to amuse 

the hearer, not the joke-telling situation nor unintentional humour. The vast and 

volatile area of what is called humour includes situational comedy (sitcom), 

humorous plays and pictures that arouse amusement. The scope of the present 

study, however, will be on the structure of the jokes and their explicability in the 

Finnish-Swedish context.

Jokes and humour are a significant and unique way to communicate. Eeva-Liisa 

Kinnunen has studied humour as a means to express and shape one’s cultural 

awareness in the workplace (1994). She suggests that in a workplace, the 

culture of the group is formed by a complex system of habits, practices, values 

and meanings. Interaction, including humour and jokes, between employees 

constructs and reconstructs this culture. This kind of research done within the 

study of folklore would hence benefit organization research. Joking and teasing 

fellow workers are daily ways of communicating. In her work the humorous 

discourse revealed to function as a means to address difficult issues and a 

cohesive force as well. Hence, the phenomenon should be examined within the 

context of organization research.

The physiological and psychological aspects within the study on humour and 

jokes offer an interesting perspective.

Humour is the only form of communication in which a stimulus on a high 
level of complexity produces a stereotyped, predictable response on the 
physiological reflex level (Encyclopaedia Britannica)

Jokes and humour exist in varying situations between different individuals. 

Although jokes usually function independently, the situation, the joke-teller, the 

hearer and their environment determine the success of the humour act (defined 

in chapter 2.4). These factors are outside the scope of the present study, but 

need to be considered when seeking the motives of a joke teller and evaluating 

the reaction of the hearer, the realization of the intended humour.
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The Finnish-Swedish relationship can be observed from the perspective of 

several disciplines. The common history of the two peoples is reviewed with the 

goal of identifying the historical and current keys to how Finns perceive 

themselves, the Swedes and their mutual relationship. Jokes cannot be 

explained solely by looking at common history and experiences. A joking 

relationship, the institutionalized pattern of mocking another group of people, is 

a complex phenomenon. One must first look at the joke teller’s own social group 

and then the ‘outside’ group before attempting a synthesis. The Swedish 

perspective is also of interest but the present study focuses on the Finnish side.

While locality, a specific kind of humour and a current theme are common 

factors in jokes and make them often more effective, all people share some 

types of humour. Raskin writes on the universality of humour (1985, 2). 

Surprisingly many jokes or situations are regarded as funny by surprisingly 

many, if not all, people. The social class one belongs to, the education level or 

some other non-innate characteristic of an individual might determine the 

perceived funniness of the joke. Raskin describes this as experience of the 

hearer and the speaker.

The Finnish-Swedish joking relationship seems to be considerably stronger 

from the Finnish side, which is well explained by the nations’ common history. 

Finns are far less significant to Swedes than Swedes to Finns. In Sweden, 

Finland is perceived as one of several countries with ties to it, stronger at some 

times than others. In Finland the relationship with Swedes is highly emotional 

and of great importance to Finns.

In a book on ethnic humour Lauri Lehtimaja, a Finnish ‘social scientist' 

(Licentiate in Laws by education and nowadays the ombudsman of the Finnish 

Parliament), notes that although Swedes tell jokes about stupid Finns, Finns 

feel inhibited about retaliating (Davies 1990, 44).

The Finns have special, deep-ingrained hang ups about their long 
subordination to the Swedish language and culture...deep down many 
Finns still feel inferior to the Swedes and somehow it is not easy to make 
jokes in such a frame of mind...At one time there was a conscious attempt 
to spread jokes about the Swedes in Finland but there was not much 
success.
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Davies explains this with the history between these two nations (1990, 44). He 

groups the Finns with other ethnic groups that have seceded or formed a 

separate state: Belgium, Norway and Eire. The established pattern of cultural 

dominance versus dependency has remained in these cases. In the Finnish- 

Swedish case Davies writes ‘the Finns resent Swedish airs of superiority but 

they continue to defer to Swedish culture and to learn Swedish, whereas the 

converse is not true’.

Finland and Sweden are similar countries in many ways when compared to 

other countries. Close similarities can be found in geography, natural resources, 

political structure, legislation, industry etc. This resemblance might lead one to 

expect easy and smooth co-operation but Finnish and Swedish companies 

experiencing considerable difficulties in cross-border mergers and acquisitions 

(Ekwall & Karlsson 1999). Researchers have been trying to grasp the 

underlying reasons.

Cultural stereotypes play an important role in international organizations. This is 

especially true in the early stages of newly formed multi-national organizations. 

It is often desirable for the members of both merging organizations to adopt the 

culture of the 'new' organization as soon as possible. Strong prejudices towards 

other nationalities can hinder restructuring of this new organization. Therefore 

encouragement to express these stereotypes and prejudices in the form of 

jokes can be fruitful. Understanding what is considered funny in another country 

requires in-depth understanding of the subtleties of the foreign culture. Books 

on cross-cultural conduct contain many examples of problems in 

communication including humour (such as Hofstede 1991, 214, Ekwall & 

Karlsson 1990, 108, Lewis 1995, 78). Hofstede goes as far as to suggest that in 

intercultural encounters one should consider jokes and irony a taboo until 

absolutely sure of what passes for humour within this culture.

The significance of the cultural and social aspects studied here can be seen in 

multinational organizations. The number and significance of Finnish-Swedish 

mergers and acquisitions has grown from the early 1980s (Vaara 1999 b, 13- 

14). Finnish Swedish mergers have been studied from a wide variety of 

perspectives that cross the boundaries of traditional management studies. Such 

topics are for example studies on the meaning of language, power relations and
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narratives describing the mergers. A multidisciplinary perspective adds to the 

traditions of management science. The culture differences and different ways of 

conduct may even prevent the two organizations from integrating, with the two 

national groups observing each other in amazement. The Finns and the 

Swedes have noticeable similarities in their societies, but understanding the 

other nation is a challenge for both (Laine-Sveiby 1991, 13-47). According to 

Vaara (1999 b, 75) ‘cultural’ rhetoric is often used in integration situations to 

explain negative effects, whereas ‘strategic rhetoric’ is associated with the 

positive effects in mergers and acquisitions. Therefore the positive effects of 

intercultural integration are often disregarded and problems are seen to emerge 

from cultural differences. In his article Vaara points out that the different beliefs 

and organizational practices instigate positive influence, in other words sources 

of complimentary experience, capability transfer and learning.

Joking relationships are common among neighbouring countries and culturally 

similar countries (Gundelach, 2000). Such a relationship exists between Finland 

and Sweden. Mainly stupidity-based jokes are told, with explaining factors both 

in the shared history, power relations between the nations and independent 

incidents in the collective social groups. Jokes on homosexual Swedish men 

are also frequent and explained by the Finns perceiving Swedish men as more 

feminine and their own homophobia.

From these results national stereotypes can be derived. These are not 

emphasized here, since the relationship with a ‘real world’ attitude towards the 

Swedes and a stereotype used in a joke, in a ‘humour world’, are often far apart 

(see figure 4.1 by Kinnunen, 1994). Perceptions of the other nation - outside the 

world of jokes - were examined and found to deviate from the stereotypes used 

as elements in jokes. The study on the Finnish-Swedish relationship enlightens 

the background for this joking relationship.

Jokes and humour are an important part of culture, well worth looking into. 

Jokes are a part of every-day discourse and hence exist between employees in 

any organization. Theories from other fields of science add to the existing 

organization research. Jokes and humour are not solely a form of 

entertainment, but an efficient way to deal with complex situations where 

uncertainty is high and the matters are difficult to address otherwise. The jokes
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about another nation are reflections of the underlying cultural differences 

perceived by individuals, revealing stereotypes, but also addressing untrue 

beliefs and processing them.

1.2 Research Project and Objectives of the Study

A research project Social construction of organizational change in the 

restructuring of the finance sector is a joint effort of a dozen researchers within 

Helsinki School of Economics and Business Administration. The focus is on the 

interpretation of media texts on financial sector mergers, in particular between 

Finnish and Swedish companies. Methods of persuasion and legitimization are 

looked at as well as discourse and metaphors related to the mergers. The 

joking relationship between the Finns and the Swedes is a more general theme 

within the project, since this topic has not been fully explored in any discipline. 

An applied study on joking within two merging organizations from an 

organizational perspective would be of great interest. This work will hopefully 

help to underpin any such study.

The idea for the thesis on jokes and humour was strongly influenced by an 

article in Acta Sociológica 2000 (vol 43): Joking Relationships and National 

Identity in Scandinavia, by Peter Gundelach, a sociologist at the University of 

Copenhagen. His article was a source of inspiration and guide in the early 

phases of the work. While Gundelach has studied Danish-Swedish-Norwegian 

joking relationships, the present research concentrates on the Finnish-Swedish 

relationship from the Finnish perspective. The relationship is of special interest 

to a Finn because of the long common history and affinity between these two 

nations. A close relationship between the joking parties is a basic requirement 

for a joking relationship (Gundelach 2000, 115, Davies 1990, 41 ).

Humorous references to the Swedes are widespread among Finns. For 

example, in daily conversation, the term Uppsalan ekonomit (graduates in 

economics and business administration from the University in Uppsala) is used 

in Finland to describe Finnish students not accepted by Finnish Universities and 

compelled to obtain their degrees abroad. The underlying assumption is that 

getting into a Swedish university is easier and thus Finns at Swedish 

universities are an object of ridicule. The lack of research on humorous
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references to Swedes is surprising, since the phenomenon is extensive among 

Finns. Perhaps a measure of diplomacy has encouraged Finns to play down 

this derogatory (at first glance) and tasteless branch of their culture.

The present research does not attempt to explain the consequences - the 

issues that would require managerial attention - of joking between the Finns 

and Swedes within organizations. The significance of the relationship between 

the two nations within a single organization will be touched upon but this matter 

calls for further research. Management consultants have already grasped the 

meaning of humour within multinational organizations (see Ekwall and Karlsson 

1999, Lewis 1996). The primary goal of the present study is to place the 

collected jokes in a social and cultural context by analyzing them.

The primary questions addressed in this research were:

о What kind of jokes do Finns tell about Swedes? Why? 

о How is a joking relationship formed?

о What are the basic joke types? For example, why are stupidity-based jokes told 
about a certain group and not another?

1.3 How the research was conducted

The first step of the research was to conduct an extensive literature review of 

the different fields of science. Second, key terms and concepts related to the 

topic were identified. The terminology differs between the different fields, but the 

clearest and most appropriate terms to use in the research work were chosen.

A set of jokes in the Finnish-Swedish category was collected simultaneously 

with the literature review. Internet joke collections, books of jokes for 

schoolchildren (Fin. koululaisvitsit) and individuals acquainted with the author 

were sources for the jokes. The jokes, totalling 1400, were analysed on the 

basis of knowledge gained from previous research in several fields of science. 

The categorization and analysis called for a method derived by combining 

several sources. These are explained in chapter 4 on methodology and the 

analysis in chapter 5.

The study of spoken and informal language is challenging, since collection of 

such data calls for unorthodox, or challenging, methods and could result in an
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untypical sample. It is up to the researcher to decide when the sample is large 

enough. A certain saturation of the collection of jokes was noticed as nearly 

identical jokes were found and nearly all the jokes started to fit the categories 

drawn from the sample.

Further themes, such as nationalism and stereotypes, were also included 

because of their clear connection to both themes under research; the 

relationship between two countries and joking in general.

In the present study humour is examined from the perspective of several 

disciplines and the nature and definitions of jokes defined as a narrow part of 

several fields. Social/cultural anthropology was looked at, containing the 

grounding studies on joking relationships. Folkloristic theories and folklore have 

a strong interest in spoken narratives and categorization of folktales, jokes 

being a controversial type within this genre. A historical perspective on the 

Finnish study on jokes and jests explains the way this field has been studied 

within the past two centuries. Psychological material was reviewed to gain yet 

another perspective to jokes and their functions mainly on the individual level. 

Studies within social psychology offered explanations for the factors underlying 

feelings of nationalism and the need for safety, which are key components in a 

joking relationship between two nations. Some works concentrating on humour 

and jokes, covering several disciplines, were used extensively as sources.

Although jokes and jests express an individual’s worldview, the underlying 

structures are not necessarily changing in the way that fast-reacting, superficial 

phenomena, such as jokes, would suggest. It is therefore questionable whether 

the structures of a society, for example power relations, and deeper personal 

value judgements can be studied by analysing jokes and jests. Methodologically 

a combination of several disciplines on several layers of society and from 

different perspectives will yield better results. (Knuuttila, 1992, 190-191)

A comprehensive historical study on jokes would include data on the authorship 

and the audience, pointing out the social circles in which the humour thrives and 

even data on how the narratives find their way into orality - into daily 

conversation [Roodenburg in Bremmer & Roodenburg (eds) 1997]. Such 

information is rarely available even from present joking phenomena, but the
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more information is available the better an in-depth study can be made of the 

actual jokes and the humour act. This is not, though, the aim of the present 

study. Instead, this research concentrates on assembling a picture of the past 

research and applying it to the phenomena under study - the Finnish Swedish 

joking relationship.

1.4 Structure of the Study

This research began with the collation of a broad set of jokes that Finns tell 

about Swedes. The analysis of these jokes requires knowledge about past 

research on humour as well as a general picture of the Finnish-Swedish 

relationship. Chapter 2 concentrates on humour research within chosen fields of 

science. The Finnish-Swedish relationship is looked at in Chapter 3 and the 

methodology of the study is analysed in Chapter 4. Chapter 5 brings together 

the traditions of humour research and the background of the Finnish-Swedish 

relationship in an analysis of the research material.

In Chapter 2 the theories and studies on jokes and humour are reviewed within 

several fields of social science. The common history, covering economic, social 

and cultural aspects, is presented with reference to previous research within 

several disciplines in chapter 3. These factors are already touched upon in the 

review of humour research, since they are key elements in a joking relationship. 

Basic terminology is examined, key terms defined and previous research results 

combined in an attempt to form a coherent picture of the Finnish-Swedish 

relationship and joking patterns between these two countries.

A few studies concentrating solely on jokes are referred to in several parts of 

the present study. Their value is in combining and analysing the material from 

wide areas and helping the author with a limited knowledge in the fields. A 

critical perspective is adopted, since some of the research used as reference 

jumps to conclusions without much foundation. Humour is not seen as a serious 

topic and interpretations are sometimes made without proper explanations.

In the analysis, chapter 5, a number of jokes are looked at illustrating the 

categorization and mechanisms. This was done in the light of the literature 

review on humour research and the Finnish-Swedish relationship. The jokes 

chosen for analysis are not necessarily ‘good ones’, in other words selected on
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the basis of the perceived quality and amusement of the author. Instead they 

were chosen to explain and illustrate a certain point. Raskin (1985) admits to 

authoring jokes himself when a suitable one was not available. While this 

technique sounds questionable in a research study, the nature of jokes may 

justify it; a joke that works can be patched together and can have value as such. 

However, in this research jokes were not manufactured. In some cases two 

versions of clearly the same joke were combined to gain one ‘complete’ version, 

but the source of the joke was clearly indicated.
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2.0 REVIEW ON HUMOUR RESEARCH

There is no more dangerous literary symptom than a temptation to write 
about wit and humour. It indicates the total loss of both.

Bernard Shaw (in Eastman 1921, viii in Raskin 1985, 7)

Humour can be looked at in the light of numerous relations; it has a 

physiological as well as a psychological characteristic embedded. In addition 

the social relations in a humour act are of great interest. The situation in which a 

joke is told can include several hearers, the form in which the joke is 

communicated can vary and the situation does not require the participants to be 

in the same place. In fact, the humour is realized in the reaction of the hearer. 

The elements necessary are presented in the figure below.

Figure 2.1 Elements in a humour act

BUTT OF JOKE

HEARERTELLER

humour act - joke

In the Encyclopaedia Britannica1 humour is defined as ‘communication in which 

the stimulus produces amusement’.

Attempts have been made to analyse both the physiological causes and effects 

of humour and the ingredients to a successful humour act. These are reviewed 

in this chapter.

The physiological explanations of humour see it as a stimulus that causes the 

laughter reflex. However since reacting to a funny story causes an involuntary 

spontaneous reflex activity, without any utilitarian value, it cannot be compared 

with the other motor reflexes that aim to guarantee the survival of mankind.

1 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, http://www.eb.com ‘humour’ accessed 14 November 2000
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Therefore laughter is a unique ‘luxury’ reflex, with the sole purpose of providing 

relief from tension.2

Capturing a definition for humour has burdened psychologists, aestheticians, 

critics, writers, sociologists, orators and comedians for centuries (Raskin, 1985). 

Bremmer and Roodenburg add philosophers and anthropologists to the list of 

scholars (1997). Among the desperation of the scholars, Henri Bergson 

believed that sense could be found in the humorous: ...The comic spirit has a 

logic of its own, even in its wildest forms. It has a method in its madness’ 

(Bergson, 1899, 62 in Raskin 1985).

Pointing out a humorous event is easy for any individual, but trying to 

manufacture one is very demanding. The situational factors: the audience, the 

atmosphere etc. vary causing a change in the combination of factors that will 

produce a successful humour act (defined in chapter 2.4).

Humour is the only form of communication in which a stimulus on a high level of 

complexity produces a stereotyped, predictable response on the physiological 

reflex level. Thus the response can be used as an indicator for the presence of 

the elusive quality that is called humour.3

The nature of humour is often seen as malicious and therefore as an 

undesirable phenomenon. Ludovic! (in Raskin 1985, 10) believes that all 

laughter is based on despicable ‘superior adaptation’, on feeling superior to the 

object of laughter. Ludovici also blames the popularity of humour on the Anglo- 

Saxon race, among which laughter is held in high esteem while the negative 

aspects of joke telling and ridicule are overlooked.

According to Rapp (in Raskin 1985, 11) one of the great paradoxes in 

understanding humour is: while there is demonstrably something hostile and 

degraded in laughter, at the same time some types of laughter are full of charm 

and friendliness. He also points out that a good sense of humour is regarded 

highly as an admirable trait in an individual. The dual nature of joking is of great 

interest, since it can be seen as a curse and a blessing.

2 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, http://www.eb.com ‘humour’ accessed 14 November 2000
3 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, http://www.eb.com ‘humour’ accessed 14 November 2000
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2.1 Theories of humour -categorization

In this chapter both the general theories on jokes and the theories on ethnic 

humour are addressed. Both offer interesting insights to the present study. The 

categorization used within ethnic jokes, however, is more applicable to the 

situation where jokes about one particular nation are told.

Raskin classifies ethnic scripts into categories, based upon the semantic 

structure of ethnic jokes and the evoked scripts and oppositions: language 

distortion, dumbness, stinginess, craftiness, national superiority, non-standard 

scripts, smaller targeted groups, pseudo- and quasi-ethnic jokes and national 

superiority jokes. (1985, 180-221)

According to Davies there are two dominant types of ethnic jokes, ones where 

the object group, or butts of jokes, are depicted stupid, inept and ignorant and 

second, jokes where the object is portrayed as canny, calculating and craftily 

stingy. Jokes with these comic traits far outnumber jokes based upon any other 

traits ascribed to any group of people, whether ethnic group, nation, or regional 

minority. Davies concentrates on these two traits as the dominant ones, but 

writes also about the militarists and cowards and about eating ethnicity as a 

source for humour between ethnic groups. (1990)

In his analysis of jests as a part of worldview, a Finnish folklorist, Seppo 

Knuuttila classifies jests and jokes according to the underlying antagonistic 

associations and dialectic relationships (1985). The master-and-servant setting 

is caused by the disequilibrium of social relations sustaining critique and 

seeking ways around the control and questioning the power relationship. Class 

eros and ethnic eros are themes within the master-and-servant relationship. 

The erotic and sexual messages within humorous folklore express and make 

problematic deviance from the accustomed decent and indecent (ibid, 226-227). 

Stereotypical characterizations within the category of ethnicity describe the 

‘stranger’, or out-group person. Their conduct is completely and predictably 

determined by their belonging in the group in question. This, according to 

Knuuttila, is easily combined with the theory of superiority within humour - the 

prevailing power structure is reconstructed by expressing the stereotypes 

towards the group (ibid, 240).
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In her book on irony, Linda Hutcheon models functions of irony on a continuum, 

ranging from minimal affective change to maximal affective charge, from the 

perspective of the interpreter, not the ironist (1995, 46-56). The model can be 

applied to the functions of humour when looking at the underlying motives.

Figure 2.2 The functions of irony

maximal
<

charge
>

inclusionary AGGREGATIVE exclusionary
elitist

'in-groups'

corrective ASSAILING destructive
satiric aggressive

transgressive OPPOSITIONAL insulting
subversive offensive

non-dogmatic PROVISIONAL evasive
demystifying hypocritical

duplicitous

self-depriciating SELF-PROTECTIVE arrogant
ingratiating defensive

offering a new DISTANCING indifferent
perspective non-committal

humorous LUDIC irresponsible
playful trivializing
teasing reductive

complex COMPLICATING misleading
rich imprecise

ambiguous (+) ambiguous (-)

emphatic REINFORCING decorative
precise

minimal
< >

charge

subsidiary

Source: Hutcheon, 1995

In figure 2.2, Hutcheon organizes the functions of irony on a sliding scale, not 

arranged hierarchically but according to the amount of affective charge 

involved, the most benign at the lower end and the most contentious zones at 

the upper end. The left and right hand columns show the positive and negative 

articulations of the functions in question, since interpretations vary. (Hutcheon, 

1995, 46)

The ludic (relatively benign on the scale) function of irony can, according to 

Hutcheon, be interpreted as affectionate, benevolent teasing and hence 

associated with humour and wit. The scale of affective charge and the positive 

and negative interpretations can be more widely applied to the context of joke 

telling than the junction suggested by Hutcheon. Psychological mechanisms
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(explaining the effect of humour as a release of tension from the energy used to 

suppress the subconscious) as proposed by Freud and his adherents and the 

theory of Hobbes (explaining that humour is based upon hostility, superiority 

and malice) are parallel to Hutcheon’s model (see chapter 2.1.3 on psychology).

For the use of irony as a defence mechanism, the self-deprecating functions, 

Hutcheon gives an example of positive use by Canadians. The British and 

French colonial past and the United States-dominated present have caused the 

Canadians to resort to a self-deprecating use of irony to signal their reluctant 

modesty, their self-positioning (as marginalized and maybe self-marginalizing), 

their self-doubts, and possibly even their rejection of the need to presume or to 

assume superiority - against such overwhelming odds. On the negative side 

Hutcheon points out that self-deprecation can in fact be feigned arrogance or a 

defensive move, possibly ingratiating the hearer. (Hutcheon, 1995, 50)

2.2 Across social sciences

The literature on humour and jokes usually starts with a long list of disciplines 

and experts who have looked at the related issues from their perspective. In this 

chapter, four fields of science were chosen to be studied more carefully: 

folkloristic research, social psychology, psychology and social/cultural 

anthropology. The selection could have included many other perspectives but 

these seemed most relevant in respect to the phenomena under study. Another 

motive for this selection is the divergence among them; these fields of science 

included a wide variety of perspectives to humour research. Such a vast area is 

naturally a great challenge.

A glance at the research in philology or literature research could have been 

included as one of the areas under scrutiny, since language is the medium of 

joke telling as well as an important element in its content. General methods 

within these disciplines have been used to study structures of jokes, 

homonyms, metaphors and allusions as humorous means and the effect of 

repetition and exaggeration as well as parody and irony as stylistic means 

(Kinnunen, 1994, 11). These methods have, however, been adopted and 

applied in various if not all of the disciplines below. The works of Freud and 

Raskin for example are heavily indebted to these disciplines.
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In his introduction to a collection of writings on humour by Nordic social 

scientists, Ulf Palmenfelt lists four authors as classics in humour research 

(1996). Socrates claimed that an individual is ridiculed if he forgets the words of 

the Oracle of Delphi: know thyself, exaggerating his own worth. According to 

Aristotle the frightening is funny, as long as one knows it is not dangerous. 

Henry Bergson saw man as a spiritual creature who is amused when reminded 

of his materiality. The fourth classic, according to Bergson, is Sigmund Freud, 

who wrote that people laugh at jokes expressing repressed thoughts and 

feelings in their subconscious. These four authors are referred to in several 

passages of this research and they are the grounding theories for much of the 

later work within humour research.

Aristotle’s continuation to Poetics, On Comedy including a systematic analysis 

on jests and laughter has unfortunately not survived. However, his ideas on 

humour and its use can be reconstructed from various sources. In Rhetoric he 

makes a note on who should use what kind of humour: Some jokes are 

becoming to a gentleman, others are not; see that you choose such as become 

you. Irony better befits a gentleman than buffoonery; the ironical man jokes to 

amuse himself, the buffoon to amuse other people. (Bremmer 1997, 20)

Historical perspective shows us how the nature of humour changes from one 

period to another. These changes can provide us with important insights into 

the social and cultural developments of the past. However, the material 

analysed in chapter 4 is treated as a phenomenon of the present time. Access 

to older material is limited and it is beyond the scope of this research. The need 

to be politically correct seems to have decreased, making it easier today to 

research this delicate phenomenon (see Lehtimaja's comment in chapter 1.2.2).

Roodenburg (1997 in Bremmer & Roodenburg eds, 112-113) writes on the 

popularity of jest-books in 17th century Holland. The genre of jest-book attained 

its greatest popularity in the second half of that century. The universality of 

jokes proved an asset among the authors of these books in various European 

countries. Jokes were borrowed and translated from foreign jest-books. This 

indicates that the narratives included in the jest-books were not tied to local or 

national culture (ibid, 114). Roodenburg also assumes the primary audience of 

the jest-books to have been intellectuals, but the genre probably started to
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trickle down the social ladder and attract youth as its primary audience (ibid 

115).

2.2.1 Sociology

The initial idea for this research as well as many perspectives originate from an 

article by Peter Gundelach, a sociologist (2000). However, the key research 

done on humour and jokes has been done within other disciplines. Linguistics, 

psychology and study on folklore were the key areas contributing to the present 

study.

In recent sociological analysis, folklore - a particular song, story, or custom - 

constitutes more than a mere instance to be studied in a category with similar 

instances. Instead, contextual and performance analysis suggest that each 

instance should be studied as an event arising from the interaction between an 

individual and his social group fulfilling some function and satisfying a need of 

the performer as well as the audience.4

Davies questions whether ethnic jokes can be analyzed with sociological 

theories, e.g., functionalist or conflict sociology based upon the motives of 

anonymous inventors (1990, 137). This view is also adopted in this research. It 

seems pointless to analyze a single joke, including the joke teller’s biography, 

personality, his role in the community and additional details of the joke-telling 

situation and the characteristics of the audience. Because of the nature of joke 

telling as anonymous scripts, relieving strain and confirming the relationship 

between a joke-teller and a hearer, such an analysis does not describe the 

phenomenon under study.

Another critical perspective on sociologists analysing humour is offered by Henk 

Driessen (1997, 227). He claims that mainstream sociology lacks almost 

completely the qualities of playfulness, witticism, imagination and sense of 

cultural critique, necessary in detecting and analysing humour, while 

scrutinizing our everyday lives. Being an anthropologist himself, he also 

suggests that the very nature of anthropological research allows the researcher 

doing fieldwork to perceive humour as criticism.

4 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, http://www.eb.com ‘folklore’ accessed 6 August 2001
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The joking relationship can, nevertheless, be studied as a social relationship 

applying theories and research within sociology to the present study. A joking 

relationship is more carefully under scrutiny in chapter 2.5.

2.2.2 Folklore studies

Folklore is an articulator of the collective nature of a popular worldview; its 

traditional nature and locality (Knuuttila 1995). The cultural phenomena are not 

collective because of their generality, but general because of their collective 

nature (Durkheim in Knuuttila, 278).

Jokes, anecdotes and funny stories are a key area within the study on folklore. 

According to Knuuttila, the Finnish national comedy - Finnish humorists’ stories 

and songs, farcical films and television sketches, as well as jokes, anecdotes 

and funny stories Finns’ tell each other - is bound to language and the lived past 

(1997). The favourite themes are, according to Knuuttila, taboos in general plus 

sex, alcohol and religion. In the section covering the historical perspective of 

Finnish humour research, 2.4, it can be seen that the concentration on taboos 

has resulted in folklore studies overlooking the humorous tales in the stages of 

mapping the essence of Finnish cultural heritage and origins. The popular, even 

vulgar, style and content of these narratives lowered the value of the genre in 

the eyes of ‘true’ folklorists in the important early stages, which has left 

humorous narratives out of the original categories.

According to Räsänen (in Anttila 1997), the folklore in itself as well as the 

research on Finnish folklore have described and actively produced 

‘Finnishness’. The combination of the written and oral history of the nation and 

the psychological need to identify with its symbols and identity representations, 

such as institutions, flag etc., are key components of nationality. The 

predominant functionalist perspective within the study on folklore is criticized by 

Anttonen (in Kinnunen 1994, 7). In his study, he claims that although humour 

entertains and strengthens the norms and values within a community, it does 

not actually remove antagonism or reduce strains as functionalist theories within 

folklore suggest.
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2.2.3 Psychology

According to Raskin (1985, 30) most researchers of humour are psychologists; 

at least attempts to formulate a formal theory have been most frequent within 

this discipline. Hence, the strong influence on the following classification.

Psychologists have long attempted to explain the reasons why people are 

amused by script oppositeness, incongruity of the original story. The reaction 

occurs on the cognitive level and is explained by theories on incongruity.

In his survey of humour research, Raskin divides the theories of humour into 

three large classes: cognitive-perceptual, associated with incongruity; social- 

behavioural, with disparagement (belittling) and psychoanalytical, with 

suppression/repression, (c.f. Levine, Foss in Raskin 1985, 31) With this division 

Raskin formulates a synthesis of the numerous partial theories that all 

concentrate on one type of humour only.

The incongruity theory is founded in Kant’s (1790 in Raskin 1985, 31) passing 

remark ‘laughter is an affection arising from sudden transformation of a strained 

expectation into nothing.’ The theory underlines the importance of the element 

of surprise. In a joke the surprise is often delivered by what is known as the 

punch line (ibid, 33).

The second class of theories consists of humour based on hostility, superiority, 

malice, aggression, derision, or disparagement. The later researchers see 

themselves as followers of Thomas Hobbes, who wrote in 1650 (in Raskin. 

1985, 36):

‘The passion of laughter is nothing else but sudden glory arising from 
sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the 
infirmity of others, or with our own formerly: for men laugh at the follies of 
themselves past, when they come suddenly to remembrance, except they 
bring with them any present dishonour’

Plato, however, as early as the 4th century B.C. argued that malice or envy is 

the root of comic enjoyment and that we laugh at the misfortunes of others out 

of joy that we do not share them (Raskin, 1985, 36). Such an approach to 

humour can easily be used to explain joking as an undesired phenomenon.

The third group, the suppression/repression theories, include the following basic 

principle: laughter provides relief for mental, nervous and/or psychic energy and
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thus ensures homeostasis after a struggle, tension, strain, etc. This relief can be 

studied physiologically, psychologically, philosophically, psychoanalytically or 

more or less generally (Raskin 1985, 38). According to Mindess (in ibid, 39) sex 

and viciousness comprise the two categories we normally try to control, 

therefore they are the sources for the best laughs. A release of psychic energy, 

in this case a joke liberating us from an inhibition, is characteristic to this class.

Raskin concludes his division by connecting the three groups of humour 

research with his semantic theory and its components, reviewed in section 2.2 

(Raskin 1985, 40) ...the incongruity-based theories make a statement about the 

stimulus; the superiority theories characterize the relations and attitudes 

between the speaker and the hearer; and the release/relief theories comment 

on the feelings and psychology of the hearer only.

Freud produced a grounding theory on humour research from a psychological 

perspective, when he explained the relation of jokes to the subconscious (1976 

[1905]). Releasing some of the tension from the energy used to suppress the 

subconscious causes enjoyment in a situation an individual finds humorous.

Various aspects of intergroup behaviour have been widely studied by Tajfel 

(1981): the social context of attitudes and ideologies, the origins and functions 

of social stereotypes, the development of national and ethnic identities, the 

nature of prejudice and the psychology of minority groups. The theories and 

studies within social psychology offer valuable insights to the present study, but 

do not address the joking phenomenon directly.

In a compilation book from a conference on social psychology, Lyons and 

Breakwell note that the events in the early 90s in Europe caused a resurgence 

of nationalist feelings, sometimes leading to intergroup conflicts, wars, or 

strengthening of racist feelings (in Breakwell & Lyons (eds) 1996, 6). Jokes are 

a less drastic channel to express such feelings.

An interesting article in the field of social psychology makes an attempt to map 

the grounding motives in the national identification of an individual (Anttila, 

1997). Social representations, interpretations by an individual of the surrounding 

world, construct a collective consciousness, which in turn reinforces the views 

of the individuals belonging to this group (Anttila 1993, 108). The idea of
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national identities as social constructions is also touched upon in the chapter 

covering the Finnish-Swedish relationship (see chapter 3).

2.2.4 Social/Cultural Anthropology

Anthropology is literally the study of man. The early concentration on physical 

features has been complemented with ethnology, including the development of 

technical skills, social organization, religion and other aspects of culture, 

linguistics, folklore and ethnography, studying the geographic distribution of 

races and peoples. (Stamp (ed), 1966)

The terms social and cultural anthropology are closely related. In Helsinki 

University these two subjects have a shared department and the two different 

areas of study are explained by their roots, the social anthropology originating 

as a part of the faculty of Social Sciences and cultural anthropology as a part of 

the faculty of Arts, being originally called general ethnology.5 However, the 

studies conducted in modern social/cultural anthropology concentrate more on 

modern societies than traditionally. The studies on original, and from our 

perspective somewhat exotic, cultures and nations have provided grounding 

theories for humour research. Two classic articles The Joking Relationship 

(1940) and A further note on Joking relationships (1949) were written by A.R. 

Radcliffe-Brown based upon his anthropological studies (Kinnunen 1994, 9; 

Knuuttila 1990 64-65; Driessen 1997, 232; Gundelach 2000).

Driessen (1997, 227) suggests that anthropology in general shares with humour 

the basic strategy of defamiliarization:

...common sense is disrupted, the unexpected is evoked, familiar subjects 
are situated in unfamiliar, or even shocking, contexts in order to make the 
audience or readership conscious of their own cultural assumptions, 
prejudices and differences. (Marcus and Fischerin Driessen, 1997)

Anthropological studies within a group under scrutiny often capture 

spontaneous humour in communication situations. The main interest of joking 

relationships has been to gain knowledge of kinship within tribal communities. 

The humorous material has been a by-product. Anthropological research 

concentrating on humour has focused on institutional joking relationships, ritual

5 http://www.helsinki.fi/hum/antropologia/esipuh97.html Accessed 11.9.2001
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clownery, trickster-characters in folktales and mockery related to religious rites. 

(Kinnunen 1994, 8-10)

Eeva-Liisa Kinnunen, a folklorist, distinguishes two trends within the traditions of 

anthropological research. First, as in folklore, a functionalist perspective is 

dominant. Joking is seen to be strengthening the prevailing relationships within 

the society, by reinforcing the existing hierarchies, repelling conflicts or 

discharging built-up aggression in a way not harmful to the society. The second 

trend is to see humour as an opposing force to the prevailing conditions. This 

trend is closely related to Mihail Bahtin’s conceptions on the culture of a 

carnival. He suggests that instead of questioning the norms of a society, the 

reckless behaviour in a carnival actually reinforces them. Umberto Eco does not 

see carnival as a true rebellion but as reminding and validating the rules within 

a society. (Ibid, 10-11)

Anthropological research accentuates the realist perspective on the study on 

groups, looking at culture and its values as learned and emphasizing the 

underlying stereotypical characterizations.

2.3 Semantic mechanisms in humour: a linguistic approach

Victor Raskin attempts to construct a formal semantic theory of verbal humour, 

in other words a set of semantic properties that the text possesses that makes it 

recognizable as a joke. The division of jokes into verbal and non-verbal, used 

by Raskin, is not used in the present study. All of the material analysed is 

verbal, constructed by words and including a text, and the word verbal used for 

spoken jokes (versus written jokes). The semantic theory of Raskin included a 

survey on literature regarding humour and its various aspects. He points out 

that no formal theory of humour has been proposed. (Raskin 1985, 59)
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Figure 2.3 Schematical representation of a humour act

Lexicon Situation

SPEAKER HEARER

Psychology Psychology

Selector

Mode

Experience Shared Experience

Source: Raskin 1985

Raskin’s schematic representation of the interaction in verbal jokes is presented 

in figure 2.3. The speaker’s and the hearer’s knowledge of the language 

enables them to use a certain set of scripts, in the form of an internalized 

lexicon, a set of words, of their native language. The number of significant and 

relevant scripts is first narrowed down by the experience (both individual and 

shared), then by the text itself and by the situation. The selection goes further 

with the influence of the society; some scripts are more readily available to the 

speaker and the hearer. The society and the participants’ psychologies then 

affect the mode-switching mechanism; the speaker and the hearer need to be 

‘tuned in’ to humour as the mode of communication being used. (Raskin, 1985, 

129-131, 15)

The humour act is a simplification of an individual occurrence of a funny 

stimulus. Three factors are necessary (ibid, 3-5):

(1) Human participants in the act, in cases of verbal (constructed by words) 

humour, the speaker and one or more hearers. The speaker can be replaced by 

the writer, radio, television or any substitute source. There may perhaps only be 

one human participant in a humour act, since the laughter defines the situation. 

Therefore the actors in a humour act are the speaker (human or non-human) 

and the hearer.

27



(2) Something must happen. A new stimulus should be presented and 

responded to humorously.

Most researchers of humour agree that laughable objects may not have 

common characteristics (Monro, 1951, 15 in Raskin 1985, 4) among different 

audiences. The stimulus and the human participant(s) are the factors that 

create the humour.

The following conditions also influence the humour act, but not necessarily 

independently:

a. Since one’s sense of humour and the things found humorous change and 
evolve during a person’s life, experience is a factor in the stimulus.
b. The psychological type of the person engaging in a humour act also 
influences the degree of the individual’s predispositions to humour in a given 
situation. Raskin uses the term psychology for this factor.
c. The physical environment serves as one of the most important contextual 
factors of the humour act. The situational context, abbreviated as situation, 
denotes the factor of the humour act.

(3) Every humour act occurs within a certain culture, which belongs to a 

certain society. There are ‘universal jokes’, but shared social values, norms, etc. 

make humour much more effective. Raskin uses the term society for this 

phenomenon.

Based upon these functions Raskin comes up with a formula of the humour act 

HU as a function of the above listed factors (1985, p. 3-11).

(1) HU (S, H, ST, E, P, SI, SO)=X, where X=F or X=U, standing for FUNNY 
or UNFUNNY

speaker S, hearer H. the stimulus ST, the experience E, the psychology P, the 
situation SI, society SO

In a successful humour act, X=F; when a joke falls flat and in similar unfortunate 

situations X=U. A continuous version of the function, with X varying from 0 (U) 

to 1 (F) will, of course, be more flexible since it can estimate the degree of 

funniness, given all the determining factors. However, (1) obviously needs more 

refinement even if left discrete. Whose experience, psychology and society are 

involved in (1)? Apparently, they belong to the hearer since he provides the 

laughter and, therefore, is really indispensable for the humour act. Therefore 

Raskin suggests a further formula:

(2) HU (S, H, ST, Eh, Ph, SI, SOh) = X
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Raskin goes further with his analysis of a formula for the humour act to cover 

solely verbal situations by adding a text to the influencing factors (by the term 

verbal, Raskin refers to a joke constructed by words and including a text).

(3) VJ (S, H, T, Es, Eh, Es,h, Rs, Ph, si, SOs,h) = F

An analysis using Raskin’s formula applies to an in-depth analysis of a single 

joke telling situation and hence, is not applicable in the present study. The 

formula’s value is in its’ attempt to consider all of the factors influencing the 

semantics of a successful joke. The formula could be utilized in a study, 

exploring the Finnish-Swedish jokes as a performance in a joke telling situation, 

in which one Finn tells another a joke about Swedes.

Raskin refers to several authors as he looks for a set of conditions for humour 

(Raskin, 1985, p.12). The accompanying factors, while not obligatory, are likely 

to be there when humour takes place. Freud (1905, 282-285) has come up with 

a list of six such accompanying factors, or predispositions - positive and 

negative - for humour:

(a) “The most favourable condition for the production of comic pleasure is a 
generally cheerful mood in which one is ‘inclined to laugh...’
(b) A similar favourable effect is produced by an expectation of the comic, by 
being attuned to comic pleasure.

(c) Unfavourable conditions for the comic arise from the kind of mental activity 
with which a particular person is occupied at the moment.
(d) The opportunity for the release of comic pleasure disappears too, if the 
attention is focused precisely on the comparison from which the comic may 
emerge...
(e) The comic is greatly interfered with if the situation from which it ought to 
develop gives rise at the same time to a release of strong affect...
(f) ...the generating of comic pleasure can be encouraged by any other 
pleasurable accompanying circumstance...”

2.4 Ethnic humour - humour between nations

Raskin compares the capability to understand and use ethnic humour with 

encyclopaedic knowledge. The specific scripts and oppositions have to be 

internalized by the speakers and the hearers of these jokes. Still the 

stereotypes that they capture are at their best crude approximations of reality. 

(Raskin, 1985, 180)
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The differences and similarities between ethnic jokes worldwide are extensively 

researched by Davies (1990). In his text Finns are mentioned in two 

conjunctions, the jokes about the canny laihians (a small municipality) and 

Finns as stupid butts, objects, of Swedish jokes. Davies concentrates on jokes 

about ethnic minorities (by the majority within a society), which makes the 

analysis less applicable to the present study. However, the ideas he brings 

forward are interesting when looking at the Finnish-Swedish joking relationship. 

Caution will be used when utilizing the ideas on ethnic humour, because of the 

underlying differences.

Davies divides ethnic humour into three different types: 1) stupidity-based jokes, 

where the butt is considered stupid; 2) jokes where the butt is seem as canny or 

shrewd; and 3) jokes indicating different values between the joke-teller and the 

butt of the joke (1990).

In the present study the most applicable ideas from Davies’ research will be 

discussed in the Finnish-Swedish joking relationship. Since only a limited 

amount of research has been done in this area, Davies’ theories are a dominant 

reference.

According to Davies, there are two major underlying reasons for one group 

telling jokes about another, usually a minority group, in which the characteristic 

mocked is stupidity (1990, 82). The first is experienced superiority of the joke- 

teller in relation to the butt, who allegedly fails to manage in an open and 

competitive system. The other is the opposite, in other words the joke-tellers 

feel inferior because of a powerful position of the butts within the society.

Ethnic jokes about stupidity are the most widespread of ethnic jokes. Each 
nation has its own local butt of these jokes. In almost every case the butts 
of the jokes are very similar people to those who tell the jokes about them. 
They are not alien strangers but familiar neighbours, provincials, or long- 
established immigrants, people ‘almost like us’. They tend to live on the 
geographical, cultural, linguistic, or religious periphery of a society and 
appear to the dominant people at the centre to be backward and provincial, 
or a comically ambiguous people from the interface between two cultures. 
(Davies 1990, 82)

The rules about who gets called what and why are studied by Davies (ibid). The 

quality that is pinned on the butt of the joke originates from the joke-tellers own 

group and it seems to be enduring, in other words the Scots are called canny
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although many joke-tellers have no idea that these jokes originated in the 

Calvinist roots and identity of the Scots in combination with their business 

acumen, ambition and frugality (ibid, 113).

Davies believes that language is a reason for Swedes telling jokes about stupid 

Finns and Norwegians (see section 1.2.2). He maintains that the Finns tell 

similar jokes about the Karelians (ibid, 40-56). One of the explaining reasons is 

that the two ethnic groups are linguistically closely related (the case with 

Sweden and Norway). Another reason can be that the two groups are otherwise 

closely culturally linked, but one has an exotic language of its own (the 

relationship between Scandinavia and Finland).

Davies analyses the relationships, taking into account the factors in the table 

(2.1) below (ibid, 52-53). Only a selected part of the original table is presented 

here.

Table 2.1 Ethnic Jokes and Language

Country
where
jokes are
told
about
allegedly
stupid
groups

Language
of
joke-
tellers

Group 
alleged to 
be stupid 
in jokes

Language or 
languages 
spoken by the 
butt of the 
jokes

Nature of the relationship between the 
language of the joke-teller and that of their 
butts

Finland Finnish Karelians Finnish
(Russian
influence)

The butt of the joke is a group on a linguistic 
boundary speaking a version of the joke- 
tellers' language that shows foreign 
influence.

Sweden Swedish
(only)

Finns -Finnish (main) 
-Swedish 
Officially 
bilingual

The butts of the jokes are in an officially 
bilingual country. They are in a majority in 
their own country or area but the joke- 
tellers' language has a stronger external 
base.

Sweden Swedish Norway Norwegian The butts of the jokes live in an adjoining 
country and speak a closely related 
language that is largely intelligible to the 
joke-tellers.

Source: Davies 1990, 52-53.

Language is of great importance in relationships between two close nations 

(Davies, 1990, 55). The dominant nation sees the butts of the jokes in an 

ambiguous, non-threatening position, which creates comic situations and hence 

jokes. The objects constitute an anomaly that can be dismissed as a joke and
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through the use of jokes (ibid). The joke-tellers see the butts as poor imitations 

of themselves instead of trying to create a hostile superiority - condescension 

relationship.

Somehow it seems, however, that we have been unable to create a good 
many jokes about the Scandinavian neighbours. Maybe it is partly due to 
the language barrier. Most of the Finns never really understood what the 
Swedes and the Norwegians were saying in their own languages and this is 
why we could not ridicule them in the same way as the Russians and 
Karelian salesmen who spoke Finnish but very bad Finnish.- Lauri 
Lehtimaja, 1979 in Davies 1990, 56.

According to Davies the Swedes have a dominant position in Scandinavia, 

since their language has been established longer than Norwegian and it is more 

homogenous (1990, 56).

This analysis, however, seems obsolete and the script of a Karelian salesman 

(in Finnish laukkuryssä, a Russian with a suitcase in a detesting tone) is not 

well known in today’s Finland. The relationships between Finland, Sweden and 

Russia have changed dramatically with political developments, Finland and 

Sweden becoming members of the European Union and the Soviet Union 

collapsing and re-emerging as Russia. These developments can be seen in the 

jokes of today’s Finland, analyzed in chapter 5.

2.5 Joking relationship

An extended version of Radcliffe-Brown’s classical definition for a joking 

relationship is proposed by Driessen (1997, 232):

A joking relationship may be defined as patterned playful behaviour 
between two persons (sometimes groups) in which one is by custom 
permitted (sometimes obliged) to tease or make fun of the other, who must 
take no offence.

The relationship combines friendliness and hostility and is therefore a delicate 

balancing act between the partners. As argued by Apte (in Gundelach, 2000), 

an analysis of jokes and joking relationships can be studied solely as one form 

of social relationship, disregarding the previously dominant functional-structural 

theory. He suggests three factors for joking relationships within industrialized 

societies: 1) the joke-teller and the butt of the joke are related by some kind of 

structure of social relationship; 2) the joking relationship is relatively permanent;
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and 3) joking relationships ‘help define and redefine the boundaries of socially 

differentiated groups’.

Figure 2.4 Joking relationship / Elements in a humour act

BUTT OF JOKE

ARE THESE SIMILAR ?

HEARERTELLER

humour act - joke

Both social and cultural meanings are embedded in humour. Eeva-Liisa 

Kinnunen suggests that, in a situation where humour is used, the ‘social level’ 

portrays the values and attitudes of the participants in this specific joke-telling 

situation. The ‘cultural level’ on the other hand addresses a higher abstraction 

level: the general values, norms and ideals of the participants. The cultural level 

is then related to the content of the humour and jokes. (Kinnunen 1994, 95)

Adapting figure 2.4 to the levels suggested by Kinnunen, the relationship 

between the teller and the hearer is on the social level and the relationships 

between the joke teller and the butt of the joke and between the hearer and the 

butt of the joke are on the cultural level (see also Chapter 4, Methodology). 

Kinnunen introduces an interesting example, where Basson studied the joking 

of western Apache Indians (ibid, 95). The Indians made fun of white people by 

imitating their behaviour and speech. Since this was considered dangerous, the 

company in which the jokes were told had to be chosen carefully. The 

relationship of the people between whom the jokes were told, or performed, 

needed to be a strong, long-held friendship. The joking relationship was then an 

expression of a proven friendship on the social level. On the cultural level, the 

humour expressed the attitude of the Indians towards the white people’s 

behaviour and hence also towards themselves.
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People tell jokes about subjects salient to them (Goldstein, Suls, Anthony 1972 

In Davies 1990, 2) and therefore a rise in the awareness and assertion of 

ethnicity, such as took place in the ‘ethnic revival’ of the 1960s and 1970s, is 

inevitably followed by a boom in ethnic jokes (Apte 1985, 109 in Davies 1990, 

2). According to Davies the popularity of ethnic jokes fluctuates simultaneously 

with the overall importance of ethnicity as a social category (1990, 2).

Since fairly similar ethnic jokes are told around the world Davies examines the 

orderly patterns that underlie the multiplicity of ethnic jokes trying to find tacit 

‘rules’ that promote or inhibit a joking relationship between ethnic groups (1990, 

2). The basis for ethnic humour and humour between nations differs according 

to how individuals relate to the ethnic group or nation on a psychological level. 

Belonging produces feelings of continuity, place and belonging/sharing, which 

bring about a psychological feeling of security (Anttila, 1997, 91)

Davies also lists the key dichotomies (divisions) that can systematically be 

applied to the relationship between the joke-tellers and the butts (table 2.2) 

(1990, 83). Jokes about stupidity can, in principle, be told about any group by 

any other group. In practise, this is not true. A certain quality (e.g., stupidity or 

canniness) is exported from one’s own group and pinned on some other ethnic 

group, and not others (ibid, 40). These jokes spread around sets of groups, 

following the existing pattern.

Table 2.2 The Key Dichotomies

Joke-tellers Butts

Center Periphery

Dominant culture Derivative culture

Urban Rural

Skilled Unskilled

White-collar Blue-collar

Mobile, innovative Stable, static

Competition Monopoly

Marketplace success Party power

Source: Davies 1990, 83
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The joking situation questions the prevailing power relations, with the traditional 

example of master-servant jokes. In the jokes of one nation about another one 

the picture of oneself and the other are combined as a mixture of history, 

economy, personal experiences and prejudices. The personal experiences 

cannot be analyzed, but public opinions and stereotypes become obvious when 

looking at a set of nationality-jokes. These can then be examined in light of the 

common background of the two nations. These are discussed in the chapter on 

the Finnish-Swedish relationship.

2.6 National stereotypes

Stereotype: A preconceived and oversimplified idea of the characteristics 
which typify a person, situation, etc.; an attitude based on such a 
preconception. Also, a person who appears to conform closely to the idea 
of a type.6

In his article Peter Gundelach (2000) claims that commonly held national 

stereotypes among Scandinavians form one basis for the construction of 

national identity. ‘Stereotypes are shared cultural descriptions of social groups, 

and jokes are one of the narrative forms that the Scandinavians use among 

themselves when they describe what is typically Danish, Norwegian or 

Swedish'.

According to Billig national stereotypes are a part of banal nationalism; related 

to everyday life and constructed and reproduced through it (in Gundelach, 

2000). This contradicts with the idea of nationalism as belonging only to the 

early phases of national development and not evident in contemporary Western 

societies, proposed for example by Giddens (in ibid). Gundelach notes that 

similar characteristics prevail within banal nationalism as within passionate 

nationalism:

1 the nation is an important social characteristic and forms a meaningful part of 
the individual’s identity

2 one’s own nation is superior to other nations

Davies points out that stereotypes and comic scripts in ethnic jokes do not 

necessarily correspond to each other (1990, 7). He suggests that there are 

many ethnic stereotypes with serious consequences, which have not generated

6 www.oed.com Oxford English dictionary Online >stereotype< Accessed 10.9.2001
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jokes. He also notes that if the script of the joke and ethnic stereotype do 

actually match each other, the person laughing at the joke might not subscribe 

to the stereotype. Interpretations of humorous statements vary radically and the 

hearer might not, for example, be laughing at the joke in itself, but see it as a 

satire on the stereotype (Middleton in Davies 1990, 7).

According to Virtanen (1994, 41), stereotypical beliefs are often characterized 

as defence mechanisms, protecting against knowing or understanding the 

object. Nevertheless, the stereotypes should not be taken too literally, since 

they are merely a framework used to simplify everyday thought processing. The 

individuals holding a stereotype, noticed by Virtanen in her interviews on 

everyday beliefs, often took them with humour and told a joke that went along 

and enlightened the stereotype in question. She also notes that there are also 

individual ingredients, generalizations, in stereotypes that are not necessarily 

shared with the social group. The social stereotypes are held by the other 

members of the group as well (Virtanen, 1994). Tajfel notes that stereotypes are 

commonly, but not necessarily, accompanied by prejudice - favourable or 

unfavourable predispositions towards any member of the category in question 

(Stallybrass in Tajfel, 1981, 143).

The Finnish stereotypes on Swedes are discussed in chapter 3.5.1 on Credo - 

Finnish everyday beliefs.

2.7 Characteristics of a joke

In his study on verbal humour, Raskin uses the word humour as a general term 

denoting ‘the funny’, ‘the ludicrous’, ‘the comic and ‘the laughable’. He uses the 

term joke to denote a single humorous text. (Raskin 1985, 28)

According to Davies jokes are by nature authorless, they are circulated 

anonymously and adjusted to varying situations; therefore it is pointless to look 

for motives, purposes and feelings of a single author (Davies, 1990, 3). The 

situations and purposes vary and jokes are self-contained, in other words not 

tied to any specific audience, place or teller (ibid). Jokes can hence be studied 

as a phenomenon between two nations, disregarding the actual joke-telling 

situation.
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Looking at traditional genres on humorous tales a number of common factors 

can be found in jests and jokes especially when looking at the means of the 

comic. There are also many differentiating factors. A joke is principally shorter 

than a jest and unlike a jest it is not tied to a certain place or time. A jest is a 

story, whereas a joke can be in the form of a saying, a riddle, a poem, a pun, 

etc. Both in fairytales and jokes animals talk, logic is twisted in every way, 

supernatural events and creatures are presented as self-evident and heaven 

and hell are recurring scenes of events. Using the encapsulation of Sigfried 

Neumann (in Knuuttila, 1992, 130), a jest lives from events and a joke from 

language and the possibilities presented by it (Knuuttila 1992, 130).

Raskin makes a division between unintended and intended humour (1985, 27). 

While the former occurs when someone says something (or something 

happens) that the observer finds funny in ways unexpected by the speaker, the 

latter includes an intentional effort to be funny. In this research the focus is on 

intended humour since jokes fall within this category.

Alan Dundes has studied the waves of verbal jokes and especially their cyclical 

nature (in Knuuttila, 1992, 131). He has examined the factors causing sudden 

popularity of absurd jokes and what causes these waves to die out as fast as 

they came about. Dundes suggests a general principle of examining the 

surrounding phenomena in the world and comparing how the jokes and the 

reality reflect each other.

2.7.1 Structure and techniques of a joke

Laconism, limiting the joke to the essentials, is a characteristic technique in 

verbal jokes. Trimmed to the leanest, the story usually includes two structural 

parts: an introduction and a point. The idea, the wit that attracts the 

hearer/reader by enabling him/her to ‘get it', is concentrated in the latter. Telling 

jokes is an up tempo exercise, which often is mixed in with other expression 

and speech. In fact, words are only one way to communicate a joke - it can be 

expressed as a deed, picture, facial expression and gesture. (Knuuttila, 1992, 

130)

While a well-told, funny story or jest interests a hearer time and again, jokes - 

especially when based upon a surprise - can be told only once. Old jokes and
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those who repeat the same jokes time after time are not popular. Besides, a 

standard part of telling a joke is asking whether 'you’ve heard this one before’. If 

the reply is yes, the joke telling is discontinued (and possibly the situation 

moves straight to laughter). (Knuuttila, 1992, 130)

2.7.2 Script oppositeness

Ambiguity and incongruity are key elements in most jokes, for they depend on 

the teller playing with hidden meanings that are revealed during the course of 

the joke in an unforeseen way (Davies 1990, 7). A joke teller might start telling a 

joke as a mundane story or a question and then the sudden punch line switches 

the joke into a radically different script.

Although the term script has been used earlier in this research, a more precise 

definition of the term needs to be made because of its salience within the 

present study. In several passages of this study, script is used in connection to 

Raskin’s study (1985), a linguist himself. Adjacent terms within fields, such as 

psychology, sociology and anthropology are: schema, frame, and daemon. 

Raskin himself defines script in the following way (ibid, 86):

The script is a large chunk of semantic information surrounding the word or 
evoked by it. The script is a cognitive structure internalised by the native 
speaker and it represents the native speaker’s knowledge of a small part of 
the world. Every speaker has internalised a large repertoire of scripts of 
‘common sense’, which represents his/her knowledge of certain routines, 
standard procedures, basic situations, etc., for instance, the knowledge of 
what people do in certain situations, how they do it, in what order, etc. 
Beyond the scripts of ‘common sense’ every native speaker may, and 
usually does, have individual scripts which the speaker shares with a 
certain group, e.g., family, neighbours, colleagues, etc...

Eeva-Liisa Kinnunen refers to several works on the structuring of a cultural 

world-view (e.g., by Siikala, 1984; by Quinn & Holland, 1987; and by Apo, 1986) 

in her licentiate work (1994, 96). These are closely related to the term script in 

Raskin’s work. Siikala (in Kinnunen, 1994), for example, suggests that cultural 

awareness - the knowledge of the surrounding culture and its ways of 

functioning and constructing - that an individual possesses forms structures of 

expectation, culture-bound expectations of how things ‘should go’. According to 

Quinn & Holland (in ibid) the cultural patterns frame the experiences of an 

individual and produce interpretations and conclusions regarding these
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experiences. All of these are a part of the cognitive systems, steering and 

structuring the knowledge, speech and behaviour of an individual.

A basic technique of formulating jokes according to Knuuttila (1992, 131) is to 

combine elements that do not belong together: concepts, things, creatures, 

languages and signs. This can be illustrated as a simple semiotic picture of the 

yes and no - opposition, where admitting actually means denying and vice 

versa. In this illustration ‘NO’ is more qualitative but less quantitative than ‘YES’ 

(figure 2.5). Raskin addresses the same phenomenon as an opposition 

between two scripts within a joke (see chapter on script oppositeness 2.7.2)

Figure 2.5 Semiotic Representation of the Yes/No Opposition

yes yes yesyes
yesyes yes yes yes
yes yes yes yes yes
yes yes yes yes yes
yes yes yes yes yes
yes yes yes yes yes
yes yesyes yes yes
yes yes yesyes

Source: Knuutila, 1992

In relation to the unexpected elements described above, Leacock (in Raskin 

1985, 41) believed that ‘a typical joke proceeds from a hypothesis - let it be 

granted that so and so: then in such and such circumstances an absurd result 

follows... In other words a joke is a sort of syllogism [conclusion] with a major 

proposition as its hypotheses.

2.7.3 A humour act in a verbal situation /Verbal Humour

A humour act is often analysed as a situation in which a teller verbalizes a joke 

to a certain hearer. The relationship between these two, the situation, the butt of 

the joke, etc. can therefore be analyzed. Dell Hymes [in Ben-Amos and 

Goldstein (eds.), 1975] has created a method for thoroughly analysing the 

components in a verbal situation. These components are also valid for 

analysing a humour act if the necessary situation and its nuances can be 

captured.
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The Components of a Speech Act, by Dell Hymes
1. Settings

- time, place, type of situation

2. Participants
- tellers, hearers

3. Goals
- for all participants
- for a single participant

4. Speech acts and their composition

- content and form of the message
5. The key of the speech act
6. Means

- speech, singing
7. Norms

- norms of the interaction
- norms of interpretation

8. Genre of tradition (genre of discourse)

The shortcoming of this type of analysis for this research is that the speaker and 

the hearer are not necessarily in the same place when the joke is told - the 

situation cannot be analysed as a single moment in time. Still the speaker can 

anticipate the settings in which the joke will most likely be heard. The websites 

where jokes are collected are aimed at a certain population and visitors have 

some expectations of the content. The jokes sent by e-mail are often sent to a 

group of friends and not to a random crowd within a company for example. The 

speaker, in these cases the sender of the jokes, does have knowledge of the 

audience and even the type of situation in which they might read the joke.

The privacy, when working with one’s own PC, might affect the vulgarity or 

hidden, unwanted nature of the jokes. A prejudiced or tasteless ethnic joke 

spread via e-mail to even a limited crowd would be a daring move in a 

multinational organization. The same applies for risqué pictures on the web.

2.8 Categorization

Several different techniques and methods are adopted when categorizing jokes 

(Kinnunen, 1994, 86). In this chapter a few of them are introduced. A
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combination of techniques is often used, since the combination of elements 

calls for varying techniques.

Linguists have categorized verbal humour according to linguistic techniques. 

According to Chiaro (in Kinnunen 1994, 86) categories distinguished are, for 

example, graphological, illustrated, phonologic, lexical, syntactic, and humour 

related to conversational rules. Another categorization done by Norrick (in ibid) 

divides humour according to its function in a conversation. Categories are then 

humour organizing the conversation, humour organizing the relationships 

between individuals and humour with meta-linguistic functions. Literature 

researchers have defined categories within humour on a stylistic basis. Such 

categories are humour with an ironic, satiric, or parodie style (ibid). Irony is 

perhaps the most difficult category to analyse, since the apparent direction of 

what is being said and the true intention of the speaker are in conflict. In her 

own work, Eeva-Liisa Kinnunen has categorized the material by the form of the 

humour, theme, object and discourse characteristics (ibid, 90).

According to Raskin (1985, 207) a joke is truly ethnic, within which category the 

Finnish-Swedish jokes fall, if it fulfils the following criterion:

о the main opposition or one of the joke’s oppositions involves at least one truly 
ethnic script

о the removal of the evoked ethnic script renders the joke incomprehensible

о the collective nature - the joke treats the individuals involved in it solely and 
entirely as members of the targeted ethnic group

о interchangeability - the targeted ethnic group may be substituted for only by 
another ethnic group which shares the evoked ethnic script with it

2.9 Story, jest, joke - a historical perspective in Finnish 
humour research

The study of cultural history has always been influenced by the value judgement 

of the subjects under research. The great traditions - e.g. movements of 

thought, periods of a certain style - have outweighed the genres of folklore; the 

small traditions. Writing ethnography is therefore influenced by choices, value 

judgement and interpretation, leaving vast areas uncovered. (Knuuttila, 1992, 

125)
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The Finnish word for jest, kasku, is borrowed from the Russian word skazka, 

fairytale, myth, story. This confusion in terminology has made even the 

categorization difficult. Categorization has been a key practise regardless of 

cultural theory. In the folklore studies research in the 19th century, a jest or a 

joke were not even recognized as material to be covered. The only references 

to these kinds of elements were made when inappropriate material was to be 

separated from actual fairytales. These elements, ruined by the comic, were not 

seen as serving the past of the nation and its mythology in any way. (Knuuttila, 

1992, 126)

E.A. Nylander, a representative of the famous Finnish folkloristic theory - the 

geographical-historical school of thought - was collecting folklore in the Finnish 

Häme locality in 1850-51. He spent a day in a small village, Teuvu, having 

heard that a number of songs and stories could be found there. But all he heard 

were ‘obscene and vulgar stories’ that he said are found in every place in large 

numbers. Scholars disregarded and did not collect such stories. In fact two 

different purposes were found for the real stories and the ones that included 

comic elements. In the introduction to his doctoral thesis Kaarle Krohn, the best- 

known scholar of the geographical-historical school, wrote in 1887:

A funny story and a fairytale are two genres of narratives, which differ from 
each other in a very basic way. A fairytale always brings out a flow of 
events that it contains and in which the ‘knot’is tied and opened again...
The content of a real fairytale is always of a serious kind; comic aspects are 
rare additional decorations. The purpose of a fairytale is to be uplifting... A 
funny tale on the contrary is meant to entertain and not to uplift; it does not 
belong in the field of pure illustrative might but in that of witty remarks and 
laughable subjects...

For long thereafter jests and jokes were regarded as sub-genres of fairytales 

(Knuuttila 1992, 127). The clear hierarchy between the uplifting and the 

entertaining prevailed during the last century although fairytales have become 

rare whereas humorous tales flourish everywhere.

The much earlier division into ‘polite’ and ‘folk humour’ in 17th century Europe is 

noted by Bremmer and Roodenburg (1997, 8). Certain subjects had to be 

protected from jests, e.g. the Church and the State. Burke (in Bremmer & 

Roodenburg, 7) notes a reduction of comic areas, occasions and settings; the 

clergy and ladies and gentlemen could no longer participate in certain kinds of
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humour, at least in public (ibid 7). This prevented collection of jests and jokes 

and discouraged scholars’ analysis on the subject since the topic was not 

regarded as uplifting.

As a genre within folklore a jest can be defined as a verbal performance based 

upon traditional forms, building from a state of things found humorous, an event 

or a relationship characterized by a concrete nature and simplicity of content. 

The concrete nature means that the subject matters are tied to the 

circumstances and experiences of the tellers and the hearers. The simplicity 

refers to the narrative elements of the jest: they are for the most part short 

(usually a single episode and rarely more than three), concentrating on the 

essential part of the message and drastic in their attitudes (e.g. openly pointing 

to an object as ridiculous or comic). The basic elements of fairytales - miracles, 

supernatural events or creatures - are not found in jests. (Knuuttila 1992, 128)

As late as in the 1960s the main difference between a fairytale and a story in 

folklore study research was credibility; stories were told as true and fairytales as 

not, the hearers believed stories but not fairytales. Local stories were told much 

in the same way as jests, describing events and people. The primary function of 

a jest, nevertheless, is not to precisely document events and conditions but to 

interpret them, possibly in a more stylized way than in stories. The settings are 

simplified; people presented in a more stereotyped manner and the size of the 

comic raster enlarged. The key thing however is to present the details in a way 

that is believable or imaginable in real life. This principle in storytelling situations 

of being akin to reality is enforced by their personal nature and the mention that 

they are self-lived. To be a jest, a story has to include a humorous element and 

to function in comic ways. The special nature of a comedian is to look at the 

world from unorthodox angles and to notice details around him that make the 

reality seem unfamiliar in an unexpected way. (Knuuttila 1992, 128)

The Finnish word for a joke vitsi is borrowed from the Germanic languages: in 

Swedish en vits, in German der Witz, and in English a wit. As in English and in 

German, one of the original meanings of a joke in Finnish was of wisdom, sense 

and intellect. The meanings expressing cleverness and intellect also point to the 

nature of the comic, which characterizes a joke. (Knuuttila 1992, 130)
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3.0 FINNISH-SWEDISH RELATIONSHIP

National identities are social constructions represented through certain 

authorities, institutions, signs and symbols. It is not a natural, self-evident 

concept, but a combination of ideas and realization of them by individuals who 

believe in its importance and hence legitimize it. (Anttila, 1997)

When social psychologists compare different social constructions, national 

identity is among the strongest, bringing an individual psychological security. 

Identification is a mechanism related to the need to survive in early childhood, in 

which an individual adopts the attitudes, values and behaviour of important 

others. The motivating factor is not self worth but an attempt towards 

psychological security. Identification gives an individual his own place in the 

world. (Anttila, 1997)

A shared collective identity can be seen as social representations: they are 

shared interpretations of reality and for national identity, interpretations by a 

nation of its own character (Anttila, 1997). Therefore, some analysis of the part 

of the Finns is included in analysis of the jokes. Self-irony and Finnish 

stereotypes in themselves would in fact require further research.

The relationship between two nations can be explored on several layers: the 

official institutions, the organizations, the groups and on the individual level. 

When writing political history, ‘the French School’ of political historians such as 

Renouvin and Puroselle (in Nevakivi et al, 1983, 57-58), suggested a set of 

forces in the international history of events with remarkable influence on the 

shaping of international relations, the forces profondes:

1 ) geographical factors, such as the climate affecting the nature of the state, 
the terrain, the density and characteristics of population, national borders, 
the waters and soil, the role as a gateway, access to the sea, the 
coastlines and archipelagos, and especially the size of the country

2) demographic factors: the military, economic and national-political 
importance of the nation, the population policy of the government, 
immigration affecting the departure and destination countries

3) economic rivalry and the resulting quarrels, such as customs battles, 
embargos and boycotts

4) international economic arrangements: economic unions, custodial 
agreements and cartels

44



5) the influence of international finances, movement of capital, investments 
and lending, and the impact of multinational corporations

6) the impact of separatist and national movements driving unification and 
liberation

7) the effects of classical nationalism

8) the impact of ideological, political and religious movements and the peace 
movement

The present study will not provide an analysis of each point of the previous list. 

Instead a selection of relevant, key areas to be covered was made to 

correspond with the phenomena under study. In this research the relationship is 

looked at from the perspective of historical events, selected geopolitical 

aspects, socio-cultural atmosphere, and based upon these a description of the 

Finnish perception of oneself and the neighbouring nation will be introduced. 

This chapter surveys existing writing on the issue, but an original and fresh 

perspective is sought by combining material from several disciplines, which 

possibly underlie the joking relationship.

The Finns are much better aware of the way of things in Sweden than vice 

versa. Anita Ekwall, a Swedish consultant for companies going through Finnish- 

Swedish mergers, suggests that Swedes benefit from a brief introduction to the 

Finnish society and history, enabling them better to understand the behaviour 

and attitudes of Finns. (Ekwall, Karlsson, 1999, 9)

In their book on similarities and differences between the Finns and the Swedes, 

Ekwall and Karlsson (1999) start by discussing the difficulty of writing for these 

two nationalities, since their attitude towards language, the straight-forwardness 

of the text and various other factors differ so greatly. They also touch upon the 

similarities between the two nations but stress the importance of understanding 

the differences, some of which are at a very basic level. According to Geert 

Hofstede ancient beliefs, multiplied in strength over time might be a cause for 

cultural differences (Hofstede in Ekwall and Karlsson, 1999, 20).

According to the view of Clyde Kluckhohn (in Koivisto, 1998, 57), adopted by 

Hofstede, each individual belongs to a number of different groups and carries 

several layers of mental programming within himself (Hofstede 1991, 10). A 

national level is only one of these layers; social class, gender, or the generation
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to which one belongs might be the significant layer when behaving in a certain 

way. Therefore a study on a joking relationship between two nations is 

problematic. Looking at the phenomenon solely as a national one disregards 

the other layers within an individual and endangers the analysis. This should be 

kept in mind when the results of the present study are looked at.

3.1 History of the two countries, together and apart

‘Swedes we no longer are, Russians we do not want to become, let us 
therefore be Finns’- A.I. Anwldsson, beginning of 1820’s7

In the last seven centuries the relationship between the Finns and Swedes, both 

in its legislative and mental ambiences, has moved from close and friendly 

relations to open animosity. A brief introduction to historical events is necessary 

in order to explain some of the perceptions both nations hold regarding the 

history of their countries and people. The times of Swedish and Russian 

supremacy are listed below8.

Finland’s prehistoric time until year 1239 (First Crusade to Finland in 1150s9) 
Period of Swedish reign 1249-1809 

Period of Russian reign 1809-1917 

Independent Finland 1917-

A selection of entries from Finnish history are listed in appendix 1. This ‘history’ 

has been written by the Finnish Alliance (Suomalaisuuden liitto), a cultural 

organization for the promotion of the Finnish language, affinity and originality of 

Finnish traditions10. Some of the material is strongly biased, since the goals of 

the organization are to strengthen the Finnish consciousness and culture. This 

can be interpreted as an attempt to provide the Finnish people with a sense of 

belonging and hence promote their psychological sense of security (Anttila, 

1997, 91). The events listed in the appendix are possible attributes to the 

forming of national identity, despite and because of their emotional and possibly 

distorted nature.

Martti Siirala and Sirpa Kulonen write about the Finns’ symbiotic relationship 

with Swedes. The relationship lasted for 600 years and is characterized to be a

7 http://www.suomalaisuudenliitto.fi/Suomen-historia.htm Accessed 4.7.2001
8 http://www.suomalaisuudenliitto.fi/Suomen-historia.htm Accessed 4.7.2001
9 http://virtual.finland.fi/finfo/english/chronohist.html Accessed 6.11.2001
10 http://www.suomalaisuudenliitto.fi/Suomen-historia.htm Accessed 4.7.2001
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sword mission rather than Swedes being a maternal country in respect to Finns 

- the Swedish nation was decisively more developed, resulting in a relationship 

of dependency and abuse. The Finnish identity in relation to Sweden could 

have developed differently if it had ended in an active detachment, defying the 

former ruling power in a revolt against it. Instead, Finland was a pawn in the 

power struggle of greater power and passively adjusted to the changes in its 

rule. This, according to Siirala and Kulonen, has caused a national neurosis 

towards the former parent country (Sweden), which is nowadays most evident 

in sports. (Siirala and Kulonen, 1991,46-57)

According to Klinge the internal development of post-war (WWII) Finland 

resembles that of Sweden and Norway in many ways, disregarding the point of 

view of identity (1997, 151). The successful defensive war and the dangerous 

superpower next door meant that the identity of the nation developed in ways 

that bear little resemblance to the other Nordic nations.

The Winter War (1939-1940) affected the Finnish nation and mentality 

tremendously. According to Ylikangas, the War united the Finns, whom the Civil 

war of 1918 had separated amongst themselves (1997, 329). Siirala and 

Kulonen are exploring the reasons behind the extraordinary will of Finns to 

defend their country disregarding the tremendous losses. The authors make 

interesting interpretations in relation to the Winter War regarding various 

activities after the War. The Finns had to learn to live next to the superpower, 

adjusting its foreign, and domestic policy to the neighbour’s interests. The result 

of the War has been interpreted as a loss by Finns, although the country 

remained independent. In addition, Siirala and Kulonen discuss the events prior, 

during and after the War and their combined effect on the Finnish mentality and 

for example the Finnish policy regarding refugees compared with the ones in 

the other Nordic countries (1991,68-78).

In Finland the size of the Swedish-speaking minority decreased throughout the 

20th century (12.9% in 1900, 5.6% in 2000)11. Physical-anthropological studies 

among the Swedish-speaking population in Finland have indicated that 

genetically they do not differ from the Finnish-speaking population, although the

11 http://www.tilastokeskus.fi/tk/tp/tasku/taskus_vaesto.htrnl
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division between the two groups is in some places strict culturally and 

linguistically (Kajanoja 1993, 21).

According to Ekwall and Karlsson (1999, 59) the Swedes have in the recent 

decades seen themselves as ‘the chosen nation’ while the Finns saw 

themselves as doomed by fate. While the Swedes have been able to 

accumulate wealth in peace, the Finns have unwillingly participated in several 

wars and paid a substantial price in the form of lost lives, war indemnities and 

territorial losses. Ekwall and Karlsson (1999, 61) suggest that the Finns have 

experienced a lack of solidarity from the Swedes in extremely important matters 

several times, the latest being the Swedish decision to apply for membership in 

the EU in 1992, without first informing Finland.

A similar perception can be seen in Laine-Sveiby’s book on Finnish-Swedish 

mergers and business life between the two nations (1991). She notes that the 

older generation has recollections of the Finns always being on the receiving 

side of aid from Sweden and that Finnish society and business life always lag a 

few years behind in development when comparing to Sweden. Now that Finnish 

companies have often been the stronger partners in mergers, this setting has 

been completely reversed, causing bewilderment in Swedish minds (ibid, 15).

3.2 Social structures - similarities and differences

Lane and Ersson (1994, 12) distinguish three fundamental levels in the political 

system of a country: the social structure, the party system, and the 

governmental level. According to Martti Häikiö12 the Nordic welfare state model 

is the key unifying factor in Nordic cooperation. The model is characterized by 

three attributes: the comprehensive system of social welfare, the historical 

compromise between labour and capital and third the cooperative approach to 

day-to-day policy based on negotiation. The productivity and financial base of 

the massive public administration, both in Finland and in Sweden, has recently 

become under serious scrutiny (ibid).

Finnish legal traditions were founded during Swedish rule, lasting for almost 700 

years. During the period of autonomy (1809-1917) Swedish laws remained in 

force. (Kekkonen 1997, 181)

12 http://virtual.finland.fi/finfo/english/nordic.html Accessed 6.11.2001
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Membership of the European Union and commitment to somewhat similar goals 

will bring Finnish and Swedish societies and their structures even closer to each 

other. The operating of Finnish and Swedish MEPs and bureaucrats in EU 

institutions will also require them to join Europe-wide political coalitions, but also 

forming new ways for Nordic co-operation.

The conduct of the Finns and the Swedes has produced different responses 

within the institutions of the European Union. The Swedes have gained a 

reputation as whiners, inflexible and difficult to work with, while the Finns have 

been more popular co-workers, (von Sydow, Hill&Flaworth in Risberg et al., 

2000, 5)

3.3 Sodo-cultural atmospheres

According to Gundelach, the cultural similarities among Scandinavians are 

decisive (2000). The Nordic cultural and administrative institutions, especially 

the Nordic Council, are embodiments of this closeness.

In his dissertation Jussi Koivisto (1998, 116) explores the Finnish cultural 

background. Today’s Finnish religious atmosphere originates in the spiritual 

revivals of 1800s but has become vastly diluted; Heino (1990 in Koivisto 1998, 

116) describes the modern Finns as secularised Lutherans. The earlier history 

of religion in Finland covers the prehistoric ethnic traditions and later Christian 

and other religious trends (Anttonen 1993, 48). According to Durkheim (in ibid) 

a society is religious by its nature and the pre-Christian religions in Finland can 

be seen to have been constituted according to tribal groups, such as the people 

of Häme, Karelia, and Savo. The differentiation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ has 

been strong among those who are now seen as one Finnish nation. It was not 

until the romanticist trend in the late 19th century that conscious attempts were 

made to bring together these tribes into a national entity (Anttonen, 1993, 49).

In celebrating and praising one’s Finnishness, Christian traditions are not 

strongly present. The references in these situations are derived from the 

national epic, Kalevala, folk tradition in general, the landscape and nature of 

forest lake and ridges, the spirit of the Winter War, sports, sauna, hard drinking 

and the national currency. (Anttonen 1993, 50)
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The Swedes are more sensitive in their expression. Difficulties and 

misunderstanding in communication often arise from different management 

styles, the individualism/collectivism in decision-making and different value 

judgements (Cooke 2000, Ekwall & Karlsson 1999, 145-171). In his article on 

the Finnish-Swedish merger between Tieto and Enator, Cooke points out that 

the Swedes value time in decision-making, in other words the more time spent 

the better the result (2000). The Finns on the other hand value time in efficiency 

terms; such different value judgements need to be at least acknowledged.

The Finns also express their feelings in a crude and melancholic way. This can 

be seen in Finnish books as well as in popular music. According to Ekwall and 

Karlsson the Swedes emphasized rational decision-making in the 1930s and 

40s, while the Finns were experiencing devastating events and rationality was 

not valued. Nevertheless, Finnish melancholia should not be overemphasized. 

Finnish humour is often abrupt and even difficult things are said aloud, as if to 

prevent them from happening, such as in the common Finnish phrase: This is 

going straight to hell’. (Ekwall & Karlsson, 1999, 170-171)

According to Hofstede (1984) systematic differences between nations exist in 

the following issues, the dimensions of culture:

- power distance
- collectivism versus individualism
- femininity versus masculinity

- uncertainty avoidance (from low to high)
In his later work he adds a fifth dimension: (Hofstede 1991, 14)
- long-term versus short-term orientation

In his earlier study Hofstede finds the major differences between the Finnish 

and the Swedish cultures in uncertainty avoidance. In the other dimensions 

Finland and Sweden placed fairly close to each other, both having a low power 

distance, being collective rather than individualistic and showing strong 

femininity.

Hofstede touches upon key issues within this research, but he attempts to 

categorize most cultures, whereas a look solely at the Finnish and Swedish 

ones will probably yield a more fine toned image. Among others, Risberg et al. 

criticize Hofstede for his simplifying, positivist reasoning in explaining cultural
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differences (2000, 4). They suggest that a more valuable picture with nuances 

can be achieved by looking at literature concentrating on the differences 

between the Finns and the Swedes.

3.4 Geography and Economic/Political Geography

In his book An Economic Geography of the Scandinavian Countries and 

Finland, W.R. Mead states that Finland is not culturally a part of Scandinavia (In 

John, 1984, 15). In other connections Finland has been included within the 

Scandinavian countries, but a more widely accepted term used In academic 

circles is the Nordic countries (also Norden, a Swedish term), including 

Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Iceland and Finland (John, 1984, 16). A politically 

correct term for the four countries on and around the Scandinavian Peninsula is 

Fennoscandia, since the term Norden can be connected to crude racial theory 

and the politics of superiority of the Second World War (ibid, 17).

The countries of Fennoscandia have strong cultural ties. John points out 

matters of economics, social policy and politics as well as close cooperation in 

the field of international affairs. However, according to John, the racial origins of 

Finns and the Finnish language are different from the Scandinavian ones. In 

fact the term Norden and Finland belonging to this group of countries is a 

conscious choice (ibid, 17). This theory has been questioned by Nevanlinna (in 

Kajanoja, 1993, 19), based upon genetic research on the blood types of Finns, 

Swedes, Estonians, Latvians, Hungarians, and some social groups in Siberia. 

The research shows that Finns in fact are biologically closer to Swedes than 

their linguistic relatives on the skirts of the Volga River.

Political reasons have affected cohesion among the Nordic countries, since 

belonging to this group has been a congenial choice especially for the Finns.

The landscapes and geological features of Fennoscandia are fairly similar: the 

soil, climate and vegetation are all related. Location in a global perspective and 

the land-sea relationship are additional similar factors. Lapland, the northern 

territory shared by Norway, Finland, Sweden and Russia, is another shared 

interest. The area and its Sami inhabitants have a sense of territorial freedom, 

which is difficult to accommodate with the concepts of the nation-state, (ibid, 19)
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John (1984, 20) refers to previous literature commenting on the remote location, 

the environmental harshness affecting the stress felt by the Scandinavians 

especially during the long winter season. The link between natural environment 

and national temperaments is labelled environmentalism by John, who notes 

that human activities are directed and conditioned but not actually determined 

by location and environment.

3.5 Perception of self and other

In a study by a Swedish management consultant Anita Ekwall and Svenolof 

Karlsson, a Finnish entrepreneur and journalist (1999, 21), a group of Finnish 

and Swedish respondents (and a few representatives of other nationalities) 

listed traits, typical among Finns and Swedes. The study was conducted among 

individuals who had participated in a merger or a close business encounter 

between Finns and Swedes. The respondents chose among a list of 50 traits, 

but they were allowed to suggest others as well. The top traits were as follows, 

the figures of the other nation are shown as comparisons:

Table 3.1 Typical Traits Of Finns and Swedes

Typical traits of the 
Swedes, points

say
Swedes

say
Finns

group oriented 90 3

social 71 8

diplomatic 69 3

talkative 52 3

honest 47 78

extrovert 47 4

well-mannered 46 12

relaxed 34 13

open 33 8

snobbish 32 1

lively 26 1

caring 26 8

trustworthy 25 62

Typical traits of the 
Finns, points

say
Swedes

say
Finns

diligent 12 78

honest 47 78

reserved 15 72

shy 7 69

trustworthy 25 62

serious 16 59

frank 4 58

loyal 24 56

strong willed 4 51

individualistic 7 40

punctual 22 39

efficient 15 38

takes matters literally 11 35

Source: Ekwall & Karlsson 1999.

52



Being a Finn has traditionally been defined with a twofold explanation - 

including both a strong emphasis on distinctiveness and negative traits. The 

Finns perceive themselves as backwoodsmen who have just recently become 

urban, this excusing problems of all kinds, such as difficulties in social 

intercourse and language problems. These stereotypes are widely spread even 

among scholars, despite the fact that Finns have lived in villages and been quite 

the opposite in character. (Laine-Sveiby 1991, 8-9)

According to Laine-Sveiby an alternative way of defining typical traits among 

Finns is to forget the backwoodsman characteristic and to accentuate the 

similarities with the Swedes (1991,9). This, Laine-Sveiby maintains, is as bad a 

method as highlighting the negative side, since cultural differences exist 

between the two nations and they will cause at least some misapprehensions 

when not taken into account.

The traditional mentality of a Finn has been described by Zacharias Topelius in 

his Maamme kirja (The book of our country) in 1875, during the period when 

Finnishness was being strongly promoted and the national identity was sewn 

together. Topelius remarked that all inhabitants of the country are very similar to 

one another. The Topelian Finnish people have ten characteristics: 

perseverance, toughness and strength; patience, self-denial and vitality; 

calmness; heroism and fitness for battle; tenacity and stubbornness; obedience 

to authority; phlegm and hesitation; love of freedom; and thirst for and love of 

knowledge. In recent cultural research the assumption of authentic Finnishness 

has been abandoned, but the ‘original’ traits of a Finn are still used and 

recognized in popular culture (Ehrnrooth, 1997, 208-210). According to Laine- 

Sveiby, the Finns are dependant on the perception that foreigners have of them 

and actually fulfil the prophecy by acting according to these stereotypes (in 

Risberg et al.). Nowadays Finland is considered a homogeneous and ‘low- 

context’ culture, with a small sign-system and unambiguous meanings of 

expressions.

Swedes say that common topics of jokes about Finns in Sweden are their heavy 

drinking habits in pursuit of complete intoxication, aggression with puukkos 

(traditional knives) and current topics, such as the doping scandal at the Lahti 

skiing World Championships in 2001. Ekwall and Karlsson (1999, 171) note that
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the Finnish attitude towards drinking is completely different from the Swedish 

one. Swedes try not to behave differently even when under the influence of 

alcohol. The consumption of alcohol is indeed higher in Finland (figure 3.2) and 

Swedes meet Finns often on their daily cruises to Stockholm, where drinking is 

the favourite pastime.

Table 3.2 Consumption of alcohol per capita, 1998

consumption of Sweden Finland
Wine 14,5 15,2
Beer 57,3 80,1
Spirits U 2,2
total 4,9 7,1

Source: www.tilastokeskus.fi/tk/tp/maailmanumeroina/28_kulutus.xls 
Accessed 16.7.2001

3.5.1 Credo - Finnish everyday beliefs

Leea Virtanen, a Finnish folklorist, has studied the everyday beliefs (Fin. 

arkiuskomus). Kuusi defines them to be ‘beliefs claimed to be true, based upon 

observation - uncritical utterances’, known as credo internationally. These folk 

beliefs, or credo, are part of national culture and recognized widely within the 

group in question. Many beliefs are international, known across national 

boundaries, but in Virtanen’s study Finnish beliefs about Swedes, which are 

numerous, were not recognized by non-Finnish people. International beliefs 

about nations include the stingy Scots, the Spanish mañana-mentality, bad 

English cooking, and rude German tourists. (1994)

In Virtanen’s interview study on everyday beliefs, the interviewees had no 

difficulty in expressing their ideas about other groups of people. Stereotypes 

concerning a foreign nation are many, especially involving their capabilities as 

lovers. A Finnish female student was under the impression that Jewish people 

made good lovers, whereas Japanese were perverse and Swedes too feminine. 

The following thoughts concerning Swedes, true or not, according to the 

respondents were:

(Trait associated with Swedes is) inefficiency.
The Swedes are sissies and cowardly (in a serious situation).
Formerly Swedes were said to be proud. They are also tidy and organized, 
and look after their houses and residential areas unlike Russians and some 
Finns. (Finns used the term ‘omakotitaloryssä’, literally meaning Russian-
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occupied houses, to mean any slovenly people.) Nowadays more negative 
things are associated with the Swedes. All of the men are longhaired 
homosexuals, ‘Håkans’, and the women immoral.

Ordinary Swedish names, such as Börje and Göran, sound homosexual.
The Swedes are stupid.
How do you say ‘I’m gay’ in Swedish (Fin. riikinruotsiksi, spoken in Sweden, 
not Finnish Swedish)? - Jag är normal (I’m normal).

You daren't bend down in a Stockholm street, all men there are gay.
The Swedes are homosexuals.

Finnish thoughts about Finns themselves were, for example:

Abroad people think that polar bears run wild in the streets in Finland.
The Finns are stubborn, honest; the men are reserved.
The Finns are an uncreative, grey mass without personality.
The self-esteem of a Finnish man is low.

You can spot a Finnish man at an international airport by his badly pressed 
pants and unpolished shoes.

We Finns have Lutheran working ethics.
The foreigners have a really tough time learning Finnish. Finnish is one of the 
most difficult languages in the world to learn.

The origins of stereotypes have often been explained by a typical in-group, out

group thinking (see also chapter 2.3 on stereotypes). The attitude towards 

foreigners is often stigmatized by hatred, suspicion, negligence and feelings of 

superiority, whereas the prevailing habits within one’s own society are the 

correct and best ones. Virtanen notes that often the bases for these stereotypes 

are, however, curiosity and interest rather than hostility. (Virtanen 1994, 39-41)

Åke Daun has studied Swedish mentality (in Virtanen 1994, 40). Daun found 

that Swedes often perceived themselves as stiff and shy, but even more Finns 

regarded themselves as shy. The problem of straightforward generalizations is 

that it is hard to measure, for example, the percentage of shy people within a 

nation, since defining such qualities is difficult, if not impossible. In the studies 

of group stereotypes, within the study of social sciences, the concept of a 

national character has been avoided. The concept tends to include prejudices 

and patterned thoughts and the terms 'typical personality’ or ‘modal personality’ 

are used to express the most common type of personality within the sphere of a 

cultural group.
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3.5.2 Finnish and Swedish sense of humour

The things found humorous differ between individuals, but also between groups 

of people. On the individual level Raskin claims that the question is more 

quantitative than qualitative; the individuals seeking and reacting to funny 

stimuli will laugh more and hence derive more pleasure from them (Raskin 

1985, 2-3). The value judgement of an individual’s sense of humour or lack of it 

is beyond the scope of the present study, but the characteristics of a nation’s 

sense of humour, the unique characteristics of the Finnish and the Swedish 

senses of humour and their differences should be touched upon.

References to Finnish and Swedish senses of humour are found in guidebooks 

on intercultural conduct. In his book When Cultures Collide, Richard D. Lewis, a 

management consultant on international communication, finds both the Finnish 

and the Scandinavian humour charming with their dry and snappy humour. 

(Lewis excludes Finland from Scandinavia and counts only four Nordic 

countries by ignoring Iceland.) He finds the Finnish humour more diverse, 

because of both Eastern and Western influences. Lewis notes that Finns do not 

express their humour in a way easily noticeable to a foreigner, using little 

expressions in any communicating. In his opinion, a stereotypical Finn is a 

stubborn, quiet individual, prone to drinking, who cool-headedly sees through all 

the fuss, theatrical behaviour and boasting in the world. Sweden is, according to 

Lewis, the largest, richest and most influential of the Nordic countries, which the 

War-beaten neighbours envy, mocking the Swedes in a bitter manner and 

parodying it. The neighbours characterize the Swedes as pompous, snobbish 

and lacking in a sense of humour. Lewis has quite opposite experiences 

himself. He finds the Swedes to be great, possibly the best in the world, at after- 

dinner conversation, knowing a vast collection of jokes. (Lewis 1995, 76-80)

The name of a recent book on humour in Finnish literature Konstiga saker de 

skrattar åt - En antologi om den finländska humorn, The peculiar things they 

laugh about - An anthology of Finnish humour, collected by Tapani Suominen 

suggests that the Finnish sense of humour is incomprehensible to a Swede.
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4.0 METHODOLOGY

This research follows the traditions of cultural studies-, the strength of it being in 

its interdisciplinary nature, the eclectic nature of its methodology, and 

meaningfulness outside the academic world (Nelson et ai in Alasuutari 1993, 

47). Within cultural studies culture is understood as a collective subjectivity, a 

way of life, worldview and way of finding things meaningful within a society or 

social class. Attempting to understand and structure the world, people use and 

apply ‘systems of meanings’, ‘cultural outlines’, ‘models’, ‘schemes’ or 

‘repertoires of interpretation’ (ibid 63). The constructions hence constitute, 

produce and renew the social reality and are a part of it as well.

The content and form of the jokes collected are analysed in chapter 5, using 

some of the techniques introduced in chapter 2 - the review of the literature on 

humour and jokes. The Finnish-Swedish jokes are also compared with other 

ethnic joking relationships and examples. Similarities between joking 

relationships and the underlying reasons are analyzed with examples from the 

collected material and previous research, especially the extensive study on 

ethnic humour by Davies (1990).

Jokes and humour are means of communication, including both social and 

cultural elements. In her study on humour at the workplace, Eeva-Liisa 

Kinnunen (1994, 37) traces these elements by addressing the idea of cultural 

awareness. By this she means the way an individual perceives and experiences 

the surrounding world; a topic in the cognition-theoretic discussion. Applied to 

the analysis of humorous behaviour, the picture portrayed by the collected 

material should be ‘turned around’, then grasping the actual norms, conventions 

or ideals prevailing. Through these mirror images, jokes tell how things should 

be in order not to be ridiculous (ibid, 98).

The relationship between the real world, the world of humour and the ideal 

world is presented in the figure below.
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Figure 4.1 Levels of Humour

Potential tension

REAL WORLD

HUMOUR WORLD IDEAL WORLD

Source: Eeva-Liisa Kinnunen 1994, 99 

Levels of humour:

The Humour World: the depiction of the world in a jest, a joke or a 
humorous conversation, the way things are presented’

The Ideal World: the values, the norms and the ideals, ‘the way 
things should be'

The Real World: the physical and social environment, the way 
things are’

Humoristic material portrays cultural awareness in an indirect way. The matters 

of social reality are also expressed not as they are, but in the form of opinions 

and related value judgements and ideals. In order to be relevant and to function, 

the jokes should be constructed from a situation where there is tension, or even 

potential tension, between the social reality (real world) and the ideals and 

values held by the group (ideal world). (Kinnunen, 1994)

Davies questions the extent to which general comparisons of ethnic jokes and 

of large-scale social structures can be carried out. Still the generalizations 

provide understanding of the joke-tellers, of the butts of the jokes and of the 

links between the two groups. (Davies 1990, 307)

In the process of this research, the joking phenomenon was found to be more of 

a problem within Finnish companies operating in Sweden than expected. In 

some companies the phenomenon was seen as unwanted and harmful, and 

collecting jokes from the employees was seen as promoting this. Joking has its 

origins in ridicule and hostility (see section 2.1), but humour has other
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dimensions in addition. One function is to avoid confrontation in a situation 

where conflict is possible but must be avoided13.

Jokes spread efficiently nowadays as e-mails and SMS-messages. The concise 

form and independency from context make jokes an easy addition to the service 

portals of mobile service providers as well as the web. Since these services are 

often offered to wide audiences, it will be interesting who will be the butts of the 

jokes - the companies cannot offend any of their customers.

4.1 Analysed material (nature of the ~)

The analysed material comprises a collection of jokes. A main objective of this 

research is not to analyse a humour act, where the persons involved and the 

object, the butt, are known and the atmosphere and affecting factors known. 

This kind of analysis would be interesting, for example using techniques from 

socio-linguistics in a communication situation.

A set of 1100 jokes about Swedes was obtained from a website 

www.kilpailutjahuumori.com. The administrator of the pages had collected the 

jokes from various sources on the Web and a part of them were sent to him via 

e-mail in response to a request on the actual page. Such collections of jokes 

are quite common on the Web (one finds several easily) and on the Finnish 

versions a category of jokes about Swedes can usually be found. The same is 

true for joke books; jokes on Swedes are a basic category. In the book series by 

Otava, Swedish jokes are a regular category. The books are published yearly 

and the analysis included seven of these books. The sources of the jokes 

analysed are listed below. The distribution of these jokes into categories is 

presented in chapter 5.1.

13 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. httpJ/www.eb.com ‘joking relationship’accessed 14 
November 2000

59



Table 4.1 Sources of jokes

Source Description number of

FIN-SWE

jokes

www.kilpailutjahuumori.com uncommercial website, portal

of different features - jokes

can be sent by anybody,

collected by administrator

noo

www.artic.net/finnish/humour commercial website, owned

by Lycos and Spray, portal

with different features — jokes

sent by anybody

46

www.citylehti.fi commercial website, owned

by Janton pic, portal of many

features - jokes sent by

anybody

-12

OTAVA joke book series:

Haisunäätä mikroaaltouunissa, Merisairas turisti,

Itsepäinen lumihiutale, Rakastunut ranskanperuna,

Lapamato rullaluistimilla, Hullu lehmä hiihtohississä,

Sisäsiisti sipuli

targeted at youth, published

yearly (or more frequently),

sold for about EUR 7

215

collected jokes sent by e-mail or told by

various respondents

?

о www source 1: www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi

The administrator has collected the jokes from varying sources and posted 

them on these pages. Many of the jokes were exactly the same as in other 

sources found on the Web, therefore it represents the genre of this type of 

sources. The authors are anonymous and the number of jokes is overwhelming. 

Hence, very crude and offensive jokes were also found here.

о www source 2: www.artic.net/finnish/humour

A similar type of source as the first one. Since well-known companies run this 

site, extremely vulgar jokes were not found here.
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о www source 3: www.city.fi/leikit/vitsit/index.php

A website targeted at young adults. Dirty and sex-related jokes are well 

represented in all the categories, including the jokes about Swedes. The jokes 

were longer and more complex than in the two other websites used as sources.

o OTAVA joke books for school children (Koululaisvitsit-series, books listed 
above)

The jokes on Swedes were a regular category and stupidity-based scripts were 

probably adjusted to make Swedes their butts. The division of jokes into 

categories is a result of conscious editing and decisions for these are not 

known.

о Collected jokes

A set of jokes was acquired during the process of writing this research. The 

jokes were sent to the author by e-mail or told verbally. In general, the jokes 

sent by e-mail in this category were longer and more complex than the jokes in 

the other categories. Individual jokes from various sources were also included in 

this category.

When reading through the joke collection one notices that the same jokes are 

repeated in slightly different forms. The variation is explained by the way the 

jokes are spread: the hearer repeats the joke to another hearer and possibly 

intentionally or unintentionally alters the joke. Another phenomenon are 

customized jokes, in which the hearer adapts the script to fit the roles and joking 

patterns the group holds. Some of the material are jokes that would function 

without an ethnic component. These are not by definition Finnish-Swedish jokes 

(see section on semantic mechanisms) and are therefore outside the present 

study.

On the websites and in the books, the Swedish jokes had their own group. 

However, on the City website, jokes about Swedes were also found in three 

categories and included as material. On the kilpailutjahuumori (competitions 

and humour) website the category on jokes about Swedes was large and hence 

no analysis was done in the other categories.
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5.0 JOKES ABOUT SWEDES

Explaining a joke is a mortal sin in the art of telling jokes. This chapter, 

however, explains the jokes by attempting to grasp the semantic mechanism of 

the joke in question. An effort is also made to interpret the Finnish-Swedish 

relationship for each of the jokes analysed. Both are done with the knowledge 

gained in the literature survey in chapters 2 and 3. The research into humour 

and jokes is used in setting the jokes in a category as well as comparing it with 

other joking relationships prevailing worldwide. Similarities are often clear and 

the true challenge was to look into reasons underlying specifically in the 

Finnish-Swedish case.

In chapter 2.5 an example of Western Apache Indians was introduced. The 

same kind of setting applies for the Finnish-Swedish joking relationship. The 

jokes are told and written in Finnish. The exotic language used functions as a 

buffer; non-Finnish speakers need translation and possibly interpretation to 

understand the jokes. The jokes function as a part of the Finnish-Swedish joking 

relationship and are limited to the group defined by the ability to speak Finnish.

The type of situation where the joke is told determines the style and the content. 

While one joke might be told in an executive sauna evening the same joke 

might never be told in the same crowd in a meeting room. Most of the jokes 

analysed here are in written form and from unknown sources. Therefore the 

style can be anticipated to be more tasteless that in a face-to-face situation. 

Naturally a very crude and vulgar style is used in certain situations, but as the 

education level and subtlety increase the best vulgarisms can be expected to 

become rare. The published sources were targeted towards youth and jokes 

handling sexual issues and jokes in vulgar style were missing.

This, however, is typical to the genre. In his analysis on 17th century Dutch joke 

books, Roodenburg notes that they were the lowest literary genre and little 

honour was to be gained from such work (Roodenburg (1997 in Bremmer & 

Roodenburg eds, 114). Therefore a search for types and motives is not possible 

and untypical to the genre.
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The jokes collected are analysed in two ways: first the content, form and 

mechanism are analysed, second the Finnish-Swedish dimension is analysed 

based on historical, social and cultural conditions (see chapter 3).

5.1 Categories of Jokes

The jokes were collected from various sources. The categories into which the 

jokes were divided are explained in chapter 5.4. The jokes analysed were for 

the main part simple and brief. Hence overlap was found in only a fraction of the 

jokes analyzed. In such cases, an entry was made in several categories. The 

percentage of jokes within each category is rounded to the nearest full number, 

unless the amount is less than 1%, when the amount is shown with one decimal 

place. The weighted average is calculated with the total number of jokes in each 

category as a percentage of the total number of jokes in all categories (in total 

1404 jokes were collected).

Table 5.1 Categories of jokes
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www 1 /1100 53% 11% 22% 4% 4% 2% 0,4% 0,4% 4%

www 2/46 59% 17% 21% 9% 2% 2% 0 0 0

www 3/12 8% 42% 42% 0 0 0 8% 0 0

joke books

/215
85% 6% 0,9% 7% 3% 2% \0~ 0,4% 4%

collected /31 48% 26% 32% 3% 13% 10% 10% 0 0

weighted

average

57% 1 1% 19% 4% 4% 2% 0,6% 0,4% 4%

о www source 1: www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi 

о www source 2: www.artic.net/finnish/humour
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о www source 3: www.dty.fi/leikit/vitsit/index.php

o OTAVA joke books for school children (Koululaisvitsit-sehes, books listed 
above)

о Collected jokes

The main ingredient within a joke, in other words the vital element of the joke 

(Raskin, 1985) determines the category within which the joke falls.

Many jokes are reproduced, or localized, to fit the joking-relationships a nation 

upholds. Jokes spread from one country to another and the person who is 

aware of the ‘joking traditions’ will place the right group of people in the correct 

roles. Two examples of this are jokes found in the analysis on ethnic humour by 

Davies (1990) and their Finnish-Swedish correspondents found on a Finnish 

website (in Finnish)14.

‘Why wasn’t Jesus born in Belgium?’
‘Because they could not find three wise men ‘ [Dutch 1975]

‘Why wasn’t Jesus a Swede?’
‘Because they couldn’t find three wise men in Sweden. ’ 
[www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000, Finnish]

These two jokes are almost identical, except for the butt of the joke. The 

structure of the joke: a short introduction and an immediate surprise, the point. 

The incongruence of the two parts of the joke, in other words the ancient story 

from the Bible and the modern joking-relationship with a neighbouring country, 

are the essence of the joke. The relationship between the Belgians and the 

Dutch is different from the Finnish-Swedish one, but a close geographical and 

cultural proximity match each other. Davies (1990, 52-53) notes that such a 

relationship prevails between the Dutch and the Belgians, but the assumption 

that only Swedes make jokes about the stupid Finns seems to be outdated.

An Irishman decided to become a Pole and asked an American surgeon if 
he could achieve such a difficult transformation. The surgeon said he could 
but warned that it would be necessary to cut out a quarter of his brain. The 
Irishman agreed to this and went to the hospital for the operation. As he 
was coming round from the anaesthetic he saw that the surgeon was sitting 
next to his bed holding his head in his hands and looking haggard and 
distraught. Realizing that his patient was conscious again, the surgeon 
said: ‘I’m afraid I’ve made a terrible mistake; instead of cutting out a quarter 
of your brain, I cut out three quarters. ’ ‘Oh, no, ’ screamed the patient, 
‘Mamma mia!' [American 1960s]

14 http://www.kilpailutjahuumori.com Accessed 13.12.2000
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A Finn had decided he wanted become a Swede. After a long consideration 
the doctor said: 'Yes it is possible, we just have to remove half of your 
brain. ’ The Finn agreed to this and the operation was completed. When the 
patient was waking up, stood the Doctor beside him looking worried. We 
had an accident: by mistake we removed three quarters of your brain. ’ A 
vot, nitsevoo’, pondered the patient.
[www.arctic.net/finnnish/humouraccessed 16.2.2001, Finnish]

Although the jokes are normally directed towards all Swedes, professional 

groups (police officers, clergy etc.) are often the butts of jokes. Challenging a 

Swedish authority seems to reward the joke teller even more than targeting just 

an ordinary Swede. In a way this combines two common joke categories: 

challenging an authority (traditional master-servant script) jokes and making fun 

of the neighbouring nation (ethnic script).

The Finnish-Swedish joking relationship reveals another strong stereotype held 

by the Finns. Russians are sometimes mentioned in the jokes and they are 

always inferior to the Finns - and the Swedes. The common history (see 

section on Finnish history) of these three countries leaves the Finns in the end 

secretly admiring and looking up to the Swedes, whereas Russians are loathed 

and regarded as thieves.

Finns know naturally more about their own society and the qualities they mock 

in Swedes are actually often derived from Finnish society. Assumptions and 

stereotypes are reconstructed among Finns without confirmation from actual 

behaviour of Swedes observed.

An attempt to divide the analysed jokes according to themes within the Finnish- 

Swedish category was not successful. The themes, topics or subjects of 

discourse are very close, or overlapping. A similar notion by Raskin questions 

the earlier divisions of folktales into themes and comes to the conclusion that 

folktales cannot be categorized by theme since it would result in chaos (1985, 

8).

Some themes were found in the category of Finnish-Swedish jokes. These are 

not characteristic to only this category and hence a comparison between other 

joke categories could be made. A comparison could, for example, be made of 

the frequency of riddles in the Finnish-Swedish joke category compared with 

jokes about blonds.
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5.2 Analysis of the collected jokes

The set of jokes was examined during collection and a categorization was 

carefully considered and revised. The final division is made with these 

principles: first, the number of jokes falling in each category, choosing the 

largest ones, and second, an interesting connection regarding the joking 

relationships between other ethnic groups encountered in the literature survey.

5.2.1 Stupidity based jokes

Stupidity based jokes are the most common among ethnic jokes (Davies 1990, 

82). The same is true for the jokes the Finns tell about the Swedes. Among the 

complete collection of jokes, 57% were stupidity based. The percentage was 

largest in the book series for schoolchildren (85%), which is explained by the 

absence of jokes on homosexuality, which were probably left out as unsuitable.

A Finn and a Swede were discussing about which of the nations was more 
stupid. The Finn started: ‘Have you heard about the two Swedes who 
captured a submarine and then asked the crew to give up their guns and 
parachutes?’ ‘No, tell me’, said the Swede.
[Finnish,www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

Since Finnish and Swedish are linguistically unrelated, Davies’ theory of 

language distortion as a basis for jokes with stupidity-script does not apply here. 

Davies, however, writes on the relationship between two groups where one is 

seen as a modern, urban and dominant party while the other is seen as a 

peripheral, stupid group (see table 2.2 in chapter 2.5). This is turned around in 

the Finnish-Swedish jokes, when the Finns question the traditional centre- 

periphery composition.

The joke is structured by two opposing scripts (see theory by Raskin in chapter 

2.7.3). It starts as a competition situation (1), a common script in Finnish- 

Swedish jokes. The question of the Finn is a rhetorical one and describes 

Swedish stupidity in itself. The answer by the Swede is the surprising element 

(2), revealing his stupidity and therefore confirming the original assumption.
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The Archbishop of Sweden was a good, God-fearing man so God decided 
to reward him.
‘ Hi, said He, you’ve been such a good bishop that I’ll grant you three 
wishes. ’
‘First, ’ said the Bishop after stammering for a long time, 7 wish for eternal 
peace to prevail in the world. ’
‘Okay, done’. To his surprise the Bishop heard from an open radio that the 
ongoing war between Russia and Chechnya had ceased without any 
explanation.
‘ Second... I wish that all jokes about Swedes be sent to Hell. ‘
‘A strange wish’, said God. ‘But let your wish come true. ’ The bishop tried to 
remember a joke about Swedes, but none came to his mind.
‘Finally, I wish for all Smarties drops to be sent to Hell too. ’
‘But why? They’re delicious!’
‘Yes they are, but I’m getting old, and I can’t see well enough to peel them. ’ 
[Source: kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

The joke is slightly closer to the tradition of jests or fairytales with a longer and 

more complicated structure than in most jokes. Miracles are a common 

occurrence in traditional folktales. God is also a regular actor in jokes but not a 

frequent one in the Finnish-Swedish category. This joke is interesting because 

the jokes on Swedes are seen as an unwanted phenomenon. The joke in itself 

suggests that the Swedes are stupid and these jokes issue from this inevitably.

The two opposing scripts here are, (1) first the script on God fulfilling the wishes 

of the Bishop, including the abolition of jokes about Swedes and, second (2) the 

Bishop proving to be stupid himself and hence creating a joke about stupid 

Swedes.

This joke shows the Swedes as annoyed by jokes about them - as being 

uncertain about themselves. This is yet another way to prove that they should 

be ridiculed by Finns. However, such a Finnish claim seems strange since 

Finns usually regard themselves as extremely conscious about how others 

perceive them. This is explained by Davies (1990, 40). The characteristic 

mocked is picked from the joke teller’s group’s own weaknesses and pinned on 

the group ridiculed. The same is evident in most categories.

‘Why are all Swedish police officers out at sea?’
‘They’re waiting for a crime wave. ’
[Source: www.arctic.net/finnnish/humour accessed 13.6.2001]

This joke combines the themes of stupidity-based script and pun on words. The 

joke functions with the double meaning of wave, as a concrete mass of water 

and as a metaphor for an increasing trend in crime.
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5.2.2 Disgust towards Sweden/Swedes

This category includes jokes with national superiority of Finns embedded. The 

Swedes are seen to be disgusting and the jokes often function with a simple 

assumption: it is funny that a Swede gets hurt or something malicious happens 

to him. In all, 11 % of the jokes collected fell within this category.

A Finn, an American, a Russian and a Swede were sitting around a 
campfire. After several bottles of vodka, the Russian throws one into the 
flames. We have so much vodka, ’ he brags, ‘ that we can throw it away just 
like that. ’ The American pulls a hundred dollar bill from his pocket and 
throws it into flames. ‘In America we have so much money, that it means 
nothing to us\ he says. The Finn then grabs the Swede and throws him into 
the flames.
[Source: kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000, Finnish]

The joke can be interpreted in two ways. 1) The Finn suggests that there are so 

many Finnish-Swedish people in Finland, that some can be thrown into flames 

without a feeling of guilt. 2) The Swedes in Sweden are irrelevant to Finns and 

therefore they can be thrown into flames. In this second way explained, the joke 

makes more sense, since dislike towards the Finnish-Swedish minority was not 

found in many jokes. The in-group, out-group division seems to be strong on a 

nationality basis.

The joke itself functions with script oppositeness the first one describing the 

campers showing off by throwing objects into flames, which are valuable in the 

minds of others (1). The second script reveals the Finn to be cool-headed and 

witty, by solving the situation (where he has no valuables to throw into flames, 

or willingness to give them up) with an unexpected decision. The act of the Finn 

is not evaluated in the joke.

A Finn, a Swede and a Norwegian are competing in archery. The 
Norwegian goes first. He pulls the bow, releases the arrow, which hit the 
bull’s-eye and exclaims: I am Robin Hood’.
The Swede goes next. His arrow flies straight to the bull’s-eye, splitting the 
Norwegian’s arrow in half and he roars: 7 am William Tell’.
The Finn goes last. He concentrates carefully, pulling the bow, but the 
arrow slips. It flies past the target, hits the Swede straight in the eye and he 
says: V am sorry’.
[Source: N.S., Finnish, 2001]

In this joke a competition setting prevails, with the usual participants. The 

archery competition should be a straightforward comparison of one’s skills 

against the competitors. This is how the joke starts, with the additional bursts of
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joy when the competitors succeed in the task. The exclamations, however, are 

of the essence in the way the joke ends.

The opposing scripts are first, rivalry in archery, and second, the pun on words. 

The unexpected element is the accident. The joke-teller and the hearer must 

share a setting, in which both know that Swedes are not liked. Otherwise this 

joke makes little sense.

An Englishman, a Frenchman, a Finn, a Swede and a Dane are on a trans- 
Atlantic flight. Fialfway the captain announces: ‘I’m sorry, but one of the 
passengers has to go because otherwise we’ll run out of fuel. Immediately 
the Frenchman opens the door and jumps out crying: Vive la France!!!!!’ In 
a short while, the captain announces again: ‘Still not enough fuel. Another 
must jump’. The Englishman jumps out crying: ‘God save the Queen!!!’ 
Again the captain announces: ‘Unfortunately we still don’t have enough 
fuel, one more has to go’. The Dane and the Finn grab the Swede and 
throw him out, shouting: ‘Long live Nordic co-operation!’
[Source: combination of two sources: E.H. 2001 and 
www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

The Frenchman and the Englishman are seen as courageous and patriotic, 

giving their lives to save others and praising to their country while doing this. 

The Finn and the Dane (though nearly similar jokes with a Finn, a Norwegian 

and a Swede as the party who gets thrown out were also among the collected 

jokes) are seen to be more practical and unwilling to sacrifice themselves.

The Finn and the Dane can also be seen to be shrewd in this joke - one of the 

common categories within ethnic jokes suggested by Davies (1990). However, 

the joke functions more on hatred towards the Swede. A similar joke with a Finn 

and a Swede throwing out a Dane seems bizarre and unlikely to a Finn.

5.2.3 Sexuality based jokes

Sexual jokes are common across categories and around the globe. Davies 

notes, that there has always been a wealth of spoken jokes about sex, including 

ethnic ones, but censorship or social pressures have prevented them getting 

printed (1990, 5). The level and force of restriction have varied sporadically, but 

sexual behaviour has been, and still is, somewhat a taboo.

In his psychoanalytical studies Freud divided jokes into two functional 

categories: hostile jokes, serving the purpose of aggression, satire, or defence) 

and obscene jokes, serving the purpose of exposure. He refers to ‘smut’: the
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intentional bringing into prominence of sexual facts and relations by speech. 

The underlying objective of smut - the purpose of exposure - is hence to excite 

and embarrass, and simultaneously, according to Freud, to seduce. (Freud, 

1991 [1905], 140-141)

‘Why is smoking a light cigarette like having sex with a Swede?’
‘Both look nice but you don’t feel anything’.
[Source: www.artic.net/finnish/humour Accessed 16.2.2001]

The joke functions as a riddle and a surprising combining element (of smoking a 

light cigarette and sex). The two elements seem distant, but the clever answer 

brings about the surprising similarity.

In the set of jokes 19 % of the jokes fell within this group. All of the jokes related 

to sexuality were placed in the same category. Within this category 90% of the 

jokes functioned with the script of homosexuality. The sexual incapability and 

homosexuality both describe sexual deviance or capability in the eyes of a 

homophobic. The traditional sexuality-related jests described a phallic rivalry 

between males, where the competition usually involves the wife of the master, 

who is physically conquered by the servant (Knuuttila 1985, 228-229). Jokes 

like this were found, in which the wife of the Swede cheated on him with a Finn, 

or in which a Finn seduced a married, Swedish woman with his masculinity. The 

explanation for the success of the Finnish men was explained in the jokes by 

the femininity, sexual incapability, or homosexuality of the Swedish men, unable 

to meet the sexual needs of the Swedish women.

Jokes about Swedes with the script of homosexuality were well represented 

among the set of jokes. 17% of the total amount of the jokes mocked the 

Swedes for being gay. The percentage was even higher among the jokes on the 

Web (20%, 15% and 25% in three sources). The anonymity of the medium 

clearly increases the number of vulgar jokes. The teller does not face the hearer 

and thus avoids the responsibility for expressing thoughts that may possibly be 

unacceptable even as a joke.

An explaining factor could be the difference in public atmospheres. In Sweden, 

a more tolerant attitude has prevailed towards marginal groups, while in Finland 

and especially in the countryside; deviation from the majority has driven 

marginal groups away from small municipalities into cities. Homosexuality was
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decriminalized in Finland in 197115. The term ‘sexual refugee’ is used in a paper 

in a meeting of gay youth describing the members of sexual minorities moving 

to larger municipalities in Finland. Before 1971 gays would even move abroad 

to live in more tolerant atmospheres and Stockholm was the closest place to 

go.16

Jokes with a script of homosexuality are a speciality of the Finnish-Swedish 

joking relationship. Davies writes on several sexuality-based joking relationships 

among ethnic groups (1990). However, the characteristic mocked is usually 

incompetence or sexual mania - homosexuality is not a common theme among 

ethnic jokes.

According to Davies (ibid, 40) qualities within ethnic jokes are exported from the 

joke-teller’s own group and pinned on some other regional, ethnic or national 

group. The fear of being labelled gay prevails among Finnish heterosexual men. 

Therefore, a joke that makes Swedish men out to be gay points the finger 

elsewhere. The fact that Swedish men do seem to look after themselves and 

follow trends more carefully, confirms this belief held by the Finns.

The following concise jokes function solely on the strong assumption that the 

hearer knows that, in jokes told among Finns, Swedish men are gay. The 

amusement arises from recognizing this tradition and probably strengthening 

the position of the joke teller and the hearer as a part of their own social group, 

where homosexuality is seen as an undesired phenomenon.

‘Why are Swedes not allowed to participate in the Formula 1?’
‘Because they keep rear-ending the others.
[Source: www.kllpallutjahuumori.fiAccessed 13.12.2000]

The joke functions as a script of Swedish men being homosexuals and the 

double meaning of ‘the rear end’, the first implying a car crashes (1) seen 

undesirable and second, describing the focus of an anal sex act (2) supposedly 

involving gay men.

The Formula 1 (F1) races and related activities are an extreme expression of 

masculinity with fast cars, big money, the glory and glitter and glamorous

15 http://www.ilga.org/lnformation/legal_survey/europe/finland.htm Accessed 9.10.2001
16 the 3rd International European Meeting of Gay Youth and Students, p 78 - published by 
Horhum - OHO International
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women in tight outfits. The fact that Finns have done extremely well in this sport 

has boosted their masculinity and the fact that no Swedish F1 drivers have 

recently been seen on the race circuits is fertile ground for jokes questioning the 

Swedish masculinity. This, with the prerequisite, that Finns find the script of a 

Swedish homosexual amusing, which is evident in the collected jokes.

Both Finland and Sweden are found in the low end of Hofstede’s country 

masculinity index, MAS (Finland 35/40, Sweden 40/40). Hofstede refers to the 

dominant sex role patterns within a society, which lead to certain consequences 

(for example slower car driving, fewer accidents as a consequence of low MAS) 

both within a society and an organization (1984, 176-210). The perception of 

Swedish men as extremely feminine was dominant among the set of collected 

jokes.

5.2.4 Urban/unpractical

4% of the set of jokes fell within this category.

A bunch of Swedish boys are camping in the woods. One of them finds a 
pile of garbage, which consists mostly of empty milk cartons. ‘Boys, come 
over here! I’ve found a cow’s nest. ’
[Source: kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

The centre-periphery setting is again turned around in this joke. The urban, 

civilized individual is the usual joke-teller, describing the butt as a rural, 

uncivilized creature. The Finns, like Swedes in fact, value outdoors skills.

In Sweden and in Finland urbanization took place late compared with other 

European countries. The big waves of migration from the countryside into cities 

took place in Sweden in the 1930s-50s. In Finland this happened one 

generation later, in the 1950s and 70s. This might be an explaining factor, since 

Finns have more memories and references to a rural society than Swedes. 

(Ekwall and Karlsson, 1999, 34)

Åke Daun (in Anttila 1993, 111) notes in his book on Swedish mentality that the 

Swedish culture manifests a similar bonding to nature as the Finnish culture. 

Since the tendency is parallel, the question is which one is stronger.

The two opposing scripts here are one describing brisk, young boys while the 

other reveals them to be urban dwellers who have completely lost touch with
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nature. The total lack of knowledge is exposed be the boys’ assumption that 

cows have nests, by the belief that they give birth to milk cartons and by their 

failure to recognize them as rubbish.

‘How many Swedes does it take to change a light bulb?’
‘All of them, and they still can’t get it done. ’
[Source: www.arctic.net/finnish/humour Accessed 13 June 2001]

This joke can be found across groups, where a stupidity-based joking 

relationship exists. The category is very close to the urban/unpractical one and 

the joke above falls within both. The form of the joke - first a question how many 

...does it take to... and the answer, which is surprising and reveals the stupidity, 

impracticality and possibly some other trait of the group mocked - can be found 

across categories.

5.2.5 Competition

This category consists of jokes about a competition between a Finn, a Swede 

and a third party, often a Norwegian. Included are also jokes that prove the 

Swedes to be bad at sports.

A Finn, a Swede and a Norwegian were sitting in a bar. After drinking a few 
beers they started to boast about their home countries. The Swede said:
‘ We have so many fighter planes that they fill the entire sky!’
The Norwegian responded:’ We have so much fish, that they would fill all 
the lakes and rivers!’
The Finn said: ‘We have a giant of four metres living in downtown 
Vammala. ’
After a while and several more drinks the Swede said: ‘To be quite honest, 
we don’t have quite enough fighter planes to fill the entire sky. ’
The Norwegian replied: ‘ Well, we don’t really have so much fish that they 
would fill all the lakes and rivers. '
‘To tell you the truth, ’ said the Finn, ‘Our giant doesn’t actually live in the 
centre of Vammala. ’
[Source: www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000 and E.H, Finnish- 
combined from two sources]

It is a common joke among the analysed material that three (or two) parties 

compete in varying ways and a Finn always ends up a winner. In the joke 

above, the Finn is the cleverest, and hence defeats the Swede and the 

Norwegian. The opposing scripts are the first one telling how the participants, 

after drinking a bit more, humble themselves. The Finn, however, admits no 

exaggeration and only takes back a minor detail in his story. The unexpected,
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second script is then the witty Finn, winning the competition by cheating - by 

not following the behaviour of the Swede and the Norwegian.

In some of the jokes the Swede may end up a winner, but this is always an 

accident, he proves to be gay, or something else unexpected happens. The 

Finn is therefore a winner, although he loses the competition at hand - losing a 

single competition beats being a homosexual.

In many jokes of this type, the Finn wins by acting in a repulsive way. Drinking 

extensive amounts of alcohol, smelling the worst or doing disgusting things in 

order to win a competition is proof of masculinity.

Two Swedes were chatting before a marathon.
‘It’s not the running that’s bad but the hunger...’
‘But they do have places where you can grab a bite, don’t they?'
‘Yes, but only on the first day. ’
[Source: www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

Sports-related metaphors are used widely, including discussion on business 

reorganization. Winning and losing are clear in this context and convey the 

superiority of the Finn very clearly. The same idea is conveyed by jokes 

portraying the Swedes as bad athletes.

5.2.6 Cowardice - War

Davies has examined the relevant social and historical backgrounds to jokes 

including a militarist or coward script (1990, 171-172). The butts of the jokes 

have sometimes been engaged in war with the joke-telling nation as the enemy. 

This, however, is not always the case, and is not true in the Finnish-Swedish 

case. On the other hand, neighbouring countries have fought over Finnish 

territory. After becoming independent in 1917, the role of a pawn was over.

The somewhat traumatic relationship of Finns in regard to Swedes is discussed 

in chapter 3.1. The ‘big brother’ has exercised forceful control over the ‘little 

brother’ but let him down in situations of danger, where protection was 

necessary. The current developments have not been able to remove these 

feelings of inferiority from the minds of Finns. Telling jokes about the former 

colonizer and its inhabitants can be interpreted as positive development in the 

Finnish self-image.
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‘Swedes are a courageous nation - they always fight to the last Finn. ’
[E.H. Finnish 2000]

This joke possibly refers to the Thirty Year’s War, in which Finnish soldiers were 

fighting for the Swedish Crown. The War fought by Gustaf II Adolf as the king of 

Sweden (1618-1648)17 was fought as south as Bavaria, where Finns were part 

of the army. The Finnish cavalry, known as hakkapeliitat, was famous for its 

ferocity, but many Finns were killed in the battles. The Finns had less 

significance to the Swedish Crown than Swedish soldiers and they were used 

as cannon fodder.

‘What colour is the Swedish army flag?’
‘It’s a white cross on a white background. ’
[Source: www.arcticnet.fi/finnish/humour Accessed 13 June 2001]

Sweden has chosen to be neutral in the past two World Wars. The references 

to war situations are therefore more symbolic than based upon recent events.

World’s thinnest book: Swedish War Heroes 
[www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

This joke has a similar theme with the previous joke. The joke functions as a 

riddle; it could have been presented as a question and an answer.

Mitä ruotsalainen tekee armeijassa talvella? - Vetelee kessua. 
[www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

‘What does a Swede do in the Army in Winter?’

The answer, and punch line, is not completely translatable because it depends 

on a dual meaning that exists only in the Finnish language: ‘Vetelee kessua’ 

means 1 ) smoking a fag 2) having sex with the sergeant. The joke combines the 

homosexuality and cowardice categories and functions as play on words. The 

first meaning refers to Swedes smoking cigarettes in the army, instead of 

actually learning military skills. The second answer suggests that both Swedish 

soldiers and his military leaders are gay and have sex instead of learning 

military skills. The fact that the joke takes place in winter is irrelevant. The 

purpose of the inclusion of the winter element is probably to mislead the hearer 

into expecting an answer related to wintertime.

17 http://www.saunalahti.fi/oleht/suomen.htm Finnish history on the Internet Accessed 8.11.2001
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Since references to an actual war are quite farfetched in the Finnish-Swedish 

case, cowardice is a better explanation for these kinds of jokes when looking at 

shared history. Prior to the Winter War Finland’s security was jeopardised by 

the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, signed between Germany and the Soviet Union in 

1939. In a secret codicil Finland and the Baltic States were designated as 

belonging to the Soviet sphere of influence. The Finns resisted this although 

Sweden failed to offer military assistance, apparently believing that the Soviet 

Union was bluffing. Finland finally went to war with the Soviet Union and 

suffered serious territorial losses and major casualties - 25 000 killed, 43 000 

wounded and 400 000 inhabitants displaced from Karelia and requiring 

relocation in other parts of the country. (Ylikangas in Alho, ed. 1990, 327-329)

The Finns felt betrayed by their neighbour. The sensed similarity, being a small 

country with a partly shared history, led the Finns to believe that in such a 

situation the Swedes could be counted on for help. Instances, such as Finland 

and Sweden simultaneously joining the European Union described in chapter 

7.1, are interpreted by Finns as Swedes letting them down again. The jokes on 

cowardly Swedes can be seen as an emotional payback for these feelings of 

betrayal.

According to Minian Smart (in Anttonen 1993, 54) national frontiers are of 

primary importance to both a collective and individual perception of oneself. The 

attribute of sanctity is connected to things with a positive influence on the 

national identity. The feeling of responsibility to defend one’s country arises 

from this feeling of physical sanctity. In his phenomenological analysis of myth, 

religion and nationalism, Smart takes Finland and the Winter War as his 

example. The recollection of the Winter War is praise to Finnish bravery and 

resistance or sisu, Finnish for stamina or vigour.

5.2.7 Language distortion - applied

Since Finnish and Swedish languages are not linguistically close to each other, 

language-based jokes are rarely based on language distortion (see chapter on 

stupidity-based scripts, 2.2.1). Davies suggests that the dominant nation makes 

jokes about a closely related nation with an exotic language of its own (1990, 

46). The identity of the butts of the jokes is ambiguous relative to the joke-tellers
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own, which results in the butts of the jokes being regarded not as mysterious 

foreigners but as inferior [i.e., stupid] imitations of themselves (ibid, 46).

The Finns have turned this situation around in the following example.

A Swede and a Finn had a quarrel about which had the more beautiful 
language. Since they could not agree, a professor in English was asked to 
be the referee. To be able to reach a decision he asked the rivals to 
translate a verse of Shelley’s into their own language: ‘Island, island,
Grassy island, Grassy island’s bride’. The Finn translated the verse: ‘Saari, 
saari, Heinäsaari, Heinäsaaren morsian’. The Swede translated the verse: ‘ 
Ö, o, Hö-Ö, Hö-ös mö’.
[Source: kilpailutjahuumori.fiAccessed 13.12.2000]

The Swedish language is a problematic issue in the minds of Finns (see 

analysis of next joke below). All Finns study the language in school and hence 

are familiar at least with the some of the words used in the joke. The surprising 

element in the joke is nevertheless the translation, since the short length of the 

words comes as a surprise to the hearer; longer words could have been used 

as well. Making the Swedish language sound ridiculous amuses a Finn.

Two policemen found a man lying in front of Handelsbanken, barely alive. 
One started writing down a report on the incident.
The beginning of the report went as follows:
Hadn
Handles
Hanelsbank...
Hanedlsbank
Handelsbnak
Finally he had enough:‘F**k this, let’s drag him in front of Osuuspankki’. 
[Source: V.P., Finnish 10.5.2001]

This is not a joke on the Swedish language, but more about the Finnish inability 

to learn Swedish. All Finns are obliged to study Swedish in school and this 

compulsory requirement has raised resistance among Finnish-speaking Finns. 

Instead of this being a stupidity-based script, since incapability to learn foreign 

languages is often an issue in stupidity-based jokes, this can be interpreted as a 

joke about Finns who refuse to learn Swedish. This alternative interpretation 

sees the Finnish police officers as heroes in this battle, they might not have 

learnt Swedish but they solve the problem in another way.

A similar idea is in use in jokes, where Finnish-Swedish-Finnish translations are 

made, incorrectly on purpose and hence amusing Finns. The translations are
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completely irrational and prove that the Swedish language is inferior to the 

Finnish.

Finnish: Täältä pesee! (Eng. Here goes!)
Swedish: Härifrån tvättas. (Eng. From here is washed)
[Source: E.H., 2000, Finnish]

Swedish: Bostadbidrag. (Eng. Housing allowance.)
Finnish: PesäkaupunkimehHäisveto. (Eng. ’Nest city bee bet’)
[Source: www.city.fi, accessed 14.6.2001]

The two jokes above function with dual meanings and intentional 

misunderstandings. These ‘bad translations’ are made both ways and either 

way they seem to amuse Finns. In the second one, the long compound words in 

the Finnish language produce strange combinations. PesäkaupunkimehHäisveto 

could, in principle, be a real word, but the combined words do not fit together; 

produce a meaningful combination.

5.2.8 References to food and drink

A number of jokes referring to Swedish food and drinks were found within the 

collected material. These do not form a significant number among the collected 

jokes (about 0.4% of the total), but present a common category in ethnic jokes 

in general. A brief analysis is therefore in place.

Eating is an important human function, which is strongly related to the cultural 

background an individual holds. Davies points out that customs, traditions, 

wealth, and power of an ethnic group are expressed by the food they eat and 

the accompanying patterns of behaviour (1990, 276). This, according to Davies, 

is yet another way for an ethnic group to distinguish themselves from their 

neighbours.

‘Why does Swedish beer pass through you faster than Finnish beer?’
‘Even the taste doesn’t need to change. ’
[Source: www.kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

Like most European and American ethnic jokes about food (Davies 1990, 276), 

the Finns describe the Swedes as consuming inferior food to their own.

78



5.2.9 Self Irony - Finnish perception of self

Hutcheon (1994) outlines possible functions of irony with a continuum model 

(see chapter 2.8). The irony is seen to function as self-protective, deprecating 

oneself when comparing to an apparently superior party. However, Hutcheon 

saw an element of arrogance embedded. This can be true in the Finnish case, 

but most of the jokes enforced the common stereotypes, discussed in chapter 

3.5.

Three soldiers were lost in international manoeuvres. After wandering for 
several days they encountered a pig in a field. The American soldier 
thought to himself how nice the barbequed meat will taste. The Swedish 
soldier hoped the darkness would fall soon so that he could get more 
intimate with the pig. The Finnish soldier wondered what the pig was 
thinking about him.
[Source: kilpailutjahuumori.fi Accessed 13.12.2000]

In this joke the Finn is described with a bad self-esteem. Finns were often seen 

as shy, with heavy drinking habits, or worried of what others thought of them.

‘Talkative Finns’
Three Finnish men had had enough of constant chattering and small talk in 
Finnish society and decided to move to the middle of a forest, to become 
hermits, build a house and live in silence.
Fall, winter, spring and summer all passed. One of the men said: ‘Isn’t it 
nice and quiet over here!’
Fall, winter, spring and summer went by. ‘You are right, ’ said the second 
man.
Fall went by, then winter, spring and summer. ‘I’m getting the hell out of 
here, ’ said the third man, ‘ifall this babble doesn’t stop soon. ’
[Source: www.city.fi/leikit/vitsit/index.php Accessed 14 July 2001

The backwoodsman character, discussed in chapter 3.5, is one of the 

‘traditional Finnish traits’, which feeds on itself.

Milloin suomalaiset pitävät kiinni etiketistä?
Kaljaa juodessaan!

‘When do Finns follow the etiquette/ hang onto the label on a beer bottle?’ 
‘When drinking beer!’
[Source: www.artic.net/finnish/humour Accessed 13.6.2001]

The joke is not translatable, since it functions with a double meaning in the 

Finnish language. Pitää kiinni etiketistä, can be translated both as following the 

etiquette and as hanging onto the label (on a bottle). The heavy drinking habits 

are another Finnish trait that is a self-fulfilling-prophecy, described in the 

chapter 3.5, perception of self and the other.
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The Finnish cultural heritage knows two key symbols of transformation, which 

cleanse and sanctify an individual to be fit for social conduct: a long, hot session 

in a sauna and heavy drinking. The intoxication binds members of a social 

group together, across social and other boundaries. (Anttonen 1993, 56)
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6.0 CONCLUSION

The existence of a joking relationship between the Finns and the Swedes 

follows the universal trend in all but one of its underlying characteristics: the two 

nations are close neighbours, have been citizens of the same country and share 

a fairly similar culture (Davies'!990, 41). Only the language is not shared. Finns 

have a complex relationship with their former symbiotic partner; two nowadays 

seemingly equal countries are still in a situation, where Finns perceive Swedes 

as ‘the older brother’.

A joking relationship between nations follows the tendency suggested by 

Raskin: humour is shared by individuals belonging to a certain social group 

(1985, 5). Universal jokes do exist, but shared social values, norms etc. make 

humour considerably more effective. The geographical and societal proximity 

together with the shared history are explaining factors for Finns telling jokes to 

other Finns about Swedes.

Jokes and humour are a unique way of communication. Situations with high 

uncertainty and change impose considerable stress on an individual and 

expressing these emotions through humour is a noteworthy phenomenon. 

However, in organization studies this has received little attention. A combination 

of research done in various fields of social science enabled the present study to 

be conducted. It was laborious because the theories and material are from 

sources with different scientific traditions.

Several functions - often positive ones - have been associated by scholars in 

varying fields with humour. Humour and jokes, according to Driessen (an 

anthropologist) foster communication, create an ambiance of relaxation and 

strengthen cohesion - general social functions marking the boundaries of a 

group, consisting of symbols and performances that help to promote a kind of 

esprit de corps (1997, 237). Driessen (ibid, 227) continues by noting that 

humour defamiliarizes an individual’s common sense and makes him aware of 

his own cultural assumptions, prejudices and differences. Making fun of another 

party reveals more about the teller than the butt of the joke; primarily it is a 

defence mechanism.
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The national level is only one of the layers of behaviour that an individual 

possesses; the social class, gender or generation to which one belongs might 

be the significant layer when behaving in a certain way. This should be kept in 

mind when studying the joking relationship between two nations. Looking at the 

phenomenon solely as a national one disregards the others.

The stereotypes towards another nation are often based on credo, everyday 

beliefs of individuals shared by their own social group. The members of the 

group recognize these thoughts and conceptions, although they might not 

personally agree with them. A joking relationship is often based upon these and 

the amusement an individual gains is derived more from the recognition of a 

familiar script, rather than necessarily agreeing with it. The stereotypes seem to 

live a life of their own. They are constructed and reconstructed without 

necessarily ever coming into contact with ‘real life’.

6.1 Findings

Joking relationships are self-enforcing constructions. Jokes told function better 

within the prevailing joking patterns and therefore, they become continuously 

stronger. A joking relationship leads a life of its own, without necessarily relating 

to any events in real life. These relationships seem to last through time; pointing 

out specific events or causes for these relationships is usually impossible. Hints 

and possible reasons can, however, be sought in historical events.

The majority of jokes Finns tell about Swedes function with a script about 

stupidity, altogether 57% of the set of jokes collected. The category is also 

dominant in most ethnic joking relationships and joking between nations.

Finns seem to be the people on the periphery from the Swedish perspective. 

The Swedes traditionally see themselves as modern, innovative and 

fashionable, which is according to Davies (1990, 43) a prerequisite for a 

stupidity-based joking relationship between ethnic groups. In the minds of the 

Swedes, development has always been a one-way street from Sweden towards 

Finland and not the other way around (Ekwall & Karlsson 1999, 11). The Finns 

seem to be old-fashioned, provincial, and slow and are therefore a fit subject for 

jokes about stupidity. The Finns are questioning this power relationship by 

extensively telling jokes about Swedes.
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The category, in which general disgust towards Swedes is expressed, follows 

the pattern of other ethnic and national joking relationships. National superiority 

is explained by labelling the other group disgusting or inferior and hence, 

proving the own group to function in ‘the right way’ and possess desired 

qualities. The jokes function through this patterned convention.

Sexuality references are, besides stupidity-based jokes, another significant 

category within the jokes Finns tell about Swedes. This trend follows the 

worldwide traditions as well. Taboos are addressed through jokes in most 

countries and throughout times - sex and sexuality are difficult topics in 

societies all around. The distinguishing trait of the Finnish jokes about Swedes 

is jokes, in which the sexual behaviour of the Swedes is homosexual. The 

category totalled 19% of the total, out of which 90% were homosexuality-based.

The amusement Finns gain by labelling Swedish men gay can be explained by 

a twofold explanation. 1) Historically Finns feel inferior to Swedes (see chapter 

3.1 about the national neurosis) and the power relationship is questioned in all 

of the joke categories in a way or another. 2) The sexual content in jokes, 

according to Freud (see chapter 5.2.3 on sexuality based jokes), is meant to 

excite, embarrass and even seduce; all functions in the joke telling situation. 

The jokes in this category - smut, as Freud calls them - tell more about the joke 

teller than the object. Finns are sensitive about their masculinity and the 

feminine characteristics in Swedes are associated by Finns with their sexual 

orientation. Together questioning the superiority of Swedes and doing this 

through vulgarities and simultaneously questioning their masculinity make the 

jokes effective in the minds of Finns. These findings are parallel with research 

done within organization studies. Hofstede’s analyses on Finland and Sweden 

reveal the differences on the masculinity-femininity scale (1984); the difference 

is not substantial in a worldwide comparison, but adequate for such a joking 

pattern.

The jokes about urban Swedes are explained by the more recent urbanization 

of the Finnish population. The recollections of a rural society are still present in 

the minds of Finns. The shared feelings and respect towards the nature by 

Finns and Swedes do not reduce the amusement Finns gain from telling jokes 

about urban Swedes, helpless when facing the wild nature.
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The category on competition situations often combines elements from the other 

categories. The Finn usually wins because of the femininity, or stupidity of the 

Swede involved in the rivalry. The national superiority is easily illustrated by a 

competition, where the Finn usually ends up as the winner. Deviation from such 

a pattern in this category was found in jokes, in which the Swede wins the 

competition, but the Finn is shown as the ‘true winner’. The inferiority of the 

Swede is again showed in some other way.

Jokes relating to war and cowardice have clear links to the historical events, 

although Swedes have not been involved in a war in the last 200 years. Finns 

have clear recollections of especially the Winter War and Swedes are often 

seen as betraying the Finns, regardless of the former symbiotic relationship and 

feelings of comradeship. The jokes in this category support the 

femininity/masculinity differences between the nations; affecting in the sexuality 

category as well.

The language-based jokes and jokes with references to food and drink, can be 

examined in the light of the history and ethnic jokes in general. Although the 

Finnish and Swedish languages are not related, Finns have a deep-ingrained 

negative attitude towards the Swedish language. This probably originates in the 

time of the Swedish and Russian rule in Finland, when the government and 

aristocracy used the language as a tool to rule the peasants. Another factor 

could also be the strong position of the Swedish-speaking minority in today’s 

Finland and the compulsory Swedish taught in Finnish schools.

The references to food and drink are a method of convincing the ‘own culture’ to 

be superior to others. These jokes were not many among the set of jokes 

collected, but they are reproducing a more ‘international’ trend within ethnic 

jokes and jokes between nations.

The main underlying reasons for all jokes Finns tell about Swedes are the 

differences in the development of Finland and Sweden, the power relations 

between the two and the experienced inferiority in relation to the ‘big brother’ in 

the minds of Finns. These are expressed as jokes, which is common for jokes 

about another nationality or ethnic group worldwide. Distinctions of what is 

Finnish and what is Swedish are continuously made through jokes.
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What is then, the importance of understanding the reasons underlying national 

joking relationships in relation to multinational organizations? Humorous 

discourse is a unique way to express one’s thoughts and ideas within a culture- 

bound context. The joking relationships enable expression of cultural 

stereotypes as a part of a national culture. The possible underlying prejudices 

are, hence, revealed in the form of jokes and perhaps overcome by actual 

encounters with the target nation.

6.2 Suggestions for further research

A natural counterpart to the present study would be a similar study done from 

the Swedish perspective. The two could then be compared, looking at the types 

of jokes, number of them in different categories, the categories themselves and 

so forth. The nature of the entire joking relationship could then be analysed. A 

joking relationship is either asymmetrical or symmetrical. In his analysis on the 

Nordic joking relationships (excluding Finland), Gundelach suggests that the 

Danish-Norwegian relationship is asymmetrical, the Danes tell more jokes about 

the Norwegians than vice versa, whereas the Swedish-Norwegian joking 

relationship is symmetrical; jokes are told both ways. A civilized guess about the 

Finnish-Swedish relationship is that it is asymmetrical; the Finns tell more jokes 

about Swedes than the other way around.

Jokes are heavily bound to culture in all its forms. Therefore analyses on works 

of literature or folk narratives alone do not provide a coherent picture of the 

joking within a culture or a group. Links to various materials from the group 

circulating the jokes make the research more valuable. (Bremmer and 

Roodenburg 1997)

The present study does not attempt to explain the consequences of joking 

between the Finns and Swedes within organizations. A historical analysis of 

Finnish jokes about Swedes could also be made. Davies notes that an analysis 

of ethnic humour can look back at contemporary plays, cartoons or caricatures 

(1990, 132). These kinds of material, however, have a known author and are 

different in nature from the pattern of ‘spontaneous order’ that characterizes 

jokes. Material to be analysed should therefore be considered carefully. 

Censorship of many kinds has prohibited recording of jokes; the nature of
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material censored has also changed in different times. A study of historical 

material could be carried out on the folklore archives of the Finnish Literature 

Society. Most of the material is available on cardboard cards but gradually at 

least the most interesting materials are being digitalized. Jokes and jests are 

found in many categories, such as cultural jests, sports jests, political jests, 

hunting jests, and jests on persons (Kinnunen, 1994, 6). Mentions about 

nationality would probably require a study in several of these categories.

The joke telling situations could also be studied in an organization context. 

Eeva-Liisa Kinnunen performed her analysis through participatory observation 

in a female workplace (1994). Joke telling situations could also be videotaped 

and analysed with, for example, the performance analysis method proposed by 

Dell Hymes (see chapter 2.7.3). Such an analysis would require in-depth 

understanding of the organization, the participants and their mutual 

relationships.
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Appendix 1

Source: http://www.suomalaisuudenliitto.fi/ Accessed 4 July 2001 

Operating Plan 2001

According to its rules, the Finnish Alliance should awake and strengthen the Finnish 
national knowledge and thinking and to enhance, in all respects, Finnish especially 

culture in Finnish language. The mission of the Alliance is to cherish Finnish language, 

belonging of the Finns and the originality of the Finnish culture, as well as strengthen 

the will to be independent and defend the country and it’s democratic way of thinking. 

The Alliance also promotes international cooperation in various areas of intellectual 

and material culture and to sustain connections with Finnish expatriates and nations 
related with Finns.

Selected entries from the Finnish history by the Finnish Alliance:

Mid 11th Century Anund, son of the king of Sweden Emund, attacks Finland, but

after poisoning the wells the Finns are able to conquer his army. 

Anund loses his life in the battle.

Swedish reign 1239-1809

1239 Earl Birger conquers Finland. The new Swedish bishop Bero 

hands over the taxes collected from Finns to the Swedish throne.

1250’s Male-dominated population from Sweden is inhabited to the 

Finnish coastline and Åland to support the Swedish regime. They 

settle on the formed Finnish-inhabited areas and they are mixed 
with the local population. This is how the Swedish* speaking 

inhabitancy is started.

1253 The Finnish bishop Bero is mentioned among the Swedish 

bishops for the first time.

1256 The great duke of Russia, Aleksander Nevski, makes a military 

expedition to Finland. Finland is, for the first time, connected to 
Sweden in the Russian chronicles.

1262 A riot in the Baltia. A possible riot also in Finland against the 
Swedish regime, because Earl Birger has no time to meet with 

the king of Norway. Simultaneously the Finnish bishop Ragvald 

enacts a new tax (an extra for groceries), probably to punish the 

Finns for rebelling.
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1323 The peace of Pähkinäsaali. The Finnish legislation is renewed.

1352 King of Sweden, Magnus son of Erik, appoints his homosexual

lover Pentti son of Algot as duke of the ‘Eastern Land’ (the

Western part of Finland).

1571 Johan III complained in his letter, that the Swedish soldiers

refused to depart for Finland, since it was not their motherland.
Johan regarded them as traitors of the kingdom.

1597 After the Nuijasota, Cudgel War (1596-97), Klaus Fleming,

governor, marshal and admiral of Finland dies probably as a

victim of a poisoning. Consequently duke Carl makes a military 

expedition to Turku. The Swedes rob the library of the Turku

cathedral among many locations.

1599 Duke Carl conquers Finland. The Finnish troops are defeated by

the Swedes in Marttila. A great number of Finnish nobles are
beheaded, the bishop imprisoned and the clergy heavily fined.

After this Finland is deliberately and forcefully made more

Swedish.

1599-1600 Finland lost the elite of the peasants in the Cudgel War and is

the following events the core of the nobility. The ‘independent’

conduct of the Finnish affairs decreased and the Finnish

speaking nobles lost some of their power in the decision making

of the kingdom. The Cudgel War can therefore be seen as the

final seizure by the Swedish throne. From here on taxes and 
continuous recruiting strained the Finns until the Russian reign of

power began.

1695-1697 A great famine. A third of Finns are starved to death. No grains
are sent from Sweden for the starving people, atleast without a

charge.

1772 Swedish Johan Ihre discredits the thought of an ancient Finnish

kingdom with linguistic reasoning. Since there is no originally

Finnish word for a ruler, the words kuningas - king and ruhtinas

- prince being borrowed from Swedish language according to
Ihre, there could not have been one. He regards the mentions of

such in the ancient sagas as mere mythology.
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Russian reign 1809-1917

Beginning of 1820’s

Although Finland was joined to Russia in 1809 as an

autonomous grand duchy the Swedish laws were kept as the

guiding principles in the governing in its full form. The Swedish
language was the only governing language, although only a fifth

of the population were Swedish speaking. From here on the

Swedish speaking population has done their utmost to maintain
their position regarding the language.

The Romanticism of Turku. Sprouts of national awakening. A.I.

Arwidsson states: "Swedes we no longer are, Russian we do not

want to become, let us therefore be Finns"

1835 Elias Lönnrot publishes the first edition of the Finnish national

epic, Kalevala.

1847 Suometar newspaper issued in Finnish. It is published until 1866.

Eleven students form a society with the purpose of “using the

Finnish language and avoiding the Swedish ".

1862 A committee, consisting of solely Swedish speaking members,

ponders the position of the Finnish language. They come to the
conclusion that the Finnish language is not developed enough to

be used as a language of governance.

1862 The Finnish markka issued in 1860 and in 1862 the first metal
coins were coined, only with the Finnish text on them because of

a limited space on the coins. The first markka denominated
banknotes had the text in Swedish on the front side and in

Finnish and Russian on the backside.

1863 A diet is called to meet. A statute issued by Alexander II of

Russia makes the Finnish language an equal language of 
governance with the Swedish language, within a time frame of

twenty years.

1870-1875 Vikingen-newspaper issued originally in Sweden. The Swedish
speaking people in Finland, led by A. 0. Freudenthal, considered

themselves to be part of the culture-creating Germanic race,
whereas the Finnish-speaking people were according to the
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program presented in the magazine part of culture adopting 

Mongolie race.

Time of Independence 1917-

1918 The Finnish Civil War ended in 1918. In May the troops of 

Western Uusimaa formed a detachment, which had a central role 

in executing the ‘reds’ and some ‘whites’ at least in its home 

communities. The detachment guilty of mass murder (called 

Västankvarn) consisted solely of Swedish speaking Finns, 
although the commander, Edward Ward was a Swede. The 

detachment executed around 200 civilians, men and women, 

who were mostly Finnish speaking. The mass murder clearly 

fulfils the characteristics of a war crime and ethnic cleansing. 

(Source: Tauno Tukkinen Teloittajien edessä - Ihmiskohtaloita 

Karjalohjalla, Sammatissa, Nummella, Pusulassa, Nurmijärvellä, 
Vihdissä ja Inkoossa 1918. TT Karjalohja 1999. Printed in 

Jyväskylä

1919 The Swedish-speaking district court sessions request special, 

Swedish speaking governance areas. (Later this became only 

the case in Aland) Even areas in Ostrobothnia dreamt of joining 

Sweden.

1919 The democratic system of government (the constitution) was

enforced. Both the Swedish and the Finnish language gained a 

status of an official language. The educational and economic 

needs of both language groups were to be fulfilled equally.

1935 Finland adopts a so-called Nordic alignment in its foreign policy.
Many Finns translate their last names into Finnish to celebrate 

the 100th anniversary of the national epic Kalevala.

1937 Finnish becomes the operating language in the Helsinki

University. A certain amount of professorships were to be 

handled in the Swedish language. Additional professors and 
docents could themselves choose the language they used in 

their lectures.
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1955

1968

1968

1987

1988

1991

1993

1995-1999

Finland becomes a member of the United Nations and the Nordic 

Council

Unemployment burdens the nation and hundreds of thousands 

Finns move to Sweden in the late 1960’s.

The Swedish language is imposed as a compulsory subject in 

schools by the request of the Swedish People’s Party opposing 

preliminary plans.

The Nordic Act on Language, set in 1981, came into effect. It 

broadened the language rights of the Swedish speaking Finns to 
apply also for the immigrant Swedes, or Swedes temporarily 

staying in Finland. (The Finnish-speaking people, living in 

Sweden, do not have similar rights regarding their mother 

tongue.)

The Swedish television (TV 4) is broadcasted in Finland. The 

costs are first included in the ‘television permission’ in Southern 

Finland. The broadcasting of Finnish television is only 

implemented in a limited fashion. In addition the Finnish state 

pays for these expenses as well.

New coins are coined with the text both in Swedish and in 

Finnish. From 1862 the texts have mainly been in Finnish only.

The government refuses to go along with chairman Uosukainen’s 

suggestion to give up the compulsory Swedish taught in schools. 

Strong pressure could be seen done by the Swedish 

government.

Minister of Education, the Swedish-minded Olli-Pekka Heinonen, 

argued for upholding the compulsory Swedish in schools. The 

teaching periods in one’s mother tongue were decreased.

Swedish companies started efficiently to take advantage of the 

official bilingual policy of Finland to hostilely take over Finnish 
markets within the open markets within the European Union. 

They did not need to know the language to operate with the 

authorities. Still Sweden protected its own markets with a strict 
language policy, discriminating also the Finnish immigrants in 

Sweden. Appeals to harmonize the legislation related to
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language issues in Finland and in Sweden to provide equal 

grounds for competition especially for small, and medium-sized 

enterprises were bashed by the Swedish resistance and 

Finland’s Swedish-minded groups, especially the Swedish 

People’s Party. This offers the Swedes new opportunities to 

again take over Finland.

Years above based upon Martti Linna’s tables in the book by Caius Cajanti:

Siniristilippumme, Helsinki 1997.
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