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Introduction


Minna Canth (1844–1897), author and playwright, became a national icon in her own lifetime and beyond by being unafraid to be political. It was a bold act simply to write in Finnish, which had only recently begun to be the language of fiction, but Canth did more than that: she challenged injustices that industrialisation had created or intensified. Determined to point out flaws in order to inspire reform, she built herself a reputation for artistic excellence and popularity with audiences. In a land that had been ruled by Sweden, was then ruled by Russia, and turned to the cultivation of Finnish culture to argue why it deserved to rule itself, Canth set out to reshape her society through literary participation in public debate. As a middle-aged woman, she hardly ever left her provincial city. Yet by writing, she championed her causes and helped their reach extend across Finland.


Canth’s society was primed to listen to messages of reform, such as her call for women’s and workers’ rights. Finland was, for the first time, becoming Finland—a nation that conceived itself as distinct from either Sweden or Russia. The fight to win cultural recognition and equal legal rights for Finnish, the language of the majority population, was key to the developments that led to parliamentary democracy in 1906, with universal suffrage followed by the election of the world’s first women members of Parliament, and then to independence in 1917. Swedish was the language of Finland’s established elite and institutions; Russian gradually began to be imposed on the people. In the 1890s Russification reached unprecedented proportions that outraged speakers of both major languages and brought them together as Finns. Writing in Finnish was a way for Canth to claim her own right to participate in dialogue about the shape the country was to take.


Canth became famous as a woman who was willing and able to argue for her causes. She grounded her words in fact and experience in order to disarm her opponents, who ranged from conservative political and religious authorities to younger liberals in agreement with many of her ideas yet wary of her feminism. Canth brought social realism to the forefront of literature in Finland through her ability to hone in on structural weaknesses just as society’s efforts to contain or hide them were about to falter. When Canth struck at her chosen target, the combination of her dramatic skill and the ugly reality of the scenes she staged lent her works a force that could not be ignored: she inspired reforms on local and national levels. Canth broke away from the romanticised rural and mythological settings that had characterised literature to portray Finland as a modern industrialising country, where greater opportunities were accompanied by accelerating inequalities that cried out to be seen.


Canth carried out her work in an era that remade Finland. The region was conquered by Sweden in the Middle Ages, but it did not exist as an entity until Russia took it from Sweden in 1809 and created the autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland, with the Emperor of Russia as its Grand Duke. This political transformation necessitated the founding of administrative institutions and a rethinking of the structures that were controlled by the Swedish-speaking elite. The search for a new identity led to a national awakening in the nineteenth century: the embrace of the Finnish language by the elite, the demand for equal rights by the Finnish-speaking majority, and the use of Finnish in all fields of public life.


Minna Canth was born Ulrika Wilhelmina Johnson in 1844 and named in honour of her parents, who came from the poor Finnish-speaking peasantry. Her father had risen from child worker to foreman in the Finlayson textile factory, her mother was a former maid. Gustaf Wilhelm, an illegitimate son, was given the Johnson surname by the factory; Ulrika received only a patronym from her crofter father. With no support from their rural kin, both set out for the southern city of Tampere as teenagers to earn a living. When they married in their twenties, Gustaf’s relative prosperity allowed Ulrika to leave her job; she later carried out small-scale business enterprises at home. Canth, the eldest of their three children, attended the Swedish-language factory school.


Tampere was the birthplace of modern industrialisation in Finland. The 1820 founding of the Finlayson factory, which became the biggest industrial enterprise in the Nordic countries, created a new class of urban workers. Tampere drew people like Canth’s parents to try their luck when the countryside could no longer provide for its growing population. It became the first major city to be dominated by Finnish speakers. Though its rise meant that individuals from the old Swedish elite also arrived in search of better opportunities, Tampere’s factories created a culture in which social mobility was within reach and the Finnish language was no longer something to be discarded upon success. The Johnsons became bilingual. The parents learned Swedish when it was expected of those who interacted with the elite in service or trade; the children were part of the generation that attended Swedish-language schools but refused to abandon Finnish in their adult lives.


Due to the expansion of the domestic market in the 1850s, Finlayson founded a draper’s shop in Kuopio, a city in Eastern Finland that became a major trading hub. Canth’s father moved the family there after he was chosen as the new shop’s manager in 1853. He was so successful that he made himself its owner in 1860. Canth helped out in the shop as a child and learned how the business was run, but she was locked out of it as a career by the social norms of the middle class that her family had entered. Marriage seemed the only future for a young woman who did not have to work for a living the way her mother had done.


When industrialisation led to ever bigger markets on regional and national levels, the rise of merchants further unsettled the old order that was based on birth. Finland’s estate-based society changed into a class-based one. If Canth’s working-class childhood shaped her character, her father’s financial success shaped her prospects. After some debate, in which Gustaf Johnson’s money triumphed over his birth, she was accepted into a school for girls from the Swedish-speaking gentry. She prospered in that environment, helped by her fluent Swedish and bright mind, but the education she received was only that which was deemed suitable for a young lady. Canth was seventeen when it ended. In the years to come, she would fight to expand the number of girls’ schools and the quality of the lessons they offered. It was sheer luck that an opportunity came within her reach that had not existed before.


Canth became one of the first students of the Jyväskylä Teachers’ Seminary. Fennomans, supporters of the Finnish language and eventually of nationalism, wanted to remove the requirement that civil servants must use Swedish. The Language Decree of 1863 stated that in twenty years’ time the Finnish-speaking population should be able to use Finnish in its dealings with the administration. This meant a transformation of institutions and those who worked for them. The first step in building a new generation of Finnish-speaking civil servants was to provide universal education, which required teachers who spoke Finnish. Thus, the seminary was founded in 1863 under the leadership of the clergyman Uno Cygnaeus, the father of the public school system. The male students largely came from the Finnish-speaking peasantry, seeking social mobility and a chance to help their communities. For women, teaching offered an independent career that was socially acceptable. Single women teachers, initially from the Swedish gentry yet increasingly from the Finnish peasantry as well, would feature prominently in the movements for women’s and workers’ rights.


Canth embraced the first cause of her life and delighted in studying. However, the seminary did not accept married women as students. For reasons that she never fully made clear, she accepted the proposal of the lecturer in natural science, Ferdinand Canth, a Swedish-speaking clergyman’s son who was a dedicated Fennoman. She recalled it later as a betrayal of her ideals. After Minna Johnson became Minna Canth in 1865, she spent years trying to be the most obedient of wives, a sacrifice of her self that was the only thing she could offer to atone for her abandonment of the Fennoman call for teachers. In the small Lakeland city of Jyväskylä, famed for its educated people, she had solidified her social position at the cost of her dreams. Canth stumbled along, learning by bitter experience, until she knew how to manage her children and her husband’s money.


As Canth slowly regained her confidence in her own opinions and won her husband’s respect, he gave her a path out of domesticity. The lecturer was offered a second job as a journalist by the newspaper Keski-Suomi in 1874, but it was his wife who did the work. For the first time, Canth reached an audience through her writing. She discovered that she loved to debate, ventured into statements about girls’ education, and got her husband fired due to her support for the temperance movement (the owner of the newspaper also owned a distillery). When the lecturer was hired by another newspaper, Päijänne, it was the wife they wanted from the beginning. Though only locally and still either anonymous or under the cover of a pseudonym, Minna Canth had made herself a reputation.


The swift rise of Finland’s press in the 1870s created the concept of public opinion. Fennomans founded Finnish-language newspapers whose circulation rose ever higher, Swedish-language newspapers multiplied in response, and the written word became influential on a new scale. News and literature were accessible in a way they had never been before, which was particularly impactful for Finnish speakers. Canth realised that she could work for the good of her local community, which she reached through her written words. These initially took the form of reporting and commentary, but it was Päijänne that published her first short story in 1877.


In 1879, when she was thirty-five, Canth was left a widow with seven children. In despair at how she was to provide for them, she decided on the gamble of taking over the draper’s shop. The ripple effects of the Great Finnish Famine had led to her father’s bankruptcy in 1873. Ferdinand Canth had used his savings to buy the family house where the shop was also located, allowing the Johnsons to continue to trade on a smaller scale. Now that both men were dead, Canth moved back to Kuopio in 1880 and set to work as a merchant. Soon enough her ability, despite the lack of formal training, became clear. Her brother-in-law had estimated that 600 marks per year would be a reasonable profit. A few years after Canth assumed control, she made 6 000 marks in profit.


Her father had lifted his family into the middle class and given his children the best educational opportunities offered by Swedish-speaking schools. Her husband had brought her the prestige of being a lecturer’s wife and her first ties to men who saw writing and literature as a way to shape society for the better. This time, it was Canth who claimed sole responsibility for her climb. She demonstrated initiative in her dealings with businessmen, adjusted her stock in response to shifting trends, and kept careful track of her expenses in order to avoid debt. The draper’s shop brought more than money to her: it showed her the joy of working for a living.


Canth was able to seize the opportunity because of the timing. Widows were already legally independent and controlled money in their own right, but freedom of trade ended the dominance of the burghers’ estate in 1879: an apprenticeship was no longer required to set up a business. Growing numbers of women built careers as merchants and employees in trade. Canth’s shop assistants were part of a new group of single women who became respected professionals. Financial security gave them the means to make decisions about their lives. The money from the draper’s shop proved key to Canth’s second career as a Finnish-language author. Though she insisted on author’s fees as a sign of respect for the work she had done, she could not have supported her family on them. The shop took up time she could have spent writing, but it also made it financially possible for her to write at all in this era when the market for Finnish literature was in its early stages. Money freed her to express radical ideas too, for she did not need to depend on her community’s goodwill.


In 1878, inspired by a performance of the Finnish Theatre on tour, Canth began to write a folk play, Murtovarkaus (1882, translated as The Burglary). She portrayed its idealised rural setting with a combination of charm and authenticity: young lovers, a prosperous farm owner’s son and a poor crofter’s daughter, are parted due to a misunderstanding, but all is well once the truth is revealed. Roinilan talossa (1885, translated as The House of Roinila) switched the social ranks of the lovers and built its plot around a different crime, the discovery of a stolen will, but otherwise it offered more of the same, to the delight of audiences. At a time when people were creating new words for concepts that had not been discussed in Finnish before, from kitchen utensils to scientific terminology, Canth brought existing regional dialects to the stage and demonstrated their vibrancy.


After her husband’s death, Canth sent her first play to Kaarlo Bergbom, the director of the Finnish Theatre in Helsinki. He was among the Fennomans who founded it in 1872: if theatre showed that Finnish could be the language of high culture, how could the establishment deem it unworthy of being the equal of Swedish? The Finnish Theatre began by staging translations of popular European classics and modern plays, but it had to be able to sustain itself. It needed new authors to write about what resonated with Finns. Bergbom’s goal was twofold: to show that paying audiences wanted theatre in Finnish and to stage original Finnish plays that had artistic or topical value. This new friendship with Canth gave him the means to achieve both. To her, it gave the title of trailblazer: the first woman to write plays in Finnish, who did it with such success that she became an indelible part of Finland’s literary canon.


Canth’s two folk plays were praised and profitable, but she felt drawn to the rougher city life that she saw around her. Social realism combined criticism of society’s flaws with a touch of idealism: if only those flaws were brought to light, they could be set right. This proved to be a natural fit for Canth’s strengths. Whenever she had a moment to spare from her work in the shop, she worked on a story that was inspired by the everyday trials faced by working-class women, honing it until she felt a sense of genuine creative achievement. The result was Työmiehen vaimo (1885, translated as The Workman’s Wife), the first play to bring the urban worker to the Nordic stage. It marked the merging of the author and the journalist. From fiction that pleased, Canth shifted to fiction that challenged. The suffering of a wife who loses the profits of her labour to her husband portrayed the injustice of financial abuse; the imprisonment of a Roma woman made Finland’s most visible ethnic minority another symbol of how the law can subject to its power those groups to which it denies full participation.


The debate that followed was all that the Finnish Theatre could have wished for: this play was modern, political, unafraid. Finnish, in the form of The Workman’s Wife, made the urban working class a worthy topic for a tragedy, breaking new ground. Public opinion showed its strength: the legal reform that had stalled now moved forward and married women gained the right to control their income in 1889. From this point onwards, no one would ignore what Minna Canth had to say.


When she returned to Kuopio in 1880, Canth found that the city had become home to women who were determined to advance their causes through cooperation. She had engaged in charity and written newspaper articles, but now she was part of a social circle that moved beyond individual action to agitating for change. The meaningful friendships that Canth formed with women, some of them born into the gentry, others rising in life with the help of education, would give her emotional sustenance when she found herself in conflict with the world. Canth became the most famous feminist of her era, but she was not alone.


The organising of women began in the 1830s when the wives, daughters, and sisters of the first Fennomans listened to men debate civic duty. Born into the Swedish-speaking elite, they were drawn to the patriotic dream of a brighter future for Finland. They could not take part in politics, but the first ladies’ associations took them out of the home in the name of apolitical charity. These associations, initially exclusive in their membership, evolved and expanded. Temperance became the first cause that united people across class, gender, and language in the 1870s and placed women in leadership positions. The path was clear for the first women’s organisations, political agents whose goals emphasised feminism and social justice.


Canth wanted her daughters to have the right to a better education and joined the women who were fighting for the creation of co-ed schools. She called for girls’ education to be reformed, with lessons in the same subjects that boys studied, and for reform to extend to spheres that were deemed naturally feminine yet not truly taught to girls; as a young mother, she had been at a loss when it came to childcare, cooking, and household finances. Canth argued, no longer anonymously, that all educational and professional paths must be open to women. She had longed for education but found it limited in girls’ schools and was forced to abandon her second chance because of the seminary’s rules against married women. It was her business career that made it possible for her to educate herself by filling her library with books about the latest political and scientific developments that were being debated in Europe, from socialism to Darwinism.


Canth’s responsibilities to her children and shop kept her in Kuopio. Unlike many other Finnish artists, she did not travel abroad to enrich her understanding of European cultural movements. Yet if she could not leave, she could invite Finns to her home. Referred to as Kanttila, it became famous as a salon for cultural figures. Canth welcomed those who challenged her opinions. She did her best to ensure that guests, no matter their birth or politics, felt free to speak their minds in Kanttila. As a hostess, she created an environment of friendly debate that differed from the spite and personal attacks with which the same topics were frequently discussed in newspapers. Canth herself was shocked to face exclusion by religious circles when she considered her own Christianity to be compatible with and in support of her faith in progress of all kinds, whether moral, scientific, or technological.


Canth continued to evolve as an author of novellas and short stories. Her early newspaper fiction had focused on simple, patriotic moral lessons, but now she turned to intimate psychological studies and illustrations of everyday injustices, often seen from the perspective of women. Some of them resulted in tangible consequences. The poorhouse system, formerly under the Lutheran church’s control, fell into disarray after it was handed over to municipal authorities. When Canth’s novella about the mental illness of a working-class mother, Köyhää kansaa (‘Poor people’, 1886), exposed the conditions in Kuopio’s poorhouse, an official investigation eventually triggered reforms. Kanttila was Canth’s pulpit as she brought national attention to local abuses of power.


Though mutual causes had begun to create unity among people who worked to reform society, sometimes social barriers reasserted themselves. One notorious controversy was the debate on sexual morality: it brought women’s organisations into conflict with liberal men, who shared many of their political goals but still embraced the sexual double standard. Canth was an uneasy public speaker and preferred to support friends who led organisations over seeking to become active in politics herself: her arguments were better made in print. On this occasion, however, her fame meant that she was dragged in all the same and experienced the most hurtful newspaper publicity of her life. Her friendship with Juhani Aho, one of the most celebrated authors of the younger generation, took years to recover from the columns he had written, first mocking the views of several famous women and then attacking Canth in particular.


Canth witnessed the consequences of the sexual exploitation of working-class women and could not view it with the indifference shown by the liberal young men in her circle. Her newspaper articles condemned marital rape, dangerously frequent pregnancies, and the transmission of venereal disease: for her, the moral question about sex was whether it respected the physical and mental health of the woman.


Canth’s personal reputation as a respectable widow allowed her to allude to sexual irregularities in women’s lives: sex for money or for pleasure or in a drunken haze, sexual harassment by an employer, friendships between women that verged on the romantic. Novellas were her chosen ground. Teenaged Hanna (1886) develops a distrust of sexuality after she realises that her father was responsible for their maid’s pregnancy and the boy who courts her pushes past her boundaries. The middle-class wife in Salakari (‘Pitfall’, 1887) is destroyed by guilt after she is slowly tempted into adultery, while middle-aged Kauppa-Lopo (‘Pedlar Lopo’, 1889) feels a moment’s remorse at the thought of her husband before she shrugs off a night with a stranger. Agnes (1892) is a kept woman whose reappearance shakes the happy married life and moral convictions of the friend who admired her in their schoolgirl days. The controversies that Canth was most closely associated with focused on women’s and workers’ rights. Yet when it came to sexuality, contemporaries often underestimated the awareness and cynicism that she might slide into her fiction.


The moment when Canth’s challenges to her society crossed an invisible line was the premiere of Kovan onnen lapsia (‘Hard luck’s children’, 1888). This play was removed from the Finnish Theatre after the first night when conservative Fennomans protested. Workers revolt over conditions on the railway and turn to arson, incited by the first anarchist in Finland’s literature, who calls on the poor to wage war against the rich like the rich wage war against the poor. Director Bergbom had to bend to the will of the board, which feared the threatened political consequences. Though Canth assured him that she understood his position, she felt abandoned by the new Finnish-speaking elite that had formed.


Finland’s social stability benefited from its socially liberal labour movement, which sought to address workers’ concerns through cooperation with employers and gradual reforms. However, workers had reached the point when they no longer wanted their efforts to be directed from above: socialism loomed. In this situation, Canth experienced tangible consequences, rather than public scorn alone, for the first time. She responded by putting herself in monthly conflict with censorship and founded Vapaita aatteita (‘Free ideas’, 1889–1890), a liberal periodical. The strain of assuming a second regular responsibility in addition to the management of her shop proved too great to handle on her own. Yet this return to journalism, as the first independent Finnish-speaking woman editor, gave her the satisfaction of knowing that while the censors might force cuts to her writing, the ideas that slipped past them were appreciated by readers who wrote to tell her of their gratitude.


Weary from so much fighting, distraught at the death of the only child she lost in her lifetime, Canth sought solace in writing. From her political causes, she turned to the purely literary challenge of making middle-class lives psychologically truthful, narratively interesting, and symbolic of the unity that she wanted to see among the competing Fennoman factions. Papin perhe (‘The pastor’s family’, 1891), a family drama about generational conflict, caught her not ahead of her time but perfectly in tune with it: the play won uncontested recognition of her talent. It offered all the emotional thrills for which Canth was famous, but this time it was possible for political disagreements, limited to a single household, to be solved through debate, acceptance, and forgiveness.


Canth’s displeasure at the removal of Kovan onnen lapsia from the Finnish Theatre was intensified by conflicts regarding the fees it paid to playwrights. Though her shop meant that she was not financially hurt, she nonetheless felt disrespected. As the resentment simmered, Canth decided on another personal challenge: to write a play in Swedish for Helsinki’s Swedish Theatre. She set her hopes on European stages for Sylvi (1893), in which a young woman, an orphan who was married to her much older guardian when she reached adulthood, is driven to murder when her husband refuses her a divorce. Yet despite all that Canth had been able to achieve from within the walls of her home, this next step proved beyond her: she lacked the connections to take her work abroad. Swedish translations of her plays toured the Nordic countries, but in the era of Norway’s Henrik Ibsen and Sweden’s August Strindberg, Finland’s Minna Canth remained a name unknown in Europe.


Sylvi led to a falling-out with Bergbom. The director was outraged by what he saw as a betrayal of the Finnish Theatre after his decades of work to prevent the Swedish elite from denying the Finnish language legal rights and cultural respect. Canth viewed that as a fight that had already been won. The increasing signs of Russification troubled her. Finnish- and Swedish-speaking Finns had to unite across the old language barrier if the Grand Duchy of Finland was to stand firm against Russian efforts to erase its linguistic and administrative distinctness, and hopefully even to evolve into the independent state of Finland.


As she aged, Canth’s thoughts turned to the future. The draper’s shop had brought her not only a fortune: it would provide her children with financial stability. She prepared one of her daughters to manage it and made plans for the education and employment of her other children. Canth never lost her joy in her work as a merchant; if anything, it increased in these years of cultural and political disillusionment. Yet she was not done with writing. Canth returned to the Finnish Theatre and her creative beginnings with a rural story to which she brought the understanding of psychological realism and narrative tension that she had developed in the years since her folk plays. Anna Liisa (1895) is a farm owner’s daughter who had an affair with a farmhand at the age of fifteen and killed her baby in a state of distress. After years of secrecy, she is threatened with discovery before her wedding.


Canth’s respectability obscured from the public the irregularities in her family background: her father was an illegitimate child, her mother already pregnant on their wedding day. She saw the strain that single motherhood imposed on girls who came to her for help, part of her fierce objection to the sexual double standard: whether gentlemen or servants, the fathers could escape the consequences faced by the mothers. Infanticide was the most common serious crime of which women were convicted. Canth herself suffered from postpartum depression when her seventh child was born six months after her husband’s death. Her old fear that she must be kept from killing her baby resurfaced in the creation of Anna Liisa, which has moved audiences ever since its premiere.


Illness forced Canth to set aside all her work. The curtain fell on a literary career that had produced ten plays, seven novellas, and a host of short stories. Canth gave the shop to her children; her descendants owned it for the next eighty years. After her death in 1897, contemporary tributes recognised her significance. The process of memorialisation had begun. Now, together with the biography Minna Canth: Writing to Challenge, these translations of her two greatest classics show English readers the woman who has endured as a Finnish icon for generations.


The Workman’s Wife (1885)


The defining elements of Canth’s work may perhaps be summed up in two words: outrage and empathy. Outrage, because she felt intensely the smaller and greater abuses, whether committed by individuals or enabled by social structures, that went against her deep faith in justice for all and harm to none. Empathy, because not only did she seek to expose what she saw as injustices and reform institutions that failed in their duties, she approached even larger social issues from the perspective of care for the individual and with an awareness that people might well find themselves trapped against their own wishes.


The two elements take centre stage in Canth’s most famous play: The Workman’s Wife is a story that invites the audience to share the playwright’s outrage at the injustices she dramatises and feel empathy for the women destroyed by them. The failure to resist, or even to recognise the possibility of resistance, is a recurring theme in Canth’s fiction. Some rebels burn with grand yet futile defiance, other unfortunates are worn down by pain. Her most successful tragic characters settle for little victories of the self, managing to establish at least one line that they will not cross even if the rest of their life remains beyond their control. In this working-class tragedy, however, the only onstage victory belongs to the workman. His two wives, one bound to him by law and the other by passion, find no escape.


Johanna is an honest, hardworking woman who has saved up 600 marks over ten years of service. Yet the moment she becomes a wife, her money becomes her husband’s. So will all the money she ever earns, as long as Risto lives. He is a charming wastrel who is never seen at work himself. It only takes him a year to drink away Johanna’s savings even though they were a small fortune in the eyes of the other men.


The temperance movement acquired such force and was supported by women in large numbers because alcoholism grew to unprecedented proportions in industrialising Finland and brought ruin to working-class families. No longer living in tight-knit rural communities where access to spirits would have been limited and their use regulated by social norms, people faced no restraints when they turned to alcohol to cope with urban poverty. Though there was no easy solution to all the issues that had brought about the rise of the temperance movement, Canth knew that at least some of the harm would be mitigated if a wife controlled her own income, which would free her to leave an abusive husband.


The play’s title draws attention to the fact that Risto is not only a worker but specifically a workman: consequently, the income from his wife’s work is his, as decreed by the Finnish law of the era. The workman and the workwoman belong to the same class, the same community, but their rights are not equal. On an instinctive level, Johanna recognises this to be wrong. Yet at every turn, she finds those in her community who seek to keep her from choosing a path that would place her well-being, and later that of her baby as well, before Risto’s rights, reputation, and feelings. Johanna’s genuine faith becomes a weapon to be used against her: religion is twisted from a source of solace and justice into an instrument of social conformity alone. As Johanna second-guesses herself, her options dwindle. Religious submission cannot, in the end, reconcile her to the pain that she feels as a result of Risto’s actions: Johanna dies in despair.


Canth initially planned to give the play the title of Homsantuu. The daughter of a Finnish man and a Roma woman, she is named Kerttu. The community, however, calls her by the nonsensical nickname that has echoes of homssu (slattern, slovenly). She feels that she has no home, but she must earn a living, performing or doing odd jobs among the working class before she again steps away from them. Johanna faces social pressure as an insider, coaxed and shamed. It is mustered against Homsantuu more aggressively: she is an outsider, visibly so, mocked and denied not only legal rights but those derived from a sense of belonging.


Risto pretended that he would make Homsantuu his wife, but he never took her seriously: there are those lower than the working class, women only fit to be toyed with. Homsantuu rages against him, but her longing for his love defeats her even when her Roma kin present her with an alternative community. Though no law compels her, she offers willingly to earn an income to support both her and Risto, in ways that would also put her at risk of exploitation by other men. When he abandons her a second time after they have begun a sexual relationship, Homsantuu rejects all obedience to norms and turns to violence as the answer to her pain.


The two women who have done the workman’s work for him are scorned by society. Johanna’s bridal crown becomes a martyr’s crown that she would rather not have. There are rays of hope: her closest friend, free-thinking and free to decide her fate as a single woman, places the moral principles of faith above narrow strictures, while the smith, a true workman, is ready to help Johanna with his own money even though she did not choose him as her husband. Yet they are overshadowed by stronger, more numerous forces.


Working-class women enforce the norms of the community. Risto does not even need to ask them to do this for him: they take action, in the form of rumours and shaming, when Johanna seems about to step beyond the bounds of what is deemed acceptable. Upper-class women are less immediately present, yet they represent the norms at an even higher level and exercise control through the money they receive from their husbands. Upper-class men control that money directly, whether it takes the form of a payment promised to Johanna for weaving cloth or coins thrown at Homsantuu for dancing. Yet rich men do have something in common with poor working-class men: both can appeal to authority, with full confidence that their claims will matter. The gentleman threatens Johanna with the court and physical violence; Risto calls on the court to deal with Homsantuu and offers drinks to the police in thanks for restraining her.


As she is dragged away to prison, Homsantuu speaks Canth’s most famous words: ‘Your law and justice, they’re what I ought to have shot.’ This was the core of Canth’s argument: when law and justice do not protect all, when they are instead used to justify unjust uses of power, law must be reformed so that it truly creates justice.


The Diet of the Four Estates was responsible for Finland’s legislation. The question of the husband’s right to control his wife’s income had been debated before, but the public uproar inspired by The Workman’s Wife marked the point when reform could no longer be stalled. The Diet of 1885 received petitions from the Estates of the peasants, the burghers, and the nobility that called for abolition, with only the clergy not offering their support. In 1889 the law was changed: the wife now had the right to control her own income.


Anna Liisa (1895)


The play that concluded Canth’s literary career allowed her to write about a topic that had long been on her mind, waiting for the moment when she would find the right way to put it into words. Canth’s charity work included visits to prison. One prisoner came to symbolise all the lonely, desperate mothers she had met: a young woman, her fair hair in a braid, who had been sentenced for infanticide. This was the even grimmer alternative to the lives of the women who carried their babies with them and came knocking on Canth’s door as they roamed in search of food and a place to stay.


In many of Canth’s stories, desperation leads to crime: poverty and hunger blunt concerns about the punishments that await those who are caught, even the very awareness of reality itself. Yet in Anna Liisa, it is not poverty but ignorance that creates the conditions for the crime, which takes place as a result of mental distress. The fifteen-year-old girl did not understand the full consequences of a sexual relationship with a man she thought she loved but, as she later comes to see, in truth only desired. When he left her, fear of her parents’ reaction kept her silent and turned her thoughts to suicide. Ignorance extended to the moment of childbirth: she could not prepare for it and found herself alone in the forest. All Anna Liisa could think about was how to stop the baby from crying. But when the cries stopped, the years of guilt began.


The punishments imposed on the women in The Workman’s Wife are external. Johanna is guilty in the eyes of the community, accused of neglecting her duties and driving Risto to drink; Homsantuu is guilty of even greater social violations and will receive the judgement of the court as well. It was internal punishment that Canth sought to explore in Anna Liisa. She notes the absence of intent in the infanticide, the factors behind Anna Liisa’s desperation, and the moral injustice that the baby’s father is able to evade all legal and social consequences. Yet though Anna Liisa herself can judge the situation more clearly when time has passed, it does not alter her own sense that she is to blame for what happened, for what she did, no matter that an argument could be made for diminished responsibility.


Anna Liisa is given a way out—not with the man she loves, but with her family willing to make themselves complicit in the secret. Unknowingly, in deciding to hide the disgrace, both those who act out of love for her and those who seek to control her instead give her the power to make her own decision. When she has a choice and chooses the truth, Anna Liisa frees herself at the cost of her physical freedom.


Shame has not been imposed on Anna Liisa by the community. Indeed, she appears to be the most pious and praiseworthy of young women. ‘Chaste’ is the word used when her banns of marriage are called. Yet she has felt sexual desire, hid such feelings from her parents and sneaked away to meet the farmhand. Later, when she seeks to avoid her fiancé’s caresses, her response is not natural but the result of fear, born of the consequences of the first time she allowed herself to be aware of her body. It was not her sexual feelings that were wrong but their recipient, who left Anna Liisa alone in her hour of need. Now that she has found a man worthy of her love, she cannot bring herself to give it as before. The secret poisons her hopes for the future even when it still seems that it might never be revealed.


Anna Liisa comes to an understanding that she will not know peace until her external and internal self mirror each other. Instead of praise that is not entirely false but nonetheless flawed because it is founded on imperfect knowledge, she will have honest recognition of who she is. Anna Liisa exults in her confession and is willing to face even death, but the law was more merciful than might seem from the play. According to the Penal Code of 1889, her sentence would be two to ten years in the penitentiary. Anna Liisa would have a chance to begin again because she assumed responsibility, atoned for her crime, and confronted the shame that she recognised in herself.


Though Canth often faced criticism from religious quarters, she was a devout Christian and turned to her faith for comfort more sincerely than could have been guessed by those who only knew of her as a political firebrand. Canth became increasingly comfortable with questioning harsh interpretations of the Bible and the deeds of religious authorities. This led her towards what she believed to be truer interpretations of Christianity, which emphasised love, forgiveness, and fairness. The Workman’s Wife is an indictment of the falseness that can turn faith into something that is used to assume control over others rather than a source of guidance on how an individual might lead a just life. The final promise of a judgement to come is perhaps a shallow comfort with both Johanna and Homsantuu ruined. Anna Liisa concludes with hope in the present: Christianity gives her the strength to end the lie that her conscience cannot endure. She is freed from pain in a way that the workwomen are not.


Canth’s own great crisis came when she gave birth to her seventh child as a widow. The labour was difficult and it seemed that she might die. She was physically exhausted, mentally fragile due to the uncertain future ahead of her. She had decided to take over her late father’s shop, but there was no guarantee that she could rise to the challenge and provide for her children. On sleepless nights, Canth had to ask her eldest daughters to keep watch over her: she was afraid that she might hurt the baby. For months to come, she sometimes sank into despair, feeling that God had abandoned her. Yet work helped. Canth grew calmer and prayed with greater confidence. She regained her joy in life and went to sleep with her baby beside her.


The public had not witnessed the vulnerabilities that Canth revealed to her friends. Though she would not be swayed from a path she felt to be right, she could be wounded by criticism. She did not show this on the outside. Her image was of the indomitable challenger, reformer, and feminist. Yet her novellas in particular had explored how mental health could be affected either by gradual strain that built up to a breaking point or incidents that upset the balance of a life. Her own experiences lent depth to her understanding. Anna Liisa shows this side of Canth, the doubts and the faith. The outrage is dimmed into a sadder recognition of the sexual double standard. Yet the empathy shines in the portrayal of Anna Liisa as she finds her way to peace of mind.
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