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Language policy 			 
and Finnish science

Summary

This paper is based on a report on the cur-

rent status and relationship between Finn-

ish, the main national language of Finland, 

and English, the lingua franca of today. The 

report, Suomen kielen tila ja tulevaisuus 

(‘The status and future of the Finnish lan-

guage’) is available on the Internet (www.

kotus.fi), with a summary in Swedish and 

English. 

Language policy has traditionally been 

understood as dealing with domestic issu-

es, the relationship between the two natio-

nal languages, Finnish and Swedish, and to 

a lesser degree with the situation of minori-

ty languages, e.g. the Saami languages or 

the sign language used by the handicapped. 

Finland has a specific language law (dating 

from 1923, revised 2003) to protect Fin-

nish, and it is because of this that there is 

not the same awareness of the present lin-

guistic situation as one finds in the other 

Nordic and Baltic countries, where the go-

vernments have set up committees and is-

sued strategies to protect the domestic lan-

guages from expansive influences from out-

side, notably the use of English in all walks 

of life. 

It became quite clear from our investiga-

tion that the language law does not automa-

tically guarantee the preservation of Fin-

nish in schools, higher education or rese-

arch. In all of these spheres the use and in-

fluence of English is growing, without the 

existence of any generally accepted strate-

gy. More and more schools are offering Eng-

lish as their language of instruction, while 

in the universities there have as yet been 

few strategic papers specifying everyday 

practices with regard to the languages to be 

used in teaching. The expansion and appre-

ciation of English in universities and scien-

tific societies is unquestionable, and the is-

sues that need sorting out are the future of 

the scientific journals that use Finnish, the 

balance between Finnish and English in uni-

versity teaching programmes, and the fair-

ness of the evaluation of scientific publica-

tions. If the scientific community turns its 

back on the general public by not publis-

hing in Finnish and by developing a separa-

te language of science, it will clearly be vio-

lating the democratic rights of the people 

to receive information and the products of 

learning in their mother tongue.

What is advocated in the report is a po­

licy of parallel languages, not a return to 

the 19th century ideals of one nation, one 

language. The most important step to be ta-

ken at the government level is the setting 

up of a committee to work out a nation-wi-

de linguistic strategy, a document on which 

different communities and institutions – in-

cluding the scientific societies – could base 

their future strategies.




