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Abstract

There has not been much research on
change of onomatopoeia in contact lan-
guages. The main question is what hap-
pens to onomatopoeic phonological
structures when two or more languages
with different structures meet and influ-
ence each other. What sounds onomato-
poeic in one language may not do so in
another language. A minority language
of northern Sweden, Meinkieli, which is
closely related to Finnish, spoken in par-
allel with Swedish since the 14th cen-
tury, is analysed. Other languages stud-
ied are North Sami, spoken in the same
area, and Kven, spoken in Norway, and
Finnish. The methodology consists of
lexicon excerption and phonological
analysis.

The results show that Meénkieli
uses initial consonant clusters, which are
similar to, but not identical with, those
of Swedish, in contrast with standard
Finnish which uses no initial consonant
clusters in onomatopoeic words. How-
ever, onomatopoeia in Meinkieli also
shows similarities with south-western
Finnish dialects in Finland, which use
initial consonant clusters.

Introduction and background

Meinkieli is a minority language of
Sweden with a long history along the
Swedish-Finnish border where the
Torne river is separating — or uniting —
the two countries. The name Meénkieli
(meaning “our language”) was officially
established in Sweden in the year 2000.
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Finnish, spoken in Finland is a Finno-
Ugric language, as well as Meénkieli.
Swedish, on the other hand, is a Ger-
manic language. Finnish and Swedish
have very different grammars, vocabu-
laries and phonologies. The speakers of
Meinkieli in Sweden are now to a large
extent bilingual in Swedish and Meénki-
eli. The contact with Finland was im-
peded or interrupted when Sweden lost
Finland to Russia in 1809. Meénkieli is
considered to be a language, not a dialect
of Finnish, mainly on linguistic grounds
(Valijjarvi, Blokland, Kangas, Acker-
mann-Bostrom & Kuoppa, 2022), but
also on social and political grounds.

A

Figure 1. Map of the Meénkieli areas in Swe-
den (left) and Finland (right). The Kven areas
in Norway are north and northwest of Swe-
den.

Onomatopoeia is here defined as
speech sounds imitating non-speech
sounds, but only conventionalized ono-
matopoeia is considered, i. e. onomato-
poeia which is integrated in the phonol-
ogy of the language, and not “wild
forms” which may occur with an
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individual speaker in a specific situation.
In this context the question surges of
how a language may adapt to phonolo-
gies of other languages.

Consonantal structures of Swedish
and Standard Finnish

Swedish permits up to three consonants
in word beginnings, the first one being
an /s/, the second a voiceless stop and the
third /1/, /j/, /t/ or /v/. Not all combina-
tions are allowed (Sigurd, 1965). Stand-
ard Finnish on the other hand does not
have any initial consonant clusters ex-
cept in some, more recent, loan words
(e.g. kromosomi), where two consonant
clusters can be permitted. In older loan
words, often from Swedish, consonants
are deleted like in Swedish strand
(beach) which has become ranta. In
Meinkieli it is more common with initial
two-consonant clusters in general, and it
is common with two-consonant clusters
in onomatopoeic words. However,
Meinkieli does not generally have initial
three-consonant clusters, except for in
some varieties.

Standard Finnish and Finnish dia-
lects

In Finland, Meénkieli is considered a di-
alect, belonging to the western dialects,
more precisely the Norrbothnian dia-
lects. Swedish and Finnish dialects have
been spoken in parallel for many hun-
dreds of years in Finland, and the same
goes for Swedish and Meénkieli in Swe-
den.

Standard Finnish, was created in the
19" century and it is mainly a written
language (and spoken as “general spo-
ken language” in news casts etc.). Kopo-
nen (2014) writes that a thousand years
ago, both Finnish and Swedish were
different from what they are now and
both languages existed mainly as spoken
dialects. Unlike Swedish, Finnish
originally could not have two (or three)
consonants at the beginning of a word.
When a word was borrowed into
Finnish, all initial consonants other than
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the last were generally dropped.
Through the influence of Swedish,
initial consonant groups (klasi (glass),
trappu (stairs) etc.) gradually gained
entry into the Western Finnish dialects
and also into the written language.
During the 19th century, however, a
large part of them were thinned out
again, in an effort to make the written
language more like Eastern Finnish. In
short, there has been influences between
Finnish and Swedish in Finland for
many years. And there has been influ-
ences from Swedish to Meinkieli in
Sweden for many years. Still today, spo-
ken Finnish consists of many different
dialects.

Kven and Sami

Kven, closely related to Meénkieli, has
initial consonant structures similar to
Meénkieli. In North Sami up to three in-
itial consonant clusters are possible, of-
ten an /s/ being the initial consonant
(Svonni, 1993).

Research on onomatopoeia in lan-
guage contact and language change

To our knowledge there has been very
little, or none, research on onomatopoeia
in language contact induced language
change. Heikkonen (2014) studied ono-
matopoeia and sound symbolism in
North Uralic languages focusing on ter-
minology and etymologies.

Research questions

1. To what extent does Meénkieli have
initial consonant clusters in onomat-
opoeic words?

What are the similarities between
Meinkieli and Standard Finnish,
Finnish dialects, Kven and North
Sami for initial consonant clusters
in onomatopoeic words?

How has Swedish in Finland and
Swedish in Sweden influenced ini-
tial consonant clusters in Meénki-
eli?
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Method and materials

Lexica of Swedish, Standard Finnish,
Finnish dialects, Meénkieli, Kven and
North Sami were manually searched for
onomatopoeic words with initial conso-
nant clusters. The search was quite un-
problematic since beginnings of words
are easy to search for in electronic dic-
tionaries. The model used is that of
Abelin (1999). The dictionaries are of
different sizes so both absolute and rela-
tive frequencies will be presented. The
study is thus on initial consonant clusters
and the onomatopoeias connected with
these. Of course, there are many alterna-
tive forms in the languages, and there are
slight differences in meaning between
the languages, but the focus has been on
initial consonant clusters for onomato-
poeic words, which is a rather uncompli-
cated category.

The following four online dictionar-
ies were searched: Mednkieli-ruotti
sanakirja (33 000 lexical entries), Stora
Finsk-svenska ordboken (109 000 lexi-
cal entries), Kven-norsk ordbok (7 500
lexical entries), and Nordsamisk-Norsk
ordbok (33 000 lexical entries). The dic-
tionaries were searched for onomato-
poeic words beginning with consonant
clusters. Onomatopoeia in Swedish con-
sonant clusters was studied in Abelin
(1999), based om Svenska Akademiens
Ordlista (135 000 lexical entries). Fur-
thermore, a small dictionary of a variety
of Meénkieli — Jellivaaransuomi (Winsa,
1992) — was excerpted.

Orthography in Finnish, Meinkieli,
Kven and North Sami is quite phone-
matic, so only a few explanations of the
pronunciations of the consonant letters
are given here: The voiceless stops, rep-
resented by <p>, <t>, <k> in writing are
non-aspirated in Finnish, Meénkieli and
Kven. The <r> is often a dental trill.
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Results

Meinkieli is similar to Swedish in using
initial consonant clusters for onomato-
poeia, and this differs much from stand-
ard Finnish. However, onomatopoeic
meanings connected with consonant
clusters are not identical to the use in
Swedish but points to an independent
development in Meinkieli. There are
similar onomatopoeias in Meénkieli and
Kven which we don't see in standard
Finnish.

In tables 1, 2 and 3 examples of dif-
ferences in initial consonant clusters and
vocabularies are presented.

Figure 2 shows the percentages of
onomatopoeic words with initial conso-
nant clusters in the dictionaries of Swe-
dish, Meidnkieli, Kven and standard
Finnish.

Table 1 exemplifies that where Swe-
dish uses two- or three consonant clus-
ters, Meénkieli uses two-consonant clus-
ters, while standard Finnish uses single
intitial consonants.

In Table 2 we can see that Meénkieli
and Kven are quite similar in terms of in-
itial consonant clusters. This can be
compared with Finnish in Table 1. None
of the initial consonant clusters in Table
2 were found to be onomatopoeic in the
North Sami dictionary.

For the entire dictionaries of Swe-
dish, Meinkieli, Standard Finnish and
Kven the percent onomatopoeic words
with initial consonant clusters are:
Meinkieli 4,4% (80 words), Swedish
3,8% (106 words), Kven 3,07% (18
words), and standard Finnish 0,3% (8
words), see Figure 2.

As stated above, the dictionaries are
of different sizes, and the criteria for in-
cluding different types of word may dif-
fer.
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Table 1. Examples of onomatopoeic words in Swedish, Meénkieli, Standard Finnish, and Eng-

lish.

Swedish Meinkieli Standard Finnish English

spruta  pruiskuta ruiskuttaa spray
klappa klaputtaa taputtaa clap
knastra prétistd ~ réitind crackle
skrapa  kravata  raaputa scratch
kraxa  kraakua  kurjuu croak
prassla  krapista  rapista rustle
pladdra Kklipistd ~ lorpotelld babble
plaska  klutsuta  loiskia splash
knacka knakata  koputtaa knock
knaka  kripsahtaa narista crack
kndppa kripsyttdd napsahtaa snap
smattra kropista  radtistd clatter
smalla  plittoa paukkua bang
knattra  prétistd =~ péristd rattle
blaska  frdakdtd  roiskua splash
skvitta pldiskid  raiskid splash
plumsa klopsuttaa roiskua splash

Table 2. Examples of onomatopoeic words in
Meiénkieli and Kven.

Meidnkieli Kven
pruiskuta truiskuta
klaputtaa klaputa
kripsahtaa naskuut
kraapasta kraapasta
kraakua kraakkuut
kravata kravata
klopsuttaa klopsuttaa
pldiskid truiskuta

% onomatopoeic words with initial cc

0,00% I I .

Swedish Mednkiel Kven Standard Finnish
Figure 2. Number of onomatopoeic words in
relation to total number of words with initial

consonant clusters, in the four dictionaries.

Finnish dialects

In Suomen Murteiden Sanakirja (The
dictionary of Finnish dialects) many of
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the Meénkieli onomatopoeic words were
found, all of them in the south- western,
southern or north-western parts of Fin-
land. There are also many other non-on-
omatopoeic western dialectal Finnish
words which begin with initial two-con-
sonant clusters.

In Suomen Murteiden Sanakirja
places in Sweden are specified as places
for Finnish dialects. However, we have
ignored those examples as examples of
Finnish dialects, since they refer to
Meinkieli, and in that dictionary we
have only looked at examples from Fin-
land. A large part of the dialectal ono-
matopoeic words with initial consonant
clusters are from the south-western part,
where Swedish has long been spoken.
There are also many other two- or three-
consonant cluster words, quite a few of
them are loan words from Swedish.
There is one three consonant clusters
which does not exist in Swedish, namely
skl-.

All the Finnish dialectal words pre-
sented in Table 3 come from the south-
western, southern or sometimes north-
western areas of Finland, areas where
Swedish is spoken. Of course, there is a
lot of variation.
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Some characteristics of Jellivaaran-
suomi

Even though we did not find great differ-
ences in onomatopoeia between the
Meinkieli of Torne valley variety and
the Jellivaaransuomi variety, spoken
around the town of Géllivare in Sweden,
some characteristics must be mentioned.
Jellivaaransuomi can sometimes have up
to three initial consonants with the first
one being an /s/. This is similar to the
consonant structure of Swedish, but the

/s/ is added in a unique manner, which is
shown by the following examples, e.g.
spricka from Swedish bricka (tray),
strappu from Swedish frappa (stairs)
and trallari from Swedish rallare (rail-
way worker). Could this be an influence
from Swedish or North Sami (which also
can have up to three initial consonant
clusters (Svonni, 1993) or could it be
cases of hypercorrection? However, a
similar phenomenon is also found in
Helsinki slang “Stadin slangi” where we
find additions of initial consonants.

Table 3. Examples of onomatopoeic words in Meénkieli, with the addition from different Finn-

ish dialects. Cf. Table 1.

Finnish dialects Meénkieli Standard Finnish English

pruiskuta ruiskuttaa spray
klaputtaa klaputtaa taputtaa clap
prétistd  rétind crackle
krapata, skrapata Kravata  raaputa scratch
kraakua kraakua  kurjuu croak
krapista krapista  rapista rustle
klipistad klipistd ~ lorpotelld babble
klutsuttaa klutsuta  loiskia splash
knakata knakata  koputtaa knock
kripsahtaa kripsahtaa narista crack
kréapsyttad kréapsyttdd napsahtaa snap
kropista kropista  réatista clatter
plittuuna plittoa paukkua bang
prétistd  péristd rattle
frékata fradkdtd  roiskua splash
pldiskida  réiskid splash
klopsuttaa klopsuttaa roiskua splash

Discussion

Could it be that Meinkieli has retained
clusters from earlier stages, which have
since disappeared in Standard Finnish?
And has Meénkieli been influenced by
Swedish several times? Many of the
word forms of Meinkieli are almost
identical to those in some of the Finnish
dialects. The results suggest that the on-
omatopoeic words are quite robust in
Meinkieli and have not changed much
from their dialectal, mostly south-west-
ern, origins, areas where also Swedish
has been spoken for a long time. How-
ever, it is very possible that Meénkieli in
Sweden has continued to be influenced
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by Swedish, and North Sami. This could
also be the explanation of the initial con-
sonant structures of Jellivaaransuomi.

Jellivaaransuomi shows that
Meinkieli could continue to be influ-
enced by surrounding languages. An-
other factor could be that Jellivaaran-su-
omi is spoken further away from the
Finnish border.

Conclusions

First, Meénkieli has a large number of
onomatopoeic initial consonant clusters,
which are similar to Swedish. Secondly,
Meinkieli differs from standard Finnish
in this respect, but it is quite similar to
some Finnish dialects and to Kven. At
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this stage it is too early to answer the
third research question and say whether
onomatopoeic initial consonant clusters
in Meénkieli are remnants from older
Swedish influences on older Finnish di-
alects, or influences from Swedish in
Sweden, or possibly from North Sami.
Our original idea was that Meédnkieli has
been influenced only by Swedish in
Sweden, but everything seems to point
to Mednkieli having preserved onomato-
poeic words and clusters from western
Finnish dialects, where the dialects were
influenced by Swedish very long ago.
Meinkieli has also been influenced by
Swedish in Sweden, where Meénkieli
has been spoken since the 14" century.
However, due to the political situation of
isolation in Sweden, Meénkieli has also
developed along its own path.

Meiénkieli is classified as a northern
Finnish dialect in Finland, but in the case
of onomatopoeia it is clear that Mednki-
eli has many similarities with south-
western Finnish dialects.

It is well known that onomatopoeia
differs from language to language, to a
large extent depending on the phonology
and phonotactics of each language. The
general question which remains to be
solved is: can onomatopoeia in one lan-
guage be influenced by onomatopoeia in
another language? That is, can the
speakers of one language adapt to ono-
matopoeia of another language? We
would like to answer yes to this ques-
tion, but it is clear that more research is
needed on onomatopoeia in languages in
contact.
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