
 

 
© 2022 Pia Lane, Kristin Hagen, Anders Nøklestad and Joel Priestley. Nordlyd 46.1: 159–170, Morfologi, målstrev 
og maskinar: Trond Trosterud {fyller | täyttää | deavdá | turns} 60!, edited by Lene Antonsen, Sjur Nørstebø 
Moshagen and Øystein A. Vangsnes. Published at UiT The Arctic University of Norway. 
http://septentrio.uit.no/index.php/nordlyd https://doi.org/10.7557/12.6345  
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons “Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 
International” license. 

	
 

Creating a corpus for Kven, a minority language in Norway 

Pia Lane, Kristin Hagen, Anders Nøklestad and Joel Priestley 
University of Oslo 

Abstract 
Language documentation, including the development and use of corpora, is frequently linked to revitalisation. 
This is also the case for the Kven language, a Finnic minoritised language, traditionally spoken in the two 
northernmost counties of Norway. Kven is a recognised minority language in Norway, protected by the 
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages. This status led to increased efforts to document Kven, 
including the development of the Ruija Corpus, consisting of recordings of interviews in Kven. The corpus was 
an important tool for the standardisation of Kven. In this article we describe how the corpus was developed and 
account for search functions, including a discussion of the limitations of the corpus. We also discuss the role 
of corpora and other online tools for language revitalisation, with a particular focus on the standardisation of 
Kven and conclude by reflecting on how expertise also resides with the speakers of an endangered language 
and that they have a right to be involved in efforts of language documentation and revitalisation.  
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1. Introduction 
Across the world, a large number of languages are in the process of being standardised, following a 
longstanding tradition within anthropological linguistics, linguistic typology and language documentation. 
Scholars describe and document languages, and we have sophisticated means for data analysis, for 
developing grammars and dictionaries, and recently also for building large electronic corpora. One such 
corpus is the Ruija Corpus, a speech corpus from Kven and Finnish-speaking areas in Northern Norway. In 
this article, we first provide some information on the Kven people and their language and outline the 
development of the Ruija Corpus and describe search functions, including a discussion of the limitations of 
the corpus, due to the lack of grammatical annotation. We then discuss the role of corpora and other online 
tools for language revitalisation, with a particular focus on the standardisation of Kven and conclude by 
reflecting on how expertise also resides with the speakers of minoritised language and that they have a right 
to be involved in efforts of language documentation and revitalisation.  

2.  Background – Kven language 
The Kven language is a Finnic minoritised language, traditionally spoken in Troms and Finnmark, the 
northernmost counties of Norway, see the map in figure 1. The Arctic region has been multilingual for 
centuries, and from the beginning of the 18th century, people from Finnish-speaking areas, in what today 
are the northern parts of Sweden and Finland, settled along the coast of Northern Norway; some of them 
settled before the current national frontiers were drawn (Sundelin 1998). This group of people and their 
descendants are called Kven or Norwegian Finns, and particularly in the coastal areas there is a long 
tradition of trade and intermarriage with the Sámi population. When the idea of Norway as a nation state 
got foothold in the 19th century, a monolingual and homogenous nation came to be one of the cornerstones 
of the idea of the Norwegian nation state, and assimilatory and even oppressive policies were directed 
towards the Kven and Sámi populations. These policies are referred to as the Norwegianisation process, 
and many of these were directed towards language, and regulations limited the use of Kven and Sámi in 
schools and sale of land in the northern areas to people with knowledge of Norwegian (Pietikäinen et al. 
2010). The Kven were seen as a ‘national problem’ because of their position as a border minority, “Russia’s 
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foothold in Western Europe” (Niemi 1995: 196); hence, the assimilation policies were particularly promi-
nent in the exposed border areas (Niemi 2003). In tandem with general processes of modernisation, these 
policies contributed to an extensive language shift from Kven to Norwegian, and by the 1960s most Kven 
children spoke Norwegian only. Norway’s ratification of the European Charter for Regional or Minority 
Languages (under the auspices of the Council of Europe) in 1993 subsequently led to the recognition of 
Kven as a language in 2005, and not primarily a dialect of Finnish (Lane 2011).  

In Finland, Finnish was given official status in 1863 and was developed into a language of education 
and administration. Vocabulary and grammatical structures from the Eastern Finnish dialects were 
included, and neologisms were created in order to replace Swedish loanwords (Latomaa and Nuolijärvi 
2005), processes which influenced the Finnish dialects in Finland, whereas the Kven had left before this 
standardisation took place. Because the Kven were not in Finland during the standardisation process, their 
language developed differently, particularly in terms of vocabulary. Kven and Finnish are agglutinating 
languages with rich inflectional morphology, but the largest difference between Kven and standard Finnish 
is lexical due to old Swedish borrowings that have been retained in Kven and newer borrowings from 
Norwegian. Kven and Finnish are mutually intelligible, though Finnish speakers understand Kven better 
than Kven speakers understand Finnish because Finns learn Swedish in school and therefore understand 
older Swedish and Norwegian borrowings in Kven, whereas Kven speakers in most cases do not understand 
the Finnish equivalents of these borrowings (Lane 2016). Self-identification is also one of the criteria for 
the language – dialect distinction: the Kven speakers identify themselves as Norwegian and not Finnish 
(Hyltenstam and Milani 2003).  

 
Figure 1. Map Troms and Finnmark County. Source: Kartverket – Norwegian Mapping Authority  

(Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) © Kartverket https://www.kartverket.no/en). 

3.  How the corpus came about 
The fourth International Polar Year (IPY 2007–2008) was the largest global research initiative to be carried 
out for 50 years, and approximately 50 000 researchers and language technologists from 60 countries 
participated. The Research Council of Norway issued a Call for Proposals, which resulted in 29 funded 
projects. One of these was the Linguistic and Cultural Heritage Electronic Network (LICHEN) at the 
Department of Linguistics and Scandinavian studies (University of Oslo), directed by Pia Lane. The project 
was a part of a larger international cluster, whose aim was to create an electronic framework for the 
collection, management, online display, and exploitation of existing corpora of the languages of the 
northern circumpolar region. The Norwegian part of the LICHEN project involved carrying out a pilot 
project on the Kven language. The aim of the Norwegian LICHEN project was to digitise and transcribe 
old recordings of Kven, collect new data in order to test the tools being developed by the University of 
Oulu, and to make the recordings and transcriptions available for researchers. The main electronic system 
was not completed by the time the Norwegian project was concluded, so a separate speech corpus, the Ruija 
Corpus, was developed by Pia Lane in cooperation with the Text Laboratory at the Department of 
Linguistics and Scandinavian Studies, University of Oslo. Ruija (both in Kven and Finnish) refers to 
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Northern Norway, and the name was chosen for the corpus not to alienate speakers who prefer to refer to 
their language as Finnish (often modified as ‘our Finnish’ to distinguish it from standard Finnish). 

As is often the case for minority language projects, there was limited funding and thus lack of 
resources to make an annotated corpus with linguistic information (such as lemmas and morphosyntactic 
tags). The PI of the Norwegian LICHEN project, Pia Lane, did not have a permanent position, which further 
limited the time available for corpus development. The corpus consists of recordings and transcriptions. 
When the corpus was initiated, there was no written standard for Kven, so there was no standard that could 
be used as a basis for the transcriptions. The recordings were transcribed by students at the University of 
Oulu and Mikael Voronov at the Kven Institute. The transcribers followed the same guidelines, but they 
were based at different institutions and worked with different supervisors who implemented the guidelines 
slightly differently. Consequently, there is some variation in the transcription conventions.  

The corpus was launched in April 2010 with 76 hours of recordings, and data from two other projects 
added. These projects are Identities in transition – a longitudinal study of language shift and Standardising 
minority languages – STANDARDS, both financed by the Research Council of Norway and directed by Pia 
Lane. Identities in transition, a study of language shift in Bugøynes-Pykejä (a Kven community in Northern 
Norway) compared and contrasted interview data from the same individuals from 1975 and 2008, 
supplemented by interviews in Norwegian with younger speakers from the generation who had shifted to 
Norwegian. The STANDARDS project explores how intended users of a written standard of Kven relate to 
the standard and consists of interviews and video recordings of Kven speakers reading a text in Kven for 
the first time. The project source codes in the corpus reflect these projects: LICHEN = LI and KI, Identities 
in transition = id and sks,1 SMS = STANDARDS. From 2023 the corpus will also contain interviews from 
the project Voices of revitalisation, which focuses on how new speakers experience the process of starting 
to speak Kven or Sámi. New speakers are individuals who have learned an indigenous or minoritised 
language in an educational setting, often as a part of revitalisation efforts, and who reclaim (start speaking) 
the language later, often at important transitional moments in life, such as when needing the language for 
work purposes or becoming a parent (O’Rourke and Pujolar 2015). The corpus therefore has data suited for 
analyses of grammar or phonology, including change over time as the main bulk of the corpus spans a 
period of more than 30 years. This timespan also allows for sociolinguistic studies exploring changes in 
language attitudes and identity construction over time. 

4.  Developing the corpus  
The first version of the Ruija Corpus was presented in an older version of the search and postprocessing 
tool Glossa, developed at the Text Laboratory (Johannessen et al. 2008). The main idea behind Glossa was 
– and still is – to give researchers a user-friendly tool where they can concentrate on their research and do 
not need to learn advanced query languages or attend courses to use the tool. 

This first version of Ruija contained nearly 430 000 tokens, 379 000 Kven and 50 300 Norwegian 
ones. There were 85 speakers in the corpus from 12 places. Some of the speakers were interviewed twice 
(in 1975 and 2009, as a part of the project Identities in transition).  

The present version of the Ruija Corpus is converted to a new and even more user-friendly version 
of Glossa (Nøklestad et al. 2017, Søfteland et al. 2020).2 The corpus is enriched with more speech data and 
in 2022 it contains almost 522 000 tokens from 12 places, with 109 speakers in total. 

The main search page is very simple as figure 2 shows. You can search for one or more words in the 
Google-like search box in the middle of the page. Metadata categories are located on the left-hand side. 
The results are given as concordances. Figure 3 shows a search for “kveeni'”. ‘Kveeni’ is a Kven word that 
refers to both the Kven people and their language and may be used both as a noun and as an adjective. 
Above the metadata menu you can see how many speakers and words are included in the chosen selection. 
A click on “Show speakers” gives you a list of all speakers in the selection. 

 
1 sks refers to Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura (The Finnish Litterature Society) which provided the recordings 
from 1975. 
2 Glossa uses the IMS Open Corpus Workbench system for text search and MySQL as the metadata database. The 
server code is written in Clojure, a modern dialect of Lisp that runs on the Java Virtual Machine. 
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To the left of each search result there are two or three icons: one for playing the search result in a 
media player (figure 4) and one for showing the search result as a waveform (figure 5). Some recordings 
also have a button for video presentation. Clicking on the speaker’s identifier shows all the metadata 
available for the speaker.  
 

 
Figure 2. The main search page of the Ruija Corpus. 

 

 
 

Figure 3. Example of simple search result: kveeni – ‘Kven’  

 

Figure 4. The search result in a media player. If you move the squares under the box left and/or right you 
get more context. 



PIA LANE, KRISTIN HAGEN, ANDERS NØKLESTAD, AND JOEL PRIESTLEY 

 163 

 
Figure 5. Example of search result as waveform. 

Above the search box at the main search page there are two more search options: extended search and CQP 
search. If you know the query language of the Corpus Query Processor (CQP) search engine you can make 
your own advanced searches in the CQP box. If you want advanced searches by using menus and text fields, 
choose the Extended option, see figure 6. Here you can choose to search for the start of a word, the middle 
or the end. You can also search for the first or final word in a speech segment. Since the corpus is not 
lemmatised or part-of-speech tagged yet, the menu symbol on the left can only offer a box for excluding 
word forms. 

 

Figure 6. Example of extended search. 

Figure 6 shows how to search for different word forms or inflected forms even if the corpus is not part-of-
speech tagged. A search for “kveen” as the start of the word will show all words starting with “kveen” as 
figure 7 shows3. Here we have chosen to show the search result as a word list by clicking on “Statistics” 
below the search result. The search results are downloadable in various formats. 

 
3 The transcribers followed orthographic conventions, and the stem vowel of Kven was pronouced both as e or æ, 
transcribed as kveeni or kvääni, respectively. A search for word initial kv- would have yielded both forms. 
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Figure 7. The search result as a word list. 

The Ruija Corpus is available for research, but due to the personal nature of the content in the corpus, the 
license is a restrictive, academic one. You have to send an application to the owner of the corpus, and after 
you have been granted access, you can login with Feide (the centralized identity management solution for 
the educational sector of Norway) or CLARIN (Common Language Resources and Technology Infra-
structure). 

5.  Standardisation of Kven  
As a consequence of the recognition of Kven, a standardisation process was initiated. The Kven Language 
Body, consisting of the Kven Language Council (advisory function) and the Kven Language Board 
(executive function) developed principles for the standardisation of Kven. They recommended that the 
standard should be close to Meänkieli (a closely related Finnic language in Sweden), that preference be 
given to forms common in several Kven dialects, that one should not aim to make the standard as removed 
from Finnish as possible, and that the standard should be based on standard Finnish orthography. There are 
some differences in grammatical structures between the Western and Eastern Kven varieties, as the 
settlement in the Eastern area occurred later and these areas in general had somewhat more contact with 
Finland (Lane 2017; Keränen 2018). An example is the interdental fricative /ð/, a phoneme that has been 
retained by some Kven speakers in Børselv-Pyssyjoki and is used by the writers from this village. For some 
it is a strong identity marker, and the Language Body therefore decided that in language regions where 
there is a need for additional letters to the Finnish orthography, such as š (alternatively sh) and đ / ð, these 
may be used.4 In the Kven grammar the letter <đ> is used consistently throughout the grammar to represent 
/ð/ even though apart from a few Kven speakers in the Western, /ð/ has not been retained in Kven. For those 
who use /ð/, there is alternation between /t/ and /ð/, whereas the majority of the Kven dialects have 
alternation between /t/ and /Ø/,5 see Lane (2016) for an analysis. 

A grammar of Kven was published in Kven in 2014 and translated to Norwegian in 2017 (Söderholm 
2014, 2017). The grammar was approved by the Kven Language Board, the decision-making body for the 
school norm of Kven. According to Evans and Dench (2006), the aim of a descriptive grammar is to capture 
and codify the essential structural features of a language, ideally collected as a part of a programme on 
language documentation, often based on a natural speech data, but sometimes supplemented by speaker 
acceptability judgements (p. 3). Language documentation has a broader aim than providing a grammatical 

 
4 In Finland, š is used when writing some foreign names. 
5 Ø is used to denote that there is an alternation between a consonant and zero (such as pöytä – pöyän ‘table-
NOMINATIVE - table-ACCUSATIVE). 
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description of a language; ideally such efforts should also document how the languages is used; thus, there 
is also an emphasis on cultural and social aspects of language (Austin 2020).  

The Ruija Corpus was one of the sources for the writing of the grammar book (Söderholm 2014, 
2017) in addition to other recordings and transcriptions of Kven dialect and written sources. Literature in 
Kven is still limited, so the author of the grammar drew primarily on novels published by Alf Nilsen-
Børskog, from Børselv-Pyssyjoki in the Western dialect area, therefore the grammar is written in the 
Western variety of Kven while providing information about the Eastern varieties (Lane 2017). The Ruija 
Corpus was used both by the Kven Language Council and later by Söderholm as a base for the grammatical 
description of Kven as it contained recordings and transcriptions of interviews from all the core Kven areas, 
this allowing the council and Söderholm (who also was a member of the Kven Language Council) to map 
the key dialectal differences (see also Östman 2000 for a discussion on research ethics in minoritised and 
Indigenous contexts). Dealing with variation was one of the main challenges the Kven Language Body 
faced, because standardisation always entails reducing and abstracting away from diversity, as pointed out 
already by Milroy and Milroy (1999). Their aim was to develop a standard that could be used as a basis for 
developing teaching materials for learners of Kven in the educational system and for producing texts for 
people who spoke Kven. When considering the needs of the learners, there was a concern that a standard 
with too many options could impact learning negatively, whereas there also was a need to allow for enough 
variation for speakers of Kven to recognise ‘their language’ and identify with the standard. The standardi-
sation of minority languages is an ambivalent process because it requires selecting particular forms over 
others — they generate and legitimise high varieties in minority languages as well as the structures to 
sustain their diffusion, potentially establishing linguistic standards that the language speakers themselves 
experience that they cannot meet (Costa, De Korne and Lane 2017). Consequently, minority language 
speakers are potentially faced with a double stigma (Gal, 2006; Lane 2011): their language falls short when 
measured against the official national language and in terms of meeting the standardised version of the 
minority language. The written standard may therefore be perceived by social actors as lacking both the 
authority and invisibility of a national language and the authenticity and legitimacy of the minority language 
(Woolard 2008; Lane 2015).  

Currently, the most widely used version of the standard is the form closest to the one used by 
Söderholm (2014), though those who write Kven adapt their texts to the local context, a task for which the 
Ruija Corpus provides useful information. Even though the corpus is not lemmatised or part-of-speech 
tagged, searches for high-frequent words may still yield a substantial amount of information. One example 
is variation in the realisation of infinitive forms. Some Western Kven dialects have retained the proto-Finnic 
word final /t/ (alternation with or without /t/) whereas this is not the case for the Eastern dialect. In the 
absence of grammatical information, an option is to search for word forms. As almost all those who were 
interviewed were asked about languages they use, searches for puhua ‘speak’ would yield a lot of examples. 
As there is a considerable amount of phonological variation and morphophonological alternation, the best 
suited option is to search for the beginning of the word and then search for infinitive forms manually. Figure 
8 is an example of the infinitive form of puhua ‘speak’ with word-final /t/: se oli semmonen häpy et ei 
pitänyt puhhut kväåanin kieltä # - it was such a shame that one should not speak Kven language # mm’6 

 

Figure 8. Infinitive with word-final /t/. 

The following figure shows the infinitive form of puhua without word-final /t/: mutta sehän oli on # eri 
aika nyt ## mutta sillon ei saanu puhua # suomea ‘but then of course was # a different time now ## but 
then one wasn’t allowed to speak # Finnish’. 

 
6 # = pause 
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Figure 9. Infinitive without word-final /t/. 

This is of course a search method which is somewhat cumbersome and time consuming and also requires 
that the user has a fairly good knowledge of Kven dialects and grammar or at least a basic understanding 
of Finnish grammar, but this still allows us to get a basic overview of grammatical variation in Kven 
dialects. For researchers who wish to conduct sociolinguistic or historical studies, there are two main 
options for searches: one may either search for key words such as language, Kven, Finnish, Norwegian, 
school, war etc. in the actual corpus or search the full transcripts of each interview (there is a link to 
transcriptions on the Ruija Corpus main page). The latter would also allow for discourse analysis or 
narrative analysis.  

6.  Role of corpora in the revitalisation of minoritised languages  
Language revitalisation may be seen as a part of Language Policy and Planning (LPP), a discipline which 
initially developed as a part of sociolinguistics and language-in-society studies and emerged as a field of 
study in the 1960s (Kaplan et al. 2000). Initially, the main efforts to plan the use and status of languages 
focused on national languages and nation building (Wright 2004), and language was seen as a static and 
delimited entity, an object which could be captured and codified. The overarching term in this period was 
Language Planning, with a focus on linguistic aspects and the use and status of language (Kloss 1967, 
Haugen 1972).7 The structuralist period after WWII laid the foundations of what was to characterise LPP 
until the critical turn in the social sciences and humanities in the 1970s which brought a stronger focus on 
context and language use, even questioning core concepts such as language and native speaker (Lane 2015). 
Language revitalisation is commonly understood as community and individual efforts to maintain an 
indigenous or minoritised language or ‘giving new life and vigour to a language that has been decreasing 
in use (or has ceased to be used altogether)’ (Hinton, Huss and Roche 2018: xxi). For such efforts language 
documentation is important, which for Kven, the Ruija Corpus is a key part. Trond Trosterud has been a 
key contributor to the development of other online resources (available to the general public), such as an 
online dictionary (Trosterud 2019) and a morphological analyser for Kven developed by Giellatekno 
(Trosterud et al. 2017), the Research group for Sámi language technology, at UiT The Arctic University of 
Norway. The dictionary is written in the Børselv-Pyssyjoki dialect, but the analyser contains 
morphophonological information from different dialects. Thus, the dictionary recognises words from 
different dialects, such that a search for lukea ‘read’, common in the Eastern varieties, yields a Norwegian 
translation, but provides the Western infinitive form with a word final <t> lukkeet: 

 

Figure 10. Example of entry from the Kven online dictionary: lukea – ‘to read’. 

 
7 The term ’Language Planning’ frequently is attributed to Haugen, but he mentions that Weinreich used the term 
Language Planning as a title for a seminar in 1959 (Haugen 1972: 209). 
 



PIA LANE, KRISTIN HAGEN, ANDERS NØKLESTAD, AND JOEL PRIESTLEY 

 167 

Ideally, such an online dictionary should also provide forms common in other Kven dialects, but as often 
is the case when documenting and standardising minoritised languages, human and monetary resources are 
limited; therefore, tools are built step-by-step and based on available resources. All forms of language 
documentation and standardisation, including making corpora, dictionaries and grammars, are carried out 
with a user in mind, though actors are aware of this to varying degrees, and decisions to include, and thereby 
exclude, some grammatical forms are not a purely linguistically based choice. The choices made by 
researchers and language planners may constrain future actions of intended users as these might not 
recognise the way they speak or lack resources or knowledge to use the developed tools. More importantly, 
corpora, dictionaries and grammars also prepare efforts to revitalise a minority language as such tools 
provide the basis for educational materials, literature and more visibility for minority languages in public 
space. This has indeed been the case for Kven as textbooks and a grammar for the educational system have 
been developed, an annual New Year speech in Kven is aired by the national Norwegian Broadcasting 
Corporation, street signs in Kven are introduced in the northern part of Norway giving visibility to 
traditional Kven place names, and the Norwegian nation state has got a Kven name (in addition to 
Norwegian and Sámi), namely Norja. There is an urgent need for more arenas for the use of Kven, both 
within and outside the educational system. Hinton (2018: 460) reminds us that: 

The biggest hurdle for both native speakers and language learners is to actually start using the language 
on a daily basis. For endangered languages, this is a major challenge. Just as elders in a community that 
has undergone language shift cease to use the language they grew up with because most of the 
community doesn’t know it, so do second-language learners find themselves without interlocutors.  

In spite of limited resources, dedicated researchers and language technologists have managed to develop a 
range of resources that have been used and will continue to be used in the process of revitalising Kven. 
What now remains is to continue developing the corpus, not only by including new material but also by 
developing the Ruija Corpus into a morphologically tagged corpus. 

7.  Conclusion: future prospects  
Language documentation and revitalisation used to rely extensively on the role of academic experts, but 
there has been a shift in the field recognising that expertise also resides with the speakers of an endangered 
language and that they have a right to be involved in and shape these processes (Hill 2002) as a part of “a 
larger effort by a community to claim its right to speak a language and to set associated goals in response 
to community needs and perspectives” (Leonard 2017: 19). This was also the case for the documentation 
of Kven as the Kven Language Council had Kven members and all the members of Language Board, which 
held the executive function, were Kven speakers. When documenting minoritised languages, linguists work 
in tandem with members of local communities and participate in community efforts to sustain languages. 
Such participation in turn influences the balance of power and opens up space for new types of knowledge, 
as outlined by Eira (2007), see also Lane and Makihara (2017) for a discussion. 

When the Ruija Corpus was created, such concerns were less prominent in our research field, and 
consequently, the corpus is only available to researchers and those who are interviewed are anonymised. 
This is a twofold challenge: the corpus is not available to speakers and learners of Kven, and the expertise 
and knowledge of language and culture by those interviewed is not acknowledged because according to 
ethical regulations when the creating the corpus began in 2007, their anonymity had to be ensured. While 
the mind-set of the academic community has undergone a profound change striving to recognise the 
knowledge, voices, perspectives and expertise of the speakers and communities we are working with, there 
are still many hurdles to overcome. A future endeavour for the Ruija Corpus will be to find ways of making 
at least parts of the corpus available also for users outside the traditional academic community, thus 
recognising that knowledge and ownership to data do not reside within academia only. 
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