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SELECTING AND EDITING OF READERS’
LETTERS IN THE LATE 19TH-CENTURY
FINNISH PRESS

Satu Sorvali

This article shows that readers’ letters were selected and edited in late 19th-century Finnish news-
papers for a variety of reasons. The criteria for selection and editing fit the four rules identified by
professor of journalism Karin Wahl-Jorgensen for the selection of readers’ letters in modern news-
papers and it also demonstrates the 1890s newspapers’ role as gatekeepers and the continuing
professionalization of journalists. The editors considered the selection and editing of readers’
letters demanding and frustrating, but they also saw themselves as men of principle, the defenders
of the free word. The research sources include the correspondence columns and the editors’
writing instructions to the readers in the 1890s press of the Grand Duchy of Finland.

KEYWORDS 19th century; Grand Duchy of Finland; letters to the editor; newspa-
pers; press; reader letters

Introduction

As new modern politics developed in the late 19th century Grand Duchy of Finland,
the state was forced to justify its use of power by a broader group of citizens than pre-
viously. Civil society was founded as a part of this process and newspapers played a
major role as an institute that made modern publicity possible. Newspapers had a signifi-
cant role in civilizing and educating people but by the 1890s they had also gained a new
task, that of shaping public opinion. They offered a central arena for mass politics that took
advantage of utilizing emotions. By the end of the century, almost half of the population
could read and write, and the number of newspapers had rapidly increased.! Newspapers
thus became a part of everyday life in every class of society. Citizens could express their
thoughts and feelings on social matters in the columns devoted to readers’ letters;
these columns also partly displayed the ideology of the strongly politicized newspapers.
New modern publicity and the upsurge in education encouraged people to have new
kinds of individuality where an increasing number of people from different classes and sta-
tuses could publicly take a stand on societal issues and in so doing build a world where all
classes were connected. Despite this, the debate between citizens was not entirely free but
censored by the authorities working for the Russian Empire and moderated and mediated
by the newspapers’ editors.
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This article considers the selection and editing of letters to the editor in the late 19th
century Grand Duchy of Finland as a sign of the professionalization of journalism. The
publication of readers’ letters has a long history both in Finland and internationally.? In
the late 19th century, newspapers were produced with considerable help from outside
contributors, for example, from readers sending in news, opinion pieces, and notices;
however, the editors had a great deal of responsibility for what was published in the
paper. The article extends the understanding of the role of late 19th-century newspapers
as gatekeepers and the process of the professionalization of journalists as part of the mod-
ernizing press. The selection and editing criteria can shed light on the shaping of readers’
letters according to journalistic criteria. My questions, therefore, are on what basis were
the letters selected and edited and what does this reveal about the newspapers’ gatekeep-
ing process and the development of professionalization among journalists?

In the late 19th century Finnish newspapers, the readers’ letters expressing opinions
were separated into two columns with different functions, letters to the editor and rural
letters. The latter was also called local letters in the context of the mid-19th century
until the 1870s. Letters published in the letters to the editor column, which in most
cases was headlined ‘From the public’, were written using the conventions and style of
opinion writing. The topics varied considerably, but the letters only addressed one
subject at a time.? The rural and local letters, which were usually published in columns
headlined ‘From the countryside’, were often report-like news covering many topics
from a specific village or county that was mentioned in the sub-headline of the text.*
Only half of the writers mentioned a location in the 1890s letters to the editor.?

| am especially interested in the letters to the editor, but the editors and readers of
the late 19th century did not explicitly make a difference between letters to the editor and
rural letters — they would bundle them together and refer to them as ‘readers’ letters’ or
‘sent-in letters’. They did not yet have the name and concept of ‘letters to the editor’,
although the institution and the phenomenon already existed. | do not consider this a sig-
nificant problem as the same selection and editing rules applied to both.

To date, the selection and editing of late 19th-century letters to the editor has not
been systematically studied with large data sets or with the necessary precision, either in
Finland or internationally, perhaps because of what Allison Cavanagh, a historian of jour-
nalism, has suggested - that the details of the selection and editing of letters to the editor
might be lost or there is no information as to what extent it was executed.® Some histor-
ians have dealt with the subject briefly, for example, professor emeritus of history Ralph
Shaffer in his research on the 1880s Los Angeles Times, historian Sarah Pedersen in her
studies on two early 20™-century Scottish newspapers, and historian Andrew Hobbs in
his work on late 19-century English newspapers.” In addition, folklorist Laura Stark
briefly dealt with selecting and editing choices in her research on Finnish local letters in
the 1860s.

Professor of journalism, Karin Wahl-Jorgensen has identified four rules used to select
letters to the editor in the newspapers of the late 1990s: brevity, relevance, entertainment,
and authority. Brevity indicated that the letters should be under 300 words long and rel-
evance that the letters were supposed to address topical, interesting, and relevant matters.
Entertaining letters inspired the public to participate in the discussions and they were for
example provocative and ‘spicy’, which | interpret as the emotions expressed in the letter.
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According to Wahl-Jorgensen, the rule of authority denoted that the selection was influ-
enced by the social background of the author and it was subtle and harder to detect.
Wabhl-Jorgensen also included in this category the letters with a poor grammatical or
writing style.® | will argue in this article that these modern categories also largely
applied to the Finnish press of the 1890s.

Unfortunately, there has preserved hardly any original letters to editors in Finnish
archives. There are clear indications that more letters were sent to the newspapers than
they could publish'® so the number of letters must have been great. Perhaps the
editors did not think the letters were important at the time and of course, a considerable
problem was the lack of archival space. This seems to have been an international issue as
Shaffer and Pedersen report the same situation with the newspapers they studied."’

Fortunately, there are other sources that can be examined. Some of the newspapers
published correspondence columns through which the editors could give feedback,
answer questions and give advice to the readers that had sent their texts to the newspa-
pers. The column was given the subtitle caption of either ‘Correspondence’ or ‘Letter-
box.'? The notes and answers to the public were usually quite short, just a few lines,
sometimes just one word, and neutral in tone, but they provide important information
about the selection of the readers’ letters. Usually, the editors would tell the authors
why their texts were not being published or what they needed to do to get them pub-
lished. These correspondence columns were also published, for example, in some 19th-
century British and Swedish newspapers.'>

The 19™-century Finnish newspapers are digitized, and they can be searched and
browsed in the National Library of Finland’s Digital Service. | used columns’ headings as
the search words and limited the search to 1895, the same year | have researched earlier
with my studies of letters to the editor. Because of optical character recognition errors,'* |
also made searches with wrongly spelled words such as ‘Breilada’ or ‘Brefldda’. | obtained
over 400 results with all these searches and then went through them individually and
found 358 suitable columns. | included in my research only the notes that dealt with the
rejection reasons of readers’ letters and got as result 197 correspondence columns.

In 1895, there were 65 newspapers in the bilingual Grand Duchy of Finland, and 59
of them published, at least occasionally, readers’ letters. Of these newspapers, 37 were in
Finnish and 22 in Swedish.'> Correspondence columns were published in at least 42 news-
papers in 1895. This means that over 70% of the newspapers publishing readers’ letters
communicated with their readers via this column.

Since it is not possible to compare the published letters with the originals, the
quality of editing must be examined in other ways, for example by looking at the instruc-
tions that the editors gave to their readers. For that purpose, | gathered several Finnish and
Swedish-speaking newspaper articles from the 1890s that provided information about the
selection and editing processes. | used various search words and phrases and different
operators such as proximity search and Boolean operators.'®

I will first describe the background process when making publishing and editing
decisions and the most common reasons for rejection. | will then discuss the rejection
reasons and editing in more detail from the perspective of the four selection rules of
Wahl-Jorgensen (Picture 1).
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PICTURE 1.
Correspondence column ‘Breflada’ in a national Swedish-speaking newspaper
Hufvudstadsbladet 20 March 1895. National Library’s Digital Collections.

The Most Common Rejection Reasons

As stated earlier, there were more letters sent to the newspapers than could be pub-
lished, but unfortunately, it is hard to estimate how common it was not to publish readers’
letters. Sarah Pedersen has proposed that editorial gatekeeping may have been a later
modern phenomenon as some early 20"-century Scottish newspapers did not practice
much editorial gatekeeping and tended to publish almost all letters.'” | have not seen
any indications of this in the 1890s Finnish press as almost all newspapers with a letter
to the editor column asserted that they had some criteria with publication. Previous
studies have suggested that late 19-century readers’ letters were expected to be short,
clear, and topical, and not too offensive'®; however, | will argue that already at the end
of the 19th century readers’ letters were selected and edited for a much wider variety
of reasons.

According to historian Pirkko Leino-Kaukiainen, editors in the 1890s were already
somewhat professional in the larger cities, but in smaller towns basically anyone could
run a newspaper alongside other work. Journalistic skills varied a great deal.'® The
number of staff working on a newspaper was quite small: around 40% of the newspapers
were staffed by just one person, another 40% had two to three persons, and the reaming
20% had a staff of more than three persons.?’ Due to the staff numbers being so small,
editors were constantly struggling with time, nevertheless, selection and editing decisions
demanded both skills and time.

The editor of a northern-Finland regional newspaper Kaiku understood the responsi-
bility and the power the editors had when exercising the filtering process of readers’ letters.
He said that the manner in which the newspaper editors exercise the power of selection on a
large scale determines the quality and validity of the newspaper and the public’s trust. He
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emphasized that the readers possess different skills as writers: ‘A great deal of the newspa-
per’s public are probably grateful to the editor when he throws all the inferior products of
geniuses to the paper bin despite of the cry raised by those pen-pushers themselves about
the supposed autocracy, tyranny, oppression and so on of the newspaper editor.’ He called
for the editors’ skills, diligence, and attention to detail to gain support from every thinking
and impartial citizen in the newspaper's public.’

The decision to reject a letter was often difficult as the editors feared the writers
would not understand the decision and would stop their subscription to the paper. There-
fore, they sometimes humbly apologized in advance for their decisions.?” The editor of the
national newspaper Uusi Suometar, pointed out that many editors did not want to print
everything that was sent to them but in the current poor financial situation they were
forced to publish too many letters they disliked to please the public’s demands.?

Sometimes the editors were forced to publish letters according to the law, as news-
papers were obliged to publish a correction or response from a reader who felt offended
by something published earlier in the same newspaper.?* Readers often invoked this
‘printing law’ when sending an angry response to letters in the editor’s column.”® Some
editors complained that the work of the journalist was heavy and difficult, and readers
seemed to be constantly dissatisfied with the content of the newspaper. However, they
acknowledged that the newspaper and the public benefited from each other.?®

According to Wahl-Jorgensen, the increased discussions in letters to the editor
about the ethics of journalism from the second half of the 19th century until the early
20" century indicate the developing professionalization process of journalists.” This
was also seen in the Finnish newspapers as some of the readers would comment bitterly
on the choices made as regards the editing, selecting, and commenting on the readers’
letters.?® These remarks surely made the journalists reflect on their practices and
develop them. However, these kinds of statements were not published very often. It is
plausible that the letter writers, for example, because of a feeling of shame, kept the rejec-
tion to themselves but it is also possible the newspapers did not publish statements like
these. In addition, the letter writers had the opportunity to offer their letters to another
newspaper if it was rejected in one. Sometimes this was used as a weapon in the fierce
competition between Finnish newspapers in the 1890s. For example, the editor of a
regional newspaper Haminan Sanomat made fun of the rival paper Wiipuri and stated
that they published all the readers’ letters Haminan Sanomat had rejected, implying
they had extremely lower standards and quality checks.?

There were 233 mentions of rejections in the 197 correspondence columns. Most
concerned one specifically identified letter, but rejections for lack of space and anonymity
were relayed to several letters and were not identified separately (Figure 1).

Lack of space was the most mentioned rejection reason with 63 mentions, but to be
precise, delays in the publication were normal and usually, the publication of a letter
was only postponed. The journalists agreed in their general meeting in 1898 that the
newspapers would publish only one response per reader per subject and this was justified
by the lack of space.*® | have no information on how well this was followed, but in 1895 the
newspapers would sometimes publish 3-4 responses per reader on one subject.®' There is
no indication there was a limit on the number of letters per person, and every reader,
theoretically, could try to get as many letters published as they wished.*?
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FIGURE 1.

The most common reasons for rejection (mentioned in the correspondence column).

The third most common reason for rejection with 40 mentions was that the authors
had not provided their names and address to the editor which had to be done although
the letter could be published anonymously or with a pseudonym.®* The law stipulated that
newspapers had to know the names of the authors of every newspaper article.>* Lawsuits
involving the press and insults of honor were common throughout the late 19th century
and were often brought against both the author and the editor.3® The editors gave assur-
ances that names would be kept secret if required and only supplied to the authorities in
legal cases.>® The Finnish press was not an exception, as the author's name was also
demanded by American and British newspapers.>’

I did not include the lack of space and the demand to provide names and
addresses in the selection categories of Wahl-Jorgensen because there was usually no
need to consider these aspects. Either there was space for another letter or there was
not, and the name and address were provided or not — which led the letter to being
rejected.

The second most common reason for rejection was mentioned 58 times: the lack of
relevant or interesting information. The fourth most mentioned rejection reason with 31
cases was that the editors considered the letter inappropriate, too sarcastic, or harsh, or
because the editors did not want to support disputes in their newspapers. The editors
demanded more evidence or details to support the claims in 16 cases which makes it
the fifth most common rejection reason. The sixth most common reason was that the
letter was sent to the wrong newspaper from the perspective of the editors. In the follow-
ing, | will go through these reasons for rejection and the editing criteria in detail from the
perspective of Wahl-Jorgensen'’s four categories of selection: brevity, relevance, entertain-
ment, and authority.
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Selection and Editing Criteria
Brevity

Some letters were immediately rejected because of their length and some letters
were shortened by leaving parts out of the text or by summarizing the text. For
example, the national newspaper Uusi Suometar stated in 1893 that they often had to
shorten the letters because of the lack of space.®® The regional newspaper Uusi Savo
gave some advice: ‘Be brief. Save the readers’ and your own time. Your basic rule
should be facts, no platitudes, and no idle musings.”*

The readers understood that a long piece of writing that did not summarize the key
message would not be published.*® The newspapers did not give any specific limits like a
maximum number of words, so what was considered ‘too long’ likely varied from one issue
to another and was ultimately left to think for the readers themselves. Some papers pub-
lished quite long letters, sometimes divided between two different issues.”’

Relevance and Entertainment

The relevance and entertainment aspects of the letters were intertwined as will be
shown next.

In some notes, the editors said that the particular issue had already been covered
sufficiently in the newspaper and that everything had already been said. Sometimes,
the editors said that a better report on the same matter would be given later or that
the writing was too trivial to raise interest among other readers. The editorial secretary
of Wiipurin Sanomat reminded: ‘Remember that you are writing for the whole audience,
not just for yourself or some of your neighbors’.*?

Sometimes the subject was considered no longer topical. The editors advised
writing about a topical issue immediately and posting it as soon as possible.** When
the writer was in the lucky situation of living in the same city as the newspaper’s office,
he or she could just walk into the office and hand the letter to the editors personally.
However, in a country like the Grand Duchy of Finland in the late 19 century, most of
the people lived outside the cities and were forced to trust the local post office. For
farmers and farm workers, it was also hard to find a time and place for writing** and it
may have taken many days, even weeks, to get the letter posted.

Sometimes the discussion in the letters to the editor became heated and the editors
thought it was time to close the discussion. Around a third of the letters to the editor in the
mid-1890s expressed anger-like emotions.*> Newspapers had a mixed attitude towards
disputes and controversies, on the one hand, they saw that society progressed by debat-
ing and arguing, but on the other hand, the long-lasting ‘wars of words’ disgusted and
bored the readers and gave them bad impressions.*® Sometimes the editors’ hands
were tied because the law allowed the readers’ to defend themselves with angry
responses and the newspapers were forced to publish such letters.

If the text was considered to be too private to be published in a national or regional
newspaper, it could be abridged.*’ Either the journalists thought that the issue was of no
interest to a wide readership, or it was ‘too private’. Spreading too intimate information in
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public could lead to unnecessary and unwanted legal cases. For example, a regional news-
paper Louhi from north Finland made it clear to their readers that it was not worth writing
too detailed, personal information because that text would be removed from the publi-
cation.*® There is also evidence that letters were shortened in Scotland because of per-
sonal attacks on another person.* Likewise, in the Los Angeles Times, it was usual that
the readers were offended personally by the letters to the editor and demanded their
response in the same column. Sometimes the editors would choose sides in the argument,
which also occurred in the Finnish press.>®

Wiipurin Sanomat explained to their readers that they could not publish letters that
contained nothing but witty and biting remarks about another reader, and nothing about
the subject itself: [...] if we were to publish all such often childish polemical writings, they
would take up a large part of the space of our paper and would bore all those other
readers who could not even follow and comprehend the detailed meaning and purpose
of the matter. [...]' They advised readers not to make personal attacks and stick strictly
to the subject.’’ Likewise, the northern-Finnish regional newspaper Louhi explained to
its readers that the newspaper was not a place for private disputes but for general
matters.>2 A regional newspaper Uusi Savo advised the writers to stay impartial and not
to make accusations motivated by anger or envy.>®

Additionally, inappropriateness could be manifested by a writing that was too
cryptic and vague to understand. | presume in cases like these the writers wanted to
hide their identity in a small community and avoid possible lawsuits, but this caused pro-
blems with the publication.

The demand for more evidence and details was most likely mentioned for fear of
legal repercussions. The editors would also advise the readers to be sure about the
facts and always be prepared for lawsuits if the text dealt with grievances.

Sometimes the texts were rejected because they were sent to the wrong newspaper.
Many newspapers thought it was natural that a response to a newspaper article or a response
to another letter to the editor was published only in the same newspaper it concerned. This
was also a matter that was agreed upon in the general meeting of journalists in 1898.>

Authority

The Finnish society of the 19th century was gradually turning from a society of
estates into a class society. Most people did not belong to the estates, or to the upper
class. The social changes caused a class confrontation that escalated into a civil war in
the 1910s, but which was already partly visible in the readers’ letters of the 1890s. Most
of the published letters to the editor came from middle-class men and about 4% were
identified as coming from the working-classes. Only about 2% of the letters were identified
as written by women.® This is in line with other studies from the British press®®, but it can
be assumed that there were probably more women and people with a working-class back-
ground as writers because many would not reveal their backgrounds at all. Over 70% of
the letters to the editor were published anonymously or with a pseudonym.>’

It is possible to examine the editing through duplicates, i.e. opinion pieces that were
published at the same time in two or more newspapers. Sarah Pedersen was able to
compare two Scottish newspapers of the same period and noticed the newspapers
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sometimes published the same readers’ letters in both newspapers and this revealed the
editing. She discovered the editors usually edited anonymous letters more than letters
from known writers, which in many cases remained untouched.”® | have a collection of
about 1350 opinion pieces from the letters to the editor column of ten Finnish newspapers
from 1895 and these include only seven letters published at about the same time in two
different newspapers. Four of them were published with the authors’ names and three
with pseudonyms. | examined these duplicates next to each other to distinguish any differ-
ences between them and found that they were almost identical, with only minor spelling
and formatting differences in periods, commas, spacing, and hyphenation. | did not detect
any deletion of text. All the same, | would like to point out a source problem with the dupli-
cates: the author had to copy the letters by hand and in that process, the author might
have left some word out or misspelled another, corrected, or restructured the text and
we do not have any information about this. This means all the differences between the
duplicates might not strictly indicate that editing was done by the press.

I have not found any evidence that letters from the lower classes were rejected more
than those from the upper classes. Of course, sometimes it was hard to tell from which
class the letter came if the writing style or grammatical mistakes did not reveal it. Some
newspapers explicitly declared they were objective and would publish letters from both
the working and the upper class.>®

Reading the letters to the editor in the late 19th century, it would be easy to con-
clude that the readers were well-educated and sophisticated because the language and
grammar were usually impeccable. Some of the earlier researchers have come to this con-
clusion,®® although the harsh truth is that the editors used a lot of time to correct letters to
make them publishable. At least in the Grand Duchy of Finland, a large group of readers
was not good at grammar, especially self-taught individuals from the lower classes. The
editors constantly complained about how they had to correct all the spelling mistakes
and put the dots and commas in the right places. In a sarcastic article published in
1898 in Wiipurin Sanomat, the editorial secretary complained they had received rural
letters where every word was spelled incorrectly and there was not a single valid sentence
in the whole text.%’ Some unaccustomed writers also used vague terms such as ‘yesterday’
or ‘tomorrow’ and the editors had to remind them to use exact dates instead.®

In the Los Angeles Times of the 1880s, the editor would in very exceptional circum-
stances publish a letter with poor grammar, supposedly without any editing, in order to
humiliate the writer.®® | have not witnessed this in the 1890s Finnish newspapers although
the editors would sometimes maliciously make fun of the spelling mistakes made by the
readers without naming anyone.

When the handwriting filled the whole paper on both sides and there was no space
left for the editor’s corrections, the editors were forced to rewrite the whole text by them-
selves. This was considered time-consuming and nerve-wracking. The editors asked the
readers to write only on one side of the paper, leaving space between the lines and
about a third of the paper empty for corrections.** Andrew Hobbs has found evidence
that the nineteenth-century editors of British newspapers also struggled with this
problem, although some declined to correct the letters.5® (Picture 2).

Although the range of topics in the readers’ letters was very wide, most of them
dealt with topical domestic issues of the late 19th century, such as building railways,
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PICTURE 2.

Some apparently unpublished letters to the editor from the mid-1880s sent to the
Swedishspeaking national newspaper Helsingfors Dagblad have been preserved.
There are no editorial notes on these letters or any other indication of why they
were never published or why they were archived. Chydeniuska slaktarkivet SLSA 642.

improving the status of the Finnish language, and religious affairs. No letters were pub-
lished that dealt with foreign affairs or matters relating to the Russian emperor.°® This
may be because of the strict censorship conducted by the authorities in the Grand
Duchy of Finland. Printing bans, imposed because the censors had detected texts that
were not allowed to be printed, became widespread in the Finnish press in the 1890s.
In such cases, either the part was removed, or a complaint could be lodged with the auth-
orities; however, as an easier and quicker solution, newspapers usually chose to remove
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the text. The censors intervened in texts dealing with the Russians and the Emperor, but
also occasionally in matters relating to the reform of the postal service, customs, and mon-
etary institutions. Punishments for violations included warnings, the dismissal of journal-
ists, and the termination of newspapers.®” It is plausible that some of the letters were
rejected because they dealt with these unspoken restrictions, although | have not seen
any evidence of this except for one note from the editors of the regional newspaper Afton-
posten in which the reader was told they could not publish the letter as the censor would
remove it.%®

Laura Stark noticed that the 1860s newspapers sometimes declined to publish those
letters that did not support the newspapers’ ideology and Andrew Hobbs has made the
same observation regarding English newspapers in the 1860s.%° This seems to be different
compared to the policy of the 1890s Finnish press in general; in addition, | have also not
seen any evidence of editors changing the text's meaning because of the opinions it rep-
resented. It is plausible that at least one author would have later complained, for example
in a competitor's newspaper, if his or her text had been published in a modified form.
Nevertheless, although the newspapers were happy to present themselves as defenders
of free speech in the liberal spirit of John Stuart Mill and as supporters of pluralism in
the press, they would also annotate the readers’ letters with bitter comments and
‘reading instructions’.”® This phase can be seen as a turning point between the partial
press and the modern press pursuing objectivity.

Conclusion: Modern Editorial Gatekeeping as a Sign of the
Professionalization

This article shows that newspapers in the late 19th century selected and edited
readers’ letters in a more varied and thoughtful way than previous research has suggested.
The article has added to our knowledge of the criteria used to select and edit letters and
has broadened our understanding of the professionalization process of late 19th-century
journalists.

The selection rules of Wahl-Jorgensen also applied to Finnish newspapers in the late
19th century. The requirement for brevity is reflected in the constant emphasis on the lack
of space in the correspondence columns and in the direct instructions to readers.
Relevance is seen in the demand for interesting, new and comprehensive information.
The rule for entertainment can be seen in these demands and in the requirement to
avoid disputes, although the newspapers did occasionally publish angry and polemic
letters; these were also seen as entertainment by some readers. The entertainment
value was also enhanced by ensuring the writing was not cryptic or detail-oriented but
relevant to a large readership and not just a small local community. The editors did not
want to bore the readers.

As Wahl-Jorgensen commented, authority was harder to detect. | did not discover
any evidence of excluding more letters from the lower classes, but it may still be the
case that they were rejected more often not because of their political viewpoints but
from other difficulties. It should be borne in mind that journalists were constantly short
of time. It is easy to imagine a situation where an editor’s desk was full of letters from
readers, and where it was easier to throw a letter with many spelling mistakes into the
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paper bin instead of spending the next few hours transcribing it. | also did not detect any
indication that letters were rejected because of the ideology or agenda they represented.
Of course, most of the letters were sent to like-minded newspapers in the first place and
those which were not, the newspapers would publish with their comments attached to
them.

I would still like to add the fifth selection rule in the case of the newspapers |
researched: the legal and censorship aspect that forced the newspapers to print a letter
they did not like or forced them to omit it because of the possibility of a legal case or cen-
sorship. There were also other rules for selection, anonymity, and lack of space but these
can be seen as technical ‘either/or’ cases where the journalists did not need to use their
discretion.

All of this means stricter editorial gatekeeping, as a modern phenomenon was
already in action in some of the 1890s Finnish newspapers. It is likely that the Finnish
press was not an exception, but utilized the same processes used by other newspapers
in other countries. This article suggests that executing a careful and systematic study on
this subject in the late 19th-century newspapers of other countries would be valuable.
The selection of letters contributed to the quality of the newspaper and to maintaining
readers’ trust. The editors seem to have wanted to maintain high standards for their pub-
lications and this is a sign of the professionalization of the newspapers. The readers’ letters
that were published were molded by modern journalistic processes, they were mediated
through quality control that demanded certain criteria, skills, discretion, time, and good
nerves.
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