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Personal advertising and dating culture in World War II 
Finland
Ilari Taskinen

Faculty of Social Sciences, Tampere University, Tampere, Finland

ABSTRACT
I analyze how personal advertising affected marital and sexual 
culture in Finland during World War II. The practice of seeking 
intimate company through newspapers was nearly non-existent in 
Finland before the war, but in wartime grew into a nationwide mass 
phenomenon due to the gender imbalance caused by men’s depar
ture for the front. Wartime personal advertising was different than 
that in peacetime. Unlike the typical situation, when advertise
ments are mostly used by the middle-aged, most of the advertisers 
during the war were young adults in the prime age of courtship. 
Their active advertising accounted for the high marriage rates dur
ing the war and had a liberating effect on Finnish sexual culture. 
The active posting of personal advertisements by women was also 
noteworthy. Traditionally, they were expected to passively await 
men’s initiatives in the marital market. However, during the war, 
women advertised in the same numbers as men, indicating that the 
freedom offered by advertisements was particularly important for 
them. Nevertheless, the transformation of sexual culture is not 
explicitly evident in the advertisements. The Finnish personal 
advertising culture was unique in that even adults undoubtedly 
seeking serious relationships only expressed wishes for correspon
dence in advertisements due to the conservative sexual culture of 
the country. The case illustrates challenges in using personal adver
tisements in the historical analysis of mate selection.
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1. Introduction

One of the curious phenomena of the sexual history of modernization is personal adver
tisements, announcements in newspapers and magazines seeking love, that first 
appeared in the 17th century (Berry, 2003) and became commonplace by the late 19th 

century in newspapers and magazines in Europe (Carrington, 2021; Cocks, 2009; Frydman 
& Gaillard, 2020) and America (Epstein, 2010; Kuby, 2018; Zug, 2016). Their emergence was 
part of the first sexual revolution, a time of changing attitudes relating to sexuality and 
interpersonal relations, that has been dated in Western Europe to the late 19th – early 
20th century and sometimes even to the Age of Enlightenment in the 18th century 
(Dabhoiwala, 2012; White, 1992). In the privacy of ‘lonely heart’ columns people sought 
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relationships beyond the local gaze and could seek traditionally despised forms of 
sexuality like extramarital affairs and homosexual relations (Cocks, 2002; Frydman, 2020).

Personal advertising was, however, not just a reflection of cultural change; it was also 
a consequence of the social changes inherent in modernization. Urbanization and immi
gration drew people away from their local surroundings to cities where they lacked the 
traditional networks through which to find a partner. Personal advertisements became 
a means of finding love in an environment where one was surrounded by strangers (Zug,  
2016, p. 109). However, nothing contributed so decisively to the popularity of personal 
advertising as did widespread warfare. Studies on the American Civil War (Zug, 2016), 
World War I in France (Darrow, 2000; Grayzel, 1997, 2013) and Britain (Cocks, 2009) and 
World War II in Germany (Stephenson, 2001) have shown that personal advertising 
became extraordinarily popular amidst these major conflicts due to gender imbalance: 
when the men went to war, they rarely had other options to make contact with women 
than advertisements.

In this article, I analyze such a period, when personal advertisements became 
extraordinarily popular due to war and gender imbalance. This happened in Finland 
during World War II, when most young men fought in the war, while the women 
stayed at home. In these circumstances, personal advertisements became the easiest, 
habitual, and often the only way to make contact with a potential partner. Newspapers 
and magazines were filled with advertisements seeking intimate company, and in this 
article, I examine this activity by analyzing advertisements posted in the Finnish 
magazines Viikonloppu (= ‘Weekend’) and Lukemista kaikille (= ‘Something for all to 
read’).

Wartime personal advertising has so far been a curious anecdote in the Finnish 
historiography of the war. It was mentioned in a scholarly work as early as in 1947, namely 
the much-cited seminal work of Knut Pipping on military sociology, according to which 
seeking correspondents through advertisements was a common hobby among soldiers 
and a way to compensate for forced separation from women. It was not uncommon for 
a soldier to be writing simultaneously to ten ‘unknown brides’. Many soldiers also met 
these women while on leave and some eventually married their correspondents (Pipping,  
1947). More recently, the phenomenon has been discussed in various cultural historical 
works on war based on reminiscence material. These have portrayed the activity mostly in 
a humorous light: soldiers read girls’ letters together, pasted them on dugout walls and 
tricked their pen pals into sending parcels or providing sexual favors while on leave 
(Haavio-Mannila, 1993, pp. 307−312; Kivimäki, 2013, p. 261; Näre, 2016, pp. 93–121). 
Correspondences ignited by these advertisements have been examined by Taskinen 
(2021), who has shown that the interaction between correspondents was typically sexu
ally oriented and rapidly developed into dating, but that many couples also enjoyed 
writing on a purely friendly basis. Archived letters provide evidence of the vast scale of the 
activity. Many more of these letters have survived and been preserved than have those 
written by soldiers and their mothers, for instance. The actual personal advertisements, on 
the other hand, have only been discussed in passing. Small samples of them have been 
analyzed in two linguistic studies (Muikku-Werner, 2009; Rinnekangas, 2013), where the 
insights are mostly limited to observations on the content of the advertisements.

The treatment of the Finnish wartime personal advertising reflects much of the 
historical scholarship on personal advertising: it has been more interested in what was 
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said about the practice than in actual advertisements. Historians have examined personal 
advertising in the context of changes in sexual culture and focused on debates and fears 
about the reprehensible sexuality surrounding this activity (Cocks, 2002; Frydman, 2021; 
Kuby, 2018). Personal advertisements themselves, on the other hand, have so far been of 
little interest to historians. It may be, as Hannah Frydman puts it, that they have been 
viewed as ‘improper objects of study’, too sexual, textual, marginal, transnational, abbre
viated and money-driven – altogether too heterogeneous – to be worthy of analysis 
(Frydman, 2020, p. 119)

The purpose of this article is to investigate through advertisements the nature of this 
phenomenon: its scale, the profiles of advertisers and the content of the advertisements. 
Through this analysis, the aim is to understand the demographic and cultural significance 
of the phenomenon. Was personal advertising just a trivial pursuit of wartime culture or 
was it a significant social practice that affected, for example, marriage rates and the 
transformation of sexual culture?

These questions connect to discussions concerning the extraordinary transformation in 
wartime sexuality. Research in Finland and elsewhere has emphasized that the world wars 
were times of exceptional sexuality, carnival moments, when people had much more 
freedom and inclination to engage in sexual and romantic relations than in peacetime 
(Costello, 1985; Herzog, 2009; Näre, 2016). This freedom was enhanced by people’s 
mobility, the relaxing of social control, and the atmosphere of uncertainty. When there 
was no guarantee of living tomorrow, people rushed into relationships when they still had 
the chance.

Demographic evidence also testifies to the liberation of marital culture. In World War II 
Finland marriage rates remained surprisingly high. Even if most of the men of prime 
marriageable age were away fighting in the winter of 1939–1940 and for over three years 
in the period 1941–1944, marriage rates did not crumble as they did in many other 
countries during world wars.1 There was fluctuation in marriage numbers between the 
periods of active and stationary warfare, but altogether more marriages were actually 
contracted in Finland in 1940–1944 than in the five years leading up to the war (Hietanen,  
1986). The notion that already came into being during the war was that young people 
started marrying hastily without properly getting to know each other beforehand. These 
unions, which spiked divorce numbers after the war, were widely called ‘war marriages’ 
(Tunkelo, 1951). The aim of my analysis is to investigate the role of personal advertise
ments in this unusual sexual and marital culture: how it exemplified the liberated sexual 
spirit and whether it had a genuine impact on sustaining marriage rates?

The last goal of the article is to examine the value of personal advertisements for 
historical scholarship. Whatever the reasons for historians’ neglect of personal advertise
ments, it is noteworthy that scholars studying people’s contemporary sexual behavior 
have used them extensively in their research. Sociologists have frequently analyzed 
personal advertisements ever since the 1970s to study people’s self-perceptions and 
partner preferences e.g. whether advertisers seek or showcase appearance or economic 
standing (Cameron et al., 1977; Lance, 1998; Neto, 2005; Smith et al., 2011). They are of 
interest to scholars because they assume that they reflect mate choice criteria and the 
values of societies across times and cultures (Lance, 2005; Lynn & Bolig, 1985). Wartime 
personal advertisements superficially also appear ideal for this kind of analyses due to 
their scale and representativeness. Yet the Finnish case does not suggest that personal 
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advertisements afford easy access to people’s partner preferences. Instead, it illustrates 
the ambiguity and complexity of personal advertising at a time when seeking an intimate 
connection in public was not universally accepted.

2. Data and methods

The material of this article is personal advertisements published in the pen pal column of 
two Finnish young women’s magazines, Viikonloppu and Lukemista kaikille, during World 
War II. During the war the column became the most popular platform in the country 
through which to seek personal connections (see Figure 1). The pen pal column was 
originally published only in Viikonloppu, which was a weekly magazine mostly containing 
short stories. In 1942 Viikonloppu started to be published only biweekly due to paper 
rationing, and for the rest of the war Viikonloppu shared the pen pal column with its sister 
magazine Lukemista kaikille published on alternate weeks with Viikonloppu. In the first 
part of my analysis, I examine the wartime popularity of pen pal advertising with data on 
the number of advertisements in the column that I have collected from each weekly 
published issue of the two magazines during the period September 1939– 
September 1944.

As I will show, between 1939 and 1944, over 55,000 pen pal advertisements were 
published in the pen pal column. To analyze the content and people behind the ads, 
I took a sample of 1,080 advertisements. The sample was taken from the period 
May 1940–October 1941, and these are all from Viikonloppu, where the column was 
chiefly placed at this point. The reason for this time frame is that this is a period when 
the pen pal column was open to everyone and possibilities to analyze the profiles of 
advertisers are best. From October 1941 onwards soldiers’ advertisements were no longer 
accepted by the magazine due to concerns on the part of the Finnish Army over soldiers’ 
anonymous writing. The sample was taken by picking the first 60 advertisements of the 
pen pal column from the first issue of each month from May 1940 to October 1941. The 
data were extracted from the digital newspaper archive of the National Library of Finland, 
which contains digitized and OCRed issues of Viikonloppu from the war years.2

I analyze the sample in two ways. First, I look at the demographic structure of 
advertisers considering the following characteristics: sex, age, and military/civilian status. 
I also examine the sociality of advertising by examining the count of advertisers per 
advertisement. One of the unique features of this material is that advertisements were 
commonly posted not just by a single person but by multiple people. In the second step, 
I examine the content of the advertisements and particularly the relationship intentions 
and partner preferences expressed by advertisers. As has been done in multiple studies 
before (e.g. Davis, 1990; Neto, 2005; Smith et al., 2011), I divided these into multiple 
categories and coded their occurrence in the advertisements in a database. The cate
gories for partner preferences are appearance, age, marital status, socioeconomic status, 
military status, personality, and character. In the final discussion, I contemplate the effect 
of personal advertising on wartime marriage patterns and transforming sexual culture.
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Figure 1. Pen pal section of Viikonloppu.
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3. Background: personal advertising before the war

Personal advertisements reached Finland relatively late. Although already common in 
countries like England and the United States in the late 19th century, in Finland it was not 
common to seek a partner in newspapers before World War II. The first personal adver
tisements published in Finnish papers in the late 19th century, and in the early 20th 

century sporadic advertisements appeared in newspapers’ ‘miscellaneous announce
ments’ sections”.3 Other than a few short-lived pen pal columns in magazines in the 
1930s, there were no specific classified sections for these advertisements in Finland.4 

Some newspapers also refused to publish personal advertisements. They were not com
parable urgent moral issues as they were in countries like England (Cocks, 2002) and 
France (Frydman, 2021; Frydman & Gaillard, 2020), but they were labeled immoral along 
other sinful advertisements like those for alcohol in the wave of moral campaigns of the 
early century that led, for example, to prohibition in the country in the period 1919–1932 
(Leino-Kaukiainen, 1988, p. 395; Salokangas, 1987, p. 610). The biggest newspaper in 
Finland, the quality daily Helsingin Sanomat, for example, did not publish these ads in the 
1930s (Rinnekangas, 2013, p. 107).

The rarity of personal advertising illustrates the conservative sexual culture of the era in 
Finland. Unlike in many Western countries, there was no sexual revolution to speak of in 
Finland before World War II. The modernization of the country lagged behind Western 
Europe with 80% of the population still living in rural areas, and traditional moral ideals 
governed people’s sexual mores. If anything, attitudes towards sexual morality had 
become even stricter in the early 20th century. This was a time of national awakening, 
Finland gained independence in 1917, and social movements and the influential Lutheran 
Church, that strove to guide the newly founded nation to prosperity, fought against 
immoral behavior like prostitution and demanded of its citizens exemplary virtues like 
absolute sexual morality (Markkola, 2002; Nieminen, 1951; Siltala, 1999). A noteworthy 
climax of this conservative culture was the wartime ban on dancing. The safeguarding of 
sexual morality was deemed such a priority that the nation fighting for her very existence 
banned dancing in 1939–1944 as the only nation in the world to do so and even 
prosecuted 15,000 people violating the order. As Marko Tikka and Seija-Leena Nevala, 
who have studied the ban, put it, the years of World War II were a climax of religious- 
conservative sexual culture characterized by ‘self-denial, Spartan discipline and surveil
lance’ (Tikka & Nevala, 2020, p. 235).

This conservative sexual culture affected not only the frequency of personal advertise
ments but also the content of ads. The Finnish personal advertisement culture was 
fundamentally different than those in countries where personal advertising meant expli
citly ‘matrimonial advertisements’, announcements in which one expressed a wish to find 
a husband or a wife. In the Finnish personal advertisements of the early 20th century 
marital intent was never expressed. Instead, the custom was to seek mere correspon
dence. For example, in the sample of advertisements published in Helsingin Sanomat from 
1900s–1920s analyzed by Rinnekangas (2013, p. 972), the explicit wish of three quarters of 
the advertisements was correspondence. There is, however, no reason to believe that the 
aims of those adult Finns seeking connections in papers would have been any different 
than those advertising in other countries. Muikku-Werner (2009, p. 45) and Rinnekangas 
(2013, pp. 992, 1036–1037) see ‘correspondence’ as a smokescreen that made advertising 
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more respectable by concealing the real intentions of advertisers – the urge for a deep 
intimate relationship. As will be shown, this peculiarly ambivalent practice arising from 
the conservative sexual ideals also persisted during the mass-advertising of the war years. 
Studies surveying advertisements from the postwar years have shown that this custom 
continued until the 1960s, when correspondence lost its place to aims like ‘acquaintance
ship’ and ‘leisure’ (Muikku-Werner, 2009 , pp. 39−48; Rinnekangas, 2013, pp. 977–992).

4. Upsurge in personal advertising

The magazine Viikonloppu was one of the few magazines to include a dedicated personal 
advertising column before the war: a pen pal column founded in 1938. Its popularity 
before the war was not vast. The number of advertisements in a weekly issue in 1939 was 
typically under ten.

Finland was attacked by the Soviet Union in November 1939, and the two nations 
fought a war called the Winter War in the ensuing three and half months. The outbreak of 
hostilities did not initially affect the popularity of personal advertising. There were still 
Viikonloppu issues with only one (no. 7) and two (no. 3&4) announcements in early 1940. 
However, as seen in Figure 2, after the Winter War peace treaty was signed in March 1940, 
the number of advertisements started growing. They exceeded ten in April 1940 and the 
last issue of May already exceeded one hundred, at 104 announcements. The growth in 
the number of announcements continued steady from here on. The first issue with over 
two hundred advertisements was published in September 1940 and their average count 
continued at around 200–300 until the following summer.

Figure 2. Numbers of pen pal advertisements per issue in the magazines Viikonloppu and Lukemista 
kaikille 1939–1944. Sources: Viikonloppu, no. 40 (September 1939) – no. 35–36 (September 1944); 
Lukemista kaikille no. 28–29 (July 1942) – no. 33–34 (August 1944). When Viikonloppu turned from 
being a weekly publication into an issue every two weeks in the summer of 1942, its pen pal column 
began to be published in alternate weeks in its sister magazine Lukemista kaikille.
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In June 1941 Finland joined Germany and Operation Barbarossa to invade the Soviet 
Union. This war, referred to in Finnish historiography as the Continuation War, lasted over 
three years until the fall of 1944. The outbreak of the war caused a temporary decrease in 
pen pal announcements in Viikonloppu, but the trend resumed a few weeks later. The 
number of advertisements grew week by week during the late summer, and new highs 
were seen in the early fall, when two issues carried over five hundred announcements 
each, with the largest one containing 657 individual advertisements that filled nine pages 
of the magazine at the beginning of October 1941 (nos. 36 and 41). The popularity of the 
activity was so huge that it affected the printing process of the magazine. The editor of 
the pen pal column noted that the magazine had had to add four extra pages to the paper 
due to ‘the enormous number of pen pal announcements (no. 41/1941, p. 14a).’

The numbers of advertisements do not reflect people’s true inclination for advertising 
for the rest of the war because soldiers’ notices were banned from the magazine in 
October 1941. Pen pal advertisements were placed in Viikonloppu under pseudonyms, 
and this broke the rules of field post letter delivery because the field post regulation 
stated right from the beginning of the war that the use of pseudonyms in field post 
deliveries was forbidden. This rule was about surveillance and control: officials needed to 
know the writers in order to prevent the leaking of military secrets and other harmful 
information (Taskinen, 2021, pp. 306–307).

This order effectively stopped most of the men’s advertising because the majority of 
the young men were at the front. However, this did not stop advertising. When there were 
few men to answer, women had to place their own announcements to get a pen friend. 
After an initial decline in the number of pen pal announcements after the ban on soldiers’ 
advertisements, the number of notices returned to the pre-ban figures only a few weeks 
later and remained steady at around 200–300 announcements during the next few 
months. This was all due to the growth in women’s advertising, which doubled in late 
1941. During the later war years, the number of announcements diminished slightly, but 
their numbers still hovered around two hundred per issue with no long-term trends one 
way or the other.

An exception to this was a brief period in the spring of 1942 when soldiers’ advertise
ments were allowed for seven weeks. Soldiers were again permitted to insert their 
advertisements, although this time in simplified form: they were not allowed to include 
a verbal introduction, poems or persuasion, but could only include their rank, name, field 
post address and age. Pen pal seeking captivated men even in this public and plain form. 
A week after the lifting of the ban, the magazine carried over a thousand announcements 
and a few weeks later, it set a record with 1,385 announcements in a single issue. Soldiers’ 
advertising was again forbidden after this issue and this time for good, however, they 
were still allowed to respond to girls’ notices.

Viikonloppu represents a larger phenomenon. It was the most popular place to transmit 
personal connections during the war in Finland, but the practice also increased in 
popularity in dozens of other newspapers and magazines during the same period. The 
largest paper in the country, the quality daily Helsingin Sanomat, for example, lifted its ban 
on personal advertisements in 1942. It established a new classified section for ‘Personal 
and address matters’ where several hundreds of advertisements were published monthly 
during the war (Rinnekangas, 2013, p. 107). Uusi Suomi, the third biggest quality daily in 
the country, meanwhile regularly published several dozens of personal advertisements 
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per issue. In one week of August 1942 (week 34), for example, a total of 197 personal 
advertisements were published in the paper, a number similar to the ads in a weekly issue 
of Viikonloppu at the time. The paper published them at first under ‘Miscellaneous 
announcements’, but in 1943 arranged them under their own ‘Personal announcements’ 
section. The change is understandable because there were very few other advertisements 
posted in the section. Matchmaking services were also offered by several pen pal clubs 
founded during the war. These services published pen pal announcements, as did news
papers and magazines, but also matched men and women directly according to their 
preferences. Kirjekyyhky (no. 3/1943, p. 10), the member magazine of the ‘Pohjan-Vaarin 
kirjekerho’ club listed among its members 2,500 women and 3,400 men in 1942.5

The vast increase in personal advertising during the war was unprecedented. 
The practice was nearly non-existent before the war but during the war it became 
a nationwide custom of masses. In Viikonloppu, which was only one of the many 
outlets for this activity, over 55,000 announcements were placed between late 
1939 and the end of 1944. The number of advertisers was even greater because 
most of the ads were not placed by a single person but by multiple people: as 
analyzed in the next section, on average, an ad was signed by two people. These 
are vast numbers considering Finland’s small population of 3.8 million at the time. 
The wartime advertisements in Viikonloppu, for example, include signatures of 
66,000 people aged 17–21, which was one-fifth of the total respective of the age 
groups. Many more answered announcements. A private letter written between 
two soldier brothers, for instance, reveals that a young man could get over 300 
replies to his advertisement in Viikonloppu.6

The mass personal advertising in Finland was born due to its common motivator: 
gender disparity. Research on personal advertising has shown that personal adver
tising has been particularly popular when societal settings have forced men and 
women apart, such as during rapid urbanization and the colonialization of the 
American West (Beauman, 2020, pp. 73−88; Zug, 2016, p. 109). War is an extreme 
case of gender disparity. In order to survive a war against a superpower like the 
Soviet Union, Finland had to mobilize as many men as it could spare for military 
duties. Between 1941 and 1944 the strength of the Finnish Army fluctuated between 
400,000 and 500,00 men, which was up to 16% of her population. Crucially for 
personal advertising, soldiers were mostly young men aged between 20 and 30  
years of age, who were in the prime age of courtship. These age cohorts sent during 
the war 80% of their men to armed service (Kurenmaa & Lentilä, 2005; Taskinen,  
2023).

When women mostly stayed at home, the opportunities for the young to meet became 
limited. Connections could be forged during soldiers’ home leaves granted a few times 
a year, but while at the front, men’s opportunities to meet women were very few. The 
conservative Finnish nationalism and military culture upheld strict sexual moral standards 
and saw celibacy as a natural state for the young men waging a war. For example, 
prostitution, which was tolerated and even organized by many armies (Timm, 2002), 
was out of the question in Finland (Kivimäki, 2013, p. 262; Näre, 2016, p. 247). In this 
oppressive atmosphere personal advertisements were a rare opportunity to find an 
intimate relationship.
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Gender imbalance does not, however, explain the initial exponential growth of personal 
advertising in the summer of 1940. This was a time when the Finnish army was mostly 
demobilized after the Winter War fought in the previous winter. The increase in personal 
advertisements at this point is likely mostly attributable to changing attitudes to correspon
dence in the Winter War. As throughout the fighting world, the winter war gave rise to 
historically voluminous letter writing when soldiers and their mothers and wives turned to 
letters to remain in touch in a time of separation. Crucially for personal advertising, the war 
inspired writing between total strangers. In the patriotic spirit of the war, Finnish women 
began to send to the front lines so-called ‘unknown soldiers’ parcels’ that were shared out in 
the army randomly to the men for encouragement. This publicly encouraged practice led to 
thousands of correspondences between totally unknown people when women engaged in 
comradely correspondence with the recipients of their packages to boost their morale 
(Taskinen, 2021, pp. 284–301). Although the personal advertisements did not reflect these 
elevated aims, their rise was tied to these experiences: war had taught Finns to write letters 
and made correspondence between strangers, a traditionally morally suspicious practice 
(Cocks, 2002), acceptable.

5. Advertisers’ profiles

Wartime pen pal writing has previously been viewed mostly as a soldiers’ activity. Based 
on soldiers’ reminiscences, it has been portrayed as an activity of desperate men in a state 
of enforced celibacy who, in the absence of other alternativities, were forced to turn to 
advertisements to reach women (Näre, 2016; Pipping, 1947). The evidence of the adver
tisements challenges this theory.

The advertisements (Table 1) show that pen pal advertising was not only a soldiers’ 
hobby. Men and women placed advertisements on a similar scale, with my sample including 
a few more from women (544) than from men (522). Furthermore, there were also nine 
advertisements that were placed jointly by a teenage boy and girl. This sex balance makes 
Viikonloppu an unusual dating and personal advertising platform because the initiative in 
the marital market had traditionally been considered to belong to men. In traditional Finnish 
agrarian partner-seeking events in churchyards, for example, it did not benefit women to 
show interest in the men before being approached (Raitasalo, 2004, pp. 69–70). The same 
gender dynamic repeated itself in ‘yöstely’, a practice whereby young men went around 
knocking on barred doors where girls were sleeping. Women’s role in this activity was 
merely to open the door or keep it closed (Heikinmäki, 1981, pp. 56−58; Ronkainen et al.,  
1994, pp. 111–112). Personal advertising has typically reflected this pervasive gender 
dynamic in Finland. According to the works of Lotvonen (1996, p. 53), Muikku-Werner 
(2009, p. 33) and Rinnekangas (2013, p. 109), men in Finland placed significantly more 
personal advertisements than women throughout the latter part of the 20th century. The 
only period in which Muikku-Werner and Rinnekangas found women matching the number 
of advertisements by men was the war years and their aftermath.

One reason why women placed announcements in great numbers in Viikonloppu could 
be their poorer prospects on the marriage market during the war. Marzia Zug, for 
example, assesses that personal advertisements became more promising for women in 
the USA after the American Civil War because they had trouble finding partners after 
many men had been killed in the war (Zug, 2016, p. 138). This explanation does not 
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adequately explain the explosion of advertising in the spring of 1940 in Finland because 
at this point the Finnish casualties were still relatively low. Nonetheless, it could be that 
the mere shortage of men at the home front caused by the mobilization of the Finnish 
Army motivated Finnish women to place advertisements.

A more plausible reason was the liberty that personal advertising offered for women in 
sexual relationships. Before the war women’s behavior with men was strictly monitored. 
The responsibility for sexual morality was thought to rest on their shoulders and social 
control made sure that a sexually active woman easily lost her reputation, while a man 
could indulge in premarital affairs without losing his prestige (Kinnunen, 2008; Tikka & 
Nevala, 2020, pp. 73–76). The acceptance of letter writing during the Winter War, thus, 
affected particularly women. It gave them an acceptable manner to actively engage with 
men, meet them in private outside of social control but at the same time at a safe 
distance. These cultural norms challenging possibilities of personal advertising for 
women have also been recognized in other studies, as in the case of Link magazine in 
early 20th century Britain. For women, personal advertisements have meant equality and 
freedom from cultural restrictions on conduct (Cocks, 2002, pp. 458, 473–474; Muikku- 
Werner, 2009, p. 103, 315; Zug, 2016, pp. 146–147). Finnish women also enjoyed this 
opportunity when given a chance according to reminiscences collected in the 1990s: the 
women who had been young adults during the war recalled that writing to men was such 
an important activity that women even competed for who could acquire the most 
correspondents (Haavio-Mannila, 1993, p. 310). As such, women’s advertising may reflect 
the greater wartime agency of women that was seen, for example, in their increased 
participation in the labor market.

Nor was pen pal advertising just a soldiers’ hobby when looking specifically at men’s 
advertisements: more advertisements in the sample were inserted by civilian men than by 
soldiers. There is a possibility that some soldiers did not identify themselves explicitly as 
men in arms in their announcements, but the main reason for the greater number of 
civilians is the period from which the data were gathered. For most of it, June 1940– 
June 1941, most of the Finnish Army was demobilized and only men doing their military 
service remained in the Army. The number of soldiers exceeded that of male civilians in 
the summer and autumn of 1941 when the Continuation War broke out and the Finnish 
men were mobilized in great numbers. However, even before this, the young men doing 
their military service were an important group of advertisers. Between July 1940 and 
May 1941, 43% of men’s announcements were placed by soldiers despite the strength of 
the army being only a quarter of that of the full mobilization in the summer of 1941. Thus, 
while not being strictly a soldiers’ business, announcements were particularly useful for 
the men in arms who had few other opportunities to connect with women.

Table 1. Advertisers’ sex and soldier-civilian status12..
All advertisers Men

Sex Soldier/civilian status

Men 522 Civilian 285
Women 544 Soldier 237
Men and women 9 Total 522
Unknown 5
Total 1080
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Advertisers’ ages (Figure 3) reveal that they were an exceptional group in other ways. 
These men and women were most of all adolescents and young adults. Over half, 59% of 
advertisers, were between the ages of 17 and 22. Female advertisers were on average 
slightly younger than men. The average age of women was 20.5 and peaked at 17 years, 
while the average age of men and peak were 21.6 and 20. The gender differences 
occurred between ages 14 and 22. At the lower end of this scale teenage girls were 
much more active in placing announcements, but in the age groups 20–22 men were 
decidedly more common. Differences were small outside this peak group of advertisers. In 
the age group 23–35, who accounted for one quarter of the advertisers, 54% were men 
and 46 women. Only 2% of advertisers were over 35 years of age, with the three oldest 
seekers for company in the sample being 50 years old.

The advertisers of Viikonloppu were exceptionally young for posters of personal 
advertisements. They have typically been inserted most of all by those challenged to 
find a partner, like widows and divorcees (Beauman, 2012, p. 36, 52, 185; Goodwin,  
1990; Neto, 2005, p. 397; Vlčková, 2002, p. 94). These have been people past their 
prime age of courtship, for example, the largest group of advertisers in Tarja 
Lotjonen’s sample of personal advertisements from Helsingin Sanomat, the biggest 
newspaper in Finland, from the years 1950, 1970, and 1990, was 35–40 (Lotvonen,  
1996, p. 53). The nature of Viikonloppu as a young women’s magazine probably 
contributed to the young ages of advertisers. Teenage girls forbidden to engage in 
sexual relationships can be assumed to have chosen to place their announcements in 
Viikonloppu because it emphasized moral decency and explicitly banned overtly sexu
ally oriented advertisements. Teenage boys’ lesser advertising reflects the traditional 
association of letter writing with femininity and boys’ lesser interest in mere pen pal 
writing (Barton & Hall, 1999, p. 7; Lyons, 2010, pp. 172–174). Middle-aged men and 
women, on the other hand, probably sought company more often through news
papers, which had a reputation as channels for seriously seeking companionship even 
if it was customary also to write only about correspondence.
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Figure 3. Age distribution of advertisers.
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The largest and most interesting group of advertisers in Viikonloppu are the young 
adults. This is a group that typically rarely posted personal advertisements because in 
normal circumstances they had time to seek partners in traditional manners with no 
urgent need to turn to advertisements. They were forced to resort to advertisements only 
due to the war, and this is seen specifically in the men’s age distribution: they were most 
eager to place advertisements at the age of 20, which was the age at which men entered 
military service. These young adults in the prime age of courtship make the advertisers of 
Viikonloppu a peculiar group. They were presumably not those unfortunate misfits resort
ing to ads as their final option but entirely average people with good prospects in the 
marriage market. Apart from times of extreme gender distortions in the mating market 
disparity, like wars and the colonization of the American West, this group has only sought 
partners through advertisements on a massive scale in the present era of Tinder and 
internet dating (Beauman, 2020, p. 190).

Another interesting statistic is the number of advertisers per notice (see Table 2). Men 
and women did not just place their advertisements alone; they did it more often jointly 
with other people. Altogether nearly the same number of advertisements were posted by 
individual person (39%) and pairs (35%). Larger groups were likewise not uncommon as 
14% of announcements had four or more signatories, with two advertisements having as 
many as ten names at their end. When comparing men and women, the main difference is 
that men inserted their announcements more often alone than did women, who wrote 
their announcements noticeably more often in pairs. However, larger advertiser groups 
were again more common among men, which portrays the great duality between two 
male groups, soldiers and civilians. Soldiers placed announcements predominantly in 
larger groups, while civilian men most often did so alone. Given soldiers’ closeknit 
brotherly communities at the front, it is no surprise that they inserted announcements 
together. Many notices explicitly state that they were inserted jointly by brothers-in-arms:

Hi girls! An artillery observer squad on the eastern front is looking for letter targets in the crackle 
of grenades. Fire support officer 23, Direction observer 22, Range observer 21, Spotter 23, Runner 
21, Attention 20, Fire 20.7

The ad posting styles reflect the common gender difference in social networking: women 
form intimate dyadic friendships, while men keep company in groups (David-Barrett et al.,  
2015).

Table 2. Number of advertisers per advertisement.
Advertisers per advertisement All Men Women Soldier Civilian men

1 39% 41% 36% 23% 56%
2 35% 28% 42% 30% 27%
3 15% 15% 14% 19% 12%
4 7% 7% 6% 13% 2%
5 5% 5% 2% 10% 1%
6+ 2% 2% 1% 5% 0%
Average 2.08 2.18 1.98 2.82 1.65
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Saving on insertion fees was probably an important reason for placing advertisements 
jointly, but its fundamental precondition was the popularity of the activity: unlike in 
normal times, when very few people posted advertisements, it was now easy to find a co- 
advertiser when everyone was doing so. What is interesting in this practice is its seeming 
naturalness. Studies on personal advertising rarely if ever mention joint posting of ads; on 
the contrary, they stress that advertising has been a sensitive, even shameful deed done 
discreetly without talking about it to anyone else. Even those successful in finding love 
through advertisements rarely disclose their stories (Beauman, 2012, p. 160; Muikku- 
Werner, 2009, pp. 30, 96). The sociality of advertising in Viikonloppu is another proof 
that personal advertising became socially acceptable during the war.

6. Partner preferences and goals of advertising

What were the thousands of men and women looking for in Viikonloppu? To begin answer
ing this question, it is necessary once again recall the restrictions that the publication in 
question, Viikonloppu, imposed on its advertisers. The magazine hosted a pen pal column 
and did not permit messages referring explicitly to sexuality or dating. It reminded its 
readers in every issue that interested advertisers should send their announcements in ‘lively 
and wholesome form’ and that advertisements mentioning marital intentions would not be 
accepted for publication. Interestingly, the line about the ban on expressing matrimonial 
intentions was only added to the pen pal column during the war, in the spring of 1940. This 
indicates that indications of such intentions started appearing in advertisements when the 
popularity of the column increased after the Winter War.

These rules on the surface seem to drastically limit the usability of the advertisements 
in analyzing people’s partner preferences. However, as noted earlier, their effect on 
advertisements was not significant as the custom of the time in all Finnish personal 
advertisements was only to express a wish to engage in correspondence. This practice 
was a characteristic feature of Finnish wartime personal advertising, and I discuss its 
importance more in the following discussion section. Nonetheless, even if advertisers did 
not express their intentions explicitly, there are hints about them in advertisements. 
Advertisers were otherwise free to express their wishes in announcements that were 
normally one or three sentences long and ended with the mandatory pseudonym, age, 
and the municipality where the advertiser lived. In their plainest form, an advertisement 
stated that ‘someone’ is looking for ‘someone’:

Happy Karelian boy seeks pen pal from decent girls or war-widows. 29 years old. (Mikkeli)

Expressing more detailed wishes was, however, also possible.

Is there an abstinent and energetic student or other gentleman who practices music and sports 
and would like to start a written exchange of thoughts with a small ‘office mouse’ with the same 
interests? Autumn girl 22 (Helsinki).

The structure of the advertisement was also not restricted to introductions and wishes. 
Advertisers could use their space, for example, for humor.

Attention, Vaasa calling. Herewith a warrant for deadpan guys with no aunties: Spontaneous 
responses in writing. Bunte Augen 17, Rostfri 18, Canina 21 (Vaasa).8
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Figure 4 shows the occurrence of selected qualities in partner preferences expressed in 
the advertisements. Probably the biggest surprise in the data is the rarity of references to 
socioeconomic status. During this period economic considerations were still central in 
marriage. A man wishing to marry was expected to own land and a farm (Heikinmäki,  
1981, pp. 34–38). These ideals are missing from the advertisements. Only five percent of 
women and a mere five single men refer to occupation or educational status in their 
requirements. One reason why these are mentioned so rarely may be the prevailing 
situation – the war. When these advertisements were posted most young men were not 
on the fields or in the factories, but were serving soldiers, and this is seen in the way 
women address men in the advertisements: one fifth of women invited letters from 
soldiers. However, this does not mean that women were only interested in the heroes 
of the front. Over 60% of advertisements eliciting messages from soldiers also invited 
them explicitly from ‘civilians’. The women in this category are ‘Lottas’, members of 
women’s auxiliary defense organization, on whom a few men explicitly called for 
correspondence.

The advertisements illustrate persistent gender differences. These include the impor
tance that men attach to women’s appearance and women’s greater interest in men’s 
socioeconomic status (Cameron et al., 1977; Lance, 2005) and reliable character (Muikku- 
Werner, 2009; Smith et al., 2011). Personality and character seem to be counter-categories 
to one another. They include most of the adjectives that advertisers used to illustrate their 
ideal partner, and words like ‘decent, respectable’ (kunnon, kunnollinen) and ‘fair’ (reilu) 
referring to inner character were more important for women. Men, on the other hand, 
described their preferences far more often with adjectives referring to personality and 
external behavior like ‘lively’ (reipas) and ‘cheerful’ (iloinen). These preferences are in line 
with Muikku-Werner’s findings from Finnish newspaper ads of the 1940s–2000s. 
Throughout this period ‘decent’ was women’s main requirement for men, while men 
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likewise wished messages from ‘lively’ women, especially in the middle-century adver
tisements. One glaring omission in Viikonloppu is requirements for abstinence. This was 
one of the most important criteria on the part of women regarding men in newspapers 
from the 1940s to the 1990s because alcohol was considered a significant social problem 
in the country throughout the 20th century, but in Viikonloppu only nine women (and one 
man) wished for sobriety in a potential correspondent. A notable difference between 
these samples is also that nearly everyone included a preferred age in newspapers, while 
in Viikonloppu only one in tenth did so (Muikku-Werner, 2009, pp. 62–69, 78).

More interesting than gender differences is the absence of requirements. Advertisers 
do not ask much of their respondents; they rarely request wealth, beauty, or youth, and 
even the listed wishes are more vague fillers, like ‘decent’, ‘lively’, or ‘pretty’, than detailed 
and explicit demands. One in four advertisers did not mention a requirement in any of 
these categories. Their requests include most often only the gender of the correspondent, 
which is the most common requirement in advertisements and explicitly present in 92% 
of them. The paucity of requirements is closely connected to the intentions of advertising. 
Superficially the goals of the advertisements were clear because Viikonloppu hosted a pen 
pal column, and no other relationships could be explicitly proposed. The announcements 
reflected this request. There are no advertisements referring explicitly to marriage, 
sexuality, or potential romances. As was the tradition of the era, most advertisers’ wish 
was to find a correspondent. The Finnish word ‘kirje’ (letter) appears in many of its forms 
in 88% of the requests, the most common of them being ‘correspondence’ (29%) and ‘pen 
pal’ (23%).

But did advertisers seek merely correspondence? Previous studies have suggested that 
Finnish personal advertisements have historically been very bland with few explicitly 
expressed goals or requests. The most notable mark of this culture was the practice of 
only asking for correspondence that dominated the advertisements until the 1960s. The 
true intention of advertising, which was to find a serious relationship, was expressed 
subtly or not at all because the act of placing a personal advertisement was already a self- 
evident manifestation (Muikku-Werner, 2009, pp. 39−45; Rinnekangas, 2013, pp. 978, 992, 
1036–1037).

Many advertisements in Viikonloppu also hint at more serious intentions. The most 
direct signs are mentions of one’s own or the potential correspondent’s preferred marital 
status present in 11% of insertions by men and 4% of insertions by women. These always 
concerned single status: advertisers were single and sought bachelors and widows. The 
10% of the men’s advertisements that explicitly sought messages from widows, who in 
difficult circumstances were known to be looking for husbands, can be seen as particularly 
strong indicators of serious marital intentions. Other hints are mentions about appear
ance that appear in 15% of the advertisements. A wish to correspond with a tall boy or 
pretty girl indicates that advertisers were not just seeking long-distance correspondence 
but some sexually attractive characteristics for romantic endeavors. Wishes for photo
graphs were similar signals. In the first three months of the sample, over half of the 
advertisements requested a photograph. The editorial guidelines of the magazine seem 
to have changed after this as request for photographs disappear.

There were also some advertisers who emphasized, perhaps due to the element of the 
romantic ambitions in advertisements, their hope of a ‘pure’ correspondence. Asking for 
a ‘letter’ (in Finnish kirje), ‘correspondence’ (in Finnish kirjeenvaihto) or ‘pen pal’ (in Finnish 
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kirjetoveri/kirjeystävä), for example, might have had a slightly different meaning. ‘Letter’ 
and ‘correspondence’ were neutral expressions that referred to the conventional practice 
of the time in the Finnish personal advertising culture with no indications about the 
preferred form of relationship, but ‘pen pal’, at least superficially, indicated a purely 
platonic exchange of thoughts. However, as the column in Viikonloppu was specifically 
a pen pal column, asking for a pen pal might also have been understood as similar kind of 
customary expression as asking for letters or correspondence. The advertisements clearly 
expressing a wish for friendship are very few. The most notable of these are the 13 
advertisements asking explicitly for ‘comradely’ (in Finnish toverillinen) correspondence.

The most important indicator of the aims of advertising is, however, the fundamental 
self-evident issue of ads: the fact that connections were sought from the opposite sex. 
Over 90% of men and women explicitly stated this, with only two young women chiefly 
looking for a pen pal from among other girls. And even in the cases when the sex of the 
envisaged coveted writer was not mentioned, the aims are rarely unclear. One in ten 
soldiers’ advertisements, for example, lacked a wish to know the correspondent’s sex, but 
it can be assumed that advertisements like ‘Five spirited soldier-boys want a pen pal for 
a bit of fun on autumn nights’,9 posted by young men aged 20–22, were not aimed at 
civilian boys but girls.

What were the thousands of young men and women posting these advertisements 
looking for from the members of the opposite sex? It is of course true that under-aged 
teenagers could not seek much more than correspondence and most of the other 
connections too had to begin with writing – the distance between frontline soldiers 
and civilian women prevented rapid face-to-face meetings. The evidence from the 
analysis of letters has also shown that even if writing in these correspondence was 
typically sexualized and flirty, some soldiers and women did also form long-lasting 
platonic correspondences that were highly unusual for their time (Taskinen, 2021, 
pp. 343–355).

However, there is no reason to believe that advertisers were not seeking or at least 
hoping to find a romantic relationship, the paradigmatic relationship between men and 
women. Being just friends with a member of the opposite sex was at this point in time 
extremely rare (Monsour, 2007). The most obvious reason for assuming that advertisers 
were looking for connections beyond letters is their demography: most of them were 
young unmarried adults who, especially in the case of soldiers, are known to have 
constantly craved for love and sex in their wartime plight (Kivimäki, 2007; Näre, 2016). 
The war years in Finland as well as elsewhere were also altogether times of extraordinary 
sexual liberty when people sought love in desperate manners without worrying about the 
future (Costello, 1985; Herzog, 2009; Näre, 2016). It is reasonable to assume that personal 
advertisements were not exceptions in this culture.

As noted in earlier studies, it seems that the reason why the goals of advertising or the 
sex of the desired correspondent were omitted was that they were self-evident. They did 
not need to be written because it was obvious that personal advertisements were used to 
seek heterosexual love, unless specifically otherwise stated (Marley, 2000, p. 274; Muikku- 
Werner, 2009, pp. 54–56). If advertisers were looking for serious relationships, why did 
they ask so little from their respondents? One explanation is that the advertisements really 
reflect the changed marital culture of the war years. When there was no certainty of living 
to see tomorrow and the supply of partners was limited people did not care if one’s love 
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did not own a farm or was the local belle (cf. Malinen, 2018). Another reason could be the 
sociality of advertising. It would have been unnatural to list detailed partner preferences 
when the advertisement was written by multiple people.

I consider that the most salient reasons were, however, the features that separated the 
wartime personal advertising from that of peacetime. Firstly, the demography of adver
tisers in wartime was much broader and, in a sense, normal, comprising not just those 
challenged to find a partner but also all ordinary men and women typically seeking 
a partner. The popularity of advertising also meant that connections were certain. 
Reminiscence material tells that advertisements might get hundreds of answers and 
men and women regularly wrote to multiple correspondents at once. One could muster 
as many connections as he had energy to write letters. Last, unlike in peacetime, there was 
no pressure or possibility of quick face-to-face meetings. Men being at war meant that 
connections, whatever their ultimate goal, had to begin with writing.

All this meant that the content of advertisement was less important during the war. 
Even if an advertisement was not particularly detailed or appealing, one was sure to get 
plenty of answers from decent people whom the advertiser also had plenty of time to get 
to know well through writing. Decisions to proceed with relationships – meeting during 
soldiers’ leave was naturally the major step – could be made after evaluating the 
correspondence in the letters. This may indeed be a very difficult task when the supply 
of connections was ample. One young soldier reflected on the challenge of choosing 
a love from his many female pen pals to his friend in a letter: ‘It gets your goat when they 
are all supposedly suitable, so you don’t know who to be with more’.10 Personal adver
tisement was, thus, much less an important gatekeeper of relationships than in times of 
peace.

7. Discussion

An extraordinary personal advertising culture was born in Finland during World War 
II. Seeking intimate company through advertisements grew from irrelevancy into 
a practice of masses in a matter of months. What made this phenomenon particu
larly unusual was that advertisements were inserted not just by widows and middle- 
aged people who had failed to find love in traditional ways, but by people of all 
social strata, with the larger group of advertisers being specifically those living the 
heyday of their mating, young adults in their early twenties. The practice was 
highlighted by a contradiction: while it was immensely popular among young adults 
in an age when people typically seek love, the only explicitly acknowledged aim of 
advertising was correspondence. This was a veil of mist arising from the conservative 
sexual culture of the country that hid the true intentions of writers, a wish for 
a serious relationship.

The ambiguity of advertising makes it difficult to assess the demographic impact of the 
phenomenon. Did personal advertisements affect marriage rates? It is impossible to know 
how many marriages were contracted through advertisements, but there is reason to 
suggest that these did take place in significant numbers. The strongest evidence is the 
vast advertising among the young adults who typically contract marriages. Demographic 
data show that these people continued to marry during the war despite obstacles 
(Hietanen, 1986). In addition to the overall marriage rates, which stayed at prewar levels 
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during the war, it is noteworthy that men aged 20–24, who were the most eager 
advertisers, married in 1943 in nearly the same numbers (8,033) as the men of the same 
ages in the last year before the war in 1938 (8,456).11 This is startling considering that 
around 75% of the men of these age groups had been at this point in the army ranks since 
the summer of 1941 or at the latest the beginning of 1942, when the youngest age group 
was mobilized. Knowing that letter writing was the only regular medium allowing soldiers 
and women to connect across the home and battlelines, the role of advertisements in 
initiating marriages must have been important. These findings support anecdotal evi
dence (Haavio-Mannila, 1993, p. 312; Näre, 2016, pp. 115−121; Pipping, 1947) that adver
tisements led to marriages, although the exact numbers are impossible to assess.

The examination of advertisements also indicates that the phenomenon contributed to 
a change or at least to a break in Finnish sexual culture. The main proof is the popularity of 
the advertising itself. Before the war young people’s mating was closely scrutinized in the 
local communities from which they were forced to seek partner in the absence of other 
opportunities. The rarity of personal advertising before the war was one illustration of the 
backwardness of the Finnish sexual culture. During the war, personal advertising became 
possible and acceptable due to force of circumstance, and it gave the young an unex
pected chance to meet away from societal control. Advertisements made possible dating 
that was ahead of its time: for the first time, young men and women were able to get to 
know multiple possible partners from all around the country, exchange thoughts without 
haste and weigh up their options before making decisions. Women’s activity in advertis
ing is particularly noteworthy. They were traditionally expected to be passive in marital 
markets, but they advertised in papers just as much as men. This indicates that the agency 
afforded by advertisements was particularly important for them.

The mass personal advertising was essentially a temporary wartime phenomenon. At 
no other time has the popularity of the activity among young adults in the prime age of 
courtship, in particular been as high. However, the practice also had lasting effects. The 
most visible is that it consolidated the role of personal advertising in Finnish sexual 
culture. A practice that was peripheral before the war became a stable custom to find 
a partner as personal advertisements continued to be posted in considerable numbers 
after the war (Rinnekangas, 2013, p. 107). The post-war years have been viewed as a return 
to traditional family values after the liberal war period (Jallinoja, 1984, p. 73), but the 
introduction of personal advertisements meant that the Finnish sexual culture was no 
longer the same as before the war. Advertisements in their own small way paved way to 
the liberation of sexual practices in the 1960s.

There is also reason to believe that the phenomenon affected Finnish marital patterns 
beyond the war years. Just like everywhere else, the war was followed by an unprece
dented marriage and baby boom in Finland. Marriage rates, which had declined alar
mingly during the early 20th century, began a slow climb in the last years before the war, 
before skyrocketing to record levels in its aftermath and the 1950s. The relief of the 
ending of hostilities encouraged Finns to marry, but it has been suggested that there was 
also a fundamental change in Finnish marriage patterns underlying the transformation: 
economic reasons that had been central in marriage arrangements had lost their meaning 
and Finns began to marry for love (Hietanen, 1986). The wartime personal advertising can 
be seen to have contributed to this change. Letter relationships helped young adults cross 
class lines as wealth or social position were not prescreened when starting 
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correspondence. They were, thus, forced to get to know each other through personal 
dialogue that could arouse emotions that undermined traditional beliefs emphasizing the 
economic aspects of marriage.

However, evidence of a changing marital culture cannot be found from the content of 
advertisements. The personal advertisements in Viikonloppu do portray typical gender 
differences, and the absence of requirements for respondents can be interpreted to 
indicate the relaxed demands of partner-seeking in the undiscerning spirit of the war. 
However, their sparse content is explained most of all by the moral culture of the time and 
the dynamics of wartime mating. During the war personal advertising became so popular 
that people were guaranteed numerous respondents even without detailed advertise
ments. In this exceptional dating environment advertisers could get to know each other 
through writing before making decisions. The aims of advertising did not need to be 
written out also because they were self-evident: when young adults of opposite sex 
sought each other’s company, the ultimate goal was marriage, even if many couples 
ended up enjoying only friendly correspondence.

This analysis highlights the challenges of using historical personal advertisements in 
the study of partner preferences. In addition to showing how the advertisements reflect 
the cultural ideals of the era, the case points to the limits and needs of their assembly. 
While today people are at liberty to articulate their intentions and preferences, however 
marginal they may be, in the past, when people’s sexual conduct was subject to strict 
surveillance and media like personal advertisements had a dubious reputation, people 
had less room to maneuver. The case particularly stresses the importance of the context of 
advertising. The analysis of the popularity and demography of advertisers revealed 
patterns utterly different from advertising in normal times. The advertisements of 40- 
year-old widows and 20-year-old men are not alike. The supply and quality of respondents 
needs likewise to be considered. They influence the detail and effort that advertisers 
needed to put into their notices.

Notes

1. There was no unified marriage pattern during the two world wars. In countries like Britain in 
World War I and The USA World War II, marriage rates actually rose during the war due to 
people’s eagerness to experience love before it was too late (Mintz & Kellogg, 1988; Winter,  
1986). However, in countries in which the mobilization rate of men was as vast as in Finland, 
such as in Germany in World War II, marriage rates decreased significantly (Brander, 1950).

2. https://digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi/etusivu?set_language=en
3. I have investigated the arrival of personal advertisements in the Finnish press in the digital 

newspaper collection of the National Library of Finland (https://digi.kansalliskirjasto.fi/etu 
sivu?set_language=en) that has to this day digitized all newspapers published in Finland 
before 1940. The oldest personal advertisement that I could find was published in the 
newspaper Uusi Suometar on 14 July 1888, p. 4.

4. The magazines Sirpale, Kertomuksia, and Novelli-Aitta, for example, had pen pal sections in the 
1930s.

5. Advertisements from clubs such as ‘Suomen Kirjeenvaihtokerho,’ ‘Savon kirjekerho,’ and 
‘Kirjeenvaihtotoimisto’ appear in newspapers, see e.g. Länsi-Savo, 6 March 1943, p. 6, 
10 March 1943, p. 6, 22 May 1943, p. 6.

6. Tampere University Folklife Archives, Wartime letters, collection 141, 28 May 1942.
7. Viikonloppu, no. 41 (October 1941), p. 15.
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8. Advertisements from Viikonloppu, no. 8 (February 1941), p. 20.
9. Viikonloppu, no. 36 (September 1940), p. 19.

10. Tampere University Folklife Archives, Wartime letters, collection 141, 8 August 1944.
11. The Statistical Yearbook of Finland (STV) 1940 & 1944–1945, age of marital couples -tables.
12. Note on the methodology. In around 95% of cases the advertisers explicitly stated their sex, 

using e.g. gendered titles like ‘girl’ or ‘soldier’. However, in most of the other cases their sex 
was also obvious from the content of the notice and especially the wishes expressed 
regarding their correspondents, ‘I want to correspond with a girl’->man. I have compiled 
the following figures based on these interpretations. There were only five cases in which it 
was very difficult to interpret the sex of the advertisers. There is of course also a possibility 
that homosexuals could have sought company from these advertisements by deliberately 
avoiding mentioning their sex. However, I find this very unlikely given that homosexuals did 
not have any publicly discussed communities or networks at this point in time. According to 
Muikku-Werner (2009, pp. 180–181) homosexuals began to publish personal advertisements 
in their own magazines only from late 1960s onwards in Finland. Field post mail was also 
censored, so intimate same-sex writing would have been risky.
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