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1. Introduction
Anna Sofia Lundgren, Lena Karlsson,
Marianne Liliequist, Karin Lövgren &
Angelika Sjöstedt Landén

Questions to do with ageing have become increasingly prominent in recent decades, in the media and the public political debate as well as within academia.
There are several interconnected reasons for this. The most frequently alleged
claim is however the ongoing process of population ageing in advanced economies, with the result that people live longer and healthier lives, in turn resulting
in changed proportions between older and younger people in the population.
While this is often taken to mean that societies now face challenges that are
hard to solve, it is also good news that sheds light on improvements in health,
nutrition, wealth and medical care (Fineman 2011; 2014), which enables older
people to manage on their own for longer parts of their lives.
The latter improvements are considered to be societal goals (World Health
Organization 2002; Swedish National Institute of Public Health 2007). As such,
resources are invested to support research on how best to achieve what has repeatedly and sometimes problematically interchangeably been referred to as,
among other denominations, active (WHO 2002), productive (Butler & Gleason
1985; Holstein 1999), positive (Hepworth 1995) and successful ageing (Rowe &
Kahn 1987; 1997). When goals become normative in the sense that they come
forth as natural, this, of course, has consequences, which research has repeatedly pointed out (Katz 2005; Calasanti & Slevin 2006). This is so not least for everyone who – for different reasons – does not live up to the norms. The excluding
side effect of norms has been repeatedly noted (Cruickshank 2003), partly because it sheds light on how norms are supported by power relations that privilege some at the expense of others.
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The process of demographic ageing, increased life expectancy and health in old
age thus impacts on how ageing as such is understood. Ageing is understood
here in its widest possible sense; it includes the general ageing of whole populations as well as individual ageing; it is about physical and cognitive ageing as
well as about the ways in which ageing and old age are made culturally comprehensible.
This broad definition of ageing was the starting point for the interdisciplinary research programme Ageing and Living Conditions (ALC) at Umeå University, later to become the Centre for Demography and Ageing Research (CEDAR),
that brought together researchers from the social and behavioural sciences, humanities and medicine. In light of an ageing population, central questions for
the programme were described as ‘discovering’ constituents of successful ageing
and considering the ‘roles’ available to the increasing number of older people
(ddb.umu.se).
During the programme, a few of us, belonging to the fields of ethnology and
sociology, realised that we were focussing on similar questions to do with culture and identity, and the way ageing is intrinsically caught up in relations of
power that connect individuals unequally with overarching structures. This gave
rise to a series of seminars in which we tried to delve deeper into questions of
cultural meaning-making and the significance of identity, searching and finding
support for our own projects, and gaining insights in each other’s projects. This
book is a result of this series of seminars. It contains four chapters that, taken
together, give a good picture of the differences as well as the similarities in our
empirical, methodological and theoretical frameworks and endeavours.
Without forestalling the theoretical points made in the respective chapters,
we here wish to give the briefest of overviews of the themes that proved particularly important to us during discussions and that have left their marks in various ways in the different contributions. As the title of the book suggests, ageing
is the common denominator, but, as hinted at above, the cultural phenomenon
of ageing is approached from very different angles.
Several of the chapters focus on the life stage of old age, using interviews
with older persons in order to study the ways in which the process of ageing is
ascribed meaning in different contexts. Such a constructivist approach has long
permeated the qualitative study of ageing. Spotlighting concrete practices
(movements, speech, feelings, dressing, policy and so on), researchers have
tried to describe and critically analyse how notions of age and ageing come into
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being and have effects on people’s everyday lives. In this sense, constructivist
approaches are inherently political and hold implications for relations of power
(Estes 1979). Stereotypes of older people, just like norms of old age, have proven
to be persistent and seem to hold a firm grip over people’s perceived possibilities. However, such stereotypes and norms are multiple and ever-changing
(Gubrium & Holstein 2003), and they are often actively used and negotiated,
which many of the authors give examples of.
But in this book, we also approach ageing from a perspective of demographics that highlights how seemingly neutral demographic concepts are infused with meaning. For example, notions of an ageing population have recurrently surfaced in public policy as well as in the media in a way that represents
the process in terms of threat, in turn working to naturalise political measures
under the flag of acute emergency (McDaniel 1987; Vincent 1996; Robertson
1997; Gee & Gutman 2000; Evans et al. 2001; Cruikshank 2003; Rozanova
2006; Lundgren & Ljuslinder 2011). The baby boom, to take another example,
may be described demographically as a period of increased birth rates resulting
in a large generation, but this demographic phenomenon also brings with it different kinds of problematisations as well as ideologically invested suggestions of
how the perceived problems could, and perhaps should, be solved. Furthermore,
the concept of the baby boom – at least in the Swedish context – soon became a
description of a generation charged with valued judgements and perceptions of
wealth and health.
Regardless of the way ageing is approached in the respective chapters, notions of identity and identification thus proved to be of great importance. In a
few of the texts it is the position of being ‘old’ that is brought to the fore. It was
however always obvious that old age and ageing were products of intersectional
experiences (Krekula, Närvänen, Näsman 2005; Arber, Davidson & Ginn 2003).
Identifying as women and as belonging to certain social strata or ethnicities
proved decisive for how ageing was being lived by the interviewed women, and,
as it were, narrated.
All but one of the chapters are based on in-depth interviews (Atkinson
1998). This means that the material that is analysed is made up of narratives, in
which people talk about different aspects of their lives. In most cases, this
brought about stories that far exceeded the primary topic of the interviews,
showing the interconnections between different experiences. It was also obvious
that the topics covered in the interviews implied a simultaneous constitution of
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the interviewees’ own identities, past as well as present. The different narratives
about clothing, childbearing and Sami women’s political work spoke about the
persons who told them and also seemed to function as mediums for more or less
conscious self-presentations.
While the interviewees’ personal identities obviously impacted on the ways
in which they told their stories as well as on the narrated content of these stories, we feel it is important to stress that identity has not been approached as
given, and has not been treated as the origin of the narrated events. Rather, we
have viewed identity as being intimately caught up in the cultural norms of the
presence and the social relations that the subject is engaged in. Holstein and
Gubrium (2000) have stated that just like people in general, older people often
actively draw on existing stereotypes when creating their own identities and lifestories. In this sense, identities must be understood also as the product of narrative events, and the interviews, thus, as sites of identification where the interviewees and the interviewer together construct themselves together with comprehensible notions of the studied topic (Lundgren 2012).

Outline of the book
The chapters of this book are organised alphabetically by author. Chapter two,
“Adult children as an important source of help for their elderly parents?”, takes
as its point of departure the demographic challenges that are posed by population ageing and the often emphasised assumption that in the future the care of
older people will become a problem to be solved by increased informal care
(Jegermalm & Jeppsson Grassman 2012). Working with survey data, Karlsson
compares attitudes toward adult children assisting their elderly parents in Spain
and Sweden. Lena Karlsson highlights the importance of including gender and
age in studies of intergenerational solidarity and problematizes the ways in
which taken-for-granted notions of familism and individualism are connected to
different (national) spaces.
In chapter three, “Strategies of decolonization”, Marianne Liliequist describes the political mobilisation carried out by three elderly Sami women.
Studying the women’s self-presentations and asking questions about their strategies, Liliequist describes their balancing act between conflicting notions. On
the one hand they were positioned as doubly oppressed as older women. On the
other hand they were positioned as strong foremothers, bearers of wisdom and
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mediators of culture. Liliequist argues for the importance of taking such narratives about how preconceptions are navigated seriously and not losing sight of
their meaning, and she cautions against one-sided readings of such narratives as
(only) strategies.
Chapter four, “Struggling with choice”, makes a methodological case in the
study of the baby boom. Anna Sofia Lundgren and Angelika Sjöstedt Landén set
out to study the narratives of women who experienced their childbearing years
during the Swedish baby boom of the 1940s and 1950s. While the authors’ initial goal was to get an insight into insiders’ views on this process in order, perhaps, to offer new explanations for the boom, their contribution to this book is
primarily methodological, asking questions about the significance of discourse
for talking about experiences, and arguing in favour of a heightened methodological reflexivity.
In chapter five, lastly, Karin Lövgren takes older women’s wardrobes as her
point of departure. The garments have guided the women’s narratives about
stage of life, ageing, transitions and everyday living. The informants talked of
strategic changes in what to wear as they grew older, as well as about garments
that are kept even though they are no longer used and items of clothing kept as
memorabilia. In “Squirrels and nostalgia – about wardrobe collections of older
women”, sorting through the wardrobe is described as identity work. The informants stressed that this was both a practical task but foremost an emotional
one. For Lövgren, the women’s reflections work as a gateway to an analysis of
ageing.
Acknowledgements
The authors wish to thank all the informants for sharing with us their time,
thoughts and reflections on what are often delicate and sensitive matters. We also want to thank the anonymous peer reviewers for their constructive and helpful readings. The respective projects were part of the Ageing and Living Conditions Programme, ALC (later Centre for Demography and Ageing Research,
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2. Adult children as an important
source of help for their elderly parents? Different attitudes toward informal help in Spain and Sweden
Lena Karlsson
Abstract
The extent to which relatives and adult children can help and assist
elderly in the future, has been outlined as one of the major challenges to handle in the ageing society. In this article, attitudes towards adult children helping their elderly parents were compared
between two countries (Spain and Sweden), described as belonging
to a strong and a weak family area. This study takes its point of departure from the intergenerational ambivalence perspective, contrasting intergenerational solidarity with self-interests. The source
material is derived from the International Social Survey Progamme
in 2012. The analysis reveals that a vast majority of Swedish and
Spanish citizens perceived that adult children are an important
source of help. In both countries, respondent’s age contributed to
the differences in attitudes toward informal help, where individuals
aged 50-64 years old to a lesser extent perceived adult children as
an important source of help. Regarding gender, the results shows
that the more time women spent taking care of the elderly, sick,
and children, the less positive their attitudes were toward the
statement that adult children are an important source of help. The
study concludes that the farther one is from actually fulfilling the
caregiver role and the lower the expectation is to actually help ageing parents, the stronger the attitude is toward informal help, and
vice versa. The study stresses the importance of more research in
this area, especially from an intersectional and comparative perspective.
Keywords: Age, gender, social class, social care, intergenerational solidarity, informal help, social policy.
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Introduction
The demographic trend of declining birth rates and ageing populations will
cause demographic challenges for all European countries. The ageing population will increase demands for eldercare and create challenges for social welfare
systems, as well as for families. Today, Sweden has one of the oldest populations
in the world, and the number of people aged 80 and over is set to almost double
over a 20-year period (Statistics Sweden [SCB]). In this article, I compare attitudes toward adult children’s assisting their elderly parents in two European
countries: Sweden and Spain.
These two countries have been selected because they represent two ends of
the “family spectrum” of Europe: Sweden is seen as belonging to a weak family
area, and Spain to a strong one. In countries characterized as belonging to a
strong family area, family ties (between parents, children, and siblings) persist
over family members’ life course—for example, adult children live near their
parents after marriage, the parents take care of grandchildren, and adult children take care of their ageing parents (Dalla Zuanna 2001; Reher 1998). The
opposite is true in weak family areas: family ties become progressively weaker
after early adulthood; children leave their childhood families, live alone or start
“new” families, and more seldom care for their ageing parents (Dalla Zuanna
2001; Reher 1998). These differences within Europe have been interpreted as
working in tandem with familialistic versus individualistic cultural norms and
attitudes (Kalmijn & Saraceno 2008). Intergenerational solidarity is the main
concept used to describe the emotional cohesion between generations, and the
magnitude of intergenerational solidarity is often considered greater in stronger
family areas (Silverstein et al. 2012).
The influence of an ageing society on intergenerational solidarity has been
discussed from several different viewpoints. Some perceive that the demographic turn will strengthen intergenerational solidarity, fostering a new family structure that contains more generations but fewer members from each —what has
been called the “bean family” (Bengtson & Achenbaum 1993). From an intergenerational-conflict perspective, others have pointed toward weaker intergenerational solidarity (Everingham 2003). Between these two perspectives is that
of intergenerational ambivalence, which perceives intergenerational ties as
complex and imbedded with ambivalence about caring (Lendon, Silverstein &
Giarrusso 2014). These perspectives will be further explained in a later section,
along with the hypotheses to be tested.
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From previous research, we know that Spanish citizens practice informal help
(more hours spent each week helping and taking care of relatives) more than
their Swedish counterparts do (Caїs & Folguera 2013; National Board of Health
and Welfare 2012). In this article, the aim is to study attitudes toward informal
help in Sweden and Spain with special attention to age and gender and to relate
those attitudes to the concept of intergenerational solidarity. The main questions to be analyzed are these:
(1) In what way do Sweden and Spain differ in attitudes toward informal
help (adult children assisting their elderly parents)?
(2) How do those attitudes correspond to age and gender?
(3) If Spain is seen as a more familialistic country, are individuals more
familialistic in their attitudes?
(4) If so, can one best understand the differences as expressions of fundamental values that differ between these two countries, or do intergenerational solidarity and attitudes depend on the societal and cultural context?
Compared to the first two questions, the last two are more theoretical in character; they are therefore discussed in the section of this paper that presents the
hypotheses and in its conclusion.

Conceptual framework and previous research
First, it is important to highlight a difference between the concept studied here,
help, as opposed to another common concept, care. Whereas care follows needs,
help tends to constitute more sporadic assistance provided when the giver has
the opportunity (Brandt, Haberkern & Szydlik 2009). Nonetheless, many previous studies have used help and care interchangeably even though frequency and
type of activity differ. For example, care is mainly provided when a parent is
frail and in poor health, and is given on a more regular basis (e.g., physical
care), whereas help, or assistance, is provide more occasionally (shopping,
housecleaning, etc.) (ibid.). From the perspective of the elderly, everyday situations often involve a mix of both care and help, as well as different actors in the
“care puzzle” (Szebehely 2004). In Europe, about three times as many adult
children help their elderly parents as provide physical care on a regular basis
(Brandt, Haberkern & Szydlik 2009). Research comparing the levels of care and
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help between countries reveals that the two types of assistance are negatively related: countries with high care levels show low help levels, and vice versa (ibid).
As for the care aspect of assistance, warnings have been issued that relatives and
adult children in the future will not be as able to provide help as they are now,
as a consequence of both the ageing population (more people in need) and a
combination of decreased fertility and increased labor-market participation
(fewer potential help providers) (Brandt, Haberkern & Szydlik 2009). Alongside
these concerns, the interest and importance accorded to informal help and care
have increased among politicians and administrators, emanating from ideological and financial changes within welfare states (Jegermalm & Jeppsson Grassman 2012).
Intergenerational solidarity
The concept of intergenerational solidarity was formulated by Bengtson and colleagues in the 1990s in relation to their intergenerational-solidarity paradigm,
which defines and measures a set of attitudes, values, behaviors, and structural
arrangements that unify generations (Hodgkin 2014; Roberts, Richards &
Bengtson 1991). Since then, the commonly used definition of intergenerational
solidarity has come to reflect emotional cohesion between generations (Silverstein et al. 2012).
Previous research regarding intergenerational support, or intergenerational
solidarity, has often followed one or more of these three dimensions: (1) patterns of family formation and family living, (2) family norms, and (3) welfarestate patterns. According to the elderly, the first dimensions differ by country
with regard to how often the elderly live by themselves or with children and
grandchildren. The second dimension explains differences between countries
according to norms, values, and traditions. In this respect, individuals in more
familialistic countries (e.g., Spain) are expected to hold stronger norms and attitudes that favor supporting one’s parents in case of need, as compared to less
familialistic countries (e.g. Sweden). In the latter, norms supporting autonomy
and independence are expected to be stronger; this may be seen as a higher proportion of the elderly wanting to remain independent and to avoid burdening
their adult children (Lowenstein & Daatland 2006). Third, and following the interdependence between family and welfare-state regimes and policies, research
has shown that in countries with more-generous public services and benefits
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(like Sweden), the utility of intergenerational relations tends to be weaker (e.g.,
Daatland & Lowenstein 2005).
Intergenerational solidarity can be expressed through generational contracts in different ways—for example, through attitudes toward taxes, where
members of the working population support the young and the old and in turn
expect support when they become old or have children (e.g., Svallfors 2008).
Public obligations toward the older population have proved to be especially
deeply ingrained in societies (ibid.) Compared to childcare, a policy area that is
of direct material self-interest to those who have small children and to those
who expect to have children in the future, eldercare is a policy area of direct material self-interest to the elderly and of indirect interest to younger individuals
with a long-term horizon—that is, those who expect to need eldercare in the future (Goerres & Tepe 2012).
The concepts of informal solidarity and generational contract are similar to
the concept of moral economy: a system of mutual expectations and reciprocity
norms that bind rulers and populations and groups within a population
(Svallfors 2008; Mau 2003). For example, the elderly are willing to pay for
younger children through taxes because they believe that they can receive help
and support in return (Goerres & Tepe 2010).
Intergenerational solidarity expressed on different levels
How intergenerational solidarity is expressed depends on a variety of factors on
different levels, both within the family (the actual needs of the recipients, opportunities of the givers, etc.) and in societal and cultural contexts (economic
and tax system, welfare systems, labor market, norms and attitudes) (Brandt,
Haberkern & Szydlik 2009; Lowenstein & Ogg 2003).
Within the private sphere, the interpersonal relationships among family
members follow a process of mutual exchange and reciprocity. Between the generations within a family, an implicit contract (generational contract) is thought
to influence expectations between family members (generations) (Gouldner
1960). Parents are expected to invest resources in their children when they are
small and growing up, and when parents become elderly they expect their adult
children to reinvest in their wealth and health through informal help and care.
On this individual level, the impact of intergenerational solidarity on preferences toward family care has been questioned.
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Whereas many studies have focused on contextual factors, previous research
has shown that is it the amount of satisfaction with one’s family relations that
really matter. In their Spanish study, Caїs and Folguera showed that the higher
one’s satisfaction, the greater the probability that one will prefer family care;
likewise, the lower one’s satisfaction in family relations, the more likely one is to
prefer state care (Caїs & Folguera 2013). This holds true for the presumptive
caregivers as well as for the presumptive caretakers. To some extent, this points
to less familialistic norms and toward more individualistic norms and attitudes.
Other studies have shown that intergenerational solidarity and the generational
contract are affected by the amount of contact between generations; the more
contact the older generation has with the middle generation, the more likely its
members are to support public childcare provisions (Goerres & Tepe 2010).
On the contextual level, it has often been argued that southern European
countries, including Spain, are more familialistic in their culture and attitudes
than northern countries like Sweden, which are seen as more individualistic
(Dalla Zuanna 2001; Lesthaeghe & Meekers 1986; Reher 1998). For example,
Spain exhibits higher levels of co-residence and inner-family caregiving than the
northern countries do.
These differences have been interpreted as both the cause and the consequence of relatively familialistic cultural norms and attitudes (Kalmijn & Saraceno 2008). For example, in Spain and other familialistic countries, informal
help is closely connected with social prestige (Caїs & Folguera 2013). Among the
European countries, Spain has one of the lowest rates of kindergarten services
per capita and among the least-generous services for the elderly (e.g., eldercare)
(Caїs & Folguera 2013).
At the same time, the rate at which women participate in the labor force has
increased, and Spanish citizens cannot spend as much time taking care of elderly parents as they used to. The proportion of women (who have been its foundation) able to provide informal help (i.e., outside the labor force and the educational system) has decreased rapidly over a 20-year period (1988–2008) from
42 percent to 23 percent, and at the same time that foundation now includes a
higher proportion of older individuals (Caїs & Folguera 2013). Caїs and Folguera have asserted that Spanish families react to the limited social policies of the
Spanish welfare state by having fewer children, but it is not possible to “have
fewer grandparents” (ibid.: 558).
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In Sweden, the process has taken a somewhat different direction, moving toward a higher proportion of individuals engaged in informal help. The traditional “Swedish model” for long-term care of the elderly as publicly funded and
operated came under severe pressure during the 1990s owing to economic recession and increased municipal responsibility for eldercare (Johansson et al.
2011). Following this period, the municipalities ascribed to the importance of
“ageing in place”—that is, enabling older people to continue living at home—a
goal that has proved largely dependent on informal caregivers (ibid.). Previous
research has also shown that Swedish working women with adult children take
greater responsibility in caring for the elderly and that their proportion has increased as public eldercare has declined (Szebehely & Ulmanen 2012). The proportion of individuals engaged in informal help steadily increased from the
1980s to 2000, and although the proportion of those providing help has increased in all social classes, working-class women are still overrepresented
(Szebehely & Ulmanen 2012).
In 2012, the National Board of Health and Welfare carried out a pilot study
regarding the extent of informal help and associated consequences. Among various types of helping and caring assistance, “different practical help,” “company,” and “shopping, cleaning, washing, and cooking” were the three most commonly practiced; 64–69 percent of the population was involved on a regular basis (National Board of Health and Welfare, 2012). Among individuals involved
in giving care and help or assistance, women, individuals between 45 and 64
years old, and less-educated people were overrepresented.
This phenomenon is seen in many European countries, and the group is often referred to as the “sandwich generation,” people who care for adult children
and their children (i.e., grandchildren) at the same time as they take care of
their own elderly parents (Rosenthal et al. 1998). The negative side effects of
giving care, help, or assistance were worse self-reported health and changes toward less working time (ibid.).
There are various ways to address the negative effects of the combination of
ageing population and decreasing fertility rates, some of which are giving parents (e.g. women) the opportunity to combine work and family through publicly
financed policy (e.g. public childcare), prolonging working life, and making cutbacks in pension levels (Svallfors 2008). The latest pension reform in Sweden
allowed individuals to work up to the age of 67 (Social Insurance Code
2010:110). The Swedish political vision of increasing the retirement age to 69
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has been discussed as challenging the balance between working life and family
life even further, since this would increase the conflicting pressures on the
working population from both work life (working longer) and family life (caring
for elderly parents), particular among women and workers aged 50+ (Parent
2011).

Interpretative perspectives and hypotheses to be
tested
This study takes as its point of departure mainly the intergenerationalambivalence perspective; as a consequence, it is important to discuss intergenerational solidarity and informal help in relation to gender and age, as well as to
contrast intergenerational solidarity with self-interests.
Tension between values expressed as solidarity vs. self-interest
The motive in this article to focus on attitudes instead of practices stems from
the idea that attitudes reflect more-basic human values and at the same time influence the contextual and social milieu. Previous research has shown that even
when basic human values are more or less the same between different countries,
attitudes reflecting those values can differ according to the extent to which individuals believe that such basic values can be realized and fulfilled in that context
(Sagiv & Schwartz 1995). If all individuals, independent of where they live their
lives, perceive that people should help each other (for example, across generations), following traditions and expectations, these expectations are in tension
with the values of individual freedom and autonomy (Schwartz 1992). Thus, the
extent to which attitudes about adult children helping their parents differ between countries can be explained by considering the extent to which citizens
perceive that their social milieu and social policy can fulfill these values.
The focus on intergenerational solidarity in this paper does not exclude the
possibility that individual attitudes may involve aspects of self-interest. But individual attitudes are neither purely guided by solidarity and reciprocity nor
purely guided by self-interests; there is a complex relationship between these
motivations that is highly dependent on particular social, cultural, and political
contexts (Goerres & Tepe 2010). Following this perspective, and in societies that
harbor higher expectations that certain groups will care for and help their elderly parents, the tension between these values is expected to be higher (as is the
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tendency toward the values of individual freedom). In an expansion of perspectives expressed earlier, Silverstein and colleagues have suggested the concept of
moral capital as a way to resolve the paradox of how selflessness and selfinterests can co-exist within families (Silverstein, Conroy & Gans 2012). Focusing on intrafamily relations, parents can transfer values and moral training to
particular children, where the chances of particular outcomes are perceived to
be highest (ibid.). There is reason to believe that these values are most often
transferred to the daughters in a family (ibid.).
If this is so, one should expect that younger children and males have morepositive attitudes toward adult children helping their elderly parents, and that
the difference between gender and age groups would be larger in Spain than in
Sweden. Following the assumption that individuals struggle between pursuing
different values (solidarity vs. self-interest), and considering the intergenerational-ambivalence perspective and previous research concerned with intergenerational solidarity, the remainder of this paper tests the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1: Spanish citizens perceive the family as the main provider of
domestic help for the elderly to a greater extent than Swedish citizens do.
Hypothesis 2: Spanish citizens perceive adult children as an important
source of help for their elderly parents to a greater extent than Swedish citizens do.
Hypothesis 3: Men more than women perceive adult children as an important source of help to their elderly parents.
Hypothesis 4: Younger individuals more than older ones perceive adult
children as an important help to their elderly parents.

Data and method
The data were collected within the frames of the International Social Survey
Programme (ISSP) in 2012. The ISSP is an annual survey started in several
countries in 1985 that currently includes 48 countries dealing with various recurring themes and modules, thus facilitating comparisons between countries
and time periods (www.issp.org). The 2012 module “Family and Changing Gender Roles IV” has been used in this study. In this survey, members of a sample
representative of the Swedish and Spanish populations, between 18 and 79 years
old, were asked questions about their attitudes toward caring for the elderly and
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for children and toward social policy. In Sweden, the gross sample consisted of
1,995 individuals, and with a response rate of 54 percent, the dataset ended with
a working sample of 1,060 individuals. In Spain, the gross sample consisted of
4,000 individuals, and with a response rate of 65 percent, the dataset ended in a
working sample of 2,595 individuals.
Dependent variables
First, there is a difference in the two types of support or help analyzed in this
section: the first relates to whether it is the family’s responsibility to help the elderly in general. Here, family does not refer to any specific member of the family (spouse, children, or grandchildren). The second question concerns whether
adult children are an important source of help to their own parents, thereby
specifying the relationship between caregiver and recipient.
The first question was posed as follows: “Thinking about elderly people who
need some help in their everyday lives, such as help with grocery shopping,
cleaning the house, doing the laundry, etc., who do you think should primarily
provide this help?” The alternatives provided were (1) family, (2) public welfare,
(3) nonprofit organizations, (4) the private sector, and (5) employers.
The second question was framed as a statement: “Adult children are an important source of help for their elderly parents.” The responses provided were
(1) strongly agree, (2) agree, (3) neither agree nor disagree (in Sweden), (4) disagree, and (5) strongly disagree.
It is important to highlight a difference in the alternatives that followed the
question in Sweden and in Spain. Unlike the Swedish version, the Spanish questionnaire did not include the option “neither agree nor disagree,” making an absolute comparison in attitudes between the two countries more difficult. Spanish respondents were forced to choose between answers that to a greater extent
are mutually exclusive. Previous research has shown that when presented with a
middle or neutral alternative, respondents tend to choose that alternative instead of taking a firmer position (but see Sturgis, Roberts & Smith 2012). Bearing that in mind, this problem is less pronounced in the binary logistic regression models, since the variable was recoded into a dummy variable—namely, a
dichotomy variable where “strongly agree” and “agree” were merged into
“agree,” and all the other alternatives were merged into “others.”
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Independent variables
The two main independent variables in this study are gender and age. Since the
attitudes studied here are perceived to vary between generations, the respondents were divided into age categories: 18–29, 30–49, 50–64, and 65+.
Controlling variables
The social-class position of the respondents was measured by the Erikson/Goldthorpe classification of occupations (EGP) (Erikson & Goldthorpe
1992). The categories used are unskilled workers, skilled workers, routine nonmanual workers, service class I, and service class II.
The questionnaire makes it possible to separate individuals according to the
amount of time they spend taking care of the elderly, the sick, and children. The
question used was this: “On average, how many hours a week do you spend
looking after family members (e.g., children, elderly, ill, or disabled family
members)?”

Hours/
week

Table 1: Hours spent per week caring for family members, males and females in Sweden and Spain in 2012, column percent.
Sweden
Spain
Males
Females
Males
Females
1–10 hours
52
48
39
25
11–20 hours
16
14
25
17
21–30 hours
8
8
18
16
31+ hours
24
30
19
42
Total
348
429
509
689

In Spain over one-half (54 percent) of the respondents did not spend any time
taking care of family members, but among those who did, the mode time is 20
hours/week; compare this to Sweden, where most respondents took care of family members (70 percent) but spent half the time doing so (10 hours per week).
In Spain the gender difference was somewhat larger among those who did not
spend any time caring for family members: 59 percent of the men did not spend
time caring for others, and 51 percent among females; in Sweden, it was 32 and
29 percent, respectively (not presented in the table). Table 1 shows the hours
spent per week caring for family members by men and women in Sweden and
Spain who spent one hour or more each week doing so. In both countries, women spent more hours each week providing care than men did. Among those who
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spent 31 hours or more each week, the gender difference was larger in Spain: 42
percent among females and 19 percent among men.
The results in this paper are derived from descriptive methods, such as calculating percentages, whereas the section about adult children as an important
source of help to their elderly parents employed logistic regression analysis. The
results of the logistic regression analysis are presented as odds ratios, interpreted as the multiplicative difference in the odds of the event relative to the reference group. In this analysis, an odds ratio greater than 1 indicates that the odds
and possibility (for perceiving adult children as an important source of help) increase when the independent variables increase compared to the reference category. On the other hand, an odds ratio less than 1 means that the odds and possibility decrease compared to the reference category (Menard 1995). Since women to a higher extent help family members (more hours/week), the interactive
terms helping family by sex was added to the model. In the regression model,
each of the variables that constitutes the interactive terms were included
(Brambor, Clark & Golder, 2005).

Results
The main provider of domestic help for the elderly
Starting with the question who should be the main provider of domestic help for
the elderly in Spain and Sweden, Table 2 reveals that in Sweden, most respondents (84 percent) think that public welfare should provide care (10 percent think
it is the family’s responsibility). The corresponding proportions among Spanish
citizens are 49 percent supporting public welfare and 47 percent supporting
family, revealing a tendency toward more familialistic attitudes in Spain, as expected in Hypothesis 1. But as also presented in Table 2, one-half of the Spanish
population prefers an alternative other than family. In order to test Hypothesis
3 (regarding gender and age differences on the question whether adult children
are an important source of help to their elderly parents), it is relevant to separate the attitudes toward the family’s responsibility according to gender and age.

28

	
  

Adult	
  children	
  

	
  

Provides help

Table 2: Attitudes about who should provide domestic help for the elderly, Sweden and
Spain 2012, column percent.
Sweden
Spain
Family
Public welfare
Nonprofit orgs.
Private sector
Employers
Total

10

49

84
1
5
—
999

47
1
3
—
2507

In Sweden no significant differences arose between men and women regarding
who should provide domestic help for the elderly (Table 3). In responses to the
statement that the family should be the main provider of help, individuals between 17 and 29 years old were most positive, and individuals aged 50–64 were
least positive (18 and 6 percent, respectively); here the age differences are significant. Similarly, no significant differences are evident between Spanish men
and women regarding who should provide the most help to the elderly. Unlike
the Swedish population, Table 3 reveals, Spanish respondents attest significant
age differences: individuals aged 65 years old and up were most positive about
family as the main source of help (55 percent).
Table 3: Attitudes about who should provide domestic help for the elderly, according to
gender and age groups, Sweden and Spain 2012, row percent.
Family
Public welfare
NonProfits
Private Sector
Sweden
Gender
Male
10
84
1
5
Female
10
84
—
6
Age groups***
18–29
18
71
1
10
30–49
12
83
1
4
50–64
6
91
1
2
65+
7
85
—
8
Spain
Gender
Male
50
46
1
3
Female
49
47
1
3
Age groups**
18–29
30–49
50–64
65+

49
46
48
55

44
50
48
41

29

3
2
1
1

4
2
3
3
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The research conducted by Caїs and Folguera revealed that Spanish citizens between ages 51 and 65 preferred state care for the elderly (2013). This is a group
that constitutes the prime example of caregivers, people confronting the dilemma of caring for elderly parents themselves and continuing to perform paid labor. When confronted with the direct question whether close relatives should
provide care even if they had to give up their work, Australian citizens have provided similar results. The groups that were found to be least supportive of family care in this case were women and those in the 50–64 age group (Hodgkin
2014).
Adult children caring for their elderly parents
This section tests the question about intergenerational solidarity and Hypothesis 2, the idea that more-positive attitudes toward adult children helping their
elderly parents would be found in Spain.
Table 4: Attitudes toward adult children as an important source of help, Sweden and
Spain, 2012, column percent.
Sweden
Spain
Strongly agree
21
13
Agree
53
57
Neither agree nor disagree
21
—
Disagree
5
24
Strongly disagree
1
5
Total
1019
2412

Although the alternatives following the question differed between the countries,
Table 4 shows that a higher proportion of Spanish respondents compared to
Swedish respondents disagreed (disagree and strongly disagree) with the statement that adult children are an important source of help for their elderly parents (29 and 6 percent, respectively). Among those who believe that adult children are an important source of help (strongly agree and agree), the difference
is less pronounced (74 percent of Swedish respondents agreed, compared to 70
of the Spanish respondents). Contrary to what was expected (Hypothesis 2), respondents in the more familialistic country, Spain, did not perceive adult children as a more important source of help than their Swedish counterparts did.
The next step was to analyze the factors important to the perception that
adult children are an important source of help. In the logistic regression models

30

	
  

Adult	
  children	
  

	
  

that follow, “strongly agree” and “agree” have been merged and defined as
“agree,” as discussed under “Data and Method.”
Table 5: Logistic regression models for the perception of adult children as an important source of help in Sweden and Spain, presented as odds ratios. Model II including interactive terms.
Spain
Sweden
Model I

Model II
2.60***

Model
I
2.25***

Model
II
1.82*

2.79***

18–29

2.24***

2.24***

1.59

1.61

30–49

1.24

1.24

1.20

1.20

50–64

0.72*

0.71*

0.61**

0.59**

0.81*

0.99

0.91

1.45

Skilled manual

0.83

0.81

1.17

1.13

Routine n-m

0.74*

0.73*

0.83

0.82

Service II

0.90

0.90

1.39

1.36

Service I

0.85

0.84

1.21

1.18

1-10

0.87

1.04

1.60*

1.99*

11-20

1.03

1.14

1.37

1.93

21-30

1.10

1.24

1.21

2.59

31-

0.71*

1.06

1.19

1.94

Intercept
Age group (Ref. 65+)

Gender (Ref. men)
Women
Social class (Ref. unskilled manual)

Helping family h/w (Ref. 0)

Helping family*sex
Women 1-10 h/w

0.66

0.66

Women 11-20 h/w

0.80

0.52

Women 21-30 h/w

0.76

0.21*

Women 31-h/w

0.53*

0.43

Nagelkerke R2

0.04

0.05

0.05

0.06

N

1946

1946

917

917
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Model I for Spain and Sweden in Table 5 shows that in Spain, the odds ratio that
respondents would perceive adult children as an important source of help to
their elderly parents was highest among the youngest age group (18–29).
Among individuals in both countries aged 50–64 years old, the possibility decreases by a factor of 0.6 and 0.7 times compared to individuals aged 18–29.
Regarding gender, we found differences in attitudes among the Spanish population, where women to a lesser extent perceived adult children as an important
source of help.
Contrary to what was expected, no differences were found between Swedish
men and women. According to social class, no significant differences were found
among the Swedish sample, whereas significant differences were found between
the unskilled manual and routine non-manual classes in Spain. Regarding hours
spent each week helping sick and elderly relatives, the more hours spent among
the Spanish population (31 hours and more), the lower the probability that the
respondent would perceive adult children as an important source of help. For
the Swedish population, individuals spending 1-10 hours each week helping
family members constitute the group that responded most positively to the
statement that adult children are an important source of help for their elderly
parents.
Since women in both Sweden and Spain constitute an overrepresented category of informal caregivers, an interactive term for hours spent each week and
sex was introduced into the model (Model II).
Taking into account the relationship between hours spent on helping family
members and gender, the results confirm that the effect of hours spent on helping family members depends on gender, and that Spanish women helping their
family members for 31 hours or more each week to a lesser extent perceive adult
children as an important source of help (Table 5, Model II). Among the Swedish
population, the possibility of agreement was lowest among women helping their
family members 21-30 hours each week (possibility decreased by a factor of
0.2).

Discussion
The analysis has shown that in Sweden and Spain, a vast majority of respondents perceive adult children as an important help to their elderly parents. The
results also revealed some differences regarding country, gender, age, social
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class, and how many hours each week individuals spend helping relatives. When
confronted with the general question about family’s responsibility as the main
provider of help to the elderly in society, Spanish respondents revealed an attitude that was familistic but not exclusively so: one-half perceived that this was
not the family’s responsibility. When confronted with the more specific question
concerning their own role as caregiver or recipient, respondents exhibited a less
pronounced familistic attitude.
The results presented in this article attest to a combination of intergenerational support and self-interests in both Sweden and Spain, seen as strong general attitudes toward adult children as an important source of help to their elderly parents and as differences in attitudes following self-interest. Although
most respondents indicated that adult children constitute an important source
of help, the group that was most positive on the question comprised younger individuals (18–29 years old, a non-representative group of informal help givers),
and the least positive was individuals aged 50–64 years old (a representative
group of informal help givers). The results also reveal that especially in Spain,
the more time respondents spent taking care of the elderly, the sick and children, the less positive their attitudes were towards the statement that adult
children are an important source of help. The results reflect that the further one
is from actually fulfilling the caregiver role, the more positive one’s attitude is
towards it (younger individuals and individuals spending no time helping family/relatives); likewise, the closer one is to the role, the less positive one’s attitude (women spending 31 or more hours each week helping relatives). The pattern seems to move in the opposite direction for the presumptive recipient as
well: the closer one is to needing care (i.e., the older one is), the less positive
one’s attitude compared to the younger part of the population.
Regarding the differences found between the countries, the results do not fully
support the hypothesis that predicted more familialistic attitudes in Spain than
in Sweden. From the fewer hours spent caring for others in Sweden, one can
surmise that the Swedish are more familialistic in their attitudes than in their
actions, whereas the opposite is true among the Spanish.
So how can we understand the differences found in this paper? First, according to the theoretical perspective of intergenerational solidarity vs. selfinterest outlined earlier, the magnitude of tension between values follows cultural and social expectations. The lower the expectation is to actually help ageing parents, the stronger the attitude is toward informal help, and vice versa.
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Second, the tendency to support the statement that adult children are an important help to their elderly parents is not the same as actually helping or planning to help one’s parents. Even individuals who express responsibility toward
their ageing parents as a desired goal do not necessarily plan to care for them
themselves (Peek et al. 1998). Likewise, these attitudes can be seen as ideals
that are differently expressed depending on the provider’s resources and the recipient’s level or type of need (Finch & Mason 1991). Beyond factors on the individual level, there is a need to link attitudes to the contextual level. Silverstein et
al. have expressed the need for more research that will explain the variations in
filial norms observed across cultural groups—for example, the strong preferences for family care that have been noticed among minority groups, which can
negatively correlate with minorities’ access to state and even private resources
(Silverstein et al. 2012).
Even though familism and the “traditional family” (marriage and children, a
bread-winner father and a caretaker mother) are closely linked, Dalla Zuanna
(2001) has argued that familism still can exist in areas where traditional family
life is in decline. The high proportion of Swedes who support the statement that
adult children are an important source of help to their parents can be also be interpreted from that perspective. Since intergenerational solidarity is a multifaceted concept, more indicators are needed for a more comprehensive understanding of intergenerational solidarity and attitudes toward informal help. This
paper has focused on attitudes toward adult children helping their elderly parents, which can be viewed as one indicator of intergenerational solidarity—and
one side of the generational spectrum. At the same time, this is possibly the
most important factor in relation to the increased speed with which society is
ageing. If intergenerational solidarity is to work in an optimal way, both sides
need to gain from the exchange. In order to reach a more extensive understanding of differences in intergenerational solidarity between Sweden and Spain,
more indicators should be used, such as attitudes toward public policies directed at young and elderly segments of the population, as well as the elderly’s
attitudes toward assisting their adult children and grandchildren.
The results presented in this paper highlight the importance of including
gender and age in analyses of attitudes toward assisting the elderly in society.
To gain further knowledge about the relationship between intergenerational solidarity and social context, more research is needed, and future studies should
include more countries and variables, as well as factors on the contextual level
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(e.g., GDP, gender index). Such analysis, which would amount to multilevel
modeling, can further separate which factors on the individual level and on the
contextual (country) level may account for differences in attitudes.

35

	
  

	
  
	
  

Ageing:	
  Culture	
  &	
  Identity	
  

References
Bengtson, Vern L. & Achenbaum, Andrew W. (1993). The changing contract
across generations. New York: Aldine de Gruyter.
Brambor, Thomas, Clark, William R. & Golder, Matt (2005). Understanding interaction models: Improving empirical analyses. Political Analysis 14, 6382.
Brandt, Martina, Haberkern, Klaus & Szydlik, Marc (2009). Intergenerational
help and care in Europe. European Sociological Review, 25(5), 585-601.
Caїs, Jordi & Folguera, Laia (2013). Redefining the dynamics of intergenerational family solidarity in Spain. European Societies 15(4), 557-576.
Daatland, Svein Olav & Lowenstein, Ariela (2005). Intergenerational solidarity
and the family-welfare state balance. European Journal of Ageing, 2(3),
174-182.
Dalla Zuanna, Gianpiero (2001). The banquet of Aeolus: A familistic interpretation of Italy’s lowest low fertility. Demographic Research 4/5, 133-161.
Erikson, Robert & Goldthorpe, John H. (1992). The constant flux. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Esping-Andersen, Gøsta (1990). The three worlds of welfare capitalism. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Everingham, Christine (2003). ‘Self-actualisation’ and the ageing process from
an inter-generational lifecourse perspective. Ageing & Society 23(2), 243253.
Finch, Janet & Mason, Jennifer (1991). Obligations of kinship in contemporary
Britain: Is there normative agreement? The British Journal of Sociology,
42(3), 345-367.
Goerres, Achim & Tepe, Markus (2010). Age-based self-interest, intergenerational solidarity and the welfare state: A comparative analysis of older people´s attitudes towards public childcare in 12 OECD countries. European
Journal of Political Research, 49, 818-851.
Gouldner, Alvin W. (1960). The norm of reciprocity, American Sociological Review 25, 161-178.
Hodgkin, Suzanne (2014). Intergenerational solidarity: An investigation of attitudes towards the responsibility for formal and informal elderly care in Australia. Health Sociology Review 23(1), 53-64.
ISSP. International Social Survey Programme. www.issp.org.

36

	
  

	
  

Adult	
  children	
  

Jegermalm, Magnus & Jeppsson Grassman, Eva (2012). Helpful citizens and
caring families: Patterns of informal help and caregiving in Sweden in a 17year perspective. International Journal of Social Welfare, 21, 422-432.
Johansson, Lennart, Long, Helen & Parker, Marti G. (2011). Informal caregiving
for elders in Sweden: An analysis of current policy developments. Journal of
Aging and Social Policy, 23(4), 335-353.
Kalmijn, Matthijs & Saraceno, Chiara (2008). A comparative perspective on intergeneration support. European Societies, 10(3), 479-508.
Lendon, Jessica P., Silverstein, Merril & Giarrusso, Roseann (2014). Ambivalence in older parent-adult child relationships: Mixed feelings, mixed
measures. Journal of Marriage and Family 76, 272-284.
Lowenstein, Ariela & Daatland, Svein Olav (2006). Filial norms and family support in a comparative cross-national context: Evidence from the OASIS
study. Ageing & Society, 26, 203-223.
Lowenstein, Ariela & Ogg, Jim (2003). OASIS: Old age and autonomy- The role
of service systems and intergenerational family solidarity. The final report.
Haifa: University of Haifa.
Menard, Scott (1995). Applied logistic regression analysis. Series: Quantitative
applications in the social sciences, Paper: 106. London: SAGE.
National Board of Health and Welfare (2012). Anhöriga som ger omsorg till närstående-omfattning och konsekvenser. Article nr: 2012, 8-15. Stockholm:
National Board of Health and Welfare.
Neuberger, Franz S. & Haberkern, Klaus (2013). Structured ambivalence in
grandchild care and the quality of life among European grandparents. European Journal of Ageing, 11, 171-181.
Parent, Anne-Sophie (2011). Closing the gap – in search of ways to deal with
expanding care needs and limited resources, Peer Review, Stakeholder
comments, AGE Platform Europe, 20-21 October, Stockholm. Available at:
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=89&langId=en&newsId=1423&
moreDocuments=yes&tableName=news
Peek, Kristen, Coward, Raymond T., Peek, Chuck W. & Lee, Gary R. (1998). Are
expectations for care related to the receipt of care? An analysis of parent
care among disabled elders. Journals of Gerontology: Social Sciences 53B,
3, 127-136.
Persson, Torsten & Tabellini, Guido (2000). Political economics. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press.

37

	
  

	
  
	
  

Ageing:	
  Culture	
  &	
  Identity	
  

	
  

Reher, David (1998). Family ties in Western Europe: Persistent contrasts. Population and Development Review, 24: 203-234.
Roberts, Robert E. Lee, Richards, Leslie N. & Bengtson, Vern L. (1991). Intergenerational solidarity in families: untangling the ties that binds. Marriage
and Family Review, 16, 11-46.
Rosenthal, Carolyn J., Mathews, Sarah H. & Marshall, Victor W. (1989). Is parent care normative? The experiences of a sample of middle-aged women.
Research on Aging 11, 244-260.
SCB (2013). The future population of Sweden 2013-2060. Statistiska Meddelanden, BE 18 SM 1301. Statistiska Centralbyrån.
Schwartz, Shalom H. (1992). Universals in the content and structure of values:
Theoretical advances and empirical tests in 20 countries. In Zanna, Mark
(Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology, Vol. 25, pp. 1-65. Orlando: Academic Press.
Schwartz, Shalom H. & Sagiv, Lilach (1995). Identifying culture-specifics in the
content and structure of values. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 26,
92-116.
Silverstein, Merril, Conroy, Stephen J. & Gans, Daphna (2012). Beyond solidarity, reciprocity and altruism: moral capital as a unifying concept in intergenerational support for older people. Ageing and Society 32 (79), 1246-1262.
Social Insurance Code (Socialförsäkringsbalken) 2010:110.
Sturgis, Patrick, Roberts, Caroline, & Smith, Patten (2012). Middle alternatives
revisited: How the neither/nor response acts as a way of saying “I don’t
know”.

Sociological

Methods

and

Research.

DOI:

10.1177/0049124112452527
Svallfors, Stefan (2008). The generational contract in Sweden: age-specific attitudes to age-related policies. Policy & Politics, 36(3), 381-396.
Szebehely, Marta (2004). Nya trender, gamla traditioner- Svensk äldreomsorg i
europeiskt perspektiv. In: Florin, Christina & Bergqvist, Christina (Eds)
Framtiden i samtiden. Könsrelationer i förändring i Sverige och omvärlden. Framtidsstudier 9. Stockholm: Institutet för Framtidsstudier.
Szebeheley, Marta & Ulmanen, Petra (2012). Åtstramningens pris- Hur påverkas de medelålders barnen av äldreomsorgens minskning? Report, Kommunal.

38

3. Strategies of decolonisation:
Portraits of elderly female pioneers
in the Sami ethno-political movement
Marianne Liliequist
Abstract
This article is about elderly Sami women who are front figures in
the ethno-political mobilisation movement, acting from artistic
platforms or in traditional political arenas. The Sami culture has
been described as male-dominated and Sami women as dually oppressed, belonging to a minority people while also being women,
but there are many Sami women, especially the elderly, who in recent decades have emerged as prominent figures in the fight for the
survival of Sami culture. How do these prominent figures describe
their own position and status? What strategies do they use, as elderly Sami women, to enter the Sami and non-Sami public
spheres? How do they tell their story, what is it that motivates
them, what obstacles have they faced and what has helped them?
This chapter conducts an intersectional analysis on an individual
level of the strategic approaches of three women. I have looked at
the way these strategies emerge in the women’s life stories. Depending on special circumstances, either currently or earlier in
their life, ethnicity, gender, age and class are emphasized to various
degrees in the different narratives.
Keywords: age, Sami identity, gender, social class, ethno-political
mobilisation, life-stories.
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Introduction
‘No, I have never given up. You can’t. But you can notice that in Swedish contexts, it may matter that you’re short, Sami and a woman. You get a feeling that
they aren’t listening. No they don’t! They aren’t listening but chuckling. It gets
embarrassing,’ says Sigrid Stångberg, a retired head teacher from the Sami
school in an interview on the Sami website

www.samer.se. She is one of the

driving forces behind the revitalisation of the South Sami language, and she is
also involved in a number of other Sami rights issues. On the website she is described as follows:
Sigrid Stångberg always had at least one hundred projects going on
at the same time. Sigrid Stångberg is one metre forty-eight tall, has
spoken at the UN, invited President Clinton to her home town
Tärnaby, lectured all the men of the Sami Parliament in domination techniques, and brought up two boys and hundreds of Sami
schoolchildren. When the Swedish church initiates projects about
the abuse of Sami children, they call Sigrid ‘Sagka’ Stångberg.
When Frode Fjellheim wants to meet some people to talk about
Sami history, Sagka is invited to the composer’s home in Norway.
When Sami children in Tärnaby want to put on a play, she sorts out
the props. (www.samer.se/4079)
This chapter is about elderly Sami women who, like Sigrid, are front figures in
the ethno-political mobilisation movement, whether they are acting from artistic platforms or in traditional political arenas. The Sami culture has been described as male-dominated and Sami women as dually oppressed, belonging to a
minority people while also being women, but there are many Sami women, especially the elderly, who in recent decades have emerged as prominent figures in
the fight for the survival of Sami culture.
The aim is to study the self-presentations of three prominent elderly Sami
women, thereby analysing the decolonising strategies concerning their identity
work. In order to create and maintain a positive self-image as Sami in a postcolonial society, they emphasise various combinations of the dimensions of ethnicity, gender, age and social class. How do they describe their identity work,
their own position and status? What strategies do they use, as elderly Sami
women, to enter the Sami and non-Sami public spheres? How do they tell their
story, what is it that motivates them, what obstacles have they faced and what
has helped them?
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Historical background
When I have been interviewing Sami women of
the younger generation, the elderly Sami woman
is often emphasised as a strong unifying symbol
for the Sami culture. Marie Boine, a world famous Sami musician, has a picture of an old
Sami woman on the cover of the album
‘Iddjagiedas – In the hand of the night’. She often
refers to her ancient foremothers as an inspiration and her first album was named ‘Gula Gula –
Hear the voices of the tribal mothers’. Historian Anna-Lill Ledman, who in her
dissertation work has gone through the magazine ‘Samefolket’, says that elderly
women are constantly celebrated in personal portraits and obituaries as strong
role models (Ledman 2012:131-132). But the high status associated with elderly
women is mostly within the family and clan, and their power is informal. The
first Sami woman in history who took her place in the public sphere was Elsa
Laula (1877-1931), an activist who fought for reindeer owners, non-reindeer
Sami and Sami women, and who in 1905 founded the Åsele Lappish Women’s
Organisation (Lantto 2000:68). It was not until the 1970s that a Sami women’s
movement developed in connection with the Sami ethno-political movement’s
emergence, and the women’s movement has always raised questions about language, culture, economics and politics alongside women’s issues (Ledman 2012:
83-84). In the 1970s, it was not self-evident in Sami contexts for women to enter
the public sphere. Sakka Stångberg, whose social commitment was aroused in
connection with this movement, says that according to the traditional gender
roles, the woman in official contexts should be happy and laugh, but not participate in discussions: ‘I was told that ‘You mustn’t be so capable, because then it
will be hard for the men’!’ (www.samer.se/4079).
To understand why the Sami women’s liberation struggle is linked to the
struggle for Sami rights in general, it is important to be aware of the colonial
and postcolonial history, a history which is dominated by racism and the oppression of Sami people (Sköld, Axelsson 2005). Sápmi, the area which is defined as the homeland of the Sami, extends over the northern parts of the former Soviet Union, Finland, Sweden and Norway. The Sami have gained official
status as an indigenous people due to the fact that they are associated with a
certain territory and history of colonialism. The traditional occupations of the
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Sami have, ever since the Viking Age, been a combination of domesticated reindeer husbandry, hunting, fishing and farming. In 1886 a reindeer grazing law
was instituted in which the state decided that reindeer husbandry was the only
Sami occupation that was to be invested in. The laws of 1928 stipulated that only reindeer owners should be defined as Lapps and should belong to Sami villages and have hunting and fishing rights. This division and the injustice that it
created is something that the Sami still struggle with today. The same law also
stipulated that Sami women who married non-reindeer herding men should be
deprived of the right to reindeer herding, and this remained the case until the
legislation of 1971.
In 1673 there was a colonisation of Swedish Lapland whereby settlers were
given tax exemption for fifteen years in exchange for cultivating the land. Due to
this the Sami became a minority population in the area in the middle of the
1800s. Conflicts arose between the Sami and settlers concerning the rights to
land, hunting and fishing, but there was also a mutual exchange between the
parties. Some of the Sami started up settlements themselves. Through commercialisation of reindeer herding and state requirements for rationalisation, reindeer herding had gone from self-sufficiency to mechanized small businesses
with growing herds and extensive tending. Over the years, reindeer herding became more and more displaced. Shrinking grazing lands due to road construction, logging, mineral extraction, tourism, etc. increasingly reduced the possibilities for the Sami to carry out reindeer herding.
Ever since the instigation of the Sami Parliament in 1993, the rights of the
Sami who do not own reindeer have been discussed. Even though most people
agree that the Sami culture is dependent on reindeer herding being allowed to
continue to exist, many people claim that Sweden has not developed a proper
policy for indigenous people. Instead they have concentrated their interest on
only one profession – the reindeer owners. The number of Sami in Sweden today is estimated at 40-50 000 people (Hassler, see www.samer.se), but there
are only 5 000 reindeer herding companies registered. Hence there are many
who identify themselves as Sami, but who are left outside reindeer herding and
the hunting and fishing rights of the Sami villages.
The Sami have been considered an inferior race and have been discriminated against in a number of different areas through history. Their religion has
been banned, as has Lappish joik singing, and until the 1970s the Sami children
were not allowed to speak Sami in school. This racism has led to many Sami los-
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ing their language and their identity. Due to racism in the surrounding majority
society, many of the Sami who were excluded from the Sami villages chose to
hide their Sami origin (Olofsson 2004).
Even though the position of the Sami woman was formally weakened following the legislation of 1928, it was still strong in an informal way within the nomadic society. Reindeer herding was mostly done by the men, but the women
were also very much involved (Ryd 2013). However, in conjunction with mechanisation in the 1950s, the snowmobile revolution, reindeer herding became
more and more of a male occupation. Today, for the most part, it is the men
who are reindeer herders and when a couple starts a family the woman often
seeks employment outside reindeer herding.

Research overview, theoretical and methodological perspectives
The elderly Sami woman – dually oppressed or strong foremother?
Research about elderly Sami is a neglected field, both concerning the traditional
nomad culture and in the modern Swedish society (Olofsson 2004). The only
academic studies that specifically deal with the elderly Sami in Sweden are the
articles of Lena Aléx (2007) and Marianne Liliequist & Lena Karlsson (2011).
There is also a knowledge gap concerning the situation of women in the Sami
culture. Most of the research culture has focused on male reindeer owners (e.g.
Amft 2000). There are two opposing standpoints in the research on the Sami
woman; one claims that the Sami woman – especially the elderly woman – has
had a stronger position in society than in other cultures (Haetta 1996; Kvenangen 1996), while other researchers have described the Sami woman as subordinate and dually oppressed through her sex and her ethnicity (Amft 2000;
Beach 1993; Olofsson 2004). Lena Aléx (2007) and Anna-Lill Ledman (2012)
assume from their intersectional and postcolonial perspective a position in the
middle in the academic discussion on the position of the Sami woman. Aléx
claims that the elderly Sami women are balancing between different discourses.
They see themselves as equal to the men and as living in the shadow of the male
reindeer herders.
Andrea Amft’s criticism of the researcher who points out the strong position
of the elderly women in the Sami society is severe and she says that there is a
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strong myth about the elderly Sami women. However, it seems that Amft thinks
that ‘myth’ is the same as something false, but in my opinion a myth is something much more complicated. A myth has something to say about reality, and a
myth does something. A myth can be used in a strategy for ethno-political mobilisation and for feministic struggle. Strategic essentialism means that oppressed
groups, for example Sami women, are able to point out former silent experiences and make themselves heard by political demands built upon an imagined, authentic, common identity (Ledman 2012). Spivak says that essentialism can
have a political meaning for suppressed groups. Strategic essentialism means
claiming one’s distinctive character as for example women or an ethnic group by
emphasising certain qualities as fixed and unchangeable and through this trying
to win support for one’s demands for rights (Spivak 1993:3-4).
In Sápmi today the elderly, and especially elderly Sami women, are symbols
of Sami identity. The Swedish mining boom has resulted in a corresponding
boom for the Sami identity political movement. In this escalation of ‘the final
struggle’ for reindeer herding and the survival of the Sami cultural, the younger
generation continually underlines the importance of moral support from the elderly. Elderly activists are celebrated on Facebook and Twitter and, in my interviews, the importance of the older generation as transmitters of Sami culture is
referred to constantly by the younger generation (Liliequist 2015, forthcoming).
Indigenous methodologies
My analysis has a postcolonial starting point whose basic assumption is that
people in the Nordic countries are influenced by a colonial discourse that still
has an impact on perceptions of the Sami (Ledman 2012). Linda Tuhiwai Smith
(1999) has emphasised how important it is that the Western academic community critically examines its research on indigenous people and that such research
is permeated by ethical considerations of the ‘research objects’, i.e. the people
who are often affected and influenced by the research. She is of the opinion that
the research should be from the indigenous people’s own perspectives. It is time
for a decolonisation of the research field of indigenous peoples, she says, where
you stop exoticising and stereotyping.
Within the research field of indigenous methodology, the importance of re-

putting forward the ontologies of the native people themselves is stressed, ways of thinking that differ from Western academic tradispecting and

tions. It is crucial, they say, that the Western theories do not obscure the native
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people’s own knowledge and values. By applying this method, the scholar could
form a bridge between native people’s and Western images of the world (see for
example Kovach 2010).
I am inspired by Rauna Kuokkanen’s (2006) research on the decolonisation
strategies that Sami are developing to stand up against the postcolonial image of
indigenous people. Poka Laenui (2000) describes the process of colonisation
and decolonisation of indigenous peoples as happening in different stages. I
have also found the concept of stigma – as defined by Erving Goffman (1972) –
useful, meaning the branding of the Sami as inferior human beings, something
which threatens their self-esteem and creates a feeling of shame.
Intersectional research perspective
I have used an intersectional research perspective in which the emphasis is on
the intertwining of different power conditions (Krekula, Närvänen, Näsman
2005). Gender, ethnicity, age and social belonging are the most prominent factors in my study. Ethnicity is defined as the social community that is characterised by an imagined kinship. That means that Sami identity is to be seen as
something dynamic and changing (Eriksen 1993). I assume a gender perspective
which implies that there is a gender order in society with a male dominance, but
that gender is at the same time changeable and varied depending on social, political and cultural circumstances (Aléx 2008). Social affiliation is also important in identity work. Nowadays the majority of the Sami are not involved in
reindeer herding. The conditions differ depending on whether one lives in a
reindeer herder family or has a job outside reindeer herding.
Narrative analysis of life stories
The material will be analysed by a method in which the dominant themes in the
life stories are highlighted in terms of ethnicity, gender, age and social class. The
narrative perspective applied to the material is based on the idea that the life
story that is told constitutes a cultural construction, in which the respondent
makes some choices from their personal memory bank. According to this view,
the individual story is dependent on the culture-bound ideas of what a life story
should look like, but the narrator also focuses on the events that seem important
at the moment of telling (Arvidsson 1998:20-21). The way one describes one’s
life is thus seen as closely linked to the individual’s identity work. The storytelling is part of the identity work, where some things are emphasised and others
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toned down. The life story is a form of self-presentation that describes who I am
in relation to the rest of the world. I have analysed my three informants’ life stories by asking the following questions: Who are ‘we’ in the story and who are
‘they’? What strategies are emerging in the battle for a positive self-image when
one belongs to a minority and is also a woman? How is subordination described
and how is a possible resistance being shaped? How do you look at yourself in
terms of gender, ethnicity, age and social class? When is the Sami identity important and when are other aspects of identity being put forward?
I have used a narrative analysis in which the life stories’ underlying points,
the ‘moral of the story’, are highlighted, thereby allowing access to values and
world views. One can often find key events and key words in a story that appears
to be central to the narrator. Dramatic turning points in the story also show
themes that are central to self-presentation (e.g. Arvidsson 1998; Johansson
2005).
I have chosen to produce personal portraits of three women in order to get a
picture of the complex and individual nature of the cooperation of the dimensions of ethnicity, gender, age and social class. As Maria Carbin and Sofie Tornhill (2004) have stressed, in the intersectional analysis it is important to look at
each specific situation in its historical and social context, and when looking at
the individual level the concrete relations between the power dimensions can be
analysed.
Using personal portraits of participants also functions as a decolonising
method, in order to avoid stereotyping and to get a picture of the complex and
individual nature of the subject. The three participants represent different categories; Judit, 80 years old, has lived most of her life in the city and is a locally
famous role model for the younger generation, Sakka, 69 years old, is a female
pioneer in the Sami Parliament living in a village, and Britta, 61 years old, is a
world famous visual artist, living in a reindeer herding family. Judit is anonymised, while Sakka and Britta, who are well-known celebrities – Sakka in the
Sami community and Britta in the international art-world – have chosen to use
their own names.
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From internalised colonisation to transmitting
of traditions
Judit, an 80-year-old woman, is originally from a forest Sami reindeer herding
family, but she has lived most of her life in Umeå and worked as a teacher. In
her life story three different stages (cf. Laenui 2000) appear that denote changes in attitudes towards the Sami, both within and outside the Sami group. The
first stage is represented by her grandfather’s generation who spoke South Sami
and in an obvious way identified themselves as Sami. Judit’s family lived on a
farm along with two uncles with their families and her grandparents, and they
were all reindeer-herding forest Sami. The adult males moved seasonally
around with the herd, while the women, children and elderly were left at the
farm. The second stage is characterised by the stigma that was attached to the
Sami culture during Judit’s adolescence. The concept of stigma describes the
branding that the Sami experienced when the disparaging attitude of the ‘true
Swedes’ intruded into their whole lives and threatened their self-esteem. For
Judit’s parents the stigmatisation began in school. Judit’s mother went to municipal elementary school and lived in a so-called labour cottage (a kind of reform school where children would learn to work). Judit’s father attended a
school founded by a missionary association with non-Sami children and he was
boarded at a farm in the village where the school was. It was forbidden to speak
Sami at school, and Sami children were often teased by the non-Sami children
and constantly felt that the Sami were regarded as inferior by those around
them.
There are some stories in which where the stigmatisation is particularly evident, stories that have been etched in Judit’s memory. These episodes turn into
key events that are passed on from generation to generation. Judit’s father often
told her about his mother’s funeral when he was twelve years old. He had to
walk a long way to the church village and of course wore his finest clothes – the
Sami frock. There were many farmers with horse-drawn carriages that went by
because it was a major holiday and everyone would go to church, but not one
stopped to offer a ride or even ask where he was going. ‘Nobody cared about
where that Sami rascal was going. Can you believe how adults... and even
though he was on his way to his own mother’s funeral, he thought that the worst
thing was that nobody cared. It was a long time before he wore Sami clothes
again even though he was a reindeer herder his entire life.’ The event had quite
far-reaching consequences; he opted out of wearing the Sami frock and speaking
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the Sami language, and it was only after retirement, when the Sami ethnopolitical movement had started, that he could feel proud of his own culture.
During school and through the attitudes of the surrounding ‘Swedish’ community, Judit’s parents had experienced that it was for the best to become as
Swedish as possible, and they wanted to give their children a good start in life.
Their strategy for the children to escape racism was to not teach them Sami and
to avoid dressing in a Sami way. Judit’s parents never spoke Sami with the children. Sami was a ‘secret language’ for the children that the adults only spoke to
each other when they dealt with issues that were not intended for their ears. The
ban on speaking Sami and the bullying of the Sami children also occurred during Judit’s school days. Judit was not teased herself, but her brother constantly
had to defend himself against the bullies. ‘Oh, how he fought in school!’
It was the school years that socialised the Sami children into alienation. But
to Judit, who did well in school and was not teased by the other children, the
Swedishness was in some respects appealing. In this way she was ambivalent in
her approach towards the Sami, which is something she has been ashamed of
and forced to deal with as an adult. The remorse for having denied the Sami –
even if only in her thoughts – is a theme that Judit returns to time and time
again. Since Judit was doing well in school her parents paid for higher education
for her, and this was unusual among ‘common’ people at that time.
There was a clash of cultures in Judit’s mind between the ‘Swedish’ perception of normality which existed in school and the perception in the Sami home
environment. For example, she had been told at school that the home should be
cleaned and decorated for Christmas. But in her home it wasn’t easy to keep
everything in order around Christmas. That was the time when the reindeer
herd came by and her father – together with all the reindeer herders of the Sami
village – found shelter in the three cabins on the farm. It was very crowded with
‘men and dogs and kids’ in the little one bedroom cabin. ‘There were backpacks
containing food that should be cooked on the wooden stove, and there were
dogs to be fed, and there was shoe hay to be dried, and we only had one bedroom and a kitchen, and we children had to sleep on the floor – and we thought
that it was so funny!’ But one Christmas Judit ventured to say to her mother: ‘I
hope the reindeer herders won’t come for Christmas!’ But then she was told that
they are welcome when they come! ‘…I almost felt guilty for my thoughts when I
got older!’
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The only Sami words that were used in the family were ‘akka’, which means
grandmother, and ‘ajja’, which means grandfather, and the only one who spoke
Sami was the grandfather. He never translated his words. Instead he insisted
that the children must understand what he said. ‘It was too bad that he didn’t
make the children practise speaking themselves too!’ Judit exclaims. The grandfather tried to pass on the Sami language at a time when the Sami culture was
undervalued by the surrounding society. ‘Oh, how I have since thought about
how he could have felt! We never talked about it, but how would he have conceived that everything he thought was good was bad? What we thought was important we then saw as meaningless. I have thought about it so much... I will be
accountable for it on the Day of Judgment!’ she says half-jokingly but still upset.
Through school, but also through the attitudes of her parents, Judit experienced an ambivalence in her view of the Sami during this period. To some extent she internalised the view of ‘the Swedes’ in which the Sami were seen as
‘the others’. The third stage implied a period of decolonisation, a restoration of
the Sami identity and the Sami culture, and this gained momentum in conjunction with the Sami identity politics movement of the 1970s. Judit’s parents experienced a revitalisation of the south Sami culture. In their retirement they
worked as guides at the church cot in the county town during the summers. Judit’s husband had initiated this activity through the tourist office. Judit’s father
told the visitors about the life of the forest Sami and her mother served refreshments in the cot. They enjoyed it so much that they continued doing it until the
father died. ‘They didn’t want to stop, it was their life!’
Judit’s husband gave up reindeer herding when he got a position at the
County Administrative Board, where he could work with reindeer husbandry issues in a more overall way. Judit did not really want to move to the city, but
‘when I had to, I thought I should make something of it’, so she started taking
courses at the university alongside her job as a special education teacher. Both
spouses were very active within a party in the Sami Parliament. Nowadays Judit
is a sought-after speaker and storyteller on the subject of forest Sami culture
and she speaks at museums, local history days and the like.
But the most important task that Judit has taken on in her old age is to
teach her children and grandchildren not to forget their Sami origins, even
though they live in the city. Judit often helps her grandchildren with their
homework. One of her grandchildren, Maja, was very upset that they did not get
to read about Sami people until the 8th grade and then there was only a short
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piece about the Sami language. Judit says that it is a shame that we have not
come any further, despite the fact that for many years the Sami Parliament has
demanded that teaching of Sami culture and history should be mandatory when
educating teachers.
Judit has compiled a leaflet with information about their family background
and general information about the forest Sami. She wants her grandchildren to
have a Sami identity: ‘Oh I must say that I have succeeded!’ she says with a
proud smile. As an example she mentions Maja trying to have a discussion
about Sami history in school. In a review of ‘Little House on the Prairie’, which
Maja had for homework in Swedish, she equated the situation of the Native
Americans with the situation of the Swedish Sami: ‘The Sami have also had their
land taken from them!’ Judit was a little hesitant: ‘But should you really write
that?’ Yes, she wanted to hear her Swedish teacher’s reaction. ‘Well, what did
she say then? Nothing! It was like my dad, nobody cares!’ Judit exclaims. In this
case Judit associates the silence of the school with the indifference that her father experienced when he was a 12-year-old Lapp boy and he had to walk many
miles to his mother’s funeral and not one single adult stopped to ask him where
he was going. Even today, society is permeated with an indifferent silence when
it comes to Sami history, Judit says.

Sakka – female pioneer and advocate for the
Sami outside the Sami villages
After having read the interview with Sakka Stångberg on the internet, I felt that
I had to interview her. How had she managed to accomplish so much being a
single mother of two children and the only woman in the political context where
she was for many years? I had to hear about where she got her motivation and
about the obstacles she had faced along the way. In between all of her commitments I succeeded in getting an interview and we sat and talked eagerly, sometimes interrupting one another, in my home. When she left it felt as if we were
old acquaintances who would meet again many times. Sakka connects easily
with other people and she is not afraid to speak out on controversial issues –
‘I’m so old now so I can say whatever I want!’
Sakka is the name that her parents wanted her to have and what she wants
to be called. ‘But in those days it was the priest who decided what the child
should be named and he made it into the Swedish name Sigrid’ she says.
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Sakka has been a teacher and principal at the Sami school in Tärnaby for over
30 years, and has been active in the union and in politics since the 1960s. She
started the first southern Sami language camps for young people, and has been
involved in Sami cultural activities such as Sami children’s theatre, courses, lectures and more. She is still active in the local associations Vapsten sijte and
Vadtejen saemiej sijte, and fights for the rights of the Sami who do not own
reindeer, appeals against mining establishments, and organises festivals, concerts, lectures and courses. She has initiated a volunteering group consisting of
retired Sami who help the Sami residents at the nursing home. There is no way
to count all of the things that she is or has been involved in, and she only mentions a few of them in my interview with her. I have found the rest of it in different news articles on the internet. When I talked to her she wanted to emphasise
the struggle for the Sami who are outside of the Sami villages and the difficulties
she has come across as a female activist in a male-dominated context.
Sakka says that the original incentive for her dedication to politics and culture is an incident in 1971 when her family was excluded from their territory in
Björkvattsdalen in the parish of Tärnaby, where they had been herding reindeer
throughout the years. They were repressed by migrating north Sami, who was
forced by the State to move down south and who had support from the County
Administrative Board. ‘It all comes back to this,’ she says emphatically. It was
the starting point of her lifelong struggle for the Sami who are outside of the
Sami villages and hence lack the rights of the Sami village. Sakka suggests that
the reindeer grazing law of 1928 drove a wedge between the reindeer herding
and the non-reindeer herding Sami and created a conflict which remains to this
day. The state policy was to sift the wheat from the chaff and exclusively define
the reindeer owning Sami as Sami. The rest of the Sami were to be assimilated
into Swedish society. In fact, Sakka says, many Sami – especially in Björkvattsdalen – were jacks of all trades. They made a living out of a combination of
reindeer herding, hunting, fishing, handicraft and small-scale farming. Many
Sami also started up settlements.
Together with another family, Sakka’s family were the original reindeer
herders in Tärna and in the south Sami way they conducted an intense form of
reindeer herding with small herds which were guarded carefully. In 1936 the
northern Sami were deported to Tärna and since they conducted extensive reindeer herding with large herds which were allowed to roam in the wild, conflicts
soon arose both with settlers and with the first group of Sami, the original Sami
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as Sakka calls them. Due to this controversy Sakka’s father gave up reindeer
herding and the other ‘original’ reindeer herding family in the area moved away.
Sakka’s uncle’s family tried to carry on, but the County Administrative Board refused to acknowledge them as belonging to the Sami village and supported the
migrating northern Sami families instead. Sakka interprets this as the state
wanting to promote reindeer herding on a large scale at the expense of smallscale herding. On the contrary, Sakka wants to highlight the benefits of the Sami
mix of occupations which was particularly well developed in Björkvattsdalen.
Sakka believes that the tradition of a creative combination of many different occupations in the Sami history of Björkvattsdalen is the reason why so many creative people are active in the area today – craftsmen, artists, musicians,
filmmakers and so on. When Sakka tells the story of Björkvattsdalen she also
tells her own story – her life has the same components as the story of the area –
the versatility and struggle for rights which has been fought on so many levels.
Sakka had a seat in the Sami Parliament for 12 years, from 1971 onwards.
She was the first female board member and had a tough struggle against prejudices from her male colleagues. They questioned how Sakka, who worked as a
teacher, would have time to attend the meetings, ‘as if being a teacher was some
sort of a calling’. The resistance was both an obstacle and an incentive to her
commitment to politics. Sakka describes how she was often carelessly treated
and felt run over; people would ‘forget’ to call her to meetings, she wouldn’t get
the same information as the other board members, etc. Sakka explains this by
saying that she violated old ideas about how Sami women should conduct themselves in public contexts. The women were supposed to stay in the background,
be happy, laugh and offer coffee and let the men discuss the important issues. ‘I
hate being the one who makes the coffee!’ Sakka exclaims. She also had negative
reactions from women: ‘Can you imagine that I had to hear ‘Don’t be so clever,
it’s too hard on the men’!’ The male self-esteem had to be maintained and the
frankness and competence of Sakka was a threat to their masculinity. Sakka
thinks that the fact that she was single made it easier for her to violate the gender norms. Her father’s support and political commitment also meant a lot. It
was he who encouraged her to study history and the Sami language and eventually move on to teacher training college. On the contrary, her mother thought
that there was no point in studying, since Sakka would marry soon anyway.
Sakka describes reading Berit Ås’s (a Norwegian feminist scholar) article on
male master suppression techniques as a key moment; this was exactly the way
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she had been treated! ‘‘Ever since then I speak up!’ She gained some extra
strength from placing her experiences in a patriarchal structure. She lectured on
the master suppression techniques at the Sami Parliament and encouraged the
women to come forward, and she also organised seminars on equality. She has
experienced how the new generation of Sami women take their place in public in
a totally different manner, and that sometimes the women are even more active
than the men.
Sakka is still seen as a controversial figure in the public eye. Her age and the
increasing focus on equality in the Sami public context means that she is treated
with respect most of the times nowadays. But there are exceptions. At a seminar
at Umeå University where scholars, reindeer herders and representatives of the
County Administrative Board met to discuss the history and future of the reindeer husbandry a few years ago, Sakka said she was grossly insulted when she
tried to object against the victorious historiography in which the Sami who are
excluded from the Sami villages are left out. ‘Calm down bitch!’ shouted one of
the representatives of the families who had driven away Sakka’s family from the
reindeer husbandry. A female representative for the Sami who have lost their
rights and who is not afraid to speak her mind is still perceived as provocative in
certain contexts. A part of Sakka’s image of herself is also that she refuses to be
a victim; instead, she fights against all odds until she drops. This is also apparent from the image she gives of herself as a child. There was a lot of bullying in
the nomadic school:
Everyone was homesick and other children often stole candy or
dried meat, which they had sent from home. I cried and told the
matron everything, even though I knew they would beat me up for
it. But I didn’t care so much. I was probably already more sure of
myself, even at that time.
One example of Sakka’s practical way of linking the generations together is to
create quality of life in retirement homes. She consolidates generations by
bringing Sami pupils from primary schools to the elderly in the retirement home
to practice their Sami in conversation with them. Sakka is critical of the development of the local retirement home. Although they live in a society where a
relatively large proportion of the population are Sami, nothing has been done to
make the elderly Sami feel at home. She says that the elderly people at the retirement home feel that nobody listens to you when you become old and that
this is especially so if you are Sami. Sakka has put a lot of energy into improving
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the situation of the elderly Sami, and she has also managed to encourage other
retired Sami to join in the volunteer work. You do not have to do much, says
Sakka, to satisfy the elderly Sami’s needs, which she summarises in three words:
language, food and nature. She and her group of volunteers have strived to grant
their desires: for example to introduce reindeer meat on the menu, to teach the
staff at least some essential everyday phrases in the Sami language and to help
the elderly to get out on excursions into the mountains. She explains that no
great effort is required for the elderly to get a sense of coherence, meaningfulness and continuity. For those Sami who suffer from dementia, the Swedish language has often vanished and South Sami is the only language they understand.
Some of the staff really want to learn, she says, but not all.
Ethnicity, class and gender are the dominant aspects of Sakka’s story. The
primary motivation for her political and cultural struggle has been the exclusion
of the Sami who do not own reindeer. The fact that she, as a woman, has encountered resistance has been an obstacle along the way, but it has also motivated her even more. Her father’s support has meant a lot to her, and her eagerness to learn has also strengthened her in her struggle. Sakka refers to Berit Ås
when it comes to the suppression techniques of the patriarchy, and she mentions Israel Ruong, a scholar in the field of Sami history and culture, when she
promotes the Sami combination of occupations and Elsa Laula when she speaks
of the struggle of the Sami who do not own reindeer. Her strategy has been to
refuse to see herself as a victim and to turn possible weaknesses into strengths.
For example, she often chooses to see the fact that she has been a single mother
of two children as an advantage: ‘And since I don’t have a man by my side I haven’t been stuck in the old gender roles…’ Over the years she has experienced a
greater equality in the Sami public context. Nowadays, she often gets the appreciation which usually is granted to the elderly in Sápmi and among the young
people she is often regarded as one of ‘the elders’, meaning an esteemed and respected pioneer.

Britta Marakatt Labba and art as resistance
‘It is the Sami myths and nature that have inspired me in my art,’ says Sami artist Britta Marakatt in her speech at the opening of an art exhibition in Umeå.
She emphasises the stories about the first mother, the goddess Akka and her
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three female helpers, and she explains to the audience that the woman has had a
strong position in Sami culture.
Britta is primarily known for her embroidered textile art, and she mixes social criticism with Sami myths and a strong sense of nature in her poetic embroidered stories. Her pictures are miniature worlds with scenes from the everyday world, political reflections, stories about Sami culture and history, and
always with the presence of magnificent nature. Britta describes herself as a political artist and she thinks that the artist’s role in society should be to highlight
urgent issues. Her pictures have been about the Sami struggle for rights combined with issues of environmental degradation and racism.
Recently Britta has been busy creating pictures dealing with the mining exploration in Sápmi. An embroidery that was finished recently depicts a mountain scene which is unspoilt and beautiful on one side and an exploited mining
landscape on the other. She says that this piece is a comment on the protests in
the summer of 2013 against the mining exploration in Gállok/Kallak (Gállok is
the Sami name of the place) west of Jokkmokk, where the activists built barricades and hindered the work of the mining explorers with their own bodies. The
fight in Gállok is one of many cases which show that the Sami struggle today is
supported both by national and international environmentalists and by individuals who want to support the rights of native people. She mentions the similarity with the fight for Alta in Norway in 1979-81, where the expansion of the Alta
river threatened to destroy large areas of reindeer grazing land. Then, as now,
the environmental movement stood in solidarity with the Sami. The major difference is the big international participation which has been mobilised by Facebook and Twitter. Britta’s piece ‘The Crows’, which is a political picture from the
fight for Alta, was frequently shared in social media in connection with the actions in Gállok. ‘The Crows’ depicts the activists chained together outside of
their cots, looking up at a flock of crows in the sky. The crows are coming down
with open claws and at the same time they are transformed into policemen. This
is one of the most talked about pieces when it comes to Sami art.
The piece ‘Events in time’ is about the massacre on the Norwegian island of
Utøya in 2011, when about a hundred young people were shot and sixty-nine of
them were killed by the Nazi Anders Behring Breivik. Using textiles that she had
found among Sami relatives and German flour bags with Nazi symbols from the
German occupation of Norway, she creates a timeline between World War II
Nazism and the event on Utøya.
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Britta was born in 1951 during an autumn move between Tornedalen in Sweden
and the summer residence in northern Norway. Her father was killed in an accident when Britta was five years old and he left her mother with ten children, the
youngest being only eight months old. The family managed to keep the reindeer
thanks to some help from their relatives and Britta’s older brother: ‘He knows
hard work!’ Britta was deeply affected by the death of her father. When asked
about what made her choose an artistic career, she says that it is the melancholy
which she felt as in her childhood and that made her a sensitive and observant
child. She used to observe people’s faces and every detail in her environment
and she remembered everything in pictures. Britta also describes her home as a
creative environment. The children used to take charcoal from the fireplace and
draw on the canvas of the cot, and when there was a wedding in the village they
would run there and beg to have the empty cake cartons to draw on. When the
siblings sat and drew they used to imagine places they had never been to, for example the fair in Jokkmokk.
Britta’s art is characterised by using what is at hand in nature and in her environment. Her use of the sackcloth from the German flour bags and the fact
that she dries fish skin to apply to pictures are examples of this. Using what is at
hand is something that Britta says she learnt growing up. For instance, the flour
bags had previously been used as a cot door. Everything was used. At school she
was encouraged by teachers who could see her talent, and as early as the second
grade she had written in a friend’s notebook that she wanted to work with
‘something involving drawing’ when she grew up.
According to Britta, her political stance was shaped by the left political
movement of the seventies. ‘Everyone was left-wing then!’ Her time at the
School of Design and Crafts in Gothenburg was dominated by the left movement
which predominated, and the fight for Alta – a political controversy in Norway
in the 1970s and 1990s – shaped the approach which she has taken throughout
her life, where the struggle for Sami rights has been mixed with other antiracist
issues and a strong commitment to issues concerning the environment.
Britta grew up with the Sami myths. As soon as she and her siblings saw that
their mother was on her way to visit the neighbour, they snuck after her. They
sat silent and expectant and waited for the storytelling to begin: ‘Now the storytelling will begin!’ The stories were about the subterranean and other mythical
creatures. The children loved to listen to these exciting stories, even though they
were a little scary. When, as an adult, Britta lived for a few years with her moth-
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er, they came to speak about spiritual things with each other. Being alone with
her mother and taking part of her knowledge of the hidden things and about her
approach to life is something that Britta sees as invaluable. When someone had
passed away her mother comforted her by saying that the dead are not gone,
they are still with us all the time. Britta says that nowadays we do not have time
to listen to the subterranean, but if we stopped for a moment we could share
their wisdom. Her mother’s approach to life was that you should never take
more from nature than you absolutely needed, and that you had to thank nature
for everything you got: the berries you picked, the fish you caught, the reindeer
you butchered, etc. Humility towards nature and the mythical creatures, a stillness and a calm inside – that is how Britta saw her mother. Britta’s particular
artistic approach, what she calls ‘the aesthetic of slowness’, comes from her
mother. Embroidery takes time and you have the opportunity to reflect as the
picture emerges. Britta values the slow process in itself as something beneficial
in comparison with the stress of Western society. In the olden days you were
never in a hurry, she says, even though people worked very hard. Her mother
never rushed and she never raised her voice against her children. ‘Screaming
will get you nowhere!’ she always said.
When I ask Britta if she has encountered any obstacles in her artistic career,
she says: ‘Yes, it took me thirty years to break through. I am sure that it would
have been faster if I had been a man.’ She is aware of the fact that it is hard to
establish yourself as a woman in the art world, and especially if you use an art
form which is considered typical for women, like embroidery. After her studies
she lived at her mother’s house as a way of being able to create pieces for her
first exhibition. For three years she worked intensively on her pictures and at
the same time she had the chance to spend time alone with her mother. Only
now, at the age of sixty-three, she feels that she has established herself and that
everything is running smoothly. It can almost feel a bit unreal sometimes, she
says. In a radio show the reporter follows her as she is about to speak at the
opening of an exhibition in the north of Norway where a crowd full of prominent
persons in the fields of culture and politics awaits her. With laughter in her
voice Britta says: ‘There I was like the odd man out! But the question is who really is the odd man out!’ As a Sami woman carrying messages, which are sometimes controversial and critical of society, she is aware of her otherness in the
establishment, and this is a position that she playfully twists and turns. For one
moment the hierarchy seems to be inverted.
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It is a disadvantage to be a woman in the art world, Britta notes. In Sápmi on
the other hand, she says, the woman has had – and still has – a strong position.
This is expressed in the Sami myths, but also practically in the reindeer herding.
One example is that her husband always asks her about which reindeer should
be butchered and which should be kept; in fact, he asks her about every decision
that has to be made in reindeer herding. In the beginning she was surprised that
he wanted her to make the decisions: ‘Growing up I had been in school all the
time, and because of that I had been estranged from reindeer herding. After my
studies I had been occupied with art – I know nothing about reindeer herding!’
Her husband kept insisting on asking her and in the end she figured out why.
When her mother-in-law was alive she was always the one who decided what
should be done in reindeer herding, and now that she is gone he takes it for
granted that Britta should have the decision-making power. ‘But I don’t know
anything!’

Comparative intersectional analysis on an individual level
In this article I have reflected on three women’s life stories from intersectional
perspectives. I have looked at the way different identity strategies emerge in
their stories. The challenge has been to make concrete use of an intersectional
perspective, to go deep into the complex relationships between age, ethnicity,
gender and class to see how the various dimensions interact on an individual
level. Depending on special circumstances, current or earlier in their life, age,
ethnicity, gender and class are emphasised to various degrees in the different
narratives. They also have different decolonisation tools; Judit is a sought-after
storyteller, Sakka is engaged in political and cultural work, and Britta expresses
Sami politics in embroidered textiles.
All three women emphasise ethnicity in their narratives. Judit’s narrative
does not contain any stories of oppression of women or male dominance. She
was the only one in her family who had the privilege of further studies and she
was not bullied at school because of her Sami heritage, unlike her brother for
example. Nor does Judit problematise issues of class. Even though she has been
outside reindeer herding in her professional life, she identifies completely with
the reindeer owners. She and her husband were active in reindeer herding in
their youth, they still belong to their original Sami village, they have always
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spent their free time in the area of the Sami village and they still own a few reindeer who are herded by relatives. Judit solely and exclusively emphasises ethnicity, the struggle for the Sami and especially the Forest Sami, as the important
guidewire in her life.
Sakka emphasises class in the way that she advocates the rights of the Sami
who do not own any reindeer, the ones who have been excluded from the Sami
villages and who lack all the rights which are connected to the territories where
their ancestors lived. She says with emphasis that the government decision in
the 1960s, which led to her family being excluded from their Sami village and
replaced with north Sami who were forced to resettle, is the direct cause for
both her involvement in politics and her struggle for Sami culture. Sakka’s cultural activity is primarily aimed at highlighting the culture of ‘the original Sami’,
the southern Sami in Björkvattsdalen who used to make their living through a
combination of intense reindeer herding with small herds which were guarded
carefully, hunting, fishing and sometimes a smallholding. It was these people
who the government wanted to get rid of and, in their struggle for rationalisation, replace with the extensive reindeer herding of the north Sami, who had
large herds which were allowed to roam freely. The government approved only
of the Sami who were solely occupied with reindeer herding; the combination of
different occupations was considered unprofitable and outdated. The ones who
were excluded from the Sami villages were expected to assimilate into Swedish
culture. Gender is also emphasised in her account. As a Sami woman she has
experienced double oppression, both in her struggle against the government to
protect the rights of the Sami who are excluded from the Sami villages, and as a
female pioneer in the start-up of the male-dominated Sami Parliament, and she
is still considered a controversial person by many people.
When Britta emphasises the Sami identity, the concept of the strong Sami
woman is a part of the Sami identity, along with the mythical world and the
magnificence of nature. The strong woman appears both as a mythical foremother and in today’s reindeer herding. Like Judit, she does not mention the
class antagonism between reindeer owning and non-reindeer owning Sami.
The elderly, especially women, are symbols of Sami identity in Sami society
and this could be defined as strategic essentialism. Elderly Sami represent the
continuity in Sami culture and everything that is worth fighting for. In my three
participants’ narratives, it can be seen that they have got a lot of respect from
the younger generation as they have grown older. Judit has become a local ce-
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lebrity and her grandchild walks in her footsteps. Sakka has gone from having
been criticised for breaking the gender pattern to being praised, especially by
the younger generation of Sami women. After a lifetime’s work, Britta has finally
achieved a high status in the art field, and Sami society is proud to have her as a
representative. Christina Åhrén (2008) has described how important working
with identity is for Sami youth in the post-modern society. For the Sami who
have relocated, the transmission of traditions is especially important since they
do not live the everyday Sami life; the Sami identity has to be actively and constantly re-established. The elderly who take on this challenge feel that they are
valuable for the younger generation’s Sami identity-building.
I have found some problems, though, to use the term strategic essentialism
when analysing the three participants’ own narratives, because there appears to
be a conflict between this concept and the perspective of indigenous methodology. To conduct research in accordance with indigenous methodology means taking the experiences and ontologies of the indigenous people seriously. To interpret the three participants’ approaches as strategic essentialism could be seen to
dismiss their knowledge and to distort their words. Britta’s approach could
stand as an example of this methodological problem. Britta recurrently contrasts the Sami idea of sustainability with the rapacity of Western capitalism.
The Sami traditional approach to nature – not to take more than necessary – is
contrasted with the exploitation of nature through deforestation, mining exploitation, hydro regulation, etc. The calm (at least in the olden days) lifestyle of the
Sami, where time is governed by the changes of nature and the habits of the
reindeer and where everything takes its time, is put in contradistinction to the
rush and stress of Western society. The spirituality that was present in traditional Sápmi, where one listened to the mythical creatures and one’s deceased
loved ones, is contrasted with consumer society’s fixation on the material. The
strong position of the woman in the Sami community is contrasted with how
Western society treats women.
My three participants live in a context where they are used as symbols of
ethnicity, and this strategy in the ethno-political struggle could be seen as strategic essentialism, but I am ambivalent to the term as an analytical tool concerning my participants’ perspectives on life. Instead, I have stressed the importance of taking the alternative, visionary aspect in the accounts of the Sami
women seriously. In the light of the discussion on indigenous methodology one
could see the approach to nature and how one leads one’s life as described by
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Britta as an alternative lifestyle, a vision of how life could be lived in a sustainable society. It is not only a strategy but a way of life that has existed and still
partly exists in Sápmi. To take Britta seriously is to see her descriptions of Sami
life as a positive alternative vision for society as a whole, and this is the foundation stone of the research field of indigenous methodology. 	
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4. Struggling with choice:
Narrating reproductive practices in
Sweden, ca 1940-1960
Anna Sofia Lundgren & Angelika Sjöstedt Landén
Abstract
In this article, we explore what the understanding of ‘choice’ does in a research project with the overall aim of deepening the knowledge of fertility
patterns. The expression ’reproductive choices’ was central to the research project, and the authors were likely, in the first instance, to have
taken for granted the discourse on choice as a way to think and talk about
reproductive practice. Contextualising and understanding the interviewed
women’s choices were important impetuses for the interviews, but we
soon found ourselves struggling with some of the underlying assumptions
of the project. Interviewees oscillated between an overall unwillingness to
talk about marriage and childbearing in terms of choices, and the simultaneous presence of narrated as well as narrating agency. The narratives
were primarily organised around two discourses, one discourse on
‘choice’ and one discourse on ‘contentment’. The analysis also engages in
methodological reflections, thus including the often supposedly neutral
researchers and research agendas in the discussion of the results.
Keywords: discourse of choice, reproduction, fertility, baby boom, narratives
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Introduction
– Yes but, after the first child — and you had four – did they just
‘come’ one after the other or did you plan them?
– No, we didn’t, unless my husband did, that’s a possibility […] We
still had intercourse, but the children came, it seemed, mostly by
chance. But, eh, yes that….
– But was that the reason you had intercourse, to actually…?
– No, not on my part anyway. It was something that just was. Like
marriage. It wasn’t anything… (Woman born in 1931, #18)
The quote above is from an interview with a woman born in 1931. She was interviewed about her life as part of a research project about fertility booms and
busts in Sweden. The project as a whole comprised case studies carried out in
several countries, in different geographical contexts within each country, and it
included both quantitative and qualitative data. While the overall aim of the research project was to deepen the knowledge of fertility patterns, the part in
which we were engaged was, according to the project description, specifically focused on the “qualitative dimensions of reproductive decisions”. Reproductive
decisions, it was stated, had “consequences that went far beyond the individual
life choices of the people involved” (emphases added). Such emphasis on decisions and choices was not unfamiliar to the authors of this chapter. Being born
in the 1970s, we were raised in what has been described as ‘an era of choice’ in
which reproductive decision-making was increasingly being articulated as a political right (Hayden & O’Brien Hallstein 2010:xvi). However, as ethnologists
and firmly grounded in a qualitative hermeneutic/poststructuralist tradition, we
soon found ourselves struggling with some of the underlying assumptions of the
project.
What came forth in the interviews, regardless of whether they were conducted in rural or more urban areas, were the ways in which the participants oscillated between an overall unwillingness to talk about marriage and childbearing in terms of choices, and the simultaneous presence of narrated as well as
narrating agency. Positioning oneself as a ”choosing subject” often seemed to be
desirable. However, as the title of this article suggests, presenting oneself as a
choosing subject and giving concrete accounts of life choices that had been
made seemed to be somewhat of a struggle.
In this chapter, we will linger on this seeming paradox. We will start out by
giving a brief description of how ‘choice’ has been rendered relevant within the
research fields preoccupied with ‘reproduction’ and ‘reproduction strategies’.
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We will then move on to give a few examples of how this paradox existed in the
participants’ narratives, and the way it seemed to urge the participants to construct certain kind of narratives within the research interviews. We will show
how the narratives were primarily organised around two discourses, one discourse on ‘choice’ and one discourse on ‘contentment’. However, as important
as it has been to point out the two discourses, it has been equally of value to
show how they were constantly being manoeuvred. We specifically investigate
how using both discourses may lead us to understand how the discourses were
intricately involved in the women’s boundary work, supporting the negotiation
of distinctions between respectable selves and less respectable others. The aim
of the chapter is to show empirically how narrated memories about marriage
and childbirth in the 1940s and 1950s were organised around different approaches to reproductive practices. The chapter is built around 25 interviews
with women born between 1919 and 1939.
Although it seemed beyond doubt that the collected narratives of child bearing oscillated between (primarily) two different discourses, there is still reason
to reflexively and self-critically consider the ways in which the research project
itself contributed to its results. We will therefore also engage in methodological
reflections, thus including the often supposedly neutral researchers and research agendas in the discussion of the results.

A discourse of ‘choice’ in studies on reproduction
The notion of ‘freedom of choice’ has been recognised as inherent in neoliberal
discourse in general (Friedman & Friedman 1980; Rose 1993), and has long
been central in research to do with consumption of goods and lifestyles, where a
notion of a choosing consumer is at the heart of the studied phenomena as well
as dominating people’s own accounts of their lives (cf. Featherstone 1997; Gill
2007). Conceptualisations like ‘the discourse of choice’ have also been widely
used to point at on-going processes where people are increasingly repositioned
as consumers of services rather than clients or patients (Clark, Smith & Vidler
2006; Nordgren 2010) and how they are thereby simultaneously and perhaps
unwittingly made responsible for the choices they make or do not make (Bansel
2007).
Within the research fields of fertility and reproduction, most researchers
seem to agree that fertility choices in terms of methods of birth control were be-
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ing practiced long before the wider introduction of mechanical/chemical contraceptives, but that this probably had no effect on aggregate fertility levels (cf.
Kling 2007). In the late 19th and early 20th century, practices of birth control became more and more accepted, the Swedish prohibition and propaganda against
contraceptives being lifted in 1938. This increasing acceptance and the new
conditions that came with urbanisation are sometimes described as important
reasons for the ‘small family ideal’ – encouraging people to control their number of children (in turn resulting in the drastic baby bust of the fertility transition). However, Hayden et al. (2010: xxiii) argue that it was the white, secondwave feminists of the 1960s that first framed the issue of controlled reproduction as a matter of ‘choice’, thus ‘raising a key challenge to the dominant ideology’ that positioned motherhood as the central role for women.1
Many contemporary studies of fertility and reproduction have identified a
specific discourse of ‘choice’ regarding reproduction and parenthood. For example, studies have recognised discourses of choice in ideologies of ‘willed
pregnancies’, where women are (problematically) positioned as ‘in charge of’ biological processes (Ruhl 2002: 659) or in the rhetoric of intervention in childbirth (McAra-Couper et al. 2011). When operating in the field of fertility and reproduction, discourses of choice have been found to be highly gendered as well
as normative, and a ‘choice’ not to have children is often negatively charged or
perceived as suspect, since notions of reproduction are founded on the unproblematised belief that everyone wants children (Ulrich & Weatherall 2000).2 At
least in Western societies, discourses of choice have also been said to disempower people who are involuntarily childless. If having children is constituted as
the result of a free but natural choice, then the incapability of having children
needs a (pathologising) medical discourse to become comprehensible, positioning involuntarily childless persons as ‘ill’ and/or as ‘victims’ of medical circumstances (see Greil, 1997; Peterson & Engwall, 2010; Sundby, 1986). In a similar
vein, voluntarily childfree women often find themselves struggling with discourses that would position them as selfish, unnatural, cold and self-absorbed
(Hayden 2010).
Writing on amniocentesis, Browner and Mabel Preloran (2000: 355) note
that naming an act a decision ‘significantly overstates the degree of intentionality’, and they point at rationalising strategies used by the woman in their case in
order to handle the ‘choice’.3 They also point at how expressions like “the burden of unwanted decision making” (2000: 368; see also Kolker & Burke 1994)
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expose ‘the free choice’ to not only be difficult to achieve on equal terms for all,
but above all to be a conditioned opportunity that is not always welcome. At the
same time, to actively think about practices as results of free choices can be a
successful strategy for people who do not wish to take in power-laden aspects of
their actions. In writing on cross-border egg donation, Gunnarsson Payne
(2013) argues that notions of a free choice were at work on many levels of the
process, positioning both donors and recipients as choosing subjects, and thus
rendering invisible, or at least obscure, the different (ethnified, classed, gendered) conditions under which choices were made.
As apparent from the above, in most cases where a discourse on ‘choice’ is
used as a research tool or is described as an empirical finding, it is emphasised
how the neoliberal focus on individual rights makes such discourses problematic in the way they present choosing as a neutral, logical and rationally calculating act, one that is equal for all and is unconnected to social norms, hierarchies,
positions and feelings (McAra-Couper et al. 2010; Solinger 2001; Hayden &
O’Brien Hallstein 2010). The logic of individualised consumerism that is inherent in the discourse of choice is similarly criticised for blinding us to the cultural
aspects of choices: ‘From a postplural viewpoint, the ‘family’ is lifestyle; lifestyle
is choice; family-style is a private matter’ (Grace & Daniels 2007: 707).
Most of the studies referred to above are situated in cultural, geographical
and temporal contexts that differ decisively from the places and times the women of this study talk about. While being aware of this, one of our arguments in
this chapter is that the identification of changing discourses of reproduction
sheds light on important aspects of the narratives that constitute our material.
It may come as no surprise that much research on fertility/reproduction and
discourse of ‘choice’ has been carried out on experiences of not being able to live
up to social norms and personal expectations regarding reproduction, and the
measures taken by people who find themselves in such unwanted and sometimes stigmatised situations, regardless of whether it has to do with wanting or
not wanting a child. Such research comprises questions of, for example,
(in)voluntary childlessness in general (Letherby 2002; Hayden 2010) or more
specifically, of egg-donation (Gunnarsson Payne 2013), transnational surrogacy
(Kroløkke 2012), amniocentesis (Browner & Preloran 2000), abortion (Boltanski, 2013; Borovoy 2011; Brankovich 2001), vasectomies (Terry & Braun 2012),
adoption (Jones & Hackett 2012) and sterilisations (Day 2007). Studying situations where norms are challenged – regardless of whether the ones challenging
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them do so because they consciously want to or not – is productive not only because it teaches us about important experiences, but also because stories from
outside of the centre are informative as to how norm systems work. One may
add that such stories produced at the margins are equally involved in the ongoing constitution of the norms as such, but they are still likely to have put
words to what is perceived as problematic.
In this text we have analysed narratives of women who from the outset seem
to have lived up to the norms of reproduction and motherhood.4 It is however
important to recognise that although the experiences that the interviewed women narrated were located in the past – in an era preceding the ‘breakthrough’ of
a discourse of choice (Hayden et al 2010) – the interviews took place in a time
when the notion of ‘choice’ had become the norm. This fact opened up interesting analyses of the uses of such discourses.
The construction of womanhood and femininity in relation to reproduction
has been such a strong and prevailing discourse. Often when we talk about becoming a woman ‘today’, it is contrasted against the ‘olden days’ where women
had limited choices not to become wives and mothers. Research has shown that
discussions between spouses about reproductive choices were not very common
(Szreter & Fisher 2010), something that obviously contributes to the difficulties
of talking about it in terms of choices. However, we hope that our analysis may
complicate such polarisation of times and ages. We try to put forward the argument that if we interpret these retrospective narratives about reproductive practices through a current discourse that idealises choice and individuality, we will
miss the agency and decision-making that these women actually tell us about.
They should not be understood simply as victims of a time that made women
passive, nor could we disregard the highly restrictive norms that regulate women’s sexuality and marital obligations that are part of the patriarchal order of
gender and power. We rather suggest that the narratives about family, sex, education and work that emerge in the interviews actually tell us something about
the norms of our own time as well. It provokes questions of whether there are
other ways of imagining subjectivity apart from the polarised positions of women as either ‘objects for reproduction’ or ‘choosing subjects’. We also think that
problematising the discourse of choice makes a way into the construction of
power orders in terms of class and gender.
Analytically, the discourse of choice is often characterised as an empty signifier, whose emptiness and openness to inscription makes it possible for it to car-
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ry an excess of meaning, to ‘condense and contain a variety of meanings, motivations and possibilities’ (Clark, Smith & Vidler 2006: 333). This recognition
makes the term apt for a study of how choice is continually constructed and
filled with meaning as ‘different projects or wills will try to hegemonise the empty signifiers’ (Laclau, 2007: 46). In this sense, the empty signifier of ‘choice’ will
attract people to try to fixate its meaning and to become choosing subjects
through the use of it. We argue in this chapter that it is important to recognise
how research projects take part in the struggle to fixate the meaning of words
like ‘choice’ and ‘decisions’, but also how spaces for agency are narratively constructed also within discourses that resist the empty signifier of choice as it has
been openly and variably – but still – fixated within the discourse of choice.

Methods, material and theoretical starting
points
The analysis is based on interviews with 25 Swedish women who were all born
during the last two decades of the fertility transition, the period of declining
birth rates that took place in Sweden between 1880 and 1940, and who gave
birth in the period between the first peak of the Swedish baby boom in the
1940s and the second peak in the 1960s. The fact that only women were interviewed of course limits the possibility of a more comprehensive understanding.
Although the importance of acknowledging women’s roles as decision-makers
has been recognised (Mackinnon 1995; see also Emeka 2006; Bumpass 1973;
Janssens 2007), the significance of men’s family desires and of masculinity is,
needless to say, also pivotal (e.g. Janssens 2007; Kling, 2007; Thomson,
McDonald & Bumpass 1990).5
The interviews were semi-structured life story interviews shaped as conversations around a selection of themes (Atkinson 1998; Patton 2002) such as education, work, marriage, contraceptives, divorce, hopes and worries regarding
children and childbearing. Although there was a long list of themes to be addressed, the style of conducting the interviews was guided by an attempt for
openness for the women to talk about whatever they thought relevant in relation
to the themes (McCracken 1991). Questions circled around the women’s families
of origin, their education, work, relationships, childbirths and so on, and tried
to encourage reflections on thoughts, dreams and feelings, as well as concrete
practices.
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The object of the narratives that constitute the material for this specific chapter
is the time in the women’s lives when they married and had their children. The
object of analysis is however not solely the content of the narratives, but rather
the narratives themselves. It is how these events were narrated and what this
may tell us about the ever on-going cultural constitution of reproductive practices and identities that is the main object.
We were two researchers, born in 1972 and 1979 respectively, who conducted the interviews; most of them individually. On a couple of occasions, however,
we carried out the interviews jointly, which gave us the opportunity to synchronise the interview techniques and to discuss common experiences of the construction of data. Each interview lasted between one and three hours and typically took place at the kitchen table in the home of the informant. A couple of interviews were carried out in public spaces like a café or hotel lobby. The locations were decided by the informants. All interviews were recorded and fully
transcribed.
One thing that we noticed early on in the readings of the transcribed interviews was that the women’s narratives visualised two different ways of making
the issue of ‘having children’ comprehensible. In accordance with our theoretical perspective of discourse theory, we refer to these as partly antagonistic ‘discourses’, and named them a discourse of ‘choice’ and a discourse of ‘contentment’. The basic idea of the discourse theory deployed, is that ‘[m]eaning can
never be ultimately fixed’ (Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 2002: 24), but is rather
the object of constant struggles. According to this view, discourses constitute established ways in which ‘the flow of differences’ is temporarily arrested or fixated; they constitute ways in which phenomena are made sense of (cf. Laclau &
Mouffe 1985: 112). We thus consider the studied narratives as ways of fixating
meaning through putting events, practices and identities into words. In accordance with the theoretical perspective deployed, we also take as an important
point of departure that such fixations are central to the (re)production of the
narrated as well as the narrating identities.
In what follows, we will give empirical examples from the interviews in order to first show the constitutive characteristics of the two discourses that were
present in the interviews. We then analyse the material in relation to how the
interviewed women challenged the discourses while simultaneously trying to
comply with them.
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Two overarching discourses: contentment and
choice
In the interviews, all women were asked to talk about their thoughts about starting families. What were their hopes for themselves? How did they reason about
family making? In what kind of social contexts and life situations were their reproductive decisions made? What alternatives did they consider? The transcribed interviews visualised two dominating ways of making the issue of ‘having children’ comprehensible, each marked by a different vocabulary - in turn
positioning the parental subjects as either actively controlling the process or
not. It is important to stress that when we talk about and denominate these two
discourses, we refer to ways of talking within the context of the interviews. We
do not assume that these narrative strategies necessarily correspond to how the
women felt or what they wanted within the narrated period of time (even
though this is what they talk about).
An explicit discourse of choice was quite unusual and was detected more
frequently in the interviews with women with an academic background. It sometimes manifested itself quite obviously:
You know, as a natural scientist you plan. They are born in 1960,
‘62, and ‘64. (Woman born in 1933, #2)
Yes, I have grown up in that environment. You are not supposed to
have pre-marital contact. I stopped caring about that, but I saw to
it that I didn’t get pregnant. Dad would not have liked that. No.
That’s the way it was. (Woman born in 1931, #20)
In the upper quote, the woman refers to her profession as a biologist in order to
explain her need (and capability) to plan. The second quote situates the prohibition against sex before marriage to a specific social class, but simultaneously
discloses how this norm could be challenged seemingly easily. This woman also
emphasises her own ability to ‘see to it’ that she did not get involuntarily pregnant, revealing a conscious choice and that reproductive decisions were made.
More common, however, were narratives where choices and choosing subjects were not articulated as distinctly. A discourse of contentment comes
through quite clearly in the quote below, where Sara, at age 85, told us about the
period when she and her husband started their family in the 1950s.
– And then the children came like in a row. We got them in 1954,
‘55, ‘57. Without any planning whatsoever. It just happened to be
that close.
– But did you plan to have children, or how did that work?
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– No… [short pause]. We didn’t. They just sort of came. I used a diaphragm after I had the first one of course, but it did not seem to
work that well. And then the two other came along as I said, and
the last one arrived very surprisingly! (Woman born in 1929, #4).
In the quote, the interviewer used words like ‘planning’ and ‘getting’ (Swedish:
‘skaffa’), when referring to having children. The latter is a common Swedish expression for having children that in meaning comes close to ‘acquire’ or ‘obtain’.
Both ‘planning’ and ‘getting’ assume an active subject that controls the process
of having children, and possibly decides on when and how many children are
born. While ‘planning’ suggests that having a child was carefully arranged to fit
other circumstances, ‘getting’ implies an almost consumerist relation to the
child – almost as if it was possible to ‘buy’ it.
It was obvious that the interviewee did not buy into the language of the interviewer. First, she explicitly says that her children were not planned, and
when she is again asked directly about this, she once again contradicts the suggestion and says that ‘No. We didn’t. They just sort of came’. Here Sara uses the
expression that was perhaps the one most frequently used by the women: the
children ‘came’, or, on occasion, children were described as something you ‘got’.
The ‘getting’, ‘arriving’ or ‘coming’ of the children, in turn, was described as
‘natural’, and were expressions that almost all women used, both when it came
to marriage and children.
Yes, and so it came to be that we got married. (Woman born in
1919, #5)
The boys came closely so that… (Woman born in 1926, #3)
It was only natural that you got the children you got (Woman born
in 1922, #7)
Even when Sara talks about using contraceptives, she refers to the process in a
distancing mode. She states that she used a diaphragm after the first child was
born, which suggests that she was in fact taking concrete precautions and did, in
a sense, plan her fertility. But when this did not work and she found herself
pregnant again just one year after the birth of her first child and then once
again, her only comment on this was ‘it didn’t seem to work’, and the fourth
child is referred to as having ‘very surprisingly arrived’.
This way of talking opens for a position as passive observer of events, even a
victim of circumstances, where the women were seemingly passively exposed to
childbearing that they did not necessarily want. Such a position was however
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almost always actively countered by the women. Margareta was born in 1922
and had given birth to five children, one of whom died as an infant.
– Yes, but I wanted to ask, after having your last child, did you decide not to have any more, or how did that happen?
– (Laugh). I guess it came to be more or less like that! Yes, it was
quite crowded! It was! No, but one is happy for each one of them,
one is. Because everyone is welcome, they are. But, surely, it could
be a bit much at times... But it has never been that one has thought
that there were too many of them either. I don’t think so… (Woman
born in 1922 #7)
In the quote above, the interviewer tries to make sense of the fact that the interviewed woman did not have any more children after the age of 36 when her fifth
daughter was born in 1958. The first suggestion that is given by the interviewer
is that this could have been a choice on the part of the woman and/or her husband, but the interviewer also opens up for another answer by adding ‘or how
did that happen’? At first the interviewed woman laughingly complies with the
suggestion that this might have been a choice. Her laughter and way of putting it
– “I guess it came to be more or less like that!”– however avoids any direct confirmation of the suggestion that it may have been an actual ‘decision’ and apart
from the laughter, she includes both the ‘I guess’ and the expression ‘more or
less’. She then refers to the crowded living situation in a way that seems to support the idea that this circumstance may have contributed to a choice not to
have more children. Having said that, however, she instantly takes it back. Instead she emphasises how ‘one is happy with each one of them’ and that ‘everyone is welcome’. Although she does not position herself as a choosing subject,
these assertions that everyone is welcome makes the implicit positioning of her
as a victim of many childbirths impossible.
Discourses of choice have been said to be organised by a logic of consumerism that tends to position social context as well as the material body in a different way than does the discourse of contentment. The discourse of choice makes
expressions of ‘reproductive rights’ possible and thinkable (cf. Zielinska 2000).
It also positions the subject as a consumer who decides what choices are to be
made in order to fulfil the subject’s desires and fantasies of a good life. But to
position oneself as a consumer also positions the narrator as one who defines
areas where choices can be made (cf. Grace & Daniels 2007: 695). It was clear
from the interviews that reproduction was an area that was both excluded and
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included and open for choices depending on who the subjects and objects of and
in the narratives were.
From this first empirical section it may seem as though the two discourses
could easily be used to describe a difference between interviewers and interviewees, and to describe historical change in a way that homogenises each era.
As will be described below, this was true to some extent. But there was no clearcut distinction. On the contrary, although a discourse of contentment was the
one that seemed strongest in the material (seemed most successful in fixating
the meaning of childbearing), it was by no means consistent. Neither was it the
case that the discourse of contentment produced unequivocally and passive
agents. In what follows, we will look closer at moments within the interviews
where distinctions were played out from within the discourse of contentment.
While still primarily positioning themselves as ‘non-choosing’, in these moments the women actively worked to make themselves come across as ‘good’ by
contrasting their own reproductive practices to the practices of other women.

Struggling with norms of reproduction
It has already become clear that although primarily talking from within a discourse of contentment, the women were not always content with how their lives
had turned out. Almost all of the women had something in their life-stories that
had deviated from the norm or from their own wishes, and they struggled to
make sense of those events. Such struggles can be viewed as moments where the
contingency of the discourse of contentment became visible. The struggle became all the more striking when the ‘deviances’ were framed by the researchers’
persistant uses of a discourse of choice. So – what kinds of norms did the women seem to process? Three norms were particularly present in the women’s stories. They had to do with number of children, time between births, and age and
social status at conception. We will begin with stories about number of children
and ideal number of years between births in order to then move on to how age
and social status was made meaningful when the women engaged in boundarywork in the next section.
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The two-child norm
Except for getting married and giving birth, the women’s ideal images of the
life-course were strongly connected with an idea that two children was a proper
number of children to have.
Yes, well, we had talked about getting married, that we supposedly
(nog) should have two children (Woman born in 1936, #13)
Yes, I would have liked to have had two children and preferably one
of each [a boy and a girl] (Woman born in 1922, #8)
This is a norm whose reasons, just as all changes in fertility, have been debated
(cf. Blake & Gupta 1975; Bean 1983; Sandström 2014). It has also been stated
that ‘low ideal fertility is not always a sufficient condition for low levels of completed fertility’ (Emeka 2006: 352). While the two-child norm has been described as peaking with women born in the 1940s, two-child families started to
become more common with women born in the late 1930s (Sandström 2014)
but had already influenced Swedish couples since the early 1900s (Kling 2007).
Lissie Åström (1986:25) describes how ideals for being a woman and mother
changed as well as remained stable over the first decades of the 20th century. It
was increasingly stated that the young woman had duties towards herself with
regards to the children she may mother in the future. The woman therefore
needed to ‘care for her bodily and spiritual health’ (Åström 1986:50). This was
also what Gunnel, born in 1926, picked up on when remembering how two children were considered an ideal of the 1950s.
It is included in that image that one should not have more than two
children, for the woman should be able to feel that, yes, she is taking care of herself, too, a little […] So that was the fifties. The ideal
was to have two children, with three years apart. (Woman born in
1926, #3).
Although the interviewed women often – at least in retrospect – seemed aware
of the norms present in society at the time, many of them also recognised that
they had themselves sometimes failed to live up to the ideals.
Gunnel had four small children to care for at the same time as she was working full time as a teacher. She describes life with children and work as hard: ‘one
was tired all the time!’ She is one of few women who employs a discourse of
choice when talking about being newly wedded and short of money:
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I suppose we talked about that it was good to wait a couple of years
until I had gotten a [work] position. And wait for a few years before
we had (fick) children. But of course we wanted children. But, just
wait a few years. As far as it was possible. (Woman born in 1926,
#3)
From the interview it is obvious that she thought that four children was too
many, and when reviewing her life with children she constructs her experience
as having nothing to do with choice: ‘one could say that if you got (fick) children
you got (fick) them. It was not about deciding that we shouldn’t have any right
now’. But just like Margareta, Gunnel was quick to move away from issues of
choices and reasons, and instead emphasised the joys of parenthood.
– We just wanted two, so that…
– And it turned out to be four?
– Yes. It depends, I usually say, it is fun, once you have them it’s
fun. (Woman born in 1926, #3).
Gunnel admits that life was difficult. She had four children instead of the two
that she had hoped for. She describes herself as always tired and at times wondering whether it would be better to give up the work that she had promised her
mother to keep. She returns to the hardships of caring for four children several
times, but just as often, she finishes with expressions of contentment: ‘once you
have them it’s fun’.
Throughout the interview, Gunnel is often unable, sometimes unwilling, to
represent herself as a subject of choice, except when talking about the plans that
she and her husband had to delay childbearing. Her recourse into the discourse
of contentment may be understood as her perception of ‘how it was’, but may
equally be an expression of her efforts to represent a good life – in spite of all
the hardships. The discourse of contentment, visible in avoidances as well as in
explicit reassurances that all went well despite the hardships, stabilises her narrative, but is also constantly undermined by that very story. Gunnel’s life may
not have been her chosen life, but she is anxious to present it as a ‘good enough’
life. Fragile as it is, the discourse of contentment renders invisible, or at least
less striking, her inability to live up to the norms of choice that surface in the interview.
Another example comes from the interview with Anna-Klara, who was born
in 1919. This example also has to do with ideal numbers of children, but here the
issue has not only to do with the two-child norm, but rather with the upper limit
for the number of children. This limit connected the question of number of chil-
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dren with how notions of social class, heterosexuality and gender intersect
through the doing of respectability. Skeggs (1997:3) argues that ‘respectability
has always been a marker and a burden of class, a standard to which to aspire.’
Anna-Klara was a mother of ten and talks about what it was like to have many
children in a community where two children had become the ideal.
– Did many of those living around here have children?
– Well… they had one or two.
– Were you the only one that had ten children?
– Yes, that’s right. But you know, it went so well. Yes. They were
liked and… yes. They were taught as toddlers to read evening prayer and all sorts of things like that. They were used to doing that. So
it was quite natural, it was something natural. And it still sticks I
hope! (Woman born in 1919, #5)
Anna-Klara talks about her children as a natural and unplanned consequence of
living with her husband, emphasising the bonds between heterosexuality and
reproduction. It was ‘not thought through, but it so happened that we were together. You know how it is, right?’ She also told about coming from a family of
fifteen children, which she thought was too many: ‘I thought we were far too
many siblings when there were fifteen of us.’ In Anna-Klara’s story, she seems
aware that ten children was considered a lot. She stresses that although she had
ten children she could manage them properly and they were all well behaved,
which in her narrative is signified by the Christian practice of prayer and by the
explicit comments on other people’s responses to the children: ‘they were liked’.
Anna-Klara seemed urged to defend her having had many children. In this case,
the importance of highlighting that ‘it all went well’ although she was eventually
widowed and was left alone with ten children to care for, emotionally and financially.
Contentment was here ensured by references to how well-behaved her children were. The efforts put into ensuring us that although she had all these children – many more than she said she had wished for – all went well. Anna-Klara
repeatedly and actively countered a perceived risk of being defined as lacking in
respectability due to the high number of children. Her narrative thereby lay bare
how norms of family-size were related to social class as well as to notions of
femininity (see Kling, 2007). In this context, engaging in a discourse of contentment may also be a way of constructing respectability (Skeggs, 1997;
Åström, 1986), in the sense that it allowed Anna-Klara to take control of a narrative that otherwise risked being hegemonised by a discourse of (failed) choice.
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The discourse of contentment, and the reassurances that her children were wellbehaved and generally liked, effectively protects her from being positioned in
terms of such failure.6 Furthermore, the material shows that the long tradition
of a discourse of shame (Lindstedt Cronberg, 1997; Kling 2007) was being challenged. Shame was by no means invisible in the interviews, but it was often reinterpreted by the women from within the competing discourses of ‘choice’ and
‘contentment’.

‘Three sunny summers between them’
The increased political emphasis of the early and mid 19th century on not only
having children but providing them with a proper upbringing, included notions
that women’s health should not be broken down by too many childbirths too
close together (Åström 1986). The women seemed aware that there were norms
regulating how many years there should be between the children.
There should be three years between the children. You should have
‘three sunny summers’ and that was something that came from
above. (Woman born in 1926, #3).
The idea that three years between was proper also seemed to work the other way
around. It not only protected women from too frequent childbirths, they also
stipulated what was perceived as too far between.
Ingrid, born in 1935, talked about how she only wanted two children, not
more, due to her experiences of having many brothers and sisters herself. She
did indeed also have two children and this comes across as the result of a conscious choice in the interview. In the quote below, the interviewer comments on
the fact that there were seven years between the two, indicating that this is quite
a lot:
– Yes, there were seven years between your…
– Yes, 1955 and ‘62.
– That is relatively far apart?
– That’s relatively far. [The son] started school in the autumn and
[the daughter] was born in May.
– Did you plan for seven years?
– No, nothing happened. I guess I had wanted it somewhat earlier,
or we had wanted it some years earlier, but it didn’t happen.
– Were you worried then?
– No, not at all.
– What happens happens?
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– Yes! That’s how it is. You take what’s given to you! (Woman born
in 1935, #15)
The interviewer once again introduces a discourse of ‘choice’ when asking about
whether the seven years was planned. The woman replies in the negative, thus
in a way partly accepting the discursive conditions. But although she is very cautious (‘I guess I had wanted it somewhat earlier’), she still hints at there actually
being a ‘choice’ and a ‘plan’, or at least a wish, but that this did not come true.
In the quote one can also see how the woman is downplaying the question
about possible worries. Although it is obvious from the interview that she and
her husband did not take precautions not to get pregnant, and that they both
had wanted another child closer in age to their first child, she persists in her story that this was not a source of concern.
Is this a stance that she takes in the present? Does she take it because she
cannot remember any possible worries? Or is she just keeping the interviewer at
arm’s length, trying to avoid going into any details about her feelings and into
situations in her life when she was vulnerable and did perhaps not live up to her
own expectations? Did all such potential concerns vanish once the second child
was born? These are all possible interpretations. What we want to point at here
is however that throughout the interview this woman avoids articulating responsibility, as it were, for planning reproduction. Other things in her family life
are described as ‘chosen’ and ‘decided upon’, but the having of the children is
caught up in a vocabulary of ‘having’ children; ‘we had a child’. This kind of language, in turn, may be explained by the well-known uncertainty that surrounds
fertility and the difficulties involved in planning precisely. The effect of the chosen vocabulary is that there are no failures involved when things do not go as
hoped for. If you ‘take what’s given to you’, you position yourself as subordinate
to something else – whether it be destiny, God, a husband, societal norms,
chance or biology – but you avoid being positioned as the one failing to deliver
what you want (cf. Featherstone 1997).7
Contentment and agency: age and social status as signs of respectability
We have shown that the discourse of contentment was strong in the way that
many of the women talked about how things ‘just happened’, but in the end
turned out fine, and how they always described contentment with what they got.
So far it seems that the women seldom talked from within a discourse of choice
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when describing their childbearing years. Only quite rarely, and to some extent
related to social class positioning, did they explicitly talk about conscious choices, although it was obvious that many of them had taken some kinds of precautions and had tried to regulate the number of children in different ways, regardless of whether this had succeeded or not. Otherwise, it is we as researchers that
stand out as the primary introducers of a discourse of choice, thus forcing the
interviewees to relate to such a discourse.
Within the discourse of choice, subjectivity and agency is constructed in
terms of choosing: making choices is what signals being an active subject, and
the subject is held responsible for failures to achieve its goals or wishes. Accepting this presumption has two important implications. First, it supports the notion that the discourse of choice was consistent and that what rhetorically looks
like choices – words like ‘chose’, ‘decided’, ‘planned’ and ‘saw to’ – may very
well be constructions made retrospectively. We know little about what conditions, demands and circumstances led to the ‘decisions’ being made (Browner &
Mabel Preloran, 2000; Szreter & Fisher 2010).
Secondly, it could lead to a conclusion that when the informants reproduced
and identified with the discourse of contentment, they positioned and perceived
themselves as passive. This is however a simplification of the narratives offered
in the interviews. In this section of the text we want to show some examples of
how active subjects were constructed in the data, although not through the discourse of choice. Such instances were for example visible when the women
talked about failures or wrong ways of doing things. Such instances in the interviews could be conceptualised as stories where one’s own transgressions of
norms8 were rendered respectable by comparing them to others, whose transgressions of norms were perceived to be even greater.
Gerd, born in 1936, had been talking about teenage pregnancies in her circle
of friends, and was asked whether she could remember how people talked about
these things at the time:
No it was a bit hush-hush, I actually had a cousin that was fifteen
when she got… […] It is very early. […] She is almost two years older than me, born in 1935 that is. And one thought that that was
very early. (Woman born in 1936, #13)
Gerd states, as do almost all of the interviewed women, that it was not morally
accepted to get pregnant before marriage or when being too young (in one’s
teens). She was saying that her cousin went against the expected pattern when
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she got pregnant at the age of fifteen and that this was a bit “hush-hush”. But
then the story takes a surprising turn.
And then I got nailed myself just a couple of years after. That felt a
bit awkward at the time. But still, it was a difference between fifteen and twenty, or nineteen, soon to be twenty. Yes, my twentieth
birthday was one month after the birth of my daughter. (Woman
born in 1936, #13)
At first instance, Gerd establishes that her cousin’s pregnancy was generally
considered to be ‘very early’. Then Gerd got pregnant herself. This felt ‘a bit
awkward’ and undermined her position to judge the cousin, and there are moments in the interview when Gerd actually identifies with her. Nevertheless, at
the same time, she is careful to point out important differences. Although the
timing of her own first pregnancy was both unplanned and inconvenient as her
boyfriend (and husband-to-be) had not yet finished school and was still living at
home, at least she was in a stable relationship. Further, she points out that although she was herself young at the time (‘nineteen, soon to be twenty’), she was
still much older than the cousin who had been only fifteen. While avoiding
blaming either her cousin or herself, or holding anyone responsible for the
pregnancies, Gerd manages to point out what was justifiable in relation to social
status and age. Even though she describes her own unplanned pregnancy as
very inconvenient and problematic, the comparison with the cousin makes it
possible for her to present herself as respectable. Her narrative lacks all efforts
to construct the pregnancy in terms of ‘mistake’ or ‘(bad) choice’, and she never
once talks in terms of irresponsibility, either when it comes to her own or her
cousin’s pregnancies. She aligns with the discourse of contentment. Still, she
manages to draw distinctions between ‘serious’ mishaps and ‘less serious’ ones.
This could also be seen as a way of constructing respectability as important and
desirable, but also as very fragile. In her narrative she seems aware that ‘it could
have been her’.
Another example of that kind of boundary work, by comparing with ‘worse
examples’, comes from an interview where Kersti, born 1930, was asked if she
used to discuss with her friends or partner about trying to regulate pregnancies,
in the light of the stigma that many women referred to regarding getting pregnant at the wrong time and place in life. Kersti replied with a story about the
time when she was studying to become a teacher and lived at a dormitory in a
town away from home:
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No, not even with the room-mate. And still, she got pregnant before she, before we finished the teachers’ seminar. […] We never
discussed (laugh) how to go about things at that time, no. There
was no protection, like the pill, at that time either […] No, we never
talked about it. It was something that had to be brought up with a
potential boyfriend (laugh). If that was the case. It was taking a
chance. Besides, it couldn’t have been fun to come out as a newly
qualified teacher and realise that you were pregnant like she did.
And I know she tried to hide it as long as she could. So she worked
for one term and nobody had a clue, I heard about that later. […]
But then she got married with that man, or guy. So she contacted
me and told me about it (Woman born in 1930, #10).
Kersti stated that she did not discuss contraceptives even with her closest
friends, and how the shame was strong when things went ‘wrong’ in front of
parents, employers and seemingly even friends. She remembers how her friend
tried to hide the pregnancy from everyone for as long as possible. After that, she
recalls that her friend eventually married the father of the child. Between the
lines of this story there is a sense of relief that the narrator was not the one to
find herself in the same position as her friend, signalling that such a scenario
could have been just as plausible. But although admitting to this possibility,
Kersti still assumes the moral authority that comes with respectability (Skeggs
1997) and positions herself as acting in the ‘right way’. Despite the risks, she had
not gotten herself pregnant although she also had been in a relationship at the
time. Albeit she avoids talking from within a discourse of choice when referring
to her own fertility practices, she uses the comparison with the friend to construct herself as following a normative life-script in terms of ‘finishing school
first’ and ‘having time to work for a while’ before marriage and pregnancy.
In this section we have seen how the women found possibilities within a discourse of contentment to construct hierarchies between different kinds of reproductive practices. By engaging in comparisons, different kinds of fertility
practices were hierarchised and it became possible to construct notions of
(failed) respectability without explicitly talking about choices. The referred
transgressions of norms (becoming pregnant too early and too young, or with
too many or too few years between) certainly constituted important cracks in
the norm systems. They make visible, for example, how the normative connection between marriage and childbearing, or the connections between childbearing, age and time were possible to stretch if only certain things were achieved
(having a steady partner, for example). The recurring comparisons installed a
certain agency into the narratives, where telling the stories of what had hap-
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pened to other women also positioned the interviewed women as somewhat
more respectable, even in cases where this respectability was clearly and consciously just due to fortunate circumstances.

Concluding discussion: Methodologies, historical
change and the practical uses of discourse
What we have called a discourse of ‘contentment’ articulated children as something that ‘came’ or that you ‘got’. Children were in most cases described as expected and welcome, sometimes even taken for granted as the ‘natural’ step after marriage or the very reason for marriage (see also Sánchez-Domínguez &
Lundgren 2015), but the women seldom verbalised their hopes or expectations
in terms of ‘plans’ or ‘choices’; rather ‘things happened’ and one ‘dealt with it
the best one could’.
In contrast to the dominating discourse of contentment was a discourse of
‘choice’. This discourse was organised around words like ‘planning’, ‘strategies’
and ‘choices’, and it constructed family formation as an act that was controlled
and decided upon by the women themselves (and their husbands) as active subjects. The current increasing presence of such ‘discourse of choice’ and the way
it brings out neoliberal positions and understandings of relations has been
widely recognised. This knitting of the discourse of choice to present times
makes for an understanding of the uses of other discourses as connected to historical periods. Although this may certainly be true in many respects it also carries the risk of disregarding the way discourses work in parallel.
The society that emerged in general in the interviews was a society where
having children was a norm that offered few alternatives, both in the sense that
not wanting children seemed to be unavailable as a choice, and in the sense that
available contraceptive methods were described as unreliable.9 It was also a society where marriage was the prioritised form for creating a family and bringing
up children. Becoming pregnant out of wedlock was repeatedly described as
stigmatising if one did not have a steady partner to marry once pregnancy was
discovered. Although notions of pregnancies as predestined and inevitable had
been replaced “by the notion of childbearing as something that could, and
should, be controlled” even by the 1930s in Sweden (Kling 2010:167), such
norms, of course, limit the ‘choices’ available and may account for the relative
absence of a discourse of choice in the women’s narratives. Also, practices of
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birth control in a context with no secure methods of contraception, where the
results of the efforts may have varied, will probably resist being comprehended
as clear-cut choices; the concept of ‘choice’ will cease to be meaningful if the
possibility to fulfil one’s wishes is limited.10 Some researchers have described
how discourses of choice may risk producing ‘failed subjects’ in situations where
choices are limited, since the discourse bears the promise that you are free to
make choices (Bansel 2007: 298). Others have shown how a discourse of choice
may materialise through ‘an extensive network of resources’ (Browner & Preloran 2000: 355), where family, friends and one’s community together seem to
propel women forward towards what was, at least retrospectively, viewed as a
‘choice’ made by the individual woman. Our results point in partly different directions.
What was striking in our material was that the women so often did not construct their actions in terms of choices – failed or succeeded – at all. In fact, they
explicitly criticised what could best be described as the effects of a discourse of
choice in today’s society, and pointed at the difficulties that supposedly came
with having to decide in detail everything in one’s life. In this respect they themselves did not come across as active in their narratives, and it would be easy to
think that a dominant discourse of contentment – as it has been described here
– implies an absence of choice and agency. Our arguments have however rather
been that the women’s employment of the discourse of contentment primarily
says something about how they were used to thinking and talking about the
hopes, concerns, fears, plans and precautions taken in relation to marriage and
childbearing, since it was obvious that measures had been taken to control how
many and when children were born. For example, given that marriage was intimately connected to having children it is possible to view the act of marrying as
a choice also to have children. Similarly, the stories of contraceptive use clearly
suggest that the women were involved in limiting the number of children. Employing a discourse of contentment does thus not mean that these women were
passive, but that they did not (always) rhetorically position themselves as active. The discourse of choice is currently strongly connected with middle-class
ideals of being a choosing subject. Skeggs (2004; 2011) has argued that the construction of working-class ‘selves’ rather centres around values that do not put
individuality and self-fulfilment first: for example ‘caring as an essential way of
living with others’. In the interviews we find a range of ways of taking care of the
family across class differences, that all comply with the discourse of content-
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ment. This did not mean that the narratives were not filled with class distinctions and classed stories. But maybe the women were also telling us something
about age and ageing when invoking the discourse of contentment. Quite a few
times, the women could follow up a statement where they had denied having
made a conscious choice with assuring commentaries about the ways of the
past: ‘That’s how it was’. By doing so, they were flirting with the contemporary
context, making sure that we understood that the selves they talked about were
not the exact same selves that were telling the story. These assurances seemed
sometimes to be provoked by the questions asked but also by the age of us, the
interviewers. In relation to us, the women sometimes took a position as ‘knowing’, either taking it upon themselves to educate us about how it was, or just
feeling the need to explain their seeming inability to answer our questions about
choices.
Methodologically then, we need to reflect also on how the framing of the
project, and the way this framing worked through the interviewers, could have
encouraged the narratives about respectability. By departing from within a discourse of choice and asking questions that seem to imply that people’s life developments are the effects of conscious choices, we may possibly have triggered
narratives about contentment and the defending of respectability when the
women were looking back on their lives. Contentment, in the sense of being satisfied, may also be an effect of the fact that the women were talking to strangers
about their lives and the fact that it was a retrospective narrative.
The ideological discourse of choice did not dominate the women’s ways of
making sense of having children, but this did not mean that the women who
primarily employed a discourse of contentment did not make choices and decisions in their lives. Nor did it mean that these women did not perceive themselves as possessing agency. Rather, agency was intricately constructed within
the discourse of contentment. By subscribing to a logic of comparison, the women managed to create hierarchies between themselves and others, who, according to the interviewed women, had ‘too many’ children or had them ‘too young’.
The coincidence that they had ascribed their own childbearing suddenly came
across as related to agency when articulated in relation to other women’s ‘bad’
reproductive practices. In this sense, referring to other women who – either by
choice or by accident – had transgressed the norms of respectability could be
viewed as a strategy to position their own practices as less incidental and more
choice-like.
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Even though there was a tendency that the women either spoke from within a
discourse of choice or from within a discourse of contentment, most of the narratives involved an oscillation between discourses of choice and discourses of
contentment. This oscillation seemed at least partly due to the impact of the
language of the research project that permeated the questions asked by the interviewers and probably, as a part consequence, found its way into the women’s
narratives. Often enough it seemed that it was our utilisation of a discourse of
choice that triggered narratives where choice was mentioned. Reviewing the research project reflexively makes it obvious that the word ‘choice’ was inscribed
in the project’s premises, both literally and by the use of expressions like ‘reproductive strategies’ that prioritise agents’ choices over more structural explanations. The use of the word ‘choice’ was simultaneously an unreflected part of the
project idea, of the researchers’ discursive upbringing, but also a consciously
chosen word. Trying retrospectively to understand this choice of ‘choice’ from a
research point of view, it appears that we thought that by confronting the interviewees with a question where we asked about ‘how they thought when they
chose to…’ or whether they ‘planned for’ so and so many children, we wanted to
elicit detailed narratives. We wanted to avoid what had often happened in our
pilot interviews, where such details seemed oddly forgotten or undercommunicated.

Notes
See also Bumpass (1973: 68), who highlights the impact of the more effective oral contraceptives as decisive for women’s possibilities to plan pregnancies
and motherhood, rather than just trying to avoid unwanted pregnancies. ‘For
the first time’, Bumpass writes, ‘motherhood itself is fully a matter for rational
evaluation’.
2 This belief is probably based also on the fact that becoming a mother is
central to female gender, why the assumption is probably more strongly connected to women than to men. Historically, this presupposed urge for motherhood was comprehended as embedded in female ‘nature’ (Kling 2007).
3 “Representing herself as ‘a victim of circumstances’ who had ‘no choice’
but to agree to amniocentesis provided Isabel a means to extricate herself from
this dilemma. Rationalising her decision as being outside her own control enabled Isabel to follow clinical recommendations, gain information, and leave
open the option of abortion, while acting according to what she regarded as maternally appropriate behaviour.” (Browner & Preloran 2000: 355)
4 In the material as a whole we also have women who do not have children.
5 With regard to the focus on women’s narratives, this study mainly contributes with knowledge of how the women made sense of gender relations and
1
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gender differences. In an interview study on birth control and abstinence in
England, 1930-60, including both male and female respondents, Szreter and
Fisher (2010) describe how there was an unspoken assumption that men were
responsible for both initiating sex and providing contraception. This suggests
that men’s narratives could contribute with accounts of plans and thoughts that
guided their practices. In a coming project our plan is to also interview men.
6 Kling (2010) argues that in the processes of secularisation – and the
emerging welfare system where women gave birth in clinics and did not die as
frequently during childbirth as they had before – pain was also understood in a
different way. Birth pain had been understood as a natural part of life as children were seen as God given. The processes of secularisation and the construction of the welfare state moved the discourse more towards planning and choosing in terms of number of children, but also choosing (how to) relieve pain. The
discourse of contentment is not necessarily religious itself, but keeps closer to
the idea that children are naturally given and that it is not the individual’s task
to decide upon the number of children.
7 The collected narratives do not tell us much about any violent relationships
with men or situations where fertility choices had been taken by the husband in
conflict with the women’s own wishes. We cannot know whether this means that
they never experienced such violent and forced subordination or if they just did
not want to, or could not, talk with us about it.
8 We have chosen the expression ‘transgressions of norms’ (‘normbrott’)
since the women talked about them in this vein; as unwanted and unplanned
events that did not comply with what was considered ‘normal’ or ‘expected’.
‘Transgressions of norms’ can however also be thought about as challenging the
norms, as disturbances or norm-struggles. We conclude that the narrated transgressions were simultaneously important disturbances undermining the impact
of the norms.
9 This notion of unreliability sometimes seemed to be used as an explanation
not to why the women got pregnant despite the use of contraceptive methods,
but to why they sometimes did not use them.
10 On the other hand, women who wanted two children and who ended up
having two children were in a position where they in retrospect could use the
word ‘choice’ to describe their reproductive practice.
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5. Squirrels and nostalgia:
About wardrobe collections of older
women
Karin Lövgren

Abstract
The focus in this article has been on how older women, between 62
and 94 years old, talk of their wardrobe collections. The key questions guiding the analyses of the women’s narratives have been:
how did they describe their wardrobe collections; how did they talk
of sorting through their garments and organising them; and how
did they explain clothes kept but no longer used. The aim has been
to let the women’s voices be heard and to give their perspective.
Sorting through the wardrobe was an ongoing task, where some
felt burdened by owning too many items of clothing, whereas others talked of the importance of remembering through items kept.
Garments are like materialised photo albums, loaded with memories. Several informants showed a pragmatic side, emphasising that
it was important that garments were put to use and not wasted.
References to utility and thrift intersected with emotional ones.
The informants used self-distancing descriptions, jokingly referring
to themselves as ‘squirrels’ or nostalgic, reluctant to sort through
their often substantial clothes collections and throw things away.
Clothes also represented the pleasure inherent in the aesthetic
work of combining outfits and making an effort to wear something
appropriate for each different occasion
Keywords: ageing, older, women, dress, wardrobe interviews, collections, divestment
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Introduction
”I have too many clothes, just like everybody else – most people
have too much stuff. But then I find it difficult to discard things. I
go through the wardrobe now and then, and I think, okay, now,
[nämen nu], now I will sort out, and then I go through the whole
lot and then I think ‘Oh, why couldn’t I wear that’, or ‘I could wear
that’ and so it ends up still hanging in the wardrobe, and still not
being used. (Laughs) So here are plenty of clothes. (Marianne, 68)
But I am terribly bad at throwing clothes away.
Karin: So then you save them?
Yes, yes, for a hundred years. This one for instance, I must have
had for at least ten you see.
Karin: Do you still use it?
Yes, sometimes. I can suddenly, after many years, think, oh well.
(Hanne 63)
In this article, I will discuss the wardrobes of a number of women ranging in age
from 62 to 94, using studies on dress as well as research on discarding belongings when becoming older, moving to a care home or otherwise preparing for
old age. The purpose of the article is to explore the wardrobe collections of older
women with a specific focus on how stage of life is given meaning in their narratives.

Background, previous research and disposition
of the article
In an ongoing study of older women and clothes I have conducted wardrobe interviews, using garments as prompts when interviewing about everyday life,
transitions, changes, and continuities as regards ageing. Artefacts are a rewarding starting-point in such a task. When talking about different articles of clothing, of what is in use and what is kept even though no longer worn, it is natural
for interviewees to reason about their present lives as senior citizens as well as
previous roles and relationships. In talking about style and what clothes ‘feel
right’, ‘fun’, or ‘comfortable’, to use the women’s own words, there are also references to norms of what is seen as appropriate for an older person (see Lövgren
2014; Lövgren forthcoming). Clothes that for different reasons are no longer
worn but are still kept lead them to talk about bodily changes, changes not only
in appearance—changes in the aesthetic body, to use Hydén’s concept (2005)—
but also bodily changes that impact on mobility and nimbleness. Having to use a
walking frame or no longer being able to bend to put on one’s socks are changes
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that affect what one can wear. Wardrobes as points of entrance open the way to
reflections on life changes, changes in roles and status, and, naturally, lifecourse-related transitions. Examinations of collections of clothing also triggered
recollections of bygone times and changes in styles and materials that were
talked of in relation to changes in the spirit of the age.
There are other studies that have used wardrobe interviews as a method, but
they have not considered older women. Klepp and Bjerck (2012) give an overview of wardrobe studies, together with a discussion of the potential advantages
of the method; they emphasise that the method encourages the recollection of
what clothes one has, whereas it is otherwise easy to make mistakes in estimating one’s actual possessions. In Banim and Guy’s research women’s identities
through their everyday use of clothing was explored (Guy & Banim 2000): their
oldest informants were 56. In a subsequent article, they went on to address the
question of why women kept clothes they no longer wore (Banim & Guy 2001).
In Woodward’s study (2007), the oldest informant of which was in her late fifties, the main focus was the moment of choosing what to wear: getting dressed
is identity construction using the wardrobe as a resource, negotiating one’s appearance in public whilst in the private domain of the bedroom. Twigg in Fashion and Age (2013) uses interviews with women aged 55 and up for part of her
study, and in one section three women in their sixties, who represent different
ways of dressing as older, as they explicitly dress in opposition to a norm of becoming invisible and drab as they age, are interviewed about their clothing biographies. Twigg’s pioneering work on ageing and fashion also analyses the role of
the media, and of different cultural intermediaries such as designers and retailers. Aside from her research, comparatively little has been done on older people’s clothing choices. As Twigg points out, this has to do with different research
disciplines focusing either on fashion or on subcultures with a slant towards
youth, or, when it comes to older people, on care and health, and less on aesthetics and consumption in relation to the dressed, ageing body.
My study fills a gap in the research since it addresses older women, regardless of their stand on fashion or their views on age norms. The main subject of
the study is the changes and transitions seen when one ages. In this article,
dealing with a theme identified from the wardrobe interviews, I discuss how the
women talk about their clothes collections; of the organisational and identity
work they do when sorting through them; and finally their views on clothing
they choose to keep, but no longer wear. Central in all this are the ageing wom-
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en’s own voices. I will quote from the interviews, albeit anonymised and in
translation, in order to let them be heard. In what follows, I will discuss the
women’s explanations for what they referred to as their overflowing wardrobes.
This is best summarised in terms of different cycles of clothing, as dress can be
understood in cyclical terms. Clothes are worn for different occasions, according
to perceived norms and expectations of what is appropriate. Garments might
first be used when getting dressed up, only later, having been worn in, to diminish in status so that they are used on an everyday basis, and then again, at a still
later stage, perhaps mainly used at home, backstage. The interviews refer to a
cycle of life, the life-course, where the women’s current everyday life is one important aspect as regards their sartorial choices. The following section will deal
with the organisational work the women do with their wardrobes. This too can
be described in terms of a cycle, but in this instance a cycle of use and disuse.
Finally, clothes that are kept, but no longer in active use, are explored. Here I
use the concept of utility.

Method and material
This is a study of older women. The women were invited to participate in the
study regardless of their attitude to clothes or fashion. Twenty-one women between the ages of 62 and 94 were interviewed. Gender was motivated by the fact
that women are culturally constructed as more interested in style and appearance, and as subject to stricter and more limiting norms demanding greater
bodily disciplining. Women’s physical appearance is represented as reflecting
their worth, where men are ascribed value in terms of performance and actions
(Lövgren 2009; Clarke 2011).
As clothes conceal and reveal the body, aspects of dress have, in contemporary western societies, been made into a concern for women. Ageing is also considered more of a liability for women, who are ‘made’ old earlier in life than
men. Ageing is embodied and women’s bodies are culturally made both ‘invisible and hypervisible’, so that signs of ageing are all that is seen (Woodward
1999; Cruikshank 2003; Twigg 2013). Dress mediates between the body and the
surroundings, again motivating why garments are such a worthwhile point of
entry when researching ageing. The age limit was motivated by an endeavour to
interrogate the concept of “old” “older” and “old age”. Old as a category is often
presented as monolithic when in fact there is considerable diversity amongst the
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old. When someone is being included in the category of old is also subject to differences. Sometimes for women it is from the age of menopause, in other words
from around 52. In advertising the category often uses 50 as starting point, in
other contexts it is 55 (for instance for senior housing or in discussions of the
employment situation), 65, official retirement age in Sweden, is also a frequently used marker. Gerontologists in turn make divisions between young-old and
old-old, or third and fourth age: retired and still in good health and frail and dependent respectively (Laslett 1991). As Cruikshank points out, all these divisions
tend to reduce and delimit old age in an ageist fashion, not taking differences
and diversity into account. For my study it was important both to include and
specifically take an interest in the dress of older women, sadly neglected in
much work on fashion, and to include a wide span in order to be able to discuss
similarities and differences in experiences of ageing.
The interviews lasted between two and three hours. The women were initially found through contacts in my network, and then by snowballing—asking if
they had friends or acquaintances they thought would be interested in participating. Some informants were also found through a pensioners’ organisation; a
church organisation; a retailer specialising in older consumers; and a group of
women doing physiotherapy.
The women were drawn from different social backgrounds, but can broadly
be categorised as middle-class. Several had university degrees and had worked
in the caring professions. As professions typically dominated by women, these
jobs mostly had low salaries. Three were still working part-time or as temporary
cover, but most had retired. Generally, the women had small pensions, which affected their spending power. The crucial factor here was whether or not they
had a partner. Those who did have a partner—who in all cases had a higher pension—had a higher standard of living. All the interviewees had children and
grandchildren; all talked of themselves as heterosexual; and most were ethnic
Swedes, although three had immigrated to Sweden from other European countries.
The interviews followed an ethnographical conversational pattern. The garments in the wardrobe guided the interview. A checklist was used to ensure that
certain biographical details were covered. The methodological priorities here
were issues of integrity and intimacy. Most women keep their clothes in a wardrobe, located in a bedroom, an intimate area of the home (Alftberg 2012;
Woodward 2007). The very fact that the informants had to volunteer to partici-
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pate in the study was one factor used to ensure that ethical standards were
maintained. In addition, the rules of ethical conduct compiled by the Swedish
Research Council on anonymity, confidentiality, and the right to discontinue
participation were followed (Hermerén 2011). The women, fully informed, volunteered to invite a relative stranger into their homes and let her browse their
hangers and drawers, and to discuss intimate matters. The women can be described as open-minded and interested in reflecting on themselves. A further
question then is what impact this might have had on the results. I would argue
that since this is an exploratory study, the purpose of which has been to find different themes that can shed light on ageing, and that since the participants have
all been anonymised, and nothing they said can be traced back to them, this
does not diminish the study’s validity.
The interviews were transcribed together with detailed field notes. After
several readings, different codes were assigned to the empirical data, both theoretically deduced but mainly induced from the interviews. The codes were then
thematically structured. Tone of voice and choice of words were also coded, as
were things remarked on by only by one informant, and not by others. Here a
software computer program for qualitative research, Atlas.ti, was used; facilitating keeping track of the different codes. This article uses one of the themes identified in the course of the analyses: the question of wardrobe collections, with
the subcategories of sorting, keeping, and disposal. This theme was found in all
interviews.

Wardrobe collections
As older women, with long lives behind them, and many different occasions experienced, several informants had large collections of garments. Woodward
(2007) points out that, compared to the older ones, her youngest informants
had had fewer opportunities to accumulate clothing, and they were also more
inclined to discard clothes. The older women had more ‘former selves’, as she
puts it. This was true for my informants as well. But the oldest among them had
had to let go of many garments, due to the constraints of available wardrobe
space on moving to homes for the elderly.
Several point out that they have had the same clothes ‘for ages’. The word
‘old’ recurs when looking at series of garments, and differs considerably in use
so that for some it meant clothes that were five, ten years old, whereas for others
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it meant clothes that were twenty, thirty years old—and yet again ‘old’ could be
used about garments kept from the 1950s or 1960s. Sometimes they were
tongue in cheek when assessing how long they had had the garments, as Hanne
in the quote at the start, alternating between having had them for a hundred, or
at least ten years: they were ‘ancient’, ‘from the year dot’, ‘hundreds of years
old’, or something they had ‘had forever’. ‘These are old, old, old’ Kerstin declared as she went through her hangers. This was testimony to a slowly changing style of dress, a style that had lasted for many years, and still the items could
be worn, even though the wearer was that much older.
I think these statements were mainly made to account for the size of the
wardrobe collections, to play down the number of garments. But they can also
be interpreted as an indication of uni-age clothing. Clothes that were worn in
middle age could still be worn when in their late seventies for instance. Then
style is not age graded, people are free to wear whatever they choose to, regardless of age. This testifies to less strict norms on age appropriate dress.
Working life had meant differing requirements in terms of dress. Hanne,
still working as a preschool teacher, talked of the importance of having clothes
that worked in bad weather, that were easy to wash, would not stain, and that
were suitable for activities with the children. Others had had jobs where there
was a formal dress code: smart trousers or a skirt. It had been important to wear
something appropriate that reflected their position. For example, the retired
teachers among the interviewees testified to the fact that it had been important
to have something new to wear when meeting the same people time and again.
Those having worked in the caring professions, as social workers or therapists,
emphasised the importance of not overdressing—of coming across as too expensively dressed and so creating a distance between themselves and the client or
patient.
Several recalled how clothing codes had changed during their working lives.
When starting out, dresses or skirts were mandatory, and trousers were simply
unthinkable for women. During the late Seventies this had slowly changed, and
in their last years at work trousers had become the garment of choice for several
of them. The oldest still felt that skirts or dresses were to be preferred, and reluctantly explained that they were now encouraged by staff at the retirement
home to wear trousers since they were considered more practical when using a
wheelchair or a walking frame. The informants’ narratives reflect changes in
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dress that have occurred during their lifetimes, as well as changes in mainstream fashion and the zeitgeist impacting on choice of dress.
For many, their work clothes had never been allowed to become noticeably
worn but the women felt they could do this as pensioners. This was given as one
explanation for their expanding wardrobe collections. The women talked of how
their days were very different now that they had retired. Several had leisure activities (especially true of the younger informants, who talked of choir practice,
bridge classes, or doing volunteer work at their local church) when they could
wear clothes previously worn for work. Since these occasions were far fewer, the
clothes were rarely completely worn out.
It was felt that rituals marking transitions required different dress which also accounted for the size of the wardrobe collections. Celebratory meals or festivities demanded very specific clothing. Several had a prepared set to use for
funerals, saying that at their age there are always funerals to attend, and it was
convenient to have an organised, serviceable combination ready at hand. Occasions such as these have more defined, limited sartorial codes and called for
recognisably suitable clothes. For funerals, the women felt it reasonable to use
the same outfits on several occasions, but other special occasions required new
sets of garments. When attending an event where the same participants as before would be present, several thought it important to have a different outfit
than last time.
Everyday life at home meant that other items from their wardrobes could be
used. For some this included clothing that they would not countenance wearing
when going into town or meeting others, but that they were prepared to wear at
home or in the garden. The women explained that they could then use clothes
they saw as unfashionable, but fully functional. These days, even clothes that
were showing signs of age could be used: ‘I can always wear this at home, that
always works’, as Katja phrased it. They could wear them out. This can be understood in terms of living life backstage to a greater extent than previously.
These accounts were testimony to their thrift, a topic that will be further explored below.
Bodily changes such as stiff joints and worn-out hips or knees necessitated
changes in what to wear. Being unable to put on one’s socks oneself, or not being able to bend or move, necessitated a change of wardrobe. As mentioned,
those who used walking frames or wheelchairs were encouraged to use clothes
that the nursing home staff considered practical.
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Several of the women with wardrobes stuffed to the brim explained that they
had garments for different versions of their body. Gretha, with a little selfconscious laugh, says that her clothes have all shrunk—especially since she retired, her clothes seem to have become smaller. She hangs on to the ones that no
longer fit as a reminder to lose weight. The majority talked of their ongoing
struggle to lose—or at least not to gain—weight. Mostly this was expressed in
terms of appearance rather than health. At first, I interpreted this as a sign of a
relentless size tyranny enslaving women in a constant battle, forcing them into
vigilance and discipline. But I later came to understand the battle to remain approximately the same size in terms of keeping a bond of continuity with previous versions of oneself. To have to buy a new outfit is to fashion and present a
new self, whereas being able to use clothes already worn, broken in so to speak,
enables them to retain dimensions of their identity. Weight should thus not only
be interpreted in terms of restrictive mediated body ideals, but also in terms of
continuity of self (Banim & Guy 2001).

Bulging wardrobes
‘I have too many pieces of clothing, even though I have got rid of some, which
my daughter has taken away’, says Ellen, aged 94. Her daughter has even
bought her an extra wardrobe, since there was not enough space in the only one
in her room at the care home. During the interview, Ellen contrasts her abundance of clothing with her mother’s wardrobe when she was around Ellen’s age.
Her mother lived in a rural area of Sweden, in poor circumstances, at a time
when clothes were more expensive. Most people could not afford large collections of clothes, unlike today when many have bulging wardrobes and whose
main concern is to sort out what to keep and what to clear away. Several of the
women contrasted their wardrobes to their mothers’, illustrating a rapid change
in consumption and the availability of clothes.
The women talked about how clothes today are much cheaper than when
they grew up. Thus they had more clothes now than they had ever had before in
their lives. The so-called democratisation of fashion (Craik 2009; Crane 2000;
Fredriksson 2012; Lantz 2013) has led to more purchases and more items of
clothing for consumers in Western societies. Mass fashion, with its increasingly
rapid turnover and constant focus on what is new, has led to consumers feeling
a need to constantly renew themselves (Lantz 2013). This was also true of the
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informants. Several voiced disillusionment about what is available in shops,
feeling fashion was targeted at the young. Still, most talked of buying new garments; some with the help of a relative.1 Having a daughter or next-of-kin buy
clothes was more than just practical: it reinforced bonds, testified to relationships and indicated not only a here and now but also a future. Others wanted
one to be comfortable and to look nice, and invested in this. Even if garment
purchases did not amount to large sums, they were still a sign of others thinking
about the old relative. As Chapman writes: ‘Things provide insight into how
some older adults make sense of transitions’ (2006:241) and in this case, garments bought by a daughter can be understood as materialised proof of a generational bond.
Amongst my oldest informants, there were those who said it was important
to have new clothes, to have something to look forward to wearing. Alice, Ellen,
and Karin, when showing their garments, all claim that dress is more important
when one is older. Alice was at pains to stress that one should not make oneself
older than one is. She went on to describe how important it is to take care of
beauty in everyday life and to do the best with what one has. Ellen, quoted earlier, talks of death as a presence she is aware of; continuing regardless, refusing
to limit her consumption, is her way of committing to life. To dress up is to participate in life. Putting an effort into her choice of dress is her way of signalling
that she cares about her appearance. Dressing up for lunch at the old people’s
home was to her a sign of dignity. Changing circumstances of everyday life, in
the form of moving house, meant her home, her flat, was in some senses a more
public place than previously, when she managed on her own. Now staff can enter her rooms at any time, and lunch is eaten in a dining room, with others.
Thus for her, and the others living in a care home, the social space of everyday
living had changed meaning: life was not mainly lived backstage, but also
frontstage, more publicly. Getting dressed up for these communal lunches was a
source of effort and pleasure. Delighted, she picks out a blouse she has yet to
wear: to her the blouse is already something to rejoice in, even when it is just
hanging on its hanger in the wardrobe. Having a new garment in the wardrobe
was also a way of thinking ahead, of having something to look forward to. Sometimes garments still had their price tags on, never worn.
The women commented that their mothers had looked older earlier in life
than they felt they did. That the previous generation had looked like little old ladies as early as middle age was a recurring comment (see Lövgren 2013a). In
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this sense, several voiced the thought that one could remain youthful longer today. But this, for some, also entailed a certain hesitation as regards style. Since
tradition and a strict age ordering as regards dress have dissolved, there is both
freedom and uncertainty about what is appropriate to wear (Kawamura 2007;
Twigg 2013). The informants were not always sure whether or not some clothes
were suitable for them as older women. ‘Can one wear this at my age?’ Hanne
asks herself in front of the mirror, holding a hanger up to her chest. The underlying sense that an age transition warranted a change in style led to more
clothes consumption. This was mostly talked of as a gradual process—a slow
adaption to the changes and transitions of ageing.
As well as buying clothes, the informants had also taken on clothes from
others. Some had kept clothes that used to belong to their mothers. Clothes
were handed down from friends or relatives. Several took over clothes from
their children, mostly from their daughters, but in some cases also from their
sons or husbands. Elisabeth showed me some jeans she had got from her daughter who no longer used them. She even wore the trousers her daughter had worn
when pregnant, and she had altered a pair of trousers from her husband explaining that they were now her favourites. Dress is used to communicate social
and gender belonging, but for several of the interviewed women, clothes could
be taken over from others regardless of the age or gender of previous wearer.
Clothes could be transferred from those younger to those older, so age norms
regarding dress were not strict in these cases. For some, it was not important to
communicate gender through dress. This can be interpreted as testifying to a
uni-sex and uni-age style, where neither age nor gender matters in terms of
what to wear. It is to be noted that it is generally more accepted that women
take on men’s garments, whereas men to a lesser extent can use dress that is
coded female, this represents a status loss.
The women also passed on garments, so it was not a one-directional flow. In
some cases, a daughter or friend could be given the clothing they no longer
used. Several regretted that they had no-one to pass clothes on to, as significant
others in their life had a different body shape to theirs. Hand-me-downs could
also be used as dressing-up clothes for the grandchildren, kept amongst toys for
them to use when visiting.
Above I have focused on how the women described their often over-full
wardrobes; stuffed with garments they used, as well as plenty that they never
wore. By Woodward’s reckoning (2007), an active wardrobe accounts for
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around 38 per cent of the clothing in a standard wardrobe. Having full wardrobes—and clothes that are kept but never worn—is thus a common experience
of many Western women.

Organisational identity work
There was a link between how much storage space the informants had and how
many items of clothing they owned. The actual wardrobe as such can be said to
reflect a life-course-related cycle. A certain amount of wardrobe space had been
available when their children were living at home. Once they had moved out,
several informants occupied all the wardrobes, and those living in detached
houses especially had lots of space for storage. Some explained away their
abundant wardrobe collections by making this point. There had never been a
need to clear anything out. Others had moved to smaller accommodation, which
required them to sort through and get rid of clothes. The oldest informants, who
lived in care homes, talked of the restrictions due to the limited wardrobe space.
The informants’ clothes could be divided into active clothes (Banim & Guy
2001; Guy & Banim 2000; Woodward 2007); clothes that were currently not in
season; and garments that should either be understood as memorabilia, or that
were in a transitional stage where the women were unsure how to deal with
them, including items kept because they felt the cycle of fashion would change
and the clothes would become modern and fashionable again. The active clothes
were also organised: some had clothes that they had started to wear, and could
use again before washing, hanging on a chair in view. The active clothes had different intended uses. Clothes move through different cycles of use. When they
are stored away, but still belong to the women, they can be perceived as being
on hold, in a transitional state. Their status is unclear. They can be charged with
meaning and ascribed value. They can be perceived as weighing down on their
owners; needing to be organised and transferred to a new state. They can also be
seen as resources. They represent a bond, a continuity, with earlier situations,
roles, or relationships (Banim & Guy 2001, Woodward 2007).
Organising the wardrobe was described as an ongoing process. Above all,
the women said they did this as the seasons changed, transferring clothes from
the wardrobe to storage in the attic, but several also testified to regularly sorting
through their wardrobes and assessing the garments. The tasks around this can
be understood as practical, going through and taking an inventory of what is
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available. Arranging the wardrobe using different systems, marking content in
boxes and drawers and hanging clothes by function, shape, colour, or pattern
are all ways of appraising what one owns, and assessing the resources the
clothes amount to. It can also be understood as identity work. What clothes does
one have, and for what occasions? For what roles? Going through hangers and
drawers is a way of preparing oneself for encounters beyond the confines of the
home. Dress is the shielding envelope between the body and the world; it both
conceals and reveals identity, enabling one to show different sides and appear in
different guises (Entwistle 2000).
Clothes speak to identity in that they present the wearer to her surroundings, marking her as belonging to society, as well as enabling her to distinguish
herself (Craik 2009; Crane 2000; Entwistle 2000). To devote time to going
through garments is a way of getting organised before meeting the world outside; a way of deciding which sides of oneself to show; a way of taking control.
Woodward (2007) points out that organising clothing is also identity work.
Showing one’s wardrobe to an outsider in the shape of an ethnographer is perhaps best understood in the light of a process of reflexive identity work. It presents an opportunity to have little monologues about garments, to ask for opinions, mull over purchases, or wonder aloud what to do with a particular suit or
dress; a chance to reflect on oneself.

Discarding and keeping
Several testified to the fact that weeding out and tidying their wardrobe is an
ongoing process. ‘There is a need to constantly go through it’, says Elisabeth.
Some said that they wanted help in the process, like Karolina who had a friend
who came round once a year to help her sort and tidy her wardrobe, or Britta,
who as a birthday gift had wished for her daughter’s help in going through her
clothes.
Marianne, in the opening quote, confides that her wardrobes are overflowing. She sometimes tries to sort them out, but in the process of this convinces
herself that the clothes can still be put to good use and ends up keeping them. ‘I
find it difficult to discard things’, she adds with a laugh. ‘As long as there’s storage space you might as well keep them’, she says, but nevertheless adds that she
has far too many items. She stresses the importance of combining outfits, mixing and matching, and that some pieces of clothing are not so easily worn with
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others and therefore are left in the wardrobe, rarely worn. She touches on an
important aspect of dress: it consists of several pieces of clothing that are combined and therefore have to function as a whole, forming an outfit.
‘I don’t like to discard clothes’, said Gerd, thus indicating that she saw them
as assets. ‘I don’t want to get rid of anything’, said Karolina, ‘I just want to save
everything.’ Several informants described themselves as somewhat reluctant
collectors. They dwelt on how they need to take stock of the resources their
garments represent, but also how they do not want to let go of their outfits—a
reluctance verging on resistance. They talked openly of failing to get rid of superfluous items. Some said ‘I can’t be bothered to do the work’; others that they
‘didn’t have the energy to’ do it. Here a degree of self-criticism can be detected,
since the choice of words indicates being too lazy to do the task. But their remarks also testify to the effort and energy required.
Another set phrase was to call oneself a collector or a ‘squirrel’; an epithet
used by several informants. Just as the squirrel collects for coming days, the
women hung on to garments, keeping them in store for when they later might
come in handy. The animal metaphor - connoting a rather cute animal, gathering nuts for harsher times - played down associations with hoarders. It was a
joking way of distancing oneself from keeping things that were no longer really
used. Referring to nature also established collecting and hanging on to objects
as natural. By the metaphor the women managed both to distance themselves
from keeping garments no longer used, and convey that it was a natural thing to
do. Squirreling meant being practical and thinking ahead, planning for a future.
But it was not foremost practical considerations that made the women keep
garments. By such self-distancing analogies, the women conveyed how they
could not resist keeping clothes, yet also felt the need to clear them away. Expressions such as ‘I don’t have the heart to’ or ‘I can’t bring myself to’ can be interpreted as marking the way in which informants have to cross a threshold in
order to sort through their clothes. Some of the women were not ready to do
this. Their choice of words bears witness to this being emotional work, and not
solely a practical matter. ‘I am not quite ready to be separated from this’, says
Lena, whilst showing me a shirt she no longer ‘really uses’. Gretha compares going through one’s clothes to going through one’s bookshelves, a comparison that
emphasises the emotional bond that certain objects acquire.
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‘I want to keep these till I die—and then they can do whatever they want with
them’, says Karolina, with conviction. Yet she also says that her wardrobe collection is too big. She is ambivalent, vacillating between the need to free up wardrobe space, accept her current body shape, and have clothes to wear, and being
reluctant to let any of her clothes go. She shows box after box, filled to the brim
with clothes she has kept, commenting ‘this is nostalgia’. The word nostalgia,
together with the phrase ‘kept for sentimental reasons’, recurs in other interviews. ‘I am very nostalgic, don’t you think’, says Kerstin whilst she shows garments, explaining why she wants to keep them even though she no longer wears
them. Sofia even has her storage boxes marked with the word ‘Nostalgia’. The
word shows how much the clothes have been treasured, and the extent to which
they are charged with memories, recollections of situations, and relationships.
Nostalgia is a difficult concept to grasp, states Lundgren, in her work on
how older people talked about ‘the good old days’ (2010). Nostalgia implies a
longing for an idealised past and an awareness of the impossibility to go back
(2010:250). Ethnologist Birgitta Meurling defines nostalgia as both melancholy
and pleasurable. Nostalgically reminiscing says nothing of how things really
were; recollections are selected both consciously and unconsciously. They are
formed from experiences but also a product of norms, ideals and power relations. Nostalgia is an active approach and attitude to the past, as well as a way
of processing the present (2014:59). It is a cultural practice through which to
evaluate the present by contrasting it with the past (Koskinen-Koivisto & Marander-Eklund 2014: 135). Being nostalgic also means risking living up to a stereotype of old people, as conservative, resisting change, dwelling more on the
past. To talk of oneself as sentimental, or like Sofia to mark boxes with the word
nostalgia, is a way of establishing distance and conveying that one has insight
into why, albeit sometimes reluctantly, one has collected garments. The women
demonstrated a clear awareness that not only rational decisions had been taken;
emotions guided their collecting too.
Many times the women conveyed a feeling that not only did they own the
clothes, the clothes also owned them. There was a mutual bond between the material and the women: the artefacts had a dimension of agency about them (Alftberg 2012; Woodward 2007). Similarly, garments can be understood as trophies
the women have acquired, and thus as representing relative wealth. They also
symbolise possibilities. To get rid of them is to deny the resources they represent. Shopping mistakes that were kept can be understood in this light: admit-
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ting to having wasted money hurt, so instead several hung on to these garments,
even though they never ‘felt right’ nor were they used, denying the failed purchase.
Some informants said that their wardrobe collections weighed on them.
They said they really should sort through them and throw things out, and they
spoke of feeling guilty about their inability to do so. Here one’s age and stage of
life became important dimensions. Some talked of an ongoing process, of undertaking a review of their possessions, having commenced when they were in
middle age, but felt more keenly as they grew older. If they did not sort through
their belongings, their next of kin would have to do it. Thus some had already
destroyed items they thought were of a more private nature, such as diaries or
letters. For others it was more a question of not passing on too heavy a burden
to their children. An awareness that life is finite was present in the interviews.
It can be an effect of ageing, feeling one has to be more consistent
in sorting it out, otherwise my daughters will end up with the whole
workload. Feeling perhaps—there is no later. This helps me in sorting. To be stricter about discarding. (Lena)
Two of the oldest informants, living in care homes, spoke of how others had
sorted through their belongings, making decisions about what to keep, what to
let others take, and what had to be got rid of—the latter by giving clothing away
to charity. The narratives of moving house were touching. The women expressed
gratitude that they had had help with this, they themselves at the time having
been in emergency care and not best able to do it. Yet while coming across as
pragmatic, emphasising the fact that they were making the best of the situation,
a certain unhappiness at having lost control was very much in evidence. Karin
talks of how she misses a matching jacket that was given to a charity, and Alice
is upset that a lifetime’s acquisitions, which she had taken such good care of,
were now deemed to be of little value.
You save all your life, and are careful with your belongings. You go
without to be able to get what you want to own. And then you have
to give everything away. And as if that weren’t enough, we nearly
couldn’t get rid of everything.
The feelings and care she had invested in her possessions were not valued by
those around her, and yet it was to them she had to deliver what she had gathered through life. Others only saw their limited material worth, but to Alice the
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things had a value far beyond the functional. The informants wanted others to
see and appreciate what they had valued. Correspondingly, several expressed
happiness when children or grandchildren wanted to take over kitchen utensils
or other objects, and that these were still in use. This was evidence that others
also saw the value in what they had acquired in the course of their life. Marcoux
(2001) uses the term ‘casser maison’ for the process of divesting possessions
when moving to a care home. He emphasises the emotional and existential aspects of this; how the giving of things is a giving of oneself, a way of constructing
oneself in the family’s memory, through transmission of things. ‘The divestment
of the self becomes a form of investment’ (2001: 213). Being asked for an object
is like being desired – and the opposite can then be understood as being rejected, and feeling grief and sorrow. ‘A loss of self may result if people are forced to
give special things away or if they are ‘taken away’ as Chapman phrases it
(2006: 208). Marcoux’s (2001) study focuses on older persons who themselves
are in some control of what to keep and what to give away, and who strive to influence who will take the artefacts on, whereas for two of my oldest informants,
it was somebody else who had cleared their home out, including the wardrobe
contents.
Living in a care home, of course, one does not only sort out and minimise
one’s possessions; one also has an influx of new things and new garments. One
interviewee explains that they sorted through her wardrobes before she went into the home. Since then, she has acquired new garments and says she should really sort through them again to make room and to get a better overview. Catharina Nord’s study (2013) departs from objects kept after moving to a care
home, exploring memorabilia, representations of self as well as objects currently
most valued in order to understand how these support in the negation of new
roles. Her informants expressed a reluctance to acquire new things, both because they had little space for more things but also because they did not feel a
need for more things. My oldest informants, living in a care home, in contrast
emphasised the importance of allowing oneself to buy new clothes. These represented both pleasure and effort in aesthetics, but also positioned oneself as
alive, having to consider what impression one made on others.
Several talked of the difficulties of sorting through items because of the
emotional and practical bonds to the items. The objects had economic value,
emotional value, and utilitarian value.
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Materialised memories
One reason given for keeping clothes one could no longer wear was what they
represented. The garments symbolised different aspects of life. They were a kind
of materialisation, representing a loved one, a relationship. This was even more
pronounced if the garment was handmade, for then it also represented great effort and time invested in the garment. Likewise, if the garment had been a gift,
it was also invested with attributes embodying the giver. The ties that the object
represented are perhaps best described as imperatives. Getting rid of garments
with all that they represented would be like failing to acknowledge the bond
with the giver.
Materialised objects, the clothes in the wardrobe thus symbolised occasions
and relationships. ‘Oh, I’ve danced a lot in this I can tell you’, Karolina says as
she shows me a blouse she can no longer fit into. She holds another garment in
front of herself and looks in the mirror, saying: ‘I had plenty of good times in
this one as well.’ Katja turns to me and says: ‘Don’t laugh now, but this is really…’ and she looks critically at the hanger she is holding up to show me. ‘But, oh
I looked great in it.’ Then with a laugh she adds, ‘Twenty years ago.’ Occasions
when the garment had been worn were also integrated into the garment as very
particular qualities. The women could describe at length at what festivity, what
party, on what occasion a particular dress had been worn, who had been present, and many times where and at what cost the garment had been bought. Articles of clothing embody former aspects of the self, as Woodward (2007)
phrases it.
The garments are in several ways more charged with memories of relations
and occasions than photographs are, since they also have a tactile dimension.
Clothing awakens the feeling of it against the body, how it constrained or enabled movement. Colour, pattern, fabric: all denote memory. The clothes were
tactile prompts in a process of remembering. The fabric could have been a gift
from a brother-in-law; the garment, sewn by a mother-in-law; the dress, worn at
an anniversary celebration. Clothes are a reminder of a life lived. They also aid
recollection and preserve the body one lived in at the time.
Certain belongings are especially charged with meaning and value. Above
all, there is the emotional bond the women touch on when talking about how
they want to keep garments or are reluctant to get rid of them. Their clothes are
like emotional anchors, testifying to relationships, occasions, situations, and
roles (Woodward 2007). They are extensions of the self, and its assets and re-
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sources. Clothes materialise connections to different aspects of the self, of who
you are. To get rid of clothes is then an action that emotionally can be understood as symbolically affecting that relationship. As Banim and Guy (2001) put
it (see also Guy & Banim 2000: Woodward 2007), letting go of clothes represents letting go of sides of oneself. Ambivalently, it can also be understood as a
way of freeing oneself from material bonds. In different articles in the press, for
example in fashion magazines, wardrobe organisation is represented as an important task if one is to come across as a competent consumer. Advice is given
on how to clear one’s wardrobe (Lövgren 2013b).
Utility and thrift
The fact that the women prefer to know what happens to their clothes, and that
they will be put to good use, testifies to the values they are perceived to have.
These values are both economic and emotional. Utility is also important: clothes
should not be thrown away, they should be worn out. This element of thrift became apparent in their strong sense that things should not be wasted. The ethos
was that of reuse. Things, and thus clothes, were perceived to have lasting value.
In today’s consumer society there are prevailing cultural notions of consumption as a confirmation and acknowledgment of worth; ‘Because you’re worth it’,
as the commercial succinctly puts it. How then can the women’s position of
making do and wearing clothing out be understood? Are they content with what
is left over? Using a daughter’s handed-down trousers can be understood in
terms of getting by with what is to hand, but also of having different needs when
one has retired, spends one’s time at home—backstage—and no longer feels
pressured into presenting an official, presentable self. The public self becomes
less important, and what to wear diminishes in significance, whereas the relevance of other values increases. Woodward (2007) underlines that taking on
clothes means weaving together multiple histories and biographies. Using a
daughter’s hand-me-downs can then be seen as establishing a bond and reinforcing a connection. Marcoux’s work on ‘casser maison’ (2001), that is the divestment of possessions as an investment in relations; a form of reproducing
oneself by giving, can also be of use here. Using hand-me-downs is a way of extending the self.
The oldest informants grew up in an era of scarcity, with few opportunities
to buy new things. When they were children they watched their mother turn
their father’s shirt-collars to make them last when they started to fray at the
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corners. They were given clothes that were made up from material that had previously been used in adult clothing. Growing up, they had to take care of their
clothes, make them last, and use any fabric that could still be used It seems that
some of the informants’ ethos was shaped by these circumstances and by a different attitude towards material goods. Today, clothes are comparatively less
expensive and people in Sweden can generally afford to buy new and to get rid
of clothes even though they could still be fit for use. The informants express
contentment, feeling that they have much to be grateful for. They testify to having far more clothes today in their old age, than they ever did previously in life.
Today most have well-stocked wardrobes—an abundance in comparison to their
earlier lives. A few of the informants, a minority, had thinned-out wardrobes
with very few items of clothing. They showed pride in their skills in economising
and in being thrifty.
People born in the 1940s, the so-called baby boomers, are often seen as the
first generation to have grown up in a modern consumer society, and are
claimed to have a different attitude towards being provident than did generations born earlier in the century. Some of the women who stressed the importance of wearing out clothes were in their eighties. Two of them also had
wardrobes that were limited in comparison with most. It appeared they took a
certain pride in not being extravagant big spenders, but rather economical. But
then there were other informants in their eighties who happily bought new
clothes, even though their wardrobes were already filled to the brim. There were
thrifty keepers of garments in their seventies, some with crammed wardrobes.
Another possible explanation could be economic assets and resources. This still
does not fully account for the differences in attitudes to wearing out and making
do, or to treating oneself to new items. There was thus a difference in ethics and
values amongst the informants that cannot only be accounted for in generational terms.
Several informants said that it is important to them that clothes are put to
use: if someone could take them on or if they were given to charity, the value
was not lost. Clothes were rarely thrown away, and then only if they were in tatters and no longer could have any value. Instead, the informants emphasised
how they had been careful to mend and take care of things. This shows a respect
for the intrinsic value of things, of the importance to use and reuse and can be
understood as the opposite of consumerism.
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The women struggled with issues of value and utility. Hanging onto a mistaken
purchase even if one would never wear it can be understood as a way of insisting
on its value—one has not wasted resources (Banim & Guy 2001). By keeping
clothes, it means they can still be used. Kept clothes represent an asset, a resource. As Kerstin formulated it, with a Swedish proverb: ‘He who saves, has’,
or, roughly, many a mickle makes a muckle.
The shoes collections I was shown were a resource that could not be transformed into mere utility, since footwear can rarely be passed on to others. Shoes
have more of a personalised fit, shaped as they are by the wearer. They can perhaps also be understood as being more intimate than such garments as trousers,
skirts, or shirts, but as they are also less intimate than underwear they could still
be kept and put on display. This collection can be explained in terms of aesthetics. The shoes were talked of and held up as art objects, more than as functional
artefacts to be used. They represented beauty and craftsmanship.
The garments represented value for the women. This value could not always
be naturally transformed and transferred. They could not take for granted that
others valued their clothes in the same way as they did. Perhaps ultimately no
one will want to put their garments to good use. To admit that one’s clothes are
of no use is to admit to a faulty synchronisation with one’s surroundings. The
value one sees in them is not confirmed by others.
That said, the women had sometimes become reluctant guardians, safekeepers of the possible use of the garments. It could be a relief to let go of their role
as trustees. Wardrobe work can be summarised as a creative exploration of different aspects of the self and of its possibilities. The wardrobe and its collection
evolve, existing in a state of constant change and development.

Wardrobe collections of older women
The purpose of the research is to use wardrobe interviews to invite narratives
about how ageing is given meaning. Using dress as point of entrance puts the
study in the field of cultural studies. By using narratives and an emic perspective
on ageing, this study complements research on health, on ‘good old age’ as well
as studies on consumption and a possible re-evaluation of the ageing landscape
in commercially driven terms. This study also fills a gap in research on dress. It
takes an interest in a category that has often been neglected when it comes to
this: older women. The key questions guiding the analyses of the women’s nar-

115

Ageing:	
  Culture	
  &	
  Identity	
  

ratives for this article have been: how did they describe their wardrobe collections; how did they talk of sorting through their garments and organising them;
and how did they explain clothes kept but no longer used. The aim has been to
let the women’s voices be heard and to give their perspective.
Wardrobe interviews are a gratifying method, enabling talk on age, cultural
meaning making around this, and on changes to the body, to personal status,
and to everyday life. Narratives on transitions as well as continuities emerge
naturally. Interviewing older women means sharing long lives and rich experiences. Several informants had well-stocked wardrobes, with many garments to
talk about. They played down the scale of their collections by using words like
‘old’ or ‘ancient’ about items of clothing, stating they had had the garments ‘for
ever’.
Everyday existence as a pensioner meant for many living life backstage to a
larger extent than before. Therefore they could wear out garments, no longer
thought to be fit for more public use, where dressing up was thought to be required. For others the transition to living in a care home meant changes in relation to the privacy of their own home, and once again being more public, on
stage, when for instance lunching with the other residents. The change in living
arrangements thus impacted in a different relation to getting dressed.
The women took over garments from daughters, friends and other relatives,
including men. This can be understood as gender in dress being less important
to communicate as an older person. Many took over garments from others
younger than themselves, which can be interpreted as norms of dress not being
differentiated in terms of age, instead being uni-age. In particular, ordinary
garments for everyday use, shirts and jeans, often leisure wear, were not age
graded. On the other hand other garments in the women’s collections were referred to as necessitated by age related changes, both of body, role and by norms
on age appropriate dress. Most talked of changes in style as a gradual process, a
slow adaption to changes, emphasising continuities as well as transitions. The
use of a daughter’s hand-me-downs mainly testified to changes in everyday life,
where life more at home meant being able to wear out garments not thought appropriate in public. It also shows how garments represent a bond to others.
Wearing them communicated belonging, just as garments kept for what the informants called sentimental or nostalgic reasons represented bonds to the past.
Several informants showed a pragmatic side, emphasising utility as an important value in their garments. It was important that things, in this case gar-

116

	
  

Squirrels	
  and	
  nostalgia	
  

ments, were put to use and not wasted. Thrift was held forth as an important
cultural value.
It was evident that garments are like material photo albums, loaded with
memories. References to utility and thrift intersected with emotional ones. The
informants used self-distancing descriptions of themselves, jokingly referring to
themselves as ‘squirrels’ or nostalgic, unable, or at least reluctant, to sort
through their belongings and discard items.
Awareness that life is finite was another dimension raised in the interviews.
Preparing for this by taking stock of one’s possessions, including clothes, was
one strategy. Death came across as a silent presence in the narratives. What
would happen to one’s belongings? Who would have to sort through them? For
some a process had begun when moving to a care home, they themselves often
unable to do the sorting and discarding as they were ill; thus having to let go of
control and autonomy.
The importance of living life to the full while one could was another strategy
and to that end several talked of allowing oneself the pleasure of new garments.
Having something new to look forward to wearing meant planning for tomorrow, for a future. This was another way of communicating meaning on ageing.
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Notes
1

The theme of consumption is further explored in a forthcoming article.
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