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bittersweet: everyday liFe and 
nostalgia For the 1950s

Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto, University of Helsinki 
Hanna Snellman, University of Helsinki

The 1950s have been represented as a happy decade when life was simple and pleas-
ant, as an era of happy families and an increasing concern with the welfare of the 
family. The Finnish ethnologists, folklorists, and historians who were involved in 
the research project Happy Days? Everyday Life and Nostalgia of the Extended 
1950s, funded by the Academy of Finland (decision number 137923), examined 
reminiscences and representations of the 1950s. The aim of the project was to de-
construct nostalgic popular images and thereby to paint a more complex picture of 
the decade. This project covers a variety of topics that reflect people’s experiences 
and explores some of the ideas that dominate the current understanding of this 
period of time. Instead of the visible representations of nostalgia as, for instance, 
in popular culture, the focus is on the less obvious side, the everyday life of Finnish 
people: work and the domestic sphere, the consumption of material goods, and 
various activities in the surrounding environments. These realms include the rural 
and the urban, the private and the public, and the material as well as the immaterial. 
The project members contributing to this volume present some of the core results 
of their research, starting on the individual level, and moving to everyday practices 
such as dressing and culinary activities, work and working environments, nature 
and memories of urban life, and finally to the institutional perspective of museum 
professionals interested in daily life.
 The 1950s is an interesting yet complex period. In Finland, it is characterized 
as a time of rebuilding. The rationing that was introduced during World War II 
ended in 1956, for example. War indemnities had to be paid to the USSR, and this 
accelerated Finnish industrialization. When the war ended, hundreds of thousands 
of veterans and war evacuees had to be resettled, and as a result, many small farms 
were established in rural areas and new homes were built in the cities. This legacy 
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of World War II plays a crucial role in the reminiscences and representations of the 
1950s. However, the postwar decade was future-oriented and optimistic. Several 
macro-level developments in Finland directly affected the daily lives of Finnish peo-
ple. Many of these, although materializing in the 1950s or even the 1960s, were al-
ready underway before World War II but were delayed by it. We, therefore, decided 
in our research project to refer to this period from the end of World War II up until 
the 1970s as the extended 1950s. The concept challenges former periodizations that 
positioned the 1950s in the shadow of the dramatic 1940s and the radical 1960s. 
 Our research project represents a model of fruitful cross-institutional cooperation 
between universities and museums. Scholarly co-operation in this form thrives in 
many countries, such as Sweden, Denmark, and Hungary, and rich, joint research 
projects are carried out successfully. This was also the case with European ethnol-
ogy in Finland in the early days of the discipline, but collaboration weakened when 
an anthropological turn was taken in the 1970s. Throughout our project, scholars 
and museum professionals met at various workshops to facilitate interdisciplinary 
research. The collaborative partners included the Finnish Labour Museum Werstas, 
the Finnish Museum of Agriculture Sarka, and the Finnish Forest Museum Lusto. 
This collaboration culminated in the exhibition Fields, Forests, Factories that opened 
in September 2013 in Werstas, Tampere. The members of the project were all in-
volved in planning the exhibition from the very beginning. In addition, interna-
tional scholars working in museums and university departments of ethnology were 
invited to join the advisory board that gathered once a year to comment on how 
the project was proceeding. At this point, we would like to thank them very much 
for the insights they provided and their commitment to collaboration with us for 
four years: Curator Dr. Zoltan Fejös from the Museum of Ethnography in Hungary, 
Vice Director Dr. Ruth Olson from the Center for Studies of Upper-Midwestern 
Cultures at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Intendent Dr. Eva Silvén from 
the Nordic Museum (Nordiska museet), and Curator/Senior Researcher Dr. Mikkel 
Venborg Pedersen from the Royal Museum of Denmark.  

bittersweet nostalgia

In addition to examining daily life in and reminiscences about the 1950s, the arti-
cles in this volume also focus on nostalgia. Scholars in the field of cultural studies 
have criticized the use of nostalgia as an easy way out (e.g., Stewart 1988; Tannock 
1995). According to folklorist Seppo Knuuttila (2007, 9), nostalgia has turned into 
a vague concept that refers to almost any kind of emotional connection to the past. 
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There is indeed good reason to be critical of all-embracing concepts. However, we 
believe that in the case of nostalgia there is also the potential for critical analysis. For 
one thing, the connection between nostalgia and the history of disciplines focusing 
on the study of cultures and cultural change should be acknowledged. This approach 
bore fruit in a recent volume edited by anthropologists who scrutinized the role of 
nostalgia in history and in current scholarly practice (see Angé and Berliner 2015). 
 The articles comprising this volume take a critical stance in questioning the 
construction of nostalgia and how best to understand its power in different con-
texts. Nostalgia is defined in each article according to the context in which it evolves 
and functions. The authors discuss the kinds of contrasts that emerge, the kinds 
of language and emotions that arise, and how nostalgia links to specific topics and 
experiences. Having analyzed the reminiscences and representations, the authors 
conclude that nostalgia relies on concrete symbols epitomizing longing and a lost 
world. Certain symbols, such as the taste and smell of oranges and the sight of 
barefoot children, appear in various research materials in which people reminisce 
about the 1950s. Laura Hirvi explores nostalgia through the practice of reading and 
writing. She analyzes the layers of nostalgia in the work of Finnish freelance artist 
Juhani Seppovaara, whose books trigger such feelings, paying attention to powerful 
images that also resonate in the reader’s mind. Tytti Steel, in turn, explores the 
mixed emotions linked to nostalgic reminiscence and its connection with different 
phases of life. Her interest is in how nostalgia links to multisensory experiences 
in one’s childhood and youth. Indeed, nostalgic reminiscence and representations 
work through sensual experiences and strong emotions.
 Nostalgia tends to arise in times of change when something valuable is being 
threatened (see, e.g., Cashman 2006). It may facilitate the process of accepting 
the changes and losses, but could also sow seeds of criticism and protest. Eerika 
Koskinen-Koivisto explores the concept in the context of a life narrative told to a 
representative of another generation, developing the idea of nostalgia as a narrative 
strategy that could serve to highlight positive images of the self and the past. She 
points out, however, that nostalgic narratives can be understood differently from 
the perspectives of other generations.       
 Researchers who employ nostalgia as an analytical concept should always ques-
tion its use and its users (Tannock 1995). What purposes does nostalgia serve among 
different groups, and how does it connect with the present situation? Nostalgia is 
deeply embedded in how we understand the world. Simo Laakkonen and Timo 
Vuorisalo studied so-called environmental nostalgia, a tendency to cherish a former 
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environmental state, and the debate on the state of the Finnish environment in the 
1950s. Although it is often assumed that environmental issues came to the fore in 
the 1960s and 1970s, Laakkonen and Vuorisalo show that the origins of the debate 
about urban-industrial water and air pollution lie in the 1950s. They analyze dif-
ferent types of nostalgia that environmental issues provoke, but they also stress the 
need for careful study of eras that are chosen as a point of comparison in nostalgic 
discourses. 
 Gender is a crucial aspect of everyday life that is also connected to nostalgia 
(see Doane and Hodges 1987). In this project, gender is seen as part of the wider 
phenomena of remembering and presenting the past. In the images and experiences 
of the 1950s that we studied, gender is tied to class, work, and nationhood, shaping 
the norms, ideals, and mentalities that extend to the present in the form of nostal-
gic attitudes. The strength and purpose of the ethnological perspective on these 
issues lie in its historicity and the use of materials that reflect everyday life on both 
the mental and the material level. In her article, Kirsi-Maria Hytönen studies the 
interactions between the written reminiscences of Finnish women and the shared 
cultural narrative of Finland in World War II. She also aims in her analysis to bring 
to light the unpleasant experiences of female retail store assistants who performed 
hard physical labor during the war years. Hytönen scrutinizes the ways in which 
these women wrote about the heaviness of the work and their coping despite the 
hard times—a discourse that often involves nostalgia. Lena Marander-Eklund an-
alyzes images and practices related to the duties of housewives in Finland in the 
narratives of women from urban, Swedish-speaking parts of the country. According 
to her findings, the image of the housewife competed with the image of the working 
mother to the extent that Finland never had a clear decade of housewives. However, 
women who stayed at home in the 1950s were urged and encouraged to become 
professional housewives who acquired household skills rationally.
 Daily activities such as dressing and eating are apt to change according to 
wealth, fashion, and consumer patterns. Arja Turunen examines Finnish women’s 
written reminiscences about the adoption of pants as suitable dress for women. This 
was still a controversial issue in the 1950s. At the time women used pants as work 
wear, sportswear, and leisure wear, but not as formal wear. Pants were not deemed 
suitable for girls and women at school or in white-collar occupations. As a result, 
some people remember the 1950s as “the Good Old Days” when people adopted 
an elegant style in their dress and in their appearance, whereas others recall it as a 
conservative decade. Hanna Snellman, who analyzed interviews conducted among 
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Finnish immigrants in Sweden by representatives of the Nordic Museum (Nordiska 
museet), found that many of the questions the museum professionals asked were 
irrelevant to the immigrants, who had adjusted to new food patterns after moving 
into their new environment. Nevertheless, they did consider Finnish food much 
better than Swedish food, but their nostalgic attitude based on personal experience 
was different from the exotic nostalgia reconstructed by museum professionals and 
ethnologists. Snellman discusses the rationale behind these different types of nostal-
gia, conceptualized as endo- and exonostalgia (cf. Angé and Berliner 2015).   
 The researchers engaged in the Happy Days project all found multiple voices 
from the past, including less pleasant memories. We came to the conclusion that 
nostalgia is often attached to topics and periods of time that are linked to a certain 
amount of struggle and misery, and above all contradictions. The 1950s feeds nostal-
gia because of the contradictions in people’s experiences and because of the distance 
taken from past events and conditions. In conclusion, it could be stated that nostalgia 
for the 1950s as portrayed in the texts of this volume tends to be bittersweet rather 
than purely positive.  
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negotiating the Past at the KitChen table: 
nostalgia as a narrative strategy in an 

intergenerational Context

Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto
University of Helsinki

abstraCt

Stories that elderly people tell about their lives often touch upon their experiences 
of a changing world and the ways in which people cope with different transforma-
tions. In her doctoral research, the author examines the life narrative of a female 
laborer, the author’s grandmother Elsa Koskinen, born in 1927. Koskinen-Koivisto 
argues that nostalgia functions as a narrative strategy to highlight the importance 
of values such as social responsibility and togetherness. In addition, nostalgic nar-
ratives can be seen as reclamation of agency, an attempt to control change. This 
article examines nostalgia as a complex narrative strategy, paying attention to the 
situations in which nostalgia occurs in the interaction between two generations, and 
considers how the past is represented for younger generations and how the nostalgic 
reminiscence can be interpreted.

introduCtion

Picture us sitting around a kitchen table, an eighty-year-old grandmother and her 
adult granddaughter eating donuts and sipping coffee. In our imaginations, both of 
us are somewhere else, on a river bank next to a noisy ironworks on a sunny summer 
day. Trucks are being loaded in the factory yard, beams of rusting iron are piled 
about, children are playing, young boys are fishing, women are washing laundry in 
the river. My grandmother has taken me there again by telling colorful stories of 
her childhood, youth, and adult life. I can hardly remember the house they lived in 
when I was small, but her narratives about life in the old factory community have 
filled in the rest. I have heard numerous anecdotes, asked her a number of questions, 
and encouraged her to reflect upon her life, sometimes even challenging her views. 
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The picture she has drawn from her past and the place where she lived is complex, 
sometimes harmonious, other times rather cruel. Journeys from the kitchen table 
to the past have taught me not only about her experiences in a changing world but 
also about the ways in which people cope with the continuous change occurring 
around them. How did Elsa describe life at the ironworks to me and how did our 
understanding evolve? 

 This article sets out to explore nostalgia in the context of a life narrative 
told to a representative of another generation. It is based on my doctoral research 
(Koskinen-Koivisto 2013), in which I examine the life narrative of a female Finnish 
laborer, my grandmother Elsa Koskinen, who was born in 1927 in the municipality 
of Ähtäri, Southern Ostrobothnia, in western Finland. Elsa’s life touches upon many 
of the core aspects of twentieth-century social change that occurred in Finland and 
parts of the Western world: the entry of middle-class women into working life, 
women’s increasing participation in the public sphere, feminist movements, upward 
social mobility, the expansion of the middle class, the growth of welfare, and the 

Figure 1. Elsa Koskinen and Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto at the opening of a photo ex-
hibit in 2004. Photo: Tarja Riihimäki.
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appearance of new technologies. The goal of my research is to gain a better under-
standing of how gender, class, and work shaped her life, how changes in these as-
pects of life influenced the ways in which she saw her own worth at the time of the 
interviews, and how she constructed her subjectivity. I argue in my thesis that Elsa’s 
nostalgic narratives depicting the old factory community as idyllic and harmonious 
could be seen as the reclamation of agency, an attempt to control change, and a way 
of highlighting important values and attitudes.
              In narrating their lives, people like Elsa actively negotiate the meanings given 
to their personal experiences by positioning themselves in relation to the cultural 
norms and ideals of different times from the perspective of the present. My aim in 
this article is to develop the idea of nostalgia as a narrative strategy in the context 
of intergenerational dialogue. I look at how nostalgia evolved in Elsa’s narratives, 
and in what ways and under what circumstances she brought it into our interaction. 
Although the article focuses primarily on personal experiences and nostalgic remi-
niscence, I also consider how nostalgia connects to collective ways of remembering 
and representing the past for younger generations.  
 
what nostalgia is and what it does

Nostalgia, a melancholic longing for the past, is a complex phenomenon that re-
sponds to a diversity of personal needs and political desires (Tannock 1995, 454). 
It is commonly agreed among researchers that nostalgia is a contemporary experi-
ence, and that a nostalgic picture of the past is a reconstruction for current needs 
(e.g., Davis 1979, 8; Lowenthal 1985; Tannock 1995; Johannisson 2001; Cashman 
2006). In other words, instead of trying to determine what it is in the past that trig-
gers emotions, researchers interested in nostalgic representations or reminiscences 
should consider the contexts in which nostalgia occurs. Furthermore, as sociologist 
Stuart Tannock states, “the type of past longed for by the nostalgic subject will 
depend on her present position in society, on her desires, her fears, and her aspira-
tions” (Tannock 1995, 456). Nostalgia should, thus, be seen as a rhetorical practice 
and not merely a sentiment (Doane and Hodges 1987, 3; Tannock 1995, 456). 
 The rhetorical power of nostalgia lies in the fact that it is a periodizing emo-
tion: it makes a distinction between what was then and what is now (Tannock 1995, 
456). Such distinctions are value-loaded rather than neutral: nostalgia treats the past 
as harmonious and idyllic, contrasting it with the present that is often portrayed in 
a more or less negative or pessimistic light. It should be noted, however, that nos-
talgia not only celebrates and highlights the past but may also diminish and simplify 
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it into idyllic narratives (Davis 1979, 45; see also Skultans 1998; Savolainen 2012; 
Koskinen-Koivisto 2013).  At the same time, as the current moment of life seems 
hard, life in the past is claimed to have been easier, simpler, and more comprehen-
sible (Turner 1987; Knuuttila 1994; Wolf-Knuts 1994, 78). Life during the 1950s, 
for example, is perceived as unproblematic in comparison to the complex postmod-
ern world of today (see, for example, Marander-Eklund 2009; Koskinen-Koivisto 
and Marander-Eklund 2014).   
 It is suggested that nostalgia occurs as a reaction to change or the fear of 
change (Davis 1979, 9–10; Johannisson 2001; Cashman 2006). This may explain 
why it tends to feature in intergenerational dialogue in which representatives of 
older generations make comparisons between the present and the past, which they 
claim was more pleasant, morally more wholesome, and simply more beautiful, but 
is lost forever. The celebration of the past may irritate representatives of younger 
generations who are told about pleasures they have not experienced, and about the 
coldness and meaninglessness of today’s life. Researches have also labelled melan-
cholic longing as purposeless and naïve (Lowenthal 1985). However, more positive 
approaches endeavor to understand the different dimensions of nostalgia.  
 Sociologist Fred Davis (1979) divided nostalgia into three orders. The first, 
simple nostalgia, is a sentimental feeling, a longing for bygone days and places that 
no longer exist. The second, reflexive nostalgia, includes some level of analysis 
based on juxtapositions between the past and the present, and a reflection on the 
course of changes, thereby facilitating consideration of the nature of change and its 
complex significances. The third, interpretive nostalgia, implies reflection on being 
nostalgic, an awareness of nostalgic thinking and the analytical questioning of its 
sources, typical character, significance, and psychological purpose. Within this in-
terpretive mode, the analysis of experience is more than a reflection on past beauty 
or lost virtues (Davis 1979, 17–25). Although the differences between the three or-
ders of nostalgia are somewhat unclear in terms of empirical evidence, I find Davis’s 
division useful in that it illuminates the complexity of the phenomenon and its po-
tential: nostalgia is not only about sentimentality; it also allows reflection, critical or 
otherwise. It can be used in various ways and should not be dismissed as purposeless 
or naïve (see also Cashman 2006). All three orders of nostalgia can be present at the 
same time when people reminisce about their lives. However, they themselves do 
not explain why nostalgia occurs, or how it evolves and can be interpreted, or what 
role it plays in communication between people. My aim in the following pages is to 
address these questions, paying special attention to the construction of nostalgia in 
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the interview dialogue between Elsa and me. First, I will show how the different 
orders of nostalgia appear and intertwine in Elsa’s narratives, and then analyze the 
ways in which she plays them out. I will then go on to scrutinize the ways in which 
she uses nostalgia, the arguments she puts forward, and the ways nostalgia works in 
the context of life narrative and intergenerational dialogue. 

the orders oF nostalgia in elsa’s narratives

A life narrative in which a person looks at the past from the vantage point of the 
present offers the potential for nostalgia. In this case, I am analyzing an oral life 
narrative, produced in an intergenerational research context, in twelve interviews 
I conducted with Elsa Koskinen (née Kiikkala), who is my grandmother. Elsa was 
born in a factory worker’s large family living in the Inha Ironworks community 
(Inhan Tehtaat). There were many Finnish industrial communities in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, the factory owners providing not only income but 
also housing and other necessities for their workers’ entire families, including the 
children. Elsa and her husband, Eino, both grew up in this kind of family and began 
to work in the factory at an early age. 
 When she described the community in which she lived for most of her life, Elsa 
tended to adopt an idealizing nostalgic tone and emphasized the unity and solidarity 
of the worker community. An example of such a tone is the way she speaks about her 
childhood and youth in the Inha Ironworks community: 

E: I don’t know, but I miss those times. Everybody misses those times we had. Many 
people who left to go somewhere, and who I’ve met at the cemetery, they ask 
if I remember what a wonderful time it was. Everybody was like a sister and a brother 
to one another. 

I:  Yes, it was. . . .

E: We sat on a rock and talked late into the night. In the summertime . . . the 
summers were warm, not like these days. It was always warm, but it was not hot 
either. 

I: Hmm.

E: And when it rained, it was warm, too. [Laughs, and seems to understand the 
obvious nostalgia.] It was so nice, so warm. I don’t know why it seemed so. 
Barefoot, we would run across the streams. 

I: Yes.

E: The water [in the streams] was not cold. But now, when it rains, it is so cold. 
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But when you are a child, it’s all so different. 

I: Hmm.
E: Of course, the life there [at the ironworks village] changed little by little. 
(7/12, p. 16)1

The above excerpt includes various expressions and means of constructing nostal-
gia. I have italicized the key sentences (or phrases) to illustrate my analysis. First, 
Elsa tells me how much she and other people, including those who had left their 
childhood village, “miss those times.” She emphasizes the emotional bond between 
the people at the ironworks: “Everybody was like a sister and a brother to one anoth-
er,” and she also uses the first-person plural we in reference to the ironworks com-
munity. To highlight the idyll, Elsa talks about how they sat on a rock on a beautiful 
summer day: her sensual embodied memories of warm air and running barefoot 
are typical, even iconic childhood memories (see also Steel 2013, 252; Hirvi in 
this volume). Many scholars have noted that nostalgia is a common narrative ten-
dency in reminiscences about childhood and youth. Researchers studying family 
narratives have noted that when talking to younger persons, elderly narrators often 
describe a golden age of family traditions, thereby reproducing a powerful myth 
according to which the family was held together by love and harmony (Samuel and 
Thompson 1990, 10; Finnegan 2006, 180; Korkiakangas 1996, 37–38). A similar 
kind of harmonizing nostalgia tends to occur in the reminiscence of people who live 
in a diaspora or in the narratives of war victims and evacuees who depict the past 
as an idyll (see, e.g., Skultans 1998; Savolainen 2012). Childhood is often seen as a 
golden period in which everything was new and exciting, full of the simple pleasures 
of life. Could nostalgia about one’s childhood be interpreted as simple nostalgia? In 
the above excerpt, Elsa seems to be well aware of the fact that her memories of her 
childhood in the factory community are nostalgic. This time, however, she does not 
further reflect on the reasons behind the nostalgia. 
 Elsa provided a truly reflexive, even interpretive, perspective on nostalgia in 
an earlier interview (5/12):

E: Mm. I am used to these surroundings. When I was young, the only place we 
could go was the railway station. And we went to the church [church village] 
we visited the pharmacy, which was next to the church. There was nothing 
else in Ähtäri, not like today. This is like a new place now. When you came from 
the Ironworks, you just came up Hömmönmäki [Hömmö Hill] and continued 

1  Interviews were carried out in Finnish. The translations are by the author and checked by 
Joan Nordlund.
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down the hill to the station. There were only a few houses on that path. So it 
[Ähtäri] has changed a lot. And there is nothing left there at the Ironworks. 

I: True. 

E: Everything is gone. If I think about it, I feel the longing, nothing was left there 
that would now be considered history. All those houses, they were already old 
but pretty. 

I: Yes.

E: Like old things are. 

I: The factory is still there. 

E: Yes, it is, but is not how it used to be. 

I: That’s for sure. 

E: Yeah. 

I: It’s like a big storage space nowadays. 

E: Yes, it’s a warehouse, not a factory anymore. It exists only in the minds of the few 
of us who are still alive.

I: Yes. 

E: I am fine with it. It was OK, my youth was nice. We didn’t know much about 
other places in the world. (5/12, pp. 18–19)

Here, Elsa is making comparisons between now and then by reflecting on how the 
Inha factory had changed. This time nostalgia evolves as a dialogue in which Elsa and 
I represent different viewpoints. I try to highlight the continuity, the fact that the 
factory still exists in the same place. Elsa, however, draws attention to the transfor-
mation of the community: even though the factory is still running, nothing in the 
area is the same as it was in the days when she lived and worked there. All the old 
buildings, and the history they represented, are gone. 
 I noted in earlier analyses of Elsa’s narratives of changing landscapes of the dis-
appearing factory community that spatial and embodied memories played a central 
role in her (nostalgic) reminiscence (Koskinen-Koivisto 2011, 2013). The changes 
that occurred in the factory village also transformed the physical location and its 
nature. These changes aroused not only nostalgic longing and melancholy in Elsa, 
but also deep sadness and heart ache, feelings that needed to be expressed in the 
form of narratives. The realm of concrete material reality offered symbols of abstract 
processes of change as well as the expression of experiences and emotions related to 
transformation and loss.  
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 In addition to the concrete changes in the landscape, time has changed Elsa’s 
worldview. She makes an implicit comparison between her life and mine in her re-
flection.  She seems to think that the world of young people of her generation was 
much more limited than that of today’s youth. Along with the changes that have 
occurred during her lifetime, Elsa’s world has grown bigger, which she sees not only 
as a good thing. Now she knows what she missed. These reflections clearly show 
that the nostalgic features of Elsa’s reminiscence involve more than simple nostalgia 
(if nostalgia could ever be referred to as simple), and also incorporate both reflex-
ive and interpretive aspects. The narrator may be nostalgic over something and re-
flect about being nostalgic at the same time. What conclusion does Elsa reach? How 
should her reflexive nostalgic reminiscence be interpreted?

CritiCal nostalgia 
I have previously shown how Elsa (and I) constructed nostalgia and engaged in a 
dialogue about it. Although most of the time I echoed her thoughts, sometimes I 
became irritated by what she said and tried to challenge her nostalgic visions. Here, 
Elsa’s comparisons between the past and present lead me to contradict her: 

E: There were a lot of us, there was a nice group of us there. It was like that 
all the time, we had fun. We joked and . . . told jokes. It’s not like that for young 
people anymore, I think.

I: Yes, it is. 

E: I don’t think it is.

I: Well, you should come with us and see how we spend time together. If we 
have nothing else to do, we go to somebody’s place, we go to the sauna, and 
then we sit around the table after that and . . .

E: Yes. 

I: And we tell jokes and talk and just sit there around the table.

E: Yes, yes. 

I: We aren’t doing something special all the time either. 

E: But we did. We would find a warm place, like the guard’s shed, the old men 
were so friendly, they would let us in. They said we could come in to get warm 
again. We had no other place to go. (6/12, pp. 4–5) 

 Later, when I analyzed this particular dialogue I realized that I had misinter-
preted her. What Elsa was trying to say here was not that she believed that young 
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people of today are incapable of having fun outside the realm of organized activities 
and mass culture, but that she appreciated and longed for the communality that 
existed between the young people––and the older ones––associated with the iron-
works of her youth. When I asked her to describe the big changes that occurred in 
the factory community during her lifetime, the first thing she said was that the most 
significant change was that her siblings and many of her closest friends married and 
then moved away. Elsa also married, but she stayed at the ironworks. Suddenly, she 
was alone in a new life situation. 
 At this point I would like to draw attention to the power of nostalgia in shap-
ing one’s understanding not only of the past but also of the present and the future. 
Nostalgic representations can cover different perspectives, not only the emotional 
but also the reflective and the critical, depending on the values the narrator wish-
es to cherish. Folklorist Ray Cashman studied storytelling in Northern Ireland in 
an area that had undergone “a staggering amount of change over the past centu-
ry” (2006, 137). He points out that material culture can provide resources that 
allow people to revise their memory of the past and their identities in the present. 
Cashman’s elderly informants had started to build old-style rustic houses and to use 
old rural artifacts and vehicles on their farms. They explained that they wanted to 
keep something from the old world and teach the younger generation how different 
life was back in the old days. Cashman conceptualizes this practice as critical nostal-
gia, as a way of coping with the surrounding changes and striving for a better future. 
 In my view, the nostalgia in Elsa’s narratives could be characterized as a crit-
ical nostalgia through which she underlines what is missing from her current life: 
a sense of togetherness and a feeling of purpose. Both are perceived as having been 
lost in the course of industrial development and the structural changes at the Inha 
Ironworks village as well as in Finnish society as a whole. Elsa’s narratives not only 
comment on the developments but also provide a moral lesson: 

E: Well, they did when the war started, and the Karelian boys [evacuees] came. 
Then there was a bit of trouble, and there was fighting. But I don’t know what 
they fought about. But we went to the dances on skis. And one time they had 
a dance at the Ähtäri Workers’ Hall, close by the railway station. So we skied 
there, me and the other girls. We took a short cut straight across Voilampi [a 
small lake] on the way there. There was a track there, and we put our skis 
neatly against the wall, and when the dancing was over, some boys came—I 
don’t know who they were—we were still inside, but when we went outside, 
there was a fight going on, and my skis had been smashed to bits, and I started 
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crying: “Oh no! How can I get home when the others are out skiing?” Well, the 
boys from the Ironworks, they told me not to worry. I’d have new skis when I 
left there. And I don’t know how, but they got me a pair of skis. [Both laugh.]   

I: Did they take someone’s skis?

E: Yes, they just said what goes around, comes around.

I: They stood up for you?

E: Sure, we always stuck together. Nobody got left anywhere; when we decid-
ed to go to a dance we always came back together.

I: Yes.

E: Nobody let anybody walk them home. That was for sure. It isn’t like that 
anymore. Nowadays there aren’t those kinds of groups, they go in twos or . . . 

I: Yes.

E: There were always a lot of us, all the young people and lads from the village. 
I think I have beautiful memories of my youth. Even if it was wartime, rationing 
and all that, and we didn’t get things we wanted. We had to work, and it wasn’t 
nice work; it was dirty, and it was disgusting. (1/12, 37–38, pp. 25–26)

Here, Elsa shifts again between the first-person singular and plural. The last sen-
tences imply the imaginative Other, them, who in this case might be “the people of 
today,” which I have characterized as the rhetorical Other (Koskinen-Koivisto 2013, 
56). This other, who is seldom personalized, represents another time and another 
world. Anthropologist Bryan S. Turner (1987), reflecting on the content of nostalgia 
and the arguments it makes, states that nostalgia is based on the division between 
lost golden times and a sense of being at home against the coldness of the foreignness 
of today’s world. Furthermore, it has to do with social integrity: the bygone world 
is seen as coherent and stable, whereas this order has been broken in today’s world, 
and, as a result, people feel insecure. These dimensions of nostalgia represent di-
rect criticism of the individualism that labels today’s world (ibid.; see also Knuuttila 
1994, 11–13).
 
Change, nostalgia, and identity

Fred Davis highlighted the role of nostalgia in the construction, maintenance, and 
reconstruction of personal identities (1979, 31, 33). Nostalgia features particularly 
strongly in the retrospective reminiscences of elderly people, who turn to the past 
in their search for a sense of self and dignity. Elsa, too, found many positive things 
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in her life in the old factory community that maintained and supported her identity 
as a female laborer, which she chose to represent to me. The following is an example 
of a nostalgic attitude toward the development of laundry facilities: 

We had a sauna on the river bank, and we went there. The gentry had 
their own sauna, and the laundry hut was right next to it where we could 
do the laundry in the old-style way. You didn’t need . . . you used a wash-
board. The river was right there, it was easy to rinse the laundry in it. I 
enjoyed that life. Today, everything’s too mechanized. (8/12, p. 5)

I doubt that Elsa, or anybody else who has done hard physical work of this kind, 
misses the everyday toil and physical effort. The nostalgia could rather emerge from 
a longing for authenticity and freedom, which are other dimensions embedded in 
nostalgia that Bryan Turner (1987; see also Knuuttila 1994) identified. The fol-
lowing excerpt, although not particularly nostalgic, underlines physical work as a 
natural part of life back in the old days. 

When I got my hip replacement, and I had this last operation, and I asked 
what I was allowed to lift, he [the doctor] said [I could do anything] as 
long I didn’t go logging, sawing, and trimming. I felt like saying I knew 
what it was like. I’d had to help my father sawing timber. Chopping 
firewood. He felled the trees, and Aili [Elsa’s sister] and I chopped the 
branches off and sawed them up for logs. Aili was on the other end of 
the saw.  We sawed while he [our father] took measurements. I have also 
debarked trunks. There you go. What else could you do? That’s what the 
body needed. All hustle and go. Dragging things. (10/12, 21, p. 16)

 This kind of narrative could be ironic, but this time it was not. As I interpreted 
it, by emphasizing and celebrating the physical struggle, the dirtiness and the heavi-
ness of her daily toil, Elsa was constructing her identity as a hard-working laborer 
and thereby distinguishing herself from the younger generations whose lives are as-
sumed to be easy. This distinction also reflects a class dimension: Elsa would have 
wanted the doctor to know that she had done this kind of manual work. At the same 
time, she was letting me, a young academic, know what she thought about physical 
work: that it was real work, good for the body and soul.    
 Romanticizing labor and physical struggle is both a personal and collective 
strategy for constructing a positive identity. In their study of Lake Erie fisherman, 
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folklorists Timothy Lloyd and Patrick B. Mullen (1990) noted that occupational 
changes caused the older men to indulge in nostalgic reminiscing and the narration 
of heroic deeds. The discourse of these fishermen emphasized how the work back 
in the old days was harder, and the men more capable. They defined themselves in 
contrast to other groups related to fishing, such as sport anglers. For these elder-
ly fishermen, antagonism and nostalgic storytelling were a means of reinforcing a 
positive identity. Nostalgic reminiscence is also common among other profession-
al groups, such as lumberjacks or dockers, whose work has changed significantly 
during the course of their lives and careers (see, e.g., Snellman 1996; Steel 2013, 
253). The need to construct a positive identity emerges in the face of changes such as 
technological advances that transform whole branches of industry, rendering some 
modes of production skills obsolete and inefficient, closing down factories, and leav-
ing skilled workers unemployed, and thereby affecting the lives of not only individ-
ual people but also of whole societies and communities.

ContradiCtory nostalgia       
In expressing criticism of today’s world and a desire to return to the past in order 
to build a positive identity, nostalgia feeds both personal and collective narratives. 
Ethnologist Kirsi-Maria Hytönen (2013; see also her article in this volume) has stud-
ied Finnish women’s reminiscence of paid labor during World War II. According to 
her, the nostalgic reminiscence of hard work was used as a tool with which the nar-
rators could construct their subjects. Hytönen analyzes the women’s reminiscences 
against the so-called grand narrative of strong Finnish women, an ideal shared and 
reproduced by most of the women whose narratives she studied. Through narrating 
their wartime efforts, the women—many of whom were relatively young at the 
time   —could portray themselves as hardworking and persevering. As I have shown 
earlier, Elsa, too, talked about hard physical labor in a nostalgic tone. A war-time 
law was passed in 1942 obliging all citizens above the age of fifteen to do some kind 
of productive work. Therefore, Elsa began her factory work at the age of fifteen. At 
first, she worked as an assistant, a “handyman’s handyman.” The work was physically 
demanding, but the fact that she managed it well led to her promotion as a machinist:

[. . .] when I turned seventeen I got to [. . .] The “laboratory” was a kind 
of place where the technical manager and the foremen were, it was a 
kind of office for them, it was next to us. So [the boss] came out of there 
[the “laboratory”] and said, “Elsa has turned seventeen, so you can go to 
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[work at] that machine.” And for many years I’d watched how they oper-
ated it, so I could handle it. (5/12, 3, pp. 2–3) 

Elsa obtained a position that earlier had been held by an older male worker. This 
might not have been possible if it had not been wartime, but, nevertheless, Elsa had 
proved that she could handle the work. She was proud of what she did and identified 
herself primarily as a laborer. This identity, which seemed to create continuity in her 
life narrative, became problematic in relation to gendered ideals.      
 In general, Elsa seemed to criticize the gender system in which she grew up. 
She respected but also felt pity for her mother who gave birth to twelve children 
and had to take care of the large household with limited resources. Elsa said that she 
decided she would not and could not follow her mother’s example. On one occasion, 
however, she expressed a different opinion. This happened in a surprising context 
when she told me about her experiences of going back to work after rearing children 
at home for many years. Her husband, who had been promoted and worked as a 
foreman while taking a correspondence course in order to become a technician, did 
not like the idea of his wife’s returning to work on a production line. Elsa, however, 
made the decision to do so, without her husband’s permission. She commented on 
the situation as follows:  

But at that time a wife was almost like a man. Men were men in those 
days, in my opinion. Compared to nowadays. They [people of the past] 
lived according to what men decided. There were the old folks, I fol-
lowed them, they were at home. Men earned the money, and very few 
women worked. Then it started to change, the factory expanded. It 
started producing hinges and lots of other things, so the workers were 
no longer the same, they said, and anyway hinge production was suitable 
for women. (8/12, p. 2)

 At first, I thought this was ambivalent. Despite making an independent deci-
sion to improve her family’s economic situation by returning to paid work, Elsa told 
me that she yearned for the times when the man was the head of the family. Why 
would she, after telling me about her independent act, turn back to the past and long 
for the times when this was not possible?  
 Feminist researchers have noted that nostalgia may reinforce traditional values 
such as separate and distinct gender roles (e.g., Doane and Hogdes 1987). Indeed, 
reminiscences about the past often look upon the good old days as the times when 
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men were real men and women were women. Finnish dockers, for example, recall 
the old times by talking about men of iron and emphasizing traditional masculinity 
(Steel 2013, 253; see also in this volume). Elsa’s thoughts could be understood in 
the light of class identity and social climbing. In her childhood, the old ironworks 
community appreciated real men and traditional masculinity, rough but steadfast 
(see also Pöysä 1997, 241–43; Kortelainen 2008, 168). Having obtained a position 
as a foreman and thus climbing up the social hierarchy, Elsa’s husband was no longer 
doing real manual labor and no longer belonged to the genuine working class. The 
issue of social climbing seemed to be very delicate. Even though both Elsa and Eino 
must have welcomed the improvement in their economic position, there were ten-
sions in the family that Elsa would not talk about directly, instead unexpectedly using 
a generalizing nostalgic tone. In this setting, too, nostalgia brought to the fore a criti-
cal aspect, although in a different manner than in the earlier examples. This serves to 
demonstrate that nostalgic reminiscence and comments should always be analyzed in 
a wider context, in this case the narrator’s personal history and socio-cultural back-
ground, as well as the storytelling situation.

nostalgia as a narrative strategy between generations

Narrating one’s life to a representative of another generation by engaging in nos-
talgic reminiscence offers the chance to give a specific, carefully chosen picture of 
the past, or to be more reflexive and to engage in a dialogue. In the context of in-
tergenerational dialogue, there is the potential for misunderstandings, but also for 
analytical reflection. During the interviews I conducted with Elsa, my grandmother, 
her narrative style shifted between sharp critical comments, reflecting an under-
standing of larger-scale societal developments, and emotional nostalgic references 
to the good old days that persisted in her memory. In many cases, she was aware 
that she was being nostalgic. The nostalgia in her narratives was often both reflexive 
and interpretive, even critical. Thus, nostalgia can function as a narrative strategy to 
highlight the importance of values such as social responsibility and togetherness. It 
can facilitate the construction of an imaginary world in which the values and ideals 
the narrator wishes to cherish prevail. In addition, nostalgic narratives could be seen 
as the reclamation of a positive identity and of agency, an attempt to control change 
and to define oneself in the individualistic world of today.     
 Not all nostalgic reminiscences and representations are strategic, however. The 
passage of time creates distance and longing. Longing for positive experiences of the 
past, such as a sense of community and belonging, is one way of ensuring continuity, 
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of keeping the past and previous experiences alive even though they are lost forever. 
Nostalgia is also about utopia—a mental refuge in which valuable memories and 
ideals reside. In this sense, nostalgic reminiscence is a form of escapism that can take 
people away from the contemporary realm (see Koivunen 2001). In her comments 
on the papers I presented as a student, Elsa summarizes her thoughts as follows: 

Reading through your study, I have relived the ironworks, Hamarimäki 
[the residential area in which Elsa’s childhood family lived]. It was beau-
tiful in its own way. The scent and noise of the factory, the sound of 
work, nothing today can compare to it. There one could feel human 
closeness; I mean contact with one’s fellow man, which is nowhere to be 
seen nowadays. People can be cruel to each other. Nowadays you can’t 
trust anybody. It’s better to be alone. I am alone, but not lonely. I have a 
rich life behind me. It was tough at the time, but memories do not van-
ish, memories are golden. (Elsa Koskinen’s written comment, January 
2003)

To Elsa, nostalgia is a resource that enables her to see and to represent her life in 
a positive light. To me, it is a means of entering the world of narratives that reflect 
experiences of social change, the passing of time and human life.

interviews

Elsa Koskinen, 12 personal interviews by the author, 2001–2004. 
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abstraCt

This article deconstructs the nostalgic image of 1950s fashion by studying how 
Finnish women experienced the ideals and practices of 1950s dress and how they 
narrate those ideals and practices. The article focuses on women’s wearing of trou-
sers and the attitudes towards it because, on the one hand, in their wearing of trou-
sers, women in the 1950s were restricted to sportswear, work wear, and leisure 
wear, while on the other hand, this conservative dress code with its traditional 
feminine ideal was challenged by jeans fashion. On the basis of oral histories and life 
stories, the text scrutinizes what women of different generations and with various 
social backgrounds thought of the dress styles and the dress codes of the 1950s. For 
an older generation of women, the 1950s dress represents better, postwar modern 
times while in the memories of the younger women, the 1950s dress represents 
conservative values and poverty. The text compares the narratives of these women 
with the grand narratives of the 1950s and considers the role of nostalgia in their 
reminiscences.

introduCtion

In the history of fashion and dress, the 1950s are remembered, on the one hand, 
as the decade of women’s hyper-femininity, featuring long bell-shaped skirts, a 
shapely bustline, a closely defined waist, nylons, and heels (Ewing 1986, 155–76). 
Nowadays this is a fashion that symbolizes the era of the housewife and traditional 
gender roles (see, e.g., Koskinen-Koivisto and Marander-Eklund 2014). On the oth-
er hand, the 1950s heralded blue jeans fashion, which represented rebellious youth 
culture (Welters 2005). The decade is therefore perceived either as “the Good Old 
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Days,” when women were feminine and men were masculine and both genders ad-
opted a well-groomed and elegant style in their dress, hairstyle, and appearance, 
or as “Happy Days”—as in the American sitcom with the same name—with the 
emergence of rock ’n roll and the new youth culture preceding the rapid social and 
cultural changes that characterized the following decades. 
 Both of these images—represented and re-represented in popular culture 
and the fashion industry ever since—are typical examples of nostalgic longing for 
the idyllic past when life was simpler and unproblematic in comparison with the 
complex postmodern world (Tannock 1995, 456–57; Koivunen 2001; Kuusi 2007; 
Koskinen-Koivisto and Marander-Eklund 2014). As researchers have pointed out, 
nostalgia not only celebrates and highlights the past, but could also diminish and 
simplify it in idyllic narratives (see Koskinen-Koivisto in this volume). My aim in 
this article is to deconstruct the nostalgic, simplified image of 1950s dress by study-
ing attitudes toward the wearing of trousers by women in postwar Finland.
 Trousers have traditionally been associated with men, and it has been consid-
ered indecent and even illegal for women to wear them (see Wolter 1994; Vincent 
2009, 97–132; Turunen 2011a). They were accepted as women’s dress in the twen-
tieth century, first as work wear during World War I (see Ewing 1986, 81–82; 
Grayzel 1999), and then as leisurewear in the 1920s and 1930s (Ewing 1986, 113–
14; Warner 2005). The wearing of trousers by women remained a controversial 
issue for a long time, and it was only in the 1970s that trousers were accepted as 
gender-neutral wear in the Western part of the world as gender equality progressed 
(see Cunningham 2005; Warner 2005, 90). The post-World War II 1950s was an 
interesting period because women were expected to return to their traditional pre-
war roles as mothers and homemakers. It became increasingly common during the 
war for them to wear trousers, as many worked in the factories and farms vacated 
by men (Ewing 1986, 140–44; Turunen 2011a, 360–66). During the 1950s, when 
a feminine ideal dominated in fashion, women were again restricted to wearing 
trousers as sportswear and leisurewear, although blue jeans fashion soon challenged 
this conservative dress code. 
 As an ethnologist, I am interested in everyday dress in its local social and cul-
tural context. I follow Joanne Entwistle, who points out that fashion is not the only 
determinant of everyday dress: social factors such as class, age, and occupation, as 
well as rules and dress codes also have an influence. Entwistle argues that dress is 
a situated practice that is the result of complex social forces and individual negoti-
ations in daily life. She adds that it is also a bodily practice: understanding dress in 
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everyday life requires an understanding of the embodied experience of it (Entwistle 
2000, 49–52, 65).
 The research material for this article consists of life stories in which Finnish 
women reminisce about the adoption of trousers as clothing for women. Using 
methods of oral history research, I consider how these women experienced the ide-
als and practices of dress in the extended 1950s, and how they reminisce about and 
depict those ideals and practices. I also ask what images of the 1950s these stories 
convey. Do they share the cultural narratives of the 1950s—as the Good Old Times 
or as the rebellious Happy Days, for example? Is there any nostalgia attached to 
1950s fashion, and if there is, what provokes it? 
 In my discussion, I compare the images of the 1950s represented in these 
women’s stories with the grand narratives represented in popular culture and 
in people’s memories of the 1950s in Finland. “Grand narratives” here refers to 
the dominant cultural narratives of historical events and cultural values and ideas 
(Hänninen 1999; Andrews 2002; Phelan 2005). As Finnish research in the fields 
of history, ethnology, and cultural studies shows, two grand narratives cover the 
1950s in Finland. The decade is remembered and represented as a time of relative 
optimism and prosperity on the one hand, and as a time of conservatism and pov-
erty on the other (see Marander-Eklund 2014, 49–50; Hytönen 2013, 87). As the 
Finnish historian and popular author Kaari Utrio (2003, 30) notes, Finland started 
to prosper economically in the 1950s, but mentally it was still a narrow-minded, 
introverted, judgmental, and stuffy country. 
 It has been argued in the case of Finland that the view of the so-called ba-
by-boomers, born between 1946 and 1950, is dominant in the construction of the 
images of the 1950s.
 They were children and early teenagers then, and many of them are now in 
prominent positions in Finnish society (Kuusi 2007, 139; Marander-Eklund 2014, 
256). It has also been argued that it is the male perspective that dominates current 
conceptions of the 1950s: it is men’s life and work that are depicted in nostalgic 
tones in films about that decade, for example. One of the main reasons why these 
films were made was to revive the (traditional) masculinity that has disappeared in 
today’s world. Women have only minor roles in these films (Kuusi 2007, 132–134; 
Koivunen 2001, 343). Nostalgia is thus a response to the current needs of Finnish 
men. Nostalgia and cultural narratives are discussed from the woman’s perspective 
in this article, deconstructed by contrasting the views of baby-boomers with those 
of older respondents.
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researCh material and methods

The research material consists of ninety-five written reminiscences. These women 
wrote their narratives in 2006 and 2007 in response to a project that was launched 
to gather memories about the history of trouser wearing among women in Finland. 
I initiated the collection of the material, which was organized by the Folklore 
Archives of the Finnish Literature Society. The Folklore Archives has been col-
lecting folklore and descriptions of people’s lives since the end of the nineteenth 
century, through fieldwork conducted by academic researchers and students, and by 
asking members of their network of respondents to complete questionnaires about 
the customs in their locality. The archives have also organized writing competitions 
on various themes that focus on folklore and everyday life. This so-called “ethno- 
graphy by mail” is still used in the Nordic countries for gathering research material1 
(see, e.g., Pöysä 2006; Fingerroos and Haanpää 2012). 
 The purpose of collecting the material in question was to produce information 
about the process through which trousers were introduced and adopted as women’s 
clothing in Finland. The focus was on the subjective views and experiences of the 
respondents. The respondents were given a list of questions, including the follow-
ing: When did you start to wear trousers? When (at what time and for what purpos-
es) have you worn trousers? What did it feel like to wear trousers for the first time? 
Questions dealing with the rules of dress at school and at work, and the attitudes 
of other people towards the wearing of trousers by women were also included (see 
http://neba.finlit.fi/kra/keruut/naistenhousut.htm). 
 The questionnaire was sent to the Folklore Archives’ network of respondents, 
and information leaflets are available for visitors. These visitors typically include 
researchers, university students, and other people who are interested in the material 
stored there. I also publicized the questionnaire at seminars, in public presentations, 
and during radio interviews. The network of respondents is open to anyone,2 but 
most members have a connection to the archive and are willing and able to express 
their memories in writing. Most respondents who decide to reply in writing to an 

1 Given the long tradition of actively collecting memories through questionnaires and writ-
ing competitions, oral history research in Finland has been widened to cover research that is based 
on written material (see, e.g., Fingerroos and Haanpää 2012; Hytönen 2013).
2 Members of the network are typically older people who live in the countryside and who 
are interested in folklore and traditional folk culture. In recent decades, the Folklore Archives 
has been trying to enlarge the network by sending information to young and urban Finns (Latvala 
2005, 32).
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inquiry are personally interested in the topic; not all members of the network re-
spond to all inquiries (Helsti 2005, 150; Hytönen 2013, 89). 
 The respondents were not asked explicitly to write about the 1950s, although 
the introduction began thus: “Nowadays almost all women wear trousers as every-
day clothing, but in the 1950s and 1960s it was still thought to be inappropriate 
dress for women and girls.” For the most part, the questionnaire attracted people 
who could remember the 1950s and 1960s, almost all of the respondents having 
been born at or before the beginning of the 1950s.3 The research material for this 
article consists of reminiscences written by women who were born between 1913 
and 1952. The oldest of them were adults in the 1950s, and the younger ones were 
children.
 Respondents contributing this kind of written material collected through 
writing competitions and questionnaires in Finland typically represent all social 
classes and all parts of the country (Helsti 2005, 151). This was the case with this 
material, too: questionnaires were returned from all provinces, and from, for ex-
ample, manual workers, farmers’ wives, salespersons, housewives, nurses, teachers, 
and university professors. Most of the respondents were born in the 1920s, 1930s, 
and 1940s, and like most Finns of their age were born in rural areas (see Valkonen 
1980; Haapala 2003, 76). The length of the responses varied from one page to more 
than twenty. The shortest accounts typically consisted of one or two brief narra-
tives, often with humorous aspects, whereas the longest were detailed descriptions 
of the personal trouser-wearing history of the respondent and her female relatives. 
Some narrators followed the order of the questions, whereas others covered the 
themes more freely (cf. Pöysä 2006, 231; Hytönen 2013).
 Written responses to questions resemble interview material in many ways: 
both are based on interaction and dialogue between the researcher and the respon-
dent. The researcher opens the conversation and leads the way with the questions, 
but the respondent decides what to answer and what kind of narrative to write. 
When the narrative is written, however, the dialogue takes place on a wider tem-
poral scale, not immediately as in a face-to-face encounter. The narrator is thus able 
to use as much time as needed and to think carefully about what to write and how 
to express it. Nevertheless, some written narratives may be produced quickly and 
spontaneously without any editing (Pöysä 2006, 229–31; Hytönen 2013, 90). 

3 The questionnaire on the wearing of trousers by women attracted a total of 108 responses, 
ten from men and 98 from women: 95 of the 98 female respondents (97%) were born in or before 
1952.
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the 1950s as a better time aFter the war

I belong to the generation that didn’t wear trousers in their childhood 
and not even in subsequent decades. It just wasn’t part of our dress, es-
pecially in the countryside where I live, we didn’t follow fashion here in 
my childhood. And then there was the war [WWII] and after the war 
there was a shortage of everything, so there was no fabric available to 
make any clothes. [. . .] They [trousers] would have been so practical and 
warm to wear in the fields and in the yard where I started to work as a 
child. They [trousers] started to appear at the beginning of the 1950s, 
that’s when I bought myself my first pair of jeans.4 (SKS KRA Housut 
123.2006, born in 1927)

The narratives of the oldest writers describe the 1950s as the decade when women 
could finally get themselves a pair of trousers for sports and farm work. Trousers 
were adopted as sportswear for girls in elite American schools at the end of the nine-
teenth and the beginning of the twentieth century (Warner 2006, 196ff.). Parisian 
and American fashion designers further developed the sportswear trend in the 1920s 
and 1930s, fueled by the development of mass manufacturing and the Hollywood 
film industry (see Ewing 1986, 63–81; Warner 2005; 2006, 242–47). In Finland, 
trousers were adopted as sportswear for women in the 1930s, especially for skiing 
(see Turunen 2009; 2011a; 2011b). Even though trousers were the fashion, however, 
attitudes toward them were negative in all Western countries. Reactions ranged 
from shock and surprise to outright condemnation (Bill 1993; Wolter 1994, 248ff.; 
Roberts 1994; Warner 2005). The trouser trend, like all other fashion trends in 
Finland, represented upper-class fashion: “Some women and girls did wear trousers 
[in the 1930s] but they represented the genteel, female teachers and the wives and 
daughters of public servants. People like me, farmers’ wives and daughters, didn’t 
have them” (SKS KRA Housut 123.2006, born in 1927).
 Almost all the oldest respondents grew up in this kind of rural family and 
many of them did not know that women’s trousers were available: news about the 
new fashion had not reached their village. Even if they did know about trousers, 
they could only dream of having them: “I really would have liked to have had long 
skiing pants as a child but I couldn’t. There were five daughters in my family and 
our mother thought that it would have been too expensive to make such unnecessary 

4 All translations of cited research material are by the author.
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purchases for us all, especially as we got along quite well without them” (SKS KRA 
Housut 119.2006, born in 1928).
 Young country girls regarded trousers as practical clothing, but their parents 
saw trousers as an unnecessary, as well as an indecent, fashion. First of all, given 
that dress codes were based on social status, rural people thought it was indecent to 
try to imitate the genteel. Second, the worldview of the common folk was largely 
shaped by religious literature and teachings, according to which women wearing 
trousers heralded the end of the world. Women’s trousers were therefore criticized 
as an indecent and immoral fad (Mikkola 2009). The respondents pointed out that 
not all older women even wore underpants in the 1930s, for the same reasons, so the 
idea of women wearing long pants was both exotic and terrifying. One respondent 
wrote that when a woman in her village wore trousers the neighbor had panicked 
when he saw her coming and shouted, “The Devil itself has now taken off!” (SKS 
KRA Housut 88.2006, born in 1929). The main argument against trousers and 
briefs for women was that they were menswear: wearing them violated the bound-
ary between the genders (Mikkola 2009, 43). As the respondent cited above wrote, 
when she asked her mother if they (girls and women) should have long pants, “The 
answer was clear, they don’t belong to women and why should we imitate men?” 
(SKS KRA Housut 88.2006, born in 1929). 
 Attitudes toward dress and fashion practice started to change during World 
War II. Uniforms, dungarees, and overalls were included in women’s clothing as 
work wear in most countries at war because women were needed in the factories 
and on the farms. It was also emphasized that one’s dress should serve a practical 
purpose and not reflect fashion or the wearer’s personality and taste in the wartime 
reality, where, for example, women on the home front had to take on many du-
ties normally assigned to men and living conditions were more difficult because of 
the bombing and the shortage of fuel. Women were therefore also advised to wear 
trousers for everyday use (Ewing 1986, 140–43; Wilson and Taylor 1989, 107–27; 
Turunen 2011a, 360–66, 431–32).
 This was also the case in Finland: many women ventured to wear trousers, 
and people therefore came across, or heard about, women in trousers for the first 
time. Although there were changes in practice during the war, attitudes toward 
women in trousers did not change as much. “The villagers thought it was indecent to 
wear them and they gave me a mouthful,” one respondent wrote (SKS KRA Housut 
2.2006, born in 1919). She bought her trousers at the beginning of the war, and 
she considered herself lucky because she had managed to find a pair. Even though 
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women were encouraged to be practical in their dress instead of following fashion, 
wartime propaganda encouraged them to look beautiful and attractive to boost the 
morale of the nation. As the war continued, Finnish women—like American wom-
en—were expected to keep their wearing of trousers to a minimum and restricted 
to the workplace (Buckland 2005, 115; Turunen 2011a, 366–70). 

 The main problem during and after the war was the lack of availability of 
trousers, even for men apart from their military clothing. The trousers that women 
wore were usually from the wardrobes of their brothers or father, or one of the 
farmhands, because, apart from at the beginning of the war, fabric and clothing 
were no longer produced in Finland or imported there (Pihkala 1982b, 317–18, 
324). The immediate postwar years in Finland were years of shortage because it 
took time to recover economically. The rationing of goods continued until the mid-
1950s (Mansner 1988).
 The 1950s and 1960s are therefore remembered as better times in the nar-
ratives of the older respondents. The shortages were gradually easing, and fabric 

Figure 1. A girl in skiing outfit in the 1940s in Tampere. Courtesy of the Finnish 
Labour Museum Werstas.
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and new clothes were available in various shapes and styles. Sports trousers made 
their breakthrough in women’s clothing, no longer seen as upper-class fashion but 
as acceptable for all women. In contrast to the United States, where the mass pro-
duction of clothing gathered momentum in the nineteenth century (Welters and 
Cunningham 2005, 2), the ready-to-wear industry and the consumer society start-
ed to develop in Finland only in the 1950s and 1960s, and did not boom until the 
1970s (Grönlund 2005; Henttinen 2007; Juuti 2011). Thanks to their regular and 
growing incomes, the respondents, who were adults in the 1950s, could purchase 
sports trousers without having to ask their parents for money or permission. More 
importantly, the prejudices against such clothing that were based on old-fashioned 
beliefs and superstition were fading. It was self-evident that women wore trousers 
for sports, and wearing them no longer attracted disapproval: “People would proba-
bly have been more surprised if I had worn a long coat and a skirt instead of trousers 
for skiing” (SKS KRA Housut 120.2006, born in 1928).
 The older generation of respondents remembered the postwar period as a bet-
ter time both economically and in spirit. As one writer expressed it, her mother’s 
decision to make skiing trousers for her daughters in 1951 was a sign of the postwar 
society’s new spirit, one that welcomed new ideas (SKS KRA Housut 412.2006, 
born in 1931). Some respondents pointed out, however, that it was not until the 
1970s that it became common practice for women to wear trousers. 

the 1950s as an eConomiCally Poor deCade

The younger writers who were born between the end of the 1930s and the begin-
ning of the 1950s experienced the 1950s as children or teenagers. With regard to 
the wearing of trousers among women, their narratives resemble those of the older 
generation: both refer to the wearing of trousers among upper- and middle-class 
women from childhood, whereas the practice was still unusual, or even unknown, 
and frowned upon among rural families. The younger representatives of the mid-
dle classes, who were children in the 1940s and 1950s, wore overalls in the play-
ground, for example, and did not always like the clothes they had to wear. One 
even described being ashamed to wear her overalls on the playground because she 
thought of them as boys’ clothing (SKS KRA Housut 166.2006, born in 1941), and 
another did not wear trousers for years after leaving school because she hated the 
ones her mother made her wear for school (SKS KRA Housut 420–421.2006, born 
in 1949). On the other hand, a country girl born in 1946 was in the first grade of 
elementary school at the beginning of the 1950s when she found out that girls also 
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wore trousers: some girls in her school wore skiing pants in the winter. “Most of us, 
however, wore a skirt for skiing.” She recalled that a typical schoolgirl’s attire in the 
1950s consisted of a dress, woolen socks, an apron, and a sweater. Trousers were 
worn only on sports days (SKS KRA Housut 249.2006). 
 What is common in the stories of the younger respondents is their perception 
of the 1950s as economically poor with conservative values rather than as better 
times. My focus in this section is on how the respondents described women’s dress 
practices in the 1950s in the context of the poor economic situation and the low 
standard of living, especially in rural areas:

It wasn’t common for women to wear trousers in the countryside in the 
1950s. My aunt, who worked in a ladies’ clothes shop in Helsinki, sent 
her old skiing pants to me. They were my first pair of trousers, and they 
were a bit too big for me. [. . .] It was difficult to purchase new clothes 
when I was a school kid. I had many siblings, and my parents had difficul-
ties making a living. The neighbors were the same. When I was fourteen, 
I made corduroy trousers for myself. I liked them a lot. I think I took 
them apart and turned them inside out because they were worn on the 
right side. (SKS KRA Housut 477.2006, born in 1941)

I belong to that postwar generation whose clothes were made by our 
mothers. I remember how my mother unstitched clothes and made new 
clothes out of them for us children. [. . .] Outer garments were re-used 
until they fell apart. For example, when I got my winter coat, it was far 
too big to me. It didn’t fit me well until I was in the last classes at school. 
The tailor who made men’s trousers also made shoes and bags out of car 
seats. Women didn’t wear trousers because it was considered menswear. 
I purchased my first trousers in the 1960s. (SKS KRA Housut 390.2006, 
born in 1938)

This narrative describes the 1950s as economically poor compared to the 1970s, 
when the ready-to-wear-industry started to flourish. In contrast, the selection of 
consumer goods was limited in the 1950s, and in many families almost all the clothes 
were made at home or by the local seamstress. The average Finn spent 20 percent of 
his or her income on clothing in 1950, and only 8 percent at the end of the 1970s—
even though the amount of money that clothing consumed had doubled in the mean-
time (Pihkala 1982a, 511–12).
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 On the other hand, some of the respondents had worn trousers just after the 
war, but explained that it was a temporary solution to the problem of a fabric short-
age. “The trend for women to wear trousers was a phenomenon of the late 1940s. 
When I grew up [in the 1950s], adult women no longer wore them,” one woman 
recalled (SKS KRA Housut 114.2006, born in 1931). She had her first pair of trou-
sers at the end of the 1940s. They were made from a cape left by German soldiers. 
Another respondent wrote: “One girl was wearing trousers in my class photo of 
1948. I think she came to school in trousers because she was from a poor family” 
(SKS KRA Housut 135.2006, born in 1937). A woman from a poor family gave a 
similar reason for wearing trousers:

I started work when I was sixteen. It was office work. I don’t think I 
asked anyone how I should dress because it was self-evident that women 
wore skirts. I think a skirt was a sign of adulthood. Long pants were the 
only sensible item of clothing at secondary school because I lived eight ki-
lometers from the school. I would have frozen in a skirt. Long pants were 
for poor girls, I think. My family was poor, but luckily I didn’t realize it 
at the time. Long pants were practical for all purposes, and I don’t think 
I even had a skirt apart from the one that was purchased for the school’s 
spring fete. By the autumn, it was already too small. Girls from richer 
families usually wore skirts. (SKS KRA Housut 174.2006, born in 1937)

According to this narrative, wearing trousers signaled poverty and a low social sta-
tus. New clothes were expensive, and parents in poor families could not afford to 
buy both trousers and a skirt for their daughters. The respondent cited above consid-
ered the wearing of a skirt at work as a sign of adulthood. Because she was earning 
money, she was able to conform to the workplace’s dress code.
 As ethnologist Maarit Knuuttila notes, being poor is not always reminisced 
about in negative terms: people may also be grateful for the shortage of goods and 
foodstuff in their childhood because it taught them to be hardworking and practi-
cal, and to survive in difficult situations (Knuuttila 2006, 144–45; 2007, 163–64). 
This narrative is not present in my research material, probably because dress is an 
embodied experience. The respondents experienced as unpleasant the wearing of 
old or recycled clothing or impractical clothes that were a size too big or otherwise 
signaled the wearer’s low social status, but remembered the day they could purchase 
new, fashionable, well-fitting clothes that were nice to wear as a happy day.  
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the 1950s as a Conservative deCade

Girls were using various kinds of trousers as leisure and casual wear by the end of 
the 1950s and into the 1960s. Whereas women of the older generation were happy 
just to have trousers for sports and leisurewear, most of the younger ones thought 
it was unfair—at least in retrospect—that trousers were worn only for sports. As 
children, many were even jealous of boys, who could wear trousers at any time 
and who were free to run and jump and climb trees without needing to worry if 
their underwear was showing. The arrival of jeans was a significant event for this 
generation: 

I was lucky to live at the time when jeans landed in Finland in the 1950s. 
We called them “dongarit”5 before they were called “jamekset” [James 
jeans]. Nobody could resist them, and there was no reason even to try, 
because there are no better everyday pants than jeans. They also promot-
ed equality among girls and boys as both wore the same clothes. [. . .] I 
felt comfortable in jeans and I even wore them at school, although our 
teacher of religious education thought that girls should wear them only 
for sports. (SKS KRA Housut 328–329.2006, born in 1938)

The American Beat Generation pioneered jeans as fashion in the 1950s, express-
ing dissatisfaction with conservative postwar life through poetry and novels and 
by adopting a bohemian lifestyle. Both men and women distinguished themselves 
from followers of the contemporary American dress code by wearing jeans, t-shirts, 
sweatshirts, and black leotards. Marlon Brando and James Dean further developed 
the style and made it trendy among the rebellious youth (Welters 2005). The manu- 
facture of jeans started in Finland in the mid-1950s, the breakthrough coming in 
1958 with the James Dean jeans from Mattisen Teollisuus Oy (Seppänen and Kauppi 
1996, 143; Voutilainen 2011).
 The writer cited above had very liberal teachers because almost all the other 
respondents pointed out that girls were not allowed to wear jeans at school. Sports 
trousers were allowed only during the sports sessions, and thus girls had to change 
in the locker room before and after the lesson. Girls who came to school in trousers 
were given a talking-to and asked never to do it again. The respondents considered 
this rule too strict as well as impractical, at least in retrospect. Some grammar 
schools allowed girls to wear trousers in the winter on their way to school, but they 

5 “Dongarit” is the Finnish version of the English word dungarees.
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could not wear them in class and had to change into a dress. These rules were en-
forced in secondary and upper-secondary schools, especially in bigger towns.
 Educational sociologist Leena Koski (2003), who has studied Finnish youths 
at secondary and upper-secondary schools in the 1940s and 1950s, points out that 
the aim of these schools was to educate pupils to be cultivated middle-class people. 
Both body and soul were under control: behavior, the mind, physical movement, 
gestures, and the way of speaking were all monitored. Education was supposed to 
enable these young people to disassociate themselves from others, especially work-
ing-class youth (Koski 2003). The education was also based on gender distinction: 
children were taught the traditional roles of women and men, and therefore girls’ 
and boys’ education had different aims. For example, girls’ secondary schools had 
a special curriculum because girls were also trained in housewifely duties and re-
sponsibilities (Kaarninen 1995, 245–50). The dress code was very important in this 
process. Very few schools in Finland required the wearing of a school uniform,6 
but pupils were expected to follow the formal dress code that facilitated the main-
tenance and reproduction of the class society and its values. These values included, 
among others, maintaining a clear distinction between gender roles. Trousers were 
therefore strongly disapproved of for girls, and the wearing of jeans—originally 
working pants and a symbol of rebellious youth—was out of the question for both 
boys and girls.
 When women and girls started to use trousers as leisure wear in the 1950s and 
1960s, the dress code for secondary and upper-secondary school began to be con-
sidered old-fashioned and too conservative in restricting the use of pants to physical 
education classes. Elementary school was based on the principle of popular educa-
tion, and the dress code was not as strict as in secondary school, although there were 
different curricula for boys and girls (see Kaarninen 1995). One writer (SKS KRA 
Housut 375–377.2006, born in 1939), for example, wrote that she wore trousers 
every day in the winter at the elementary school in her home village because she 
had to ski several kilometers to get there. The grammar school, which was situated 
in the nearby town, allowed girls to wear trousers only during physical education 
lessons. 
 Educational practices in the 1950s were challenged by the new youth culture, 
and those practices were publicly criticized in the 1960s. Society was changing 
faster than the schools, and, in the 1960s, secondary and upper-secondary schools 
6 Author Kaari Utrio (2003, 42) and painter and graphic artist Inari Krohn (2004, 150–52) 
recall in their autobiographical reminiscences that the only school with a uniform was the girls’ 
secondary school in Helsinki. 
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started to seem excessively strict as compared to how they had been perceived be-
fore (Koski 2003). As the respondents note, girls have been allowed to wear a trou-
ser suit at their high-school graduation since the beginning of the 1970s. This was 
when the educational system was radically reformed through the introduction of 
publicly funded, nine-year comprehensive schooling. This new, compulsory basic 
school catered for all children regardless of their socioeconomic background and 
was based on the idea that all children can be educated and attain similar learning 
goals. Up until the 1960s higher education was accessible only to those who could 
afford it and happened to live close to a grammar school and university (Sahlberg 
2011, 19–23, 43). The curriculum of the new school system was gender-neutral 
(Lahelma 1992, 117–21).
 The school reforms required a fundamentally new approach to teaching and 
learning (Sahlberg 2011, 19–23, 43). The new pedagogy and the aims and the spirit 
of the nine-year comprehensive school were also represented in the teachers’ dress. 
The new generation of teachers favored jeans, shirts, pullovers, and other casual 
clothing—especially clothes designed by the Finnish fashion house Marimekko (see 
Turunen 2004)—instead of formal suits in dark colors that from then on came to 
symbolize the values of the former class-based school system and its conservative 
spirit. Teachers started to wear informal and casual dress that symbolized social 
equality because they wanted to narrow the hierarchical gap between teachers and 
pupils. Jeans and t-shirts also represented unisex-fashion, which reflected the idea 
of gender equality (Kamila 2012, 129–59; Salo 2005, 264–66). The respondents 
who were teachers recalled that female teachers, at least the younger ones, start-
ed to wear trousers at school in the 1970s. At the same time, girls on both the 
elementary and the upper-secondary level were allowed to wear jeans and other 
kinds of trousers in school, and it became acceptable for women to wear trousers in 
many white-collar occupations and as university students. At this point, the Finnish 
school culture of the 1950s, especially the hierarchical system, the segregation of 
boys and girls, and the formal dress code, started to seem even more conservative 
in the eyes of the younger generation of respondents.

reminisCenCes oF trousers and the grand narratives oF the 1950s

Sociologist J. P. Roos (1987), who studied the life stories of Finns, labeled the gen-
eration that was born in the 1920s and 1930s as the generation of postwar recon-
struction and economic growth. The older respondents in my research material 
are typical representatives of it. Distinctive features in their life stories include, on 
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the one hand, the poverty experienced in their childhood and youth, and on the 
other, the experience of prosperity in the years following World War II. Members 
of this generation personally experienced Finland’s progress from a poor agrarian 
society to an affluent and urbanized country, and for them the 1950s was a decade 
of optimism and progress (Roos 1987, 54–56; see also Hytönen 2014, 233–34). 
Representatives of this generation in my research contrast 1950s dress mainly with 
that of the 1930s and World War II, and therefore see the postwar years in a positive 
light: fabric and clothing were available again, and, as the standard of living started 
to rise, people were better placed than ever before to purchase new clothing and to 
dress smartly.
 Roos (1987, 55–56) refers to the next generation, born in the 1940s, as the 
generation of great change. It has also been called the “lucky generation” because in 
its members’ lifetime, Finland has transformed from a poor agrarian country into 
a modern wealthy state with high living standards (Karisto 2005). This was the first 
generation to experience universally available education, and therefore the first to 
have the chance to climb the social ladder (Karisto 2005, 43; Jouhki 2014, 246–47). 
As mentioned in the introduction of this article, it is the view of this generation that 
has dominated in recent decades the construction of images of the 1950s, depicting 
that period nostalgically with a traditional agrarian lifestyle and traditional gender 
roles, as well as a time of optimism and progress.
 Why does this generation look back nostalgically on the 1950s even though 
the standard of living was low back then and life has become much easier since? One 
possible explanation is that it has not been easy for them to adjust to the radical social 
and cultural changes caused by industrialization and urbanization. Reminiscing about 
the agrarian 1950s helped them to cope with the feelings of homelessness evoked 
by all these social changes and “postmodern angst.” The countryside has become a 
symbol of the roots and the homesteads that have disappeared in the modern world, 
and the 1950s have become a symbol of a simple, communal life filled with optimism 
(Kuusi 2007, 128–29, 139). This representation of the 1950s is nevertheless viewed 
from a male perspective: men yearn for the (traditional) masculinity that has disap-
peared in today’s world (ibid., 132–34). As Roos and his colleagues Semi Purhonen 
and Tommi Hoikkala argue (2008), the so-called baby-boomers, born between 1945 
and 1950, personally experienced the change in gender roles that came about as part 
of the structural change in Finnish society. Men lost their patriarchal role as head of 
the family as gender equality advanced (Purhonen, Hoikkala, and Roos 2008, 34).
 It appears from my research material that many women of this generation have 
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a different view of the 1950s and its traditional gender roles. Analyses of their sto-
ries reveal a counter-narrative to the grand narrative of the 1950s as the Good Old 
Times (cf. Andrews 2002). Their narratives convey the feelings of discomfort that 
arose from being denied the use of trousers. These narratives are based strongly on 
the embodied experiences of dress:

When I started first grade in elementary school in 1953, I wore a dress 
and an apron, just like all other women and girls in my village at that 
time. The winter cold brought nothing but pain to the womenfolk. Even 
though the legs of panties reached almost to the knees, a narrow area of 
thigh remained uncovered by the woolen socks, stinging and becoming 
flaming red in the cold weather. [. . .]  I can still remember how relieved 
I was when my mother bought red and blue fabric and took it to Hilma, 
who was our seamstress. She made a ski suit with trousers out of the 
fabric, which I liked a lot. (SKS KRA Housut 157.2006, born in 1946)

It was mid-winter in 1957–58, when my sister’s legs froze. She was on 
her way to Helsinki and had to wait quite a long time for the bus in a 
snowstorm. She was wearing a skirt and nylons, and the frost did its job: 
her legs were covered with blisters. We took her to the hospital where 
the blisters were punctured and her legs were bandaged. When I recall 
this story I can only bless the civilized modern world that lets also wom-
en wear functional clothing. (SKS KRA Housut 431–432.2006, born in 
1936)

 Dress is a matter of personal choice and self-expression in today’s world, and 
trousers are gender-neutral women’s wear. Therefore, the rules followed in the 
1950s that forbade the wearing of trousers among women, or allowed it only in 
certain situations, are retrospectively seen to represent both conservative values and 
sexism. This narrative contradicts the image of the 1950s as a time when things were 
good because women were feminine and men were masculine, in pointing out that 
there was no gender equality then. As Sonja Iltanen (2005), who studied the dress 
histories of Finnish female baby-boomers, argues, wearing trousers assumed signifi-
cance for this generation of women because they fought for the right to do so (191).
 Neither my research material nor the written material dealing with Finns’ 
memories of their youth, analyzed by cultural historian Kaisa Vehkalahti (2014), 
depicts the 1950s as a nostalgic period as far as educated women are concerned. 
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Vehkalahti’s informants criticize the cold and conservative values, the climate of 
repression, and the unequal upbringing of boys and girls. “If you have survived the 
1950s alive and sane, that’s a credit,” one woman commented (72–73). Thus, both 
sets of respondents deconstruct both the nostalgic images of the 1950s and their 
youth as a happy period.

nostalgiC yearning as a Counternarrative 
If the younger respondents associated the 1950s with positive feelings and nostalgia, 
it was in connection with the purchasing of certain consumer goods, such as jeans. 
Their generation was the first to experience a distinctive youth culture (Heinonen 
2005), and in their narration the 1950s or 1960s are its Happy Days. Their stories 
show that the wearing of jeans indicated membership in the same generation among 
those who were young at that time. Jeans were initially a symbol of youth, and the 
first purchase was an important step in the transition from childhood, but the ba-
by-boomers turned jeans into the norm for their generation, and have worn them 
ever since (Iltanen 2005, 180–81). 
 There were, nevertheless, a few respondents in both generations who missed 
the feminine dress practices and traditional gender roles of the 1950s: 

Trousers are, of course, casual wear, and you can wear flat shoes with 
them and you don’t need to wear a long coat. But I have to admit, I miss 
the times when you saw women in Helsinki wearing beautiful dresses 
instead of those unimaginative jeans. (SKS KRA Housut 35.2006, born 
in 1921)

Women of my generation know how to wear a skirt: you should not 
stride along or stoop, because the hem of the skirt has to be straight 
and the zip fastener should be either on the side or in the middle (at the 
front or at the back). In those times you also had to have straight stock-
ing seams and should not show your slip. Sitting on a low-slung sofa in 
a narrow skirt needs special skills: the hem should cover the knees, the 
thighs should be together, only ankles can be crossed, you should sit bolt 
upright, and you should rise at an angle. (SKS KRA Housut 343.2006, 
born in 1947)

These narratives are also based on embodied experiences of dress. For these re-
spondents the trend among women to wear trousers, and especially the adoption 
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of jeans for everyday wear, represented deteriorating standards of dress as well as 
the loss of certain aspects of bodily control among girls and women, who are not 
used to wearing skirts and dresses and are no longer taught to observe and control 
their bodily movements and gestures. The 1950s are depicted in this narrative as a 
time when there were clear rules of dress that were known by all, and elegance was 
in fashion. “In my youth, everybody wanted to look nice and to dress smartly” (SKS 
KRA Housut 387.2006, born in 1930). The respondents who regretted the demise 
of the dress codes of the 1950s mention the importance of having matching accesso-
ries—hat, gloves, handbag, and high-heeled shoes. These rules were based on clear 
distinctions between genders and social classes. As the respondents point out, they 
were lost in the 1960s and 1970s in the course of the cultural change as informal and 
unisex jeans and t-shirts became mainstream dress style. “You don’t know nowadays 
who is a man and who is a woman because men may have earrings and women wear 
trousers, just like men” (SKS KRA Housut 387.2006, born in 1930). 
 Nostalgia functions as a reaction to change in this narrative. It is simple nos-
talgia, a longing for bygone days and cultural practices that no longer exist. It is 
also critical nostalgia (Cashman 2006; see Koskinen-Koivisto in this volume), a re-
sistance to changes in women’s dress and in gender roles. In their yearning for the 
1950s, these writers participate in constructing an image of the decade as the Good 
Old Days. As Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto and Lena Marander-Eklund (2014) show, 
for example, this kind of image of the 1950s typically also expresses an anti-feminist 
counter-narrative to the grand narrative that praises the increased level of equality 
between men and women in today’s Finland.

ConClusions

This article analyzes Finnish women’s reminiscences about the wearing of trousers 
among females in the 1950s and the role of nostalgia in their narratives. Focusing 
on the personal, embodied experiences of dress, the analysis reveals three different 
images of the 1950s in the narratives. The first one splits the decade into two parts: 
the end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s are remembered for the low 
standard of living and even relative poverty compared to modern Finland, whereas 
the end of the 1950s and the early 1960s represent better times with the onset of 
the consumer culture and the birth of youth culture in Finland. The shortage and 
rationing of goods lasted until the mid-1950s, and the consumer society started 
to evolve only at the end of the decade. In particular, the respondents who were 
children and young people in the 1950s and who went on to experience Finland’s 
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growth from a poor agrarian society into a late-modern nation with high living stan-
dards, associate the 1950s with goods shortages and poverty. In this narrative, the 
period since the end of the 1950s represents the nostalgic Happy Days of the new 
youth culture and the birth of the consumer society in Finland. 
 The second narrative focusing on the dress code of the 1950s recalls the con-
servative values of the postwar years. For example, trousers for women were re-
stricted to sportswear and leisure wear, which meant that they were not allowed in 
schools, universities, or white-collar work places. The extended 1950s did not end 
until the end of the 1960s when conservative values were replaced with new ideas 
about social and sexual equality: one sign of this was the replacement of the for-
mal with the informal dress code. Some respondents thus remember the 1950s and 
1960s nostalgically as the Good Old Days with traditional gender roles and elegant 
dress habits, but for most of them postwar Finland represents a narrow-minded and 
stuffy society with an unequal and hierarchical social structure.
 The stories of the female baby-boomers in particular are filled with memories 
of freezing in the cold weather and of unequal gender roles and upbringing: girls 
were not able to play or allowed to behave as freely as boys. These stories remain 
in the margins when the male view dominates the cultural narratives depicting the 
1950s as a period when things were good because of the traditional values and gen-
der roles. On the other hand, these stories explain why the acceptance of jeans as 
suitable dress for girls was such a significant event: it challenged both the conserva-
tive dress code and the traditional gender roles.
 The article shows that there is also a narrative of the 1950s as modern times, 
related by respondents who remembered what life was like before and during World 
War II. Dress practices in the 1930s were influenced in many ways by folk beliefs: 
trousers and under-garments were considered indecent clothing for women, and 
wearing them was a sin. For these narrators, the 1950s represented the beginning of 
better, modern times on many levels. There was a wider selection of clothes as the 
ready-to-wear industry developed, and women could wear trousers for sports and 
work as modern standards replaced the old dress codes based on folk beliefs.
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the narrative oF the haPPy and ProFessional 
housewiFe? images and PraCtiCes related to 

housewives in Finland in the 1950s

Lena Marander-Eklund
Åbo Akademi University

abstraCt

The aim of this article is to analyze practices related to the duties of housewives 
in the context of 1950s Finland. This is done by examining narratives by women 
in urban, Swedish-speaking parts of Finland. In these narratives, the women talk 
about their duties at home during the 1950s in relation to the question of the pro-
fessionalization of the role of the housewife at that time. The text focuses on three 
duties of the housewife: cooking, cleaning, and washing, and, additionally, to some 
extent, practical childrearing, as this was one of the main reasons the women stayed 
at home. The material for this study consists of interviews conducted in 2010 with 
women who have been housewives all their lives in the Swedish-speaking parts of 
Finland. They were all born in the 1920s and 1930s and are from urban middle-class 
backgrounds. In the narratives, the women challenge and reshape existing images 
and ideals. The material is analyzed on different levels with a focus on fixed expres-
sions, for example, “I became a housewife,” or “You had to stay at home.” These 
expressions comment on the women’s experiences relating to dominant cultural 
story models, or master narratives. The fixed expressions can be looked upon as 
crystallized comments reflecting master narratives about being a housewife.

introduCtion    
Today, in discussions about how children should be raised or if family cohesion is at 
risk, the 1950s are often referred to as the best of times, a time when women were 
women and men were men (Doane and Hodges 1987, 3; Koskinen-Koivisto and 
Marander-Eklund 2014). This kind of nostalgic thinking is associated with the idea 
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of women having their place at home; it is the era of the housewife, a time when 
women left their jobs after having married or had a child in order to stay at home 
to take care of their households and children. During that time, the housewife was 
regarded as a representation of the ideal woman both in the United States and in 
Europe, and to some extent in Finland (Wikander 1999, 158; Nätkin 1993, 167). 
One reason housewifery never was as widespread a phenomenon in Finland as it 
was in the rest of the Western world was that the image of the housewife competed 
with the image of the working mother. This image was, to some extent, intercon-
nected with agrarian dominance in society and with the lack of economic means to 
maintain a middle-class family model (Julkunen 1994, 184–85). It became possible 
for women to obtain a higher education and, thus, to pursue an academic career, 
although it was quite rare during those days (Ollila 1998, 36). For educated women, 
housewifery was not always a desired option, but for working-class women, it was 
often a dream come true. The 1950s was also characterized by the idea of the house-
wife as a professional. She was meant to think about her domestic work as a profes-
sion (Harmaja 1946, 7). This meant that she had to assume a professional approach 
toward her duties at home. Despite the material scarcity of the post-war conditions 
(rationing economy, housing shortage), the 1950s were a time with hopes of a better 
future. In Finland, the 1950s were also a time of economic growth (Dahmén 1963).
 In this article, I exclude the analysis of the housewife as a wife and a mother 
with focus on raising children, both as a private and a national assignment, because 
this question has previously been studied by many other scholars (Nätkin 1997, 
Helén 1997, Marander-Eklund 2014).   
 The narratives of the housewives are put in an analytical framework by using 
the conceptual images versus practices. The images can be understood as a discur-
sive means of organizing experiences and creating meaning, a kind of stereotype 
(Koivunen 1995, 28–29). By practices, I refer to different kinds of social practic-
es that shape and maintain social relationships and define social habits (Fairclough 
1992). The act of narrating can be understood as a representation of the practices. 
In the narratives, the women challenge and reshape existing images and ideals. 
 I have focused on material from the Swedish-speaking parts of Finland, al-
though housewifery was both a working-class and a middle-class phenomenon 
throughout urban Finland as late as the 1970s (Salomaa 1956; Snellman 2003, 183). 
The material for this study consists of interviews I conducted in 2010 with women 
who have been housewives all their lives. I refer to the women whose experiences 
I analyze in this article as Elsa, Ebba, Linnea, and Molly. They were all born in the 
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1920s and 1930s and come from urban middle-class backgrounds. They are all edu-
cated. Ebba has a university degree, and the others have post-secondary educations. 
Their husbands were employed as middle or senior managers. Although the women 
were all at one time employed, they stopped working when they married or, at 
the latest, when they had children. In the interviews, they talk about their choice 
to stay home as something that was self-evident as well as the necessary solution 
to non-existent full-time public child care and to time-consuming domestic work. 
Motherhood was portrayed as the mission of all women (Nätkin 1993, 165–66). 
Elsa, who is my key informant, describes her home life during the 1950s as hard 
work in comparison to today. She describes how lovely it was to have a home of her 
own, but how elementary the material situation was: “We had no running hot water, 
only a fire stove.” This image of simple conditions can be understood as expressing a 
rhetorical practice or nostalgic image, or as a reflection on forgone days when daily 
life was perceived as hard but also as pleasant (Doane and Hodges 1987, 3). To show 
the comparison with the situation today, she points out, “It was like that during 
those days” (cf. Marander-Eklund 2014).     
 Other types of material that I use include interviews I found in the archive 
and answers to questionnaires from archives (The Society of Swedish Literature 
in Finland and Cultura, the tradition archives  at Åbo Akademi University). These 
interviews and the answers to the questionnaires did not focus specifically on house-
wifery because this topic has not earlier been of interest for fieldwork. The ques-
tionnaires are about the 1950s, changing family values, everyday pursuits, cleaning, 
child care, marriage, and so forth. Life stories collected by the Institute of Women’s 
Studies at Åbo Akademi University were also used. The women I quote from this 
material are identified as Ella and Alice. They are both of upper middle-class back-
ground. These women talk about their lives as housewives in generally negative 
terms as a response to the request to “tell (us) about your life as a woman.” In an 
analysis of the differences between oral and written biographical material, I show 
the importance of the formation of the questions and the significance of the recipi-
ent (Marander-Eklund 2012).     
 Methodologically, I analyze the images and practices in relation to the profes-
sionalization of the housewife by using these women’s daily life experiences. I refer 
to these experiences as individual and small stories—stories that are fragmented 
and are not always in the form of a complete story with a complication and resolu-
tion. These experiences relate to dominant cultural story models, or master nar-
ratives. As in the case of motherhood, this is a key story that people from the same 
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generation and context can relate to; in other words, there is no need to narrate it 
all because it is known (Andrews 2002; cf. Koskinen-Koivisto 2013, 35–37). When 
forming a story, people make use of the cultural stock of narratives accessible to 
them, so-called master narratives, while also adjusting, approving, and transform-
ing them (Hänninen 1999, 158). In my analysis, I will focus on figurative language 
in the material in order to understand the women’s narration and its significance 
(Blaakilde 2006, 161). I made the methodological and folkloristic choice to analyze 
the interviews, questionnaires, and life stories as narratives on different levels with 
a focus on fixed expressions. Figurative expressions that occur in the material in 
a fixed form include, for example, “I became a housewife,” “I stayed at home,” or 
“You had to stay at home.” These fixed expressions show how the women felt about 
becoming a housewife, in terms of it being self-evident, and that they felt they had 
to stay at home because of the lack of municipal child care (Vuori 2002, 25). These 
fixed expressions can be viewed as condensed or crystallized master narratives, or, 
in other words, as individual but nevertheless almost identical responses from the 
women in my material as a means of challenging those master narratives. 
 In the first section of this article, I introduce the emergence of the house-
wife in general terms, as well as in Finland in particular. The presentation of the 
professional housewife is divided into three subsections: “Two meals a day,” which 
focuses on cooking; “You had to cook the cloth,” about cleaning and washing; and 
“A woman’s work is never done,” which reflects on days filled with duties, as well as 
experiences with child care.

the emergenCe oF the image oF the haPPy housewiFe

The emergence of the housewife lies within the rise of industrialization and mod-
ernization, at a point when work and family life were separated. Further it had to 
do with the emergence of the middle class and its ideology of feminine domesticity 
and the birth of nation-states and an overall concern with families. In the early pe-
riod of industrialization, women’s work outside the home was condemned on moral 
grounds, as it was thought to damage their mental health and lead them to neglect 
their family. Employment was looked upon as a male activity (Ollila 1990, 264–67; 
Oakley 1976, 32–35).
 The image of the happy housewife, originating in America, had a temporal 
peak in Western Europe during the first part of the twentieth century with the 
postwar period as its culmination—the time when back-to-the-family politics were 
quite widely popularized. During this period, the notion of the happy housewife, 
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who functioned as part of the ideal family, served as a model image. The notion of 
the ideal family was presented in the 1950s by Talcott Parsons, who argued that the 
structure of the nuclear family was based on a differentiation of sex roles in the fam-
ily along instrumental-expressive lines. The reason for men to take an instrumental 
role and women an expressive one was explained in biological terms; the mother’s 
relation to a small child enabled the male the possibility to specialize in an alter-
native instrumental direction. A different gender order was thought to harm the 
children and, by extension, the whole family. The husband alone was meant to be 
the breadwinner and the wife to stay at home with the children. During the 1950s, 
these complementary roles were seen as a way to guarantee the unity of the family 
(Parsons 1955, 22–30). Parsons’ thoughts have been much criticized, but they serve 
as one explanation as to why the mother’s place was thought to be at home at that 
time. Another explanation for the emergence of the image of the happy housewife 
was the revival of family politics focusing on population growth. The home became 
the core of the nation and the mother the one who took care of it (Satka 1993).  
The image of the happy housewife was imported by almost all the Western world 
and had a huge impact (Wikander 1999, 157). This was also the case in Finland, 
where the woman’s tasks included bringing up the next generation, standing by her 
husband and children, and creating a good home with a pleasant atmosphere for the 
family members (Satka 1993, 57–65; Nätkin 1997, 22).
 The happy housewife competed with another image, namely that of a working 
motherhood which allowed women to combine motherhood and occupational life 
(Julkunen 1994, 184–85). Educated women worked outside the home willingly, 
but working-class women did it mostly because they lacked the economic means to 
stay at home (Lähteenmäki 1995, 25–26).
 The image of the happy housewife was promoted by joint taxation (in Finland 
1943–75), which made it favorable, in economic terms, for a family to live on only 
one salary (Bergholm 2011, 34). The ideology of a woman’s place being in the home 
became part of a national project, yet the number of mothers working outside the 
home grew for economic reasons; families could not afford for mothers to stay home 
(Lähteenmäki 1995, 47–48). Until the 1960s, Finns had made their living mostly 
from agriculture, which meant that women’s work was done within the household. 
Between the world wars, employment outside the home became more and more 
common among married women (Lähteenmäki 1995; Hytönen and Koskinen-
Koivisto 2011, 8–9). Yet the image of the housewife was also prevalent in Finland 
during this time (Ollila 1990, 337). In addition to the cultural explanations, the 



Journal of Finnish Studies

54

following social aspects made it possible for women to stay at home: the existence 
of a male breadwinner, an economic standard which made it possible for a family to 
manage on one salary, and joint taxation. However, it is also said that the situation in 
Finland was unique, because the concept of the housewife was a marginal phenom-
enon here (Haavio-Mannila 1968).
 During World War II, women’s work in the fields and in factories was need-
ed to compensate for the men who had gone to war. After the war years, men 
were expected to get their jobs back, which led to unemployment among women 
(Lähteenmäki 1995, 50–55). Women were asked to relinquish their place in the 
labor market to men as a kind of sacrifice. The men were thought to have made 
their sacrifice while serving in the war (Holmila 2008, 9). On the other hand, many 
women had to work outside the home in order to support their family (Hytönen 
and Koskinen-Koivisto 2009). Statistics show, however, that married women 
in Finland did not return to being housewives when the men returned from war 
to the same extent as in other Western countries. For example, Portugal, Spain, 
Italy, and Norway had a large percentage of women outside of working life, where-
as non-Western countries like Romania, the USSR, and Bulgaria had a high rate 
of women in working life. Finland’s place in these statistics falls directly behind 
the Eastern countries (Naisten asemaa 1970, 38). One reason for this was the small 
middle class in Finland (Haavio-Mannila 1984, 49). In fact, the number of urban 
women working outside the home increased slightly during the 1950s (Jallinoja 
1985, 251). The share of married women working outside the home was 45 percent 
in 1950 (Degerman 1965, 6–8). Half a million women were working at home in 
1950, but this percentage includes agrarian women, who cannot be included with 
the group of housewives. The rate of housewives in an urban setting was estimated 
to be approximately 15 percent in 1950 (Haapala 1993, 14).
 This indicates that the image of the happy housewife was competing with the 
image of the working mother in Finland’s case. Although housewives were not that 
usual in Finland, the thought of a mother at home was fundamental here as well. In 
the 1950s, motherhood was glorified as a result of the population policy. The coun-
try needed to focus on procreation in order to replace the loss of men during war 
(Satka 1993, 58–63).

the ProFessional housewiFe 
The American historian Helena Znaniecki Lopata defines a housewife as a mar-
ried or formerly married woman who is responsible for running the household. 
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The home is perceived as her working place, and her task is to raise the children 
and to make the home a place where the family gets on well (Lopata 1971, 3–5; 
Gisselberg 1985, 130–32). The American historian Glenna Matthews uses the con-
cept of housewife rather than homemaker, or the more contemporary expression stay-
at-home mom, because Matthews thinks it has a long and honorable history linked to 
it (Matthews 1987, xxi). In the Finnish language, the expression a mother at home 
was and is still used more frequently because the notion of wife may seem to include 
only middle-class mothers (Jallinoja 2006, 98). In my material, the women talk 
about themselves as hemmafru, which is the Swedish word for “housewife,” or they 
simply state that they were at home. The concept of housewife has a connection to 
her marital status rather than expressing what she actually does. Marriage provided 
her with the married status, economic support, and an occupation. For the hus-
band, marriage provided him with a source of pride that he was able to support his 
wife economically (Myrdal and Klein 1957, 18). Another expression that focuses on 
work at home is perheenemäntä (Fin) and husmor (Swe), which could be translated to 
mean “lady of the house.”
 As already mentioned, the process of becoming a housewife implied the gain-
ing of an occupation. In my material, as well as in other scholars’ research, the de-
cision to cease working outside the home was often spoken of in neutral or positive 
terms (Danielsen 2002, 37). As a questionnaire response, one woman writes, “I 
met my husband in 1951 and we got married in the autumn. [. . .] I had an education 
[. . .] but had no possibilities to practice my profession. So I became a housewife” 
(M 5489).1 This quote can be interpreted as being neutral, pragmatic, or resigned. 
The professionalization of the housewives can also be understood as a way of vali-
dating the women’s position in the home. An example of a positive attitude is the 
following quote, when the woman talks about getting married and how “now the 
exciting life as a housewife would start” (SLS 1875, 484–90). The excitement was 
about having a home of one’s own where she could putter about. Through marriage, 
women gained the opportunity to get a home of their own and, as housewives, they 
were their own bosses and could decide what to do and when (Lopata 1971, 35; 
Danielsen 2002, 37). In some cases, not having the opportunity to work outside the 
home is mentioned with bitterness. A woman speaks of wanting a career but ending 
up as a housewife: “Sure it was a hard struggle not to be gainfully occupied” (IF mgt 
1995/95). Her duties as a housewife included taking care of the household, such 
tasks as cooking, cleaning, raising the children, and making the home a comfortable 

1 All the citations have been translated from Swedish to English by Lena Marander-Eklund.
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place to live. She was, however, also expected to complete these tasks properly, in 
a rational, effective manner, and with a thrifty approach and consideration for the 
household budget (Frangeur 1998, 365).      
  One way of rationalizing household work was by using household applianc-
es that were introduced as time-saving novelties. Information about products was 
a central part of consumer guidance, and household appliances were introduced 
to the market for purchase in a certain order: the washing machine, the sewing 
machine, the refrigerator, the vacuum cleaner, and the food processor (Niskanen 
1996, 70). In the beginning of the 1950s, the washing machine, refrigerator, and 
vacuum cleaner were introduced. Refrigerators were not very common in Finnish 
homes during that time (Pantzar 2000, 42–51). Ebba remembers her first refrigera-
tor as something special. She received it as a gift from her husband: “It was big, and 
it stood in the middle of the floor. It was very special, to have a refrigerator of one’s 
own” (IF mgt 2010/6).
 In order to gain skills as a housewife, one had to be educated and informed 
about novelties. The young girls were educated for a profession, and middle-class 
women were often educated in the skills necessary for taking care of the house-
hold (Kaarninen 2001, 137–42).The first home economics schools in Finland were 
founded in the nineteenth century. These schools provided an education in domestic 
economy with a professional goal; however, they also offered so-called bride cours-
es that gave young women the necessary knowledge to be successful housewives. 
Information about handling the household tasks in an efficient, time-saving, and 
economical way was provided by associations like the Martha Organization through 
information sessions, lectures, discussions, and consultant activities (Ollila 1993, 
240–316). Also, women’s associations and the association for the promotion of 
work efficiency (Työtehoseura) provided information about new technologies, such 
as new household appliances, as a part of their consumer information (Heinonen 
1998, 375). One way of rationalizing, and thus professionalizing, housekeeping was 
to make it scientific. One of those who made housekeeping scientific was the econ-
omist Laura Harmaja. She wanted to link housework with society’s other economic 
activities. As early as 1928, she criticized economists’ lack of interest in the eco-
nomic value of housework (Harmaja 1946, 203).
 Movies were one way of educating housewives. A short film released in 1958, 
called Planning Eases the Working Week of a Housewife, presents the expected 
skills in question. The housewife was expected to have good organizational skills, 
to be frugal, and to have knowledge of domestic economy, bookkeeping skills, and 
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knowledge of the family’s nutritional needs. She is portrayed as a professional female 
master of the house who is familiar with her responsibilities and has power over 
family economics. The qualifications that appear in the film are thriftiness and a 
rational approach to housework in order to save time (Heinonen 1998, 383).

“two meals a day” 
The kitchen, with a focus on cooking, was the primary place of the professional 
housewife. The 1950s represented a time of change regarding the kitchen and its 
design and functionality. Ideas about the ideal kitchen had already been proposed in 
the 1920s, but they were put into practice in the 1950s for time-saving purposes. 
Because the kitchen was the housewife’s domain, it was intended to be functional 
so that she could work easily and not get worn out. As a result of studies in func-
tionality, cooking equipment was standardized beginning in 1945 in accordance 
with the average height of Finnish women. This ensured that the working height in 
the kitchen was sufficient and that the placement of the equipment would prevent 
any unnecessary movements (Saarikangas 2008, 148). New laboratory-like kitchens 
that reflected new views on cooking and facilitated fast meal preparation were in-
troduced (Ogden 1986, 135–60). My material provides another take on cooking, as 
a central and time-consuming task that was not always easy.
 Although young housewives were expected to have the qualifications necessary 
to run a household, not all of them possessed these skills. In her life story, Ella writes 
that she did not have any interest in cooking and that when she got married she did 
not even know how to boil potatoes (KLiv 71). Lopata points to the same phenom-
enon concerning housewives in the United States in the 1950s. They did not have 
the necessary training in cooking, and it was thought to be a skill that would emerge 
naturally (Lopata 1971, 141–50). In an answer to a questionnaire, one woman states: 
“I was disoriented and clumsy in planning and making dinner every day [. . .] but 
practice makes perfect” (SLS 1875, 814–15). In her life story, Alice tells how her 
husband got access to a huge piece of meat. After the war, the time was characterized 
by a shortage of groceries, and certain goods, such as coffee, were rationed until 
1954. It was rare to get meat, and Alice should have been enthusiastic, but instead, 
she took the piece of meat, sat down, and cried, because she had no idea how to 
cook it (KLiv 116). She was not the professional housewife she was expected to be. 
This knowledge was only handed down from mother to daughter in families where 
daughters were expected to help their mothers with the cooking (Knuuttila 2006, 
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228–30). This was not the case for women with a middle-class family background 
since they often had domestic help.
 In my material, cooking is presented as a more or less troublesome central 
task. Cooking was a duty the housewife did for the entire family. During the 1950s, 
cooking was presented as a task that fell somewhere between tradition and mo-
dernity. Older cooking traditions, such as churning butter, could take place in the 
modern kitchen (Lindqvist 2001, 30–31). Practices from the days of self-sufficiency 
were still of current interest. Making fruit juice and jam out of hand-picked berries 
was one way of being self-sufficient, and a basement full of homemade jam and juice 
was a way of gaining prestige as a capable housewife (Knuuttila 2006, 280).
 Both in urban and rural settings, food consisted mainly of simple home cook-
ing. Soups, beef stew, and macaroni casseroles were presented as traditional meals. 
The women whom I interviewed point out that cooking implied a lot of work. 
Cooking was both a necessity and a symbolically important task for the housewife. 
Elsa talks about how she had to prepare two meals a day:

Elsa: But mark my words. During the 1950s, when I was newlywed and had 
small kids, the husbands, all of them [. . .] came home for lunch. [. . .] They 
didn’t eat at the factory or at a restaurant but came home for lunch and for 
dinner. So you had to prepare two meals a day while also taking care of the 
children and all that, because there were no kindergartens. So actually, when I 
think of it, the youth of today is rather spoiled.

Lena: So life was rather hard?

Elsa: Yes, tough. But all of us had it like that, so we thought it should be that 
way.

In her recollections, Elsa looks back and sees her duties as a housewife, including 
preparing the meals of the day, as burdensome. At the same time, she points out that 
everybody else was in the same situation. She is also eager to express that times were 
different. In this example, the past era is represented as the norm, whereas the youth 
of today are depicted as spoiled, because they have the opportunity to put children 
in kindergartens. In that way, she constructs a narrative of a burdensome past as a 
worn-out housewife, as a way of justifying why she was needed at home. Cooking 
is presented as an honorable nurturing practice for females. The cooking mother 
often arises as a key figure when recollecting childhood memories (Knuuttila 2006, 
14–20). Food also consumed a major portion of the total household expenditures, 
and the food was supposed to be healthy. Knowledge about key nutrients was one of 
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the expected skills of the housewife. The food should contain a sufficient amount of 
calories and vitamins (Heinonen 1998, 263). 
 During this period, the recipes in Finnish cookbooks became easier to make 
and faster to prepare in order to enable cooking after a day of working outside the 
home. Convenience foods also appeared in grocery stores (Knuuttila 2006, 280). 
My informants, however, present another point of view. Depending on how they 
remember that time in comparison to the situation today, they felt that there was 
a shortage of all things and provisions. Molly recalls with emphasis that there were 
no foods that would have made the working day of a housewife easier: “There was 
nothing like the products you find today. So you can say it was primitive.” In her 
recollections, the present is depicted as developed and the past as undeveloped. In 
the 1950s, you could find canned food in the stores (Heinonen 1998, 226). In my 

 
 
material, however, the canned food is not mentioned. One possible reason for this is 
that conveniences like canned or frozen food became part of food consumption later 
than the 1950s in Finland or that this kind of food was not perceived as first-rate 

Figure 1. Shopping at Elanto supermarket in Helsinki in 1955. Photo: Olli Nieminen. 
Courtesy of the Finnish Labour Museum Werstas.
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cooking and, thus, was not part of the professional housewives’ skills (Sillanpää 
2002, 146).    
 In Glenna Matthews’s book “Just a Housewife”: The Rise and Fall of Domesticity in 
America (1987), she discusses the fixed expression in the title. The expression just a 
housewife, in my material as well, was a way of indicating the reevaluation of house-
wives in 1960s and 1970s (Matthews 1987). During that time, the ideal of staying at 
home changed from the norm to something to be defended or as an aspect of societal 
discourse on gender equality (Ogden 1986, 65–70). A woman interviewed by a stu-
dent in the 1980s talks about her background, telling the student, “I didn’t become a 
librarian although it was close. I became, as it used to be said, ‘just’ a housewife” (IF 
mgt 1988/53). According to her, love came in between, and she married and had 
children, and was not able to complete her education. According to Matthews, the 
use of the “just” in connection to housewives is because of a lack of appreciation for 
household work. She wants to advance the home as a central place, something she 
thinks was lost when consumption became the main task for middle-class women—
buying new types of merchandise and chauffeuring children made her a servant, 
with dissatisfaction as a result (Matthews 1987, 192). A reevaluation of the house-
wife is affected by third-wave feminists, who interpret the choice of staying at home 
as an individual alternative (Johnson and Lloyd 2004). Although the women in my 
material talk about themselves as “just” housewives, the explanation that Matthews 
gives does not correspond with Finnish conditions because the phenomenon she 
mentioned was not widely spread here yet. Instead, the women in my study give a 
picture of a daily life that was hard and tough—a life that demanded both skills and 
effort to cook and serve two meals a day for the family.

 

“you had to CooK the Cloth”
The professionalization of the housewife also implied new demands on cleanliness. 
By the end of the nineteenth century, new requirements for hygiene were intro-
duced as a way of diminishing tuberculosis and infant mortality. The catchwords in 
the information campaigns were cleanliness and orderliness when making a good 
home (Martha 1999, 21–25). Dwellings were supposed to be clean, functional, and 
light, which was also reflected in architectural concepts. Knowledge of the invis-
ible enemy—bacteria—made cleaning a central ingredient in any modern home. 
Cleanliness also had an ethical dimension because a clean and neat home was thought 
to be superior in a moral sense (Saarikangas 1998, 199).
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 These new demands also meant that household work took more time. Cleaning 
was intended to be done properly, but it was also supposed to be done with joy. 
Cleaning was to be carefully planned and carried out using the appropriate tools 
(Häyrinen 1956). At the same time, criticism about too much cleaning arose in 
weekly magazines, as in the following headline: “Don’t let the orderliness at home 
take precedence over the comfort of the family members” (Femina 1951, 1). Also, in 
Danielsen’s research on conditions in Norway, this type of criticism was rife in the 
1950s, when housewives were thought to be overwhelmed with cleaning. Instead, it 
was believed that they should participate in self-improving activities (2002, 64–66).
 When I interviewed the elderly women, they did not talk much about clean-
ing. The cleaning can be understood as an invisible routine they did not focus on 
very much. In a few words, they might ponder whether or not they thought it im-
portant to have a tidy home. Molly said she liked to keep her home spick-and-span, 
while Ebba did not consider it important. During the 1950s, many of the women 
I interviewed had a cleaning lady, but no one had a full-time housekeeper, though 
it was quite frequent during the 1950s to have a servant or paid babysitter in urban 
surroundings. To be a servant was a way for unmarried women to find shelter and 
a livelihood (Rahikainen 2006, 226–29). In the life stories, the women also write 
about their chores: “As a housewife I had to do the cooking, washing, and cleaning” 
(KLiv 33). This topic did not generate any reminiscences in strict narrative form but 
more in the form of small narrative  (cf. Andrews 2002).
 When it came to washing, especially the babies’ diapers, they elaborated on 
the topic. Elsa talked in the interview about how lovely it was to have a home of her 
own, and she continued with descriptions of how elementary the situation was in 
terms of conveniences: “We had no running hot water, only a fire stove” (IF mgt 
2010/3). She also mentions how time-consuming it was to take care of a baby in 
these conditions. In addition she reflects on the fact that there was no access to 
disposable diapers in those days. She is horrified when she thinks of the demanding 
work involved when using cloth diapers.

Elsa: You had to cook the cloth [diapers] after every use. Then you had to let the 
cloth soak and then you had to have a big pot and let it cook there on the fire 
stove. Oh my God.

Lena: So you had no difficulties in passing the day?

Elsa: [Sighs deeply.] When I start to think, how on earth . . . No wonder the 
wives weren’t at work outside the home. There were no child-care centers or 
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anything else, there weren’t. So you had to stay at home, taking care of the 
children. (IF mgt 2010/3)

 Ebba also talks about washing cloth diapers. She tells how she cooked the ba-
by’s clothing. “I had a blue saucepan which was constantly standing on the stove” (IF 
mgt 2010/3). Washing the baby’s clothes, including the cloth diapers, was evidently 
more significant to the women I interviewed than cleaning and washing in gener-
al. It could mean that taking care of the children, and motherhood in general, was 
perceived as a central and surely more emotional duty than cleaning. Focusing on 
washing clothes and diapers can also be understood as showing the most laborious 
and disliked household chore of women.  
 In the citation above, Elsa sighs when telling about her life in the early 1950s, 
a life she describes as being tough. According to her, daily life as a young wife and 
mother was so demanding since mothers were needed at home because of the lack 
of municipal child care. She points out that, in those days, young mothers did not 
have the opportunity to choose between staying at home and working outside the 
home. They were truly needed at home. This lack of a choice must, nevertheless, 
be understood in terms of the existence of economic security; their husbands were 
able to support them. The topic of daily life being tough is also mentioned in the ar-
chived material. The shortage of running hot water, the lack of household applianc-
es, impractical children’s clothes, and the lack of disposable diapers were described 
as causes of the burdensome work. The work is depicted as “cumbersome” or “you 
needed all your energy to get it running” (IF mgt 1988/53). The burdensome duties 
and the simple conditions in which the housewives worked can be interpreted as a 
way of speaking about these conditions, but also as a justification of the women’s 
right to work at home. 
 In these stories, a heroic femininity emerges, of women who endure heavy 
work (cf. Hytönen and Koskinen-Koivisto 2009). Heroic femininity can be under-
stood as part of the image of the strong Finnish woman. Historian Pirjo Markkola has 
studied the construction of the strong Finnish woman as part of the national story of 
Finland. Slogans such as “women have always worked,” as well as women’s participa-
tion in politics and education serve to constitute this construction (2002, 75–80). 
The hardworking and oppressed woman did not match the image of a developed 
country; therefore, the image of hardworking and satisfied women was launched 
(Östman 2008, 21–22). Heroic femininity is in glaring contrast to the concept of 
“just a housewife,” from which the women in my material distance themselves.
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“a woman’s worK is never done”
Child care was a central task for the professional housewife. During the 1950s, 
motherhood was glorified as a way to guarantee population growth. Raising a big 
family was perceived as a political action (Nätkin 1997, 62–65). One way of ratio-
nalizing baby care was to reference the ideas presented by the pediatrician Benjamin 
Spock. In his world-renowned book The Common Sense Book of Baby and Child Care 
(2004 [1945]), he connects the idea of motherly love to discipline. Babies should be 
fed according to a strict timetable and should not receive too much attention from 
the mothers, otherwise they would be spoiled. This idea was introduced in Finland 
by Arvo Ylppö and was widely spread during the 1950s (Wrede 2001, 94). The 
women in my material, however, do not talk about timetables in relation to baby 
care. In fact, they tell surprisingly little about their children, and more about their 
grandchildren.
 Elsa talks about difficulties in relation to baby care. She recounts an episode 
when she was at home taking care of her youngest child and her older child was 
playing in the backyard. She checked on the older child by looking now and then 
out of the window. After a while, the doorbell rang and a neighbor asked if the child 
“belonged here.” The child had left the yard, something that understandably shook 
Elsa. Elsa explains: “So it was, you could not take care of it all. You weren’t that ac-
customed to it when you were twenty-something [. . .]. You were surely hopeless” (IF 
mgt 2010/3). By telling this story, Elsa points out how difficult it was to find enough 
time and abilities to take care of both a baby and a toddler. She did not match up to 
the ideal of being the professional mother and housewife she was expected to be.
 As the number of children grew and the mothers became more experienced, 
they began to present themselves as more professional when it came to baby care. 
In the interview with Ebba, she describes different systems for everything as a way 
of rationalizing work at home. For example, she had potties in a row for all the chil-
dren as a way of mastering their toilet training. When the children grew older, Ebba 
had duty rosters for taking out the garbage.
 Strict planning regarding the household economy was also a way of being a 
professional housewife. Her task was to enter all expenses in the book and make sure 
that the housekeeping budget was in balance. In an answer to a questionnaire, one 
woman writes about the need for strict economy: “I had little money at my disposal 
when the kids were small [. . .] I cleaned and did everything by myself; I bought the 
groceries and made the meals. I even sewed the clothing, both from new and old ma-
terial” (KLiv 82). It also meant an economic dependence on the husband because, as 
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she writes, she “had no money of [her] own.” Running the household was the house-
wife’s duty, because “during those days, men didn’t lend a hand in the household” 
(KLiv 88).       
 The domestic work took much of women’s time. According to Danielsen, 
the identity as a housewife was something the woman had 24/7 (Danielsen 2002, 
14–17). This does not imply that they did not have time to meet other housewives 
during the day. Linnea describes how she took the children to the playground and 
had coffee with her friends. Mostly, however, the women talk about endless domes-
tic work. Molly describes an ordinary day as a housewife when her children were 
small, with duties consisting of “washing, cleaning, and puttering about.” Although 
the women tried to be professional and rational housewives, their work seemed 
never to be done. Ann Oakley talks about this phenomenon with the familiar ex-
pression, “A woman’s work is never done” (Oakley [1974] 1978, 44). Even though 
the woman’s day was filled with duties, domestic work was still not considered real 
work. Real work was defined as labor outside the domestic sphere (ibid., 29). In her 
study of the housewife, Oakley also presents the apprehension of British women 
concerning domestic work. Being a boss of their own and having time to take care 
of the children by themselves were positive sides of staying at home. The negative as-
pect of being a housewife was the monotonous and lonely work (ibid., 44). One way 
of trying to counter that loneliness and boredom was to professionalize domestic 
work. The women were to look at their task as a profession in order to appreciate it 
(Femina 1959, 8). In my material, women also recount the longing to do things oth-
er than cooking and cleaning (KLiv 33). Sometimes, this longing manifested itself 
in work outside the home, often part-time work, or paid work with the home as a 
base. It could also be work that was periodically available (Suoranta 2009, 40–45). 
The women were expected to go out to work when their mission as mothers was 
fulfilled (Satka 1993, 61).

ConClusions

In this article, I have analyzed how women, as housewives in an urban (Swedish-
speaking) middle-class setting in 1950s Finland, narrate their duties at home, focus-
ing on images and practices related to the duties of housewives in relation to the idea 
of the professional housewife. I have focused on three duties: cooking, cleaning, and 
washing, and practical childrearing. The women I interviewed talk about their du-
ties, and they recount cooking as hard work, and as one of the reasons why they had 
to stay at home. Another was the lack of full-time municipal child care. They talk 
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about the past as quite different compared to the situation today. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, the interviewees did not talk much about cleaning and washing up. That was 
regarded as something that just had to be done. The washing of diapers was, how-
ever, an exception, which they described as being time-consuming and laborious.
 During the 1950s, the norm of being a housewife was present in Finland, and 
as my material also shows, it had an impact on urban middle-class families. At that 
time, the professional housewife was presented in weekly magazines, as well as in 
research, as the ideal. This ideal image is not, to any larger extent, present in my ma-
terial, and the women relate to the ideal of the professional housewife as something 
that was hard to accomplish. Instead of presenting themselves as professional house-
wives, they focus on their failures and difficulties. The image of the happy housewife 
as being a professional housewife, thus, competes with the images of the worn-out 
housewife and the unsuccessful housewife. This shows that the image of the happy 
housewife, to some extent, is a nostalgic image far beyond practice. The nostalgia is 
constructed in contrast to the master narratives of everyday life in the 1950s, as well 
as in contrast to the everyday life of today, as something utopian. It also shows that 
the actual practices do not always correspond to the ideal images when experiences 
of people are analyzed, even though the image is known as something desirable and 
something that the narrator relates to.     
 In my article, I have focused on the use of fixed expressions in the women’s 
narratives, such as: “so I became a housewife,” “it was the same for all of us,” “‘just’ 
a housewife,” “you had to stay at home,” “you had to cook the cloth [diapers],” “I had 
no money of my own,” and “washing, cleaning, and puttering about.” These fixed ex-
pressions can be looked upon as crystallized comments reflecting master narratives 
about being a housewife. Expressions starting with “I had to” appear in the analysis, 
above all, to show that times were different than they are today, and that staying at 
home during the 1950s was the normative way of living for some women in Finland, 
although the number of housewives here was quite low. This means that the wom-
en’s often small and incomplete narratives relate to the cultural stock of narratives, 
in this case, relating both to the master narrative of the working mother and to the 
stay-at-home mom. 
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heavy saCKs, Cold stores, and blaCK marKeting: 
reminisCenCes oF Female retail store worKers 

during world war ii in Finland

Kirsi-Maria Hytönen
University of Jyväskylä

abstraCt

This article analyzes interactions between women’s experience narratives and the 
shared, cultural narrative of Finland in World War II (1939–45). The collective 
memory of World War II in Finland is based on a shared narrative of heroic sacri-
fice. This study questions this narrative by examining the reminiscences of retail 
store assistants whose work changed considerably when the war broke out in 1939. 
It uncovers the challenges they faced with regard to workplace fatigue, dishonesty, 
and black marketing. The use of oral-history methods allows the narrator to reflect 
and to produce a narrative of the past for today’s audience. For the researcher, the 
materials reveal the connections of meanings and values to the time, place, and so-
cial environment. The article contributes to the growing scholarly challenge to the 
heroic narratives of World War II. 

introduCtion

“They were hard times for a young woman, and I still suffer from backache” (MV:K34/851, 
born in 1918). This is how Ellen summarizes her work in a cooperative retail store 
during the Winter War. When the war broke out, she was twenty-one years old. 
When the male shop assistant at the same retail store was called to the front, Ellen 
and her friend Toini took care of most of the daily work, regardless of whether they 
wanted to or were strong enough to manage the tasks.
 The beginning of the Winter War in November 1939 changed every area of 
society in Finland, including trade and retail stores. At the time, retail stores were 
based on service desks, which meant that every product was brought to the cus-
tomer at the desk and measured, rationed, and packed separately. Segregation was 
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strong in the trade: female salespersons sold fabrics, threads, food, and other sup-
plies that needed special attention to detail, whereas men took care of tools, farming 
products, and items that required heavy lifting, and they were also responsible for 
running the business. The war changed this segregation of duties. Women were 
very often responsible for the whole store, from accounting to hauling potato sacks 
to everything in between. The unions supported women’s recruitment into men’s 
jobs in the field of trade because the work was considered lighter than other physical 
occupations, and thus suitable for women. However, as historian Marjaliisa Hentilä 
(1999, 268) notes, work on both sides of the counter was both physically and men-
tally hard during the war. So memories of work in the retail stores are full of shades 
and nuance, and are not simply happy or nostalgic. 
 The reminiscences are descriptions of daily life. The shared cultural narrative 
about wartime frequently mentions strong women working together for the father-
land. Nostalgia is also evident in the construction. In this context, it is not only 
the melancholic coloring of memories, but also a more complex phenomenon, as 
historian Hanna Kuusi and media scholar Anu Koivunen define it: nostalgia is both 
discourse and explanation. This makes it possible to explain the positive way wom-
en remember hard times and circumstances. However, nostalgic reminiscences are 
also charged with meanings and values. Nostalgia is involved in reconstructing the 
narrative of solidarity during the war, and it thus has an effect on the construction 
and reconstruction of cultural narratives (Koivunen 2001, 326–50; Kuusi 2007; 
Hytönen 2013; see also Koskinen-Koivisto in this volume).
 Despite the relative harmony and nostalgia of the dominant cultural narrative, 
this article illustrates the variety of memories. Based on written material collected 
for Finnish archives, it concerns the reminiscences of women who worked in retail 
stores during World War II and the years of reconstruction in Finland. Two main 
questions are addressed: How do the women talk about black marketing in retail 
stores during the war and their own relationship with dishonesty? What do they 
say about hard work, fatigue, and pulling through it all? With these questions, the 
article uses oral-history methods to analyze unpleasant experiences: the material 
is read not only as a source of information but also as interpretations of the past 
(Fingerroos and Haanpää 2012; Portelli 2006). It is suggested that memories of 
unpleasant things are as important as nostalgic memories of wartime and the years 
of rebuilding. The aim is to show that alongside memories of strength in the remi-
niscences of the 1940s and 1950s are other aspects of human life: fatigue, despair, 
and dishonesty. The study of cultural history, experiences, and wartime traditions 
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is still ongoing in Finnish historical research on World War II. It was only recently 
that scholars questioned the notion of the nation and the national perspective during 
the war, and deconstructed the somewhat glorifying cultural narrative. However, 
popular presentations of the war since the 1990s could be defined as “neo-patrio-
tism,” which has a strong effect on the so-called cultural narrative and shared com-
munication about wartime history (Kivimäki 2012, 35; Kinnunen and Jokisipilä 
2012, 450–51; Näre and Kirves 2008). The neo-patriotic turn has meant a revival of 
nationalistic attitudes and representations of war that support the constructed idea 
of wartime Finland as unified and harmonious. The romanticized, nationalistic view 
of wartime had existed before the 1990s, too, but since then it has to some extent 
dominated the public discourse (Kinnunen and Jokisipilä 2012, 450–51).
 People narrating their personal memories of war contextualize those mem-
ories within common historical knowledge and alongside information mediated 
by textual resources such as the written media, cinema, literature, and television 
(Korkiakangas 2009, 58–60). Behind their personal memories lies a shared, cultur-
al narrative about the heroic struggle during World War II in Finland. According to 
literary scholar James Phelan, a cultural narrative is shared by a whole society, or at 
least some subgroup. It is supported or challenged by individual narratives but nev-
ertheless helps to identify important values within the society in question (Phelan 
2005, 8–9). The cultural narrative of the Winter War and the Continuation War 
emphasizes a spirit of togetherness, hardworking people, a lack of complaining, 
honor, and patriotism. Thus, the cultural narrative marginalizes narratives of fa-
tigue, feelings of surrender and pacifism, for example, not to mention the brutality 
of war (Kinnunen and Jokisipilä 2012; Kivimäki 2012, 35; Näre and Kirves 2008; 
Hytönen 2013). Research on unpleasant memories in oral histories has focused on 
the traumatic. The concept of trauma has been used as a tool in the analysis of both 
personal and collective memories (e.g., Kõresaar, Kuutma, and Lauk 2009, 30–31; 
Aarelaid-Tart 2009). However, the unpleasant memories evoked in this article are 
not analyzed as traumatic reminiscences: the focus is rather on hard work, cheat-
ing, and the black market as part of a “socially shared history awareness,” a con-
cept used by ethnologist Pirjo Korkiakangas (2009, 59) in connection with shared 
experiences.
 I chose the memories of female retail store workers as the starting point for 
an article after I had finished my doctoral dissertation. The so-called neo-patriotic 
discourse was part of my childhood and teenage years in the 1990s through cultural 
products such as movies (see Kinnunen and Jokisipilä 2012, 467–68). When I was 
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studying history, I started to question the patriotic wartime ethos. My doctoral dis-
sertation (Hytönen 2014) concerned women’s memories of work during and after 
World War II in Finland. I found more shades, values, and feelings connected to 
work than just a sense of solidarity and patriotism in the women’s memories, and 
with them I participate in the deconstruction of the neo-patriotic cultural narrative. 
Feelings of tiredness and exhaustion represent just another aspect of the memories 
of survival and strength, as I show in the following sections. 
 Gender is one of the key themes in the article, the research material and ques-
tions being focused on women. If not an analytical concept, gender here means a 
perspective and a point of view. Research on the experienced history of World War 
II has focused on gender roles in recent years. Women nowadays are seen not only 
as supporters of soldiers (i.e., men) but as active agents with personalities, partic-
ipants in the war alongside men (Kivimäki 2012, 28–30). The significance of the 
war to femininity and masculinity has been widely discussed, as has its effect on 
women’s position in the labor market (see, e.g., Duchen and Bandhauer-Schöffmann 
2000; Kiely and Leane 2004; Summerfield 1998; Berger Gluck 1988; Braybon and 
Summerfield 1987; Milkman 1987; Hytönen 2013; Olsson 2005). Everyday life and 
work in wartime has been studied from the perspectives of gender, pay, inequality 
(Gazeley 2008), and the meaning of music and sense of community in factory work 
(Korczynski et al. 2005; see also Koskinen-Koivisto 2009), for example. However, 
there seems to have been little research on feelings of tiredness, pain, dirt, and hun-
ger, or on the wish to give up. This article contributes to the discussion of gender 
during the war, with a focus on women’s experiences of fatigue and black market-
ing, and their coping mechanisms.
 Attention is also paid to methodological questions: the material came into be-
ing several decades after the war and is thus affected by conventional ways of nar-
rating, cultural narratives of the war, intentional and unintentional forgetting, and 
nostalgia (Korkiakangas 2009; McDowell 2004; Erll 2011). The focus is not only on 
the contents of the memories, but also on ways of reminiscing. An oral-history study 
always seeks a balance somewhere between interpretations of the present and of the 
past. The study is led into the past by the experiences that the narrators are asked 
to relate. However, both the researcher and the reader live and act in the present, 
and thus interpret the past from today’s perspective. In addition, if an inquiry was 
carried out long ago, the narrator is looking into the past not from the present, but 
from the moment of narration—which in the case of this study was twenty years 
ago (Helsti 2000.) In the following I introduce the research material and the way 
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it has been read. Then the article focuses on the outbreak of war and examines the 
memory material in terms of changes in women’s work in retail stores. The final 
sections turn to exceptional circumstances, especially the narrative of black mar-
keting in retail stores. Finally, I analyze the heaviness of the work described in the 
women’s reminiscences, and how they discuss their coping despite the hard times.

researCh material

The article is based on memory narratives written by Finnish women. In Finland, 
the research on oral history has broadened to include written material in addition to 
oral interviews. Written materials can be used in parallel with interviews as long as 
methodological differences are taken into account (Fingerroos and Haanpää 2012). 
Most archive-initiated surveys contain lists of questions on a chosen theme, whereas 
calls to enter a writing competition usually include only a few questions. In theory, 
anyone can take part in a survey or a writing competition, but in practice there are 
natural limitations: narrators tend to be people who have some connection with an 
archive and are willing to commit their memories to paper (Pöysä 1997, 42–44, 
48–49; Korkiakangas 1996, 62; Taira 2006, 37–38; Latvala 2005, 61–66). I have 
not been involved in constructing the surveys and writing competitions, and have 
taken my material from different archive collections based on my research questions 
and themes. I quote thirteen women in this article and refer to them by their first 
names, but the analysis is based on the whole material. The women I quote were 
born between 1912 and 1929 (see Hytönen 2014, 66–67).1 I chose the archives in 
question because they contained extensive materials covering the whole country.
 Whether based on oral or written material, an oral history study focuses on 
the interaction and dialogue between the interviewer and the interviewee. The in-
terviewer is the one who opens the conversation and often leads the way with ques-
tions, but the informants decide what kinds of narratives are told. In the case of a 
survey, however, the dialogue takes place in a wider temporal context, not imme-
diately as in a face-to-face encounter. Narrators responding to a survey are able to 
use as much time as they need and to think carefully about what to write and how 
to express it. The structure of the survey tends to lead narrators into following con-
ventional ways of reminiscing and learned ways of committing a life story to paper, 
both of which strengthen the impression of collective ways of remembering. At the 

1 The quotations were translated by the author and revised by Joan Nordlund. The transla-
tions are ethically sound with respect to the narrators. However, it is difficult or even impossible 
to reflect all the tones and nuances of the women’s original narratives.
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same time, there is a strong sense of individual reminiscence and detailed descrip-
tions of experiences (Hytönen 2013, 2014).
 The survey themes and questions, or the interviewer, focus the narrator’s 
thoughts on personal memories. Moreover, knowing that researchers are interested 
in their memories, and that their accounts will be kept for future reference, narra-
tors are undoubtedly encouraged to consider the wider meaning. In fact, the core 
of oral history lies in the relationship between personal life narratives and history, 
and in the ways in which individual experiences are recounted in connection with 
history. This subjectivity is the key that unlocks the meanings of events. A person-
al life narrative can be recounted in connection with national history, especially 
if the survey is linked to a certain period in time, such as the war years. Putting 
memories in writing helps the writer to reflect on his or her place in history, to in-
crease his or her self-knowledge, and to recognize valuable traditions from the past 
(Korkiakangas 2009). Motives for writing reminiscences include the desire to put 
one’s personal narrative into a historical context, to preserve one’s life story for the 
next generation, and to correct a dominant historical account.
 The material is taken from the Ethnographic Manuscript Archives of the 
National Board of Antiquities in Finland, and the Labour Archives of Finland, hav-
ing been collected through different surveys and writing competitions between 
1984 and 2001 (see Hytönen 2013, 2014). As mentioned earlier, many popular pre-
sentations of the war since the 1990s belong to the so-called neo-patriotic cultural 
narrative. To some extent, the memory material used in this article was produced 
before neo-patriotism gained ground. The largest survey was carried out by the 
Ethnographic Manuscript Archives between 1988 and 1989, when women were 
asked to write about their life and work during the wars between 1939 and 1945 
(referred to by the abbreviation MV:K34). Until this time, war history had focused 
mainly on battle history, politics, and soldiers. Women were eager to finally relate 
their war experiences; more than 2,200 women took part in the survey, as well 
as 270 men. The women who responded to the survey seemed to have a need to 
emphasize their personal contributions. The survey questions also highlight work 
and involvement. Of the 112 questions, only one mentions tiredness, fear, low spir-
its, and despair. As I interpret them, the questions underline the patriotic cultural 
narrative, leaving hardly any space for other aspects. The materials taken from the 
collections of the Labour Archives comprise women’s reminiscences of everyday 
life (referred to by the abbreviation TMT, Työväen Muistitietotoimikunta, “The 
Commission of Finnish Labour Tradition”; this commission is in charge of collecting 
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memories in Labour Archives). Wartime is not the specific focus in these materials, 
as it was in the former survey, and the collection includes informal autobiographies. 
However, in this material, too, wartime is often seen as a turning point in life, and 
it is given a lot of attention in the personal life narratives.

the outbreaK oF war in the memories oF retail store worKers

In the Finnish context, World War II refers to three different wars, two against the 
Soviet Union and one against Germany. The Winter War broke out in November 
1939 and lasted until the end of March 1940. After almost fifteen months of peace, 
known as the Interim Peace (by contemporaries), the Continuation War broke out in 
June 1941. This time Finland received material support from Hitler’s Germany, and 
German troops settled especially in eastern Lapland. The Continuation War ended 
in a truce between the Soviet Union and Finland in September 1944. According to 
the terms of peace with the Allied Powers, in the so-called Lapland War, Finland 
fought against German troops stationed in northern parts of the country, and the 
last Germans left in April 1945.2

 The outbreak of war changed the working lives of many retail store assistants. 
In September and October 1939, adult men were called up for refresher training, 
which de facto meant mobilization.3 The reminiscences of the women refer to the 
proliferation of work that had to be done in the autumn of 1939 because the men had 
gone to war and the labor market was in some disorder. Ellen, for example, who was 
cited at the beginning of the article, lists the tasks that she and her colleague Toini 
had to carry out:

Work became heavier for us women when Ilmari went to war. We had to 
carry heavy stuff from the storehouse to the shop. Packing and sending 
things to the two branch stores were now our duties. We also had to 
chop wood. [. . .] We weren’t able to carry sugar and flour sacks alone, 
so one of us took one end [of the sack] and the other took the other end. 
(MV:K34/851) 

2 When the German troops retreated north to Norway, they applied the so-called scorched 
earth policy, i.e., reduced most of the area to ashes. For up-to-date research on Finland in WWII 
from many different viewpoints, see Kinnunen and Kivimäki, eds. 2012: in the introduction Ville 
Kivimäki gives basic information about the three wars during WWII.
3 Because Finland was negotiating with the Soviet Union, preparations for the war were car-
ried out as quietly as possible. Hence, the mobilization of the army was called refresher training.
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Ellen remembers especially well the heavy things she had to lift, including sacks of 
flour and grain, and boxes of butter that weighed about 50 kilograms (about 110 
pounds). The retail store where she worked was cold during the winter, and they 
had to chop big logs into smaller pieces to be able to burn them in the stove. (The 
coldness of retail stores and storage places comes up often in the reminiscences, 
see, e.g., MV:K34/1288; MV:K34/167; MV:K34/851; MV:K34/943.) Even though 
chopping wood was hard work and there was hardly time for it, she remembers that 
task more positively than lifting heavy sacks: 

At quiet times we took turns doing that, also during the daytime. When 
the weather was beautiful, it was quite nice to be outside chopping and 
sawing wood. (MV:K34/851)

 For many women the outbreak of the war meant more responsibility and 
heavier physical work. Else (born in 1919) trained as a shop manager in the summer 
of 1939. When her training finished in October and despite her lack of experience, 
she was immediately called to be a manager in a retail store in the neighboring 
town, the male manager having had to leave first for refresher training and then to 
join the war (MV:K34/189). Lilli worked in a butcher’s shop before the war, but 
when war broke out she was appointed shop manager in a retail store—against her 
will, as she remembers (MV:K34/2246, born in 1919). Like Else and Lilli, Helvi-
Kirsti was also twenty years old when the Winter War broke out, and she only had 
work experience as a shop assistant. Without notice, in October 1939, she was sent 
to run a retail store fifteen kilometers from her home. For her, this change marked 
the transition from childhood to adulthood:

It all felt very uncomfortable—just a moment ago I was a “little girl”: 
office trainee + apprentice in the store—Mom’s and Dad’s little girl, but 
now I was in charge of a big retail store with a young girl who had just 
recently arrived there. (MV:K34/546, born in 1919)

For Martta, too, the outbreak of the Continuation War meant new tasks and busy 
days. Her husband was a shop manager, and when he was called to the front in 1941, 
Martta was asked to do his job. She had worked in retail stores, but not on the man-
agement level. She also had small children to take care of, but she found a young girl 
to look after them (MV:K34/627, born in 1918). Irene was not as lucky. Her young-
est child was only three months old when her husband left to join the war, and she 
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needed to take a job to survive. She returned to her old job as a shop assistant and 
made a deal with the manager that she could go home to breastfeed her baby once 
every four hours. However, a shop manager from a bigger store in the neighboring 
town was killed in the war, and Irene was taken on there quite soon after. “Some 
things and the children on the back of a truck, and we moved there,” as she remem-
bers the big change in her life in the summer of 1941 (MV:K34/1933, born in 1912).
 The outbreak of the Continuation War in June 1941 is not as shocking in the 
collective memory as the happenings in November 1939, when everything changed 
both in society and in the personal lives of most people living in Finland. The 
Continuation War was somewhat expected, the terms of peace in the Winter War 
being considered harsh and unjust. In addition, the so-called spirit of the Winter 
War (i.e., a surprisingly strong sense of togetherness) is contrasted with the atmo-
sphere of the Continuation War in the collective memory. The solid unanimity that 
characterizes memories of the Winter War started to crack as the Continuation War 
dragged on for several years, fought by a nation that was not as united in its opinions 
as during the winter of 1939–40 (Junila 2012, 191–99). However, as noted above 
and in the personal reminiscences of the women who worked in the retail stores, 
the outbreak of the Continuation War brought changes just as big to their lives as 
the events of autumn 1939 did. Women took on physically heavier tasks, sometimes 
they had to move to a different neighborhood, and they were often given more re-
sponsibility, such as being in charge of a store.
 However, the time scale and the nature of the material should also be consid-
ered. It was expected that the Continuation War would be short, and that the men 
would be home before the end of summer 1941. No one knew it was going to be 
many years before there was peace again. Because of the bitter disappointment over 
the peace terms following the Winter War, the Continuation War was almost wel-
comed (Junila 2012, 192), although in hindsight it is easier to see what was coming. 
It seems to me from the women’s narratives that they did not welcome the outbreak 
of the Continuation War as something that was just and temporary, but saw it as the 
start of a long and exceptionally hard period (see e.g., MV:K34/546).

exPerienCes oF rationing and “Card games” in retail stores

When Helvi-Kirsti arrived at her new workplace in October 1939, it was quite 
chaotic. There were no staff in the retail store, and customers had been waiting for 
someone to serve them. The store was full of women wanting to buy things like 
extra clothing, soap, and special food for a husband who was going to war. Restless 



Journal of Finnish Studies

82

and anxious people were hoarding coffee and sugar, which were soon to be rationed. 
The first evacuees from Karelia soon arrived, needing everyday supplies such as 
kettles, bowls, coffee pots, and cutlery. Encountering Karelian evacuees was an 
emotionally strong experience for Helvi-Kirsti:

This hustle and bustle because the Karelians’ circumstances had changed 
and they had become beggars in a wealthy village in Western Finland 
also made me realize how war changes people’s lives at lightning speed. 
Sometimes we wept with a Karelian woman when she told us that she 
had not received a single letter from her husband. (MV:K34/546)

The first products to be rationed in Finland, in October 1939, were imported goods 
such as sugar and coffee. Most food supplies, including milk, grain products, butter, 
meat, and eggs were rationed during the interim period of peace. The rationing 
cards defined the allowed amount of food on four levels. The determination of a 
person’s level depended on the person’s age, medical circumstances, and type of 
work. One by one the items were de-rationed during the years of rebuilding—milk 
in 1949, for example, and finally coffee in 1954 (Hietanen 1990; Jaatinen 2008; 
Junila 2012).
 Everyone had a shopping card and coupons, which indicated the amount of 
each rationed product they could buy every month. These coupons were checked 
in the shop, and marked before anything else was done. Counting the coupons and 
marking the cards made service in the stores much slower than before. Silja (born in 
1915), who worked in a retail store during the Winter War, remembers what it was 
like: 

Oh, we sellers were quite busy. The store was already full of people in 
the morning, and we had to remember to collect both the payment and 
the coupons. But maybe people were calmer back then, waiting quietly 
for their turn. We did not even have time for a lunch break, and just took 
something from the storeroom when fetching something out of there. 
(MV:K34/1586)

In many of the narratives in my research material, there are repeated references to 
this continuous rush. The retail stores were open long hours because service was 
slow with the rationing cards and different sorts of coupons. It was not only the ser-
vice that was time consuming, but it took many hours to do the monthly accounts 
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for the Ministry of Supply. The Ministry, which was established in the autumn of 
1939, was in charge of the rationing system (Junila 2012, 205). The longer the war 
lasted, the more difficult it was for storekeepers to find supplies and goods. Women 
working in the stores also faced human suffering at the end of the month when the 
ration cards had run out and people were not allowed to buy new produce until the 
following month. Consequently, the first day of the month was very busy, as Rauha 
recalls: 

[O]h the first day of each month was horrible, we sold and weighed flour 
for each customer according to their rationed allowance, we were like 
millers, the stuff was not ready bagged. Those with big families bought 
more at a time, their allowances were hardly enough, and they hoarded 
coupons from others. There was also a queue for bread. Rationing and 
shopping cards had to be checked first before anything could be sold. 
(MV:K34/1354, born in 1924)

Rauha mentions that the salespersons had to measure the amounts needed from big 
sacks of flour. Many women remember in particular how difficult it was to measure 
sugar, which at the time was delivered to the stores in the form of loaves. Because 
sugar was rationed, it was necessary to cut pieces for each customer very precisely. 
Crumbs were a loss for everyone. Shop assistant Bertta mentions a widow who had 

Figure 1. Customer and shop assistant in a co-op store in the 1950s. Courtesy of the 
Finnish Labour Museum Werstas.   
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lost her eldest son in the war. She came to the store to ask for extra sugar for the 
funeral. The shop manager could not give anything above the rationed amount, 
but together with the shop assistant they collected all the crumbs that had fallen as 
the sugarloaf was being cut. It was not much, but it was all they were able to give 
(MV:K34/1727, born in 1927). 
 The discrepancy between what was available and what was seen on the store’s 
shelves was striking. Rationing brought black marketing with it. The rationing sys-
tem and the Ministry of Supply were established in order to ensure fair distribu-
tion of necessary food supplies, fuel, cloth, and other major items at fair prices. 
Hoarding, hiding supplies, complaining, and lying were other aspects of the system. 
Store workers were often accused of dishonesty and black marketing, both during 
and after the war. Possibly because of the bad reputation, some of the writers want-
ed to defend themselves and their professional honor, claiming that at least in their 
store all the marketing was honest, and nothing was sold “under the counter.” Lilli, 
for example, explains that she and her colleagues were working hard, but were too 
young to sell anything on the black market: “We were so young and naïve that we 
sold nothing ‘under the table’” (MV:K34/2246). Silja also defends the honor of the 
store workers: 

I was briefed in my very first trainee position that deals should always be 
honest, and that principle probably held everywhere. Whatever is said 
otherwise. Those “cheaters” have just been generalized to “all” traders. 
(Although it is true that “evil is infectious.”) (MV:K34/1586, born in 
1915) 

As far as Silja was concerned, the widespread black marketing was not attributable 
to a tendency among retail store workers to cheat. The whole phenomenon was 
based on a few exceptions giving a bad example and infecting the others.
 However, quite a few narrators admitted that there was black marketing, and 
that sometimes they took part in it. Historians have shown that the black mar-
ket was part of everyday life during the war. It is estimated that 25 percent of the 
food consumed in the Netherlands, for example, was bought on the black market 
(Trienekens 2000, 122). In Canada, meat in particular was widely sold on the black 
market because it was generally known that official supervision of the rationing 
rules was inefficient. The practice continued after the war; in 1946, someone irri-
tated by the black market currency informed the state authorities that an estimated 
75 percent of the meat sold in Montreal came through the black market (Keshen 
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2004, 119). The smaller the rationed portions, the bigger the black market grew. 
Measured in calories, Finnish rationing portions resembled the European aver-
age. They left people with a slight feeling of hunger, so meals were supplemented 
with potatoes, which were not rationed, and vegetables grown in gardens or fields. 
The black market was essential in keeping people in good health (Hietanen 1990; 
Jaatinen 2008; Turtiainen 2008).
 Narratives of hoarding and buying food on the black market are part of the oral 
history of World War II in Finland (Koskinen-Koivisto 2014, 100–13; Räikkönen 
1993). However, a salesperson’s viewpoint is different from that of the average buy-
er. When other citizens used the black market to survive during the war, workers in 
retail stores were in a position to profit from it—if they wanted to. Thus, admitting 
its existence and one’s own participation says a lot about wartime morals in the nar-
ratives of workers in retail stores.
 The strongest statement in the research material about the (dis)honesty of 
salespersons was made by Aino: there was nothing to complain about how the coop-
erative stores operated during the war. For her, it was natural that some dishonesty 
occurred, but she was not always the one who benefitted from hiding food. 

When there was little to share and a long line [. . .] it was clear that our 
own folks [i.e., people working in the store] sometimes went without. It 
was only human that the salespersons had their own closest friends, for 
whom they sometimes stashed something. (TMT 51:1038, year of birth 
unknown)

Aino continues on this theme, relating how she once asked the store manager to 
put a piece of yeast aside for her. The manager snapped at her: he would do no such 
thing. However, Aino knew that he sometimes put things aside for his friends.
 As with Silja above, Aino also suggests that dishonesty in shop business seemed 
to happen on the individual level, and she does not wish to blame the entire coop-
erative system. She also connects honesty tightly with gender. Once again there is 
some contradiction in her statement:

I have to say that the running of the cooperative stores was honest at that 
time, too. The male managers in particular were excellent. But when 
men had to go to war, women became store managers, and I wouldn’t 
score them that highly on honesty. Even though I’m a woman, I have to 
say that women are more crooked than men when they get into a bossy 
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position like this [. . .] (TMT 51:1038)

Aino does not reveal why she has such a negative attitude towards female managers. 
The number of women in management positions in stores increased during the war.4 
Circumstances were difficult, and as Aino mentioned earlier, it was “only human” to 
cheat a little in the rationing. Perhaps she was referring to women’s inexperience as 
managers: wartime brought new situations (and temptations) to act dishonestly. In 
addition, some women had no experience of leadership, which might have affected 
Aino’s experiences. However, she stresses the propriety of the cooperative market 
in general.
 Aino accepted some degree of black marketing as human, finding it natural for 
some things occasionally to be put aside for friends. Helka was only a child during 
the war (she was born in 1929), but she worked as an assistant in a retail store. 
According to her narrative she was not a very professional seller, but on the other 
hand there was not much to sell. She understood black marketing as connected to 
networks of friends. A male manager called “Old Ville” had his own ways of building 
customer networks at her workplace, as she recalls: 

And Old Ville sold yeast under the counter, as I saw it, to everyone who 
needed it,  whispering at the same time: “There’s always something for 
you . . .” (MV:K34/901).

 The line between “us” and “others” had a special meaning in the supply trade. 
In the same way as Aino and Helka, Elma (born in 1925) also recalls some things 
being kept under the counter for “our own people,” meaning regular customers—
strangers went without. However, she claims that the manager of the store where 
she worked bought nothing on the black market. In fact, she wonders if there was 
any kind of black market in the small town in which she lived (MV:K34/1540; see 
also MV:K34/660). 
 Neither Elma nor any other woman contributing to the material defines pre-
cisely what she meant by “us.” Who are included in the inner circle and who are 
not? Did solidarity extend beyond high-spending regular customers? What about 
friends or relatives who were not regular customers? In all probability there were 
no precise rules related to selling under the counter, given that the whole system 
was irregular and depended on what the shopkeeper was able to get hold of, and the 

4 Women comprised about 50 percent of trade personnel before the war, and 60 to 70 per-
cent during it (Hentilä 1999, 268).
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rumors about what was available at the local store that circulated in the communi-
ty (see also Koskinen-Koivisto 2014, 100–101). The reminiscences of these retail 
store workers seldom mention the relation between everyday ethics and how they 
affected the women’s everyday lives. The work in the retail stores must have evoked 
ethical questions every day. To whom should they sell the products? What should 
they keep under the counter and what should they sell publicly? How high a price 
could they ask? Should a war widow with children get more than her ration coupon 
allowed, or should a local politician get bigger portions because he might be able to 
help the shopkeeper later? These questions do not arise in the research material, but 
are rather the result of my imaginings about the ethical questions people in the trade 
must have faced. They are difficult and sensitive topics, and the decades between the 
moment of narration and the time of war probably softened perceptions of everyday 
problems.
 Small purchases from the local store by regular customers and setting some-
thing aside for members of closer networks were not counted in the material as 
black marketing, or even as cheating: it was almost normal behavior in exceptional 
times, and everyone was expected to behave similarly. If black marketing is seen 
as part of everyday life in wartime, not even workers or retail stores could be ac-
cused of being dishonest. It was not the black marketing that was considered wrong, 
but the extortionate prices that speculators asked for (Turtiainen 2008, 327–28). 
However, as Tuovi Räikkönen, who has also analyzed memories of rationing, black 
markets and hoarding, suggests, the way people defend black marketing implies that 
they have something on their conscience, and that the practice was not fully morally 
defensible (Räikkönen 1993, 183). These women probably prefer to minimize the 
illegality, and therefore emphasize the ordinariness of the black market.

CoPing with hard worK

Interestingly, gender interacts with age in the narratives concerning work. Gender is 
present in the retail stores in terms of work segregation, but also in how hard work is 
remembered. As mentioned earlier, women’s work became physically harder when 
men were sent to the front. In retail stores this meant carrying heavy sacks and cases. 
Sometimes it hurt, but there was no other option than to continue working. Some 
writers support the cultural narrative of a spirit of solidarity and hard work during 
the war, recalling that no one, at least not the narrator, complained. Refusing to 
complain was a necessary quality during the war, and one needed one’s guts: 
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I’ll always remember how I wasn’t able to lift [heavy sacks] at first, but 
I guess I had guts and I got used to it. Sometimes I felt something in the 
lumbar region of my back but we never complained. (MV:K34/1933, 
born in 1912) 

 The spirit of solidarity is most strongly evident in the memories of retail store 
workers in the context of offering and accepting help. The women warmly remem-
ber people who offered them help, usually older men, as in Kaija’s narrative: 

There was also a post office in the same store, and these old farmers 
came every day to  pick up their mail, and they always asked if we girls 
needed help. (TMT 332:1379, born in 1924) 

On the other hand, age and gender are sometimes intertwined in a more complicat-
ed way. Martta looked after a retail store with another young woman. When farmers 
brought grain in big sacks there, she and her friend had to lift the sacks because most 
of the farmers were too old to do so, and the younger men were at the front: 

Almost all the farmers were old men, so as younger people, we, of 
course, helped them and lifted the heavy sacks several times, first from 
the farmer’s sleigh onto the scale, then we emptied them into paper 
sacks, which we then piled up high in our storage area. Nowadays it 
would be called physical exercise with apparatus, but then it was real 
work. (MV:K34/627, born in 1918)

Martta’s friend at the store had a miscarriage, which according to Martta was caused 
by the heavy lifting. Martta did not know about the pregnancy until the incident 
happened, and it bothered her later (see Hytönen 2014, 201–2; 2012). Hard work, 
combined with rationed food, could have contributed to the rise in the number of 
miscarriages during the Continuation War (Hytönen 2012, 35). At the time, moth-
erhood was considered a woman’s main role and—as at any time—the loss of a baby 
must have been hard to bear.
 It was not only age but also physical disabilities that sometimes prevented men 
from helping women with heavy lifting in retail stores. Ellen remembers how a man 
who brought the grain had only one arm, and thus was not able to help her and her 
colleague with the heavy work (MV:K34/851). Lifting loads of 40 and 50-kilogram 
sacks of grain or flour and boxes of butter or berries, for example, was hard for 
anyone, not least women who were not accustomed to physical work. Some of the 
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narrators mention gender as one reason why the work was difficult. Rauha, for ex-
ample, looks back on her work from this perspective: 

It was hard for a woman to work as a shop assistant during the war. 
(MV:K34/1354, born in 1924)

 Some women write about the pain the work caused, usually in the back, but 
also felt in the knees (MV:K34/920). Interestingly, pain does not stay in the memory 
in these narratives, but travels in time: it is often present at the moment of narration. 
Ellen, for example, mentions the heavy loads she had to lift in her youth as one of the 
reasons she still has backache (MV:K34/851; also MV:K34/1275; Hytönen 2013, 
94–95; Koskinen-Koivisto 2014, 119–20). However, youth is sometimes mentioned 
as a coping mechanism in analyses of how women survived the tough years of war: 
it gave them the strength to do such hard work (Olsson 2005, 171; Hytönen 2014, 
230–33).
 A spirit of solidarity as a coping mechanism is also often present in the narra-
tives of women looking back to wartime and wondering how they survived under 
the circumstances. In the context of work, a spirit of togetherness is heavily under-
lined in the reminiscences set in factories and other workplaces bigger than retail 
stores. One reason for this could be that most of the stores were small, with only a 
few employees; the spirit of togetherness was either obvious or did not exist in the 
same way as among bigger groups of people. In addition, as described above, retail 
stores were centers of black marketing, which might occasionally have had an effect 
on cooperation with other people. It could have caused suspicion and prejudice, but 
also friendliness, as Aili puts it: 

Everyone tried to be on good terms with the salesperson [. . .]. 
(MV:K34/599, born in 1913)

 Nevertheless, a spirit of solidarity is also evident in the memories of the retail 
store workers. As mentioned earlier, offering and accepting help was one way of 
acknowledging that everyone was working toward the same goal, for the fatherland. 
I also suggest that descriptions of customer patience—when the lines were long 
and coupons and the rationing cards made service slow and difficult—could also 
be read as descriptions of solidarity. Helvi-Kirsti writes a lot about atmosphere. 
She saw dark humor as a way of surviving difficulties, and she had good laughs with 
customers about rationing and shortages (MV:K34/546). As quoted above, she also 
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felt deep compassion for the Karelian evacuees. Her narrative about weeping with 
Karelian women confirms the cultural narrative of wartime solidarity. It has been 
shown that the Karelian evacuees experienced many kinds of discrimination by the 
native population. However, the shared, cultural narrative emphasizes unity and 
tends to exclude negative experiences concerning evacuees from the personal mem-
ories (see Kananen 2015). 
 Black marketing is also connected to the spirit of togetherness in Irene’s nar-
rative: despite the hard work, she and her friends also had fun raising funds and 
making parcels for the soldiers at the front.

On the other hand, we had also fun when we were busy making up par-
cels to send to the front. We made things and organized auctions (I was 
the auctioneer). With the money, we bought what we could get. In the 
evenings, we gathered wheat from the farms, and secretly ground it in a 
mill we knew in Karstula during the night. That’s how we got buns and 
cakes and so on to the front. (MV:K34/1933, born in 1912)

According to Irene in this narrative, hoarding extra wheat was, strictly speaking, 
against the law. However, she shows how having a good goal made hoarding look 
like an excusable crime. She and her friends would hardly have been accused of 
breaking the law in cases like this.

exCePtional times, exCePtional duties

The material for this article was collected several decades after the war ended. The 
narrators outlining their life histories often refer to their young age at the time. 
Their youth gave them strength, and they could only look back and wonder about it 
today. Some of the women also point out that society was very different than today: 
the times were different. There was a war, and after that there was a lot of work to 
do to rebuild the country.
 The war changed daily work in retail stores. According to the women’s remi-
niscences, the staff had to memorize rationing rules quickly and learn to play “card 
games” with rationing cards and coupons. In addition to memories of more difficult 
work in terms of learning the rules are embodied memories of hard tasks—harder 
than these women would have had to tackle if there had not been a war. The excep-
tional times required them to lift heavier burdens than normally, both physically 
and mentally. Gender and age feature here: young women working in retail stores 
before the war would be given lighter duties, but because of the war they had to do 
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men’s work. Embodied memories tend to be vivid and detailed: rising above one’s 
limits is something the women want to remember, share with an archive, and pre-
serve for future generations. It is natural for humans to remember strength and sur-
vival rather than fatigue or surrender, and nostalgia helps to erase memories of low 
spirits. Nostalgia also pushes aside the fatigue and conflict in the shared narrative 
of togetherness during wartime and highlights solidarity and teamwork on behalf of 
the fatherland (Hytönen 2013, 97).
 It is clear from the research material that those working in retail stores were 
aware of different levels of black marketing and hoarding. With a few exceptions, 
these women did not wish to hide their experiences of picking out customers or 
hiding products when writing about their wartime work for an archive. To me, this 
supports the idea that selling some products “under the counter” was not uncom-
mon or considered criminal or dishonest. Naïvely enough, I used to think that any 
trade that broke the rules of rationing was black marketing or cheating. However, as 
the informants show, there was also a gray area; sometimes things were done that 
bent the rules, but, on the other hand, some of this “cheating” was so common that 
it turned out to be more the rule than the exception. The retail store workers do not 
often ponder very deeply on the ethical aspects of their wartime work. Related to 
these topics, it would be very interesting to study everyday wartime ethics and how 
moral questions were resolved.
 The cultural narrative of World War II in Finland emphasizes unity and hard 
work among serious and innocent people. The reminiscences of retail store workers, 
however, show that honesty was not clearly defined. Wartime society and interaction 
had some gray areas, which should also be remembered in the popular accounts of 
the history of the home front during the war. The vividness of the wartime narra-
tives reflects the fact that even though the reminiscences evoke images of heroism, 
in everyday life decisions between right and wrong were just as difficult as they are 
today. There is no need to deny the harmonious cultural narrative, but, as the article 
shows, the variety of experiences should not be ignored either; in combination they 
complement our understanding of the wartime reality.

arChival materials

The Ethnographic Manuscript Archives of the National Board of Antiquities in 
Finland. Inquiry no. 34: Women’s life and work during the wars 1939–1945 
(MV:K34).
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abstraCt

This article explores the contemporary environmental debates of the 1950s in the 
fields of waste management, water and air pollution, and nature conservation, and 
discusses whether the state of the environment during that decade in fact deserves 
to be looked upon with nostalgia. The article shows that Finland in the 1950s was 
no longer an unspoiled Arcadia, and that environmental problems were common in 
both urban and rural areas. A major polluter of watercourses was the forest indus-
try. Noise and radioactivity were emerging environmental concerns. Conservation 
problems included the persecution  of wild animals and the loss of some natural and 
anthropogenic ecosystems. Feelings of nostalgia appear to have been more common 
among nature conservationists than among people working in the more technical 
fields of environmental protection. The article concludes that, from an environ-
mental perspective, the 1950s was a highly controversial decade and deserves more 
attention from environmental historians.

introduCtion

Over the past century, the loss of near-pristine nature, numerous species, and at-
tendant traditional lifestyles and values have had a resounding impact around the 
world. These losses spark memories of what once existed and reflections on what 
has replaced it, calling up a bittersweet longing for the past. In this article, we 
would like to define such feelings for the less-managed nature of the past as environ-
mental nostalgia.
 Although not always explicitly defined as such, environmental nostalgia has a 
fairly long history. In terms of the state of natural environments, nostalgia has been 
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a common feature of Finnish conservation literature from the very start. As early as 
1880, the Finnish explorer and conservation pioneer A. E. Nordenskiöld described 
the historical Finnish landscape in rather nostalgic tones as a place where “unculti-
vated shores and forests untouched by the axe yet existed” (Palmgren 1922, 52).1 
We argue that whenever a former state of the environment is valued more highly 
than a later one, including the prevailing state, room for environmental nostalgia 
exists.
 Environmental nostalgia may be directed at either nature or the environment. 
In this article, the term environment refers to nature that has been modified by human 
action, while nature and the natural environment refer to areas of less human impact. 
The reality is that the earth in its entirety has become a human habitat over the 
twentieth century; no areas of our planet remain in their natural state. Nature conser-
vation refers to the protection of species or areas at human initiative, and environmen-
tal protection means the reduction of emissions, particularly harmful ones, as well as 
the steering of human activity in a direction that takes the state of the environment 
in which we live into consideration. In this article, we argue that nature and the 
environment should be included as valid objects of nostalgia, because our lives are 
shaped by nature: ultimately all human activities are manifested within the grand 
framework of nature.
 The theoretical premise of this article is the prevailing assumption that en-
vironmental protection focusing on modern pollution problems emerged in indus-
trialized, democratic states in the late 1960s and early 1970s. According to this 
supposition, the only type of nature conservation that existed before the late 1960s 
and early 1970s was the brand of conservation that appeared in the late nineteenth 
century. Despite some critical voices (e.g., Gottlieb 1993; Laakkonen and Vuorisalo 
2012), this theory of the recent emergence of environmental issues and protection 
is still widely accepted in Finland (e.g., Lehtinen and Rannikko 1994; Borg 2008; 
Telkänranta 2008) and elsewhere in contemporary environmental studies (e.g., 
Beck 1992; Hannigan 1995; Cantrill and Oravec 1996).
 Because most studies have taken the recent emergence of environmental issues 
for granted, little attention has been paid to the 1950s, and the development of en-
vironmentalism during the decade is relatively poorly understood both in Finland 
and elsewhere (for an exception, see Hustich 1961). This text sets out to explore 
the following questions: Did environmental debates take place in Finland during

1 All translations are by Kristian London, who has also revised the language of the manu-
script. The authors acknowledge this with gratitude.
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the 1950s? Did the state of the Finnish environment of the 1950s merit feelings 
of nostalgia? And finally, were the 1950s the final decade of environmental inno-
cence—was Finland still an Arcadia that lived in harmony with nature?
 In this article, we discuss environmental nostalgia related to both nature and 
urban-industrial environmental issues: waste management, water pollution, air pol-
lution, and nature conservation. One of the major premises underpinning this text 
is the notion of cultural landscapes (Rubenstein 2004; Lekan 2004)—that peoples 
and cultures do not solely live in a physical landscape; they live in a perceived one 
as well. In this construct, the imagined landscapes of the past and of the future are 
also critical landscapes. We define environmental nostalgia as a shifting mosaic of 
emotions and knowledge that is formed at the crossroads of these four different 
landscapes: physical, perceived, past, and future.
 In our investigation, we explore various scientific or professional publications 
published in Finland in the 1950s. There was no journal dedicated to environmental 
issues in the 1950s in the contemporary sense of the term; hence, investigation of 
pertinent themes demands the consultation of various publications. We explore the 
yearbook of the Society of Soil and Hydraulic Engineers (Maa- ja vesirakentaja). Suomen 
Riista and Suomen Kalastuslehti represent the fields of game and fisheries research, 
while Duodecim, Terveydenhoitolehti, Suomen eläinlääkärilehti, and Suomen Kemistilehti 
represent medical doctors, sanitary experts, veterinarians, and chemists, respec-
tively. Suomen Luonto was and is the main publication of the Finnish Association for 
Nature Conservation. At this point, we want to emphasize that we see our article as 
a tentative introduction to environmental nostalgia, not as an exhaustive review of 
the concept.

waste management

There was no organized waste management in the Finnish countryside during the 
1950s because there was no need for it. Little waste was produced: food scraps 
were fed to animals, waste paper was burned for fuel, and any remaining waste was 
buried or abandoned in wastelands to decay. Circumstances were different in urban 
settlements, but generally speaking waste management was poorly organized, even 
in more urban areas.
 In towns and cities, most waste was deposited into primitive, seldom-emptied 
boxes or trash cans. A local newspaper describes sanitation in the city of Turku in 
1950: “The war years released the bottom out of public hygiene. The city continues 
to be rampant with foul, filthy dumps, stinking sewers, dirty saunas, unhygienic 
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restaurants—above all, their kitchens—unkempt yards, and the like” (Lahtinen 
2005, 64). Municipal landfills were frequently established in locations ill-suited to 
the purpose for a variety of reasons. Dumps were usually uncovered, unattended 
sites to which garbage was simply transported and deposited without any further 
handling. In Oulu, the largest city in northern Finland, local dumps caused prob-
lems throughout the 1950s, because of overuse and the resulting stench and eyesores 
(Oulu 1950–1960). The burning of waste, which caused obvious problems in the 
vicinity, was the only way to make room for new waste. Toxic industrial waste was 
often mixed with municipal garbage, gradually polluting the soil, groundwater, or 
nearby watercourses. Illegal, unattended refuse dumps were common in proximity 
of towns, villages, and industrial sites. Major landfills also often acted as the nexuses 
of communities, as alcoholics and other marginalized people lived there or nearby 
(Leminen and Pyrylä 2001; Lahtinen 2005; Björn 2008; Nygård 2001, 2008).
 One species offered the best indication of the overall state of waste manage-
ment: rats. Rats had ample food sources and nesting sites in areas where municipal 
and industrial landfills were not properly maintained, and where the open ditches 
that served as sewers, garbage cans, and middens ran through backyards. The only 
attempts at controlling rat populations were poisoning campaigns (Björn 2008; 
Laakkonen 2011). Such “rat wars” took place intermittently in practically every 
Finnish municipality. However, because of the lack of structural urban reforms in 
the post-war period, rat and mice populations recovered rapidly after these sporadic 
crusades.
 Nevertheless, on the whole, waste management was not a failure. One import-
ant element was the culture of minimizing waste. As a consequence of general pov-
erty, the hard lessons learned during the Great Depression, and coordinated World 
War II activities to conserve raw materials, people tended to consume as little as 
possible and reuse everything that could be reused. In addition, some sectors of 
waste management functioned successfully. The recycling of newspapers and card-
board was widespread (Lahtinen 2006), and the recycling of glass bottles and reuse 
of metals also functioned relatively well. Nevertheless, the waste management of 
the 1950s exhibited deep contradictions (Nygård 2001). On the one hand, the low 
level of consumption, the use of organic materials, and widespread recycling con-
siderably limited the volume of produced waste in general, and problematic waste in 
particular. On the other, waste management was in many ways still in a poor state, 
causing diseases and notable sanitary problems.
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water Pollution

Water pollution was a sanitary problem that affected rural areas in particular. Of 
the deaths caused by waterborne diseases, 80 percent took place in the countryside 
(Rausti 1955, 106). Untreated household wastewater spread typhus, paratyphoid, 
and other salmonella diseases, diarrheal diseases, jaundice, polio, dysentery, and 
tuberculosis. Tapeworm infestation remained widespread, particularly in the Lake 
District. In the 1950s, Finland’s typhus and paratyphoid mortality rates were among 
the highest in Western Europe (Kaartotie 1972, 53).
 The main reason for this poor state of affairs was that in the 1950s, the water 
supply of farmsteads was still based on wells, many of which were in precarious 
condition (Wäre 1953, 54). In the western region of Ostrobothnia, the problem 
was aggravated by the fact that farmsteads had no other choice than to draw their 
drinking and household water from rivers. These problems started to be resolved in 
the 1950s through the establishment of rural water associations, whose task was to 
bring in water mains and drains. Because of a lack of funding and materials, bored 
wooden tubes were commonly used as conduits for water, and cowsheds were often 
the first buildings equipped with such pipes, because one animal consumed an aver-
age of forty liters per day. As a result of the considerable work of these associations, 
the share of rural households with plumbing increased from about 8 percent in 1950 
to 26 percent in 1960 (Wäre 1953, 49), which still meant that the total number of 
households connected to sewers remained low. Nevertheless, this rapid moderniza-
tion of agriculture and rural water and wastewater systems was recognized as a new 
risk to the water quality of watercourses (Maa- ja vesirakentaja 1955, 108; Hustich 
1961, 116), and the first signs of fertilizer-caused eutrophication were indeed noted 
in the late 1950s (Mietintö 1958, 13).
 Towns and cities also contributed to the polluting of Finland’s watercourses. 
Municipalities began building water pipes and sewer systems in the late nineteenth 
century, and by the late 1950s, approximately 850,000 people were connected to 
sewers. Autonomous towns and cities were among the first settlements to instigate 
water protection measures. Water pollution was discussed in every Finnish town, 
and more than ten towns or cities built purification plants, treating the wastewater 
of hundreds of thousands of people. Despite a post-war lack of resources, Vaasa and 
Helsinki built new wastewater treatment plants in the 1950s, some towns enlarged 
their existing plants, and Turku and Tampere—the second- and third-largest cities 
in Finland—began preparations for construction of their first wastewater treat-
ment plants. By the late 1950s, the majority of Finland’s thirty-five towns and cities 
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treated their wastewaters at least mechanically, and biological wastewater treatment 
processes had been adopted in eight Finnish towns and cities (Laakkonen 1999, 
235). Despite obvious urban pollution problems, this may be regarded as a major 
achievement in municipal water protection and in Finnish environmental protection 
as a whole.

 The biggest polluter of watercourses in Finland in the 1950s was, however, the 
forestry industry. It alone consumed 77 percent of the total volume of raw water. 
Wood processing did not contaminate the receiving water bodies with bacteria; 
discharges of spent sulfite liquor and waste fiber were considered the main problems 
caused by paper and pulp mills. Industries polluted watercourses, preventing swim-
ming, fishing, the washing of laundry, recreation, and the use of water for drinking 
and household purposes (Sahari 2010). Industrial emissions did not necessarily kill 
fish, but they drove off the most valued species, such as salmon and sea trout, and 
spoiled the flavor of others. Mixing industrial wastewater with municipal sewage 
accelerated decomposition, causing undesirable biological growth, which in turn 
changed the character of the receiving waters (Makkonen 1956, 1083). In terms of 
oxygen demand, the polluting wastewater load caused by all industries in Finland 

Figure 1. Sewer on a shore in Tampere. Courtesy of the Finnish Labour Museum 
Werstas.   
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equaled the load of 16 million people (Kaartotie 1972, 46–67). In 1957, a water pol-
lution specialist from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United 
Nations estimated that Finnish industry had built only 10 percent of the treatment 
capacity required by the country’s degree of industrialization (Anonymous 1959).
 Water pollution was clearly the biggest environmental problem in post-war 
Finland, and a special state committee for water pollution control was established 
as soon after World War II as possible. The work of this committee over the peri-
od 1954–58 resulted in the first comprehensive survey of pollution ever compiled 
in Finland. The primary result of the committee’s work was the enactment of the 
Water Act in 1962, the first modern environmental law in post-war Finland. It 
prohibited the pollution of watercourses, established a licensing system for pollu-
tion activities, set up special water courts to settle pollution issues, and encouraged 
the establishment of river boards to protect catchment areas. A provisory Advisory 
Board for Water Matters nationally coordinated water protection efforts in Finland 
in the period 1958–70.
 Water pollution was not solely limited to surface waters. Coastal areas outside 
major industrial towns and cities were polluted, as were river outlets (Laakkonen, 
Laurila, and Rahikainen 1999; Sahari 2010); otherwise, the seas were in a relatively 
good state. However, the transport of oil products increased sharply after World 
War II, a development that impacted the Baltic Sea region as well. The first oil spills 
took place in Finnish coastal waters in the late 1940s, killing thousands of seabirds 
and sparking protests in newspapers (Grenquist 1956, 106–10). Unintentional oil 
accidents also began to occur. In 1957, the Italian oil tanker M/T Drepanum went 
aground off the coast of Helsinki, polluting the shoreline, killing waterfowl, and 
igniting a heated debate in the pages of the largest national newspaper. A total of 
thirty oil spills took place in Finnish territorial waters over the period 1946–59 
(Laakkonen and Lehmuskoski 2005, 385–86). Populations of seabirds were noted 
as having decreased in the Baltic during that time (Grenquist 1954, 79). In 1952, 
hunters’ associations from Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden established the 
Nordic Oil Pollution Committee. An international convention to reduce maritime 
oil pollution was signed two years later, and in 1957 national legislation was passed 
in Finland (Mietintö 1958:13, 88). Oil constituted the first environmental problem 
of the Baltic Sea that led to international measures in the 1950s.
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air Pollution

World War II was followed by rapid industrialization and urbanization around the 
world. Industrial production reached its peak in most Finnish towns and cities in the 
1950s, increasing air pollution. The problem was aggravated by a number of indus-
tries that were still situated in central urban districts, where the large majority of 
inhabitants lived. Small manufacturing and industries, such as metal shops, baker-
ies, and roasteries, spread smoke, soot, and noxious odors, which became everyday 
nuisances for the people living nearby. Helsinki’s harbors were the most heavily 
trafficked in Finland, and the ships and trains there contributed to the city’s air pol-
lution (Schönach 2010, 127). High noise levels emerged as a serious urban problem 
(Söyrinki 1954, 287).
 In the late 1950s, after restrictions on the import of cars were lifted and the 
price of gasoline was lowered, the number of cars, trucks, and buses started to in-
crease rapidly in towns and cities. In 1958, the cocktail of air pollution created by 
traffic on the main streets of Helsinki was described as “black, bluish, foul-smelling, 
acrid” (Schönach 2008, 147). The first scientific studies on air pollution were con-
ducted in 1958 and 1959, and they indicated surprisingly high levels of pollution 
(Schönach 2010, 130). Other scientists concluded that, despite the polluted areas, it 
was “probable” that air pollution did not yet cause true health hazards in the Finnish 
capital (Mattila and Backman 1959, 338).
 As already noted, urban waste management was in a precarious state after the 
war. To avoid the problems caused by stinking trashcans and inefficient yet expen-
sive transportation of waste, many building associations started to consider on-site 
solutions. Thousands of small backyard incinerators were built in new, multi-story 
buildings. Soon smoke and the smells coming from thousands of poorly burning 
furnaces made life in densely populated districts unpleasant. Soot dirtied furniture, 
windows, and laundry, causing constant problems for city dwellers (Schönach 2010, 
129). 
 The forest industry was a major source of air pollution. One person who grew 
up in a mill town remembered the following scene from his youth: “I remember go-
ing to school as a young boy, I’d be walking through a constant drizzle of lye flakes 
showering down from the factory chimneys” (Interview 2009). Above all, sulfate 
cellulose factories caused bad smells in mill towns. The stench was seldom discussed 
in public, because the local residents were employed by the mills, but visitors had 
no problem identifying the problem. One woman recalled a camping trip to eastern 
Finland: “After we had set up our tent in a campground, the wind turned and the 



Journal of Finnish Studies

104

stench from a nearby factory arrived like an invisible but very palpable wall—it 
was simply astounding” (Interview 2008). Industrial air pollution was hardly ever 
stressed in public, because of the economic importance of the forest industry for the 
country (Noro and Laamanen 1958).
 Other industries also caused local air pollution problems. The discharge from 
a nitric acid factory in the western Finnish town of Raahe damaged nearby farm-
lands and led to conflicts with local farmers. Massive emissions from cement facto-
ries blanketed the surrounding areas in grey and white dust. It comes as no surprise 
that the first filters were introduced in the 1950s by a cement factory (Laakkonen 
2006, 58). The most dramatic examples of air pollution in Finland in the 1950s 
were a superphosphate factory and the nearby copper smelter in Harjavalta, a small 
town in western Finland. No plants survived within a three-kilometer radius of the 
factory, and detrimental effects were noted over twenty kilometers away. The com-
pany had to pay millions of marks for causing damage to farmlands and forests in the 
late 1940s and in the 1950s (Noro 1959; Schönach 2008, 105).
 In addition to local air pollution, a totally new type of international pollution 
was noted in Finland in the late 1950s. “The most modern type of pollution—
radioactive waste—can gradually cause problems, above all in coastal areas, that 
we knew nothing about five years ago. Radioactive substances can travel from dis-
tant areas of the globe, and this has already taken place” (Ryhänen and Sormunen 
1959, 133). Finnish scientists took seriously the risks resulting from the atmospheric 
tests of nuclear bombs and the subsequent radioactive fallout, because the closest 
tests were taking place in nearby Novaya Zemlya, an archipelago in the Barents 
Sea (Erkola 1958; Mietintö 1958:13, 18). The first scientific measurements of the 
contents of radioactive substances in Finnish nature were taken in the late 1950s, 
and regular radiochemical monitoring began in 1962. Fortunately, the contents of 
radioactive substances started to decrease in the mid-1960s, after the major powers 
signed the Partial Test Ban Treaty in 1963. To summarize, the main sources of air 
pollution in Finland were industry, heating, traffic, and nuclear bomb tests.

nature Conservation

The decade of the 1950s not only sparks feelings of nostalgia from the present, but 
was itself filled with nostalgia for the presumed glorious past of Finnish nature. 
Two important contemporary publications serve as our sources on nostalgia in this 
period. One is Niilo Söyrinki’s Luonnonsuojelun käsikirja (A handbook of nature con-
servation, 1954), and the other is Reino Kalliola’s acclaimed trilogy Suomen luonnon 
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kirja (The book of Finnish nature), published between 1946 and 1958. The first vol-
ume of the trilogy, Suomen Kaunis Luonto (Finland’s beautiful nature), was published 
in 1946 (with a second, updated edition in 1950), the second, titled Suomen luonto 
vuodenaikojen vaihtelussa (The four seasons of Finnish nature) in 1951, and the third, 
Suomen luonto mereltä tuntureille (Finland’s nature, from the sea to the fells) in 1958.
	 Niilo	 Söyrinki	 (1907−91)	 was	 a	 student	 of	 Professor	 Kaarlo	 Linkola	
(1888−1942),	one	of	the	great	pioneers	of	Finnish	conservation	and,	like	Linkola,	
an ardent botanist and nature conservationist. The 1954 conservation manual, the 
first comprehensive one in Finland,2 consisted of three sections (Söyrinki 1954). 
The first focused on preservation of species, either by legal protection of individual 
species or by founding nature reserves. The second section discussed the preserva-
tion of geological formations, many of them glacial relics. The third section dealt 
with issues of landscape. Interestingly, it also included chapters on alien species, the 
“social importance” of conservation (i.e., recreation), water protection, and educa-
tional issues.
 Although rather academic, the book included a great deal of nostalgia, which 
is perhaps typical for plant biogeographers, who, by their profession, are familiar 
with long-term changes in natural history. Söyrinki wrote, for instance, that “our 
hopes of hearing the cries of the eagle owl when we pass by a rocky mountain slope, 
the nesting site of this mighty bird in our childhood, are lost; years ago, the last in-
habitant of this nest was shot and stuffed as a trophy to stand in somebody’s vitrine” 
(Söyrinki 1954, 18). Söyrinki also expressed nostalgic feelings for lost groves, with 
their fascinating wildflowers and rich birdlife, for peat lands drained for agricul-
tural cultivation, and for the nearly extinct whooper swan population. This work 
had been begun in 1950, when Yrjö Kokko published his novel Laulujoutsen: Ultima 
Thulen lintu (The whooper swan: Bird of Ultima Thule), which became highly popu-
lar.	Reino	Kalliola	(1909−82),	another	plant	biogeographer,	served	as	the	state	con-
servation inspector from 1939 to 1972 and, as a result of this position, was a central 
figure in Finnish conservation for decades. A modest man, he primarily influenced 
public opinion through his writings. Kalliola was an inspiring, poetic, and widely 
admired writer, whose essays and articles expressed fondness for nature’s beauty, 
thrillingly interspersed with a natural scientific view of natural phenomena. Kalliola 
was especially interested in the historical development of Finnish nature after the 
Ice Age and factors affecting long-term biogeographical patterns of flora and fauna. 

2	 Rolf	Palmgren’s	(1880−1944)	Naturskydd och kultur I–II (Conservation and culture I-II) 
from the early 1920s was more a collection of essays than a comprehensive book on conservation. 
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Varying time scales, essential for any kind of nostalgia, were thus very prominent 
in his writings.
 The first and last volumes of Kalliola’s trilogy included chapters with a great 
deal of nostalgia for lost or declining natural and anthropogenic ecosystems. There 
was no doubt that the author was himself a nature-lover: “There is no such technolo-
gy or rationalization that could ever quench our innate longing for nature” (Kalliola 
[1946] 1950, 12). What Kalliola had in mind closely resembled what American bi-
ologist Edward O. Wilson much later defined as biofilia, or “the innate tendency to 
focus on life and lifelike processes” (Wilson 1998, 1). Suomen kaunis luonto contained 
a poetic, four-page description of life in the Finnish wilderness “in the past, at the 
time when human influence was still negligible. It has not survived in this richness 
and perfection. Forest reindeer no longer have a place among Finnish fauna. Boreal 
carnivores that used to be common throughout the country—wolf, lynx, wolver-
ine, and pine marten—have fled to the mighty eastern forests and the northern 
hinterlands. Even there, their numbers are declining” (Kalliola [1946] 1950, 289).
 However, it was not prehistoric Finland that Kalliola admired so greatly. He 
wrote longingly about the impacts of traditional slash-and-burn agriculture on 
Finnish forests. He wrote that “our best forests” were the ones that had grown on 
burnt, previously cultivated fields (Kalliola 1958, 543). “It is not mere romanticiz-
ing or longing for the good old days to say that the natural economy and peasant cul-
ture that we have left behind represented a golden age of sorts in terms of nature’s 
charm in our country” (Kalliola 1958, 543).
 Nevertheless, both Söyrinki and Kalliola saw plenty of problems in Finnish 
nature as well. From today’s perspective, most of these problems were related to 
conservation or landscape issues. Persecution  of wild animals, especially avian and 
mammalian predators, was still common. The attitudes of the younger generation 
caused	some	concern.	Söyrinki	(1954,	96−97)	complained	that	in	many	places	spot-
ting birds’ nests and egg-collecting were popular schoolboy hobbies, which caused 
great harm to local birdlife both in towns and the countryside.
 Furthermore, the great environmental concerns of the next decade were al-
ready emerging during the 1950s. The breeding population of the peregrine falcon 
collapsed dramatically in the late 1950s as a result of the toxic effects of organochlo-
rine pesticides (Linkola 1959). Damming of the last free-flowing rapids in Finland 
was being planned, and bogs had attracted the interest of both foresters and farmers. 
In 1955, the Finnish Nature Conservation Society informed the forest administra-
tion of the need to protect bogs (Annanpalo 1968). By the mid-1960s, as many as 
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300,000 hectares of bogs were drained annually, mainly for afforestation purposes 
(Haapanen 1973). The country was at the threshold of a great transition in environ-
mental issues and attitudes.

disCussion

This essay argues that when a former state of the environment is valued more highly 
than a later or the prevailing one, room for environmental nostalgia exists. One 
could even claim that some degree of nostalgia is more than typical of environmen-
talist thinking. Almost by definition, the past is considered better than the pres-
ent. The reasons for this are obvious because the main causes of environmental 
damage—industrialization and urbanization—have expanded over the twentieth 
century in particular.
 Previous studies have argued that nature conservation existed in the 1950s, 
while environmental protection per se did not. This essay set out to explore wheth-
er or not environmental debates took place in Finland during the 1950s, and if there 
is cause to experience environmental nostalgia for the state of the Finnish environ-
ment of the 1950s. It should be emphasized that providing exact answers to such 
questions is not an easy task because several key types of environmental problems 
remain poorly studied at the national level. The preponderance of historical source 
material and previous studies focus on major cities and offer biased answers that 
should not be used as a basis for generalization.
 Nevertheless, we argue that the Finland of the 1950s was no longer an inno-
cent, unspoiled Arcadia. Several environmental debates were already taking place, 
especially with regard to urban-industrial water pollution and, by the end of the 
decade, air pollution. Waste management was less debated outside major towns, 
primarily because of the small amount of non-biodegradable waste produced. With 
the exception of some minor southern bogs and northern rivers, the importance 
of water engineering with regard to the national and local economy overshadowed 
conservation concerns. Nevertheless, despite obvious shortcomings, which were 
caused by the impact of World War II and post-war scarcity, the environmental 
debates of the 1950s were of crucial importance, as they initiated wider environ-
mental discussions, movements, and organizations that gained momentum over the 
following decades.
 What was the role of nostalgia in these debates and activities of the 1950s? 
There was a clear difference in the way various groups of people addressed nostal-
gia. People who worked with environmental protection seldom, if ever, exhibited 
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nostalgia for the environment, that is, the state of soil, water, and air. In contrast, 
people who worked for nature conservation expressed frequent if not constant nos-
talgia for the flora, fauna, and landscapes of the past. It is difficult to explain this 
remarkable difference. One potential explanation is that environmental protection, 
management of energy and matter, demands a more technical approach than nature 
conservation. Another possible explanation could be related to the notion that while 
one can love nature, one can only be concerned about the environment—that, to 
categorize roughly, our relationship to nature tends to be rather emotional, while 
our approach toward the environment is more practical. Nostalgia, as an emotion 
that is felt and expressed by human beings, emerges in accordance with this great 
divide between our physical, perceived, lived, and expected landscapes.
 What types of environmental nostalgia can be discerned in the data sources 
we examined? The sociologist Fred Davis (1979, 24) has defined three dimensions 
of nostalgia, and if we adapt his concepts to the debates that took place in Finland, 
we can identify three types of environmental nostalgia. The first, simple environmen-
tal nostalgia, refers to mere idealization of the past. Pentti Linkola, the well-known 
Finnish nature writer, wrote that “when two nature lovers meet, before long the 
talk turns to the bitter personal losses each has experienced since their previous 
meeting [. . .] one by one, we are being deprived of all those things that have given 
our lives their real content and savor” (Linkola 1979, 9–10). According to environ-
mental historian Donald Worster (1994, 2), one encounters widespread nostalgia 
for a wilder, less managed world, but one does not find much real knowledge about 
the historicity of the environment. David Lowenthal (1985, 21, 29) argues that 
in yesterday we find what we miss today and, therefore, “Nostalgia tells it like it 
wasn’t.”
 The second type of nostalgia is reflexive environmental nostalgia, which refers to 
critical analysis of nostalgia and its comparability with the past. This requires long-
term monitoring of environmental changes or specific historical studies. Nationwide 
information on water quality began being collected in the late 1950s, and monitor-
ing—that is, law-mandated long-term observation—of the state of air, waste, soil, 
and noise did not begin in earnest until the late 1960s or 1970s. Therefore, critical 
analyses of nostalgia for the 1950s are seriously constrained by lack of reliable scien-
tific data on past conditions, which unfortunately sets the stage for rather uncritical 
idealization.
 The third type of nostalgia, interpretative environmental nostalgia, refers here to 
contemporary systematic studies of the past, which are then used to define potential 



Environmental Nostalgia and Discussions of the State of the Finnish Environment in the 1950s

109

future targets for environmental protection or nature restoration. A good example 
of interpretative environmental nostalgia is the current Water Framework Directive 
of the European Union, which aims to provide guidelines for restoring the quality 
of the watercourses in Europe. The Water Framework Directive requires that the 
state of Baltic Sea ecosystems be eventually restored to the state that prevailed in 
the 1950s. This is an example of “backcasting,” where historical data are gathered 
by natural scientific means and interpreted in order to define potential future states 
of the environment. The past state of the ecosystem is defined by means of so-called 
reference values, which could be compared against present ones. These reference 
values are then interpreted to define target values for the desired future state of the 
ecosystem. Finally, measures are selected to achieve the desired ecological state.
 The only source of empirical data on long-term changes in nature is history, 
and therefore “backcasting” is definitely a better method of defining future targets 
for protection measures than purely speculative calculations based on current cir-
cumstances and data. Yet such examples of interpretative environmental nostalgia 
are also alarming because they seem to conclude that societies in northern Europe 
were in some way sustainable in the 1950s, and that the detrimental environmental 
turn did not come until later, in the 1960s or 1970s. The aforementioned examples 
of environmental debates in Finland in the 1950s clearly show that this was not the 
case. Therefore, there is a definite need for more environmental historical studies 
focused on the 1950s and its evaluation from a critical point of view. 
 This article indicates that the 1950s was a highly controversial but important 
decade, not only in political, social, and cultural terms but environmental ones 
as well. The decade deserves the attention of environmental historical studies in 
Finland, as well as elsewhere. Exploring the 1950s will help us compare and under-
stand the distinct yet increasingly intersecting historical lines of nature conservation 
and environmental protection. Furthermore, research on the 1950s is a crucial yet 
missing link between World War II and the closed, pre-war world that preceded it 
and the rapidly globalizing post-war world. If we address the extended 1950s, we 
will gradually be able to connect and compare the two halves of the past century, to 
better understand the twentieth century, which bore witness to larger environmen-
tal changes worldwide than any other century before it.
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about islands and oranges: nostalgia at Play in 
the worK oF Juhani sePPovaara1

  

Laura Hirvi
University of Helsinki

abstraCt

This article explores how nostalgia is produced through the practice of reading 
and writing, thereby exposing some of the dynamic layers that trigger nostalgic 
sentiments. The analysis focuses on the work of Finnish freelance artist Juhani 
Seppovaara, whose books arouse in readers feelings of nostalgia. The study is based 
on a collaboration that has continued through the entire research process. The find-
ings stemming from this ethnographic case study imply that nostalgic sentiments are 
set free through interactions, such as between a person and material goods, which 
have the potential to evoke memories. Such memory triggers may also be embedded 
in the text. In the act of reading through a text readers may create nostalgia in com-
plicity with the written words, regardless of the author’s possible intentions. This 
may also result in a form of “the reader’s armchair nostalgia,” meaning that people 
long for a past of which they do not have either a personal or a collective historical 
memory. 

introduCtion 
Nostalgia is a force that is triggered by memories anchored in a past as imagined in 
the act of remembering. My aim in this ethnographic essay is to shed light on how 
the practice of reading and writing can set free nostalgic sentiments. In pursuit of 
this aim I examine the role of nostalgia in the writing and reading of a single author, 
namely the Finnish freelance artist Juhani Seppovaara. In order to enhance the un-
derstanding of the dynamics that inform and motivate nostalgia, I therefore address 
the following three research questions: How do the practices of reading and writing 
1 I would like to thank Juhani Seppovaara for his constant support of this project, and Stella 
Butter for her valuable comments on an earlier draft of this paper.
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prepare the ground for the awakening and emergence of nostalgia? Are there stylis-
tic elements that have the capacity to evoke nostalgic sentiments in readers? What 
types of nostalgia can a readership experience?
 My case study is based on the work of Juhani Seppovaara. Born in 1947, he 
currently lives in both Berlin and Helsinki, commuting between the two cities on a 
regular basis. He started out working as an economist for the Bank of Finland, but 
decided to follow his inner calling and become a freelance artist. Since then he has 
produced a number of videos, photographs, books, and illustrated works in which 
both Finland and Berlin feature prominently. It is apparent from his choice of topics 
that Seppovaara is especially keen to document things, people, places, and cultural 
practices that are about to disappear, to be replaced or forgotten in the process of 
modernization. It therefore does not come as a surprise that his readers seem to 
sense a nostalgic undercurrent in many of his works.
 A reader using the pen-name Irja (2013), for example, wrote in a review of 
Seppovaara’s book Muistojen markkinoilla: Sinivalkoisen arjen klassikot (Marketplace 
of memories: Everyday Finnish classics, 2004) she published on the Internet that 
she considered it nostalgic: for her, the book brought to life the age of innocence 
and invoked the joys and wonders of her childhood. Another reader writing un-
der the name of Raija [n.d.] wrote a short online review of the book Mummon mök-
ki (Grandma’s cottage), which Seppovaara co-authored with Esa Kero (Kero and 
Seppovaara 1995). She entitled her review “Poignant nostalgia,” explaining that 
when reading the book she became caught up in her own memories.
 A German reader calling himself Petya (2010) wrote in his short online review 
of Unter dem Himmel Ostberlins (Under the East Berlin Sky, 2008) that the book was 
“interesting and nostalgic.” The Finnish journalist Marko Leppänen, who wrote a 
review of Seppovaara’s book Mopolla Suomeen (By moped through Finland, 2007) in 
Finland’s leading newspaper Helsingin Sanomat, also uses the word nostalgia. As he 
states: “Jos jollekin pitäisi myöntää valtakunnannostalgikon arvonimi, vapaa valokuvaaja ja 
kirjailija Juhani Seppovaara olisi vahvoilla” (If one had to choose a person to be endowed 
with the title of “Nostalgist of the State,” then freelance photographer and writer 
Juhani Seppovaara would be high on the list) (Leppänen 2007).
 The expression “nostalgist” refers to a person who indulges in nostalgia. 
Nostalgia derives from the Greek words nóstos (return home) and álgos (pain). 
According to the working definition I apply in this essay, nostalgia is a melancholic 
longing for something that is absent from the lived experience, which is enfolded in 
the here and now. Memories constitute one of the main forces that fuel nostalgia, 
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which is oriented toward people, things, and experiences anchored in the past. The 
longing for a different kind of everyday life or a different political regime of the type 
that existed in the past can set off nostalgic sentiments. A typical example of this 
would be Ostalgie, which is a concept used to describe the longing for the lifestyle 
that existed in East Germany before reunification. The act of indulging in nostalgic 
reminiscences is often associated with a tendency to draw a rather idyllic, mainly 
positive and romanticized picture of the past as better then the present (Hutcheon 
2000, 195).
 Nostalgia is also linked to the feelings of melancholia and sadness that arise 
when one realizes that the object of one’s desire is unattainable because it has been 
lost in the passage of time, or because it never existed in the form in which one 
remembers it. As philosopher Scott Alexander Howard puts it, general understand-
ings of nostalgia usually “acknowledge that it involves a felt difference between past 
and present: the very irretrievability of the past is salient in the experience” (2012, 
1). Nostalgia thus seems to emerge as a counter-reaction to the realization that there 
is no going back in time (Hutcheon 2007). In other words, there is no return to the 
symbolic home (nóstos) that is seen to hold “das Vermisste,” the object being longed for, 
and the realization of this may cause pain (álgos).

method and data

The analysis presented here is based on an ethnographic reading of Juhani 
Seppovaara’s latest book, entitled Elämän kortit (The cards of life, 2014). By “eth-
nographic reading,” I mean a practice in which the act of reading a literary text is 
paired with an ongoing process of contextualizing the text and the experience of 
reading it by drawing on material that has been gathered from various other sourc-
es. In addition to scrutinizing the manuscript that was accepted for publication, I 
incorporated into my analysis an earlier draft that was written from the author’s 
first-person perspective. The book is largely based on Seppovaara’s biography and 
his own recollections, which became very clear in the first version of the manuscript 
that I was allowed to read. However, following the advice of another writer and 
of the initial editor with whom he eventually did not end up publishing the book, 
Seppovaara decided to disguise this fact by rewriting the manuscript using the third 
person. Thus, Elämän kortit became the story of the partly fictional character Juha.
 I gathered additional data for the analysis in an interview I conducted with 
Juhani Seppovaara, in Finnish, in his Berlin apartment in March 2013. I have also 
taken a closer look at the author’s previous books and at reviews that have been 
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published online. Further, acknowledging that through the act of reading I also 
became a reader of his books, I decided to pay close attention to my own reactions 
during this process. I also make use of several email and Facebook conversations that 
Seppovaara and I carried out in a mixture of German and Finnish during 2013. In 
terms of method, I should point out that the findings presented in this article rest 
on research that was carried out, in part, in collaboration with Juhani Seppovaara. 
In practice, this means that at the very beginning Seppovaara and I started a dia-
logue that went beyond arranging his participation in the research as an interview 
partner. To give a concrete example: in the first message I sent to him via Facebook 
in January 2013, I wrote that I was eager to explore the role of nostalgia in his work 
(Facebook message January 23, 2013). In response, Seppovaara confirmed his in-
terest in taking part in my research project, and also with regard to my research 
objective gave the outline of his forthcoming book and his own personal view on 
“nostalgia.” As he explained then, he did not really like the word nostalgia, or rather 
the way it is commonly used. As he saw it, he was just writing about his life and what 
he had done in the course of it, which he did not consider to be connected to any 
form of nostalgia. 
 Our conversation continued in further messages sent via Facebook, and later 
on also by email, culminating in the above-mentioned interview in March 2013. 
Apart from exchanging ideas via written messages and in oral conversations, we also 
swapped drafts of manuscripts that we were about to submit to our respective pub-
lishers: Seppovaara sent me different versions of Elämän kortit and I forwarded him 
several drafts of this article, inviting him to comment on my interpretations and the 
way I discussed and presented his work. As a result of this “to and fro” sending of 
texts, and playing around with ideas in our messages, the two of us became involved 
in an ongoing dialogue that made us think about and reflect on our work.
 I grew up in Germany, and Seppovaara said that he was especially keen to hear 
my comments on his manuscript as a German because he planned to publish the 
book not only in Finland but also in translation in Germany. I, in turn, was eager to 
hear his thoughts on my interpretations that were related to his book-in-progress. 
The possible impact on the interlocutor of engaging in this kind of collaboration 
becomes clear, for example, in a message Seppovaara sent via Facebook a couple of 
days after our conversation started:

PS: Kysymyksesi nostalgiasta ajoittuu kirjoittamiseni kannalta oivallisesti, koska 
haluan sitä eksplisiittisesti jossain tekstissäni käsitellä. Ohessa yhteen tarinaan 
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siitä ensimmäinen hahmotelma [. . .]. (P.S. Your question concerning nos-
talgia was timed well from the perspective of my writing, since I want 
to deal with it somewhere in my text in an explicit manner. Below you 
will find a story in which I drafted the first version of it [. . .]). (Facebook 
message, January 28, 2013)

My interest in incorporating moments of collaboration into this research process 
could be seen as a response to increasingly loud calls for ethnographers to cooperate 
with their research participants, and to regard them not as mere information givers 
but as reflexive subjects with analytical expertise and, in many cases, ethnographic 
awareness or interest (Holmes and Marcus 2008, 82). One of the main points in 
collaborative ethnography is to do away with the power relations that are all too 
often inherent in traditional ethnographic research design and methodology, and 
that push research participants into the role of silent actors who have no say in the 
plays they helped to write and in which they are the protagonists. According to an-
thropologist George E. Marcus (Marcus and Mascarenhas 2005, 7), the ideal of col-
laborative ethnography would be to acknowledge the research participant as a “full 
intellectual partner in the inquiry—not just a subject of it.” In short, it is not the 
objective of collaborative ethnography to read alongside our interlocutors, or over 
their shoulders (see Lassiter 2005). In the case at hand, therefore, my aim was not 
to write of or about the author whose work I was examining, but rather to engage 
in continuous dialogue with him. Consequently, I was constantly rewriting my text 
based on comments that Seppovaara sent via email, and, vice versa, my comments 
seemed to have a small influence on his writing process, as the passage cited above 
highlights.
 However, engaging in a form of collaboration in which both partners are simul-
taneously involved in the process of working on the production of a written text can 
also be challenging, especially if one of them focuses on analyzing the other’s text 
that is still under construction. As a consequence, a passage I had chosen to analyze 
was suddenly very different in a later version of the book. In this particular case there 
was no need to delete or change my line of argumentation, but I had to dedicate 
more time to explaining to the readers of my text why I was focusing my analysis on 
a passage that eventually was not published in that form.

the author’s intention

The source of inspiration for the book Elämän kortit, which is the focus of attention 
in this study, is a collection of postcards that Juha finds by chance in the attic, and 
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which belong to the protagonist’s aunt. The reader is told at the beginning of the 
first chapter what role the postcards, with their pictures and the texts displayed on 
the back, played in the crafting of the stories that unfold in the following pages: they 
confirmed a memory of the past, but also added fresh nuances to it. At times, as the 
author writes, the postcards told their own story, and it felt natural to allow them 
to do so. Seppovaara goes on to explain to his readership that working this way was 
like putting together a puzzle. Once the puzzle was complete it showed a picture 
that reflected the life of a person born in 1947, with his version of Finland and his 
image of Europe, while also portraying the man, Juha, and his life (2014, 9).
 It is demonstrated throughout the book how the life stories of not only pol-
iticians but also of “ordinary” people are tightly entangled with historical events 
that take place in the course of everyday life, and are thus intimately involved in 
it. The author uses his own lived experience as well as global history as his source 
of inspiration, and makes them both the object of his interpretations. He wrote in 
an email to me that his intention in the book was to filter his portrayal of Finland 
through his own understanding (“suodattaa kaiken suomikuvauksen oman tajuntani 
läpi”) (Facebook message, May 5, 2013). Initially he wanted to portray Finland in 
the postwar era, but ended up producing a sort of “micro-history,” as he calls it 
(Interview, March 8, 2013). In this sense Seppovaara offers us his personal under-
standing of the past, thereby contributing to the process of shaping the reader’s 
memory of and view on it.
 With regard to his own work, it should be borne in mind that Seppovaara does 
not consider his books to be particularly nostalgic. As he explained in a Facebook 
message to me, he is writing about his life and what he has done, and for him there is 
nothing nostalgic about this  (“kerron elämästäni ja tekemistäni, eikä se itselleni var-
sinaisesti nostalgiaa merkitse”) (Facebook message, January 23, 2013). Further, he is 
irritated by the value judgment that is implicit in most understandings of nostalgia, 
and questions the implication that the past is generally and necessarily deemed better 
than today. In other words, it appears that Seppovaara wishes to resist the form of 
“nostalgia as depicted by the poverty of the present model,” which “treats nostalgia 
as having a fairly straightforward rationale (rejection of one thing and consequential 
embrace of another)” (Howard 2012, 646). This is how he put it when commenting 
on the first draft of this article:

Oudoksun yleistä nostalgian määritelmää, jonka mukaan nostalgian kohde olisi 
jotenkin parempi kuin nykypäivä. Niinkin voi olla, mutta ei minusta välttämättä 



About Islands and Oranges

121

tarvitse olla tuollaista arvoarvostelmaa. (I find the general definition of nos-
talgia, according to which the object of it is somehow better than what 
we have in the present, alienating. It may be like that, but in my opinion 
this kind of value judgment is not necessary.) (Facebook message, May 
5, 2013). 

Regardless of the author’s possible intention, Seppovaara’s books seem to evoke nos-
talgic sentiments in his readers, as the reviews cited at the beginning of this article 
suggest. My aim in the following is to examine how his most recent book, Elämän 
kortit, could be involved in a process that produces a sense of nostalgia among its 
readers. In order to follow my line of thought, the reader should keep in mind the 
theoretical assumption guiding this study—that artistic products gain lives of their 
own after their creators have released them to the public. Audiences of creative 
goods assign the product in the act of consumption with new layers of meanings that 
are linked to the consumers’ own horizon of previous experiences and knowledge. 
The meanings the audience thereby attaches to a piece of art, such as a book, can in 
some cases significantly deviate from what the creator originally had in mind. This 
line of thought is in accordance with the ideas behind the theory of reader-response 
criticism, namely that readers take an active role in complementing the meaning of 
a book. They bring in their own understanding when reading a text, and this even-
tually affects the way they experience and respond to it. The act of reading could 
thus be seen as a transaction between the reader and the book (Rosenblatt 1994). 

Food For nostalgia

In order to understand how Seppovaara’s most recent book, Elämän kortit, could be 
involved in a process that produces a sense of nostalgia among readers, I first read it 
with the intention of highlighting some of the stylistic elements that might stimulate 
nostalgic rumination in readers. At the very beginning of the book, Seppovaara re-
fers to the postcards the main protagonist had found in the attic:

Korttien kuvasto heijasteli jo paljolti kadonnutta maailmaa, mutta tekstit to-
distavat ihmisenä olemisen peruskysymyksen pysyvyyttä. (The pictures on the 
postcards reflect a world that is lost to a great extent, but the texts on the 
back demonstrate that the key questions related to being a human being 
endure.) (2014, 9)
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Here, Seppovaara’s choice of words invokes a world that is partly “lost” from the 
perspective of the present moment. Simultaneously, however, he uses the texts on 
the back of the postcards to illustrate that not everything vanishes, and that some 
things persist and resist the force of change. It is the interplay between fugacity, 
continuity, and change that he seems keen to explore on a more general level in this 
book. Throughout the text he pays homage to these forces, and brings them to life 
in the minds of readers by invoking a particular kind of sensuous and material land-
scape marked by specific cultural practices. Thereby he creates a specific portrait of 
yesterday and today, and of the potential tensions arising between them.
 Readers may sense nostalgic vibes arising here and there in the text, such as in 
the passage describing Juha’s childhood. Childhood is often the focus of nostalgia, 
and is generally remembered as a pleasant time, as ethnologist Pirjo Korkiakangas 
(1999, 172–73; 1996) points out. The screen of memory usually filters out the bad, 
sad, and unpleasant when the past is recalled in a nostalgic manner (see Korkiakangas 
1999, 172; Hirsch 2006, 187). In the image drawn of Juha’s childhood, too, the 
positive rather than the negative aspects generally come to the fore.
 On the subject of Helsinki, the city in which the protagonist spent his child-
hood, the reader is told how, in the period spanning the 1950s, children would 
roam around the streets from morning until evening, and play together in the attic 
or cellar of the houses in which they were living (2014, 17). At home they would lis-
ten to the radio and play “Afrikan tähti,” a well-known Finnish board game that was 
launched at the beginning of the 1950s and continues to be very popular in Finland 
to this day (2014, 25). The author’s description of Finland in the 1950s also serves 
to remind readers of the presence of certain kinds of professionals, such as travelling 
knife grinders, who are nowhere to be found today (2014, 17).
 The book also describes special kinds of shops from the past, such as the dairy 
where the shop assistants would pour milk into customers’ jugs, and note down 
purchases made by children in a notebook. The neighborhood also had a grocer 
who sold goods that had been imported from abroad, including coffee and oranges. 
As the author points out, coffee and oranges were becoming increasingly common 
in Finnish shop windows at the time, and constituted a special treat. Juha shared 
the first orange he was allowed to buy with his sister. Not only did imported goods 
help to expand Finland’s culinary landscape, they also contributed to the slow but 
significant change in the townscape, as the numbers of cars started to increase con-
siderably from the beginning of the 1950s (Tilastokeskus 2007). Juha’s father, for 
example, bought a Volkswagen Beetle, which was the third car in the backyard of 
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the multi-story building in which Juha and his family used to live (Seppovaara 2014, 
14).
 Later on in the book (2014, 125), the author depicts how the protagonist Juha, 
as an adult, is given the chance to visit his childhood home in Kalevankatu, a street 
that is located in downtown Helsinki. Entering and walking through the building in 
which he lived as a child puts him on a journey back in time. He recognizes famil-
iar names on the name board, and imagines what he could smell when he walked 
through the gate. However, as he quickly realizes, there are no longer children play-
ing in the backyard. The only signs of life are some flowers growing between the 
cracks in the asphalt. Many of the neighborhood shops that were there when he was 
a child have disappeared too, replaced by new types of enterprise, as becomes clear 
in the following passage: 

Nyt lihakaupassa tehtiin japanilaisia tatuointeja ja maitokaupassa rakennekyn-
siä. Siirtomaatavaraliikkeessä myytiin elektroniikkaa. (In what was the butch-
er’s shop they now do Japanese tattoos, and in the dairy they offer ar-
tificial nails to their customers. The grocer’s that used to sell imported 
goods is now a supplier of electronic goods.) (2014, 125)

With the help of these passages, the author draws a picture of a city in which every-
day life has changed in the course of time. Juha’s childhood Helsinki was marked 
by the sight of children in public spaces, and perhaps a sense of freedom (“children 
would roam around the streets”), face-to-face games (playing in the attic and play-
ing board games), mutual trust and intimacy in small shops (the grocery stores in 
the neighborhood, milkmen writing down purchases in a notebook), and the advent 
of new and foreign consumer goods that were still a rarity in those times (cars, 
coffee, and oranges). In contrast, the Helsinki that Juha experiences as an adult is, 
compared to the childhood description, depicted as less lively (“the only sign of life 
in the backyard is a flower”), and as an urban space that is significantly marked by 
the foreign ( Japanese tattoos) and the artificial (artificial nails).
 The image that the book seems to create of postwar Helsinki and the way it has 
changed in the course of time overlaps in many respects with the accounts of the au-
thor’s (as well as the book’s protagonist Juha’s) contemporaries that historian Simo 
Laakkonen (2011) and ethnologist Anna-Maria Åström (2013) gathered by means 
of surveys, and further analyzed. The stated purpose of the surveys was to find out 
more about the memories and experiences people had in relation to Helsinki, and 
what meanings they ascribed to the city (Åström 2013, 34). As in Elämän kortit, 
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many of the survey respondents seemed to remember the material landscape of their 
past in particular. They referred to the grocer’s, the butcher’s shop, and the fish 
shop that were located in their immediate neighborhood, and to the antique shops 
and hairdressers that have taken their place in today’s Helsinki (Åström 2013, 43).
 As Åström (2013, 43) argues, the collective act of remembering those specific 
places could serve as a way of keeping the past alive. At the same time, it appears 
to function as a means of communicating knowledge to subsequent generations of 
what once was and now has been lost (see also Koskinen-Koivisto, this volume). It 
could also be seen as a way of contrasting the urban, everyday life of the past with 
the rather different everyday life of today (see Åström 2013, 46). Similarly, it could 
be argued that Seppovaara’s book, Elämän kortit, also draws through its descriptions 
a stark contrast between the Helsinki of now and of then. In this sense, it reminds 
its readership of a past that differed in many respects from the present. Even if 
Seppovaara does not feel nostalgic about those changes, his text and the contrasts it 
creates between the now and the then possess the strong potential to trigger in his 
readers a nostalgic longing for the past, which he describes in rather positive terms.
 However, alongside Seppovaara’s description of places and cultural practices 
that have vanished are objects and sites that embody continuity. One of the sym-
bols of continuity is the building of the Stockmann department store, which is one 
of Finland’s biggest and has occupied the same building on Aleksanterinkatu since 
1930. Juha could see the roof of the building from the windows of his childhood 
home (2014, 14). Decades later, it still stands its ground, thus turning it into one of 
the few markers that “represent continuity” (2014, 125), at least from the perspec-
tive of Juha’s lived experience. There are other material objects, in addition to the 
Stockmann building, that continue to exist in Finland, although their meanings have 
changed in the course of time. Coffee, for instance, which was rationed until 1954 
(see Räikkönen 1993), is no longer a rarity in the particular historical context of 
Finland in which Juha is embedded as an adult. Oranges are not as scarce or as highly 
valued as they were when the protagonist was still a child. However, although in the 
past the orange was a powerful symbol that signified to Juha, and perhaps also to 
many of those who grew up in Finland in the 1950s (see Steel, this volume), a small, 
highly valued taste of sunshine from the other side of the globe, it was now an object 
that helped to activate and bring back his memories. This is evident in the following 
excerpt:

Nyt ei kokonainenkaan appelsiini enää maailmaa säväyttänyt, mutta tuoksui yhä  
samalta ja palautti siirtomaatavaraliikkeen ikkunan silmien eteen. (Now not 
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even a whole orange would rock the world, but it still smelled the same 
and brought to mind the sight of the display window of the grocer’s store 
that was selling imported goods.) (2014, 54)

Historian Jan Löfström (2010, 13) has written on the relation between smell and 
memory. With reference to the smell of books, he writes a column in which he re-
flects on his own experience, revealing that his mind has a bank of memories (muis-
topankki) that is activated by the smell of a book that belonged to a past, usually pos-
itive, event or experience. Indeed, studies carried out in the field of neuropsychiatry 
have demonstrated that odor plays an important role in reviving images of the past 
and in evoking nostalgic feelings (Hirsch 2006, 187; 1992). As Marcel Proust (1998, 
71) illustrated in the famous episode in which one of his protagonists consumes a 
tea-soaked madeleine cake, senses can take on a significant role in triggering a series 
of memories. In order to activate the senses, there has to be an external stimulus, 
such as this tea-soaked madeleine, or the orange in Seppovaara’s book.
 However, the mere act of reading about “things” that are positioned in a par-
ticular kind of historical context, and which are described with reference to special 

Figure 1. Box of oranges 1938, Helsinki. Courtesy of the Finnish Labour Museum 
Werstas.
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sensory clues, can also function as stimuli that evoke memories as well as feelings 
of nostalgia in readers who share the same lived experience or collective historical 
memory as the book’s protagonist. Reading about the oranges in the context of the 
1950s, for example, I was reminded of a story that my mother, who was born in the 
mid-1950s and grew up on a farm in Finland, told me when I was a child, namely 
that when she was little they would get a box of oranges for Christmas—and noth-
ing more. She used this story for the same pedagogical reasons as I do when I retell 
the same story to my small daughter, namely to make children of the present world 
appreciate the amount of material goods they receive as gifts today by reminding 
them of a past that was very different. The reader with the pen name Irja (2013) also 
saw in Seppovaara’s work great potential for bringing alive the past. As she wrote in 
her review of Muistojen markkinoilla: Sinivalkoisen arjen klassikot (Marketplace of mem-
ories: Everyday Finnish classics) (2004), the book serves very well to bring alive 
memories of her own childhood, as well as images of a past her parents had told her 
about. One could thus conclude that, regardless of the author’s intentions, a book 
can provide its readers with “food” for nostalgia that might present itself in the form 
of oranges.

revisiting “armChair nostalgia”
The discussion thus far rests on the assumption that nostalgia is ultimately tied 
up with the lived experience of an individual, or a collective historical memory. 
However, according to anthropologist Arjun Appadurai (1996, 78), there is another 
form of nostalgia, namely “nostalgia without lived experience or collective histor-
ical memory.” Appadurai refers to this kind of “ersatz nostalgia” in which a person 
experiences a sense of a loss that he or she never suffered, and that is not part of 
his or her collective historical memory either, as “armchair nostalgia,” the birth of 
which is attributable to the promotion of mass merchandising and the drive to in-
crease sales (78).
 In her examination of Communist and Yugoslav nostalgia in the context of 
Slovenia and Poland, oral historian Ljubica Spaskovska (2008, 142) frees the concept 
of armchair nostalgia from its original use and applies it in an analysis of the kind 
of nostalgia maintained by the “younger generations who did not really experience 
communism.” Although I deeply appreciate her attempt to stretch the spectrum in 
which to use the concept, I still wonder whether the kind of nostalgia she refers to 
in her study is, after all, the traditional kind that evidently rests on collective his-
torical memory. After all, Spaskovska (2008, 143) admits that there is a “Yugoslav 
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sentiment and a romanticized vision of the failed federation” that is transmitted 
from an older generation to a younger one with little personal memory of the so-
cialist era. The act of transmitting the memory of these historical events makes 
them part of the collective historical memory of a younger generation who did not 
experience (= “erleben”) communism first hand.
 Does this mean that armchair nostalgia only exists as an artificial industrial 
product, or can the concept also be applied in a different context? In the following I 
attempt to use the notion to refer to a form of nostalgia that has not been produced 
to serve commercial interests but rather resides in the minds of readers who start 
to long for experiences that neither occurred in their personal biography nor were 
passed down to them in the form of a collective historical memory. In practice, and 
with reference to Seppovaara’s book Elämän kortit, I am drawing on my own reac-
tions to reading the book. In particular, I focus in my analysis on the way in which 
I responded to a passage in which the author describes childhood summers spent on 
an island located off the southern coast of Finland  (2014, 18, 21). 
 This passage was even more detailed in the first version of the manuscript I 
read than in the later version that was submitted for publication. The earlier version 
seemed more powerful in invoking the image of a carefree childhood spent in free-
dom in the midst of nature, away from the urban milieu in which the protagonist 
Juha lived for the rest of the year. Given that the argument I am trying to make rests 
in the first place on the analysis of how readers respond to a text written by another 
person, I take the liberty to focus on the first version of the manuscript I read, and 
not the one that was eventually published. In this version, Seppovaara writes about 
how every year his family (and here he is still referring to his own, real family) used 
to live on an island in a cottage they owned from the beginning of June until the 
end of August. He describes the island as an empire of secure light and freedom, 
where different generations lived together in the summer [Saari oli turvallinen valon 
ja vapauden valtakunta, jossa eri sukupolvet elivät kesät yhdessä], thus drawing the 
picture of a safe and positive place and time anchored in his personal past.
 Reading through Seppovaara’s memories triggered in me a longing for a child-
hood in which summers were spent on this kind of island, harmoniously together 
with my siblings, parents, and other relatives. As a reader, I began to yearn for the 
experience of running barefoot on the rocks and listening to the roaring of the sea, 
or to the stories of my grandparents. I had felt a similar longing as a child when 
reading Astrid Lindgren’s novel Ferien auf Saltkrokan (We on Seacrow Island, 1992), 
which tells the story of a family who spends summers on an island in Sweden. In 
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other words, reading through the description of these “island summers” made me 
crave for a childhood that was not mine, and never would be. My childhood has 
irretrievably passed by now. Because I had no lived experience of a childhood spent 
on an island, I had no chance to insert the island into my own childhood memory. 
Then again, having a Finnish mother, I spent all my childhood summers in a cottage 
in Finland, surrounded by forest and close to a lake. Did the “island passage,” after 
all, evoke in me nostalgia for those summers? Either way, one could speak in this 
context of a concrete kind of “reader’s armchair nostalgia,” in which a reader who is 
imagined sitting in an armchair reading a book is sent back in time and begins to feel 
a sense of nostalgia from the lines written by the author. In such cases, when readers 
have a feeling of nostalgia when reading a book but have no real lived experience or 
orally transmitted knowledge of the place and past they are reading about, we can 
speak of the kind of “armchair nostalgia” as defined by Appadurai.

ConCluding thoughts

As I have attempted to show in this article, Seppovaara’s book evokes a vivid sensory 
but also material landscape of the past that is interlaced with the author’s personal 
memories. Elämän kortit conjures up an image of Finland in the 1950s in which or-
anges were still a luxury good, and cars were starting to fill Helsinki’s streets and 
backyards. In this sense, Seppovaara’s book could be said to contribute to an ongo-
ing process through which the collective memory of the past is maintained, shaped, 
and passed on to others who either share a similar lived experience or who belong 
to a subsequent generation.
 At the same time, Seppovaara contrasts the past with the present in his book. 
This is particularly evident in the passage in which the protagonist Juha enters the 
building in which he used to live as a child. Although certain things have vanished, 
such as children playing in the backyard or the attic, other things have endured the 
passage of time. Thus the author highlights the fact that the world is a place not only 
of Vergänglichkeit (fugacity) but also of Fortbestehen (continuity). Continuity also ex-
ists on the level of the imagination and embodied experience, such as when the pro-
tagonist Juha eats an orange that helps to transport him back in time, thus bringing 
the past alive in the present and creating a bridge between then and now. What we 
seem to witness in the description of such a scene is a very innocent and spontaneous 
kind of nostalgia that is deeply embedded in the routines of everyday life.
 Being reminded of the taste of an orange and its significance in 1950s Finland 
might set off in some of the book’s potential readers memories that allow them 
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to travel back in time. For others, reading through such passages might trigger a 
nostalgic longing for the days when goods like oranges had a meaning that was very 
different from the one attached to them today. Such nostalgic ruminations may be 
instigated despite the author’s intentions. In other words, although the author of a 
book might not be particularly keen to produce feelings of nostalgia in readers, the 
text and its sentences adopt a life of their own, playing games with the readers in the 
absence of the author.
 This interaction between the reader and the text could also result in a form 
of armchair nostalgia, meaning that a melancholic longing for the past is not neces-
sarily based on the reader’s own lived experience or collective historical memory, 
but emanates from his or her longing for a past that is not theirs but which is being 
described in the book. It may also cause a concrete form of “reader’s armchair nos-
talgia,” in which the reader is sent back in time and the sense of nostalgia arises from 
lines written by someone else. In sum, the research findings presented in this short 
ethnographic essay seem to suggest that nostalgia is produced in interaction—be-
tween reader and text, person and material object, memory and incentives—all of 
which form unique layers of an ongoing process.
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Port oF emotions:  
nostalgia in harbor-side reminisCenCes

Tytti Steel
University of Helsinki

abstraCt

This article takes a peek at the freight ports of Helsinki and Kotka on Finland’s 
south coast as they are depicted in reminiscences of the extended 1950s. The article 
is mainly based on interviews of harbor-side professionals such as dock laborers, 
their bosses, crane drivers, and customs officers. According to cultural historian 
Hannu Salmi (1999), the nostalgic longing is for the strong emotions rather than 
for the past in itself. I find this statement plausible, and it will be a hypothesis for 
this article. I intend to explore the mixed, bittersweet emotions that are linked to 
nostalgic reminiscence, the connection between nostalgia and memories reflecting 
different phases of life and, to some extent, multisensory experiences. Nostalgia 
also produces negative, or at least nebulous emotions. It is as if the warp of emotions 
in nostalgic reminiscence is positive, but some of the weft may be negative. The plot 
of the reminiscences was the same throughout the sources: things were different 
in the extended 1950s, people were different, and the emotional landscape was 
different. For the interviewees, the past was not a foreign country, but a long-lost 
landscape of mixed emotions.

introduCtion: an exCursion to the 1950s Port

As I walked past one of the ships I suddenly heard footsteps booming 
on the iron deck. A dark, southern man had a look over the railing and 
glanced curiously at me. It seemed that everyone on the other ships was 
asleep. Even the ships seemed to be in a deep slumber. Infiltrating them, 
invisible and silent, was the special atmosphere of the port, the exciting 
smell of different peoples and different goods. (Pekkanen 1937)
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 Novelist Toivo Pekkanen evokes the special atmosphere of the Port of Kotka in 
his story “Satama yöllä” (Harbor by night ). The mood of the place reflects the hard 
work, the encounters among different peoples, and the smell of imported goods. 
The narrator continues, imagining what it is like inside a Japanese ship anchored out 
at sea: the “secretive looking, small yellow men” he would never see.
 This article examines the freight ports of Helsinki and Kotka (situated 140 
kilometers east of the capital) on Finland’s south coast as those ports were in the 
extended 1950s, from the end of World War II to the middle of the 1960s. I was 
born in Kotka in the 1970s, and therefore have only experienced it as a modernized 
port utilizing large, uniform shipping containers. Anyone who is familiar with the 
changes in seafaring and ports will find that nostalgic feelings are easily activated 
at the waterfront. The contemporary industrial landscape with mega-sized ships 
and standardized units seems unimaginative and desolate compared to the image of 
the pre-containerized hubs of transnational urban life: hordes of sailors, workers, 
and officials, recreational and trading activities, daydreaming and even crime (Steel 
2013).     
 The main sources used for this article are thematic interviews that I conduct-
ed in connection with my PhD research and which belong to the collections of the 
Maritime Museum of Finland. The interviewees varied in background and repre-
sented several professions, but they all worked in the port areas: dock laborers, their 
bosses, crane drivers, and customs officers, for example (MV:SMM:A200803:1–12). 
I also use some written material: short narratives (MV:SMM:A200803:13) written 
by visitors to an exhibition I organized in 2003 at Jugendsali in Helsinki, and the 
interesting memoirs of dockworker Pentti Heittola (TA:TMT 276:961/2) from the 
Finnish Labour Archives. Heittola gives a colorful account of two summers in the 
1950s when he was working at the Port of Kemi. He is the only person who appears 
in the text under his own name, having written his account to be published as part 
of his memoirs, which have not materialized.
 Nostalgia is commonly described as a sentimental yearning for the past, such 
as for a lost childhood paradise (e.g., Routledge et al. 2012). Are all positive memo-
ries nostalgic? Many people have negative memories of poverty, difficult family re-
lations, or hard manual labor that are not worth sighing over. According to cultural 
historian Hannu Salmi (1999), the nostalgic longing is for the strong emotions rath-
er than for the past in itself. I find this statement plausible, and it will be a hypothesis 
for this article. I intend to explore the mixed, bittersweet emotions that are linked 
to nostalgic reminiscence, and the connection between nostalgia and memories 
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reflecting different phases of life and, to some extent, multisensory experiences. 
The aim is not to find the absolute boundaries of nostalgia, in other words to define 
a reminiscence as nostalgic or not, it is rather to use nostalgia as an analytical tool. 
I agree with Svetlana Boym’s (2008, 13) idea of nostalgia as remaining unsystematic 
and unsynthesizable.

deFining nostalgia

For my working definition, I turn to ethnologist Pirjo Korkiakangas (1999, 171–
73): referring to sociologist Fred Davis, she defines nostalgia as reminiscence col-
ored with melancholic sentiments of longing, or different levels of gratitude and 
enjoyment connected to the past. She describes nostalgic reminiscence as serving a 
double purpose, involving both active retrospection and conscious or unconscious 
forgetting. It is not any kind of reminiscence, but rather implies a lost past and a 
longing to retrieve it. In line with many other researchers, Korkiakangas draws 
a parallel between nostalgia and homesickness, meaning the urge to return to a 
familiar, safe, and controllable state (see also Johannisson 2001, 7 –9). Nostalgic 
reminiscence usually has childhood connections in her research materials, evoking 
pleasant memories and feelings of yearning.  These positive memories seem to out-
weigh those that are unpleasant and difficult.   
 Historian Karin Johannisson (2001, 10–11) describes nostalgia as being spe-
cifically connected to one’s own experiences and life history. It is simultaneously 
bitter and sweet: pain intermingled with longing and melancholy blended with joy. 
Nostalgic reminiscence is thus a journey back to the past, the longing for some-
thing lost. According to Johannisson, nostalgic thinking is a form of self-awareness. 
Nostalgia enables one to dream about what one yearns for because the object of the 
yearning only exists in the reminiscence. According to literary researchers Riikka 
Rossi and Katja Seutu (2007, 7), longing for an idealized but forever lost primary 
state is one of the earliest myths of our culture. Writers including Kukkonen (2007, 
19, 26) refer to the reminiscences of Marcel Proust’s protagonist in In Search of Lost 
Time as the most widely known manifestations of nostalgia. Perceptions such as the 
taste of cake or a cup of tea evoke memories from the narrator’s childhood and 
youth. Given the unrefined nature of our ability to taste, however, we tend rather 
to distinguish the flavor of the cake and the tea by their smell (Herz 2006, 191). It 
has been established in psychological research that even though people (compared 
to some other species) are not very good at distinguishing smells, they are good at 
remembering them. It is suggested that olfactory receptors are plugged directly into 
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the brain’s limbic system, which is the seat of emotion (Herz 2006, 191; Porteous 
2006, 101). Educational scientist Jan Löfström (2010), for example, points out the 
strong significance of the sense of smell in ethnological research.  
 As Johannisson (2001, 8) notes, nostalgia is a feeling, and based on the above 
definition one could say that it springs from several—sometimes even contradicto-
ry—emotions. Over the years, researchers have struggled to define emotions. In 
line with Sara Ahmed (2008, 9) and many sociologists and anthropologists, I would 
regard them as social and cultural practices. My concern in this article is not about 
what emotions are, or what nostalgia is: I rather use nostalgic emotions as an analyt-
ical means of studying culture (see Frykman and Löfgren 2005, 8).
 Nostalgia tends to be connected to childhood, but it would also be interesting 
to consider nostalgic reminiscence linked to other phases of life. The first of the 
partly overlapping themes in this article is the excitement of having the harborside 
as a childhood playground, a kind of theme park with almost unlimited potential 
for adventure. The second theme concerns the young men’s views of the allure of 
the waterfront. The feeling that the world was opening up was especially strong 
in 1950s Finland, a time of post-war reconstruction, economic growth, and the 
strengthening of contacts with other countries, especially in the West. The vividly 
described reminiscences of manual labor and the economic boom constitute the 
third theme in the source material.

the harborside as a PlaCe For Childhood adventures

It was the year ’47. I was eight years old. Me and the lads, we were 
hanging around Jätkäsaari docks. A gang of dockworkers were unloading 
oranges from a ship. One of them broke open a box and started to throw 
oranges to us. That was terrific. (MV:SMM:A200803:13)

In my experience, after chatting with many people about my doctoral thesis, the 
above quotation is typical of a harborside narrative from the extended 1950s. Boys 
wanted to hang around to look at the interesting things that were going on, possibly 
getting some chewing gum or new matchbox labels for their collections. The color-
ful oranges offer a taste of a vibrant world somewhere warm (see also Hirvi in this 
volume). My interpretation is that dockworkers are often depicted as the “Robin 
Hoods” of the waterfront in the stories, taking from the rich and giving to the poor 
(see also Björklund 1998).
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 The following narrative was written by a Kotka-born man who went to sea 
when he was seventeen, and who, as a child, used to go to look at the steamers and 
ask the sailors for matchboxes. 

I went on board a Finnish ship. The kitchen (galley) was closed. I opened 
the door and saw the mess boy eating jam out of a jar. When he heard 
the door open he presumed it was the steward or the cook and dropped 
the jar because he got a fright. I will always remember the look on his 
face. When he saw a little boy instead, he shouted: “You rascal, get off of 
this ship!” You couldn’t see me for dust as I ran down the gangway to the 
shore and safety. (MV:SMM:A200803:13)

The writers of both of the above stories were visitors at a 2003 exhibition on the 
history and contemporary state of Helsinki ports. Writing down personal memories 
was encouraged, but nevertheless the writers had to take the initiative: the memo-
ries must have been important to the visitors because they took the time to write 
them down for a researcher. The latter story is an example of a “boys will be boys” 
type of storyline, but the next citation has serious undertones.

Figure 1. Workers at Eteläsatama in Helsinki, in 1947. Courtesy of the Finnish Labour 
Museum Werstas. 
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Interviewee: Well, I’ve been there my whole life, as a child I lived on 
Punavuorenkatu near the port, so we went there often. Sometimes the 
older boys played jokes on us. I remember once there was a ship from the 
More McCormack Line, maybe it was ’36 or ’37. I was something like 
ten or eleven. There were many Chinese sailors on the ship. So these 
older boys told us—it was raining that night—to go and find worms and 
in the morning to go to the ships to sell them, because Chinese sailors ate 
heaps of them. [Laughs] So, we went to get worms, but guess how fast we 
had to run from the ship! There was an older man who knew Finnish, he 
had been here previously building fortresses, he was the boatswain, and 
he quickly chased us off! (MV:SMM:A200803:1)

The same interviewee said that he often went to look for comics and boys’ adven-
ture magazines in the bales of waste paper that were ready to be shipped abroad. I 
asked him if it was an adventure to go to the docks. He said it was, but at the same 
time they tried to earn some money. The area near the Jätkäsaari docks was waste 
ground used for dumping rubbish, and the boys went looking for copper to sell to a 
scrap-metal dealer.

Once we tried to sell some railroad nails, but the guy didn’t buy 
them, he just drove us out. [Laughs] We had to try everything. 
(MV:SMM:A200803:1)

Below the surface of these funny stories are also somewhat disconsolate narratives 
about being poor, and how poor children have to be humble, having to resign them-
selves to making use of waste and scrap metal. My interpretation is based on the way 
the interviewee tells these stories. He starts with the lighter ones and finishes with 
the narrative about stealing railroad nails and trying to sell them. The final remark, 
“We had to try everything,” reveals the bitter aspect of the waterfront adventures: 
being poor was not fun, and life was not as carefree as my somewhat naïve question 
implied.
 Boys were usually allowed more freedom to wander about in town (e.g., 
Olsson 2004b, 89), but some girls went to the harborside, too. The following is from 
the written reminiscence of an elderly lady who recalled her and her friend’s trips to 
the waterfront:

We were both girls, but nevertheless interested in ports. Our parents 
had no idea about what we were up to. We got to know dockworkers 
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and they always answered our numerous questions politely. After a while 
they began to expect us and often gave us coffee and buns. One of them 
carved pretty wooden figures during their breaks. They didn’t let us go 
on the ships but instead told us about how the sailors lived on board. 
(MV:SMM:A200803:13)

At the end of the story the narrator writes that this reminiscence about meeting 
with the dockworkers was one of the most vivid childhood memories she had. The 
narrative could be interpreted as nostalgic because there is no mention of any social 
problems such as alcoholism and prostitution, which were so visible in ports during 
the 1950s: the narrator most likely wanted to concentrate on this “beautiful” mem-
ory and neglect the “ugly.” One of the most interesting aspects of the story is that it 
seems to have been written as a counterstory to the stereotypical narrative of what 
girls are interested in. This objective comes out in the first sentence, in which the 
narrator implies that she and her friend were interested in seafaring, faraway coun-
tries and adventure even though they were girls.

a sPeCial adventure: meeting “the blaCK sailor”
An interesting subtheme in the memories of childhood and youth is about meeting 
a black sailor for the first time. For example, the biography of songwriter Juha 
Vainio, who was born in Kotka, contains a vivid description of the first time he saw 
a black sailor in 1947. The sailor threw a cigarette on the ground, and Juha picked 
it up quickly. Thinking Juha was a poor street boy, the sailor then gave him a whole 
carton of cigarettes and a tie (Ikävalko 1998, 25). The black sailors with their big 
friendly smiles and gifts for “the children of a less-developed country” seem to have 
been welcome guests in the town (Alivirta et al.  2007, 18).
 According to journalist and local politician Hilppa Kimpanpää, in the 1950s 
the harborside in Kotka was a place for Sunday strolls with the family, and where 
out-of-town visitors were taken to see the ships. As a playground, however, it was 
strictly off-limits for little girls (Alivirta et al. 2007, 19). Kimpanpää wrote that 
the area was a very scary and dangerous place at the time. The biggest fear of all in 
the adults’ minds was “the black sailor” (Kimpanpää 2005). This is an interesting 
contradiction that deserves closer scrutiny. Immigration to Finland started to in-
crease in the 1990s, and the presence of newcomers has brought to light a variety of 
attitudes and provoked wide-ranging discussion on transnational issues (Huttunen, 
Löytty, and Rastas 2005, 17). The discussion has a temporal dimension in Kotka, 
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which was a typical port town in the era of manual dock work when ships were 
anchored there for long periods. Kotka had a relatively big harbor—which meant 
that relatively many sailors were in town—and the years after the Second World 
War in particular are often referred to nostalgically as a golden age when the towns-
folk were tolerant and liberal (Steel 2013). Kimpanpää’s column contributed to this 
discussion, questioning the harmony. My hypothesis is that the parents used “the 
black sailor” as a deterrent when disciplining their children: he stood out and repre-
sented a simple, concrete threat that was enough to keep the kids away. In fact, the 
waterfront was full of danger for small people, and there was a risk of being hit or 
crushed by cargo, rail wagons, or trucks. Falling into the water may be lethal even 
for an adult, especially if he or she happens to fall in the space between the ship and 
the pier. Parents were probably afraid that their children would see prostitutes, and 
drunken people fighting, and would hear swearing and dirty jokes. I can only guess 
how many adults were afraid of the black sailors in reality, but it was certainly a 
memorable moment to meet “the other.” 
 Pentti Heittola gives an example of a multisensory reminiscence in his account 
of his first days as a dockworker in the port of Mäntyluoto in Pori. He met a fellow 
worker called Arska, an ex-sailor, who took the young Pentti under his wing. They 
did not manage to get work, and instead boarded a ship to ask for food.

We climbed on board a ship flying the US flag aft. Arska walked around 
as if he was at home. We slipped through a door into a kitchen. A Negro 
dressed in a white outfit was busy cooking on a gas stove.

That was the first time I had seen a Negro and it was exciting. Arska was 
talking to this Negro while I just looked around without understand-
ing anything. The Negro gave us tasty sandwiches and cups of cocoa. 
(TA:TMT 276:961/2)

At first glance, meeting “the other” is the focus of the story. Heittola uses the word 
Negro four times in this short extract, even though he could have written about the 
cook. Upon closer examination a clear focus on visual sensations and taste is evident. 
Heittola writes about coming across a black person, but highlights his own “other-
ness” in the situation: both sailors knew English and shared experiences of life at sea, 
while Pentti was left out of the discussion. Young Pentti had thus far only dreamt 
about the lives of sailors and dockworkers.
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in a young man’s mind

Pentti Heittola’s account leads on to the next theme, reminiscences of one’s youth. 
Like a curious journalist or a researcher, a worker who is new to his or her job is 
able to see the work place and its practices “through a fresh pair of eyes.” He or she 
observes and interprets these practices in the light of previous knowledge, expec-
tations, and even prejudices. One man, who started his career as a dockworker but 
soon changed track to work for the customs office, revealed why he thought the port 
was interesting:

Well, the girls for example, they were openly called ships’ whores. You 
didn’t see women working at the docks. When I started to work for the 
customs office there were no women in the port area. There was this 
smuggling mentality that has something to do with booze and alcohol. 
Of course it was interesting for a schoolboy who had just learned how to 
drink. (MV:SMM:A200803:11)

 This reminiscence is at odds with the fact that there were female dockworkers 
in many Finnish ports, especially during the Second World War and even after that 
(Steel 2013). The interviewee may have been talking about the customs office since 
elsewhere in the interview he explained that the strong gendered distribution of 
labor kept most women in office work for the customs authorities. He mentioned 
three things that fascinated him: prostitution, drinking, and smuggling alcohol.
 Another interviewee, whom I call Kalevi, a dock foreman born at the begin-
ning of the 1920s, also talked about alcohol and prostitution. He brought up the 
subject of prostitutes and their “health passes” in both of the interviews I conducted 
with him. He told me that he had seen some interesting things on the harborside 
before he started to work there:

[. . ] as a young man or a boy, the mind was captured by anything unusu-
al. And then, before the war [WWII] booze was still a big thing there, in 
the port. (MV:SMM:A200803:12)

As schoolboys, Kalevi and his friends used to follow the police when they were 
trying to catch the smugglers. He could still remember mounted policemen called 
Puolamäki and Varttinen, and explained in the interview how the sound of the hors-
es’ hooves followed the movements of the known smugglers around the harborside. 
It seems that these events provided entertainment for Kalevi and his friends. The 
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clip-clop of the police horse easily takes one’s thoughts to the world of adventure 
stories and comics.        
 Another type of reminiscence of youth idealizes the summer jobs in the port, 
emphasizing the relatively good wages and other advantages of dock work. Those 
working on a banana ship, for example, were allowed to eat one banana a day. The 
next quotation is from a story set at the end of the 1950s. The narrator took a sum-
mer job to finance his studies.

We were loading pulp bales in Länsisatama. During a break the first 
mate of the ship comes to tell us some news: President Paasikivi has died. 
Total silence. Then the oldest of the guys says, “That was a politician who 
even got the respect of a worker.” (MV:SMM:A200803:13)

This narrative is connected to the conflict  between the middle and upper classes 
and the workers, a conflict that is constructed, reconstructed, and deconstructed 
in my PhD thesis material. I interpret this particular story as nostalgic: it refers to 
the myth of a united nation in connection with the Second World War and the years 
of reconstruction (see e.g., Marander-Eklund 2014, 44–47). The same narrator 
continues: 

The same kind of break in Eteläsatama. Men talking about religion. The 
grey-haired signalman says: I have been to church once. In 1918 we drove 
the horses through Karkku church. (MV:SMM:A200803:13)

This short extract links the Finnish Civil War of 1918 and the working culture in 
the docks. My interpretation is that the narrator saw himself as part of this tough 
gang of men, leaving aside the negative sides of toughness and violent behavior. 
From this angle the story could be seen as nostalgic.
 One significant subtheme in the port reminiscences concerns the buying of 
smuggled spirits. Ilmari (MV:SMM:A200803:8) recalled in his interview the time 
when the dockworkers were about to disembark the ship they had been working on 
and a customs officer standing on the pier noticed that one of the young men in the 
gang had a bottle tucked under his belt. The customs officer sent a message to the 
young worker via the signaler: the bottle would be smashed should he bring it on 
shore.

The boy drank the bottle empty and fell down on the deck! I happened to 
come there when he was being carried ashore; even the chief supervisor 
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was helping to carry him. And then he was sent off to the hospital where 
they emptied his stomach!

Ilmari had a similar story, which was clearly so important to him that he told it in 
both of the interviews. He was standing on the Katajanokka quay in Helsinki next to 
a Dutch ship. He saw a man coming off the ship and concluded from the way he was 
walking that he had a bottle of booze under his belt. Suddenly the bottle exploded 
and the man fell down crying out in pain. Ilmari phoned for an ambulance and gave 
instructions to the paramedics. He concluded the story by wondering what the doc-
tors and nurses thought of this man and his boots filled with the hard stuff.
 Given that the interviewees explicitly and implicitly indicated that they did 
not drink, or at least not too much, I interpret the alcohol-related stories as a means 
of emphasizing the self-control of the narrator. At the same time, however, they 
reinforce the stereotype of the drunken working-class man (e.g., Koskinen-Koivisto 
2013, 112 –15). Nostalgia is built into these stories in the context of Finnish alcohol 
policies, contrasting the years of prohibition and the “drought” during the Second 
World War with the increasing purchasing power during the post-war years. 
This kind of reminiscence could be seen as a vernacular version of the so-called 
Rillumarei, a popular-culture genre based on stereotypes of class and gender (see 
e.g., Peltonen 1996).

the Port oF the Pre-Containerization generation

In several of the interviews I conducted, the era of manual labor is depicted as 
profoundly different from the current era of containerization. This distinction 
is visible in the interview with “Sven” (born at the beginning of the 1930s), for 
example, who started as a stevedore but quickly changed to administrative work 
and had a successful career. He remembered people who worked in ports as “big 
personalities.” 

That was a different epoch and these people were mostly, all the people 
who worked in the port area were big personalities. Nowadays you sel-
dom meet people like that, who . . . well. . . . (MV:SMM:A200803:7) 

Unfortunately I did not realize I should have encouraged Sven to continue with 
his thoughts, thus it remains unknown what kind of personality he really meant. 
Elsewhere during the interview he talked about the camaraderie, the equality, 
and the good humor. In my view, Sven’s reasoning reflects what is said in the next 
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citation in which a customs officer links the good atmosphere with the post-war era 
rather than the port. He believed that the older men, the generation that had been 
on the front line, acquired a good sense of humor during the war:

Amongst the workers there were these war veterans [rintamajermu], 
who had a good sense of humor. They were used to it, or had learned 
in the war that humor was a supportive force. And I would say, I don’t 
know, I do think that working life in this sense got more miserable 
over the years. [Laughs.] So, there were lots of jokes going around. 
(MV:SMM:A200803:11)

The word “rintamajermu” and its connotations are worth another article, but in 
brief it reflects an image of Finnish soldiers that was heavily influenced by Väinö 
Linna’s novel The Unknown Soldier (1954). Humor plays a crucial role in the story of 
the men, who are matter-of-fact when necessary but relaxed and even a bit crazy 
when they can be. As an example of the humor, the interviewee talked about the 
blackboard in the office of the customs officials that showed by which ship and by 
which hatch they were all working. Sometimes, when things were quiet, there was 
time for relaxation during working hours, a practice that would not be approved of 
nowadays.

[. . .] if one wanted to be accurate, one could write on the board SS 
Kappel. This meant that people went to the Kappeli bar for drinks [laughs] 
when there was no work. Ship names like that existed, Kapella and the 
like, but this is a bit of an extreme example. (MV:SMM:A200803:11)

 The next story, from a different interview, is about Viljo, a veteran who fea-
tures in a story the interviewee reads from his papers during the interview. The 
story is like a farce or something from a sketch show, and was obviously meant to be 
amusing and entertaining. Nevertheless, it gives some idea of the social interaction 
in post-war workplaces, between the generations of veterans and “the boys.”   

He left his truck on the rail tracks and went on board to get to know 
the gang. And the boys shouted for Viljo to come back quickly because a 
train was coming. Some guys were pushing a rail car. Well, the engine of 
the truck wasn’t going, he jumped on the machine but couldn’t start the 
engine and so the train pushed the truck over. The truck went along the 
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tracks on its side for forty or fifty meters with Viljo sitting on the seat, 
grabbing the steering wheel. Luckily the door was on top. Well, the boys 
went to check how Viljo was doing. As he crawled out of the truck, the 
boys said: “Viljo, you were nearly killed.” Viljo roared: “Listen you boys, 
in the war we had it much worse than this!” Well, he was wounded in the 
war. Here’s another story about him. He was driving the ship’s cranes 
on the deck and a load fell and the stuff spilled out. The boys shouted at 
Viljo: “Why do you drive like that?” Viljo roared back: “Look boys, I have 
iron in my head from the war!” “Well,” the boys replied: “We notice that 
you have iron in your head!” (MV:SMM:A200803:8)

Bringing up experiences at the war front opened up a chasm that nothing could ever 
close: members of the younger generation had no chance of matching the experi-
ences and the hardships the war generation had gone through. They were all too fa-
miliar with the after-effects of the war in terms of the physical and mental problems 
the war generation brought home with them from the front line (see, e g., Olsson 
2011, 113–21). Here again, the sides of nostalgia are visible: the brightness of mutual 
trust, humor, and a “jolly” atmosphere is tinged with much darker tones reflecting 
negative aspects of the war.
 The generation gap is constructed in the interview situation from the perspec-
tive of the past. “llmari,” a stevedore who was born at the beginning of the 1920s, 
was talking about the size of the teams and started to describe how long iron gird-
ers were transported on a three-wheeled carriage. To steer the carriage, the front 
wheel was turned with a metal pole. The carriage kept jolting on the cobblestones 
and the metal pole bruised the thighs unmercifully. Ilmari thought that the dock-
workers of today could not manage to do the job.

Gangs nowadays, they wouldn’t cope at all. Inside a railway carriage, 
two of us could make a one-ton paper roll fall on its side. But you had to 
jerk it hard to make it fall over! (MV:SMM:A200803:11)

Ilmari’s story could be interpreted as reflecting the old phrase connected to sailors: 
in the good old times, ships were made of wood, and men of iron. The same line of 
thought was evident in several interviews, here in the reminiscence of the customs 
officer:

[. . .] the first job on arriving at work in the morning was to take pieces of 
firewood and throw them at the rats that had come in during the night. 



Port of Emotion: Nostalgia in Harbor-Side Reminiscences

145

Then it was time to start a coal fire. After a while you could take off the 
top layer of your outdoor clothes and start thinking about paperwork. 
(MV:SMM:A200803:11)

The interviewee said that he thought some of the modern health and safety regula-
tions and checks were too protective. Of course it is important to check the ergo-
nomics when it comes to office work—but in the light of his story about his cold 
working environment with rats all over the place, contemporary concerns seemed 
ridiculous. This interviewee hints at the claimed generation gap, unlike sailor “Matti,” 
who was more straightforward. He was talking about the clientele of an old harbor-
side pub:

A guy in his thirties, he doesn’t understand anything. He might know 
that lots of dockworkers used to go there, but he doesn’t know a thing 
about what life was like. (MV:SMM:A200803:7)

Matti was open about his ideal of “iron men.” As a sailor he could not take time off 
work when he was ill. There were no substitutes to be hired at sea, so everyone 
had to pull their weight at all times, and they couldn’t complain about small things. 
Matti compared the modern sailor to an office worker who takes off work too easily 
when feeling ill. In his opinion, ships have become floating hotels. The strong con-
flicts  appear to be built into the sailor’s culture. Folklorist Marika Rosenström 
(1996, 115–16) offers an interesting analysis of how sailors at the beginning of the 
twentieth century identified themselves over and over again in everyday life: “us” 
and “them” were constantly changing and negotiated entities. Similar conflicts arise 
between sailors in windjammers and steam ships, between different nationalities, 
and between the crews of one’s own ship and other ships, or even between workers 
on one’s own shift and on the other shift. One obvious conflict  in Rosenström’s 
sources is between old and young sailors. The stereotypical picture of younger gen-
erations is illustrated in the cry of the older sailors: “Nowadays anything goes!” 
 The female dockworkers give interesting insights in their reminiscences (see, 
e.g., Steel 2011). The women apparently felt compelled to talk about how they always 
had to work and were never allowed to rest. This narrative, too, should be interpret-
ed as a dialogue with the past from the time the interview was conducted (see also 
Hytönen in this volume). Modern housekeeping seems like child’s play compared 
to the difficulties of the extended 1950s. The only crack in this perfect picture of 
the continuously hard-working woman is the description of how the neighborhood 
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women used to gather on the porch in the evenings to chat. This glimpse is at the 
heart of 1950s nostalgia: it depicts the community spirit that is longed for nowadays. 
The female dockworkers also emphasized the good team spirit, although they also 
talked about arguments that flared up, especially when people were tired. It is obvi-
ous from some of the reminiscences that humor was not necessarily good for every-
one: it was sometimes used to bully people, and the bullies could be men or women.   

the best years and the golden memories

The containerized port of today is compared to the manual operations of the 1950s 
in the nostalgic reminiscences. According to one sailor from Kotka, the post-war 
atmosphere lingered in his hometown in particular. There was lots of traffic:  

Maritime traffic during those years was heavy here [in Kotka] and I re-
member that in the old port there were three ships side-by-side by the 
pier. That hasn’t happened many times in all the ports I’ve visited. And 
there wasn’t a strike going on. It was just that the world was waking up 
after the war. (KyM:A 1063:9)

Ilmari talks about his mental image of the Katajanokka pier in Helsinki at the same 
time:

There were lots of ships in the port at that time! Two ships could be side-
by-side at the Katajanokka pier, painted all sorts of colors! There were red 
ones, blue, grey, white, and brown ones, too. (MV:SMM:A200803:8)

He described the port as “blooming” in this post-war situation. In another part of 
the interview he referred especially to economic booms. Economic and seasonal 
fluctuations and changing situations seemed to disappear from his memory. For 
Ilmari, Katajanokka was a miraculous scene:

Well, it was wonderful, it was very beautiful at Katajanokka when, let’s 
say you looked at the President’s Palace from there and you looked at the 
Market Square—nothing was as pretty as the harbor full of ships! And 
the noise when plate was being unloaded, barrels were unloaded onto 
the docks. . . . Barrels knocked against the pier and then the lifting hooks 
were unfastened and iron bars struck metal—that was a splendid sound! 
Rail cars were changed and unloaded. The pulp bales made a big bang, 
for example. It was a symphony to my ears! (MV:SMM:A200803:8)
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According to Ilmari, there were so many tourists taking photos of the dockworkers 
that the work areas had to be cordoned off for safety reasons.

[. . .] cameras were rolling a lot on the Market Square! Always Germans 
and English tourists, for example, or wherever they were from, they 
always filmed. Films of the Katajanokka harborside must be all over the 
world! (MV:SMM:A200803:8)

The significance of smells and taste is obvious when Sven talked about ships with 
cargoes of fruit.

[There] came a ship filled with Jaffa oranges from Israel, or apples, 
grapes, whatever was in season. There were tens of thousands of boxes, 
which were then split into many batches for all the different importers. 
The batches were marked for the importers and they were sorted here in 
the warehouse. (MV:SMM:A200803:7)

 It must have been a strong multisensory experience to go into a cargo hold 
filled with the smell of fruit, which seems to be one of the most favored scents 
globally (Porteous 2006, 91). Seasonal changes accentuated the impact in the 
1950s when raisins, dried apples, pears, and prunes, for example, were delivered 
to the shops before Christmas. The contrast reflects the fact that many commod-
ities were rationed during the post-war years, some up until the 1950s (Jaatinen 
2004). According to Sven, the fruit-carrying ships were often late and the import-
ers’ agents were eager to get the boxes onto their own carts “almost before they had 
been unloaded from the ship.” The seasonal rotation is not as strong nowadays as 
fruit is imported all the year round. Moreover, it is imported in containers so it is 
impossible to see it or smell it.
 Recollections of odors are not always pleasant and do not necessarily have a 
positive effect on the person concerned. However, even an unpleasant memory can 
enhance understanding of a person’s past as a fountain of strength in the present. A 
man who had a summer job at the port of Helsinki writes:

It was great to work in the port when there was no school. If you were 
on a ship loaded with bananas you were allowed to eat the odd one, and 
you could buy designer jeans from the sailors. Sometimes I got to help 
unload a cargo of cars, and because I had a driving license I got to steer 
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while the guys were pushing. Then again, cargoes of pelts made all your 
clothes stink so badly they had to be burned. (MV:SMM:A200803:13)

This narration could be interpreted as nostalgia for the port as a workplace: the 
narrator felt good about it despite the bad reputation and his recollection of dirty, 
hazardous, and hard manual labor. The only articulated negative memory is the ref-
erence to stinking clothes after handling animal skins. In the context of this overly 
positive, even bragging (“I got to steer while others pushed”) narrative, the act of 
burning the foul-smelling clothes is charged with vigor: it could be interpreted as 
proof of living life to the fullest.        
  Not all the memories of the interviewees were sweet, and some were tinged 
with bitterness. Sven told me how, every autumn, imported herring was waiting 
to be transported from Hietalahti. Even today there is a street called Sillilaituri, 
Herring Pier, in the area. There is heavy traffic nowadays, but Sven remembered 
the time when it was packed with smelly barrels of pickled herring imported from 
Iceland.

That was a place, you know what pickled herring smells like. [Laughs.] 
Yes, to some extent gherkins were imported in the same way, although 
they came from the other direction. Yes, there were all sorts. The har-
borside isn’t what it used to be. [Ei ole satama niinkun se oli ennen.] 
(MV:SMM:A200803:7)

 I interpret the last line of the citation as referring to a popular song written 
by the previously mentioned Juha Vainio, who often brought memories from his 
childhood and youth in Kotka into his songwriting, whether the song was about 
Helsinki or Copenhagen (Bagh and Hakasalo 1986, 472). The song in question, “Ei 
ole Kööpenhamina kuin ennen” (Copenhagen ain’t what it used to be), evokes happy 
memories of travelling the world, discovering and enjoying new things, but through 
a nostalgic lens and with a melancholic longing for lost youth.  For Sven personally, 
taking a job in the port was a risk that paid well: in his memories of past years both 
the hard work and the struggle merged with the camaraderie and the satisfaction of 
advancing in his career.  
 “Juhani” took a no-nonsense approach in his interview, reflecting on issues 
from many points of view and criticizing journalists for romanticizing the shady 
characteristics of ports and dock work, for example. He also criticized some of them 
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for romanticizing everyday life in ports. Nevertheless, talking about his own youth 
and his first trip to Southern Spain he became emotional: 

As a young man, in [19]64, I visited the ports of Huelva and Seville, and 
the picture was etched in my mind, my soul. . . . I went back last winter 
to see if it was still the same. It was totally different. Everywhere the 
ports have changed. Dock work has changed. (MV:SMM:A200803:3)

 The above citation illustrates the temporal layers of nostalgic thinking: the 
past assumes a new meaning when contemplated from the present.
 One of the interviewees (MV:SMM:A200803:9) described the port area as a 
particular space between land and sea. This was what made the docks special for 
him, and he thought it affected the social interaction among employees involved in 
port administration. He praised the waterfront as a workplace, and to support his 
view he said that young people who had summer jobs there were surprised at how 
good the atmosphere was. He had had some difficult periods in his life, but remem-
bering how he enjoyed working with his colleagues was obviously very pleasant. 
For him, nostalgia was a constructive process of remembering and reminiscing—a 
cathartic kind of purging and mustering (see Kukkonen 2007, 15).

nostalgia as an emotional utoPia

Before concluding this article, I would like to discuss an example that brings togeth-
er many of the themes it covers. I will briefly review the media coverage of the film 
Keisarikunta (Harbor Brothers) from 2004. The discourse in the newspaper articles is 
one of reminiscence, nostalgia, and the relationship between history and fiction. 
Harbor Brothers is set in Kotka around the year 1957, and according to the additional 
material on the DVD, the manuscript is based partly on interviews with musicians 
and at least one sailor. The main setting of the film is the Fennia jazz club that used 
to be on Kirkkokatu. Fennia was well known for dance music and Monday jam ses-
sions (Ikävalko 1998, 51). Although Harbor Brothers is based partly on real people and 
historical facts, the storyline could be characterized as a fairytale written for adults 
(Forss 2004b, 29). It was amongst the most popular Finnish films of the year (www.
elonet.fi, March 22, 2011). Despite its urban theme, Harbor Brothers is part of “the 
nostalgia boom” in Finnish films that started in the 1990s.
 Director and scriptwriter Pekka Mandart said in an interview that he wanted 
to depict 1950s Kotka and had pondered on the truthfulness of the depiction:
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The world of the Harbor Brothers certainly developed in my head. It is 
bigger and more romantic than in real life. The port was a good building 
block for this film. My image of Kotka might be wrong, but it is never-
theless right because it is so full of emotion. (Forss 2004b, 29)

Mandart described the port as an incredibly interesting playground on the one hand, 
and as a natural part of the close environment, part of everyday life, on the other. Its 
closeness had been something special and wonderful for him, but it was only later 
in life that he realized how marvelous his childhood environment was (Forss 2004a, 
29). He would have wanted “the fifty ships and couple of thousand dockworkers” he 
could remember from his childhood (Viikkosavo, December 9, 2004). On the senso-
ry level it is worth mentioning that one of Mandart’s most vivid childhood memories 
was having a bottle of lemonade in Fennia, visiting the club in the daytime with his 
father (Forss 2004b, 30).
 Harbor Brothers was shot in Kotka and, according to actor Petteri Summanen, 
the film crew produced a better mood in the “genuine” environment.

I’d like to pay my respects to all the ports of Finland, where people 
have worked very hard in the past. Here people have really seen how 
the economy works—imports and exports flowing—and hundreds of 
thousands of people have struggled to make things work. Nothing moves 
by itself. Harbor Brothers pays homage to all dockworkers and sailors. 
(Forss 2004a, 51)   

Emotions and feelings are significant in both quotations. For Mandart, the atmo-
sphere of his film was the reality because it was the reality for him on the emotional 
level (see Portelli 2008). Summanen’s statement reflects nostalgia that is not an-
chored in one’s own past, but is rather an imagined shared national past. The enthu-
siasm of the actors seems genuine, but it is obvious that the market value of 1950s 
nostalgia was consciously utilized in the process of making and marketing the film.
 Actor and musician Tuomas Uusitalo summarizes his mood after making the 
film: 

It was great to get to know the energetic ’50s of Kotka. It was a truly 
interesting decade, the start of a new era. Apricots, bananas, and black 
men! (Viikkosavo, December 9, 2004)



Port of Emotion: Nostalgia in Harbor-Side Reminiscences

151

The above citation also happens to reflect a lot of the issues presented in this article, 
crystallizing the image of the exotic and the other. The articles on Harbor Brothers 
evoke questions concerning the authenticity of the reminiscences in connection to 
nostalgia. It seems that director Pekka Mandart created a world of his own—as a 
film director should—and did it so convincingly that the young actors shared his 
nostalgic view of the past. It is, in the first place, an interesting contradiction to the 
above-mentioned tendency to degrade younger generations. However, one might 
ask whether the young actors were expressing nostalgia or were caught up in a uto-
pia created by their director.
 The magic forces of nostalgia can be used for good or evil: it can help us to 
learn from the past, to benefit the future, and to build up communal wellbeing (e.g., 
Cashman 2006). Equally, it could signify a clinging to the past that could be used 
as a basis for discrimination. Accentuating the extraordinary nature of ports could 
represent a longing for a heterogeneous yet well-knit community and harmonious 
living. This is an example of how nostalgia could build up communal wellbeing by 
spurring diversity (see, e.g., Kukkonen 2007, 14). On the other hand, nostalgic 
thinking could foster discrimination by emphasizing narrow and inflexible norms 
concerning gender and sexuality. An interesting contradiction arises in the case of 
Kotka and its port. Even though the term “maritime” is used as a general brand for 
the town, often with historical or nostalgic connections, many people who earned 
their living in maritime occupations in the extended 1950s found themselves dis-
criminated against and marginalized (Steel 2013).

ConClusion

This article explores nostalgic reminiscence through memories linked to different 
phases of human life. Age and generation gaps are intertwined with nostalgic images 
of the past in my sources. The judgment of people by their age was apparent in some 
of the interviews, but young people were acceptable to many of the interviewed 
workers if they were hard working and motivated. On some occasions, segregation 
by age took the form of calling younger men “boys” regardless of how old they were. 
Sailor “Matti” made the clearest distinction between generations: in his opinion, 
younger men could not understand the era of manual dock work because they had 
not experienced it. The interviews with Matti and Ilmari in particular, and the film 
Keisarikunta, present the extended 1950s as a golden age. The positive emotional 
energy is fueled by the analogy to the difficult era of the Second World War. The 
ports represented relief from misery caused by the lack of goods, and the wartime 
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humor helped people to cope in difficult situations connected with working life. 
Nostalgia could be broadly understood as a yearning for the past. In the romantic 
era, it also implied a longing for faraway places and idealistic beauty, a combination 
that was visible later on in symbolist poetry, for example (Rossi and Seutu 2007, 
9–10). There is evidence of a longing for faraway places and a thirst for the exotic in 
my interview sources, but these aspects do not stand out. Given that the main pur-
pose of the interviews was to document working life, they give only fleeting glimpse 
of exotic ports.         
 Ethnologist Pia Olsson (2004a, 54) found that reminiscences about the tra-
ditionally working-class district of Kallio in Helsinki tended to associate negative 
aspects only with the present and to depict the past as trouble-free. According to 
Olsson (2004a, 59), poverty, cramped flats, and hard work are not things that are 
usually highlighted from the past. Most regional associations, museums, and the like 
tend to focus on what was beautiful and joyous about it. Nostalgic seaport reminis-
cences and images have also inspired many popular hit songs. Romanticizing port 
life could be seen as maximizing the misery, as in the lyrics of Veikko Lavi’s song 
“Lasijauholaivakeikka.” The song is about the hard times in the economic depression 
of the 1930s, and the extremely heavy job of carrying sacks of ground glass. I argue 
that narratives about the depression and prohibition also embellish the descriptions 
of later years to some extent. According to Anu Koivunen (1995, 139), a research-
er in the field of cinema studies, the post-war genre of “problem films” included a 
fusion of sensation and education with realism and romance. In the same way, most 
port descriptions are ambivalent: they depict “real everyday life” and the desire to 
get away from it at the same time.  
 The reminiscences are deeply anchored in everyday life, nostalgic reminis-
cence tending to be multisensory. In fact, the most powerful memories, such as the 
clip-clop of the police horse’s hooves, the pain caused by an accident at work, and 
the warmth, smell, and taste of a cup of cocoa appear to be multisensory. On the 
strength of my sources I would not claim that people engaging in nostalgic reminis-
cence yearn for a lost past. My interpretation is that such thinking is important on 
an emotional level: ports offered the opportunity for groundbreaking experiences, 
when something new complemented customary everyday experience. The novelty 
could be an orange, a pair of jeans, or a sailor singing the blues. It seems that those 
who reminisce are yearning for strong emotions—such as infatuation or a state of 
exaltation—rather than past times as such (Salmi 1999, 29). This complex attitude 
toward the past reflects the interview context. Sven, for example, brings out things 
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he misses and things that are much better kept in the past. He does not yearn for the 
past as such, but seems to miss the emotions connected with it, the vivid communi-
cation (“big personalities”), the camaraderie, overcoming difficulties, and moving 
on in life.   
 Nostalgia also produces negative, or at least nebulous emotions. It is as if the 
warp of emotions in nostalgic reminiscence is positive, but some of the weft may be 
negative. The plot of the reminiscence was the same in all three themes: things were 
different in the extended 1950s, people were different, and the emotional landscape 
was different. For the interviewees, the past was not a foreign country, but a long-
lost landscape of mixed emotions.

arChival material 
Kymenlaakson museo (KyM), Kotka [Kymenlaakso Regional Museum, Kotka, 

Finland] Arkisto (A)
  

Armi Oinosen keräämä naissatamatyöläisten haastatteluaineisto. 
KOTYLEL5042:1-16. [Collection of interviews with female dockworkers. 
Interviewer Armi Oinonen.]

 Tytti Niemisen tekemät haastattelut Ravintola Kairon historiasta 1063:1-
15. [Collection of interviews about the history of the dockside pub Kairo. 
Interviewer Tytti Nieminen.] 

Museovirasto (MV) [National Board of Antiquities]: Suomen merimuseo (SMM) 
[The Maritime Museum of Finland]

  
A200803:1-13 Tytti Steelin väitöskirjan haastatteluaineisto. [Collection of in-
terviews conducted in connection with Tytti Steel’s doctoral thesis.]

Työväen arkisto (TA) [The Labour Archives]
 Työväen Muistitietotoimikunnan kokoelmat (TMT) [Oral History Collection] 

276:961 / 2 Pentti Heittola: 1950-luvun laivanlastaajien muotokuva. [A por-
trait of 1950s dockworkers.]   
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abstraCt

In using the concept of nostalgia as defined by anthropologist David Berliner, this 
article aims to analyze both the exo-nostalgia of the curators of the Nordic Museum 
in Stockholm, who researched the everyday life of immigrants from Finland in 
Sweden during the 1970s, and the endo-nostalgia of the immigrants themselves. 
The research is based on fourteen interviews conducted in 1974 in Upplands Väsby, 
Sweden, with migrants from Finland, who arrived from the late 1950s to the early 
1970s. Because of the important role of food in daily culture, especially the impor-
tance of heritage food for immigrants, the article focuses on food-related nostalgia. 
After an introduction to the ideas of the museum project and about the conditions 
of the fieldwork, the text contains the description of how the interviewers followed 
their own nostalgia and how they found the expected nostalgia of their interviewees 
by asking questions about the émigrés’ daily food consumption. Most of the Finns 
interviewed came from relatively urban backgrounds. However, they were still por-
trayed as rustic.

heritage Food and nostalgia

The Nordic Museum (Nordiska museet) in Stockholm, Sweden, provides an im-
migrant perspective on the question of nostalgia and heritage food raised recently 
by several scholars. It is assumed that for immigrants, the consumption of heritage 
foods is a way of remembering the land of their birth and their homeland. Food is 
associated with family and traditions, and it is a direct link to a person’s cultural 
identity (Holak 2014, 188). A widely used metaphor is that an immigrant packs her 
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luggage and brings a piece of her homeland to the new country, including culinary 
practices. The Swedish folklorist, Barbro Klein, writes:

Traditional songs, celebrations, and holiday foods are so flexible and 
adjustable that they can play a particularly important role in situations 
of migration and resettlement. These forms are embodied and sensory: 
they live in gestures and color combinations, when people move together 
to the sound of familiar music, or when the aroma of selected foods wafts 
through the air. (Klein 2006, 10) 

 Food scholars have also stressed that everyday cooking is as meaningful as 
festive foods. Finnish ethnologist Maarit Knuuttila sees cooking, on the one hand, 
as an everyday skill and, on the other hand, as an act that communicates cultural 
meanings (Knuuttila 2006, 29).
 Daniel L. Weller and David Turkon (2015, 61) argue that most first-generation 
immigrants, including those who have no memories of their heritage country, have 
deep emotions toward food. For them, consumption of heritage foods is not only an 
act of nostalgia but also one of resistance that expresses their identity in a physical, 
tangible way and confronts the cultural homogenization of their new homeland. 
Earlier research has shown that this is exactly what happened with Finnish immi-
grants after they had lived several decades in Sweden. The Christmas foods most ap-
preciated by Finnish immigrants were different kinds of casseroles not traditional in 
Swedish families (Snellman 2003, 235). There are still special shops that sell Finnish 
heritage foods in Sweden: a March 2015 headline of a lead article in the newspaper 
Helsingin Sanomat read,“Finns long for liver casserole in Sweden” (Helsingin Sanomat, 
March 31, 2015). 
 In her study of Jewish heritage food in postwar Montreal, Andrea Eidinger 
stresses that nostalgia is the key ingredient in ethnic food, when prepared by some-
one who has family history in mind while cooking. Cooks strive to get their fam-
ily recipe “just right” (Eidinger 2012, 189). Scholars tend to think that heritage 
food and foodways are a physical means through which immigrants maintain ties 
to and remember the world they emigrated from (e.g., Holak 2014; Mapril 2012; 
Holtzman 2006; Wilk 1999). However, scholars also assume that new food patterns 
arise as immigrants live in a new environment. That was exactly the hypothesis the 
curators of the Nordic Museum in Stockholm had when they launched a massive 
research project, “Migration Finland–Sweden” in the beginning of the 1970s. The 
curators of the museum were interested in their informants’ Finnish identity in 
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everyday life: the researchers expected to witness Finnishness, and the informants 
were expected to perform “Finnishness.” A touch of Swedish influence was also 
anticipated as a result of immigrant experience (Snellman 2010).
 This essay describes the Nordic Museum’s first project dealing with immi-
grants to Sweden and discusses how Finnish immigrants relate to their heritage 
food in a new cultural environment. Even though nostalgia has been discussed in 
several studies lately, ethnographies of nostalgia are still scarce. Nostalgia nonethe-
less constitutes a fascinating site for studying issues of identity, politics, and history 
(Angé and Berliner 2015, 1). Anthropologist David Berliner distinguishes between 
two fundamental postures: nostalgia for the past one has lived personally (endo-nos-
talgia) and nostalgia for a past not experienced personally (exo-nostalgia). David 
Berliner argues that when anthropologists in the West were building a science on 
nostalgia for disappearing distant Others, ethnographic interest in the popular and 
rural led to the institutionalization of European ethnology and folklore studies in 
the second half of the nineteenth century in Western Europe. At the time of the 
interviews carried out by the Nordic Museum, ethnology still rested on combined 
ideas about the fragility of traditional societies and the impact of modern times, 
often expressed in a pre-apocalyptic tone. That idea is so deeply rooted in eth-
nologists’ disciplinary exo-nostalgia that even the curators of the Nordic museum 
were writing “cultural obituaries,” though not perhaps consciously (Berliner 2015, 
19–22).
 The data I am using in the following enable me to analyze both endo-nostal-
gia of Finnish immigrants in Sweden and exo-nostalgia of curators of the Nordic 
Museum doing the interviews: I have analyzed fourteen interviews conducted in 
Upplands Väsby with Finnish-speaking families in 1974.1 The interviews deal with 
a variety of topics, but in the following I analyze only the parts of the interviews that 
address culinary practices.

1  The interviews were conducted in Finnish by Lea Joskitt from the University of Jyväskylä, 
and Birger Grape, a curator from the Nordic Museum. The interviews were not taped, and the 
transcriptions were based on handwritten notes. After the interview Lea Joskitt wrote a field-
work report and a transcription of her interview in Finnish. The Finnish transcriptions were 
translated into Swedish, but the name of the translator is not known. Birger Grape was a speaker 
of Meänkieli, a dialect of Finnish spoken at Sweden’s northern border with Finland. He conducted 
his interviews in Finnish and made transcriptions and fieldwork reports in Swedish himself. The 
interviews were transcribed as if they were first-hand accounts. The interview citations in the 
text have been translated into English by Hanna Snellman. 
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the “migration Finland-sweden” ProJeCt in uPPlands väsby 
The project “Migration Finland–Sweden” (1972–1990) was carried out in collabora-
tion with the Department of Geography from the University of Umeå, Sweden, and 
the Department of Ethnology, University of Jyväskylä, thus continuing the strong 
ties of European ethnology with practicing museums (cf. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 
2012, 199). Its primary objective was “to examine the assimilation and ethnic iden-
tity of Finnish immigrants, in other words the extent to which the Finns had adapt-
ed to Swedish society” (Snellman 2010, 48). Upplands Väsby, near Stockholm, was 
chosen as one of the sites to conduct the research. In 1990, eighteen years after the 
funding application had been submitted, the final report, När finländarna kom (When 
the Finns came), was published (Häggström, Borgegård, and Rosengren 1990).
 Until the 1950s, Upplands Väsby was just a small farming community situated 
along the Uppsala–Stockholm railway line. From the 1950s onward, it grew rapidly 
because of the industrial boom. For example, the Marabou chocolate factory moved 
there in the 1970s. At Marabou, about half of the workforce of 750 had been born in 
Finland and two-thirds of the workforce was women. Men also had an abundance of 
jobs to choose from in the metal industry. In many ways, Upplands Väsby provides 
a good example of the Swedish immigrant community of post-war Sweden, which 
was also the reason why the Nordic Museum chose the community to be part of the 
project: In the 1950s, the majority of Finnish immigrants came from the Swedish-
speaking communities of Ostrobothnia. Finnish immigration reached its peak at the 
end of 1960s when the majority of immigrants were coming from Finnish-speaking 
communities in northern and eastern Finland and big cities (by Finnish standards). 
In the 1960s, the majority of the Finnish immigrants lived in apartments in one of 
eight baby-blue seven-floor apartment buildings in the center of Upplands Väsby. 
In 1990, fifteen years after the documentation, there were 30,000 inhabitants in 
Upplands Väsby, of whom one-fifth had been born outside Sweden and every one-
tenth in Finland (Snellman 2008, 4).
 The ethnological project of the Nordic Museum in Upplands Väsby consisted 
mainly of interviews and photographic documentation conducted in people’s homes 
and of participant observation (Rosengren 2006, 105). Interviews were made in 
collaboration with the geographers who were involved in the project. People were 
selected from the geographers’ material to give ethnological interviews according to 
certain criteria, the time of immigration being the most important criterion. Some 
of the interviewees were found using the snowball method. The Nordic Museum’s 
archives contain sixty folders of written-up interviews, photographs, ground and 
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layout plans of homes, school essays, and other material. There are six folders con-
taining material solely from Upplands Väsby. The interviewees had either immi-
grated to Sweden between 1958 and 1963 or 1970 and 1972, and they were born 
between the 1890s and 1960s. About half of the interviewees spoke Swedish as 
their mother tongue. Usually the whole family or at least both parents were present 
at the interview. The interviewers were either curators of the Nordic Museum or 
graduate students from the University of Jyväskylä. In my analysis, the names of the 
interviewees are pseudonyms. The interviews have no code numbers.
 I have not found any evidence of a research plan or an interview form, but 
having studied the interviews carefully, it is obvious that the interviewers followed a 
strict interview questionnaire. The interviewers considered the interviewees as “in-
formants,” who were expected to provide them with information in large quantities 
to be analyzed later in a positivistic tone by the researchers. Everything was sup-
posed to be comparable, and therefore a large number of interviews were necessary. 
The interview transcripts, in accordance with practices of the 1970s, rely mostly on 
handwritten notes and were not taped. After the interview, the interviewer wrote 
a report and submitted a transcription of his or her notes (Tyrfelt 1977, 2). The in-
terviews were generally conducted in the interviewee’s mother tongue, i.e., either 
Finnish or Swedish. The Finnish transcriptions have been translated into Swedish. 
The interviews lasted for hours and always followed the same pattern. The same 
keywords can be found in the margins of the transcribed interviews: people, lan-
guage, milieu, celebrations, ceremonies, holidays, food, contacts with the father-
land, free time, studying and culture, folklore, contrasts, views and values, and the 
future. In the following, the citations from the interviews have been translated into 
English by me.
 The fieldwork diaries describe in detail how the interview was arranged and 
the circumstances under which it was conducted. Reading these diaries enables us to 
catch a glimpse of the everyday lives of Finnish immigrants in Sweden at the begin-
ning of the 1970s. We can read, for example, how Lea Joskitt from the University of 
Jyväskylä rang the doorbell at one of the baby-blue seventh-floor apartment houses 
of Upplands Väsby on October 14, 1974, at 6 p.m., and a girl, aged seven years, 
opened the door and, according to the fieldwork report, “looked astonished” at 
the interviewer. Her father, aged 35, peeked from the bathroom door with his face 
covered with shaving foam, and asked the interviewer to come in. He complained 
that their color TV—apparently a very expensive purchase—had broken. After a 
while he came to the living room and started drinking beer; after ten minutes, the 



An Ethnography of Nostalgia

163

mother also joined them, curlers in her hair. The interviewer introduced herself, 
and they started the interview. According to the fieldwork report, the father usually 
answered the question first and after that the mother gave her opinion, usually dif-
ferent from the husband’s, or she just added something new to the answer. To ques-
tions about cooking, the mother, a factory worker around thirty years of age with 
three children, usually answered alone. In what follows, this family and their neigh-
bors will become familiar to the reader. The transcriptions of the interviews enable 
us to peek into the kitchens and living rooms of Finnish immigrants in Upplands 
Väsby and to discuss the role of nostalgia in their food practices.2

the searCh For vanishing soCieties

One of the interviewees, 33-year-old Anneli, who worked as a metal worker at the 
Optimus mill, described her family’s everyday culinary practices as follows: “We 
both come from poor families. We are not used to any fancy food. Especially not 
vegetables, other than potatoes that we ate at home. We have not learned to cook 
any special foods, because we have not gone to school. Gravy and potatoes, potatoes 
and gravy, that’s what we have always eaten at home.” It appears in the interview 
transcription that the interviewers did not accept such a plain culinary practice, and 
they almost forced the interviewees to describe a more nuanced culinary diet. The 
interviewers simply did not accept answers such as those above, but followed the 
script described below.
 The questions had a strong “before and now” initial setting, the “before” being 
the life and traditions in Finland, and the “after the new life” in Sweden. At first, the 
curators tried to discover information about heritage food they assumed was typi-
cally Finnish, almost primeval Finnish, and after that they proceeded to questions 
dealing with what they thought constituted a Swedish influence on the immigrants’ 
culinary choices. The same keywords appear in the margins of each interview: bread 
(Swed. bröd), “memma” (Swed.), pastries (Swed. pajer), casseroles (Swed. lådor), 
stews (Swed. grytor), sausages (Swed. korv), soups (Swed. soppor), “talkkuna” (Finn.), 
porridge (Swed. gröt), thin porridge (Swed. välling), meat (Swed. kött), blood foods 
(Swed. blodmat), milk (Swed. mjölk), cheese (Swed. ost), vegetables (Swed. grönsaker), 
marmalade (Swed. marmelad), beer (Swed. öl), tobacco (Swed. tobak), sweets (Swed. 
sötsaker). The first questions concerned the baking of bread, then questions about 
other dishes prepared in the oven: “mämmi” (Swed. memma, a traditional Easter 

2  From here on, the material referred to is Migrationen Finland-Sverige, sign. KU 10583, 
Folders Migrationen Finland–Sverige. Upplands Väsby. Intervjuer och foton (fi spr). Archives of 
the Nordic Museum, Stockholm. 
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dessert made of malted rye); barley pastries (also known as Karelian pastries), and 
other pastries; casseroles, hot pots, and sausages. After the oven-made foods, the 
interviews continued with questions about different soups and then went on to food 
made of grain: porridge, thin porridge (Finn. velli), and “talkkuna.” The latter is 
a finely milled flour mixture prepared differently in different parts of Finland. In 
northern Finland, it is cooked and in the south it is eaten with thick or thin sour 
milk (Finn. viili and piimä). Next on the menu were questions about meat dishes and 
blood. After meat and blood, milk products, vegetables, and roots were pursued. 
Next beer was discussed, then sweets such as marmalade and candies. Most likely 
the curators assumed that marmalade, beer, tobacco, and sweets were consumer 
goods one often purchased on the ferry between Sweden and Finland.

 The curators of the Nordic Museum had apparently read the Finnish ethnolog-
ical research literature of the time carefully and were aware of the fact that, tradi-
tionally, Finland was basically divided into two areas. In eastern Finland, typically, 
fresh bread in the agrarian household of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries was baked every week. In western Finland, however, bread was baked 
only a couple of times per year. Even the shape of the bread was different; in the 

Figure 1. Herring rolls served in 1956. Photo Atte Hyvärinen. Courtesy of the Finnish 
Labour Museum Werstas.
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east, bread was shaped into loaves, and in the west, bread was flat and round with 
a hole in the middle. The hole was necessary, because the bread was dried on thin 
horizontal poles close to the ceiling of the living room of the dwelling. Both were 
made of rye flour (Talve 1977). This ethnological literature described life in log 
buildings in the Finnish countryside sometime before the twentieth century, and 
did not represent the urbanized Finland of the twentieth century. Thus, the curators 
asked anachronistic questions about everyday practices dealing with bread. They 
did not get descriptions of baking either the eastern or western way, but rather they 
were told how their informants did not like Swedish bread, mostly because it was 
too sweet. The mother of the girl who opened the door for the interviewer in one of 
the baby-blue houses, 29-year-old Liisa, who was born in Helsinki, responded to the 
question about bread in the following way: “My family does not eat a lot of Swedish 
bread, at least not bread with sugar. There is too much sugar in the Swedish bread. 
Bread made of wheat can be eaten occasionally, and also Swedish crisp bread, there 
is nothing wrong with the latter. Usually the family eats Finnish bread which usually 
is bought from the shops in Upplands Väsby, mostly from Domus.” The curator did 
not give up easily but asked whether Liisa bakes Finnish bread at home. From her 
reply, one can sense the sarcasm: “Yes, sometimes . . . but there is not a big differ-
ence in the Finnish and Swedish bread I bake . . . one cannot always tell whether it 
is Finnish bread or Swedish bread, it can be a little of both [said with a smile].” The 
same miscommunication continues as the interview goes on: for example, Liisa said 
that she did not fry funnel cake (Finn. tippaleipä) for the First of May, her family did 
not eat “talkkuna,” nor use sour milk in their diet. Both funnel cake and “talkkuna” 
were considered to be typical Finnish heritage foods by the interviewer.
 Sarcasm is not always as obvious as in the example above, but in the majority 
of the interviews the interests of the curators and the informants did not meet. In 
the fieldwork report, the curator described how difficult it had been to interview 
another couple living in Upplands Väsby: “It was somewhat painful to interview 
about holidays and food even though the informants were not against these topics. It 
was very difficult to get information about special Finnish traditions.” The answer 
to the majority of the food questions was accordingly negative: “No, we don’t bake 
savory pies at home.” “No, we are not in the habit of making ‘mämmi’ at home, 
but we have bought it and eaten at home,” replied the informants to the questions 
of the curator. Another interview had the same outcome. The curator reported in 
his fieldwork diary that the couple he had interviewed had been very friendly, but 
it was very difficult to get information about Finnish traditions. The word “no” is a 
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typical way of starting a sentence. For example, “No, we do not drink beer at all, 
we get homemade beer (kvass) from Finland instead.” In Finnish, the word “beer” 
can mean both homemade beer and beer made at the brewery.
 Many scholars have pointed out that nostalgia is an emotion that can be pos-
itive or bittersweet (e.g., Holak 2014, 185). The informant’s sarcasm can be seen 
as an emotional reaction toward the museum curators’ nostalgia. The latter were 
eager to revitalize their interviewees’ pasts, even to patronize and museumify them 
(see Gustavsson 2014). Disciplinary melancholia and exo-nostalgia (Berliner 2015, 
19) exhibited by the curators of the Nordic Museum was thus the reason why the 
informants often found it very hard to understand what the questions were about. 
The presumption that a Finnish immigrant would most likely bake bread at home 
and in a different way according to her place of birth, eastern or western Finland, 
has already been mentioned. Reflections of the ethnological research literature in 
the curators’ questions can be found elsewhere, too. When the curator asked about 
practices dealing with milk products, what he had in mind was most likely the 
ethnological map of Finland with different kinds of methods for conserving milk in 
different cultural areas. What he got were answers such as the following: “Milk for 
meals. She eats sour milk (Finn. piimä) and another type of Nordic sour milk (Finn. 
viili) in a bowl with talkkuna. Edams, Koskenlaskija butter cheese or Regent port salut 
cheese. She fetched the latter from the refrigerator, because she did not remember 
the name.” A modern apartment, of course, had a refrigerator, so conserving milk 
the traditional way as cheese or sour milk was not necessary. Again, the interview-
ers were looking for reflections of cultural areas of Finland, where the eastern and 
western parts of the country had different traditions for conserving milk (cf. Ränk 
1966).
 Nostalgia is also often used when describing how something is lacking in a 
changed present—a  “yearning for what is now unattainable simply because of the 
irreversibility of time,” as Pickering and Keightley (2006, 920) put it. In addition 
to examples from bread and milk products, the interview data are rich with other 
examples of the museum curators’ nostalgic attitude toward Finnish heritage food, 
not the Finnish immigrants’ nostalgic attitudes about it. Conserving meat and oth-
er animal products was equally as important in rural Finland as conserving milk. 
Questions about meat, blood, and sausages thus had again roots in the ethnological 
research literature (see Talve 1979, 113–14). The interviewees did not elaborate 
on slaughter practices, or on smoking the meat and using the entrails and blood for 
sausage-making, as expected, but on modern ways of preserving meat products. 
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One interviewee told the curator that they bought a whole pig from the countryside 
every fall and preserved the meat in a freezer. The mother of the family, however, 
told the curator that she would actually prefer canned beef.
 When the curators were searching for vanishing societies (Angé and Berliner 
2015, 4), most of the time the interviewees did not have a clue to what the inter-
view questions were about. Different kinds of bread baked in eastern and western 
Finland were a consequence of a different type of vernacular architecture, namely 
fireplaces. In the east, the fireplaces had an oven, and therefore bread was baked 
on a weekly basis. In the west, however, a fireplace in the living room (Finn. pirtti) 
was not used for baking; bread was baked in a different building (see Valonen 1963). 
In the wintertime, it would have been a waste of firewood to bake every week in a 
building not used for any other purpose. In addition to baking bread, people living 
in eastern Finland made other kinds of food in the oven. The curators of the Nordic 
Museum knew that very well and had a set of questions about casseroles and savory 
pies, typical of the rural culinary practices of eastern Finland. But again, curators’ 
nostalgia constitutes an idealized self-image of Finland from earlier centuries, not of 
the 1970s (Bryant 2015). When the curators had so-called Karelian pastries (Finn. 
karjalanpiirakka) and other savory pies in mind, the informant, born in the industrial 
town of Nokia in southern Finland, where such baked goods were not traditional, 
did not understand the question, and thought the curator was asking about pizzas. I 
have concluded that from the transcribed interview of Sirkka, a woman in her for-
ties working at the nearby hospital: “Savory pies: Sirkka did not really know what I 
meant. She mixed up pies and pizza. She said that she had once bought a pizza, but 
did not like it, because it was too spicy. Sirkka then assumed that Swedish pie and 
Finnish berry or fruit pie are the same. That, she had baked.”

longing For Clearly deFined boundaries

Cultural anthropologist Rebecca Bryant has argued that one of nostalgia’s basic 
functions is to portray ourselves in ways that we would like to see ourselves. This 
is why nostalgia is often present  at times of liminality and identity confusion: “be-
cause nostalgia represents not a longing for a forgotten past, but rather a longing for 
essentialism, a longing for a simplified representation of ourselves that is no longer 
available to us” (Bryant 2015, 156). Nostalgia’s propensity to sustain social iden-
tities in the context of rapid change has been discussed in the same vein (Angé 
2015, 179). The migrant setting is a textbook example of such nostalgia: Finnish 
migrants in Upplands Väsby did cook the way they were used to—if possible—but 
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they also wanted to emphasize foodstuffs that both they and the interviewer knew 
were Finnish. Mutual understanding between the curators and informants was even 
stronger in cases where the food stuffs discussed were typical for Finland but not 
for Sweden. An interviewee’s nostalgia was a longing for a clearly defined identity 
with its clearly defined boundaries (Bryant 2015, 171).    
 That endo-nostalgia also fulfilled the expectations of the curators in recon-
structing Finnish immigrant culinary practices. The same Liisa, who had ironically 
pointed out that whether she bakes the Finnish way or the Swedish way described 
above is irrelevant, told the interviewer that she used to bake pies at home during 
her early years in Sweden. She no longer did that, but rather bought blueberry pies 
from the crockery store in Upplands Väsby when they were available, thus proving 
the hypothesis of the study as being appropriate: Finnish immigrants followed their 
Finnish traits and adopted new culinary practices as well.
 Oven-made foods, casseroles, and stews were an easy topic for both the cura-
tor and the informant, because they were, by definition, “Finnish” for both. From 
the answers, one can read between the lines that the informant could please the cu-
rator with her answer and there was no lack of understanding: “She often makes dif-
ferent kinds of casseroles, for example, Baltic herring casserole, sausage casserole, 
meatloaf casserole, carrot casserole, and rutabaga casserole. Of stews she makes 
Karelian stew quite often,” summarized the curator of Liisa’s interview. Anni, born 
in 1929 in northeastern Finland, had answered similarly: “M [the husband] and A 
[the wife] eat casseroles often. A makes different kinds of casseroles, for exam-
ple, Baltic herring casserole, meat casserole, fish casserole, liver casserole, potato 
casserole, macaroni casserole, and some others too, carrot casserole and rutabaga 
casserole during Christmas.” Another informant came close: “They do not make 
casseroles at home very often. But it happens that they buy food that is similar, but 
not very often. Stews they make sometimes, for example, ‘palapihvi’ (verbatim, 
piece beef) and roast.” Also cultural knowledge about soups, porridge, and the 
more liquid version of it, thin porridge, was shared by both the curators and the 
informants: “The family eats soups often, for example, meat soup, fish soup, and pea 
soup. Porridge every once in a while. Everyone in the family likes porridge made 
from whipped semolina and lingonberries, and that porridge [Finn. vispipuuro] is 
eaten regularly. The family does not eat thin porridge that often,” as Liisa’s inter-
view transcript has it. “I buy pea soup in a tin can quite often, and I always have a 
can of pea soup in reserve in case I don’t have time to go to the grocery store. Those 
occasions I always eat pea soup. I also cook meat soup quite often, always more than 
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I need in one meal, for two or three meals. Thin porridge I don’t make that often 
for the same reason; I don’t make porridge that often. It does not keep hunger away,” 
said Heta, a woman who earlier had worked as a cleaner and now was working as 
a metal worker. A reference to the need for energy and, therefore, to manual labor 
can also be interpreted as a reference to class.
 There were also several informants who did bake at home, eat or even make 
mämmi at home, and who brought talkkuna ingredients from Finland. Their culinary 
practices were described with delight—though only read between lines. Anni’s in-
terview must have been quite easy to conduct for the curator, who was looking for 
foodways she thought were Finnish, because the only item in the menu she answered 
with a “no” was a question about whether they drink Finnish or Swedish beer; her 
answer was neither, because they did not drink beer at all. However, she made kvass 
(Finn. kalja) and mead (Finn. sima) at home, among several other Finnish heritage 
foods:

M and A eat both Finnish and Swedish bread, but they do not eat Swedish 
bread with sugar. They buy rye bread from Upplands Väsby.

Question: “Do you bake Finnish bread at home?” Answer, A: “Yes . . . 
and often when we lived in Kiruna . . . not so often nowadays . . . our 
oven is not as good here so I bake Finnish bread approximately once a 
month.”

A has the habit of baking other goods with a Finnish background where 
bread has an important role, for example, fish baked inside a loaf of 
bread (Finn. kalakukko) or potatoes baked inside a loaf of bread (Finn. 
perunakukko).

A usually bakes goods for the coffee table and bread made with wheat 
flour (Finn. pulla). Mostly she bakes these and does not buy. Funnel cakes 
she makes seldom. A: “There’s a lot of fat.” Doughnuts she makes often.

Question: “Do you bake savory pastries at home?” Answer, A: “Yes! . . . 
and always a lot at one time. I put them in the freezer, those that we do 
not eat immediately.”

Question: “Do you make mämmi at home?” Answer, A: “Yes, I made mäm-
mi, often when we lived in Kiruna . . . I made mämmi  for our friends, too 
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. . . yes, I make mämmi, here in Visby, too, during Easter, it is a typical 
Easter food . . . I have also taught Swedes to eat it.” A also makes pies, for 
example blueberry pies.

A makes first and foremost a lot of homemade food. It would be too ex-
pensive to buy all these foods, because they could not afford it. It takes 
time, but is worth it. In Finland M and A were used to going out in na-
ture and getting ingredients from there.

Food made in the oven A and M eat often. A: “In fact, every day.” Meat 
is the most important ingredient in such foods. M and A eat Finnish 
sausages every once in a while. They usually buy sausages from Finland 
when they are visiting. Sometimes they eat Swedish breakfast sausages. 
They eat soups regularly, for example, meat soup and pea soup and oth-
ers. They eat porridge every once in a while. A makes porridge made 
from whipped semolina and lingonberries in the fall, when they can find 
lingonberries. They eat meat as a main course about three times a week. 
All kinds of food made from blood are common, for example, blood pan-
cakes, blood sausage, and black pudding. Blood sausages A both makes 
herself and buys.

They both prize talkkuna. They eat talkkuna regularly. A usually buys the 
ingredients from Finland and then makes it herself at home.

Anni was a dream interviewee in the project because she represented “the kind of 
Finn” the curators had expected to meet.
 Andreea Deciu Ritivoi sees nostalgia as a defense mechanism designed to main-
tain a stable identity by providing continuity among various stages in a person’s life. 
For her, the concept of nostalgia mandates a constant search for the self, an effort 
to define and redefine identity by pondering its prior stages of manifestation, and 
by finding connections between the past and the present, as well as anticipating the 
future (Ritivoi 2002, 10). One of the obstacles in carrying out daily tasks in an 
immigrant setting very often relates to difficulties in accessing the ingredients or 
tools required to make heritage food (see Snellman 2015). The data collected by the 
Nordic Museum give plenty of examples of this: Heta, a metal worker in her late 
forties, already mentioned above, talked about language problems:
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In the grocery shop I only buy things that I don’t have to say anything 
about. I buy cheese in a package, and also meat. I have seen Finnish sau-
sages at the counter, but I don’t want to go there and buy them, because 
I would need to speak Swedish, and they think that there comes a good-
for-nothing Finn again and slows things down. I rather do without and 
eat more when I travel to Finland. It will taste better there. Once I did 
buy cheese at the counter. My daughter was ill and could not eat any-
thing, and I thought that now I am asking for cheese, no matter what; 
she perhaps could eat it because it is Finnish, but it did not help either.

She also gave an example of how difficult it was to cook the flagship meals of Finnish 
origin, oven foods, because the right kitchen equipment was lacking. Continuity 
was thus conserved when she found the right type of Finnish-made iron pot from 
the shop:

I did not even have a pot [for making casseroles and other food in the 
oven] for quite some time. I had tried and tried to find a proper pot made 
of iron, but there aren’t any at the stores. Finally I did find an Arabia3 pot 
from Konsum in the center, and even on sale. I bought it immediately, 
because I wanted to make doughnuts, and I also use it in making Karelian 
stews and genuine casseroles.

Contrasting the Finnish and the swedish

Drawing contrasts is a crucial strategy in nostalgia; many times one looks back 
in time, as mentioned above, but one can draw contrasts in other ways, too. The 
data collected by the Nordic Museum are filled with contrasts between Finland and 
Sweden, and also between Finnish foodways and Swedish foodways. There is only 
one example when Swedish food is described as being better than the Finnish. One 
of the interviewees reported that the Swedish sour milk (Finn. viili) was excellent. 
All other answers reported the contrary.     
 As mentioned above, Swedish bread is described as being too sweet. Crisp 
bread is a little better, “there’s nothing wrong with it,” but “the best bread is Finnish 
bread,” says Pekka, a man in his thirties. “The family buys both Finnish and Swedish 
bread, but they prefer Finnish bread. It is the best and healthiest [or ‘useful’; 
the Swedish word nyttig has several meanings, so it is difficult to know what the 

3 Arabia is the flagship of the Finnish porcelain industry. The mill was established in 1873 in 
Helsinki and is still functioning today.
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interviewee meant] and the bread we were used to earlier,” report Henrik and Anna, 
who had migrated to Sweden in 1964.       
 The competition between Finnish and Swedish sausages provoked strong 
emotions as well: “We eat a lot of sausages. Swedish falu sausages and frankfurters 
we eat often. But the Swedish sausages are not as good as the Finnish,” answers 
Pekka, while his wife Liisa continues: “Finnish sausages are better and we mostly 
buy them. When there are Finnish weeks in Upplands Väsby’s shops, it is possible 
to buy Finnish sausages. But usually they are often sold out already on the opening 
day.” Another interviewee plays with words and says that the only alternative is to 
eat good sausages in Finland and to suffer in Sweden (in Swedish: “äter då man är där 
och lider här”). She had not bought sausages very often because the other Finns had 
complained so much about Swedish sausages that she had not dared to. When I was 
doing fieldwork in Gothenburg, Sweden, in 2000, I learned that there had been sev-
eral Finnish grocery stores in Gothenburg with a Finnish name, “Makkarakauppa,” 
which translates to Sausage shop in English. To evaluate Finnish sausages as being 
so much better than Swedish sausages was an identity project. Holiday traditions 
were also battlefields for resistance: “These Swedes are so peculiar, because they 
celebrate Midsummer when it is the First of May. In the beginning it was peculiar,” 
reported a man named Leo. Other interviewees also pointed out that in Sweden 
they celebrated the First of May with bonfires, which is a typical way of celebrat-
ing Midsummer in Finland. From my own fieldwork in Gothenburg between 2000 
and 2003, my informants made fun of Swedish Midsummer traditions, because the 
Swedes were singing Christmas carols at Midsummer. Celebrating holidays in the 
Finnish way and especially eating Finnish heritage food during Christmas was ex-
tremely important, even after forty years in Sweden.    
 As mentioned above, the interviews proceeded from presumably Finnish foods 
to foods with Swedish influence. Brown beans are an example of the latter. The hab-
it of eating them was addressed together with questions about vegetables and roots. 
The curator summarized Heta’s answer as follows: “Brown beans she had not tasted 
or bought. I don’t eat anything if I don’t know what it is.” Children of families with 
a Finnish background were, of course, familiar with Swedish food, because they 
had it at school. Anita, a thirteen-year-old interviewee, liked both brown and white 
beans and also pölsa, a Swedish hash-type heritage food resembling the Scottish hag-
gis and often including liver, heart, ground beef or minced pork, onion, and pot 
barley. Her mother said she would not dare to taste it. The Swedish foods divided 
opinions in other families, too. For example, the interview of Kari and Saija, both in 
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their thirties, after having lived in Sweden for more than a decade, illustrates it well: 
“Saija likes brown beans a lot with pork prepared in the authentic Swedish way. Kari 
[the husband]: ‘It is that kind of food a proper housewife [husmor in Swedish] does 
not give even to pigs.’ When Saija eats beans she cooks something else for Kari.” 
For the record, one can mention that Kari had prejudices toward Finnish heritage 
foods, too, or at least talkkuna: “We in eastern Finland are so civilized that we cook 
the food before we eat it.” His comment could be an outcome of questions concern-
ing the differences between the east and the west by the curator, too, and showing 
resentment towards the interview. With their ethnological mindset, the curators 
must have had many questions regarding how traditions differed in various parts 
of Finland, especially if the husband and wife came from different cultural areas 
(Gustavsson 2014).  
 Nonetheless, it was not only the informants that provided contrast; the cu-
rators also did. In addition to looking for different kinds of cultural area pasts, the 
curators were constantly looking for signs of agrarian traditions from the interview-
ees’ answers in general. When the interviewee described her or his practice, which 
could be interpreted as a sign of rusticity, it was documented in the transcription 
with great delight. The same applied to home interiors. Spinning wheels, horse 
collars, churns, flails, and also souvenir kitsch brought from Finland and used to 
decorate the home were carefully photographed. For some reason, the researchers 
were always eager to report on whether the interviewee had a copper coffee pot as 
an ornament; these seemed to be common. Everyone was asked how she prepared 
her coffee. The answer was always the same: interviewees drank coffee often, and 
all of them cooked their coffee in a coffee pot, not in a coffee maker. The agrarian 
default also dictated that a Finnish woman would bake, the family would have a plot 
for potatoes, and if that was not possible, there would be root vegetables stored on 
the balcony, and they would have smoked meat whenever possible. However, as 
Svetlana Boym has also pointed out, homes are personal memory museums, but the 
stories the owners of immigrant homes tell about their objects reveal more about 
making a home abroad than about reconstructing the original loss (Boym 2001, 
328).

ConClusion

The German ethnologists Regina Bendix and Michaela Fenske indicate that every-
thing can be read politically, including eating. State banquets are understandably 
political, but intimate family meals are too. For ethnologists, eating is a form of 
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political action on a smaller stage such as within the family or in a larger setting 
where public acts play out (Bendix and Fenske 2014, 17–18). The politics discussed 
in this essay touch upon several topics, including how Finnish immigrants in Sweden 
came to be of interest to the Nordic Museum as the curators realized that immi-
grants’ lives should also be documented. Finnish immigrants were an example of 
the post-Second World War population exodus from eastern and southern rural 
areas of Europe to industrial and wealthier Sweden. Nostalgia understood in a broad 
sense formed the basis for documentation: curators of the museum were looking 
for the rustic past that they assumed the newcomers would also put into practice 
in the new cultural environment of suburban Sweden, including a dash of Swedish 
influence to season the outcome, becoming new people of Sweden. Partly, the in-
formants were confused by the questions they were asked because they could not 
meet the expectations of the curators of the museum. Even so, the interviewers did 
not change the stock of questions, and the very same questions were asked over and 
over again of the next interviewees. From this short history of how ethnological 
knowledge was produced, we can surmise how little interaction there was between 
the interviewer and the interviewee.
 Many of the interviewees had indeed migrated to Sweden from rural areas of 
Finland. For them, living in apartments with refrigerators and freezers was an im-
provement in the quality of life, and, in that sense they were not nostalgic about the 
old ways in Finland. Finnish immigrants in the suburbs did not necessarily have a 
potato plot, but they nevertheless were mostly able to eat the same everyday simple 
food they were used to in Finland. However, they did have difficulties in obtaining 
the necessary ingredients from grocery shops, because they were hesitant or unable 
to speak in Swedish, which was often necessary in shops in the 1970s. The infor-
mants were almost unanimous about one thing: Swedish food was not as good as 
Finnish food. Bread and sausages especially were crucial for the identity project of 
Finnish immigrants in Sweden. In making this statement, they were also nostalgic, 
but from different premises than those of the curators.
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Tuomas Tepora, and Aapo Roselius, editors. 2014. The Finnish Civil War 1918: 
History, Memory, Legacy. Leiden and Boston: Brill. 454 pages. $210.00. ISBN: 
9789004243668.

The Finnish Civil War 1918: History, Memory, Legacy, by Tuomas Tepora and Aapo 
Roselius is a contribution to a new historiographical trend whereby Finnish histori-
ans have been reexamining controversial issues and offering new interpretations of 
the past. The work comes on the heels of Simo Muir and Hana Worthen’s Finland’s 
Holocaust: Silences of History, which examines anti-Semitism in late nineteenth 
through mid-twentieth century Finland. The authors address a gamut of issues such 
as the protracted denial of participation in the Holocaust by Finnish academics, 
discrimination against Jewish athletes prior to the Second World War, and the de-
portations of Jewish refugees to certain death in Nazi-controlled Eastern Europe 
(Muir and Worthen 2013).  In 2011, Antero Holmila’s Reporting the Holocaust in the 
British, Swedish and Finnish Press, 1945–50 also addressed the Holocaust in Finland 
by comparing newspaper coverage with that in neutral and Allied nations in order 
to ascertain how wartime knowledge of events affected post-war interpretations in 
their respective countries. He found that Finland’s position as “co-belligerent” with 
Nazi Germany left many Finns with both positive experiences with German soldiers 
and a dearth of information on the Holocaust, which precluded any detailed discus-
sion of the topic in Finnish newspapers (Holmila 2011). Tiina Kinnunen and Ville 
Kivimäki’s (2011) Finland in World War II: History, Memory, Interpretation also addresses 
the Holocaust, but provides greater depth in its examination of the experiences of 
soldiers, civilians, refugees, and prisoners of war during the conflict.
 While all of these works address topics relating to the Second World War, 
they are mired in a generational conflict between established historians and a new 
generation of young scholars, which is mirrored in debates about the Finnish Civil 
War. As Finland nears its first century of independence, the topic of the civil war 
is still hotly contested in debate between politically left and right interpretations 
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of the conflict. During the Finnish Civil War, the country divided into two camps 
with General C. G. Mannerheim leading the “white” middle class forces, assisted 
by troops dispatched from Germany by Kaiser Wilhelm II, while Vladimir Lenin’s 
Bolshevik soldiers from Russia supported the “red” socialist workers who controlled 
the industrial cities of Helsinki, Tampere, and Viipuri. The fighting turned fierce, 
with both sides committing atrocities. These events hardened opinions, leading to 
accusations of murder, rape, and treason. Over the course of the last century, ac-
ademics debated which side was morally culpable for atrocities, while maintaining 
the innocence of their preferred faction. Tepora and Roselius’ The Finnish Civil War 
1918 clearly illustrates this fluctuation through the course of the book. The con-
tributing authors explain how “white” proponents dominated the period after their 
victory in the conflict through the Second World War. During the subsequent Cold 
War era, the “red” held sway as the Finnish government sought cooperation with the 
Soviet Union. Finally, in the 1990s, the pendulum swung back in favor of a more 
neutral approach after the Soviet Union collapsed.
 The book is divided into three sections that examine the complexity of the 
Finnish Civil War, along with the subsequent historiographic debates over the caus-
es, meaning, and social ramifications of the internecine violence. Tuomas Tepora 
and Aapo Roselius provide the introduction to the collection of articles with “The 
Finnish Civil War, Revolution and Scholarship.” They set up the book with a brief 
description of the background, scope, and repercussions of the war. Then, they 
move on to the contradictory historiography of the events, which were also af-
fected by Finnish politics and international relations during two world wars and 
the Cold War. Pertti Haapala’s “The Expected and Non-Expected Roots of Chaos: 
Preconditions of the Finnish Civil War” examines the rise of industrialization and 
nationalism in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Finland. These two 
events set into motion the ethnic tensions with the Russian officials who governed 
Finland, while also creating the middle and working class, resulting in the formation 
of the two factions in the civil war. He then moves on to how the economic causes 
of the conflict also affected the development of political parties as the German and 
Russian governments sought to influence events. Juha Siltala’s “Being Absorbed into 
an Unintended War” continues with the theme of international tensions affecting 
the Finnish Civil War. Siltala contends that German and Russian influences fueled 
the class conflict that ignited the conflagration. As tensions increased in Finland, 
the working-class, red laborers justified their activities by arguing that they were 
protecting families. Similarly, the middle-class, white population made the familial 
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analogy that they were punishing reds as children for usurping parental prerogative. 
According to the author, the power vacuum left by the Russian Revolution and de-
feat of Germany fueled the over-politicization of rhetoric leading to the Finnish Civil 
War. Marko Tikka contributes “Warfare and Terror 1918,” which discusses German 
military influences through the creation of Jager soldiers who formed the core of 
the White Army. He follows the establishment and expansion of the White Army, 
including the fighting and eventual defeat of the Reds. A major portion of the article 
examines the social conditions and legal arguments that eventually sanctioned the 
execution of captured Red soldiers, along with survivors’ eventual trial, imprison-
ment, and loss of civil rights. Tikka postulates that transition from the execution 
phase to trials and imprisonment was replaced by a social amnesia that blocked out 
the carnage wrought during the war in order to focus on the heroic Jagers, who had 
led the country to independence. Aapo Roselius’ “Holy War: Finnish Irredentist 
Campaigns in the Aftermath of the Civil War” transitions the narrative to discuss 
the foreign impact of the Finnish Civil War on the diverse populations of Soviet 
Karelia. The author first acknowledges the origins of Finnish interests in Karelia 
with an examination of Elias Lönnrot’s book, the Kalevala, and its role in the rise 
of nationalism. This interest led to the emergence of the Greater Finland move-
ment that sought to incorporate the Finnish-speaking population in Karelia into a 
super state with an eastern border near Lake Ladoga and the White Sea. During 
the Finnish Civil War, the red and white soldiers fought for their idealistic beliefs. 
Neither the communists nor the nationalists elicited much interest for their cause 
among the war weary Karelian population. Gradually, the Russian Bolsheviks reas-
serted control over the region, bringing an end to hostilities, thereby thwarting the 
creation of Greater Finland.
 The second section of the book, entitled “Cultural Contents and Wartime 
Experiences” recounts the personal activities of participants in The Finnish War. 
Tuomas Tepora examines the ideological campaigns waged by both sides of the con-
flict in “The Mystification War: Regeneration and Sacrifice.” The author compares 
the ideas motivating soldiers to join the conflict, along with support from middle- 
and working-class populations. Among the middle class, the population united in 
a commitment to sacrifice that would purify Finland by eradicating the red threat 
to the nation. They labeled the red soldiers traitors for receiving support from the 
Russian Bolsheviks and transgressing ancient boundaries. Conversely, the working 
class fought an internal enemy that had a long history victimizing the laborers. The 
battle was seen as a necessary evil, which would stop the usurpation of power sought 
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by the middle class. Tepora continues the theme into the postwar era as red and 
white veterans struggled to commemorate their fallen comrades through oratory 
and monuments, concluding that the propaganda of the civil war led to the mili-
tarization of Finnish society. Tiina Lintunen contributes the female perspective on 
the conflict in “Women and War.” Lintunen argues that the agricultural traditions 
of Finland created two gendered spheres that placed constraints on female participa-
tion in society. She notes that while Finland granted female suffrage in 1906, women 
remained the subservient partner in their marriages. The situation continued into 
the civil war era with most women accepting traditional roles as nurses or laborers. 
However, some working-class women joined the Red Guards to provide financial 
support for their families. Middle-class critics accused the female red soldiers of 
treason, criminal activity, and cavorting with Russian Bolsheviks. At the conclusion 
of fighting, white forces either arrested or executed the female red soldiers. In a 
unique perspective on the conflict, “War through the Children’s Eyes,” Marianne 
Junila provides readers with the reflections of middle-class students at a girls’ school 
in Tampere. These young women experienced the red takeover of the city, siege, 
and the white forces’ conquest that ended in the executions of red soldiers. As non-
combatants, the children had greater freedom to pass through the frontlines. As a 
result, they witnessed all aspects of the fighting and its aftermath. “Masculinities 
and the Ideal Warrior: Images of the Jager Movement”, by Anders Ahlbäck, surveys 
the postwar heroic narratives of soldiers who were trained in Germany and led the 
white forces to a triumphant conclusion. The author identified a similar pattern in 
stories that includes recruitment, transportation to Germany, military training, re-
turn, fighting, and their personal contributions to victory. These stories emphasized 
the heroic actions of soldiers, while overlooking the dead and wounded. Ahlbäck 
then follows the postwar accomplishments of former Jagers as they became models 
of manliness for the next generation of Finnish soldiers.  
 The final section, “Interpretations and Remembrance,” explores the historio-
graphic impulses of postwar scholars. In “The War of Liberation, the Civic Guards 
and the Veterans’ Union: Public Memory in the Interwar Period,” Aapo Roselius 
discusses the period when the white soldiers’ perspective of the Finnish Civil War 
dominated society. He explores how both sides in the conflict sought to com-
memorate the event, along with the fallen soldiers in graveyards and city centers 
around the country. During the era of white ascendancy, former soldiers re-enact-
ed battles and formed organizations such as the Civic Guard, Veterans’ Union of 
the War of Liberation, and the Lotta Svärd for women. Roselius argues that these 
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organizations played a significant role in the 1930s in militarizing the government. 
Correspondingly, red soldiers found it difficult to commemorate the dead or sup-
port the surviving victims of the postwar retribution. On a positive note, Roselius 
also describes how the 1939 Winter War helped to unite the country as Soviet 
Forces attempted to overrun Finland. Tauno Saarela’s “To Commemorate or Not: 
The Finnish Labor Movement and the Memory of the Civil War in the Interwar 
Period” provides the perspective of former red soldiers’ experiences as they sought 
to erect their own monuments to the fallen. During the post-civil war period, they 
faced a myriad of obstacles from local and national politicians. He notes that the 
Social Democratic Party of Finland, the Socialist Workers’ Party of Finland, and the 
Communist Party of Finland erected memorials that reflected their individual ide-
ologies and achieved some success in southern industrial districts. Additionally, the 
red veterans established The Relief Committee of Finnish Workers to provide aid 
to widows and orphans. Tuomas Tepora continues with the red perspective with his 
contribution, “Changing Perceptions of 1918: World War II and the Post-War Rise 
of the Left.” He chronicles the transition of the red interpretation of the Finnish 
Civil War from its underground origins to the academic mainstream during the 
Cold War. After Finland’s defeat in the Second World War and the resultant in-
crease of Soviet influence, older organizations such as Civic Guards were replaced by 
the Finnish-Soviet Society. Rather than advocate a revolution, Finnish Communists 
joined parliament in a display of nationalism. Socially, the former red soldiers and 
supporters gained greater general acceptance. Tepora notes that a leftist artist, 
Aimo Turkiainen, created the equestrian statue of Marshal Mannerheim near the 
museum of modern art in Helsinki. Väinö Linna, author of the novel The Unknown 
Soldier, also gained prominence as his work helped to provide equality for the con-
testing versions of the Finnish Civil War. “The Post-Cold War Memory Culture of 
the Civil War: Old-New Patterns and Approaches,” by Tiina Kinnunen, delivers the 
concluding chapter of the book. Her essay acknowledges that Finland is still divided 
by popular opinions of the war era. Kinnunen offers the opinion that both sides have 
relevant versions of events that can coexist if they acknowledge the human suffering 
wrought by the violence, which in turn would exorcise the differences in Finnish 
society. She also argues that women took active roles in the Finnish Civil War, and 
thus gender and suffering unites people by their common experiences.
 Tepora and Roselius’ The Finnish Civil War 1918 heralds a generational and his-
toriographical shift in the Finnish academy. Older interpretations of the Finnish 
Civil War and Second World War no longer hold the same power as they once 
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did as scholarship expands to include a multiplicity of experiences and explanations 
of divisive topics. This change illustrates a democratization of Finnish history that 
marks an important shift to inclusiveness for all citizens, regardless of political af-
filiations. Overall, the book delivers on its promise of egalitarian interpretations 
of all topics related to the Finnish Civil War. The work juxtaposes the contending 
versions of events and then unites them under the shared umbrella of human suffer-
ing. The Finnish Civil War 1918 is well written and easily understood, thus accessible 
to a wide variety of readers. The extensive footnoting can be used for referencing, 
while the ideas offered in the book should be of comprehensive interest to Finns of 
all persuasions.
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