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Abstract 

 

Having the Swedish northern village Vittangi as its field, this thesis asks what it is that makes 

Vittangi feel like home to its inhabitants and, further, how the sense of home motivate its 

inhabitants to participate in its place-making, i.e., in making it their home. Home is, in the 

thesis, understood as a subjective experience of rootedness. The ethnographic chapters therefore 

investigate, by focusing on the experience of everyday life in the village, how the sense of home 

is expressed through the inhabitants’ activities and movements in, to and through the village. 

Considering that the thesis’ focus is both on the sense of home and the making of home, its 

over-all aim is to examine the relationship between being and making home. Moreover, great 

attention is given to the values existing in the village, referring both to values created by global 

processes of economics, politics, and social activity, as well as values that are based in the 

experience of everyday life. In the end, the thesis argues that it is the experience-based values 

of Vittangi which makes it home to its inhabitants, and that it is these values which motivates 

inhabitants to partake in its place-making. Further, it is argued that the experience-based values 

cannot be separated from global processes of economics and politics, but that it is through the 

form they take in the locality which makes them valuable.  
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Maja 2018-01-25 8.05 am 
Hi Anders! SJ1 never fails you: the train is cancelled! I’ve 
rebooked to tomorrow instead. I hope that works for you 

Anders 2018-01-25 8.33 am  
That’s fine, I assumed it would be cancelled.  
It has been snowing a lot here, 3-4 dm.  
Try again tomorrow! 

 
Anders 2018-01-26 11.59 am  

Will there be a trip today? 
Maja 2018-01-26 12.00 pm  

Yes! So far so good. We should arrive at 8.13 pm if all 
runs smoothly! Will keep you posted  

 
Maja 2018-01-26 3.16 pm 

Compensation bus from Umeå – Boden, and it doesn’t 
seem like we’re gonna catch the connecting train from 
there to Kiruna, so there will probably be bus from Boden 
– Kiruna as well. I guess that’ll make us later than 
planned, but I don’t have an exact time yet.  

Anders 2018-01-26 3.20 pm 
Do so! I can pick you up in 
Svappavaara, much closer for me 

Maja 2018-01-26 3.46 pm 
Okay, now they’re saying that the bus is going to Luleå 
and that we’re gonna take the train north from there 
instead. I think we’re about 97 km from Luleå now 

Anders 2018-01-26 5.43 pm 
Come far? 

Maja 2018-01-26 5.45 pm 
Hey yes, we took the train from Boden after all – many 
twists and turns. Waited for information about how late 
we are, but they haven’t said anything yet. But we left 
Boden about 15 minutes ago, so I guess we’ll be 15 
minutes late to Kiruna 

Anders 2018-01-26 5.48 pm 
Haha, there’s time for many changes during  
the way. I’ll be there by 8.30 pm then 

Maja 2018-01-26 5.52 pm 
Haha… now there will be a bus from Mörjäk (? Unsure 
about the name) to Gällivare, and then bus to Kiruna. I’m 
sorry for the confusion, I feel like I have no clue about 
how long time it takes between the stops 

 
Anders 2018-01-26 5.53 pm 

Not your fault! I just saw there’s been a rail  
failure in Murjek. Let me know when you’ve left  
Gällivare, I’ll pick you up in Svappavaara! 

Maja 2018-01-26 7.22 pm 
Arriving shortly to Gällivare, but I think it’ll be train from 
there to Kiruna, not bus 

Anders 2018-01-26 7.23 pm 
Ok, let me know when you know 

Maja 2018-01-26 7.36 pm 
Gällivare now, train to Kiruna. Preliminary arrival time is 
9.10 pm 

 
1 The Swedish National rail company Statens Järnvägar AB 
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Introduction 
 

Ours is a century of uprootedness. All over the world, fewer and fewer people live out 

their lives in the place where they were born.  

Michael Jackson 1995: 1 

More people than ever before seem to imagine routinely the possibility that they or their 

children will live and work in places other than where they were born 

Arjun Appadurai 1996: 6 

As is often the case with curiosity, it starts from within. I grew up in a small town with a 

population of around 6000 in the southern part of what we call Norrland – a geographical term 

that refers to 59% of Sweden’s surface and is home to 12% of its population. From an early age 

I felt the need to leave my home for something else. I too imagined for myself that my life 

would play out somewhere else than where I was born. Indeed, it was almost expected of me to 

leave – to experience the world, get a higher education. Later, in the new places where I found 

myself living, no one asked why I had left. Instead, colleagues, friends and acquaintances would 

ask me what it was like growing up there, and why some of my friends from home had stayed. 

It was as if they could not imagine what life in a small town could look like; suspecting that the 

choice of staying in fact was not a choice at all. This frustrated me at first, but eventually I also 

began to grapple with seeing myself living in a place like my own hometown. If I wanted to, 

could I make it my home again?  

The quotes above describe the movements and imaginations of people across the globe 

living in the 20th century, yet Appadurai’s and Jackson’s words are arguably reflected in the 

21st century as well. And while they mainly refer to people whose migratory movements or 

imaginations are motivated by a more profound desperation, rather than the common 

wanderlust and boredom of a small-town teenager, ours, too, is a century of uprootedness. We 

leave the places where we were born to live out our lives and try to make a home somewhere 

other than in the familiar settings where we grew up. But rootedness, says Simone Weil, is 

“perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the human soul” (quoted in Jackson 

1995:3), to which Jackson replies, “But isn’t it also true that we often feel an equally strong 
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need to uproot ourselves and cross the borders that conventionally divide us?” (ibid.) One’s 

home can be safety as much as constraint; the vast expanse of the world allures.  

In another part of the sprawling Norrland, in the 

farthest north of Sweden, lies the village Vittangi 

(marker), home to some 800 people. Having more 

than 200 residents, Vittangi officially classifies as a 

tätort, which in English translates to urban area 

(SCB 2020). In fact, all localities with at least 200 

residents and with buildings standing no more than 

200 meters apart are classified as urban areas, thus 

making Vittangi – with its 800 residents – fall under 

the same category as Kiruna (approximately 16 600 

residents) and Stockholm (approximately 1 600 000 

residents) (ibid.) The term is wide in its definition 

and is therefore rarely used in daily life, Vittangi 

will therefore be referred to in the same way as its 

inhabitants are: as a by, that is, as a village.  

The major cities in the north lie along the coast, 

and thus once you leave the coast one mainly finds 

smaller towns and villages which are seldom 

represented on national TV or radio. The 

representation of Norrland is a topic for another 

thesis, but it is worth noting at this stage that the 

specific context within which the representation of 

Norrland takes place decidedly locates it on a 

national periphery. Further, it is important to bear in mind that representations can “have real 

material consequences and may, for instance, influence employment rates, financial 

investments, population flows and industrial reforms” (Eriksson, 2008: 1). I mention this only 

briefly now, but a more detailed discussion of this will be developed later on in the chapter.  

The initial aim of this thesis was to investigate what impacts the representation of Norrland 

had on the place-making processes for Vittangi. I went to Vittangi with the preconception that 

its construction would be defined by a resistance towards globalization and the “threatening” 

localizing forces of the global economy, and that this resistance would be driven by nostalgia 

and trauma over what had been lost. I believed I would see frustration, perhaps even sorrow, 

KARTDATA ©2020 GOOGLE 
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among people in Vittangi, over how their home had been made so complicated to live in, that 

there would be a strong sense of being peripheral. I wanted to understand how they lived there 

and why they did it, despite it all. But once I got there, it did not take long before I realized that 

the frustration was mine, not theirs.  

More than the fact that my preconception of the field was rooted in my own personal 

frustrations, it was based on the idea that space and place are in a dichotomous relationship to 

one another rather than relational and reciprocal (see Gupta & Ferguson 1992; Massey 2005; 

Low 2009). To position Vittangi in such a dependent and inadequate relationship to the global 

is to construe Vittangi as an island on a stormy sea against which its inhabitants can do nothing 

but build protective barriers against the violent waves. By this rationale, globalization – a 

quality traditionally reserved for ‘space’ – becomes constructed as an “‘out there’ phenomenon 

set to destroy the ‘in here’ logics” (Amin 1998: 153) of the local, leaving the bounded local – 

a quality traditionally reserved for ‘place’ – with little agency to interact with its supposed 

opposite. 

This is not to say that Vittangi is a place free of frustration and nostalgia – which there is – 

but there is pleasure and optimism too. The 20th century has had a negative impact on Vittangi’s 

development (this will be discussed further under the subsection Vittangi). This has made its 

locality precarious, requiring of its inhabitants to actively participate in its place-making. 

Therein lies a tension between burden and pleasure: between the obligation to give of one’s 

time and effort (in)to the community, and the rising agency that comes with pleasure 

(Appadurai, 1996: 7). When frustration arose, it was not so much directed towards the global 

processes that have been part of shaping Vittangi but was rather expressed internally – through 

conflicting ideas and actions regarding how the village’s daily life should be maintained. Herein 

lies an important distinction, for which I lean on Marshall Sahlin’s (1999: 412) eloquent words 

to elucidate: “People act in the world in terms of the social beings they are, and it should not be 

forgotten that from their quotidian point of view, it is the global system that is peripheral, not 

them”. 

 

Research Questions and Aim 
 

What I saw in Vittangi was not a community on guard, but instead a community participating 

and engaging in the social enterprise of creating a community they wanted to live in and, further, 
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that this was driven not by frustration or nostalgia but rather the simple fact that Vittangi was 

their home. But “home”, however, is no simple matter. In this thesis, “home” is understood as 

“the subjective sense of being rooted within the world” (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019: 2), and as 

an organizer of space (Douglas, 1991: 289). “Space”, on the other hand, is understood as a 

continuous construction made in relationship to place and the way it is experienced by those 

who inhabits it (Massey, 2005: 10; Low, 2009: 24ff). The main question asked in this thesis is 

therefore: what makes Vittangi feel like home for its residents? And, further, how does the 

sense of home motivate the inhabitants to participate in the place-making of Vittangi? In order 

to answer these questions, I focus on the ordinary life of its residents, asking what it is like, and 

investigating why residents have chosen to live in the village. Moreover, considerable attention 

is given to values and their role in making Vittangi home. By “values”, I refer both to values 

dictated by global forces of social, political and economic action (Amin, 1998: 153), as well as 

the kind of values that stem from experiences, that are made “on the ground” by Vittangi’s 

inhabitants and in relation to the village.  

The intention is thus to investigate, from a phenomenological perspective, what being in 

Vittangi is like and how, or in what way, being in Vittangi motivates the inhabitants to partake 

in its place-making processes and in making Vittangi home. In a sense, then, the overarching 

aim of this thesis is to investigate the relationship between being and making a home in the 

world.  

 
Outline of Chapters 

 

The first part of the thesis continues with methodology and theory and closes with a historical 

and social contextualization of Vittangi. The ethnographic chapters are, in turn, thematically 

structured into three different parts. The events, moments, and the people whose stories I 

attempt to convey, will therefore not be presented in the same line of order as they presented 

themselves to me in the field. Here I follow Finnström’s (2015) methodological discussion, in 

which he proposes an alternative way of approaching the power dynamics in ethnographic 

fieldwork and writing, and the relationship between the anthropologist and informant. There is 

an ever-present negotiation between the anthropologist and informant that inevitably affects the 

stories told (ibid.: 225) which prompts the question: is the attempt to organize these stories 

more in line with how they are experienced, rather than to describe them based on a sensitivity 
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to how they were told? “Lives are often messed up; so are their chronicles,” Finnström (ibid.: 

228) writes:  

Yet most scholarly efforts to order people’s narratives in structured chronologies, day-by-

day, year-by-year, have a tendency to emphasize critical events that are officially 

memorialized […] while the small but anthropologically so important moments of 

everyday life are left unnoticed. Yet everyday stories mediate between the local and the 

global and the past and future in ways that give new and fruitful understanding to any 

simplistic chronology of life event, even to the events themselves.  

As such I have decided to organize the material thematically, with the hope and intention that 

this will produce a more fair and representational account of the experience of everyday life in 

Vittangi.  

In the first ethnographic chapter, Continuity, I focus on the knowledge and values that the 

inhabitants acquire and produce through their movements in and to the village, as well as 

through their relationship to the so-called “global”. This is done by investigating peoples’ 

reasons and motivations for living in the village, with special focus on their relationship to the 

built environment. The second ethnographic chapter, Participation, highlights place-making by 

investigating Folkets Hus (The Public’s House) and Vittangi Sportklubb (Vittangi Sports Club) 

and their place as sites of voluntary action. Attention is also paid to the food store Coop, 

examining the inhabitants’ relationship to it. The final ethnographic chapter, Familiarity, pays 

attention to movement similarly to Continuity, but in a slightly different way. First, it examines 

the way Vittangi’s locality extends through the inhabitants’ relationship to other places. 

Secondly, it focuses on relationships within the village, and what the experience of living in a 

closely-knit community is like. Lastly, in the last chapter, Conclusion, I conclude the material 

and present my answer to the research question. 
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Method  
 

 
Imagine yourself suddenly set down surrounded by all your gear,  

alone on a tropical beach close to a native village,  

while the launch or dinghy which has brought you sails away  

Bronislaw Malinowski 1922: 4 

 

Thus begins Bronislaw Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922), the work which 

defined ethnographic method for the anthropological discipline. Suffice to say that the 

ethnographic encounter since then has changed – neither must the anthropologist travel across 

the globe to find “culture”, nor must she engage in long-term fieldwork in order to gain 

ethnographic data. Short-term ethnography is, in comparison to the long-term ethnographic 

fieldwork as introduced by Malinowski, a relatively new player in the field of anthropological 

methods. It requires a more active and deliberate approach, and it is therefore characterized "not 

only (or even dominantly) characterized by its temporal nature” Pink and Morgan (2013: 359) 

argue. The fieldwork for this thesis took place over a six-week period from the end of January 

2018 to early March the same year, and the aim with this section is to make clear for the reader 

the methods and techniques employed during this fieldwork. First, the anthropological field site 

in general will be discussed, and in particular the dilemma of the field’s “blurred lines” between 

the “’here’ and ‘there’” (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992: 10) as well as that of having a village 

constituting the field site. The second part will then discuss the methodology in its concrete 

forms, such as interviews and (participant) observation. In the third and last part, Reflexivity, I 

will share some reflections on my own positionality within the field. 

 

The Field 
 

Writing about the early days of anthropology and fieldwork, Ulf Hannerz (2006) argues that 

“the field was probably a rather fixed entity to worry about, a ‘tribe’, a village, some place you 

could get to know by covering it on foot and engaging with its people face to face” (2006: 23). 
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This certainty or knowledge has dissolved into uncertainty regarding where the field starts and 

ends. One wonders whether this is because the ‘traditional’ anthropology (in the sense of going 

there) has been left to the history of the discipline, or if the discipline has changed its attitude 

towards what the anthropological rite of passage is (ibid.)? Or perhaps we have surrendered the 

idea of place as a bounded entity (See Gupta & Ferguson, 1992; Marcus, 1995) – which 

inevitably changes our perception of the field?  

In any case, “place” is central in this thesis: its field site is a village, a place which I got to 

know by “covering it on foot and engaging with its people face to face” (Hannerz, 2006: 23, 

my italics). The theoretical understanding of “place” will be discussed in more detail under 

Theory, but it is necessary to provide a brief definition of how it will be understood here as 

well. For the purpose of this thesis, “place” is understood as something relational, that is made 

by the movement of people, in juxtapositions to other places and phenomena, and through its 

dynamic, interconnected relationship to “space”. For Pink and Morgan (2013: 354), this 

includes the ethnographic place which they see extending “beyond the context in which the 

ethnography is done, to the contexts in which it is analyzed and disseminated”. Yet Vittangi is 

arguably a fixed entity in that it certainly does have borders; you are either in Vittangi or you 

are not. This does not however deny that Vittangi’s place-making processes extend beyond the 

borders of its confined locality, but it does raise the question: To what extent should our 

theoretical approach interact with our methodology?  

George E. Marcus’s article Ethnography in/of the World System (1995) has indisputably 

transformed anthropological fieldwork by making the bounded field site become one of 

multiple sites. It opened up the field to include “the circulation of cultural meanings, objects, 

and identities in diffuse space-time … [objects] of study that cannot be accounted for 

ethnographically by remaining focused on a single site of intensive investigation” (ibid.: 96). 

Candea (2005: 169) offers a different interpretation of the multi-sited field, by arguing that the 

multi-sited fieldwork comes with a “problematic reconfiguration of holism implicit (and 

sometimes explicit), in its suggestion that the abandonment of the single field site will “provide 

an account of a totality ‘out there’.” When I entered the field, I was open to whatever interesting 

leads or possibilities that would present themselves. I understood localization processes – as 

part of place-making – as something not bounded to a single site but that it may emerge from 

all directions, and that these clues therefore could come from anywhere (Marcus, 1995: 105). 

Consequently, I was faced with the same set of issues as Candea (2005: 173) when he set out 

on his first fieldwork in a village on Corsica: 
 



 13 

In the spirit of multi-sited ethnography, I followed people, stories, metaphors, and debates 

through multiple spaces both within ‘the village’ and without, with a constant attention to 

the way such spaces were constituted. But this in practice led to constant indeterminacy: 

how many leads to follow? How much context to seek? How much information is enough 

information?  

This, at the time of Marcus’s (1995) publication, new understanding of place developed into 

what Candea (2005: 170) calls a “methodological bonanza”. Indeed, to be able to do anything 

certainly comes with a new set of methodological problems. More than that the multi-sited 

fieldwork is impractical, Hage (2005: 465f) argues, it is carried out at the expense of the 

anthropological field – instead of contributing to a thicker ethnography, the multi-sited 

fieldwork only makes the field itself thicker (“and stickier”). Candea (2005: 171ff) suggests we 

challenge the idea of what multi-sited fieldwork is or should be. At the core of his argument 

lies a critique of the paradoxical claim within the multi-sited fieldwork; namely, that by striving 

for a holistic ethnography it ignores the bounded site, letting wider processes dictate the limits 

of the field. Thus the anthropologist is (improperly) liberated from the task of defining what the 

field is. Hage prefers to view the multiple sites of a multi-sited fieldwork as one site, arguing 

that it allows for the ethnographer to highlight that (newly combined) site’s specificity. For it 

is hard, if not impossible, to cover all aspects of a site – let alone multiple – “but a certain 

reflexivity concerning the social relations that one is opting not to cover in depth cannot but be 

beneficial in allowing a better definition of the limits and limitations of one’s research” (2005: 

466). Candea calls for a revaluation of the bounded site in the context of multi-sited 

ethnography, which does not mean to “challenge the totality of the object of study” (2005: 180) 

but simply to let the locality be part of the ethnographic analysis. It is in a similar spirit that the 

field site of this thesis has been treated: with a greater focus being given to the ‘bounded’ field 

site (Vittangi as a village) yet with an openness to the circulation of meanings and ideas that go 

beyond the confined locality of the village. Thus I hope to have achieved what Candea suggests, 

that keeping the field site bounded, is 

to hold it together for the purpose of analysis, is precisely to highlight its fractures and 

incompleteness; it is to resist dissolving and resolving it into parts of wider holistic entities, 

be it of the old holism […] or the new … [It] is to remember that all these heterogenous 

people, things, and processes are ‘thrown’ together, and to question, in the evidence of their 

uneasy overlap in one geographical space, the completeness of the ‘cultural formations’ to 

which one might be tempted to think they ‘belong’. (Candea, 2005: 179) 
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Interviews, Participant Observation and the Sensorial 
 

Seventeen semi-structured interviews were conducted with 12 individuals. These interviews 

were later transcribed and translated, for which I have leaned on my own knowledge and 

insights of the nuances of the Swedish and English language. However, for words whose 

sentiments would be lost in translation without their cultural, social and linguistic context, I am 

providing a contextualization in order to mediate their full meaning. All interviewees were 

guaranteed anonymity and the interviews were, with their consent, recorded. Note, however, 

that consent is a process which, following the American Anthropological Association (2012: 

361), is “dynamic and continuous”. Thus, with those whom I met more than once I had a 

continuous dialogue regarding the recorder as well as I was open about new findings and ideas 

relating to the thesis project. Scheper-Hughes (2012: 225) warns about the way anonymity 

might make us inattentive to the fact that “we owe our anthropological subjects the same degree 

of courtesy, empathy and friendship in writing as we generally extend to them face to face in 

the field where they are not our ‘subjects’ but our boon companions without whom we literally 

could not survive”. But Vittangi is a small village – can anonymity be guaranteed to people 

who lives in a village of 800 people (Davies, 1999: 51)?  While the pseudonyms might help to 

remain the inhabitants integrity against readers who have no relationship to Vittangi, other 

inhabitants would probably easily be able to identify the individual behind the pseudonym, and 

it is with this in mind I have left certain stories, personal details, and pieces of gossip out of the 

ethnographic material. This is why it is important that “participants must also be made aware 

that there are some risks in any research, in that no one is able to fully control future use and 

interpretations of their research findings” (ibid.: 48).  

Besides the 17 semi-structured interviews, several unstructured interviews were also 

conducted. These took place in the food store, at the cinema, on the street, or over a cup of 

coffee at someone’s kitchen table (Bernard, 2011: 171; Davies, 2012: 106). Due to the character 

of these interviews – which often arose spontaneously, sometimes as part of a chance encounter 

with a stranger – I did not use a recorder. At those moments, a recorder seemed intrusive and 

instead I would, with permission, take notes. A pen and a paper are, arguably, less intimidating 

than an electronic device, whilst still signaling that the conversation was an interview to be used 

for research. In total, I had 21 interviews of this character. Suffice it to say that I at all times 

also introduced myself as a graduate student of anthropology, explained my reasons for being 
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in Vittangi and were clear with the intents of my research (AAA 2012: 362). In total, semi-

structured and unstructured interviews included, the ethnographic material builds on the 

accounts of 15 people. Out of them, two were younger than forty years old, whereas the other 

13 varied from forty to eighty years in age. With their age difference in mind, as well as their 

different backgrounds and the different roles in and experiences of the village, the accounts 

they make compose a saturation of report that are both relevant and representational for the 

village. Together with the (participant) observations as well as my own experiences, they 

comprise the material which this thesis draws its conclusions on.  

More than interviews, observations – both  participant and plain – also form a large portion 

of the methodology. Participant observation, Bernard writes, is to immerse “yourself in a 

culture and learning to remove yourself every day from that immersion so you can 

intellectualize what you’ve seen and heard” (2011: 277). There were a number of challenges 

before this task. I arrived to Vittangi in the middle of winter – with temperatures reaching down 

to minus -30℃.  This limited the possibilities for meeting people in a “natural” way as most 

socializing took place within the privacy of people’s homes. There were, however, a few public 

meeting places in the village, out of which three came to be of particular importance: Folkets 

Hus (The Public’s House), Coop (the grocery store), and Vittangi Sportklubb (VSK, Vittangi 

Sports Club). It was through here I came into contact with most of the people who would come 

to be my main informants.  

Besides attending Vittangi Sportklubb’s annual board meeting I did not participate in any 

of its events. This was partly because many of them were cancelled due to too cold weather, 

and partly because I was afraid that the sport club would derail the focus of the thesis. Vittangi 

Sportklubb is an important actor in the life of the village and a whole thesis could probably be 

dedicated to its activities and the people involved there. As will become evident later 

ethnographic chapters, a unifying feature of these three sites is their strong presence in the 

consciousness of Vittangi’s inhabitants. They are sites of voluntary action, participation and 

strategy, and this is what formed my entry point to them: I wanted to investigate what types of 

values were circulated there, rather than the structure of the institutions themselves. The sports 

club was therefore mainly explored through interviews. By contrast, I visited Folkets Hus and 

Coop regularly. Folkets Hus arranged the weekly cinema on Sundays and the monthly 

children’s’ matinée, and I attended all the screenings. As such, I was able to investigate Folkets 

Hus and Coop both through interviews and participant observation. Beyond these three sites, I 

also visited various other sites of the village, such as the library, the knitting café, and I joined 

the church choir. These sites were mainly visited in the beginning of my fieldwork with the 
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intention of mapping the village and meeting people to talk to – and they facilitated both greater 

knowledge of the village as well as new contacts. In the interviews and conversations I had with 

people, however, these places never seemed to be brought up for discussion which is why they 

will not have a prominent role in the ethnographic material. This is not to say that they are not 

part of the study (Candea, 2005: 180), but their prominence lies in the background. 

A lot of time was, however, spent alone – as the access I had to public spaces was 

constrained by their opening hours (and since one generally cannot spend all their waking hours 

at a grocery store). Hence the village itself came to be an object of observation, but not just in 

the sense of “an object to be explained, but a contingent window into complexity” (Candea, 

2007: 179). Walking through the village, mapping it out, by foot is thus not only a way of 

getting to know it (Österlund-Pötzsch, 2011) but also a means of opening up for the locality to 

serve as a methodological tool. During these walks, I paid attention to the village’s materiality; 

to the configuration of the houses and their backyards, but also to more sensorial elements such 

as smells and sounds; to the cold air against the cheeks, turning to frost on the eyelashes; to the 

sensation of fear and excitement when suddenly seeing a moose behind the trees. These 

sensorial perceptions are both cultural and physical acts (Herzfeld, 2001: 431), all parts of 

composing place (see e.g. Stewart, 2012; which we will return to in the discussion of “precarity” 

under Theory). The goal with this is not to position my personal perceptions at the center of the 

analytical understanding, but rather to “evoke a world” (Stoller & Olkes, 2007: 414). More so, 

it is to provide context for the values that are expressed by my informants, so when Marina, a 

Vittangi resident of ten years, describe her first time in the village as ‘quiet, so quiet’ her words 

might resonate more clearly with the reader. 

 

Reflexivity  
 

The first time I visited Vittangi was New Year’s Eve 2016. With a group of friends, I took the 

night train north to celebrate the new year at one of our friend’s childhood home. We spent the 

days prior to New Year’s Eve walking around in the village, going on rides over the frozen 

river on the snow mobile, and taking day tours into the city of Kiruna. On New Year’s Eve, we 

had dinner with my friend’s siblings, grandmother and father. Little did I know at the time that 

I would return a year later and spend another six weeks in the house where my friend grew up 

– nor did my friend’s father, Anders, who would come to be my host and gate keeper in the 

field.  
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Knowing Anders was definitely an asset in the field. Not only did he advise me on who to 

contact or where to go, but I also believe I received a positive treatment from others owing to 

his good name. As the field is located within the country I live in I did not have to face the issue 

of language barriers. In relation to this, I first thought that having the field so close to home 

would be difficult – would I be able to see the “extraordinary” (Greenhouse 1985)? On doing 

fieldwork at ‘home’, Sultana (2007: 278) notes that it “brings in different dynamics, in terms 

of concerns of insider-outsider and politics of representation, across other axes of social 

differentiation beyond commonality in nationality or ethnicity”. Even though there were aspects 

of the field site which resembles the place where I grew up (the fact that you can walk 

everywhere, that everyone knows everyone, that it too is part of the Swedish rural countryside), 

there were also many things that differed and which made me an outsider. Perhaps most 

importantly the fact that I left my home in order to pursue an education and a career, and have 

spent the past years in bigger cities in both Sweden as well as abroad. Thus, while there are 

many similarities between Vittangi and its residents and myself that situates me as an ‘insider’, 

the contexts to which I now belong simultaneously makes me an ‘outsider’ (ibid.: 377f). Before 

arriving I believed that my background would establish common ground between myself and 

those I would meet, but to the contrary it was precisely this which made me “othered” – I was 

identified as a someone “from the south”, living in a city. In hindsight I can see how that was 

to my benefit as it made people more eager to explain things, even things already familiar, to 

me. What made me an “insider” was rather my nationality, though I also suspect that my age – 

or at least my perceived age (on the last day in Vittangi, a cashier I had met several times 

questioned my ability to purchase Whisky for my host) – favored me in that sense: as a white, 

young, female student I believe I easily fitted into the role as a non-threatening novice, easy to 

welcome into the community. But that Vittangi lies in Sweden does not, I argue, necessarily 

position this work as an ‘anthropology at home’. The concept “anthropology at home” is 

arguably rather diffuse and open for interpretation in regard to how it defines “home”. Peirano 

(1998: 122f) concludes that the expression relates to studies in “one’s own society, where 

‘others’ are both ourselves and those relatively different from us, whom we see as part of the 

same collectivity”. By this definition, “home” becomes a matter of the anthropologist’s own 

subjective interpretations in defining their own collectivity without necessarily having to take 

into account what those ‘others’ see as theirs. I do not mean to dismiss the concept of 

“anthropology at home”, but rather to question the assumption that shared national citizenship 

equates with shared local collectivity, and especially with shared “home” (Greenhouse, 1985: 
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261). And as neither I nor the research participants considered me to be “home” in Vittangi, I 

refrain from labelling the thesis as such.  
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Theory 
 

Anthropologists don’t study villages (tribes, towns, neighborhoods...);  

they study in villages. You can study different things in different places,  

and some things […] you can best study in confined localities.  

But that doesn’t make the place what it is you are studying. 

Clifford Geertz, 1973: 22 

It would be to simplify matters to say that this thesis is about a place. In fact, no anthropological 

study is ever about a place, if one follows Geertz’s reasoning. The place where the 

anthropologists meet their informants is simply a place, or perhaps the place, where people live 

their lives and where the anthropologists set out to decipher what exactly ‘live their lives’ mean 

(Augé, 1995: 55). But place is not only location (Rodman, 1992: 640). “Can you imagine what 

it would be if there were no places in the world? Non what so ever! An utter, placeless void!” 

Edward S. Casey (1993:  ix) asks. The question is, of course, rhetorical. To imagine such a 

thing, he continues, “is not just difficult to preform […] but also disturbing” (ibid.). We cannot 

imagine a non-place for place is fundamental to our experience of being, or even more so, 

“Being guarantees Place” (ibid.: x).  

If the experience of being and of acting in the world precedes place, then suffice to say that 

anthropologists study in villages and not villages. But more than providing a direction of where 

the ethnographic interest lies, Geertz also recognizes that the thing observed is nothing more 

(nor less) than what is being observed: “Ethnographic findings are not priviledged, just 

particular: another country heard from” (Geertz, 1973: 23).  

In this thesis, place is understood through the bodies that inhabit it and through their 

movements through place(s); through their relation to the place and other places, to other bodies 

inside and outside the place, and through the knowledge they have from their experience of the 

place (Ingold, 2011: 148; Low, 2009: 21ff). Arjun Appadurai (1996: 182) views locality as a 

“phenomenological property of social life, a structure of feeling that is produced by particular 

forms of intentional activity and that yields particular sorts of material effects”. In this thesis, 

such a phenomenological approach is taken to understand the experience of everyday life and 

place-making. More than building understanding does the phenomenological approach divert 

from the fallacy of using ‘intellectualist terms’ which are not (necessarily) recognized by the 
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inhabitants, as it focuses on experience as an ontological priority rather than something that is 

reducible to knowledge (Jackson, 1996: 2ff).  

This demands for a closer examination of the analytical concepts place, space and precarity. 

The first section begins by presenting a brief review of space and place, disclosing how they 

will be understood and used for the purpose of this thesis. The final section will discuss the 

phenomenological approach as its used, as well as the notion of precarity, which is holding a 

central position for the understanding of home.  

 

Space and Place (-Making) 
 

During the first half of the twentieth century, place was described as “the uncontested ground 

of distinctive culture” (Hinkson 2017: 53; see also Rodman 1992: 640) in anthropological work. 

Place was conceived as the traditional and bound, the container of culture, whereas space was 

thought of as culturally neutral and as the dominating principle for place-related organization 

(Escobar, 2001: 143, 165). Space, as the culturally neutral container of globalization, modernity 

and capitalism, was feared to be that which would destroy local culture – a fear that Sahlins 

(1999: 402) deemed to have been nothing but disciplinary nostalgia: “So pretty soon everyone 

will have a culture; only the anthropologist will doubt it”. 

This formed Gupta and Ferguson’s (1992: 7) critique towards the way space was being used 

as a “central organizing principle in the social sciences at the same time that it disappears from 

analytical purview”. Gupta and Ferguson opposed the territorialized conceptualization of 

culture that had prevailed in the social sciences in general, and in anthropology in particular, 

and instead opened up for an analytical understanding of space and place as relational. That is, 

instead of conceptualizing culture as place-bound, they suggest that “We need to give up ideas 

of communities as literal entities […] but remain sensitive to the profound ‘bifocality’ that 

characterizes locally lived lives in a globally interconnected world” (ibid.: 11). The 

interconnectedness of spaces – and thereby also of the world – is a focal point in Gupta and 

Ferguson’s argument: if spaces are understood as hierarchically interconnected instead of 

naturally disconnected, “then cultural and social change becomes not a matter of cultural 

contact and articulation but one of rethinking difference through connection” (ibid.: 8, org. 

emphasis). Appadurai (1996: 13, 12) advocates for a similar conceptualization of culture, where 

culture is regarded as a “dimension of phenomena […] that attends to situated and embodied 

difference” rather than a “substantive property of certain things”. That is, instead of talking 
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about cultural differences between places, the approach called for allows for the use of culture 

– as a dimensional concept – to talk about difference (ibid.: 12ff). 

 The conceptualization of spaces as hierarchically interconnected thus diverts from 

positioning place in a submissive relationship to space and global forces that are defined by 

resistance (Amin, 1998: 153) to globalization, capitalism and modernity (qualities ascribed to 

space). Following Gupta and Ferguson (1992: 8), this conceptualization views localities and 

communities not as autonomous entities but instead “how it was formed as a community out of 

the interconnected space that always already existed”. Space is, then, not essentialized but 

understood through how it “achieves a distinctive identity as place” (ibid.).  

In light of globalization and the new global order it was seen to create, the call to de-

essentialize space was echoed by several other anthropological scholars as well. Appadurai 

(1996) and Amin (1998) stress globalization as a historical process. For Amin (ibid.: 153) this 

means that globalization should not be “misconstrued or demonized as an ‘out there’ 

phenomenon set to destroy the ‘in here’ logics of states and regions”. Appadurai (1996: 18), on 

the other hand, emphasizes globalization’s localizing processes and how the “histories through 

which localities emerge are eventually subject to the dynamics of the global”. This does, to 

some extent, position place – the local – in a submissive and unequal relationship to space – the 

global. Roudometof (2003: 38) argues that globalization has been understood to “represent a 

new discourse justifying global inequality”, but that this is founded in a Eurocentric 

conceptualization of globalization that connects it to the old, traditional narrative of European 

modernity. Instead, Roudometof (ibid.: 45) suggests we use the notion of “glocalization” as a 

way of combining space and place, thereby opening up to see how the local is part of 

globalization processes instead of positioning it as its opposite. In that way, localization means 

“the selective incorporation, absorption, decoding, reinterpretation and, ultimately, 

particularization of globally diffused items, models, and relations” (ibid.).  

According to Ingold (2011: 145), however, space is nothing: life happens on earth, on the 

ground, out in the open – not in space. It is with this reasoning that Ingold states that “Space is 

nothing, and because it is nothing it cannot truly be inhabited at all” (ibid.). Space is for Ingold 

merely an abstraction without anchoring in the world that builds on, what Ingold calls, the logic 

of inversion. The logic of inversion turns “lived lives into boundaries” and reduces life “to an 

internal property of things that occupy the world but not inhabit it” (ibid.). Life is movement, 

and life is lived through the world where every strand of movement is “a way of life and every 

knot a place” (ibid.: 151). The knot in Ingold’s metaphor symbolizes place, and place is in turn 

made by the movement of people, or wayfarers as he calls them, whose mesh of combined 
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trails, footprints one could say, make places. Thus, human existence is place-binding and not 

place-bound (ibid.: 148) – a sentiment echoed in the words of Casey (1993: x): “Being 

guarantees Place”.  

Is space no more than an abstraction, or is it something that is experienced? Arguably, space 

is nothing in the sense that it is imagined (“but not imaginary!” Gupta and Ferguson, 1992: 11) 

and thus not experienced through smell, touch or sight. However, it has real and material 

consequences. If space, like place, is understood as trajectories created by movement, then “it 

is about contemporaneity (rather than temporal convening) […] about openness (rather than 

inevitability) and […] about relations, fractures, discontinuities, practices of engagements” 

(Massey, 2005: 84). In other words, space has real and material impacts on place. Therein also 

lies the challenge: To find “a focus on the way space is imagined […] as a way to explore the 

processes through which such conceptual processes of place making meet the changing global 

economic and political conditions of lived spaces” (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992: 11). 

Low (2009: 29) approaches this problem by the concept of “embodied space” which she 

defines as the “location where human experience and consciousness takes on material and 

spatial form”. Following Low, space is a social construction that is expressed as a 

“person/spatiotemporal unit” and the social production, in turn, is “the practices of the 

person/spatiotemporal unit and global and collective forces” (ibid.: 29). Space thus becomes 

dependent on the work of people who inhabits it for its existence, which allows place to be 

understood through movement and the way it is inhabited. On the same line, geographer Doreen 

Massey (2005: 9f) understands space as relational, open and temporal, and through both 

Massey’s (2005) and Low’s (2009: 30) understanding of space, it is possible to see that space 

not only is experienced but that it also needs experience for its existence. In her book, For 

Space, Massey (2005) opens by sharing three propositions for her re-elaboration of space:  

First, that we recognize space as the product of interrelations; as constituted through 

interactions, from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny […] Second, that we 

understand space as the sphere of the possibility of the existence of multiplicity in the sense 

of contemporaneous plurality; as the sphere in which distinct trajectories co-exist; as the 

sphere therefore of coexisting heterogeneity. Without space, no multiplicity; without 

multiplicity, no space […] Third, that we recognize space as always under construction 

[…] It is never finished; never closed. Perhaps we could imagine space as a simultaneity 

of stories so far (ibid.: 9, org. emphasis) 
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Massey (2005: 10) continues, in line with the anthropological scholars presented above, to 

argue for the anti-essentialization of space. That is, that space exists because of its relation to 

other entities and identities – it does not precede them and cannot exist without them. Thus, one 

could again return to Casey (1993), though this time paraphrasing, and say that more than just 

guaranteeing place, being also guarantees space.  

Within the conceptualization of space and place as presented above, space and place are in 

a co-dependent dialectic relationship where place, to the same extent as space, is a deliberate 

and continuous construction (Appadurai, 2013: 254). The theoretical framework in this thesis 

builds on this understanding of place and space: it sees place as independent, though not parted, 

from space and focuses more so on how global forces are indigenized into place; “into their 

own cultural space in the global scheme of things” (Sahlins, 1999: 410). Place is thus actively 

made through movement and trajectories (Ingold 2010), and through the imaginative work of 

people (Appadurai, 1996: 5ff). However, more than being a deliberate construction, the thesis 

also emphasizes the way space and place is experienced and, further, how their constructions 

are dependent on the human experience (Low, 2009: 21f). Understanding space and place as 

both constructions and as experiences, allows the thesis to approach the way Vittangi is being 

made home through the inhabitants’ participation in its place-making processes, as well as how 

the inhabitants’ experiences of being in Vittangi make it feel like home. For the latter, the thesis 

applies a phenomenological approach which will be discussed further in the next section.   

 

The Phenomenological and the Precarious  
 

As was stated in the introduction of this section, locality is understood as a phenomenological 

property of social life. It must, however, be considered in relation to “the actual setting in and 

through which social life is reproduced” (Appadurai, 1996: 182). For while there is a 

phenomenological approach to the ethnographic material, it does not deny that the creation of 

locality is a continuous, everyday effort. Hinkson (2017: 53) shares a critique towards the 

phenomenological turn, arguing that people’s experience of the world is taught, that they have 

learned to “signify their experience in distinctive ways”. Jackson (2017: ix, x) acknowledges 

this in his opening statement of his book How Lifeworlds Work, by saying that people “often 

deliver moral judgement without being able to explain why they feel so strongly about a specific 

issue, acting intuitively and emotionally, invoking personal opinions or group pressures, but 

giving reasons for their actions after the fact” – yet arguing that each person’s learning and 
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socialization process is individual. Indeed, when Ram (2015: 34) shares her memories of 

moving from India to Australia and there learning to appreciate Western Opera, she highlights 

the way knowledge comes “to each of us pre-synthesized by previous generations of human 

existence [and] is constantly sending us emotional cues that we use to expand our 

understanding”. According to Ram (ibid.: 45, 46) the strength in phenomenology lies in its 

ability to use the subjective experience to disclose that which is objective. By giving an example 

of Tamil women’s anxiety toward giving birth in a hospital, she argues that the experienced 

anxiety (which is subjective) reveals something that lies outside of them (which is objective). 

Thus she calls for an anthropology that builds on the bodily perceptions and experiences, which 

acknowledges that culture is not just about constructions. This is eloquently illustrated by a 

quote from Kafka (ibid.: 34): “An object looks attractive or repulsive before it looks black or 

blue, circular or square” – that is, experience precedes objectivity. In relation to place-making, 

this does not mean to ignore the active participation Vittangi’s inhabitants take in its place-

making processes, but mainly to emphasize the feelings – or moods (ibid.: 46) – which are 

foundational for why people participate. As a way of combining participation and experience, I 

will use the notion of precarity. This will not be used as a “super concept” (Han, 2018: 339) for 

making sense of the material, rather it functions as an approach to make the ephemeral 

dimensions of life that are part of the place-making processes visible. Further, as home is 

understood as a subjective sense of rootedness (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019: 2), precarity serves 

as a helpful tool in highlighting the subjective experiences of Vittangi which make it feel like 

home to its residents. As Kathleen Stewart (2012: 519) puts it:  

Precarity can take the form of a sea change, a darkening atmosphere, a hard fall, or barely 

perceptible sense of a reprieve. Attachments, or ways of living, can be precious without 

melodrama. Ordinary things that matter because they shimmer precariously.  

Following Stewart, precarity is, at once, a state of things, a state of being and, when written in 

its emergent form it is a way to “approach ordinary, tactile composition, everyday wordings 

that matter in many ways beyond their status as representations or objects of moralizing” (ibid.). 

This can, for instance, and as will be shown later on in the thesis, be by the simple act of walking 

(see Österlund-Pötzsch 2011) or telling stories (see Jackson 2002).  

The notion of precarity surfaced with the precarious forms of labor that emerged during the 

1980s in the light of globalization. The new form of labor was conceived as being reorganized 

“from that of the Fordist assembly line, privileging the proletariat to the small-scale forms of 

flexible […] labor” (Han 2018: 335; see also Hinkson 2017: 51). Understanding precarity from 
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this historical point of view frames the it as historically bounded, and pins it to a specific event 

in time, while it at the same time points to a global conflict that is emergent everywhere – 

notwithstanding one’s involvement or development within the capitalist system (Han 2018: 

337). Ettlinger (2007: 320), on the other hand, presents precarity as something that is not 

necessarily limited to “a specific context in which precarity is imposed by global events or 

macro structures”, but rather as a state “of vulnerability relative to contingency and the inability 

to predict”. Reading Allison, Hinkson (2017: 52) relates, similarly to Ettlinger, precarity as a 

feeling of displacement and disconnectedness, thus precarity is not only a state but also a feeling 

of a state – a human and ontological condition of exposure (Ettlinger, 2007: 320; Han, 2018: 

332) – which, furthermore, is related to the state of other places and realities.  

Precarity will be used in this sense throughout this thesis, not as a super term or an analytical 

framework through which small-scale forms of labor will be understood, but rather as a method 

of catching the ephemeral, of making visible the minor and subjective sensations of everyday 

life. Understood as an ontological condition that can evoke feelings of disconnectedness and an 

inability to predict, it will be used to lift those aspects of quotidian life in Vittangi that make 

their place-making precarious, which motivates participation and engagement, and what makes 

Vittangi their home.  
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Vittangi 
 

 

The European road 45 has its starting point at the Swedish village Karesuando, located right by 

the northern border to Finland. Following the E45 south, you pass villages you have probably 

not heard the name of before unless you originate from the area. Around 50 kilometers south 

of Karesuando, lies Övre Soppero, followed by Nedre Soppero, and after another 50 kilometers 

you reach Vittangi. In Vittangi, the E45 intersects with the road Centralvägen in the village’s 

north west corner. The E45 continues west towards Kiruna, whereas Centralvägen continues 

through the village. On its way west, the E45 temporarily joins the European Road 10 before it 

proceeds under its original name again. If you follow the E45 for another 5000 kilometers, you 

will end up in Sicily. There are of course other ways of getting to Sicily than by car or bus from 

Vittangi, though they are a 

necessity at least for the first 

section of your travels. First 

you must go to Kiruna, 

located 70 kilometers to the 

west, from there you can be 

in Stockholm in 40 minutes 

by plane where you transit 

to a southbound plane. 

Train is another option, 

though it would be 

recommended to have a 

sufficient amount of time 

between arrival and 

departure – especially 

during the snowy winters.  KARTDATA © 2020 GOOGLE 
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But let us return to Vittangi, or Vittangi Vittanki Vazáš as the blue sign announces to 

travellers when they have reached their destination, in both Swedish, Meänkieli2/Finnish and 

Sami. Besides its harsh climate with long and dark winters (and its summers with midnight 

sun), the region is characterized by its multiethnicity, which is why all signs are written in the 

four languages. Located 70 kilometres east of Kiruna and 100 kilometres south of Karesuando, 

Vittangi belongs to the eastern region of Kiruna municipality, the landscape Lapland, the county 

of Norrbotten and the geographical area called Tornedalen.  

Though rather small, Vittangi is the biggest village in the area. Centralvägen goes through the 

village, intersecting with the E45 in its north west corner. Torneälven (the Torne river) runs on 

the north side of the main road. Between the road and the river are residential houses, 

accompanied by the pizzeria, the accommodation for asylum seekers, and the shoe store 

alongside the road on the west side of the lake. On the opposite side of the road lies the food 

store, a store selling snowmobiles and attires, the church, and more residential houses. From 

the church you have a first-row view of the lake, around which there are more houses making 

the most southern point of the village. In the north-west  corner of the village, where the E45 

and Centralvägen intersects, lie Folkets Hus (The Public’s House), the bus station, the office of 

Vittangi Sportklubb (Vittangi Sports Club), and the elementary school – which the library and 

Vittangi Sportklubb’s gym share facilities with. Further up north on Centralvägen, passing the 

 
2 Meänkieli is one of Sweden’s five official minority languages. It has its roots in Finnish and before it received 

status as an independent language is was considered a Finnish dialect (ISOF, 2018). Meänkieli and Finnish has the 
same word for Vittangi (Vittanki).  
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apartments and the old fire station, you find the healthcare centre and the pharmacy. Drive 

another 100 kilometres north and you are back in Karesuando. In the village everything is within 

a walking distance, which probably is why its inhabitants proclaim Vittangi to be “the five-

minute society”. 

 

A Norrland Saga 
 

Vittangi was founded in 1674 by Hindrich Mickelsson Kyrö, both name and year are engraved 

on a memorial stone by the church. With Torneälven running alongside the village, and the 

wildlife of the forests and fells, Vittangi made a good spot for fishing and hunting. Besides the 

fruitful livelihood opportunities, Lappmarksplakatet is considered to have played an important 

role for the early settlement. Lappmarksplakatet was a state-imposed directive from 1673 that 

gave early settlers tax and military exemption, with the purpose to colonize Lappmarken, i.e. 

the land of the indigenous population Sami (Stenberg 1977: 28f).  

During the mid-19th century, Vittangi’s population reached 100 inhabitants. The church was 

built in the 1840s and served as the main church for Vittangi and the neighboring villages, 

which contributed to the growth of the village. Not too long after the construction of the church, 

a market and a court were also established, and by the turn of the 20th century the roads were 

improved – all of these factors contributed to an increase of the population growth (Högman, 

2017: 84). From the time of the construction of the church, the village had a steady population 

growth, peaking in the 1970 with a total population of 1300 inhabitants. 

The first half of the 20th century was defined, for Vittangi as for the rest of Europe, by 

progress. In 1900 LKAB (Luossavaara Kirunavaara Aktiebolag) opened the mine in Kiruna 

which provided working opportunities for Vittangi’s residents. The mine installed shuttle-buses 

that drove workers back and forth from the mine, thus making it possible for those without a 

car to work. People started to get permanent employment and make money, and the village 

started to flourish. Åke, a Vittangi resident in his eighties, was only a boy when his father got 

a job at the mine, but he remembers how the family could afford to move from the one-room 

house into something bigger. The owner of the shoe store, Hugo, was also only a boy when is 

father, in 1943, relocated the store to its current premises. At that time, he remembers, there 

were store every 300 meters on Centralvägen: next to his father’s shoe store was a furniture 

store, a clothing store and a bakery. Åke tells me that the insurance office and employment 

agency were seated in the village, and that there were 20 trucks located in Vittangi driving 
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timber along the coast. His wife, Berit, recalls farms with cows on pasture around the village. 

At the time of the fieldwork, there are no farms left in the municipality, and the only remaining 

stores are the shoe store and the hardware store. Since the 1970s, the population has decreased 

and today Vittangi has a population of around 760 residents (SCB, 2020), which still is enough 

to make Vittangi one of the largest communities in Kiruna municipality.  

The fate of Vittangi is not different to many other rural communities in Sweden who all 

have suffered from a population redistribution from the “periphery” to the “center” (Amcoff, 

2020: 172f). Though Lappland, the landscape within which Vittangi lies, has arguably been 

characterized by its own specific history. Dubois, et al., (2020: 183) points out that the regional 

economies in Norrland was built mainly to utilize the natural resources of the region, and 

Lapland, which also had been colonized, had its land divided over several parties (Nilsson 2011: 

42). The relationship between Norrland and the Swedish industrialization project was of dual 

character; Sweden relied on the natural resources of Norrland for its expansion, while Norrland 

at the same time was perceived as separate from the nation-state Sweden. Eriksson (2008: 6) 

argues that this image was prevalent in the early 1900s: like the West Indies or the Gold Coast, 

Norrland was to be exploited for the benefit of the state.  

The industrialization eventually led to industry close downs, which consequently was 

followed by a depopulation of Norrland’s inland and rural areas. The stronger, and somewhat 

more attractive housing and labour market in the urban areas attracted people, specifically the 

younger generation, to leave their rural homes, thus leaving many rural areas with an aging 

population (Eriksson 2008: 7; Hansen 1998: 13; Niedomsyl & Amcoff 2011: 258). But the 

effects of the industrialization were not reserved for rural Norrland. For a country that is largely 

composed of rural areas, Sweden urbanized quickly: at the turn of the 20th century an estimated 

75% lived in rural areas, in 1930 the divide was 50/50 and today approximately 85% live in 

urban areas (Forsberg, 2013: 249) 

Despite the majority of the population now living in urban areas, Sweden is still largely 

composed of rural areas, which is why the term countryside has different connotations than in 

countries with a less prominent spread of countryside regions. Eriksson (2010: 96) points out 

that in Sweden “rural areas far from the large cities are rarely termed as ‘countryside’ (in 

Swedish: landsbygd’) but merely as ‘sparsely populated area’ (in Swedish: ‘glesbygd’), and 

‘glesbygd’ has no idyllic connotations”. While ‘landsbygd’, i.e. the countryside, might have 

romantic connotations and serve as a recreation land for national or international tourists (see 

e.g. Woods, 2010), the term ‘glesbygd’, i.e. ‘sparsely populated area’, are linked with more 

negative signifiers and is closely associated with Norrland. At the same time, Norrland contains 



 30 

a strong symbolic value that builds on the distinct northern landscape and the indigenous 

population Sami, framing Norrland as a representative of the “traditional” Sweden. As it is 

romanticized as a rural society preceding urbanization, it is also looked down upon for the same 

reasons (Eriksson 2010: 96ff). Matilda, a woman in her late 20s working as a mobile pharmacist 

in Norrbotten, speculated about the dual image of Norrland: 

there really are two images of Norrland. There is the oh it’s beautiful, it’s a special nature 

and environment, you sit in the nature and drink coffee from your guksi3, but then there is 

also this thing with closure communities4 which isn’t as positive… ore dumps and a 

dysfunctional infrastructure, it’s like two poles in a way 

Norrland with its beautiful landscape and special nature serves as a tourist attraction. 

Jukkasjärvi has an Ice Hotel, in Lannavaara they have cottages with glass ceilings so that guests 

can have a perfect view over the northern lights, and Vittangi had a moose park a few years 

ago. Activities such as dog sled rides, reindeer safari and kick sled rides are offered. Activities 

that are, or used to be, part of the daily life for inhabitants in the region are packaged into 

products for tourists to buy. Even more abstract sensations, like the northern lights, are 

commodified and sold as exotic experiences (Woods 2010: 97).  

To conclude, Vittangi is located in a region that still sees the consequences of the historical 

colonialism in both a discursive and material way (Eriksson, 2020: 75), but that also is 

appreciated for its beautiful scenery. There is much more that could be said about this, but this 

thesis is not about politics or representations. However, it is important to have an appreciation 

of its history in order to understand the present social context in which everyday life takes place. 

 

 

 

 

 
3 A drinking cup craved out of wood, a traditional Sami craft. Translated from Swedish träkåsa 

4 Nedläggningsbygd 
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Continuity 
 

Home is “here”, or it is “not here”. The question is not “How?” nor “Who?” but “Where 

is your home?” It is always a localizable idea. Home is located in space,  

but it is not necessarily a fixed space  

Douglas, 1991: 289  

 

If we follow Mary Douglas, we cannot start questions regarding home with ‘how’ or ‘who’, 

because it is about ‘where’. It is also not a question about ‘what’ or ‘why’, as home is not 

defined by its materiality or function. Instead, Douglas invites us to understand home as an 

organizing principle of space, as an entity that brings space under control. But even though 

‘where’ is at its essence, a home is not necessarily fixed in space. There must, however, be an 

element of regularity about it, as Douglas (ibid.: 289) points out: 

The bedding in a Japanese home may be rolled away, and rolled back, morning and night. 

The same with the populations; people flow through a home too, but there are some 

regularities […] a home is not only a space, it also has some structure in time.  

A home needs some sort of continuity, a regularity of its fittings and fixtures, through which 

time is organized and made sense of. A house is thus in itself not a home and must not even 

necessarily be a home (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019: 2). Suffice it to say then that not all houses 

in Vittangi are homes. Indeed, there are houses that are uninhabited, idly standing with frosted 

glasses and gardens packed with snow bearing no sign of any attempts of having it shoved 

away. These houses are not homes.  

A few blocks behind Coop is such a house; seemingly abandoned, three floors high with a 

grey asbestos cement façade. On the corner by the door hangs an empty frame, which together 

with the first floor’s large windows creates the impression that the house once might have 

served as a store. The first time I see the house I am out on a walk. As I stand there taking 

pictures of it, three women I do not recognize come sliding down the hill behind me on their 

kickers. “Hey Maja!” one of them says laughingly, ‘”are you standing here taking pictures of 

empty old hotels?” In an instant, the abandoned house that-could-have-been-a-store turns into 



 32 

an old hotel testifying to a time when business was better, with more passers-by, of a time when 

the village looked slightly different. Though the hotel is out of use, the house is not unknown 

and just like the other houses in the village it is part of forming a narrative of the village’s past, 

present and, possibly, future.  

This chapter focuses on knowledge and values and the way they are embedded in the 

village’s locality, with the intention of understanding what makes Vittangi feel like home to its 

inhabitants. First, the chapter approaches the sensation of home by focusing on the inhabitants’ 

relationship to the village, specifically to the houses. This is done through the movement to and 

from the houses, in both time and space. By so doing, it highlights both how home is an 

organizing principle of space, as well as a subjective sensation (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019: 2). 

Secondly, by examining the ways the global intersects with the local it will be shown how 

Vittangi’s place-making processes are not locally bound but instead extending its confined 

locality.  

 

Feeling at Home 
 

The sun is out, shining brightly on the snow that squeaks under the soles of my shoes. Outside 

Coop, I meet Tapio who has agreed to take me on a guided tour of the village. Tapio is in his 

early sixties and has temporarily returned to Vittangi to support his old mother after his father 

passed away. Tapio is passionate and energetic, and so caring of his surroundings and the 

environment that he has sold his cars and is now using a velomobile, a human-powered vehicle, 

as a primary means of transportation. He has taken the velomobile to the climate meeting in 

Paris, and now he has brought it to the tour.  

With Tapio in the velomobile, constructed so the driver sits closely to the ground, I walk 

quickly next to him trying to not end up behind. As we move through the village he points to 

different houses and tells me their stories. Next to Coop, he tells me, the old community centre 

used to lie. It was relocated a few years back to Suupalo, an area approximately two kilometres 

south of the village’s centre. “There is nothing there now […] you have lost a place where you 

could go, like if it had been a café instead, for instance,” he explains, believing a café would 

have served as a great meeting place for the village’s residents. Tapio used to be on the board 
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for the Hembygdsförening5 who managed the community centre at the time of the move. The 

word Hembygdsförening could be translated as folklore association, which would reflect the 

work conducted in it, but it does not fully cover the true sentiments behind the Swedish word 

which also entails an emphasis on a connection to a specific geographical area. 

Hembygdsförening is composed of two words: the latter, förening, means association; and the 

first, hembygd, could be translated to homeland, referring to the region or land where one is 

from. But more than that, homeland can also refer to the subjective experience one’s home can 

evoke, for instance through smells or characteristic scenery imagery (Sanani & Lenhard, 2019: 

9). It does therefore not necessarily limit itself to a confined locality, but can extend to other 

places sharing certain commonalities from a cultural, historical or geographical perspective 

(Norin, 2020).  

When Hembygdsföreningen in Vittangi decided to relocate the community centre, Tapio 

was sceptical, knowing that it would mean that the village would lose a public meeting place 

for its people to meet, exchange ideas and build relations. Yet he did not protest: 

They wanted to expand Blomstergården [the elder care centre]. It was the municipality’s 

plan […] In a way, I saw what was going to happen. I was on the board at the time, I didn’t 

protest but I felt that, okay, if they want to invest in this they will  

As we continue with our tour through the village Tapio acts as a guide, sharing stories and 

knowledge about Vittangi. He points to a blue house that used to be a bank, to a yellow house 

which used to be the location for the radio and sports store where he had his first internship as 

a schoolboy. Further down the road, by the lake, stands a white house that used to be a flower 

shop. On the lake is an artificial island, to which he points and explains:   

That island is [Veine’s6] work. He lived in that red house over there, where I have lived as 

well. We [Tapio and his ex-wife] bought it in 1986, and we separated in ‘97 and she sold 

it three years later. Now I’ve heard that they have a water damage there and have moved 

out to the house I once built as an office for myself 

Every place has a story worth telling and Tapio seems to know them all by heart. In The Politics 

of Storytelling, Jackson (2002: 15) writes about the existential function stories and storytelling 

 
5 Hembygdsföreningarna (plural) is part of a wider movement that began in the 20th century as a protest against 

the industrialization, and works to conserve cultural traditions of the homeland as well as working politically to 
raise questions regarding it (Norin, 2020) 

6 Veine is a man I know nothing about more than that he made the artificial island on the lake 
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has for humans, disclosing how they can be a “vital human strategy for sustaining a sense of 

agency in the face of disempowering circumstances”. Walking through the village and hearing 

Tapio talk about the places we pass by, I see before me a village that has lost a lot of its former 

activity. Sharing and telling its story can thus be seen as a means of regaining power, to take 

control over a precarious world, and “alter the balance between [acting] and [being] acted upon” 

(ibid.: 16). For whatever reasons stores have been closed or community centres relocated, 

sharing their stories bring them back to life and re-inscribe their life onto the place where they 

once stood as it gives them meaning – though not necessarily chronology (Finnström, 2015: 

228).  

By walking through the village like this, it is obvious how “locality does not equal stasis. 

In fact, motility is an essential way of perceiving and developing a sense of locality” (Österlund-

Pötzsch 2011: 110). Being guided through the village, listening to stories of the houses and the 

different places, Tapio inscribes himself in the village and into the community that shares them 

with him (Jackson, 2002: 23). Not only does he have knowledge about it, but also personal 

memories. He has been part of building a house which he no longer owns – but he knows who 

owns it and that it has a water damage. Telling these stories and sharing small, seemingly 

insignificant details of the village and the landscape, allows the village to “be understood from 

the perspective of a life story, tying a personal biography into the perception of the […] 

environment” (Lee & Ingold, 2006: 75). Experiencing the place by foot is an important factor 

in its creation as places are “constituted by the movements to, from and around them” (ibid.: 

76; Low, 2009: 24f). What Tapio shows, however, is that besides the physical act of walking, 

talking or telling as a way of sharing information also constitutes an important aspect of place-

making as it substantiates the past and present reality of the village. By his guidance, the act of 

walking becomes a learning session which bring the locality to life. 

Further down the road we meet Vendela who is out shovelling snow off the sidewalk by 

her house. Vendela is a woman in her 70s who sings in the church choir together with Tapio 

and, as for a few weeks back, me. Vendela moved back to Vittangi from Dalarna, a county in 

the south-west, in 2004 when her mother got sick, and after her mother’s death Vendela moved 

into her house. I compliment her on the house, to which I get a short but confirming response: 

“yeah, spacious”. It is a large, red wooden house – it really is a beautiful house. It was built by 

her mother’s grandparents a long time ago, she says. Tapio draws her attention to the large 

icicles hanging down from the ceiling, testifying that the isolation is poor. Vendela sighs, she 

knows this means that she will have to do something about the roof. It cannot be easy living 
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alone in such a big house I think to myself, but she says she cannot leave the house - it has been 

in her life ever since she was born:  

I have walked here every day to my grandmother after school. My mom was a women’s 

hairdresser, she had a salon down in the village. So you’d pass by mom and say hi and then 

you’d walk to grandmother […] you feel like home. I feel that here  

Like Tapio’s guidance through the village, Vendela’s story also illustrates how the act of 

walking and physically finding one’s way is an important element for feeling home (Österlund-

Pötzsch 2011: 110). To Vendela, the house is more than a shelter and a household, but a feeling 

of home. Douglas (1991: 298) points out that the home is a non-profit institution whose 

operations can be difficult to justify if it is not for the continuance of it, and the house Vendela 

lives in has continued to stay in her family for three generations. The production of locality is 

a structure of feeling rather than the actual spatiality, Appadurai argues (1996: 181). Thus, 

though the house has been in the village for a long time, it is through the feelings it evokes in 

Vendela that is substantiate for Vittangi’s place-making. By allowing her to bring her memories 

into the future, it provides a structure in time – making the house her home (Samanani & 

Lenhard, 2019: 9f).  

 

Returning Home 
 

Jacob and Madeleine live in a yellow brick house in a rather typical, Swedish villa 

neighbourhood. Other two-story houses reside next to theirs, post-boxes by the curb, gardens 

white from snow which climbers up against the house walls. Stepping inside the house, the hall 

is filled with jackets and shoes. Jacob is in the vibrant and colourful kitchen, putting on coffee. 

The walls are in a bright pink, the wooden sofa by the table is dressed in a blue, flowery fabric. 

Children’s drawings and prints hang on the walls and refrigerator, flowers and books on the 

shelves; there are a lot of details to rest your eyes on. A cat wanders around, cautiously 

observing the stranger sitting on his sofa.  

Both Jacob and Madeleine are in their forties and work in creative professions: Jacob is an 

author and Madeleine works with tourism for a destination management organization. 

Madeleine originates from Vittangi but has lived in Stockholm for nearly two decades. Jacob, 

on the other hand, comes from a small village outside of Gävle, a town about two hours north 

of Stockholm. He too has lived in Stockholm nearly his entire adult life. Together they lived in 
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an apartment in the inner city, but in 2012 they moved to Vittangi with their son Helge and at 

the time unborn daughter Tora. The house they now live in was built by Madeleine’s paternal 

grandparents, and after their death Jacob and Madeleine started discussing if they should buy 

the house: “I think Madeleine always has dreamed about moving back here,” Jacob tells me, 

“she has her whole family here. When [her grandparents] died, her siblings, Madeleine’s dad 

[started to] talk about what they should do with the house, and then we started talking like, what 

the heck, maybe we should buy it.”  

While they now live in Vittangi and are the new owners of the yellow brick house, they 

have kept their apartment in Stockholm as a sublet. Jacob: 

We still have a big part of our lives there, friends and the sort. And it’s a big difference 

living up here and living there, in what type of people there are, in what type of activities 

there are. Both Madeleine and I lived there for fifteen years, so we have quite established 

lives down there. 

Notwithstanding how established their lives were in Stockholm, they thought it would be good 

for their children to grow up in Vittangi and establish a relationship with the older generation. 

In Stockholm neither of them had any family members close by, a characteristic they share with 

many new residents in Stockholm. To see their children develop a relationship with at least one 

side of the family’s older generation was thus a motivating factor for their move.  

Madeleine had always known she wanted to move back to Vittangi at some point in her life. 

When thinking about it, she is not sure she ever actually wanted to leave, rather, she had to, she 

says. Growing up, she did not feel like there were any places or forums where she could express 

her interests in culture, in reading and writing:  

[…] you can’t express that here, or, you couldn’t express that here, now you can. Partly 

because the world has come closer through the Internet, or it’s only through the Internet the 

world has come closer to Vittangi. Like, there are other things, you see other things and 

can get close to other people, and people who have different interests can actually live here. 

You can reach out your hand on the Internet and grab people who want the same things as 

you. Therefore I was forced to [move]… I actually don’t think I really wanted to […] but 

I didn’t have a choice.  

In Jacob and Madeleine’s story is once again the contingency of time as manifested in the 

houses visible – an old person dies, a young person moves in. But here, the house is not only 

an enabler of past connections but also of future ones. By moving into the house, their children 
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are given an opportunity to establish themselves in relation to the older generation, which they 

can carry with them into their future lives. The house does, in other words, enable future 

connections and is the material manifestation of past. 

It is however a simplification explaining their move only through the death of the older 

relatives. As Madeleine’s story above reveals, she once felt forced to leave Vittangi due to a 

lack of opportunities for her to express herself. Now, she explains, the Internet makes it possible 

for her and Jacob to live in Vittangi. There is of course a chance that they would have moved 

to Vittangi even without the Internet, and perhaps it is neither here nor there if that is the case. 

It is however clear how access to the Internet enables both Jacob and Madeleine to live in 

Vittangi and keep doing what they were doing in Stockholm. As pointed out by Madeleine, 

“[Jacob] wouldn’t be able to sit up here and be a writer if it wasn’t [for the Internet], now you 

can write detailed portraits about Stockholm with the help of Google earth.”  

“Is a railroad local or global,” Bruno Latour (quoted in Dirlik, 1999: 157) asks, only to 

answer himself saying it is neither: “It is local at all points, since you always find sleepers and 

railroad workers, and you have stations and automatic tickets along the way […] However, it 

is not universal enough to take you just anywhere” (ibid.). As is the computer, the phone, or 

any device through which the Internet is accessible if we follow Latour’s logic; it is local at all 

points. It is place-bound and dependent on its user’s location, yet allowing the user to virtually 

travel anywhere. It allows Jacob to virtually walk the streets of Stockholm, and it allows 

Madeleine to find people with whom she shares interests. Thus, Madeleine and Jacob are 

dissolving the spatial boundaries for where and how their identities are constructed. Their way 

of expressing themselves and navigating through the world is not limited or restricted by their 

location; their boundaries are instead extending beyond the confined locality of the village 

(Appadurai 1996: 53ff).  

~ ~ ~ 

On the outskirts of the village, alongside a rather badly maintained road (that is what I was told, 

the snow hid all potential flaws) stands a red wooden house. You know it is the house where 

Tapio lives because of the red and yellow velomobile that stands parked on the driveway, in 

sharp contrast to the snowy white surroundings. But the house belongs to Tapio’s mother; Tapio 

is only there temporarily. At the time he has his home in Juoksengi, a small village about 200 

kilometres south of Vittangi. In fact, he has not lived in Vittangi for about 20 years, but after 
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his father passed away in December the previous year, he temporarily left his house and partner 

in Juoksengi to come and help his mother.  

Like almost every other house in the village the house has a vestibule through which one 

must pass before reaching the hallway. It is warm and dark inside, immediately I get the feeling 

that the house has been inhabited by older people for some time; the furniture and decorations 

are old – though not torn – and on the walls hang paintings and creations made by children and 

grandchildren. In a corner of the living room are toys ready to be played with when the young 

come to visit, and alongside a wall is a big shelf filled with family portraits. A fire burns in the 

old kitchen stove. This house is where Tapio grew up, “dad built it without taking any loans 

which means that … it is kind of cool”. 

At the back of the kitchen Tapio has installed a temporary office with a printer and a large 

computer screen, the technological installation contrasts with the rest of the interior. His mother 

has light dementia and she stroll around in the kitchen telling Tapio to serve me different things 

to eat. I do not understand this myself because she only speaks Finish, but Tapio translates. 

Since his mother is sick and is now living alone, Tapio is considering moving back. He does 

not want to leave her on her own, and she is now on a waiting list to get a room at the elder care 

centre. The house will thus soon be available, so he and his partner are planning on taking over 

it. For Tapio, this means he will return home after 20 years, “It’s fun that so many things have 

happened in the village. One thing that has happened since I left 20 years ago is that a new 

generation has grown up.” He is positive about moving back, excited about all the changes that 

have happened in the village. He has lived nearly his entire life in small villages in the north, 

and he enjoys the social intimacy a small community offers;  

You can stop and talk to people […] it’s less stress and less, hopefully, there is… there is 

a social control, but hopefully also less social isolation. Mom complains about that, that no 

one is visiting her, yet she has a social network that on a visit basis transgresses mine (ibid.).  

There is less social intimacy in Vittangi than where he currently lives, he says, but it is 

nonetheless stronger than in the cities. For Tapio, social intimacy is not only connected to 

people but to nature as well. One day, we are sitting in his kitchen looking out the window as 

Tapio points in different directions explaining to me where different lakes and mountains lie, 

telling me the backgrounds of their names. All places have names, he explains, but they have 

gone lost, “and that’s a tragedy, you lose the … entirety, and [it] creates displacement.” Outside 

the window are a row of spruces which Tapio’s father planted for his grandchildren. After his 

father had died, Tapio made a wreath from their branches in order to commemorate his memory. 
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With the spruces still standing outside the window, they carry the story of Tapio’s father – 

creating a contingency between man and nature over time.  

Tapio works for an environmental organization with the global climate on a political and 

jurisdictional level. He is passionate about the subject, and it is reflected in the way he speaks 

about it – it is as if it cannot be separated from his personal life. Looking out on the forests and 

mountains outside the window, he says: 

There is a problem with young people […] because, people who are young wake up one 

day and they open their eyes… they are born, that is. And they start to look at their 

surroundings and they see that ‘it looks like this’, and what they don’t understand is that 

the mountain over there… it’s been chopped, it used to be gammelskog (old grown forest) 

there … They can’t see what’s changed. We have a situation where you lose time, like, an 

insight of what is changing. 

People are born in the world and they get to know it in its existing shape. Some people die 

young, some live to see all that is changing. His words are echoed in Tim Ingold’s (2011: 95) 

observation that “the environment is, in the first place, a world we live in, and not a world we 

look at. We inhabit our environment: we are part of it; and through this practice of habitation it 

becomes part of us too”. The knowledge Tapio has about nature becomes a social memory, 

which he can use to create bondages over time (Österlund-Pötzsch, 2011: 111ff). And on the 

same line, it is clear how a lack of knowledge can dissolve it. 

   

Houses and Value 
 

Åke and Berit live in a one-floor, red wooden villa half-way between the church and Tapio’s 

mother’s house. It is nice and tidy inside, with pictures of grandchildren hanging on the wall in 

the living room. Berit is in the kitchen preparing coffee, Åke sits silently on the other side of 

the kitchen table, snapping his fingers against it. He has just returned from a hospital visit in 

Gällivare. They do not have the type of x-ray Åke needs in Kiruna, so he has to drive 100 

kilometres to the second closest hospital instead. Both Åke and Berit are in their eighties and 

have lived their whole lives in Vittangi, and it shows – their knowledge about the village and 

its residents is equivalent to the years lived here. From their kitchen window they point to 

neighbouring houses, telling me who lives there now, who used to live there, when they moved 

in or out, and when houses were built or bought.  
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There used to be a strong sense of solidarity in the village in the past, Berit says, everyone 

knew who was from Vittangi and who was not. They tell me about friends who has moved to 

Vittangi and experienced this attitude as a hindrance of getting into the community. Berit 

believes that there has been a change of attitude now however, because they need people to 

move to the village. They seem troubled over the decreasing population in the village, and I get 

curious: the mine is a big employer, getting a job should not be a problem, so I ask them why 

they think people are not moving to Vittangi? Berit and Åke reply in one voice: “because there 

are no houses!”  

People have always built their own houses, Åke and Berit explains, since no houses are 

being commercially built. They built their house in 1969 for a sum that today adjusts to 

approximately 770 000 SEK7 (Statistiska Centralbyrån, 2020). Nowadays, you need around two 

million SEK to cover the same costs. Getting a mortgage that corresponds to that price is hard 

to get for the Vittangi residents, due to the banks’ low valuation of the land. When it comes to 

land value, Vittangi is in a special position. In consideration to its rich natural resources, 

Vittangi is located on very valuable land – the mine’s extraction of ore is a big and important 

part of Sweden’s export – though this does evidently not factor into the banks’ valuations. But 

for its residents, it is not what can be exported or measured in monetary means that determines 

the value of the land they live on. The following story, told to me by Åke, illustrates the mosaic 

situation that Vittangi is in.  

A few years ago, the municipality had plans on redirecting the traffic in the village. The 

idea was to redirect the traffic from Centralvägen to Karesuandovägen, which in turn was 

supposed to be rebuilt to go on the outskirts of the village instead of through it. 

Karesuandovägen passes by Åke and Berit’s house, and their land overlapped on the 

municipality’s rebuilding plans. One day, Åke got a call from the municipality: they wanted to 

buy 80 square metres of their land. Åke agreed and sold the land. But someone in the village 

protested against the plans as the new road would pass too close to their house, and so the 

project was closed. The municipality called back to Åke, wanting to sell the land back to him, 

to which Åke replied: ‘I’ll buy it for one SEK per square metre’. The municipality thought Åke 

was joking and did not take his proposal seriously, but after some time they called back, having 

realized that Åke’s price proposal actually corresponded to the actual valuation of the land. ‘But 

at that time I had already planted lilacs by the ditch’ Åke said with a shrug, as if implying that 

he could not be bothered to redo the garden which the purchase would entail. He tells the story 

 
7 1 Euro adjusts to approximately 10.2 SEK 
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laughingly, though with a somewhat bitter undertone. After all, the story is not just about a bad 

deal, but about how the land they live on is worth next to nothing. 

Only Åke knows the degree of truth in this story, yet it exposes two things. There is another 

“frame of reference” (de L’Estoile, 2014: 64) in the village from which values that are not 

dictated by the global capital are created. In the end, Åke declined the municipality’s offer even 

though they met his proposal: he had planted flowers, and the new aesthetics of his garden was 

worth more than the trouble of buying his former land back. Yet, the low valuation of the land 

is a cause for frustration among the inhabitants, not only because of the difficulties it creates 

for obtaining house loans, but also because it connects to how Vittangi as a home is valued. If 

the traffic would have been redirected, the village would have died out, Berit said; the village 

centre needs the passers-by for its survival. The global economy positions Vittangi in a state of 

precarity: starting with the valuation of the land, it spreads (see Hinkson, 2017: 52) to vital parts 

of Vittangi’s infrastructure that enables people to live there. Yet, people stay, for “’the 

economy’”, de L’Estoile (2014: 63) writes, “is, despite its central position in our own world, a 

contingent one”. The land may be valueless from a global perspective, and though it impacts 

the conditions under which the inhabitants live, they still make Vittangi their home.  

.  

 The Value of a House 
 

Walking from Berit and Åke’s house towards the church I pass a large white villa. It belongs 

to Hanna and Tom. The entrance is on the back of the house, the little staircase that leads up to 

the door is made of unpainted wooden planks – the keys are left in the door lock. The house is 

under construction, the first floor is all dust, ladders and nails. So far, Hanna and Tom have 

done nearly everything themselves except for the electricity.  

Hanna is in her late 20s and mother of two and has just bought the house together with her 

partner Tom. It was not easy, however, getting the house: “it’s like I told Tom, it’s almost like 

you become religious when you get a house like this”. When I ask her why, she explains that it 

is hard to obtain loans for houses in the village. A house will never be valued to over 800 000 

SEK, she says, regardless of what shape they are in. When they were in the process of finding 

a house they had their eyes on a particular house that got sold for 1,1 million SEK: “that was 

on bidding, and we put in 620 [thousand SEK] and their bid was far above ours so we had 

never… we inspected the house and it had quite a lot of flaws, so we would never put in that 

much [money]”. Another house they had looked at was priced at 620K SEK, which they did 



 42 

not get a loan for. This is not, Hanna says, because of their private economy, “if you would 

have bought a house in […] Kiruna you’d get a loan for 2 million immediately, because I mean 

economically, we have a high income, my sambo and I”.  

Getting a loan for construction, on the other hand, seems fruitless. And even if you could 

get a loan for construction, Hanna says, you will not get it if you plan to build it in Vittangi. 

That feels… I mean, why should someone at the bank decide what I should take loans for? 

I understand that they have their calculation and things like that, but you [should] decide 

for yourself where you want to live. So that is a bit … frustrating, I have to say […] They 

should do a new calculation for how they value houses and such 

The European stock of capital is based in real estate, which has made housing people’s largest 

assets in their everyday life (Christophers, 2013: 885). As a consequence, housing prices – at 

least in urban areas – are reaching the limit of unaffordability (Fernandes & Aalbers, 2016: 

902). But in Vittangi and other rural areas in Sweden, the global stock of capital has had the 

opposite impact. Instead of serving as assets, houses in rural areas are viewed as liabilites on 

the global market, making it difficult for people to obtain loans as “lenders may fear not getting 

their money back” (Niedomoysl & Amcoff, 2011: 258). But even though houses in Vittangi 

may be qualified as “bad investments” from a global perspective, it never seemed to be a 

concern to those I spoke with. Perhaps because those whom I spoke with already were house 

owners, or perhaps it is because “place is always an embodied experience” (Garner, 2001: 133).  

Hanna moved to Kiruna after high school to attend the gymnasium. She stayed in the city 

for a few years, but eventually she began to miss her home and moved back. It is in Vittangi 

she has her family and friends, and now that she has got children she feels that it is even more 

important to live in Vittangi. This is where she wants her children to grow up: in a safe 

environment with family nearby. Hanna, as many other residents in Vittangi, buy houses 

because they are located in the village. The houses, whether they are old hotels or actual 

households, are all part of Vittangi’s physical structure to which its inhabitants have relations 

based in the embodied experience of being in the village. Thus, while the houses themselves 

are not necessarily homes, they are part of the subjective experience which makes Vitangi feel 

like home. And the sense of home, of being “rooted within the world” (Samanani & Lenhard, 

2019: 2) is valuable in a way which cannot be monetized.  

The global economy has received an essential status in the world, through which other 

realities are understood and “seen as opposite, subordinate, or complementary to capitalism, 

never as sources of a significant economic difference” (Escobar, 2001 153f).  This is not to 
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suggest that the experience-based values in Vittangi make its own economic system, but rather 

to emphasize that it is a system in its own right. Studying the relationship between money and 

friendship for sugar plantation workers in Brazil, de L’Estoile (2014: 69) observes how “Money 

and friendship are valued differently because they are associated with different temporalities 

and moralities”. As has been shown throughout this chapter, the closeness to family, knowledge 

of the tangible and intangible surroundings establishes a connection to the past, present and 

future in the village, creating a sense of continuity. These are experienced-based values which, 

as in the case of the Brazilian sugar plantation workers, can be understood to exist in a different 

temporality than those deriving from the global economy. This does not mean that the one 

system excludes the other – in fact, they are dependent on each other for their existence 

(Massey, 2005: 8ff). But when it comes to making home, the experience-based values matter 

more than the monetary values of the global economy. For the purpose of understanding what 

makes Vittangi feel like home, the social reality of Vittangi within which its experience-based 

values are made needs to be prioritized. From such a perspective, Vittangi is at center – and we 

can see how global values exists parallel with the experience-based values which are integral 

for the sense of home. 
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Participation  
 

 

I saw then that locality itself was a creation that required effort, imagination, deliberation, 

and persistence, and that it was quite the opposite of a default state or condition.  

Appadurai, 2013: 254 

 

In one of his early attempts to make sense of globalization, Appadurai (2013) realized that the 

creation of the local was done on the same premises as its supposed opposite (i.e. the global) – 

that the local needed the same persistence and participation from its subjects. Despite this, 

Appadurai says, most people are relatively unaware of their own participation, rather “they 

experience these worlds as given, as external to them, as relatively fixed, and as largely 

indifferent to their own preferences and desires” (ibid.: 253). In this chapter, it will be clear that 

this is not the case in Vittangi. On the contrary, Vittangi’s residents are consciously 

participating and engaging in the social life of the village in order to maintain its locality. The 

chapter thus pays attention to how this conscious participation is expressed, as well as on the 

motivations behind it. This is done by examining the voluntary work that takes place at Folkets 

Hus and Vittangi Sportklubb, and the relationship the inhabitants have to the grocery store 

Coop.  

These three sites are understood as infrastructural institutions for the social life of the 

village. Following Larkin (2013), infrastructure is understood as a force that not only affects 

subjects on a technological level but also through their senses: 

This mode of operating comprises an important part of infrastructure’s political address – 

the way technologies come to represent the possibility of being modern, of having a future, 

or the foreclosing of that possibility and a resulting experience of abjection – and it happens 

on the individual as well as on the societal level. (2013: 333)  

By this understanding, the form and function, and the absence or presence of infrastructure is 

political and can thereby inform of global and local attitudes and identities towards it. 

Approaching the village’s leisure infrastructure with this in mind, and from the perspective of 

the inhabitants, this chapter will disclose how these sites – more than being part of the village’s 
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leisure infrastructure – also are sites of local development work where inhabitants contribute to 

the making of their home and its future. (Escobar, 2001: 155).  

 
Folkets Hus 

 

Folkets Hus is a yellow, wooden house located at the intersection of Centralvägen and the 

European road 45. It is a big and rectangular house, its shape slightly resembling a shoe box. 

The building is entered from the side facing the parking lot. Inside, a small staircase leads the 

visitor into the lobby where the ticket box is. Adjacent to the lobby lies the cafeteria; a large 

room with coat hangers and hat racks where winter clothes can hang during the movie. Further 

into the room is the counter where snacks, drinks and micro popcorn can be bought at a low 

price. Against the wall facing the parking lot stand small, rectangular tables, four chairs around 

each, with decorative plastic flowers on top. In the middle are red couches placed out in groups 

of two with round tables between them. This is where visitors sit down while waiting for the 

evening’s movie to begin, or during the intermission of a concert, eating snacks or drinking 

coffee while talking to each other. In the back corner of the cafeteria is the entrance to the 

auditorium where there is a stage and a big movie screen, hidden by red curtains.  

Folkets Hus is an association run by volunteers. Besides arranging the sporadic concerts 

and lectures, they also organize the weekly cinema, which is the focus of this sub-chapter. Every 

Sunday at 7 pm from the end of September to the end of May, a new movie is screened at 

Folkets Hus, and once a month they organize a children’s’ matinée, usually on Saturdays around 

3 pm. Movies are announced on a Facebook page dedicated for the cinema, where information 

about time, cost and what the movie is about is posted.  

Jacob sits on the board for Folkets Hus and Vittangi Allutveckling (Vittangi Development). 

The former runs the cinema and arranges occasional concerts and lectures, the latter sees to the 

general development of the community. Jacob is especially involved in the cinema at Folkets 

Hus. He handles the Facebook page and is often standing behind the cafeteria counter selling 

snacks, sometimes accompanied by his son. All work is voluntary, meaning that the Sunday 

nights Jacob spends at Folkets Hus is uncompensated. Jacob emphasizes the importance of the 

voluntary work in Sweden and specifically the importance it has for places like Vittangi:  

[I]n Stockholm there are so many opportunities to do things, culture and sports activities 

and whatever you might be interested in… at the same time I think we do as many things 
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here as in Stockholm, because here you do almost everything there is to do because that is 

what is offered. When it comes to sports, for instance, there’s gymnastics on Wednesdays 

for adults and kids, on Thursdays there is badminton… Floorball and football once a week. 

They have classes … you can, you can attend workout classes every day. And all this for a 

very low cost in comparison to the city […] And it’s important for Vittangi, if we want a 

sports club or a cinema it’s we who must do it […] I think it’s the only way to keep these 

kinds of places alive, because we can’t have things done on a professional basis [here]  

The difference, as pointed out by Jacob, is that in a city these activities and events come in 

bigger quantities and do not require its participants to partake more than by attending. In 

Vittangi, however, the variety is limited and exists only because of the inhabitants’ engagement 

and commitment. This sort of local work is not uncommon in the Swedish rural countryside, 

Forsberg (2013) notes. More than being local work, it can be seen as local development work 

which includes both “organizations and associations that work locally for community 

development” (ibid.: 252). Folkets Hus is not profiled as a local development group, yet the 

work conducted there – and the sentiments behind it – strives to holistically develop the 

community in both a social and infrastructural way.  

With this said, Jacob also expresses a concern over the decreasing associationism in Sweden 

in general and in Vittangi specifically. He believes that associations and voluntary work are 

important for the survival of small communities like Vittangi. Jacob is forty-three and, he says, 

“I’m generally the youth alibi on the board”. That is, despite Jacob’s age he is the youngest on 

the board, and there is a concern amongst the board members regarding the lack of youths that 

volunteer. But the concerns stretch beyond the number of volunteers and the work put into the 

association. Jacob and his colleagues are also troubled over the low attendance at the cinema. 

During the course of the fieldwork, I attended six screenings out of which one was a children’s 

matinée. At the least we were two in the audience and at the most up to forty, which was the 

children’s matinée. A standard night, however, would have around ten to fifteen people in the 

audience, an amount Jacob thinks is decent: “When we’re discussing at meetings and go over 

the number of visitors each screening has had, everything over ten is an ok number for a normal 

movie. And it’s not unusual that we have like three paying [visitors], that do happen a few times 

each semester”. Even though the cinema is an appreciated element in the village, it is not 

reflected in the attendance.  

Many people I spoke with would mention the cinema when talking about the village, often 

in a slightly surprised tone: we even have a cinema! Jacob finds it disappointing that the other 

inhabitants are not engaging more in its activities, “it’s a thing where I don’t think people see 
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the point in keeping it under their arms”. His colleagues, Jacob tells me, believe the low 

attendance depends on the digitalization of the movies. One night, I am talking to Mary who is 

also on the board for Folkets Hus and usually sits behind the ticket box during cinema nights. 

She believes that the movies come to Vittangi too quickly; people have not heard about them 

before they are being screened: ‘People can come three weeks after a show and ask why we 

haven’t shown that movie, and then we have to tell them that we already have!’ Before the 

digitalization, movies came by taxi to Vittangi. As soon as the screenings in Kiruna were over, 

a taxi drove the movies the 70 kilometres to Vittangi and as soon as the screening in Vittangi 

was over, they were sent back, Mary tells me. Despite the hassle of sending movies back and 

forth between the two places, the time it took to get the physical movies to the region was 

enough to make the residents aware of the films that were going to be screened. Now, however, 

the time it takes is not enough for the information to spread.  

Madeleine, Jacob’s wife, believes it is about interest. If you are interested in film, she 

speculates, you read reviews and keep yourself updated, but if you are not, there is a higher 

chance you will miss the opportunity:  

[Folkets Hus] only screen movies once. I mean, in Stockholm they reach their longtail 

because they screen their movies for weeks, but we only get one chance. And if you by that 

time don’t know that this is like a blockbuster, you’re screwed. 

The premises for the cinema in Vittangi are different than for cinemas in bigger cities where 

movies are screened for a longer time. Here, they only have one chance to make people come 

to a movie. If people have not heard about the particular movie in time for the screening, there 

is a high probability that they will not show up. Like Madeleine, Jacob also believes that this 

could be the reason for the low attendance but even though there is a logical explanation he is 

frustrated about peoples’ lack of commitment. Often, people will tell him that they will come 

to a certain screening only to not show up. While this frustrates Jacob, Madeleine is not 

surprised: “you can’t ask people would you watch this movie because everyone will say yes, 

but their actual behaviour will show something else”. For her, this is a question of image; of 

wanting to live in a place where there is activity and a variety of things to do, 

I mean, many of them knew from the start they wouldn’t attend, but you want stuff to 

happen. So, it’s partly about wanting to live in a place where you do these things even if 

you don’t necessarily attend it yourself. It’s a question of image.  
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If we follow Madeleine’s argument, having a cinema is more important than actually 

consuming it because the cinema represents something that corresponds with the image 

inhabitants hold, or want to hold, of their home. For Jacob, however, it becomes a discrepancy 

between the expressed support and the actual behaviour.  

This discrepancy, or inability to predict whether the attitudes other inhabitants have towards 

the cinema will be enough for its continuous operations, positions it in a state of precarity (see 

Ettlinger, 2007: 324f). Yet, the cinema is arguably a hub for the village’s leisure infrastructure 

and is a central actor in the village’s leisure life.  

The idea of infrastructure, Larkin (2013) points out, stems from the Enlightenment and its 

ideas of movement and circulation, making infrastructure “intimately caught up with the sense 

of shaping modern society and realizing the future” (ibid.: 323). The cinema is a tool for making 

the village a living place – a place where a variety of things happen, a place its inhabitants want 

to identify with. As such, it can be understood as a form of local development work, as well as 

an expression of Vittangi being connected to the surrounding world. Notwithstanding what the 

cinema’s attendances look like, by existing in the village it constitutes a site towards which 

ideas of development and the future can be realized and imagined (Escobar, 2001: 155). 

Roudometof (2003) understands these kinds of processes through the term “glocalization”, a 

term composed of the concepts “local” and “global”, to highlight their relationship and how 

things “articulated and consumed in the local context is glocalized modernity, a modernity 

constructed through the selective incorporation of Western cultural artefacts” (ibid.: 52). Unlike 

commercial cinemas with more prominent connections to “modernity” and its ideas of capital 

and profit, the one at Folkets Hus is non-profitable. The Sunday cinema has instead been 

reshaped and can thus be understood, following Roudometof’s (ibid.: 52ff) argument, as an 

expression of glocalization.   

The cinema is in other words a central site for Vittangi’s development, for while its attendance 

rates are low, it still enables the inhabitants to imagine for themselves a future of the home they 

live in (Escobar, 2001: 154ff).  

 

Vittangi Sportklubb  
 

Vittangi Sportklubb (Vittangi Sports Club) has its office on the other side of the E45 of Folkets 

Hus. It is a small house made of red wood, with residential houses and a football field as its 

neighbours. Inside it has a small kitchen, a meeting room and an office where Stina spends her 
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days. Vittangi Sportklubb is, like Folkets Hus, a non-profit association, and Stina is its only 

employee, hired as a clerk. We meet in the office kitchen; a small room with a little pantry, and 

a tall table with bar stools. I have been told to meet with Stina, that if I want to learn about the 

village it is with her I should speak. I was told she is an active participant of the village’s life, 

and I am not surprised that she is when we meet: full of energy with sparkly eyes, she really 

makes an impression as someone who is out and about.  

Besides her formal employment, she also has voluntary commitments and is active in the 

association’s different sections, specifically the exercise and healthcare section for which she 

holds classes: “but as a clerk I’m… I am the handyman”, Stina explains, “I mow the lawn during 

the summers, clean and stuff […] I do the daily accounting, billing, all email, members, 

organizations, sends everything where it’s supposed to go…” 

There are many activities going on at Vittangi Sportklubb. They have several classes every 

day, and during holidays they arrange different kinds of events depending on the season. They 

used to have a football team, Stina tells me, who in 1984 made it to the highest division in 

Swedish football and even went to Sotji in Russia, “it was the thing; the Nordic Valkyries on 

the football field”, she says laughingly. The football team does however not exist anymore since 

there are not enough children, but they have practices. 

Stina is positive and pleased with the association’s different activities and that they have 

something for everyone and every age; “on Thursdays we have a group of chi-gong ladies! So 

yes, it feels like we have activities for everyone”. The only trouble is finding new instructors,  

Every spring [we wonder] who will be instructors in the fall? If you think about it, I’ve 

been an instructor for thirty years, and during that time people have come and gone… and 

now, I don’t think I can carry on with the gymnastics because of my knee. But, to make the 

youths come to the classes and [make them] feel safe […] so that you get them to become 

instructors eventually, but it’s not that easy. Because then there is the thing, another hassle, 

because after you graduate from ninth grade, you leave. Then you start gymnasium in 

Kiruna. 

After ninth grade, children must either commute or move to Kiruna where the gymnasium is – 

which is the Swedish equivalent to upper secondary education – and after graduating, many 

choose to stay in Kiruna or move elsewhere. The lack of youth in the village becomes a problem 

for the associations who are dependent on volunteers for their activities. Stina is however 

optimistic, at their last meeting three new people of the younger generation had signed up for 

the board and will soon start to hold their own classes.  
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Vittangi Sportklubb has around 500 members and, because of the amount of activities they 

offer, is the biggest association in the village. Around Christmas each year they arrange a 

homecoming party for inhabitants and ex-inhabitants, during which the membership number 

usually increases. With all the activities they offer, Stina says the association resembles a 

byalag. Byalag could be translated to village community and is a form of local association. 

Historically, byalag have been important for smaller villages as they up until the 19th century 

had jurisdictional functions and saw to the common interest of the village.  Now, however, they 

mainly serve as social meeting places where events and activities are arranged.  

Vittangi Sportklubb’s function and structure resembles Folkets Hus’, and like Folkets Hus, 

Vittangi Sportklubb is also an important institution in the village’s social life. The two 

institutions provide a platform for inhabitants to meet and imagine a community they want to 

live in, thus giving inhabitants power to themselves be able to shape and realize their future 

(Appadurai, 1996: 7). At the same time, the dependency on volunteers makes the institutions 

precarious. If inhabitants do not, like Jacob and the other volunteers, acknowledge that it is they 

who must do it, the associations will fall apart.  

~ ~ ~ 

At Jacob and Madeleine’s kitchen table we come to talk about whether or not they feel like they 

have the potential to influence the village. For Madeleine, the answer is easy: “I think so, I think 

I have a rather big influence. That’s what’s nice with a small community”. Unlike in the cities, 

Madeleine feels that the possibility to actually do something is easier in smaller places like 

Vittangi, simply because things are more available in smaller communities. She tells about a 

conversation she had with a friend, who had issues with her son’s off-school activities,  

I was talking to my friend in Stockholm and she was like, well how are you doing [it]? I’ve 

got such problems with Marcus’s off-school activities, first of all they are so expensive and 

then I have to get off work at three [o’clock] in order to make it to those activities.  

The friend’s son wanted to start playing the violin, but the music school was a kilometre away 

from the son’s fritids – a youth recreation centre – and the friend had trouble getting time to 

suffice. For the son to be able to play the violin, the friend would have to decrease her working 

hours. These kinds of issues do not exist for Madeleine or Jacob as everything is so close. Their 

son plays the violin, but in their case “you just put the violin in Helge’s hand”, Madeleine says 

“and fritids will make sure that he gets to his music class!” Jacob interrupts her and adds, “but 
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that’s because he’s only walking down to the music room at school, which is where he already 

is”. “Yes!” Madeleine exclaims and continues:  

I mean, that’s my point. It’s a small community. And later when we [Madeleine and her 

friend] discussed other activities, I said that, well, it’s up to us parents what activities there 

are. There are so many opportunities to do pretty much everything within sports, as long as 

you can volunteer as a leader yourself. I mean, VSK is a very prosperous sports club, when 

it comes to money. So there’s plenty of room to do everything you want to  

Two things are worth noting here. First, Helge is able to play the violin because fritids is located 

in the same building as his school, where in turn the music classes are held. Therefore, he does 

not need help from his parents to get from one place to another, and they do not need to adjust 

their schedules. While this gives freedom in the sense that existing activities are available and 

that whatever types of activities you might want to participate in you can, it requires that the 

inhabitants to engage by volunteering as leaders. The latter is not required in the same way in 

Stockholm or other bigger cities as it is in Vittangi, but the platform for these kinds of 

possibilities are more available. There are nuances to this as well, just because there are 

opportunities for everyone to become a leader, or to in another way influence the village, does 

not mean everyone has the same preconditions to do so. Jacob believes this varies amongst the 

families; depending on what family you come from you will have more or less influence in the 

village. Jacob illustrates this by giving an example with the strong cabin culture in the village. 

A lot of the residents have cabins along the river side where they go during holidays and 

vacations, consequently everything closes when people move their lives to their cabins. Jacob 

explains:  

[…] but not everyone has a cabin. It is the… often there are the well-off families who have 

cabins, and maybe they are the ones who are engaged in VSK and who have this kind of 

contact with each other. We feel that we can talk to Stina who works at VSK, and whose 

children are engaged in the association… so there are unofficial channels [as well]. 

Madeleine agrees and says that she probably has an easier time than other parents in her son’s 

class to talk to Stina at Vittangi Sportklubb or in other ways influence the village, but at the 

same time she believes that is also due to hers and Jacob’s work in different associations. Jacob 

is on the board for two associations, and Madeleine in one: “so we have taken an active choice 

to be a part of these boards. And I mean, it’s hard work, you have to commit. And it’s on the 
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contrary, it’s hard to get people to sit in those seats”. Jacob agrees with Madeleine but somehow, 

he thinks that this type of engagement comes easier for him and Madeleine than for others,  

I don’t think that it always comes natural for people that you can engage, that you, like, 

can be part and influence what kind of activities we should have. I mean, if someone wants 

gymnastics for the smaller children on Sundays then it’s us that must fix it, and then feel 

[confident] to go to Stina and say let’s do this and feel that you can do that.  

While everyone, at least on paper, has the same possibility to influence, not everyone shares 

the same confidence or, perhaps, the awareness that they can realize this influence. Stina and 

her family are all committed to Vittangi Sportklubb, at Folkets Hus there are Mary and her 

husband, who in turn are connected to Stina’s family. “Some families are stronger, you could 

say. There is nothing wrong with them having this power […] I guess that’s how it works, in 

all places” Jacob says. Yet, the overall engagement is stronger here than what they were used 

to in Stockholm. In Stockholm, Madeleine says, the definition of an engaged parent is to attend 

their kids’ football games, whereas in Vittangi you would have to be a leader: “that’s the 

measure for how committed you are to your kid’s activity. And it doesn’t cost [any money], 

which I think is a pretty big pro, that you can participate even if you don’t have any money”. 

For Jacob and Madeleine it is obvious that the village needs people to engage in the community 

for there to be a living community to talk about, and they are aware of the power structures that 

exist in the village as they are aware of the advantages they have through their connections with 

Stina and their personal involvements in the other associations.  

Hanna, Stina’s daughter, used to lead the mini gymnastics for young children but after the 

birth of her second child she has stopped. She is planning on starting in the fall again, and if 

she cannot do it, her partner will have to step in her place. “It feels like I was raised in the sports 

hall, mom has like, it’s like I was born into that association”. For Hanna, volunteering is not a 

question of if but of when. She too feels that she has the potential to influence the village, and 

she sees it almost as a given, like an essential aspect of living in a small community: “I see it 

like this, when you live in a village… if you want to fix something it’s up to you […]. It’s not 

like in Kiruna that there is a variety [of activities] you get in line to, but you have to do it 

yourself”. You have to do it yourself seems to be a well-known and established reality for both 

Stina and Hanna, and Jacob and Madeleine who all are convinced that if they – as inhabitants 

– are not participating and engaging in the community, nothing will happen.  

Writing on local development work, Forsberg (2013) noticed that a big motivating factor 

for voluntary work within such frameworks is to compensate for that which does not exist. The 
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action and work taking place at sites of local development work thus creates hope for the future 

and “expresses a holistic perspective on community that includes all aspects of life and ties 

together history, today and tomorrow” (ibid.: 249f). Neither Vittangi Sportklubb or Folkets Hus 

does, however, claim to be local development groups, but the work they do is holistic in the 

sense that they partake in creating a village where inhabitants want to live and a place with 

which the inhabitants can and want to identify with. What this also displays is how Vittangi is 

not a place defined by what has been lost, but rather by what it is and can be. According to 

Forsberg, such work is of extra importance for the rural countryside, as the term development 

when it regards the rural countryside connotes more to loss than progress (ibid.: 250).  

The Swedish northern countryside has, as discussed earlier, undergone a development of 

loss during the past century. The global economy and the industrialization of forestry have left 

the region with a depopulation and a fractured infrastructure (Eriksson, 2020). But instead of 

looking at the ways these global forces have transformed Vittangi, it can be understood through 

the notion of articulation. This, Gupta and Ferguson (1992: 8) write, “allows one to explore the 

richly unintended consequences of, say, colonial capitalism where loss occurs alongside 

invention”. Thus, instead of understanding Vittangi as a place subsumed, we can see, as 

discussed in the case of Folkets Hus, how new logics awake that stand outside of the 

accumulative logics of capitalism: people give of their time and effort, though not in return for 

money, but for a future.  

 

Coop 
 

Coop is the name of the food store, located right by Centralvägen in the center of the village. 

Its premises are quite small and inside it looks like many other Swedish food stores. Besides 

selling the usual products, it also serves as an agent for the postal services and Systembolaget, 

the state-owned company that has a monopoly on selling alcoholic beverages. It is, in other 

words, an important institution in the village in more than one aspect. Food stores might seem 

like a given element in a community. It is the first, necessary step for providing sustenance for 

oneself and one’s family. Having a food store close by thus simplifies everyday life. Shopping 

for the breakfast milk must not be part of the weekly planning but can be done the same morning 

that the empty carton is discovered in the fridge. Yet, based on how inhabitants spoke of the 

store, its existence in the village was not  taken for granted. Rather, shopping at the food store 
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– shopping locally – did at times appear as an active choice, as a strategy, for keeping it in the 

village and, by extension, keeping the village alive.  

Depending on the hour, the store could be nearly empty of customers. But at times when it 

was not, the cashier and customer would always talk over the register – small exchanges of 

words about the weather or the traffic or information about family members. More than being 

a place for grocery shopping, it also serves as a social space where people can meet 

spontaneously and chat while doing their daily chores.  

The food store is in the consciousness of the inhabitants in a way that signifies that its 

presence is precarious – not something to be taken for granted but something that must be 

actively entertained. During a conversation with Berit and Åke, they expressed concern over 

the food store. There are many smaller households in the village, and they worry that their small 

shopping does not sufficiently support the grocery store’s finances. Of extra concern are thus 

those with more extensive grocery lists who do their shopping at Coop in Kiruna, where the 

prices are lower than in the local food store. The disparity in pricing between stores annoys 

Stina. Coop is a consumer cooperative, meaning that the stores are owned by its members, “you 

belong to the same cooperative” Stina says, “but it’s kind of unfair for different members when 

it comes to prices. If you live in the city you can shop cheaper”. Despite this, Stina does her 

weekly grocery shopping in the village.  

“One has to accept that it’s a bit more expensive”, Alina said insistently on the matter, when 

I asked about her opinion about the price differences. Alina is in her eighties and has lived 

nearly her entire life in Vittangi. She remembers the time when the village had three food stores 

and finds the development a bit sad. But, just like Berit, Åke and Stina, Alina also stresses the 

significance of keeping the store in the village. Without the local food store they would be 

forced to drive the 70 kilometres to Kiruna or, in Alina’s case who does not have a car, take the 

bus with its rather limited departures. Yet, it is not uncommon that people drive to Kiruna in 

order to shop cheaper.  

This bothers Jacob, who does all grocery shopping in the village – unless he is in Kiruna 

for other reasons. Jacob had a hard time understanding the complaints regarding the prices when 

the other option, to take the car, adds to the expenses. 

It’s like a sport complaining at [Coop’s] supply, that it’s expensive and such, but it’s still a 

good food store. And it costs 150 crowns to go to Kiruna for shopping, so you’re losing 

money in going there. I never go to Kiruna just for shopping, but people do. But it’s like 

people don’t consider the car as a cost because it’s like a part of life.  
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In Tapio’s opinion, the worst thing that could happen to a place would be to have the school 

and food store shut down. While recognizing the grocery store’s significant role in the village, 

it seems as if he finds it slightly absurd how it has become one of a few public meeting places. 

During our conversation, Tapio kept emphasizing the importance of having places where 

inhabitants can meet to exchange ideas.  

If you talk about social capital … it’s about building relationships […] in a village. If you 

count per person, or per capita, I think that the engagement is stronger on the countryside. 

This village has a number of associations. [In the city] you don’t know your neighbours 

[…] but then, also, when the TV came to mom’s village, that was when people stopped 

visiting each other. 

Tapio talks about social capital as a necessity for the survival of small villages like Vittangi. 

Thus he stresses the significance of having places where people can meet and develop a social 

connections amongst each other, in order to organize against potential threats that could danger 

important village institutions. That is why he was sad to see that the old community centre got 

relocated – another meeting place lost – and why he emphasizes the importance of the food 

store. Not only for the actual services it provides, but also for being one of the few places where 

inhabitants can meet each other.  

The way in which the inhabitants spoke of and related to the food store shows that it is 

arguably as present within their consciousness as Folkets Hus and Vittangi Sportklubb. The 

strategic shopping is a collective action for keeping the store in the village and can therefore be 

viewed as an “expression of social capital necessary to uphold the community” (Forsberg, 2013: 

248). The food store, like Folkets Hus and Vittangi Sportklubb, is an institution which keeps 

the village alive – something the inhabitants are aware of. The associations’ pronounced 

position within the inhabitants’ consciousness points to their impending precarity – if they do 

not maintain their status, no one will. In other words, the inhabitants are, contrary to what 

Appadurai (2013: 253) suggests, well aware that “daily order is produced by social actors who 

elect to comply with certain rules, fulfil certain obligations, meet certain expectations, and make 

various deliberate social efforts.”  

In terms of place-making, the inhabitants are participating and engaging in the processes of 

maintaining and forming their locality. An easy interpretation of this would be to define their 

actions as a resistance “against various kinds of odds” (Appadurai, 1996: 179). Complying with 

that idea would, however, be to discount the inhabitants’ efforts of creating and shaping their 

home. Instead of understanding their participation as a way of shaping their present and future, 
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explaining it as resistance would not only be to adhere to the images of Vittangi as “stagnant” 

and “backwards” (Eriksson, 2010: 100ff) but also to construe those images as an actual reality 

where the inhabitants’ lives take place. 

However, considering that the work at the association is voluntary, and that grocery 

shopping is more than an everyday duty, arguably is a result of state neglect (see Harvey & 

Knox, 2015: 3f). Looking at the village’s infrastructure is informative of both political and 

social attitudes towards the village. With its political address, infrastructure can disclose “the 

possibility of being modern, of having a future, or the foreclosing of that possibility and a 

resulting experience of abjection” (Larkin, 2013: 333). However, when frustration arose it was 

mainly directed towards other locals’ lack of engagement, and not so much towards the 

historical and structural processes that also have been part of Vittangi’s place-making.  

Approaching the infrastructure from the perspective of the inhabitants opens up for the 

possibility to see what values motivates inhabitants to uphold their infrastructure – thus also to 

participate in Vittangi’s place-making. A concluding remark will therefore, again, be to 

emphasize how these sites signify, firstly, that the village’s place-making processes require 

deliberation and persistency (Appadurai, 2013: 254) and, secondly, that they constitute a 

context within which inhabitants can “continue to create and reconstruct their lifeworlds and 

places” (Escobar, 2001: 155) – rather than resisting abjection.  
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Familiarity 
 

You don’t move to a house when you move to a village, you move to the people.  

- Tapio 

I don’t know how to say it… [Vittangi] is calmer in a sense. You lean the broom against 

the front door, and you leave [the house]. Then… there may be burglary, you can never 

know. 

- Hanna 

 

“If the broom leans against the door, it means they’re not home and you can’t go inside. But as 

you can see, the broom is on the side of the door,” Tapio explained and knocked on the door 

before he stepped inside the red, two-floor house. Tapio and I had been out on a walk when he 

suggested that we should pay a spontaneous visit to his friends – the owners of the red house. 

We stepped through the front door and walked into the kitchen where his friends sat, a married 

couple the same age as Tapio. After introductions, Tapio said that he had explained the village 

mannerisms regarding the codes of the broom to me. A discussion about the village’s unlocked 

doors started. The wife explained, without much concern in her voice, that “there are burglars 

here as well,” and suggested that, perhaps, they should start locking the door. Her suggestion 

was however dismissed by her husband who promptly stated that the burglar “is in jail now.” 

During the six weeks I stayed with Anders I never had a key, nor was the door ever locked 

unless both Anders and I were out of the village – but even then, the key hung visibly besides 

the door. It would be easy to romanticize this part of the village life, so safe and trustable that 

there is no need for locked doors – or at least so intimate that even the burglars are familiar. 

Visualizing Vittangi like this conforms to Ferdinand Tönnie’s concept Gemeinschaft, to which 

all intimate and exclusive coexistences are connected: “You live with your own from birth in 

Gemeinschaft. A young man can be warned from bad company – whereas ‘bad community’ is 

close to an impossible expression” (Asplund, 1991: 63, my transl.). A burglar would be bad 

company, but he does not make the community bad; its doors will remain unlocked. “Then,” as 

Hanna said, “there may be a burglary, you can never know.” Is it this what Tapio refers to when 

he says that the reason you move to a village is the people? The allure of the safe and intimate 
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community outweighs its built environment. This is the traditional projection of rural areas. 

Gemeinschaft symbolizes the old whereas its opposite – Gesellschaft – symbolizes the new and 

modern – the urban city (Asplund, 1991: 63f).  

The first part of this chapter takes a closer look at how the locality extends through the 

relationships the inhabitants have with places outside of Vittangi. The second part returns back 

to the village to investigate the relationships that exist within the village, particularly on the 

qualities that traditionally have been ascribed to Gemeinschaft. Moreover, the chapter aims to 

describe how movements outside and inside the village are part of making its locality and, by 

so doing, highlight the experiences inhabitants have of it that is creating the sense of home.  

 

A Five-minute Society  
 

Marina is a woman in her fiftiess who works as a cashier at Coop. Born and raised in a coastal 

town in Russia, she moved to Sweden some fifteen years ago when she met her husband Göran, 

who originates from the region. When Marina first moved to Sweden, Göran lived in 

Lannavaara, a village with less than 100 inhabitants around 50 kilometers north of Vittangi. “It 

was so quiet,” Marina says almost shrugging, “so quiet.” After a couple of years Marina got the 

job at Coop and they moved to Vittangi where they have lived for ten years. While she has 

come to like the serenity and the people, she thinks it is a bit too cold and she misses the sea 

she grew up next to.  

Marina and I get to know each other over the register at the food store. After having gone 

shopping every day for a week, she began to suspect I was not only a passer-by and we started 

to talk. After another few weeks of chatting over the register and during choir rehearsals she 

invites me over for waffles at her and her husband Göran’s house. They rent a floor in a big 

yellow villa next to the church, only a three-minute walk away from Coop. Marina stands by 

the waffle iron in the bright kitchen and Göran sets the table as they tell me about their move 

to Vittangi. It was not the easiest, they say, partly because of the language barrier. A lot of 

people in the older generation are bilingual and would sometimes speak the minority language 

Meänkieli in their presence, which they at times would experience as excluding, and partly 

because they felt that the inhabitants would keep to themselves. “But now we have friends, and 

they are from Vittangi!” Marina adds, as if suddenly feeling an urge to point out that they do 

have friends from Vittangi. Göran is having a harder time with the social life than Marina, 

however. She meets people every day through her job, but as a retiree Göran is more isolated.  
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Once Marina retires, they want to leave Vittangi. For Marina anywhere would do, but 

preferably someplace warmer or busier than Vittangi. Göran does not want to move south, she 

says, he wants to stay in Norrbotten. Marina explains that she does not mind staying in 

Norrbotten but that she would like to live closer to the sea. Göran interjects, saying that it 

depends on how close to the coast it is. It is apparent that Göran has his mind set on Norrbotten, 

this is where he is from and this is where he will stay:  

That is how it is with every living thing. You can’t move it from one place to another. It’s 

like it is with plants, you can’t take them from some place and bring them up here and vice 

versa. It doesn’t work. And I am that kind of person, I will live in the north. I am 

characterized by this harsh, cold and damned climate. 

Göran’s comment informs of an identity building that is constructed in and through the 

homeland. Literally interpreted, where to live becomes an organic issue, a matter of survival; 

like a flower he would wither if re-planted in a place not sharing the characteristics of his 

homeland. The sentiments evoked in Göran by the nature which surrounds him is echoed in 

Tim Ingold’s (2011: 95) words:  

We inhabit our environment: we are part of it; and through this practice of habitation it 

becomes part of us too. We see with trained eyes our experience of watching what is going 

on around us, hear with ears tuned by the sounds that matter to us, and touch with bodies 

that have become accustomed, by the lives we lead, to certain kinds of movements.  

The world is experienced – the surrounding environment is as much part of us as we are of it – 

through our bodies and senses it is perceived “on the basis of the codes we have learned” 

(Herzfeld, 2007: 434). More so, this adheres to the understanding homes extending boundaries 

– that home also can “evoke the notion of homeland, whose material basis lies in the smell of 

foods, the cadence of a dialect” (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019: 9). Or, as for Göran, in a certain 

climate.  

Perhaps this is why Marina is less set on Norrbotten, as her homeland includes the sea and 

more metropolitan living than that of Vittangi. Thus, she sighs as Göran speaks. She has 

accepted this part of her life as she married him – they will stay in Norrbotten. But Marina 

enjoys visiting Stockholm, Luleå and Kiruna every once in a while. She appreciates going to 

the ballet or the theatre, walking the streets and taking in the city environment. She wants to 

visit the capital at least once or twice a year for these reasons, but she always enjoys coming 

back home to the serenity of the village that she now has come to appreciate. Göran, on the 
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other hand, tries to stay away from Stockholm as much as he can, “I’m not going to Stockholm 

simply to visit Stockholm, [I only do it] because you have to transit at Arlanda, so you have to 

go to Stockholm.”  

Stina shares her thoughts on this matter one day when we meet at Vittangi Sportklubb’s 

office over a cup of coffee. Stina was born in Vittangi but has lived a few years in both Kiruna 

and Stockholm when she was younger, and as a child she used to spend the summers in the 

capital where her cousins lived. After graduation she moved to Stockholm to work. It was a fun 

time, she says, but it did not take too long before she wanted to move back to the village: “it 

was after a trip home [during which] I met my children’s dad […] it was at some party. My 

mom was, and I can understand her now, I was so young then, was about to turn 19… and I 

told my mom: I’m coming home.” Now, Stina has her whole life here and would not want to 

move. But just like Marina, she also enjoys visiting Stockholm once in a while to partake in the 

cultural activities and city life of the capital: “you simply have to visit Stockholm at least once 

a year” – going out for dinner, looking at exhibitions. But Vittangi is her home. 

Life is different now than when I moved here when I had [small] kids, but now I have kids 

and grandkids, I have my mom who’s turning old, I have … I have my friends, my whole 

social life with my sambo and our friends and I’m in a wine lottery, and we gather and 

cook. That’s what’s… everything with the kids and grandkids, it’s the foundation in one’s 

life. The essentials […] You don’t have to opt out.   

For Stina the question of where to live is not about choosing village life over city life – she can 

have both. She can have her life with her family and friends in Vittangi and still enjoy the 

culture and pulse of the city. With this said, Stina also emphasizes the amount of activities and 

events going on in Vittangi, “if you live in a city or a bigger community you have stores and 

stuff, but we’re having a hard time making time suffice for everything you want to do.” This is 

something she sees as a pleasant problem, missing a movie screening on a Sunday is a nuisance 

she enjoys living with. Stina is, however, aware that her positive spirit might not be shared by 

everyone, “I see most things from a positive perspective […] as I use to say, sometimes [when 

people at Coop say] oh, what a queue… I say, we have a queue! Woho! Talk to each other!” 

Her positive attitude aside, it is possible to discern an awareness over the village’s precarity: 

things are not to be taken for granted. A queue symbolizes good business for the store, choosing 

to go to a gym class instead of a movie screening signifies variety. More so, this is visible in 

Stina’s 30 year-long commitment at Vittangi Sportklubb. She is an active participant in the 

village life and knows that its maintenance requires work and effort.  
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For both Stina and Marina, Stockholm and other cities are part of shaping their life in 

Vittangi as it enables them – albeit in a small way – to live where they do. But Vittangi is, at 

least for Stina, always in focus. It is beautiful, she says, and everything you need is within a 

five-minute distance. For her, life in Vittangi is accessible, easy and available. Driving to 

Kiruna takes an hour, the train to Stockholm takes a day, by air you are there within an hour. 

Nowadays it is relatively easy travelling from one place to another, and this extended locality 

is inevitably part of forming Vittangi’s locality, whether the outside places are somewhere you 

want to go or not.  

 

Extended Locality 
 

For Jacob and Madeleine, the Internet enables them to continue with their “normal” lives in 

Vittangi. That is, they can do in Vittangi what they did in Stockholm. Using Google Maps, 

Jacob can write detailed descriptions of Stockholm for his books, or he can hold Skype 

interviews for articles he is writing. If he has to meet someone in person for a longer reportage, 

he drives to Kiruna and takes the train from there. But having the jobs that they have, they are 

often assumed to live in Stockholm. Madeleine is the marketing director of a company that 

works with tourism in the region called Swedish Lapland, yet business contacts, salesmen and 

others often take for granted that she lives somewhere else. Usually they assume she is seated 

in Stockholm, and if they understand that she is not living in Stockholm, they assume she is 

seated in Luleå. It irritates her that to the surrounding world, having a management position and 

living in Vittangi seems to be a contradiction.  

[A]s if a boss can’t live in Vittangi! It’s so very strange […] I’ve almost made it into a 

competition, I say to salesmen that they are welcome to present their product […] and they 

schedule an appointment. Great! We can come on Thursday at nine! And then I tell them, 

sure, but in that case, you’ll have to spend the night because there are no planes arriving 

that early. What do you mean planes? Well, haven’t you done any research before calling, 

[are you] just assuming that I live in Stockholm?  

The company Madeleine works for has a policy saying that their employees should be able to 

live wherever they wish within the region, something Madeleine thinks is great. This does 

however mean that they do not meet very often in person, so the Internet is an important and 

helpful tool in their daily communication: “we use a chat function so we can have this daily 
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office talk and feel that we have that [office talk] even though we’re spread out… so you can, 

like, share recipes on meatloaf but also proof read each other’s brochures or whatever”. At the 

same time, she is aware that the Internet cannot replace the dialogue and interaction between 

people but being in charge of a region that covers nearly 25% of Sweden’s surface makes it 

difficult to be physically present every day. The size of the region comes with a second set of 

issues Madeleine must face in her work, simply because people from other parts of the country 

do not always grasp the quantities she is working with.  

I remember having a long conversation with a lawyer at the Photography Association when 

I was doing a procurement for commercial photography. And he contacted me because he 

thought my procurement was frivolous, because I wanted to procure as many photographers 

as possible and he said that that’s not how it’s done, that’s like procuring no-one. I had 

selected, on average, one photographer per municipality, and he said that it was only a way 

for me to not take a stance. That’s not true, I said, if you had looked a little closer at my 

procurement you would have seen that I’m getting photographers for a surface bigger than 

Austria, do you think that Austria would have one active photographer? […] I can’t pay for 

that! If I have a photographer who lives in Sorsele and who’s going to Abisko to photograph 

the northern lights, I would have to pay for two days of travel expenses just for them to get 

there!  

Annoying as it might be, both Madeleine and Jacob understand where these assumptions come 

from – most people in their professions live in the bigger cities. Yet, for Jacob it is obvious that 

their geographical position places them in what he calls a second-class sorting. “Last week I 

had a guy calling […] who wanted me to change my phone operator” Jacob says, explaining 

that the caller had insisted that he would get better coverage with the operator he was calling 

for, “and I said, have you even looked at where you’re calling to? Do you know what the 

coverage map looks like here?” The guy said that they have coverage in central Vittangi, “but 

they don’t have any coverage outside the central village so it’s pointless. I don’t even think they 

have it along the E45, so they have no clue”.  

 

~ ~ ~ 
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The topic of distances is approached at Hanna’s kitchen table as well. On the one hand, Hanna 

says that she has got everything she needs in Vittangi, but on the other hand she also says that 

Vittangi feels aside. 

[Vittangi] feel asides even from Kiruna, but with Stockholm… Someone had done a movie 

about the thing with the reconstruction of Slussen […] and then they had asked [people] if 

they knew about Kiruna, and they had like naah, it’s close to Jukkasjärvi, because 

Jukkasjärvi is famous. Do you know that there is a whole city being moved there? No, they 

didn’t know. Do you know about Slussen? Yeah, that’s the major reconstruction! Like 

that… If Kiruna had been in the south of Sweden, there would have been a whole lot more 

commotion if you put it like that. So, in that way it feels aside. 

Some context is needed to understand why Hanna is using this example. Slussen is a central 

subway station in Stockholm that is under reconstruction, which has caused debate regarding 

the aesthetical changes it might have on the city landscape. In Kiruna, they had started to 

relocate the inner-city due to a risk of collapse caused by the mine. Had Kiruna been located in 

the south, Hanna is convinced it had received more attention than what it gets now.  

When Hanna uses aside she is not referring to the geographical distances. Neither are Jacob 

or Madeleine concerned about this, like Hanna they are rather frustrated about the ignorance 

regarding their home which forces them to remind and explain where they live and what that 

means.  

Both Hanna’s and Jacob’s terms signify feelings of disconnectedness from the surrounding 

world. Ferguson (1999: 238) understands “disconnected” as an active process that “implies a 

relation and not the absence of a relation”. It is in other words not a natural state but something 

that has been shaped over time. This is not to say that Vittangi is not connected, for they are. 

The disconnectedness is rather manifested as a state of feeling, as “a sense of being out of place, 

out of sorts, disconnected” (Anne in Hinkson, 2017: 52). According to Hinkson, the sense of 

being disconnected is related to precarity and its tendency to spread from one place to another, 

infiltrating several aspects of life: what once were stores in the village are now residential 

houses – banks, hotels and cafés are no longer part of its locality. The mine extracting natural 

resources from the land they live on is a big source of economic capital for the state, but does 

little for the valuation of the land where they make their home. Thus, inhabitants must actively 

participate in Vittangi’s social life for there to be any. When salesmen so assume they have 

good coverage in the village, or when business associates assume they are officially positioned 
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in Luleå, or when no one has heard about the city move, precarity spreads – disconnection 

awakes.  

 

The Neighborhood 
 

The fabric of the cover trousers makes that crispy sound as each leg touches the other as I walk 

through the village. It is Sunday evening and my second day in the field. The sky is black, and 

the snow lies like a soft blanket over the houses, the trees and the road. Warm air turns into 

steam when it leaves the lungs and collides with the -31℃ cold air. I am on my way to the first 

of many cinema visits at Folkets Hus, a seven-minute walk from where Anders’s house.  

I cross the big parking lot that lies in front of the yellow building, tonight nearly empty of 

cars. Once inside, I am met by a woman who sits behind the ticket box in the lobby, greeting 

me welcome. A ticket costs 100 SEK, swish or cash only. Having neither swish nor cash, I 

excuse myself saying that I will have to return for next week’s screening instead. Hearing this, 

she understands I am not a temporary visitor and she asks how long I will be staying. We talk 

for a while, and I tell her why I am in Vittangi, how long I am staying and where. When I tell 

her that I am staying at Anders’s house, her attitude changes and she almost bursts out: ‘oh, 

well there you go then! Then I know you’re staying at a good place. Come on in, you can pay 

next week instead – or I’ll just have Anders pay for you!’. She hands me the ticket and I leave 

the lobby for the adjacent cafeteria where the entrance to the movie salon is. 

The salon resembles a school auditorium. The screen is hidden behind red curtains, the seats 

are like bleachers. It is only me and a man in the salon. The man is in his sixties, wearing 

spectacles and a fleece jacket with patterns of wolves. He turns around and introduces himself 

and we talk until the movie begins at which point he says, ‘we’ll talk more after.’ This is how 

I meet Tapio.  

This way of meeting people would turn out to be the rule rather than the exception during 

my stay. It would not be the last time I did not have to pay for a service, it would not be the last 

time I got a positive treatment due to the good name of my host, nor the last time I was 

approached by someone because of my unknown identity. In the same way that the inhabitants 

share knowledge about the houses, they do about each other as well. In this sense, Vittangi is 

very connected.  
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To Whom Do You Belong? 
 

There is a stew on the stove in Hanna’s kitchen. Her children are running between the kitchen 

and the living room where the TV is on, asking if lunch will be ready soon. With both me, the 

kids and the food calling for her attention, it takes 20 minutes before she realizes she has 

forgotten to offer me coffee. I do not mind, of course, but she excuses herself, asking if I like 

milk with it. I have tried to meet with Hanna since I first arrived, as she is one of few people 

younger than forty that I have been able to get in contact with. She has been busy with sick 

kids, house renovation and work, but now, in the last week, she has made time for a meeting.  

After finishing high school Hanna moved to Kiruna to attend the gymnasium there. After 

graduation she stayed in Kiruna for another year before she got homesick and moved back to 

Vittangi where she started working, first at the eldercare centre and later at the pre-school. 

When we meet, she is back working at the eldercare centre, though in a different department. 

“Kiruna is not my town”, she says, “and it’s so easy living here [in Vittangi]. Like in the spring, 

you know, you have the snowmobile in the backyard and you just get out. Everything is close 

at hand, all the necessities you need”. The snow mobile aside, living in Vittangi is easy: to drop 

the kids off at pre-school and get to work is only a 15-minute project – “and then I’m on the 

kicker!” she adds. Even if Hanna stresses how easy life in Vittangi is, she believes it is peoples’ 

need of comfort that makes them move: 

They don’t have the energy to volunteer in their spare time, if they want their kids to join 

a sport or so, they might rather just drive them there and pick them up afterwards. Because 

of course there are conveniences with living in a bigger city, of course, you can go shopping 

at ten o’clock in the evening and stuff like that  

It seems contradicting, that something is both (more) easy and takes (more) effort. Just like 

Jacob, Hanna is aware of the fact that if they want something to happen, it is they who must do 

it – and when they do it, the village life is easier than the city life. A second aspect Hanna lifts 

is family: “at the same time I think that if you move away from here, you might not originate 

from here either. I mean, you’d miss your relatives if you would”. Hanna is the daughter of 

Stina, and she is born and raised in the village. Having her parents close is important to her, and 

especially now that she has kids are her parent a big help and support. The closeness of her 

family is more important than having opportunities of going to cafés or catching a move at any 

day of the week, and it is family – or the lack of family – Hanna believes to be the reason why 

people either choose to stay or leave the village. It is however not only the family that 
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constitutes Hanna’s safety net. In a small village like this, she explains, everyone knows 

everyone, so if something were to happen to her children while she is not around, everyone 

would know who to contact.  

The everyone knows everyone was a recurring topic during several conversations with 

different people who addressed it differently, either as social control or as social intimacy, as 

something restraining or as a safety. Talking about this with Hanna, she says that now, with her 

kids, it is predominately a positive thing, but as she grew up her thoughts towards it were 

different:  

I mean, when you were younger and was out on the village on a party, everyone knew 

whose girl you were, and they would call [your parents] and stuff like that. But now that 

you’re a grown up, you feel what a safety it really is […] But it’s different [for people]. I 

come from a family, we’ve always been social and participated in things and mom is, if 

you can say that, a front figure for VSK so a lot of people know who she is. And it’s still 

like that. When I work, a lot of the elders ask whose girl you are, and they usually know 

the parents. Then there are those who aren’t from Vittangi and that aren’t … as much in 

the centre, not taking up space and stuff like that 

Again, Hanna distinguishes between people who originate from Vittangi and those who have 

moved in. If you are from the village, people will have more knowledge about you than if you 

are not, and the stronger the social control can be. This is Hanna’s experience, and while it to 

some extent is true that people who do not originate from the village are treated in a different 

way, that does not exclude that they too are exposed to the curiosity of their neighbours.  

Hanna was raised with this, Stina confirms during one of our conversations. In a small 

community like Vittangi, Stina explains, everyone knows you and they will know if you are not 

behaving, “no one might know who Anna Persson in Åkersberga8 is, but everyone knows that 

this is Stina’s girl”. Stina remembers when she was young and had moved to Stockholm for 

work at a retirement home. She had no problem getting a job, she said; everyone was eager to 

hire Norrlandic girls because of their reputation of being a good and trustable workforce. “I 

guess that’s because you get some things imprinted, and it could be like a countryside [thing] I 

think. It’s important to behave, because what will people say [if you don’t]?”   

What Hanna and Stina express can be viewed under the light of Tönnies’s concept 

Gemeinschaft, characterized by safety, community and familiarity; where meeting a stranger 

 
8 Åkersberga is a suburb to Stockholm. 
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on the street is more extraordinary than meeting a friend (Asplund, 1996: 52). As its antonym 

stands Gesellschaft, a concept belonging to the city, defined by anonymity and conflict. 

Asplund argues that it is a misconception to understand the notions as dichotomous, though as 

Stina’s story reveals, that is was what seems to be the prevalent image. When Stina, as a 

Norrlandic girl, represents “all the positive attributes lacking in [the] city, such as authenticity, 

serenity and order” (Eriksson 2008: 4), her identity is, arguably, constructed based on her home. 

The next section shares more stories on safety and community, but will illustrate, following 

Asplund, that Gemeinschaft is neither a natural state nor free of conflict, but that conflict rather 

is constitutional for the community’s “backside” (Asplund, 1996: 73).  

~ ~ ~ 

Back at Jacob and Madeleine’s kitchen table, Jacob quite frustratingly talks about this aspect 

of the village’s social life, something he perceives more as a form of social control than as a 

basis for safety. He grew up in a community in the middle of Sweden about the same size as 

Vittangi. Vittangi’s structure, with the closely-knit social community and the importance of the 

sports club, is not unfamiliar to him. The biggest difference, he says, is having family and 

relatives so up close, and that everybody in the village seems to know who they are.  

I’ve been stopped on the street here by people who have asked and who do you belong to? 

And I’ve been like, well, I’m no one’s, but I’m married to Madeleine. Ah, yes, you’re 

married to Karlsson’s girl […] Everyone knows who you are, everyone keeps an eye on 

what you’re doing and are interested in knowing who you are. There’s no anonymity, which 

I remember it to have been in a slightly different way where I grew up. And in Stockholm 

you’re anonymous in a completely different way. 

There is no surprise that the anonymity is greater in Stockholm than in Vittangi, seeing that the 

population number is miles higher. Jacob and Madeleine have spent nearly 20 years living in 

the capital, and their perspectives and frame of reference is notably influenced by this. During 

our conversations, we often end up comparing the two where Jacob and Madeleine use 

examples from their lives in Stockholm to analyse the changes that have come with the move, 

as well as how their perspectives have changed. One of the new adjustments they have had to 

face involves their jobs. Both Madeleine and Jacob have jobs with flexible hours that allows 

them to work from home. These types of jobs are uncommon in the village which initially was 

slightly stressful. “They aren’t used to people having these kinds of jobs”, Madeleine says, “it’s 
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easier if you’re scheduled from seven in the morning to four in the evening, that’s easy to 

grasp”. When talking about this, Jacob and Madeleine – or at least Jacob – expressed a certain 

degree of anxiousness he had in relation to their children’s preschool when they first moved to 

the village. A child has the right to attend pre-school only if their parents are working, and thus 

was Jacob initially nervous that his way of working would be misunderstood by the other 

parents. In Stockholm, Jacob explains, you could go out for a walk at any hour of the day to 

clear the mind in the writing process and it would not be considered a problem. But here, he is 

afraid that being seen outside on a walk during “office hours” will reflect badly on him. Their 

relationship with the pre-school has never been negatively affected by this, but their story 

reflects some of the adjustments they had to make in their new home. However, while they feel 

like their jobs are accepted now than in the beginning, they are still mindful of how they plan 

their days. Trying to make their flexible hours less flexible, Jacob and Madeleine are 

performing nine-to-five jobs in order to master the social control they sometimes experience.  

Not only is Jacob new in the village, but he is also new to living in a community with this 

kind of a closely-knit social network. Having (Madeleine’s) family close was one of the reasons 

why Madeleine and Jacob chose to move from Stockholm to Vittangi. Partly because they 

wanted to give their children a relationship with the older generation, and partly because having 

family near also means that they have people to ask for help with their children. There are, in 

other words, aspects of safety in this as well.  

The ambivalent relationship to the closely-knit community was expressed by Madeleine, as 

she explained why she chose to leave Vittangi in the first place. Besides the fact that she did 

not feel that there were not any room for her to express her interests in literature and art, she 

was stressed about having everyone’s eyes on her. Once she moved away, however, she 

discovered that what she experienced as suffocating turned out to be what she missed:  

The things I had a hard time reconciling with [in Vittangi] was also what I experienced as 

most difficult [adjusting to] when I moved to Stockholm. No one knew who I was; I could 

have dropped dead outside Åhléns [a department store] and no one would have cared. It 

wouldn’t have happened [here], I wouldn’t even be able to drop dead in the backyard 

without anyone seeing it. 

As Madeleine left Vittangi, she realized that being looked at also entailed elements of being 

looked after. Not being looked at at all thus also meant not being looked after at all, too.   
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According to Asplund (1996, 12f), Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft derive from the same 

image; one cannot exist without the other – they are theoretical concepts dialectically united. 

Gemeinschaft, Asplund explains, is like an organism, and Gesellschaft is like a mechanism. The 

organism is natural, thought and action are naturally connected whereas they are naturally 

disconnected in the mechanism (ibid.: 79). The point here is not to position Vittangi in either 

Gemeinschaft or Gesellschaft, but rather to provide a framework towards which a more nuanced 

picture of Vittangi can be painted. The village contains elements of both. In the Gemeinschaft, 

social life is natural and organic, yet Jacob and Madeleine are performing nine-to-five jobs, 

adjusting their schedules in order to fit in with the community. Moreover, one is, as Stina 

explained, taught to behave well to make sure that one’s work reflects well upon one’s name. 

But as you can learn to “fit in”, you can also realize that the social control can be a foundation 

of safety. The social life in the village is in other words not a default state; its social cues and 

phenomena are constructed and taught, but they are concurrently also constitutive parts of the 

experiences that makes Vittangi feel like home (see Ram, 2015: 32ff). Thus, despite agitation 

and conflict, inhabitants chose this way of living and to partake in its sociality and thereby in 

its place-making. To be known by and to know others is valuable, and it is a value that is (re-

)created in the relationships they have to each other and to the village itself. In the end, 

Vittangi’s inhabitants chooses to live where they do – the social control and safety included in 

the package.  
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Conclusion 
 

On the first page of the thesis I shared the messenger conversation I had with Anders during 

the trip from Uppsala to Vittangi. At 6 pm, the train stopped in the village Murjek where a bus 

waited to drive us the last 215 kilometers to Kiruna. The little village – which I later found out 

has a population of 50 people – was covered in snow; trees hung low from its weight and houses 

were hidden behind its white piles. Not a single person could be seen from the bus window. It 

looked like something from a fairytale, like a picture painted by the Swedish artist John Bauer. 

But despite that the aesthetics of the village drew my mind to fairytales, I could not imagine 

what life there could look like. I did, in other words, find myself asking the same kind of 

questions that I, to my annoyance, received myself after I had left my hometown. Perhaps it is 

therefore fair to assume that travelers passing by Vittangi are asking the same questions, 

wondering what life is like in a place so seemingly far-off from everything else. But then again, 

driving through Vittangi takes less than five minutes – and how is one supposed to understand 

what life is like in less than five minutes? And considering that the sense of home is a subjective 

experience, it will take much more than five minutes to understand what it is that makes a home. 

I therefore find it appropriate to, in this final chapter, return to Geertz as a reminder that it is 

not the village itself that is at focus but what happens inside it (1973: 22). That it is, as Tapio 

said, for the people you move to a village, not for its houses.  

~ ~ ~ 

When asked what life in Vittangi is like, many of those I spoke with would describe it as easy, 

accessible and simple. Everything is close at hand, you have all the necessities you need within 

a five-minute distance. Dropping the kids off at pre-school and going to work is, as Hanna said, 

a fifteen-minute project. If your child wants to engage in an after-school activity, all you have 

to do is put the violin in their hand, as Jacob and Madeleine explained it in regard to their violin-

playing son. But that something appears simple does not mean that it is not complex. In order 

to keep things easy and accessible, inhabitants participate in the social enterprise which 

constitutes Vittangi’s place-making. Under the parole it’s we who must do it, inhabitants engage 

in the village’s infrastructure by volunteering in its associations, and shopping at the local 

grocery store Coop.  
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Their commitments reveal the precarious state the village is in. If Jacob, Mary or the other 

board members at Folkets Hus would not volunteer, there would be no cinema. The same goes 

for Vittangi Sportklubb; they too are dependent on their volunteers. For the same reasons are 

some inhabitants strategically shopping at Coop despite its higher prices, in order to support 

the grocery store’s economy and ensure its continued operation. During conversations about 

the associations and the food store, I sensed a frustration directed towards other inhabitants’ 

lack of engagement in the associations, or towards people who did their shopping in the city. 

To those I spoke with, participating the way they did was an obvious necessity for the village’s 

survival: if they do not do it, no one will.  

The internally directed frustration can be connected to more global processes. The 

industrialization of the Swedish forest industry has arguably affected Vittangi’s locality to this 

day (see Eriksson, 2008), which the inhabitants’ active participation in its place-making is a 

sign of. Leaning on Larkin’s (2013: 333) understanding of infrastructure as a means through 

which social and political attitudes towards places can be discerned, Vittangi is, conspicuously, 

neglected from a political and economic perspective which are locating it on a national 

periphery. This does not mean that the inhabitants’ feel peripheral, but the precarity these 

processes have inflicted on Vittangi spreads to other aspects of life, causing a sense of 

disconnectedness (Hinkson, 2017: 52). When describing the lack of knowledge, or even 

ignorance, outsiders have of Vittangi and the region, Jacob used second-class sorting to convey 

the feeling of always having to explain what life in Vittangi is like. Similarly, Hanna used aside 

to express the feeling of always being in the shadow of the more metropolitan areas in the south. 

Remember Åke’s story about the municipality’s plans of relocating the village’s traffic – had 

the plans been successfully implemented, the village might have died out. Åke and Berit were 

not upset with their neighbors but with the politics shaped by the logics of the global economy. 

In all these cases, frustration was not directed at other locals but at the disregard shown by the 

salesmen, national media, and anonymous bankers towards their home.  

However, recall the quote from the Introduction: “People act in the world in terms of the 

social beings they are and it should not be forgotten that from their quotidian point of view it is 

the global system that is peripheral, not them” (Sahlins, 1999: 412). While the impacts of the 

industrialization and the global economy has made Vittangi’s locality precarious, the global 

system itself does not factor into why inhabitants participate in Vittangi’s place-making. That 

is, inhabitants are not engaging in its place-making despite the global system, but simply 

because Vittangi is their home.  
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What makes Vittangi home, then, are the experienced-based values of the village, lying in 

the “[o]rdinary things that matter because they shimmer precariously” (Stewart, 2012: 519). It 

is their precarious form which makes them valuable, thus their creation cannot be separated 

from the global system. Indeed, they cannot be separated at all – considering the global system 

as a quality of space, these experience-based values are also part of the creation of space (Low, 

2009: 23ff; Massey, 2005: 9f). But what makes them valuable, however, are the expressions 

they get in the locality – through the way they are “located in the microspaces of everyday life” 

(Ettlinger, 2007: 320).  

Just like the sense of home is a subjective experience (Samanani & Lenhard, 2019: 2f), so 

are the values that make Vittangi home to its inhabitants. But “the thing about experience”, 

Jackson (1995: 163) writes, “is that unlike language it covers everything that is the case”. This 

is not meant as a disclaimer, only to emphasize that I – nor anyone else but the Vittangi residents 

– will ever be capable to convey what exactly these values are, or what they evoke in the 

inhabitants, in a way that does them justice. However, by describing everyday life in Vittangi, 

as has been done throughout the ethnographic chapters, it is possible to begin to see the forms 

they get, and what locations they have in the “microspaces” of ordinary life.  

They lie in knowing your neighbor and the story behind their house, or to meet someone at 

Coop and exchange a few words about the weather. They lie the “damned climate”, in the 

familiarity of the surroundings you move through. In the words of Stewart (2012: 519), these 

“scenes of recognition, and these sensory matters, compose place. They do not symbolize or 

represent it. Rather, they are its always emergent form – precise actualizations of a field of 

potentiality”. For instance, walking through the village with Tapio, he could tell the stories 

behind every house and place we walked by – even the stories of houses and places no longer 

existing. Thus, even for an outsider, like myself, the village’s history comes alive: residential 

houses become former banks, empty houses turn into old hotels, and islands become someone’s 

hard work. For Vendela, whose house has been in her family for generations, the village 

reminds her of her childhood – by moving through the village, she can remember past people 

and places. 

The inhabitants’ movement thus inscribes the past into the present, as well as it creates new 

knowledge (Ingold, 2011: 154). Knowledge is, I argue, central for the creation of these values, 

as the knowledge the inhabitants have of Vittangi allows them to see the movements and 

changes in the village. For Vittangi is movement, both in the sense of the inhabitants’ movement 

patterns to, from and through the village and by that experiencing all that happens around them, 

but it is also the kind of movement which makes stores close and devalues the land – movement 
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that creates precarity. Knowing and seeing movement – seeing the changes in the landscapes 

and surroundings – is a way of organizing space, thus also a way of making home (Douglas, 

1991: 289). It is, in other words, in the power of seeing and recognizing the precarious that 

makes it a valuable characteristic of ordinary life.  

Bringing the past into the present creates a sense of continuity, but inhabitants are also 

bringing the present into the future. Jacob and Madeleine moved from Stockholm into 

Madeleine’s grandparents’ old house. Their move was partly motivated by Madeleine’s wish 

to move back to the place where she grew up, but also because they wanted to give their children 

a chance to establish a relationship with the older generation – the sense of continuity so extends 

into the future. Moreover, the work at the associations, as sites where inhabitants can shape and 

realize their future, are also ways of bridging the present with forthcoming tomorrows 

(Forsberg, 2013: 249f; Escobar, 2001: 155) 

As these values are made in the subjective experience, the sense of Vittangi as a home 

inescapably vary among the inhabitants. Whereas Madeleine grew up in Vittangi, Jacob has 

only lived there since 2012. Their different interpretations of the social phenomena in the 

village could be explained by their different backgrounds – what Madeleine now experiences 

as safety, Jacob sometimes perceives as social control. Similarly, Göran and Marina plan on 

leaving Vittangi once Marina retires. They, too, have a different set of codes through which 

their surroundings are interpreted (Ram, 2015: 34f; Herzfeld, 2007: 343): Marina longs back to 

the sea, Göran wants to stay in the region – in the familiar environments of his homeland. This 

is not to suggest that Jacob, Marina or Göran do not feel at home in Vittangi, but as examples 

they, firstly, enlighten how each subjective experience shapes different kinds of value and, 

secondly, that the experience of Vittangi is not limited to the confined locality of the village.  

 

~ ~ ~ 

The experience of Vittangi creates values that make the village feel like home to its residents, 

and it is the sense of being home which, in turn, motivates inhabitants to partake in the place-

making of its locality so that Vittangi can continue to be their home. How, then, are these values 

supposed to be summarized in a way that conforms to the academic standards of a conclusion? 

They are, after all, grounded and shaped by each inhabitants’ subjective experience of Vittangi 

– words simply cannot do them justice. But as this last chapter has attempted to disclose, I hope 

I have been able to convey at least part of what makes them valuable. In the junction of the 

village’s precarity – making ordinary life shimmer precariously – and the inhabitants’ 
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knowledge of the village – enabling them to see all that shimmers – these values are getting 

their form. Based on the ethnographic material and what so far has been said, I suggest three 

themes that are extra emergent, and which can summarize these values constituting elements: 

continuity, familiarity and rootedness. But perhaps, it could also be as simple as that home is a 

value in itself. Therefore, I leave the last remarking words to Stina, which somehow summarizes 

this last chapter’s attempt of concluding something that possibly cannot be concluded: 

It’s so beautiful here. You’ve probably heard this thing with the five-minute society as we 

call it? That it’s five minutes to everything, you don’t really need a car. And we got nice 

skiing tracks, and such beautiful nature… walk down to the river and get on the boat, fish… 

everything is close, both the nature and what you… like, the healthcare central, the school, 

the library, Folkets Hus, the pre-school, all the stores, the gas station, VSK, the sports 

ground with the hockey rink and football field… yeah. It kind of… is.  
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