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Introduction

This is a study of how the past is experienced, thought about and
given form in a parish, Anundsjö, in mid-north Sweden. It is not meant
to be a chronicle of what actually happened, but rather an attempt to
find out how the past appears in both structured and unstructured ways
- a study of the past as a component of culture (cf Tonkin, 1983).
In the pages that follow I shall argue that the past takes on many
shapes, and that it is debatable that there is a common image of the past
in which people anchor their existence and against which they measure
change in their society. This means that the past is not there to be lifted
out of its context to be observed, examined, measured and then put back
again. An important guideline for this study is a perspective which sees
the past as something that is constantly in the process of becoming, as is
culture as a whole. However, as we shall see, there is something of a
paradox here. Momentary versions of the past that are constructed by,
and exchanged between, individuals in the form of a series of statements
or opinions or pictures of the past, are by their very nature perishable. As
soon as a conversation or some other performance involving the past
ends, it vanishes as a unique creation. Left in the memories of the par
ticipants are only fragments of the topics that went into it: a few facts

about a number of individuals and villages, perhaps a number of anec
dotes and personal recollections. These facts, anecdotes and recollec
tions are then, in other encounters, recreated and refashioned, fdled in
with other facts and points of view in ever new combinations, combina
tions that constitute variations on a theme, but are still in some sense
unique, and which in turn give birth to still other constellations of facts,
hearsay and guesswork (cf. Barth, 1987; Schieffelin, 1985). (Written ac
counts of the past are somewhat different in this respect and therefore
have different consequences, as we shall see).
Perhaps the nature of such processes can be likened to a day’s
movements of clouds across the sky, compressed into a few minutes on
film. Here, too, it is impossible to foretell exactly what the process will
look like. Strands join together to form some kind of structure, what
seem to be solid lumps disintegrate, their component parts swirling away
and becoming constituent parts of novel patterns elsewhere. One can, at
any one moment, stop the film and see what amounts to a structure, but
in fact it is change and impermanence that characterize the whole phe
nomenon. From one second to the next something will be there that
was not there before, and something that was there will have disap
peared. Nevertheless, despite the elegance and the beauty of it all, this is
not a smooth process. It depends on disequilibria in various parts of the
system, processes of change that, having reached a certain threshold,
become visible, and so change the entire system. The whole is, so to
speak, an epiphenomenon of change and discontinuity going on every
where within it. As a further illustration, it is like a party where people
walk around talking to other guests as they come across them. Some
times they deliberately seek someone out, sometimes not. The ensemble
is, over the duration of the party, a traceable pattern of movements of
individuals across the floor - gestures and conversations begun, aborted
or completed; communication established or miscarried; moments spent
alone in some corner in thoughts that wander in different directions.
Taken together, all these processes at the level of the individual, the pair,
or the small group, give the party its structure and content, but no-one

present knows exactly what they are, and no-one did what he or she did
with the thought of the sum total at the back of his or her mind. Just like
the formations of clouds sailing across the sky, the party is an
epiphenomenon created by processes and occurrences that go on fairly
independently of one another.
Such, then, is my image of the ways of the past in Anundsjö. The
past is constantly in the process of being created. At any one moment it
is part of conversations going on, objects being contemplated and (less
frequently perhaps) books and other material being written or consulted.
The sum total does not add up to a single version of the past. Rather it is,
at any one moment, made up of innumerable manifestations, manifesta
tions that are at once transcended, elaborated upon or simply forgotten.1
It is perhaps time for us to look somewhat more closely at some of the
forms that it may take.

Forms of the past
When, for instance, people engage in conversations that include
the past as one dimension, they do not necessarily do this because they
have a desire to leam about times gone by. They simply talk about them
selves as individuals, direcdy or indirectly. They want to hear and talk
about people, events and places with which they are already more or
less familiar. Such conversations constitute movement in known terri
tory, and everyone can contribute something in such discussions. But at
the same time the number of individuals who can be chosen for discus
sion is enormous, including both the living and the dead about whom at
least one of the interlocutors has any knowledge. The anecdotes or facts
to be told are similarly innumerable, and there is never any final result to
be achieved. Everyone gains some new knowledge or is able to dissemi
nate some items of fact which the others did not know about before
hand. But it is not a discussion in the sense that it will contribute to a
common version of the past. In fact, people may disagree wildly on cer-

tain matters: where someone was born or whether he was older or
younger than his sister, or whether his wife’s mother came from this or
that village. Sometimes such conflicts are resolved, but most often they
are not, and since the discussion constandy moves on, someone will
become bored with listening to the disputing claims and will raise a new
issue.
W hat emerges very strongly from such sessions, and is, I believe, a
pronounced aspect of the way the past is experienced in Anundsjö, is
that every individual has his or her own version of what it was like,
versions that are integrally part of the individual and therefore not ame
nable to radical change. This also means that we are talking about a
situation in which the whole person is involved, body and soul, so to
speak. We are not dealing with cultural concepts and patterns on an
intellectual level only. This is a past that takes the individual and his or
her knowledge, experiences and predilections as the domain of relevance;
it is the individual’s particular relationship to the past that defines what
is to be included and how it is to be included in a narrative or an argu
ment. By means of the active subject the various topics and events that
comprise the past at any one time are held together, and through him or
her it gains some kind of coherence, at least for the moment. Such a
spontaneous relationship to the past reveals one aspect of Anundsjö so
ciety: that which has to do with its village-like nature, in which those
living there today are gossiped about and their ancestors are similarly
known to some extent and often included in the gossiping. This is a past
which, for most of the time, is only an extension of the present back in
time, the need to include it being dictated by the topic under consider
ation.
To call this form of relationship to the past spontaneous is also to
state that it deals heavily in what can be called tacit knowledge (cf Polanyi,
1966). There will be an assumption on the part of a speaker or author
that his or her audience already has a good background knowledge of
the relevant facts, and that it is therefore possible to give only the barest
of outlines or, in the case of an anecdote, to go more or less directly to

the punchline. Such assumptions may be correct or mistaken in indi
vidual cases, but whatever the case, they are always there. The result of
such assumptions is that a conversation or a text may seem, to an out
sider, rhapsodic, incoherent, full of gaps and lacking in information.
But there is another side to Anundsjö’s past, and that is closely
related to the parish being an integrated part of Swedish society in gen
eral. The people living in Anundsjö have about the same degree of edu
cation as those in other parts of Sweden. They read newspapers, watch
television and listen to the radio as do people elsewhere. They discuss
national, and sometimes international, politics, TV programmes and sport.
This situation of being a kind of microcosm of society is also mirrored in
the ways in which the past assumes its form and is treated. Put briefly, it
is a matter of the difference between an unreflective form of history and
a tutored one. People in Anundsjö are aware of the existence of “history"
in an academic sense, since they have all studied the subject at school.
Most of them are unaware of the fact that history in this sense is an
artificial creation, with its own history of changing conceptions of what
it ought to include, that it is a highly intellectual and specialized activity
with its own contradictions, lacunae and inconsistencies, as Veyne (1971)
vividly discusses. To them it is a fairly unproblematic concept which has
to do with some kind of systematic description of the past, a description
that gives an idea of what things were like in those days and which is
“true”.
There are a few, who, by interest and inclination, have delved deeper
into the subject, perhaps by associating themselves with people who are
amateur researchers, or they may have studied history at the university.
W hen they reflect on, or carry out their own research on, the past in
Anundsjö, they do so from a vantage-point that includes an awareness
of history as a subject, of its role in the conscious constmction and ob
jectification of the past. But, as we shall see, even among these people,
there are great differences in the ways in which they conceptualize and
understand this formal history and how it is to be realized. The essence
of this kind of conceptualization of the past, of various degrees of objec

tification, is the replacement of the individual who is undertaking the
study as the ultimate point of reference in favour of the object under
discussion as the focus of interest. Ideally, personal inclinations and idio
syncrasies are no longer to be allowed to steer the version of the past
that is given. The object, the project itself, is to assume the prime impor
tance. Furthermore, objectified history, with its associations with learn
ing and expertise, is a concept which carries a good deal of prestige. It is
highly valued, as are the people who master its intricacies. In other words,
it is an ideal that few can aspire to; it is “History” in contrast to the
everyday delvings into the past found in conversations - excursions which
are not thought of as history at all.2
This span between immediately experienced small-scale village life,
where the past is but an aspect of knowledge of individuals and events,
and a more tutored conception of the past as objectified history, gives
rise to several dimensions of conceptualizations of the past in the mind
of each individual. In each case these dimensions are given shape and
direction by the individual's own history, with its unique experiences.
Let us dwell for a moment on the meaning of what I have just said.
One could, in fact, look at various conceptualizations of history as dis
crete forms of relating to the past, each with its own logic and mode of
comprehension and expression; one could look at them in the abstract
and summarize the totality as an opposition between ideal types. Here
one would be close to Lévi-Strauss’ (1966) distinction between savage
and domesticated thought, or Husserl’s discussion of the “natural atti
tude”. And although it is possible to constmct situations and modes of
relating to the past in which ideal forms are evident, the character of
Anundsjö society makes these unstable and situational whenever they
are translated into reality. Thus in what follows we shall be aware of this
opposition between a local and immediately understood, spontaneous,
past, and a reflected and objectified one. Nevertheless the stress will be
on the multiple conceptualizations from which can be constmced the
ideal types that are simultaneously accessible to any one individual, and
on how these are realized contextually and situationally.

Now, if this is essentially how I view the appearance of the past in
daily life in Anundsjö, perhaps this stress on a fundamental characteris
tic of impermanence and fragmentation is at least partly due to my own
position within that society. Let me therefore turn to that issue for a
moment.

The view from the inside
This study is not only the work of an anthropologist looking at an
alien culture from the outside, it is also in a highly relevant way a re
searching of my own memory and understanding of that culture, since I
was born and brought up in Anundsjö. It is, thus, also an exercise in self
reflection. I knew personally the people with whom I interacted as a
researcher; I often knew their relatives and neighbours, and in many
cases I had known their late parents or grandparents. I had sat in on,
listened to, and taken part in, innumerable conversations about topics
relevant to an understanding of the past in present-day culture, long
before I knew that I was to become an anthropologist. The material with
which I have worked in this study is, therefore, a mixture of fieldwork
and knowledge about, and emotions and attitudes towards, Anundsjö
and its people, formed and imbibed in circumstances “untainted” by the
undercurrent of collecting facts and impressions for a study of that cul
ture. Obviously this prehistory has shaped my work in important ways.
A perspective formed as the result of long-term residence, whether one
be a native or an outsider, always brings out nuances and insights that
are denied to the short-term researcher. Scudder and Colson (1979:251)
describe this very well in a paper on their extended study (begun in
1956) of the Gwembe Tonga of Zambia:
We are...watching the aging of old friends who are passing
from vigorous maturity to old age and sometimes senility.
The fact that we too are growing older and occupy new sta-

tuses opens to us new information and new insights, but closes
off other avenues... Predictably, a long-term study is likely to
diminish the roseate hues in which so much of ethnographic
description is couched, while at the same time the people
who are the focus of the study become more the products of
their own history and less the exemplars of cultural patterns.

To my mind the process Scudder and Colson describe fits very
well with my own attempt to write down my experiences of Anundsjö,
except that a good deal of my material was collected long before the
formal study began. Let me enlarge on this a little.
Growing older means obtaining new insights, seeing things from a
new perspective but also, as Scudder and Colson put it, closing off av
enues that used to be open and accessible. Aging together with other
people means that one obtains a fuller knowledge and understanding of
them. Over the years one gets to know them better, but one also sees the
changes, one sees the person as he or she is today compared with the
same individual twenty, thirty, sixty years ago. It is like watching a sculp
ture slowly rotating before one’s eyes. One is presented with new details
all the time, while the ones that have gone before are still in one’s mind's
eye. The result is that the sculpture, the individual, is chiselled out against
the background and comes to occupy the central area of one’s field of
view. And as one grows older, people one has known as children be
come adults and have to be treated as such. The relationship assumes a
new dimension. And as new children are born, one’s own position
changes, also in one’s own eyes.
Let me give an example. One day I was sitting in the kitchen of my
Anundsjö home having breakfast when a boy of about eight burst in
from outside. I had never seen him before. It turned out that he had
moved into the area with his parents and brother only a few years before
and was living in a house some distance to the south. I had known the
former occupants of that house very well, and before I realized it I had

started telling the boy about the peculiarities and ideosyncracies of the
old people who had lived there when I was small. I told him about some
of their family connections as well as a few anecdotes. He listened, but I
am not sure that he was all that interested, and he soon disappeared in
search of my daughters. It was only afterwards that it struck me that I
had played the role of the older generation informant about the past to
that boy, a role that I had never thought of as being part of my reper
toire. To me people who talked about the past were generally older than
me. And in a curious way I could picture myself as a sedate, elderly
guardian of some of the secrets of the past.
This incident not only served to introduce the little boy to some
aspects of the history of the house he was now inhabiting, it also made
me realize that my own position in Anundsjö society had changed with
out my noticing it. And it is against such a complex and fluid back
ground that one’s experiences as an anthropologist are set. Culture is
never there to be captured. It is forever being dissolved into individual
lives, changing relationships and perspectives. How is this to be caught
in a fair way within the meshes of a concept or symbol, or summed up
by rules? All such attempts will deaden the beat of life, will freeze the
transformations, will make them intellectually fathomable but bereft of
identity. And the issue is, in fact, even more complicated. Assuming the
position of long-term resident, or being a native of the culture studied, of
necessity puts the anthropologist in the role of both actor and observer.
He or she is no longer simply an outsider whose presence is of no conse
quence to the flow of events. As part of the web of society, the re
searcher cannot avoid a reflexive stance, not from deliberate choice, but
as an unavoidable consequence of the raw material from which the eth
nography is drawn.
My close familiarity with Anundsjö makes me see patterns of
behaviour and expect certain actions on the part of other people. At the
same time, I am aware that, to state a truism, each encounter is unique,
and that it creates its own structure and momentum, qualities that de
pend on the individuals who are interacting. And, considering the ways
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that people act, there seems to be an infinite number of possibilities and
nuances which almost obscure the fact that this flow of actions and words
takes place and lives its life bounded and structured by a wider society,
whose structures and forces are in their turn the products of a history
that meshes with the individual histories of the people I can observe and
interact with in Anundsjö. It could in fact be argued that a small-scale,
tightly-knit culture is, also to the long-term researcher, identical with its
individuals in a very concrete way. In contexts where people know, or
assume that they know, one another well, acts performed and words
uttered tend to take on the appearance of normalcy. The thing said or
done comes to stand for the individual saying or doing them. Or rather,
the knowledge and experience one has of that particular person will
overshadow a sentence or an act one does not understand, in the sense
that meaning will be transferred from the words or action to the person.
In other words, if a person whom one has been able to understand in the
past, were suddenly to act in a way that defied interpretation, his or her
behaviour would unconsciously be weighed against past experience and
knowledge of his or her personal history, and the action then interpreted
in the light of this. Thus, even in such obscure situations, communica
tion necessarily rests on a past one knows (one’s own and the other’s,
since the two necessarily imply one another), and not simply on actions
and words in the present.
There is also a process going on here, since the present will be
come the past, and with time one’s image and impression of other people
will change as a result of the way one interpretes their behaviour. Should
a perfectly normal person start to behave in an idiosyncratic and erratic
manner, this will eventually effect a transformation of one’s understand
ing of who that person is, and consequently also of the way in which one
understands his or her actions and words. It is precisely this phenom
enon of understanding the present through the past that lies at the root
of the concomitant appearance of pattern and uniqueness that one is
often baffled by, when one tries to reflect on and describe the culture of
those one has known for a long time.

With this curious mixture of routine and innovation in mind, it
seems appropriate to view culture in the context of Anundsjö society, as
seen from the perspective of any one individual, as being the result of
concrete interaction over the years with other individuals. It is, then,
very much an epiphenomenon of memory, both as intellectual process
and affect, which results in that remarkable ability to find common ground
in interaction with others while still retaining a degree of independence,
the combined effect of which is to ensure that one’s interlocutor is able
to see it as consistent both with one’s person and the situation in which
the action takes place.
There is also another aspect of looking at the past from the inside
of a culture, that should at least be mentioned. Drawing out senses of
history from informal conversations and, at a more structured level, from
occasions where the past is celebrated, sets history, and what might have
been unique about its events and people, firmly within the boundaries of
the normal and the mundane. The past becomes part and parcel of ev
eryday existence, anchored to the individuals recounting it, or to other
contemporaries by means of kinship or locality. The notion of the past
as something other, something wild and untamed is lost.
I am made very aware of this when I compare my own sense of
what I know of Anundsjö’s past with what I know of the past of the
parish some 150 miles to the west, close to the high mountains, where
my mother came from. She used to tell long stories about remarkable
men and women, mysterious and mystic events of long ago, of fights
and adventures, of the forests and the mountains, of settlers and Sami,
that have forever put their stamp on my feelings and attitude towards
that particular place. I remember, when at the age of eight I first visited
her native parish, being astounded by seeing that the houses looked more
or less the same as those at home; there were shops, and cars on the
roads, and the people dressed and looked like people in Anundsjö, al
though they spoke with a somewhat different accent. My image of those
people’s past clashed violently with what I saw and experienced, and I
think that it was the past that came out victorious. Even today I tend to

see that place in terms of what I was told rather than in terms of what I
saw. To me its history is dramatic and extraordinary, while Anundsjö’s
past is somehow commonplace and routine. At first I thought that the
contrast between the two was simply due to the fact that I did not have
access to anyone who could recount Anundsjö’s past as vividly as my
mother could talk about that of her parish. But the more I have come to
reflect on the issue in the course of this study, the more I have realized
that I know about many stark and dramatic events and colourful people
from Anundsjö’s past, but somehow they do not strike me as being out
of the ordinary. The reason must be that they are tied to people and
places I know or know about, and that I have learned about them over a
number of years, each anecdote being told in a specific situation that
actualized it and robbed it of some of its sense of otherness. It was not
simply a wild tale from the past, but a piece of information that might
well be strange and unusual, but was so firmly set within the everyday
landmarks of a culture and a form of life of which I was a part that I did
not react to it as history. This is, to my mind, the basic difference be
tween the insider’s and the outsider’s view, not only in dealing with the
past, but with regard to culture as a whole.

The objects and outline of the study
It is, then, within such a framework, consisting of an insider’s van
tage-point and a perspective that sees individuality, contextuality and
situationality as crucial, that I begin this discussion of the formation of
the past in Anundsjö. In the following pages I shall discuss three major
contexts in which the form the past takes can be seen to be dependent
on an awareness and knowledge of the society and the culture that en
compass the parish. These contexts are: everyday casual conversations;
the local museum and the activities associated with it; and written ac
counts of various aspects of Anundsjö’s past. These three broad contexts
also express progressively higher degrees of objectification of the past. In

everyday conversations it is seldom the case that people are conscious of
the effect that “what we are now talking about can be labelled ‘history’”,
although they are of course aware that the events and the individuals
they are talking about may belong to the past. At the museum, on the
other hand, the past is made tangible, and the whole rationale for its
existence is to celebrate the past. And in writings about the past, the
concept of ‘history’ is even more salient and obvious. This means that
the form that the past takes varies a good deal from context to context.
And, in line with what I have just written, it also varies situationally
within each context.
In the chapters that follow the reader will note a progression from
description and analysis of the past as it occurs in conversation to the
way it is treated in more structured and formalized contexts.
Chapter 1 provides a rough outline of a (objectified) history of
Anundsjö and a discussion of emic understandings of the past, the local
ity and the people. Chapter 2 is a description and discussion of some of
the ways that the past appears spontaneously to people in everyday life,
and the role of affect in this process.
Chapter 3 deals with conversations: their setting and structure, as
well as factors, both internal and external to the individual, that influ
ence the course and content of conversational interaction. Chapter 4
continues the analysis of conversations by raising the issue of the extent
to which specific statements about the past are also claims to say some
thing about that past which is of general, rather than simply particular,
relevance.
Chapter 5 moves the focus away from spontaneous conversation
to a more structured setting, that of the local museum, where the past is
given a specific form and content shaped by a particular ideology. Chap
ter 6 moves one further step in the direction of structure and objectifica
tion by means of a discussion of the past from the perspective of written
material dealing with the history of Anundsjö. Chapter 7 concludes the
study, by discussing the findings at a more general level.

The Parish and its People

Let us now look somewhat more closely at Anundsjö, the parish
where I carried out my research, and discuss some of its features relevant
for an understanding of the ways in which its past and its present inter
act. People in Anundsjö vary as to their ability to objectify history. If
asked to do so, a few will be able to produce a sketch similar to the one
that follows. Most people will be able to narrate bits and pieces of it,
interspersed to a greater or lesser degree with anecdotes and personal
reminiscences. Thus, there is no agreed version of Anundsjö’s past that
can function as a kind of measuring rod or ideal model according to
which individual versions are fashioned. Each individual has his or her
knowledge which may overlap at certain points with the historical knowl
edge possessed by others but, as a rule, an objectified entity called “the
history of Anundsjö” is not at the back of people’s minds when they talk
about the past. Their talk and their understanding of the past are in most
cases wholly ego-centred. With these remarks in mind, let us see what a
rough, and thoroughly objectified, sketch of Anundsjö’s history might
look like.

The setting
Anundsjö is situated in the mid-northern inland part of Sweden
where the high forest-clad mountainous area to the north-west meets
the lower more fertile regions to the south-east, an area that was cut
through by deep fiords in prehistoric times. Today the main farming
villages are found around the 6-mile-long Anundsjö lake in the southern
part of the parish, and along the two river valleys extending to the north
west and west. Most of these villages have been known at least since the
Middle Ages and for several centuries they constituted the backbone of
Anundsjö as a community dominated by independent farmers.
Not very much is known about Anundsjö in the Middle Ages. The
oldest documents dating from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, re
late to ownership of land and cattle, tax levies, court cases and other
legal matters. Up to some time in the seventeenth century Anundsjö
parish was also much larger than it is today, comprising some 10,000
square miles, as compared with about one-tenth of that today. But the
population was surprisingly small. According to the figures worked out
by the local historian Erik Jonsson (more about him later), there were
only about 30 tax-paying farmers in Anundsjö in 1535. Given a rough
estimate of about 5 people per household, the total population amounted
to around 150 individuals. Today the population is roughly 6,000.
Anundsjö suffered severely, as did most other parts of Sweden, from the
frequent and protracted wars of the seventeenth and early eighteenth
centuries. As a result there was a sharp decline in population and many
farms were deserted or had only women and maybe some old men or
children working them. Not until the late eighteenth century were the
devastating effects of these wars offset and population figures returned
to their peak level at the end of the sixteenth century (around 565 indi
viduals) (Erik Jonsson, n.d.).
Towards the latter part of the eighteenth century there was a grow
ing scarcity of land as a result of the growth in population. A farm had to
be divided between the farmer's children, and as time went on an in

creasing number of people had to take up positions as farm hands or
crofters, being given a small amount of land on the edge of a farm and
expected to support themselves from wage labour, which meant farm
work and, from the mid-nineteenth century, forestry work in the service
of farmers or the forestry companies. This period, from the latter part of
the eighteenth century until the early part of the twentieth, was also a
time when new land was colonized by households that had not been
fortunate enough to inherit a farm. These new settlements were estab
lished in the upper part of Anundsjö, where the higher altitude made the
land less fertile and more frost-prone than that of the old farming areas.
In addition these settlements were more isolated than the longer estab
lished villages which, being situated along the river valleys and around
Anundsjö lake, formed a natural community where communication was
fairly easy and speedy. This also made them less attractive.
The villages that were founded in the eighteenth century proved
in many cases to be viable projects and have in most cases maintained
themselves up to the present. In contrast, the smaller settlements on the
most unproductive land that were opened up in the nineteenth century
were quite often abandoned after some time. The period since the end of
the Second World War has also seen an increased rate of depopulation
of upper Anundsjö as a result of new alternative employment opportuni
ties.
It is important for our purposes to point out that these new settle
ments were in most cases founded by people from Anundsjö. Thus they
became extensions of already existing networks of kinship. This stability
of population, as well as the common practice of marrying within the
boundaries of the parish, has led to a situation where people often ex
press the view that everyone in Anundsjö is related to everyone else.
This may be an exaggeration, but it is still amazing how closely related
people really are. During my fieldwork I felt that I was hardly able to talk
to a knowledgeable older person without being presented with a new
relative. And these were all kin on my father’s side only. The network is
considerably more close-knit for someone whose father and mother both

come from Anundsjö.

Farm and forest
Throughout history, the farming system in Anundsjö has been based
on a work force composed mainly of the members of the household
with the addition of a few live-in farm hands, young women and men,
themselves mostly the children of farmers. The last forty years has seen
a change in this pattern, however, a change that has gone hand in hand
with the rising cost of labour coupled with the rapidly increasing rate of
mechanization. These two factors have led to a situation in which the
farmer and his family are obliged, and are able to, perform all the neces
sary work themselves. During the same period the combination of wage
work and agriculture characteristic of the crofters and farmers in the
outlying areas of the parish has decreased sharply, and today full-time
wage labour is the normal pattern (Borgström, 1983). The farms are still
family enterprises as they have always been. Anundsjö has never known
feudalism or any other form of large-scale land holding. Even the crofts
were held with full proprietory rights, in marked contrast to the crofts in
the southern part of Sweden, which usually belonged to the land-owner
and were rented by the occupants. W hat I want to stress here is the
relative occupational and status homogeneity that has characterized
Anundsjö, and continues to do so, although to a lesser degree because of
the increasing complexity of Swedish society as a whole since the Sec
ond World War.
For most of its history people in the parish have relied on working
the land and the forests. Farming was by far the most important source
of income and livelihood until the late nineteenth century when forestry
work took over. The bulk of the population subsisted on a combination
of the two, with the forestry workers also owning some cattle and grow
ing their own potatoes and barley. The forest was also a place for graz
ing cattle. In summer women or children would take the animals to the

forest in the morning and bring them home again in the evening. An
other form of pasturing cattle away from the village was a form of tran
shumance, the so-called jabod system (Ja is an old word for cattle and
bod means shed or some other kind of makeshift structure). In summer
the whole village would move with its cattle to the village’sJabodar (ļ>\xxral) which consisted of small dwelling-houses, one for each household,
and sheds for the cattle. Some of the women would then remain there
with the cattle which grazed in the forest during the daytime. After a few
weeks the cattle would be taken back to the village again, and after an
other few weeks the village people once again returned to their fiibodar.
This trek was usually performed twice a year but if the autumn turned
out to be unusually mild a third move might be undertaken. Some farm
ers continued this tradition of trekking to thefiibodar every summer until
the 1940s, but the custom had begun to disappear already in the 1930s.
The lay-out of the villages and settlements was characterized by a
pattern in which the dwelling houses and other buildings of each farm
were clustered at a distance from those of other farms. The physical
distance between neighbours varied a good deal. In some of the older
villages it was perhaps no more than a hundred yards or so, while in
others it might be three or four times that distance. The absence of a
nucleated form of settlement meant that each household was left very
much to itself in private matters, and that these were easily kept from the
view of others if the household members wanted it that way.
In many villages and on solitary farms one can see buildings of
varying age. There may be a large eighteenth or nineteenth century
dwelling house, now disused, standing next to one built more recently
with all modem amenities. Around these there may be both an old and
a new structure housing the cattle as well as all the machinery that a
farmer nowadays finds necessary. Spread out around these there may
also be a number of smaller buildings maybe a hundred to two hundred
years old, sometimes even older. Thus, in the form of buildings and also,
as we shall see, in the form of tools and other objects that have been
passed down the generations, the past is very much part of Anundsjö's

present.

The end of self-sufficiency
Towards the middle of the nineteenth century the picture of
Anundsjö as a self-sufficient and relatively isolated part of the world was
to be shattered with the establishment and growth of forestry compa
nies, who came in search of raw materials for the saw mills growing up
along the coast of mid-northern Sweden. From their point of view
Anundsjö was an attractive area since apart from the huge forests, there
was also a system of small rivers and lakes that could be used for floating
the timber down to the coast. During the period from around 1860 to
1900 Anundsjö’s self-sufficient farming society was radically transformed
by the establishment of an economy that characterized it even as re
cently as the 1960s. Farmers’ sons, crofters, farm hands and others who
did not own a farm of their own were now employed as wood-cutters
and floaters, in seasonal work that required some other kind of addi
tional means of subsistence. Mostiy this was a piece of land.
During the first decades of the companies' presence large numbers
of people worked together at the site where the trees were felled. Wood
cutters and drivers (who were mostly farmers since this task necessitated
owning a horse) congregated at the place of work where they remained
for the whole season in temporary, hastily-built cabins. It may be noted
that during the first two decades there seems to have been a good deal of
opposition from the potential work force to engaging in these undertak
ings. Despite the cash earnings, it was apparendy very difficult to recruit
workers. Paid employment in the service of someone from outside the
local community did not seem to be much desired. To this one has, of
course, to add the discomfort of being lodged in cold smoky dwellings
far into the forest, isolated by deep snow, miles away from one’s family.
Willingness to work seems to have increased over time, however, prob
ably due to the necessity of earning extra cash as Anundsjö became in

creasingly involved in a monetary economy.
The system of forestry work also changed in the direction of a
more decentralized pattem. One factor contributing to this was the com
panies' policy of renting out or selling crofts parcelled out of the forests
they had bought from the farmers. This had the additional advantage,
from the companies’ point of view, of creating a residential work force in
all parts of the company-owned forests. The state was to follow suit on
its lands with the creation in the early twentieth century of what was
called kronotorp (Crown crofts).1
Many of the forestry workers were farmers who had sold their
farms to the companies. This was indeed the case with the villages and
setdements of upper Anundsjö, where most of the farms consisted of
forest, an asset of dubious value to the owners. It could really only be
used for collecting fire wood and building materials, and as grazing land
for cattle. To all intents and purposes it was more or less worthless in the
opinion of the local people. Thus, the farmers were often willing to sell
when the companies made their offers. For their part, the representatives
of the companies settled on upper Anundsjö, since the farms there gen
erally had a much larger acreage covered by forest than the farms of the
older villages. Since it was a matter of persuading a limited number of
farmers to sell, the consolidation of large tracts of forest under company
ownership was achieved fairly easily in this area The result of this pro
cess is that most of the forested land in these parts of Anundsjö is owned
by companies or by the state, while in the southern part of the parish
and along the two main river valleys with their old villages, the farmers
still hold on to their land.
It is no exaggeration to say that the arrival of the forestry compa
nies and the changes that this brought, sent shock waves through
Anundsjö society that have still not died down. This is not peculiar to
Anundsjö. In 1906 the debate about what was happening to the farmers
of northern Sweden at the hands of the forestry companies led to the
enactment of a law prohibiting the indiscriminate sale of forest to the
companies. Books and pamphlets have been written castigating the greedy

and voracious company owners and their local representatives who are
depicted as swindlers, robber barons and scoundrels. There can be no
doubt that the entry of Anundsjö into industrialized society, if only as an
exporter of raw materials, stirred up strong feelings. As we shall see,
stories and anecdotes about this period still circulate, picturing the local
farmers as the victims of cruel and callous rapaciousness and disregard
for human values.

The role of the railway
Towards the end of the nineteenth century the railway reached
Anundsjö. For about thirty years this provided a boost to farmers and
traders in the southern part of the parish, above all to the main centre,
Bredbyn. Until then Bredbyn had been a farming village with a number
of extra functions, such as being the seat of the local government and
also the place where the church and its offices were to be found. But it
was still only a small drop in an ocean of farming and forestry work, and
even in Bredbyn itself farms were to be found. The arrival of the railway
was to change all that. The railway did not pass through Bredbyn itself
but ran some kilometres away. Bredbyn was, however, on the main road
leading from the coast to the southern part of Lapland, and the trains
carrying goods for the latter area unloaded at the stop close to Bredbyn,
from where the goods were transported by horse-drawn wagons up
through Anundsjö and into the main trading centre of southern Lapland,
Åsele, about a hundred kilometres to the north. This commerce created
good opportunities for the farmers who normally owned horses, as well
as for traders, both those already in Anundsjö and newcomers who moved
in. As automobiles started to appear, lorries took over a good deal of the
goods transport and buses began ferrying people. For a few decades
Bredbyn became a very prosperous community, as can be seen from the
large wooden houses that still dominate it, which were all built during
this time. It was also the only place in Anundsjö where one could find a

fairly sizeable petty bourgeoisie. When the railway reached Åsele in the
1920s Bredbyn lost its importance, but by then it had become even more
established as the centre of Anundsjö.2

Later developments
I have already mentioned that the period after the Second World
War has brought a good deal of change to Anundsjö. This can be seen in
virtually all aspects of life. Employment opportunities have widened con
siderably compared with the pre-war period. One reason for this has
been the increased importance of the public sector as a provider ofjobs.
Perhaps most significant in this regard is the opportunities it has given
women to enter the work force. Despite these changes, however,
Anundsjö has seen quite a high degree of unemployment during this
period, especially among the young. Like most other regions where the
combination of agriculture with forestry work has been dominant, the
rapid mechanization of the two has led to a rapid and significant de
crease in the number of people employed. The alternative has been, at
least for the young, to leave Anundsjö in search of work elsewhere. The
situation improved somewhat in the mid-1960s when an engineering
firm, employing about 500 men and women, was established at Mellansel,
some ten kilometres to the east of Bredbyn. It halted the flow of out
migration, and a number of migrants even returned to Anundsjö.
Bredbyn has also grown considerably during the past forty years.
As people’s standard of living improved, more and more families who
had previously rented flats were able to build their own houses, with the
result that from the mid-1950s a number of residential areas have grown
up around the older parts of the village. This process has also been aug
mented by the influx of people from the smaller settlements in upper
Anundsjö. As the economy based on combination agriculture-forestry
was progressively undermined, the inhabitants of these relatively iso
lated parts of the parish with few amenities were increasingly attracted

by the relative comfort of Bredbyn, where opportunities for jobs were
greater. In particular workers switching from wood-cutting to work in
the factory at Mellansel made this move. Many of these, however, have
kept their old houses and crofts and use them as summer houses. Parallel
with this development there has been a strengthening of the viability of
a number of other villages, as a result of better roads and the general
availability of motor cars. Many people now commute daily, living per
haps 70 kilometres away from their place of work. In this way the reduc
tion of the work force in forestry has not led to abandonment of the
village. Given that the distance is not too great and that the children can
go to school by bus without too much inconvenience, many opt for this
solution. It is possible to argue that improved communications have al
lowed people to maintain a continuity of life by being able to remain in
their old familiar surroundings even when forced to seek employment
elsewhere. This continuity, in turn, contributes to shaping their percep
tions of their own past by providing it with a centre that is defined both
in terms of geography and sentiment.

Change, continuity and perceptions of the past
This point about continuity in the midst of change could be elabo
rated by reference to Ortner’s (1984:1561) discussion of Sahlins (1981).
She argues that due to the fact that actors embody the system as well as
live it, there is a certain “drag” introduced into it with respect to change.
She therefore feels that, in order to study systemic transformations, one
is well advised to use a model that takes account of developments over
two or three generations. Related to this point is her comment that the
impact of change may sometimes be overrated, in the sense that a good
deal of systemic reproduction is carried out in domestic life and that, as
a result, important relations may be untouched by the impetus of change.
If we look at Anundsjö for a while we see that it has experienced a
good deal of change and transformation. During this century it has moved

from dependence on family agriculture and forestry work to mechanized
industry and salaried office employment, and the state has become a
major employer. The picture with regard to work is thus a very different
one from what it was even fifty years ago, with regard to both men and
women. At the same time, the content of agriculture for the relatively
few farmers who remain, and of forestry work, has changed tremen
dously. With this has gone an increasing exposure to the outside world
effected by more years being spent at school and the growth of the mass
media. But there is still a strong sense of continuity and a feeling of
familiarity with the past. One reason for this is the fact that, despite the
changes, so much has remained the same. The value placed on physical
strength and hard work can still be expressed in daily life, and the egali
tarian ethos is probably as strong as ever. People continue to inhabit the
same villages and settlements; they are still related through kinship with
a host of other local people; they still use the forests and the lakes in
their spare time; and the domestic units are still dominated by nuclear
families, although the number of children per unit may be lower now
than a hundred years ago. The changes in working conditions and the
widened horizons that exposure to mainstream society has brought, have
not forced people in Anundsjö to revise their own picture of themselves
or of their immediate forebears. Continuity in individual life has been left
fairly undisturbed through the preservation of the most important fac
tors responsible for the sense of stability in the local world. And it is
these vast areas of what is regarded as an unchanging and taken-forgranted existence that inform and shape the senses of the past that we
shall look at in this study. Change is always taking place, even in those
areas that seem most impenetrable to its insistent efforts, but it is where
it strikes rather than its perceived magnitude that will determine in the
end how people deal with their history in relation to their present.

The stability of the population, expressed in extensive links of kin
ship, a fairly low degree of in- and out-migration and, for the majority,
employment in a limited number of occupations, has led to a situation
where Anundsjö has become, in a sense, “transparent” to the people
living there. An individual will simply take it for granted that he or she
knows what kind of life people lead in other parts of Anundsjö, even if
he or she has never been there and does not know a single person from
the area. There exists a subconscious assumption among local people
that Anundsjö and its inhabitants are already well known, and that any
details only have to be fitted into the assumed pattern. This particular
mode of preparedness to react to events and people is very important in
understanding the role of the past in the present. It not only makes the
present less problematic, it also simplifies the past to the extent that it
virtually obliterates it as an autonomous domain.
In daily interaction this results in a certain generosity (even if it has
its limits), a certain readiness to accept ignorance, since the assumption,
even if proved to be somewhat mistaken as to the identity of knowledge
of self and other, still regards the other person as educable, so to speak.
He or she is, after all, of the same kind. Similarly, the ignorant party
assumes that sooner or later some piece of information will be offered
that will allow him or her to take an active part in the conversation. I
remember, for instance, when I was walking through the forest with a
companion some fifteen years older than me, how at a creek we hap
pened to meet a man unknown to both of us. We stopped and greeted
one another. At first there was silence, and then my companion men
tioned that he remembered how in his youth he had sometimes fished in
this very creek and the catch had always been good. The fisherman said
that one could still get quite a lot of fish. Then my companion men
tioned some of the people he remembered who also used to fish in the
creek, as well as some who had lived in its vicinity in those days. It
turned out that our new acquaintance knew some of them, and the con
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versation then settled on these people, whether they were still alive, what
they did in those days, what they were doing now, and to whom they
were related. It turned into one of those conversations about the past,
mixed with the present, which I have heard and taken part in on so
many occasions.
What we see here is an assumption that shareable knowledge is
within reach. The conversation is halting to begin with and focuses on
what seems to the two people involved to be the common denominator,
the creek. This is then gradually widened until a conversation is built up.
This process can be likened to a situation where a native, speaking his or
her language, sometimes makes grammatical mistakes or uses uncom
mon expressions or words. As long as the speaker is categorized as a
native the mistakes and the ideosyncrasies will hardly be commented
on, and will perhaps even be taken as alternative ways of expressing
oneself in the language in question. A non-native speaker’s mistakes or
uncommon ways of expression will, on the other hand, be put down to
foreignness, examples of an incomplete mastery of the code. In other
words, a native is expected to be in the know and is included despite
evidence to the contrary, while someone not categorized as belonging
to the group will have to put up a perfect performance in order not to
draw attention to his or her foreignness. In Anundsjö the assumption of
shared knowledge may sometimes be mistaken, but that does not ex
clude the fact that one’s interlocutor is defined as a person who knows,
and the attempts to find a common basis will persist as will the explana
tions until some kind of common ground is established.

The fragmentation o f knowledge
What, then, is the significance of Anundsjö’s past as outlined above
for the inhabitants of the parish? I noted that people do not normally
reflect on it in the terms in which it is presented here. They view it from
their own individual perspective, in which episodic anecdotes about in-

dividuals they know or have heard about fragment, and detract attention
from, structural change or shifts in the loci of power. There are, how
ever, occasions when these past transformations are talked about in seem
ingly objectified terms. It is then usually a question of generalization
from individual cases and events, generalization that the narrator intu
itively finds to be appropriate, and quite correctly so, since he or she is
aware of other anecdotes that relate to the same historical occurrence.
As we shall see, this individualization and fragmentation of the past has
as one of its consequences an uneven and selective distribution ofknowledge about Anundsjö society, the result being, as seen from the indi
vidual perspective, a kind of contextualized specialization about aspects
of the past and the present of the parish and its people, centred on local
ity, kinship, occupation and similar bases for interaction with others.
This fragmentation, which necessitates a great deal of local knowl
edge if interaction between individuals is to proceed smoothly, can be
seen in a number of ways. Here I shall dwell briefly on the two most
important domains: geography and the naming of individuals.

Knowledge of places
If asked, people in Anundsjö will be able to name most of the ma
jor settlements and villages of the parish. In many instances they will be
able to give the direction and distance from their own village to the
larger ones. They will similarly be able to give the names of some lakes,
some hill tops, perhaps some of the swampy areas where a good crop of
cloud berries may be found. But detailed knowledge of the geography is
in most cases limited to an area fairly close to home, or perhaps to some
part of Anundsjö where one has worked or often visited. In addition,
there will be a number of names of places which one knows of, but not
to the extent of being able to pinpoint them on the map, something that
may sometimes lead to disputes in conversations. Another indication of

the small-scale nature of one’s known territory is the rather limited num
ber o f names that constantly recur on maps of Anundsjö (and
neighbouring parishes), especially names of villages and lakes. One gets
the impression that features of the natural surroundings have been named
without the name-giver being aware that there was already a lake, a hill
or a settlement not far away with that very name.
It is when we turn to the local context that we find a high degree of
overlapping detailed knowledge. Here references to places do not need
the qualification as to which village they are close to, and the anecdotes
that depict occurrences in the present or long ago refer to a landscape
where the names themselves carry concrete reminiscences of experi
ences for both narrator and listener, names that are inscribed within the
individual's own history. But if this is the general picture, we shall still
find, if we look closer, that the smooth surface is in fact uneven. There is
also at this micro-level, of necessity, an uneven distribution of knowl
edge about locality. Here we are dealing with individual patches of land
that may be named after a person, or the exact strip of land which marks
the boundary between two farms, or a piece of land that was formerly
used to graze calves. Such names will in some cases be known by all, in
others by many and, in still others, by only a few. We never arrive at a
level, then, where we find some kind of basis where knowledge is com
pletely shared. As in knowledge of the past, fragmentation is conspicu
ous, and knowledge and competence are closely tied to an individual’s
unique experiences.

Knowledge of people
The naming of people is also related to fragmentation and indi
vidual experience, as we shall see. In addition to simply using an
individual’s Christian name and his or her family name, which would be
a fairly context-free means of reference necessitating very little knowl
edge about local history, there are a number of alternatives which de-

mand a high degree of cultural competence and knowledge that in some
cases may be shared by only a few individuals. Thus, local people may
be referred to by compounding their Christian name with that of some
one else, for instance a spouse. Pelle-Margreta, therefore, refers to a
woman named Margareta who is married to someone called Per. To
people knowledgeable about this couple the reference is clear enough
and serves to distinguish this particular Margareta from any other
Margareta with whom she might be confused. Note that the husband’s
name does not appear with a genitive attached to it. Another variant on
the same theme is Nicke-Pelle-Anna-Nick, where names in the first as
cending generation have been included. To someone with good local
knowledge this petty genealogy conjures up a number of concrete indi
viduals each time the person is referred to. To an outsider, on the other
hand, the string of names will simply seem to be a slightly odd and
cumbersome way of referring to a third person, with the names possess
ing no communicative value in and of themselves.
Local knowledge is also required to supplement names, given the
tradition, still practised in a number of cases, whereby a son takes his
father’s Christian name as his own family name by adding “-sson” to it.
Thus, Sven Olsson’s son, Per, will call himself Per Svensson. Related to
this custom was the former practice of changing one’s family name when
one felt the need for it, for instance when there were a number of people
with names identical to one’s own. Taking my own family as an ex
ample, the male descendants of my grandfather's grandfather are known
under three different family names. Confusion due to duplication of names
could also be avoided by the strategy of adding a distinguishing attribute
to the individual concerned, such as Lill’- (Little) or Gamm’- (Old). An
other feature of naming current in Anundsjö that is apt to leave an out
sider in the dark is the way certain standard Swedish names are pro
nounced in the parish, for instance Jo(r) Neesch’n instead of the more
easily understood Jonas or Johan Nilsson. Since this is not an uncom
mon name, it may be qualified by adding the locality, Jo(r) Neesch’n at
Näs, for instance. Even more cryptic and demanding of knowledge of

locality and people are references such as “Yesterday I went to Shvaen’s”,
i.e. to Sven’s (pronounced in the local dialect) house. In order to under
stand where the speaker actually went, it is necessary to know to which
Sven he or she is apt to refer simply by the use of his Christian name
without any other pointers as to identity.

The Multi-Dimensionality of
the Past

Let us now take a look at the ways and contexts in which the past
appears and is made tangible to people in Anundsjö. I shall argue that it
is always potentially present and that becoming aware of it is not only a
matter of intellectual effort; it is an experience that also has an affective
component to it.

The past in the present - the present in the past
To live in an environment, with people and topics of conversation
that include the past, is also to see, without noticing it, the present turn
ing into the past. Changes are normally not detectable from one day to
the next. There is a kind of quiet continuity to one’s existence that seems
to exclude the possibility of change. One sees the same people as one
met yesterday and the day before. One walks in the same forest, fishes in
the same lake. Most of the time the past is of this character, walking
unseen among the chores and doings of the present. And when it mani-

fests itself it does so not through the sudden nudge that gives rise to a
recollection of what existed once upon a time, but rather the other wayround, so to speak. Being used to a form of life, a certain form of exist
ence, means seeing in advance what will be round the next curve of the
road, knowing beforehand that a particular tree will be there as one
walks along the path. But one day one comes across what used to be an
open patch in the forest and sees it overgrown with bushes. One stops,
startled, because one’s inner eye had already pictured it as it used to be,
and for a moment reality is shattered. It is like turning one’s head to look
into a mirror and for a fraction of a second seeing one’s own reflection,
before the realization dawns that the mirror has been removed and one
is staring at a blank wall. Living in continuity is to live half a step behind
the present, already somewhat in the past. And that realization comes,
not when the past breaks through, but when the present reveals itself to
be something other than one had expected.
It is perhaps this double liability to be struck by the present as well
as by the past that makes people in Anundsjö conflate the two. Experi
ence lived in a continuous flow of time is reflected in conversations where
the past is not quite history, and today is not sharply differentiated from
yesterday. It is rather like when a person whom one knows well, who
has been around for a long time, suddenly dies. Despite the knowledge
of the loss, one continues half subconsciously to expect the person to
open the door and enter the house the way she or he used to do. For a
while, and sometimes for a long time, one is aware of living in a present
that is also a past. Everything else is untouched and unchanged and
points to the existence of the particular person. The pattern where he or
she fits in is unbroken and the empty slot is simply filled by the sugges
tive power of all the other pieces. To my mind, in Anundsjö, and in
many other places where continuity is not often disturbed in any funda
mental sense, the relation between the past and the present is of this
character but most of the time exists far below the level of conscious
reflexion. The past goes with the present, not like a ghost or a burden,
but by virtue of the fact that the living, thinking, feeling individual exist-

ing here and now is also in a very important sense a creatore of the past.
Perhaps this quality of being suspended between the here and now
and the past is most pregnantly expressed and brought to consciousness
by the churchyard. Most people in Anundsjö visit the churchyard a num
ber of times in the year, mainly for the purpose of tending the graves of
their family. During such visits they often meet other people they know,
and information about the location of where their kin are buried is ex
changed. There may also be some conversation about the individuals
whose graves one is visiting or about names on tombstones one happens
to see, in some cases leading to prolonged conversations about individu
als from the past. But there is also another side to the role of the church
yard. The people who meet there by chance know that they, too, will
rest there one day. There will be a time when they will be talked about in
the same way that they now talk about those who are already dead.
Each one knows within himself or herself: “Both of us know that this is
true of me and that it is true of you”. The result is that the realization of
belonging to the past is brought one step closer to consciousness. The
realization may be enhanced, and is enhanced for many, by the fact that
those who have already lost a spouse, quite often, when they go to visit
his or her grave, are not only staring at the very place where they them
selves will rest, but at their own name on the tombstone as well. It is
quite common to have the names of both spouses entered on the stone
when it is first erected, which means that the surviving spouse, each time
he or she goes there, will be reminded of the fact that he or she also,
although still thinking, breathing and making plans for a tomorrow, is in
fact to become part of the past. In this way past, present and future are
joined in the living individual who at this moment transcends them, but
ultimately the future holds only the past.

Recollections of the past are not only the creation of conversa
tions. Being, as we have seen, defined individually and situationally, they
are also a phenomenon that belongs to the sphere of private, daily life.
Anything, virtually, may conjure up the past. Once, I remember, I was
travelling with an elderly couple along a road in upper Anundsjö, and as
we drove along a particular stretch the woman suddenly said: “I remem
ber how I travelled along this road on foot 40 years ago. I never thought
then that I would travel it again by car.” She said no more, and nobody
asked her to elaborate. Perhaps her husband knew the details, perhaps
not. Perhaps it was a memory she did not share with anyone. The past
appeared for a moment, and was gone. Another time, when I was with
three other people, two brothers in their sixties and a woman in her
thirties, one of the brothers suddenly remarked as we passed an unob
trusive foot path leading off from the road into the forest: “Once upon a
time a terribly strong man lived over there.” After pausing for a couple of
seconds he continued: “Once one of the (forestry) company foresters
had promised him a 50-kilo sack of flour if he could carry it from the
road to his house (a distance of about six miles) without putting it down.
He would be allowed to stop and rest, but not to let the sack touch the
ground. The forester was to go with him to check. The man agreed,
lifted the sack and, holding it with one hand, started to half-run along
the narrow foot-path. The forester followed, but when they had been
going for a couple of miles he had had enough, stopped and declared
that the strongman had earned his sack. He was not going to try to keep
pace with him any longer.”
In this way, any kind of activity or scenery may call forth the past,
one’s own or someone else’s that one has heard about. If there is no-one
around with whom to share the experience and the memory and to prod
a deeper look, it may be no more than a vague feeling, a split second of
being both here and there, that recedes again.This process of involun
tarily being struck by a memory, or a feeling as a precursor of a memory

is in a curious way the opposite of what Yates (1966) talks about in
connection with the process of recollection. She writes that images filled
with movement and life are most appropriate as pegs on which to hang
that which one wants to remember. In Anundsjö, on the other hand, it
seems that mundane activities and occurrences give rise to images of the
past in the form of anecdotes and experiences filled with life and move
ment.

Past, practice and affect
The fact that history in Anundsjö is highly ego-centred, that no
common versions exist except at a very superficial level, also means that
it is by means of analysis of the way that individuals talk about, or in
other ways demonstrate their notions of it that we have to proceed.
W ho one is, whom one communicates with and in what situations, all
these things will contribute to the creation of a specific and contextdependent version, a version, that is, that will be both contingent and
perishable, and subject to change, modification or oblivion as the inter
locutors change. But, as I have noted, such malleability in situations of
communicating with others goes together with a fairly stable conviction
on the part of each individual of what the past was like. To understand
this seeming paradox we have to realize that the past is rooted in, and is
an inescapable part of each individual’s biography. In other words, to
talk about the past is also in an important way to talk about oneself
directly or indirectly.
Experiences mould the individual, both in a cognitive and an affec
tive sense. It could be argued that it is impossible to have gone through
various experiences of everyday life, routine as well as more extraordi
nary occurrences, without the habit, the disciplining of the body, that
this entails also giving rise to an attitude, a state of mind with regard to
the experiences (cf Jackson, 1983:343 n. 40). Similarly, the “socially in
formed body” that Bourdieu (1977:124) talks about, which unifies and

generates all kinds of practice, unites, it must be remembered, physicality, intellect and emotion. Connerton (1989:88) talks in a similar vein
about the coming together of a cognitive and a habitual memory (in
cluding affective disposition) as an important clue to the understanding
of how performance and intellectual understanding shape a person’s sense
of where he or she belongs in a cultural or social milieu. But, having said
this and bearing in mind what these authors maintain, let us also note a
very important difference between what I am talking about and what
Bourdieu and Connerton are concerned with. They talk about a collec
tivity, the constituent parts of a social structure. They deal with the shaping
and maintenance of such collectivities, while I describe the unique worlds
of the individuals that make up such groups and how these worlds are
occasionally confronted with one another, and I do it from a point of
departure that builds on their insights.
My argument, then, is that we have to base notions of history cur
rent among people, not only at the level of intellect, but also on the
passing of years experienced by an individual in all his or her capacities
(ofwhich the intellect is only one, albeit an important one). Affect, habit,
comprehension, all aspects must be understood as playing a part, both
for the appreciation of, and the ability to communicate in a sensible and
competent way about, the past (cf Asad, 1983:27 n. 37). Perhaps this
need for experience is one reason why people are seldom able to con
tribute in any substantial way to conversations about the past before
they are about 40 years old. Learning the past is a process of maturing,
amassing experiences, gaining knowledge of people and events and be
coming familiar with Anundsjö in a physical sense. The past is not learned,
it is created as a kind of unavoidable epiphenomenon, given the kind of
existence one leads in a community such as Anundsjö. And then it is not
created at an intellectual level only, it involves a person’s whole being.
What I mean is that when an individual talks about things, events
or people from his or her own life, these will be filled with flavour, senti
ment, smells, sounds, visual images and other sensations that are lodged
within that individual’s body. To talk about something that one has ex

perienced is a totally different thing from talking about what one has
only heard or read about, as any anthropologist who has lectured on his
or her own field material is well aware. The same is true of the narrator
of an event past or present in Anundsjö. That which was experienced
lives and cannot be fully expressed in words, but the narrator will still be
trying to do his or her best to convey the intensity of the event, of the
people involved. There is an emotional dimension to it that makes it
more than a neutral report. Also involved is the narrator’s own personal
ity, and his or her judgement of the event as something out of the ordi
nary. There is a sense of ownership, of unhesitatingly and unquestion
ably being in possession of what one knows and thereby, by extension,
of moments of the past. Because what we are talking about here is really
condensed images. They can be put into words, but in their spontaneous
form these recollections have no extension in time. They are crystallized
in the body and the memory of a person, as emotion, visual images,
sounds, smells, etc. I shall give two examples of this which very con
cretely illustrate what I am talking about.
A farmer, in his fifties, was having a cup of coffee in the house of a
friend during a break in work He was busy with the harvest, working
alone as all farmers do nowadays. The conversation revolved around the
hard work the farmers have to perform at harvest-time. They are busy
virtually around the clock for two to three weeks. The farmer then said
that he found the work lonely. There was only him and his tractor. Of
course, there was no longer the toil of yesterday’s harvests, but he still
longed to be back in those days. And then he gave a vivid description of
his recollection of these events. There were many people around, he
told his audience. And there was a lot of joking and merry-making that
made the work easier to bear. And he talked about the pleasure and the
peace of lying in the shade around noon sharing cool drinks, and the
refreshing taste of that drink when one was hot and one’s brow was
sweaty from the work and the exposure to the sun. As he went on talk
ing, it was as if he was not addressing his audience, but rather was put
ting into words the images and sensations that he had within him.

A woman, then in her sixties, was talking with two of her friends.
The conversation turned to the modem way of keeping cattle, with all
the technical equipment that has drastically reduced the amount of physi
cal work involved. “It was different in the days when we kept cows”, she
said. “I remember [this had happened about forty years ago] how I had
to go searching for the cattle when we had them out in the forest. Once
the animals had disappeared and I, eight months pregnant, had to go
mnning as far as Kattkläppen [a steep hill about four miles away] before
I rounded them up. And then I had to run about keeping them together
on the way home.” As she narrated this incident her whole person showed
signs of the strain this trip had been, undertaken in the condition in
which she was. Her face also showed a mixture of determination and
joy, the latter perhaps the result of being able to tell her audience about
this out-of the-ordinary experience. It was as if she were saying: “Beat
that if you can!”
The recollection of an event is, then, among other things, also a
recollection of affect as well as a cognitive effort, resulting in a focus on
the past that can be embellished and turned into a story which unfolds
in time. The spontaneous association, however, comes in the form of a
unit, an image interwoven with emotion. This can often be inferred from
phrases such as: “I remember when I...”, and then follows the representa
tion of the spontaneous image in a few words. The emotion accompany
ing the recollection, unless it is implied in the words themselves, can
then be read from the tone of voice or the face of the narrator. And this
emotion then colours the whole telling of the event.
But the direction of the anecdote by the emotion which it awakens
is not the whole truth about the relationship between emotion and rec
ollection. It is equally probable that a state of mind created by talking
about the present guides the association towards memories that involve
the same kind of bodily sensations. Thus, the past is never neutral to a
narrator or his or her audience. It is created out of a domain, to which
the topic refers, and the emotion that, at that very moment, goes with
the domain, not in the sense of being immanent in it, but as a conse

quence of the mood created by the conversation itself.
To the extent that the listener has known the same kind of experi
ences as the narrator, the things recounted will conjure up a sense of
reality and an emotional depth to the story that go far beyond what the
words themselves are able to convey (cf. Rosaldo, 1986). And, as I have
pointed out, the fact that people’s experiences and life stories in Anundsjö
are in many respects fairly similar makes for a higher degree of empathy
and readiness to imbibe and integrate within oneself the stories and facts
one hears about people and events. In many cases the stories become
part of the listener, his or her property, in the same manner as they are
already the narrator’s property. And there is more to it than this. Per
sonal experiences that have this dimension of emotional involvement
are usually told in a way that betrays their importance for the narrator’s
image of what the story is about and also, and not less important, of himor herself
To give an example. One day I was cutting hay not far from my
house. I was using the traditional tool, a scythe with a long thin blade
mounted on a long wooden (or nowadays often metal) handle. As I was
working a man in his sixties whom I did not know very well came up to
me. “So you are cutting the grass”, he said. “It is hard work”, he contin
ued. I readily agreed, wiping the sweat from my forehead. “I usually help
my son-in-law to cut that large field over there”. He motioned with his
hand towards the house of a new neighbour of mine, who had moved
into a house a few hundred yards away. “But of course I have to do most
of the work since he is not very adept at using a scythe”. - “I know”, I
said, “there are not many of the younger generation who know the art”.
(I tacitly excluded myself of course). “It was different in my young days”,
the man continued. “In those days we took care of all the grass there
was. The harvests on the marshes were expecially hard. You won’t know
about those.” I mumbled that I had heard about them, which was true.
“Well”, he said, “it was hard work, but I liked it. The grass was long and
slender, and whitish. When you had cut it, you took large bundles on the
hay forks [in order to put it on wooden structures for drying]. It was so

light, and the bundles looked like clouds swaying over the marsh.” And
as he recounted his recollections he smiled and signalled with his arms
how the bundles had floated through the air on those hot summer days.
Now, if we move from the narrator’s charged account to a some
what colder analysis of the story’s impact on me, how was it that I think
I understood and felt that I had been made part of that harvest 40 or 50
years ago? First of all, of course, he spoke the dialect with which I had
grown up. Also, I could relate to what he was saying in a number of
ways. As should be clear by now, I knew how to handle a scythe. That is
to say, I could imagine what it must have felt like to cut that grass. I have
also been on marshes in summer, seen the long grass, felt the breeze,
smelt the smells of hot summer in the forest. I did not have to con
sciously put myself in that situation of harvesting. These sensations were
part of my experience of growing up in Anundsjö. And from the way he
talked and acted, I could get a sense of the feeling of joy that he had had
on those particular occasions. All these things: the words, the person,
my own various experiences that in part embodied what he was talking
about, together formed a multi-dimensional whole that made me re
member the incident very vividly. And my experience seems to me in no
way unique. It is fundamental to the way the past is experienced, kept
alive and made into personal property in Anundsjö. People’s activities,
the things they react to, laugh or cry at, enjoy or detest are sufficiendy
similar all over the parish for a good deal of empathy to be aroused
whenever one hears about an event that deals with the past. It may not
be an exact fit, except in cases where you have people of similar age with
similar backgrounds; that is when you find a fluency in conversations
that seem to have no stops or awkward pauses. Mostiy there is less flu
ency, but hardly ever a total incomprehension.
There is also a functional side to it. To the extent that anecdotes
and discussions about people (whom one also knows or “almost” knows)
allow one’s own experiences and background to be used as bridgeheads
or stepping stones to understanding the new facts with which one is
presented, there will be an active interest on the part of the listener to

know and to know more. Because the story is not entirely about some
one else, it also involves the person who is treated to it. It touches and
hooks on to his or her own existence as well. It is relevant in a very
fundamental sense, and will be retold, perhaps somewhat tuned down,
as is always the case with a second-hand story, but will still be relevant.
This means that when a person who knows an area or some kind of
activity well hears an anecdote or a description of that area or activity,
he or she will be able to experience it in a way that revives a good deal of
the original feeling and spirit in which it was told.
But the issue of the relationship between image and emotion is
even more complex than that. We also have to consider the role that the
anecdotes one has heard play in recollections. I stated above that the
experiences an individual has had are important in deciding the degree
to which he or she can identify with the anecdote, and in determining
the effect it will have on him or her, both with regard to the immediate
experience of it and also whether it will be remembered and retold in
future conversations. But there is also the experience of the sensations
and the emotions that were present at the time when one first heard it.
In other words, the recollection of an experience in one’s own life may,
in its turn, awaken the memory of an anecdote relating to a past beyond
oneself. This is quite often brought out in conversations when someone,
in the course of discussion, may mention an incident involving a certain
person, X, and then the narrator or someone in the audience, will say, for
instance, “X could really tell of the hardships he (or she) had to go through
in his (her) youth,”, and then go on to relate a story originally told by X.
For the audience the memory of X is compressed into this anecdote
which, to the narrator, is not only evidence of times past but also an
attempt to get across to the others his or her conception of X, and the
special mood that listening to that story (or a dozen others) brought
with it.
One important source for such chains of association is people who
have played important roles in one’s life, such as parents or grandpar
ents. The anecdotes they tell, and especially those with a high degree of
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emotional content, will often be remembered and will evoke a similar
mood in the narrator. Let me give an example. In Bredbyn there is an
old man whom I know very well. He has told me the following story on
more than one occasion. It seems that his mother’s father had once been
the owner of a large forest farm in upper Anundsjö, but had had to sell it,
against his wishes, to a forestry company some time in the 1880s. The
loss of the farm threw him into a depression from which he never recov
ered. He was reduced to apathy and spent most of his time in a small
rowing boat out on the lake not far from his house, fishing and brooding
over his fate. My interlocutor’s mother, who was then a young girl, had
to accompany her father and sit with him through these long hours,
since, like the rest of the family, she feared that he might do himself
harm.
The old man always shows great emotion in telling this story. To
him it is a picture from the past that is highly relevant to him today, and
which he expects to be relevant to others also. And in fact, I am not
neutral to it when I hear him telling it, but as far as I can make out my
reaction has a different source from his. It springs from the knowledge
that I have about this old man, whom I have known all my life. I know
that he was very poor in his childhood and youth, and to me this fact is
inscribed in his very person and is a vital part of my picture of him. To
my mind the story reveals a kind of sad correspondence between him
and his grandfather (and there was also of course a causal connection in
the sense that the older man’s loss of the farm decided the fate of his
grandchildren). So to me the story is not only about an event a hundred
years ago, it is also about the person I know living today (and in an
indirect way it seems that is how he sees it too).

The limits of sharing
As we have seen similarity of experience and the transparency of
Anundsjö society make possible a certain sharing of emotion and of

non-verbal implications of the stories in situations where highly per
sonal anecdotes about the past are told. But there is always a limit be
yond which the listeners cannot follow the narrator. There is a certain
loneliness about the role of the teller of an anecdote, as there is on all
occasions when an individual tries to convey the richness of an experi
ence to an audience. No matter how hard he or she tries - and there are
instances when the recounting of these recollections has an almost mis
sionary zeal about it - there is always a point where empathy ends. The
end product is not indifference, however, but rather a kind of respect for
the feelings of the narrator, a respect that establishes a communication
of a different kind from that of sharing the experience itself. It is a com
munication at a level that has to do with the other being a person en
titled to his or her feelings and experiences, and having a right to make
them public. This respect is shown above all in facial expressions which
often imitate those of the narrator, or display a concern with what is
being said. It is as if the audience recognizes its inability to share, while
at the same time expressing its readiness to accept that the anecdote is of
vital importance to the narrator.

Conversations: Form and Process

The past may be felt and brought to consciousness in a myriad
ways. Having discussed how it is part of an individual, we shall now turn
to a description and analysis of how the past is shared and communi
cated to others in everyday life. Mostly this is done in the context of
conversations. As we shall see, it will be necessary to discuss these con
versations in terms of the ego-focality and fragmentation that character
ize knowledge of the past in Anundsjö. This means that we shall have to
pay attention to the overall context of conversation, above all to who the
participants are and their relationship with one another. We shall see
that, despite the fact that we may talk of certain patterns to be found in
many kinds of conversation, there is still an area of indeterminateness
that gives them an emergent and unpredictable character (cf Bauman
and Sherzer, 1975:111).

The setting and nature of conversation
The past may appear in any kind of conversation. There are few
conversations that are devoted entirely to researching history. Small talk
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over a cup of coffee or exchanges at work, may feature items of the
present as well as of the past Jokes, bantering and “idle” talk are not at all
uncommon when people work together, and are exchanged during breaks
or lulls in the work. The work situation also has a kind of channelling
effect on talk, in that episodes and anecdotes that refer to the kind of
work being performed are often told.
One important feature of the context of conversations has to do
with visiting patterns and the expectations that host and guest have of
one another. Visiting most often takes place informally. If the host is
engaged in some kind of work he or she normally continues it despite
the appearance of the guest. The latter may help if that is possible or
simply stand by the side and watch and maybe comment on what is
going on. If host and guest are indoors the guest may simply sit down
and read a newspaper or a magazine. There may be conversation or
there may be silence depending on the situation. Sooner or later coffee
will be served and that is the occasion for more lively interchange, al
though there may be shorter or longer interruptions if the guest finds the
newspaper unusually interesting or if the host has to attend to some
urgent business or other. After finishing their coffee the parties may re
main seated at the table talking, or the host may, if he or she finds it it
necessary, resume work, in which case the guest is likely to follow and,
as before, assist or watch.
There are many variations on this theme of visiting. Sometimes
people may voluntarily come to help with some task when they notice
that it is being performed. Thus, on a number of occasions I have been
present at the sawing of firewood when neighbours and other passersby have turned up and explained: “I heard the saw going, and just wanted
to see if you needed any help”. Usually they stay on and are invited for
coffee, or if they put in a good deal of work they stay for lunch or dinner.
At other times it may be the other way round. A guest may detect that
something needs to be done in or around the host’s house, or simply be
asked by the host, and having the special skill needed may get on doing
it if it is not too demanding a task. On all such occasions where work

and leisure are intertwined conversation will take place, but often inter
rupted by practical necessity, and moving from one topic to another.
It is, then, within this framework of fairly casual sociability that we
have to situate talk about the past. At times the conversation will run on
incessantly, while at other times there will be silences punctuated by
short remarks or anecdotes. The wish to entertain, and to be entertained,
is probably the most important stimulus. This usually takes two main
forms. One is the telling of anecdotes and jokes, which results in a some
what disjointed conversation moving rapidly from one topic to another.
The other is based on curiosity, implying a more targeted interest in
some specific aspect of the past. But let us not lose sight of the present,
where the same considerations apply: talk about contemporaries as en
tertainment, curiosity about their doings. Past and present are unavoid
ably and irrevocably mingled in these conversations, while the conver
sations themselves are often set within, or interrupted by, practical activ
ity.
We are dealing here with long-standing habits. Such talk has for
long been a facet of the lives of these people, who are all in early middle
age or older. I would argue that there is an instinctive stance whenever
two or more people come together as to how to conduct such a conver
sation, how to relate to the past, how to put one’s words and how to
take turns. There is an element of what Connerton {op. at.:222) calls
habit-memory in this ability. The topics discussed may be new, the con
stellation of the group of participants may be unique, but all have been
through similar sessions before, as active contributors or, mainly in their
youth, as listeners. It is also in the nature of habit that the future is im
plied in it as anticipation, anticipation of once again being able to enjoy
a customary activity with certain other people. And as the content of
everyday relationships is carried over into these conversations, anticipa
tion of disagreement in discussing the past with someone one knows
and likes may be as enjoyable as anticipation of identity of opinion. In
deed, I have heard people regretfully exclaim as they depart after a din
ner or other prolonged visit: “We didn’t have a discussion on the plight

of farmers!”, implying that the interlocutors were in the habit of spicing
their encounters with discussion of a topic on which they disagreed wildly.
Needless to say, individuals who express regret in this way are in all
other respects on very good terms with one another.
As mentioned above, who the participants are will determine the
nature and the form of a conversation. When they are well-matched in
terms of age, background and knowledge of one another we get inter
locking monologues rather than conversation and exchange of views
and search for new information, while the opposite is tme when they are
of radically different age and background. In Sperber and Wilson's
(1986:42) terms, there are more things that are mutually manifest to the
participants in the former case than in the latter and this manifestation is
not limited to facts, it also includes sensitivity to the other person's feel
ings and emotions. This knowledge and this sensitivity create a kind of
trust in, and respect for, the other person that allow one to indulge in
monologues without having to bother about the other's reaction. One
knows that everybody present is moving within a common field where
each one’s past, similar to those of the others and known by them, acts
as a guarantee that a common definition of the situation will be sus
tained, and that the topics brought up will be familiar. In such a context,
conversation becomes an opportunity once again to assert one’s identity
and once again to have it accepted and tolerated by others who have
accepted and tolerated it many times before.
Let us now look at a couple of conversations where the partici
pants know one another well. In fact the people involved are related,
they have known one another all their lives and have also worked to
gether for extended periods of time. They interact frequently and are
familiar with one another's views and idiosyncrasies. We shall then take
a look at two other conversations where the parties are much more un
evenly matched both in age and background, and we shall note the dif
ference this makes to the tone and fluency of the conversation.
Two men, one in his sixties and the other in his seventies, were
having coffee in the kitchen (which is the normal meeting place) in the

house of the younger man. As the latter looked out of the window he
spotted a man walking along the road about a hundred yards away.
“W ho's that walking over there?”, he inquired, and both were silent for a
while trying to identify the solitary walker. “Oh”, said the younger man,
“ it's Ivan.” Ivan is a man in his fifties who lives about half a mile away.
“Yes”, replied his companion, “I recognize the way he walks. Just like his
father used to walk. I’ll bet he supports the right (i.e., the conservative
party), just like his old man. He was very much to the right just like all of
those who lived on the company (i.e., forestry company) crofts.” The
discussion then dwelt on the small croft in which Ivan’s father had lived
with his family some seventy years ago in the service of the company.
The older man mentions that it was six miles away from the nearest
house and that there was no road connecting it with the outside world.
In summer the family members had to use a narrow foot path and in
winter they skied. The younger man mentions that the croft has recently
been turned into a summer house and that there is now a road suitable
for motor cars leading to it. The older man inteijects with the informa
tion that the house also has a telephone now; he was actually there
when the installation was carried out. Since it was so far from other
houses it had been necessary to erect 115 poles to carry the telephone
wire. At that time he had also noticed that all the forest around the
house had been cut down. The younger man, who once worked as a
wood-cutter in the area, remembers that a person he knows once cut
down a tree with very thick branches there (in the days before the me
chanical saw such trees were unpopular since they gave the cutter a lot
of work for no extra money). He then relates an episode when, in a
different place in Anundsjö, he had cut down a thick-branched tree, and
had been forced to spend several hours working on it. In the end he had
given up and gone home. “After all, it was Saturday.” Then, he adds:
“One certainly had to work hard in those days for very little money.” The
discussion then retums to the forest that has been cut down around the
croft, and the two men try in vain to establish who might have been
responsible for it. They try out a number of people whom they know to

have some connection with the area, such as former occupants, forest
owners or contractors, but cannot agree on any of the names they put
forward.
The conversation starts with an explicit search for information confirmation of the identity of the passer-by. Once he has been identi
fied, the conversation turns into what could be called two interlocking
monologues. By this I mean that the contribution of each takes the form
of a statement that is accepted by the other without either counter-argu
ment or question being put forward. It is as if each one was deep in his
own thoughts, not listening to the other, but taking the opportunity when
his companion is silent to air the thoughts occupying his mind at that
moment. Seen as a creation, the conversation comes to consist of a num
ber of statements that somehow relate to the same subject and follow
one another without interruption, as in a soliliquy. Both men are familiar
with the political views of the company crofters and both have first
hand knowledge of the area where Ivan’s family lived, so the informative
value of this part of the conversation is low indeed. The monologues can
go on as long as the utterances of one speaker are confirmed and re
spected by the other, whether by gestures, approving grunts, mimicry or
simply by adding his monologue to that of his companion, allowing the
conversation to develop in the same spirit. Thus, the conversation, up to
the point where the two men start researching who might be respon
sible for the cutting down of the forest, is really an exercise in confirma
tion of one’s own views and knowledge of the facts. There is no argu
ment going on and the whole scene is dominated by an atmosphere of
good-will and co-operation, the latter understood in a sense different
from that of Grice (1975), which makes the conversation an opportunity
for the enjoyment of airing one’s private memories. But note that these
memories, private though they may be, still fall within areas of activity
known and experienced by both participants.
Although we may talk of two monologues we also see that, when
ever there is a genuine problem, the conversation changes character and
becomes similar to a conversation between people with differing back

grounds. First, in trying to establish Ivan’s identity and, second, in the
unsuccessful attempt to establish who had cut down the forest, dialogue
as a search for information is substituted for the churning up of memo
ries in unison. And that situation of quest is similar to contexts where the
parties possess information, experiences and knowledge that overlap only
to a limited degree. Questions have to be asked, things have to be ex
plained and monologue becomes all but impossible.
There is also in the conversation between the two men described
above an example of the quick comparison between the past and the
present through an episode drawn from (most often) the speaker’s own
life. The younger of the two men, as we remember, ends his description
of his struggle with the thick-branched tree with a comment to the effect
that “one had to work a lot for little money in those days”. Here past and
present are consciously compared and evaluated. There is an effort to
distinguish between the two that is lacking in the rest of the conversa
tion. Attention focuses on this property of the past - that it was different
from the present. The past as something on its own is considered. It
constitutes a preliminary step towards the objectification of the past, and
this is about as far as objectification goes in a context such as this.
Let us look at another example of this kind of conversation. It took
place after the one already described. The two men have now been joined
by the older man’s brother, who also knows the third person well. One
of the men mentioned that earlier that day he had met a neighbour who
had told him that he (the neighbour) had just put a new roof on his
house, and that it had cost him 10, 000 crowns. “And”, the narrator con
tinued, “when I put a new roof on my house in 1953 it cost only 800
crowns. That was expensive in those days”. - “Yes”, said one of the oth
ers, “in those days one earned 4.50 crowns an hour and the unemploy
ment benefit was 12 crowns a day.” The discussion then turned to trade
union fees (in the present). Then one of them remembered that he had
joined the union in 1936 and one of the others that he had been a mem
ber since 1930.
Here we find a more pronounced contrast between the present

and the past. While most of the previous conversation never explicitly
touched on the difference between now and then, and was more of a
movement between the two effected to begin with through the medium
of the person of Ivan, this latter conversation builds on a perceived con
trast. But in other respects the two conversations are similar. The infor
mation exchanged is certainly meagre. All the participants are aware of
the general conditions obtaining in the past and, as before, there is no
argument. It is still a matter of taking turns at monologues that comple
ment one another, so, despite the movement towards a more consciously
understood division between past and present, the close relationships
obtaining between the three men still make for a form of conversation
that causes each one's contribution to harmonize with those of the oth
ers.
It is important to point out that knowing one another well is not
enough to create an atmosphere where monologue can develop as it
does here. Having listened to innumerable conversations between people
who have known one another for most of their lives, and may even be
kin, it is clear that what counts in the creation of monologues is shared
experience, either in terms of having spent a lot of time together or hav
ing gone through similar kinds of experiences, for instance at work. Here
the class factor is, as I shall discuss later, of great importance. Age is of
course another critical factor, but people of roughly the same age may
never attain more than fleeting moments of monologue in their conver
sations if the other factors working in favour of it are weak or absent.
It should also be noted that number is a factor that is of impor
tance in making the use of monologue more or less possible in conversa
tions. The more numerous the participants, the less the likelihood that
the conversation will be conducted through monologue for the simple
reason that the chances are that there will be individuals with differing
backgrounds and of different age. And, no less important, the relation
ships obtaining between those present will probably not all be of the
kind that is conducive to a toleration of monologues by one’s interlocu
tors. In such cases the conversations may take on two forms, often oscil-

lating between the two. One is argument or bantering, i.e., a more or less
open refusal to accept versions of the past (or present for that matter)
proposed by the other if the listener feels that he or she knows as much
as the speaker about the matter. A variant of this is situations where the
parties defer to one among them as being the authority on matters relat
ing to the past. This most often happens when the participants are of
markedly different age. The pattern often is one of search for informa
tion interleaved with monologues or the telling of anecdotes by the ac
knowledged authority.
The other main form that a conversation may take in situations
where there is scope for discussion because of differing areas of knowl
edge among the participants, is a scrutiny of people along the lines of kin
and place. This may go on for hours and kin networks will be detailed,
including the relative ages of siblings, or the entire population of some
(mostly rather small) village will be scmtinized, an activity that will in
turn lead on to an investigation of the whereabouts of the descendants
of the original inhabitants, who they married, what their ages and occu
pations are, and similar issues. Such a discussion, which may well in
clude argument and differing recollections of how things were, presup
poses that the participants are at least fairly knowledgeable, otherwise
they are reduced to being listeners and learners. This, in turn, means that
those who are active are people of at least middle age. Members of the
younger generation do not possess enough knowledge of the facts to be
able to be useful to the others in such a discussion. In fact, the ability to
provide information about the past in this way is highly appreciated and
esteemed, and individuals who are known and reputed for being good at
this function as anchor points and final arbiters in such discussions when
ever there is uncertainty as to some specific point. They are also talked
of as being knowledgeable about the past, while others may be talked of
as useless in this regard.
As a contrast to the examples of conversations based on mono
logues that we have already discussed, let us now take a look at a situa
tion where there is a pronounced degree of misunderstanding leading to

T he need for explanation
As the need for explanations and clarifications varies with the com
position of the audience, age is one important variable. This factor func
tions in a way as a marker to all the participants that one cannot expect
the same degree of knowledge, or the same kinds of knowledge, from
everyone. Thus, marked differences in age will lead to a readiness to
explain, and the breaks in the spontaneous flow of conversation will not
be experienced as intmsions. (There is of course the possibility that the
oldest participants do all the talking and the younger ones, especially if
they are very young, are more or less reduced to listening and learning)
I shall give an example of such a conversation in order to clarify my
point.
Nils, a former worker, now about 80 years old, sat talking to two
men, Johan and Oskar, some 40 - 45 years younger than him. Johan is a
farmer and Oskar a white-collar worker. Nils and Oskar know one an
other quite well, as do Johan and Oskar. Johan and Nils do not know
each other so well, partly because Johan comes from a village some dis
tance away.
The conversation had moved to the topic of the amenities pro
vided for old people in Bredbyn. Johan mentioned that nowadays one
found houses and flats built by the local council for the aged all over
Bredbyn, and he quoted three places, Prästbolet, central Bredbyn and
Näs. “Yes”, said Nils, and Trädgårdsgatan”. - “Are there flats for old people
there?", Oskar inquired, “I thought that there were other kinds of people
living there." - “Well, there are”, Johan said, “on the south side. Karl’s
mother used to live there”. - “And Manfred F.”, Nils said. “But surely
there are others living there too?”, Oskar inquired. “Yes”, Nils replied,
“Åke P. lives there”. - “Where is Manfred F. these days?”, Oskar asked. - “I
don’t know”, Nils said, “but I could always ask Åke P”. - “Is that the P.

family from Galasjö?”, Johan inquired. “I remember that one of the chil
dren went to school with me for a year. They moved away after that.” “Yes”, Nils confirmed, “they moved away”. - “Then there was also an
older brother”,Johan continued, “Per, and a third, Åke, I think”. - “That’s
Åke P”, Nils said. “But he is only six years older than me!”,Johan sounded
surprised. “How come he is living among pensioners?” - “He is living on
social security allowances”, Nils replied. “He owns four Alsatian dogs”,
Oskar said. - “Three”, Nils countered. - “I have seen him with four”,
Oskar maintained. -”Where did the P family move to?”, Johan asked.
“Well”, Nils replied, “old Herbert P got a job somewhere down south,
but then he died quite suddenly and the rest of the family returned and
lived on social security.” - “Where did they live after they came back?”,
Johan asked. - “In Uttersjö [a village in a parish south of Anundsjö]”, Nils
replied. - “ Where did they come from originally?”, Johan continued to
inquire. - “Herbert P lived in Fanbyn”, Nils replied, “but both he and his
wife grew up as foster children in the Norgren family in Odsby. Berta
[the woman] was a sister of Manfred F”. - “Was that the Norgren who
used to drive the bus?”, Oskar asked. -”No”, Nils replied, “they lived in
Kubbe, if you know where the old power station was”. - “Yes, I do”,
Oskar said. - “Well", Nils continued, “behind that there are a few houses.
They lived in one of those”. - “Where were they employed?”,Johan asked.
“They lived on social security”, Nils replied, “in fact the local council
bought them a house in Sidensjö [a neighbouring parish]. But they were
sent back. Sidensjö didn't want them. And of course you can’t do things
like that. Send people who depend on social security for someone else to
take care of [This happened in the early 1930s]”. - “I don’t think that
Manfred F has ever been gainfully employed”, Oskar remarked. - “No”,
he hasn’t”, Nils confirmed. - “W hat about his children?”, Johan asked. “He had three”, Nils said. -”Where are they?”, Johan inquired. - “I don't
know", Nils replied. Johan then continued the conversation by telling a
couple of anecdotes about Manfred P’s doings during the past ten years,
after which it moved on to other topics.
This conversation illustrates how in this group of people, with dif-

fering backgrounds and a marked age difference between one of them
and the two others, the old man comes to play the role of authority on
the past. All three participants are able to give some information about
the present and also about the recent past, while the old man, Nils, is the
one who has a virtual monoply on the more distant past, i.e., in this case
more than 30 years back, as well as being able to contribute facts about
the present. Due to the discrepancies, above all in age, the conversation
never attains the degree of flow and continuity that it might have pos
sessed had the participants been more evenly matched in age, knowl
edge and experience. There are frequent breaks and stops, clarifications
and explanations as the younger men direct their questions and com
ments more or less direcdy to Nils most of the time, recognizing his
authority. As a result of this question-and-answer structure the conver
sation is never able to expand, so to speak. It remains within a fairly
narrow span of people and events, lacking the sudden leaps of associa
tion that characterize some of the conversations we have already dis
cussed.
This conversation is also interesting from another point of view. It
is an example of the form many conversations take, mixing the past and
the present via the connecting devices offamily networks and place names.
I mentioned before that this kind of conversation is probably the most
common. It allows virtually everyone to take part, at least to some de
gree, but when the audience is made up of individuals who are not well
enough matched to allow it to develop into monologues, it remains on
the level of a conscious search for facts, perhaps spiced with some anec
dotes.
Sometimes, a conversation may start off and proceed for some
time showing all the signs of the parties to it being knowledgeable enough
for explication to be superfluous, only to reveal suddenly that this im
pression is false and the assumption mistaken. Mastery of culture changes
to a learning situation. I remember sitting talking to an old man. We had
talked about a certain locality in Anundsjö and I started to relate a visit I
had once made to a farmer in that area. This person was known for his

rather eccentric ways, and I was surprised to find that my interlocutor
knew nothing at all about him. My original delight in, as I thought, being
able to evoke an immediate response from the old man and perhaps
being able to share a couple of anecdotes, vanished, and the community
that we had built around our small talk faded away. I then proceeded to
tell him a few of the anecdotes I knew, relating also some of my experi
ences from my visit. Anecdotes had now changed from being appendi
ces to a known person into becoming a means of introducing someone
previously unknown, a matter for which they are not very well suited. I
could do no more since I myself had only this small amount of factual
knowledge about him, so we dropped the matter, my companion in
stead starting to talk about the eccentric farmer’s father (since he real
ized from what I had said which family I was talking about). When I
indicated that I knew of him, he started to tell an anecdote that I had not
heard before. Again the atmosphere of being part of a shared culture
enveloped us, and I listened attentively as he told how that farmer (i.e.,
the father), on one occasion when he had tired of his wife’s complaining
that there was not enough flour in the house, ordered a wagonful of it
(the then newly built railway passed just outside). When the perplexed
wife asked what she should do with it all he replied that she could take
as much as she wanted and as for the rest, there were a good many
wood-cutters around who would certainly like to have some. I found
this a good anecdote, but since I was only familiar with this man through
an anecdote that depicted him as a generous person (a story, it turned
out, that my companion did not know about), I was a bit uncertain as to
the meaning of letting the wood-cutters have the flour. So thinking of his
generosity, I asked: “Was he going to give away all that flour?” The old
man looked a bit surprised, and again the flow of seamless communica
tion halted: “No, he said, “he meant that she should sell it to them. In
those days”, he went on to make the point more strongly and to forestall
another show of ignorance on my part, “there were lots of wood-cutters
housed in small cabins in the forests during the cutting season”.
We can see from this conversation that the shared knowledge that

is required for the interaction refers first to the individuals talked about.
The parties at least have to be able to locate the person who is being
talked about in a common, and for the discussion relevant, frame, be it
genealogy, place, occupation, or whatever. In the case of the son, my
interlocutor did not know about the person I was referring to, and only
after I had related the anecdotes, and after I had told him explicitly, did
he become aware of whom we were talking about. Different anecdotes
about the same person may also carry slightly different messages that
clash with one another (while at the same time giving a more varied and
complete picture of their subject). This again highlights the fact that
such anecdotes, just like the past in general, are individual property and
not part of a common authorized history.
I have stressed that such breaks in the smooth interaction consti
tute interruptions showing that someone’s knowledge is incomplete or
under challenge. But they also afford opportunities to delve more deeply
into a subject, and one will sometimes find someone relating an incident
or an anecdote explaining details and circumstances at great length if he
or she suspects that their audience is not fully informed on the matter.
Similarly, someone in the process of talking about a third person will
sometimes himself ask a question about a fact concerning the subject he
or she is talking about.
The result of such moments of explication is that the ignorant party
is drawn back into the circle of knowledge, and that once the momen
tarily broken flow of communication is restored the conversation is al
lowed to continue. Thus, the interchange between myself and the old
man over the two farmers, father and son, continued with him telling yet
another anecdote about the former.
This conversation also examplifies what Bauman (1986:98 ft) calls
“metanarration" which is a comment on the narration itself that indexes
it, explains or comments on it. That is to say, it is a device that familiar
izes the audience with the context of the event narrated. In this conver
sation the -old man spent a good deal of effort on metanarration in this
sense, telling me about some of the circumstances which were impor-
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tant for a full understanding of the anecdote. Bauman uses metanarration
in the context of a person telling a story uninterrupted by others. In this
case I prodded the explications, as did the two younger men in the pre
vious conversation to a much greater degree. There most of the conver
sation had a metanarrative tone to it, to the extent that the flow was
impeded, as we have seen. Metanarration as explication is, however, not
only of interest to us because of the role it plays in conversations as the
result of the specific composition of the audience, it also raises the issue
of degrees of objectification of the past in these conversations. Explica
tion and metanarration serve to objectify the past (or the present, for
that matter). When the old man told me about the wood-cutters housed
in cabins, he was stating a fact about the past that could be understood
by everyone who understood him in a linguistic sense. Similarly when
Nils told the two others about people and events of the past as the result
of explicit requests to explain, this was a form of objectification where
facts and chains of facts were spelled out and defined in an authoritative
manner for the benefit of an audience who was ignorant of those very
facts and circumstances. To a much smaller degree the same kind of
objectification was present in the first conversation we looked at, but
there the close relatiohship between the two men subordinated it to the
creation of monologues where the facts were reiterations of what was
already known. The postulated facts became pieces that fitted together
to form (an almost finished) jig-saw puzzle, where each part disappeared
in the totality, rather than standing out as significant in themselves, as
they did in, for instance, the conversation between Nils, Johan and Oskar
or between the old man and me.
The short conversation between the three old men, detailing prices
and levels of wages is also interesting with regard to objectification. As I
said, that conversation can be regarded as being made up of interlocking
bits of monologues, but at the same time it builds on viewing perceived
facts about the past as different from those of the present in a way that
the first conversation does not. Facts become more important, but are
still not allowed to be prominent enough to undo the flow of the con

versation, where one part follows another without hesitation.
This discussion also points to a quality of objectification that lies
outside the realm of the canons and ideals of academic history. Objecti
fication of whatever degree and form, is simply unavoidable if a conver
sation is to be carried on. Only in talk between individuals who are very
knowledgeable and experienced with regard to one another’s backgrounds
may it be unnecessary for any length of time, but sooner or later, de
pending on the topic or the circumstances, at least a modicum of objec
tification is needed. Pure flow, pure monologue is the exception. But we
must also note an important difference between this kind of objectifica
tion and the objectification that is the result of the ideals of academic
history. The two are similar in form but very different with regard to
what they stand for. The latter is History, a positively valued and presti
gious enterprise as most people see it; the former is only a necessary
strategy when assumptions about common tacit knowledge have proved
to be mistaken.

The process of typification
The close connection between the past and the present that I have
noted throughout the conversations in this study also has an important
implication that has not been dealt with so far. In such conversations the
past is continuously being created, not only in the sense that each indi
vidual puts forward his or her version, but also through the moulding of
the present into terms that will make possible its becoming the past.
There is a constant process going on that makes people and events
amenable to treatment as anecdotes or images, forms which can easily
be remembered over time. Consider the following example.
Two men, cousins, one in his thirties and the other in his forties,
were talking together with the younger man’s wife, somewhat younger
than him, in the home of the older man. The talk had centred on a man,
about 45 years old, who was the younger man’s neighbour. This person

had been known by the two cousins since childhood although he had
not been a close friend of either of them. The older of the two, who had
not seen the person in question for a long time, asked what had become
of him. “Oh, you mean Sports-X”, the younger man said. The older looked
baffled, since he was hard put to it to associate X with sports. “Why on
earth is he called that?” he asked. The younger man said he did not
know, but everybody referred to him by that nickname. Then he said
that this person now lived alone, managing the farm he owned jointiy
with his older brother who lived in a town some 90 miles away. This
brother came every now and then to help with the work. “And,” he
added with a grin, “each time he comes he turns the heating down,” the
implication being that he thinks that his brother is too extravagant with
their common resources. There are in fact a number of stories about the
older brother, many of them depicting him as excessively thrifty and
something of a miser. The younger man went on to say that he did not
understand how the two could make a living out of the farm. “Last win
ter,” he said, “they were able to come out with about as much timber
from their forest as I did single-handed in less than a month.” - “But
then,” he added, “their father was also known for his strange ways with
regard to work. When the harvest was at its peak and it was urgent to
bring in the crop he used to say that they had to stop and oil the cart
wheels first." Then he added: “There is more to that story, but I don’t
remember it now. There are also many other stories about him, but I
have forgotten them. I think he was in America for a while when he was
young.” The fact is that the narrator had never met the father of SportsX and his brother. He died when Sports-X was a child, and the speaker,
who was about ten years younger than Sports-X, was not even bom at
that time.
The conversation then returned to Sports-X and there was some
speculation as to his ability to manage on his own. “Well," the woman
present said, “I know that he boils all the potatoes he needs for the week
in one go, and then he eats them cold. He told a friend of mine.” After
this the conversation moved on to a friend of Sports-X’s from the same

village. This person was also a friend of the older of the two, and of
course an acquaintance of the younger, since they came from the same
village.
There are a number of things in this conversation that are of im
portance for an understanding of the way that the present is transformed
into a form that can be handled in discussion and ultimately becomes a
component of the past. We may begin by noting that Sports-X is a per
son well known to the two men. They both have first-hand experience
of him, an experience that started when they were very young. This
means that they can relate to him as a person and not only in terms of
someone whom they know about from hearsay. However, in the con
versation, this personal knowledge is transformed into a series of anec
dotes that reduce Sports-X’s personality to a few character traits. A num
ber of stories and evaluations are offered that all point to the same thing,
a certain ineptness and distance on the part of Sports-X. These charac
teristics are reinforced by the direct and indirect references to similar
traits allegedly found among his close family, his elder brother and fa
ther. Kinship, as often happens, is used as a means of reinforcement in
the sense that Sports-X's behaviour is made more salient by the fact that
his kinsmen also can be seen to have been, or to be, at least mildly devi
ant. Note that the latters' forms of deviance do not have to be identical
to that of Sports-X. The important thing is to establish the fact that they
all sometimes act in ways that can be considered to be out of the ordi
nary.
It is also significant that the evaluations and anecdotes are offered
as facts, both with regard to Sports-X himself and his relatives, facts that
make possible the transition from the living individual whom one knows
to the objectified bearer of a few character traits. Later on, it is quite
likely that these episodes and statements, ossified into anecdotes, will
constrain conversations about Sports-X into specific channels that will
add to the moral of the already existing anecdotes. Over time little else
will be known about him, and the transition into an easy-to-handle fig
ure of the past will be completed. It is also quite possible, although im-

possible to be certain, that if Sports-X becomes a celebrity in this man
ner, both as a contemporary individual as well as a personality of the
past, this will also assure his father of a longer lease of life in the memo
ries of the people in this particular village. What I mean is this. We have
seen that reinforcement of an evaluation through kinship is a common
method of underlining one’s point. In the conversation related above
Sports-X’s father (and the brother to some extent) was used in this way.
It may be that in the future Sports-X, through his own fame, will be able
to render his father similar services. In other words, the two poles of a
family relationship will support one another in the sense that it will be
possible to reinforce the one by reference to the other. Since there will
be occasions when one of the two is invoked it is very likely that some
one else present will know about the other, and, given the automatic
associations that accompany the lines of kinship, the kinsman will also
be mentioned.
We may also see in the younger man’s failing memory with regard
to Sports-X’s father the effects of their belonging to different genera
tions. As he indicated, he had heard a number of stories about Sports-X’s
father, but since these were hearsay and not grounded in his own expe
rience they were liable to fade unless activated. A kind of passive means
of activating them was of course accomplished simply by the recogni
tion that Sports-X was that person’s son. In the absence of such a con
nection, the stories would cease to hold any interest at all. But the stories
still belonged to another generation, and in the end there was only one
that remained, a story that also shed light on Sports-X (and his brother).
In a functional sense that is all that is needed, of course, considering that
his interest was focused on his contemporary, Sports-X, rather than on
the latter’s father whom he had never met. W hat he needed was an
anchor for his evaluation of Sports-X, and he had no interest in the fa
ther as an individual. To him the latter was reduced to a relief against
which to measure and appraise Sports-X. To someone of the older gen
eration, the situation would be different. To such a person both father
and son would be contemporary, and it is likely that the dead man would

be closer and worthy of more anecdotes than the one who was still alive.
Finally, the memory lapses are of course also indicative of the way
that the past constantly changes. It is not a corpus of set facts and stories.
A new past is always in the process of being created, and a more distant
past (both in terms of time and space) is constantiy fading and disap
pearing forever.
This process of reduction of complexity of character often, though
not always, also results in a form of caricature where the traits ascribed
to the person are considered the sum total of his or her personality. This
means that the person talked about will be in danger of being considered
a deviant in one way or another. To label someone a deviant may in
some cases be a very serious thing, and the strategies of doing this will
vary with the composition of the audience. In the above example the
interlocutors knew one another well and also the other’s relationship to
Sports-X. They could therefore talk freely without fearing that some
thing they said about Sports-X might be resented by the others because
of their relationship with the latter. But typification can also take place in
situations where the parties to the conversation know one another less
well and also know very little about the others’ relations with the person
being talked about.
I discussed that situation in an article on deviance in Anundsjö
(Borgström, 1974), and I shall briefly go back to the case of Josefina
described there. Some twenty-five years ago she moved to the house just
outside Bredbyn where she still lives, now in her eighties, with her hus
band. Soon after settling there she started up running feuds with her
neighbours, attacking them verbally and sometimes physically. Her
ramblings were often incomprehensible, and because of her unpredict
able behaviour she came to be known as tokig, mad. This is a term which
is used very sparingly as a label for individuals, since it is considered a
grave insult to be talked about in this way. It is consequently reserved for
the most serious cases of seemingly random aggressive behaviour. One
dayjosefina intercepted a woman, probably unknown to her, in the cen
tre of Bredbyn and started to accuse her of spreading tales that she

(Josefina) was after the woman’s husband. She created a violent scene in
the middle of the street which lasted until Josefinas terrified victim was
finally able to seek shelter in a nearby shop. I happen to be one ofjosefina’s
few neighbours, and the following day I walked into this very shop, un
aware of what had happened the day before. The shopowner and I knew
one another as most people in Bredbyn do, through mutual acquaintan
ces. The shopowner did not, however, know anything about the quality
of my relationship withJosefina Careful not to offend, he therefore opened
the conversation by asking ifjosefina was underlig, strange. This is a term
that may be used about people without the speaker making too heavy a
commitment as to the degree of deviance; it is a fairly neutral term that
can be used in trying to find out the mental status of a third person. To
this I replied that she was rather peculiar. The shopowner then related
the incident that had taken place outside his shop. He stressed how the
woman had cried and that she had had to go to bed for the rest of the
day, thereby underlining Josefina’s abominable behaviour. In fact, his
short account was very much an appeal to me as a reasonable man to
see his point of view and to join him in condemnation of Josefina’s
behaviour, no matter what my relationship to her. In fact, I got the im
pression that if I did not do so, he would consider me on a par with
Josefina. But he did not yet ask for my opinion, he left the whole thing
open, still not daring to say that he thought that Josefina must be mad, in
case I might be offended or, worse still, might report back to her. Instead
of giving him my opinion, because I did not want to be the first to label
her mad either, I related some other episodes about Josefina, the moral
of which clearly supported the shopowner’s unspoken judgement. This
brought us a bit closer to saying what we both felt, but he was still rather
hesitant. Instead of saying: “She is mad”, he said: “She must be mad,
mustn’t she”, to which I replied that I had heard many people say so.
And with that the matter ended. We both knew where we stood with
regard to one another on the matter, but not being very well acqainted
with each other, we still felt it safer not to say directly what we thought,
thereby evading the responsibility of having labelled Josefina tokig.

In the cases of Sports-X and Josefina we are therefore dealing with
a process whereby an individual is reduced to one or a few character
traits supported by anecdotes. This is reminiscent of typification or la
belling. But it should be noted that the form of typification about which
I am speaking relates not only to the assigning of an individual to a social
category, but also has the effect of making the person so typified even
more of an individual. Clearly Sports-X, on the strength of his alleged
behaviour, can be categorized as mildly underlig, and Josefina, as a result
of hers, as tokig, but it is also a fact that the very anecdotes that are told
about them refer uniquely to them and to no other persons in Anundsjö.
In this way they are made to stand out as individuals and become less
rather than more anonymous in the eyes of the people of Anundsjö.
Thus, reduction of complexity of character does not simply make a per
son into a “type”, it individuates him or her at the same time.
Let us pursue this point a little further, since it is an important one
for an understanding of how people become part of history. We do so by
following the closing stages ofjosefma’s career. As we saw in the discus
sion between me and the shopowner, there was a somewhat under
stated decision taken that she must be mad. To him this was something
entirely new since he lacked previous knowledge about her, while to me
it simply added another incident to the many I already knew. What in
terests me here, however, is the fact that this conversation took place
almost twenty years ago, when Josefina was still at the height of her
powers and ready to set up fresh confrontations with her fellow
Bredbyites. Not long after this incident, however, she was taken ill and
disappeared from view; although still alive, she is now confined to her
home. This means that she is a person of the past as far as most people
in Bredbyn are concerned. But this past is a very near past, and those
people who were treated to her irrational behaviour are still around and
able to talk about her. And talk they do, but it is remarkable that their
stories are not especially detailed or rich in content. Mostly they consist
of statements as to how terrible they think she was, followed by an anec
dote which to them epitomizes their evaluations of her. To this may be

added a story about some experience that a third person has had with
her; most often this is an anecdote from her village of origin, providing
evidence of the dislike her own fellow villagers felt for her. So although
these people have vivid memories ofjosefina, they resort to a standard
ization of evaluations in the form of a limited number of anecdotes when
they talk about her. To me it was somewhat surprising to see how fast
this process with its implied loss of variation and complexity moves.
People’s images of her are centred around these few anecdotes, and the
normal things about her, as well as a host of other more or less unpleas
ant incidents of which she was the author, are simply forgotten and
never talked about. It is as if all this knowledge is an unnecessary burden
and that all that is necessary to remember are a few events that describe
Josefina in unequivocal terms. And since no new facts are added, she is
effectively made into an historical person, talked about and referred to in
the same way as people of the past are generally talked about in Anundsjö.

Participants, focality and habit: the building blocks of
conversation
The conversations we have looked at so far vary a good deal among
themselves, from pure flow to misunderstanding, explication and the
laborious untangling of family relationships. It is important to remember
that these various shapes that the conversations take do not denote dis
tinct types of conversation; each can be found in a single conversation.
However, as we have seen, the ratio of the one to the other varies with
the composition of the group participating in the exchange. In most
cases the talk about the past seems to have been launched by something
belonging to the present, a person or an event, for instance. And this fact
of the present was somehow felt to be important to establish. In the first
conversation it was the identity of Ivan, in the second it was the cost of
roofing, in the third it was the question of old people’s housing and the
whereabouts of a specific individual, in the fourth it was a specific settle-

ment in Anundsjö that provided the starting point. In one way or an
other the exercise sooner or later led to the past (and sometimes back to
the present again, and then back to the past).
The way that the past became part of the conversation, as well as
its place in it, varied. In the first conversation there was, most of the time,
a kind of moving about looking at one thing here and another there in
the direction that Ivan, unwittingly, had indicated. In the conversation
between Johan, Nils and Oskar, on the other hand, there was frequent
movement between the past and the present, both equally problematic
to the younger participants in particular. Despite these differences, the
pasts that are discussed derive ultimately from the stimulus that sparked
the discussion of them. It is as if they appear in, and are infused with, its
afterglow. The initial effort of intellectual activity seems to propel the
thought processes of the participants in the direction suggested by it for
a while (cf Sperber and Wilson, op. a ’¿:142, 147). The duration of this
initial influence probably varies with the composition of the group of
participants. The more individuals present, and the more heterogeneous
they are with regard to age and background, the more likely that topics
will change.

Conversation and objectified history
The process of learning and savouring the past is, then, rather com
plex. It consists of going about one’s daily activities and over the years
letting the present become one’s own unique history - a history rein
forced with the knowledge received through interaction with others.
The result is a past where own experiences are mixed with facts about
times more distant (also, of course, a form of received experience). His
tory in its spontaneous form becomes part of one’s own person, always
there to be tasted. A conversation, a face, a house, a smell, anything may
trigger a memory, a sense of being both here and there at the same time.
Moments of the past appear just to recede again, unless retained and

perhaps untangled by a conscious effort.
In everyday life such moments are never dignified by being called
“history”. That is something else: knowledge about olden times, found
only in the heads of a chosen few. But even they are too close to every
day reality, too much involved with people around them to be able to
take a distanced view of the past for a long stretch of time. I remember
once when I was sitting with an elderly gentleman in a village quite far
from the part of Anundsjö I come from. He had been pointed out to me
by a number of people as a person I should talk to about history. I had
not heard about him before and it transpired as we started talking that
he had never heard of me nor of my relatives. There was, however, a
connecting tie between us, an old woman who in her youth had spent
some years in his village before moving to the very house outside Bredbyn
which is now mine. She was well-known to both of us, and after talking
about her for a while, including a number of anecdotes and a bit of gene
alogy, we turned to matters of history. He told me a number of things
about the building of the medieval church in Anundsjö and then moved
on to talk about a famous criminal, a woman who was hanged for theft
some two hundred and forty years ago. This woman is standard fare
whenever crimes are the topic of conversation (a place of pre-eminence
which she shares with a farmer who was beheaded for murdering his
family about a hundred years later). My interlocutor referred to her when
he remembered that the woman was said to be buried outside the church
yard (she could not be buried with other people because she had been
executed). In the middle of relating the case, the circumstances surround
ing her capture and execution, he suddenly remembered an anecdote
which he had heard from a friend of his. The friend had been going
uphill along a road leading to the spot where the woman had been hanged
(the slope is named after her), and he was carrying a sack of potatoes on
his back. “And”, my companion continued, “he suddenly remembered
that ghosts are said to haunt that place. And as he walked he felt some
thing coming up behind him and pinching him. He got so frightened
that he lost his balance and tumbled backwards and the sack fell to the

ground. The potatoes started to roll down the slope, and as they rolled
he saw that the smaller ones rolled faster than the big ones, and he
thought that served the big ones right.” We both laughed and my inter
locutor went on to tell me about other famous criminals (predictably the
farmer mentioned above figured at the top of the list).
This kind of sudden break in a narrative dealing with a topic cat
egorized as objectified history in order to tell an anecdote is very com
mon. An anecdote, an incident or an event that somehow involves the
narrator will suddenly catch his or her interest and be allowed to change
the direction of the associations. Sometimes the narrator is able to return
to the subject, but equally often it is irrevocably lost and one anecdote
may follow another before an entirely new “historical” theme emerges.
Once I was visiting the house of a woman, who has had a keen interest
in local history for a good many years. She had been on the board of the
association for local history (which I shall discuss in more detail later)
and had also started small research projects with local people in a num
ber of villages. The reason for my visiting her on that day was not to talk
about history but, since she knew that I was interested, our conversation
soon veered in that direction. We talked (or rather, she told me) about
the problems the association had in recmiting new members to the board,
and from there we moved on to talking about some notable individuals
from the early years of the association. She told me about the grand old
lady of Anundsjö local history, a remarkable woman and an author of
more than local fame (I remember her from my own childhood when
she was in her nineties). My interlocutor related an incident when this
lady had recited her own poems to a regional conference on local his
tory held in Anundsjö. The audience, consisting mainly of people from
outside Anundsjö, was apparently astounded by her dramatic way of
reciting and her flowing white hair that threatened to dislodge her
colourful hat. Since I had seen her in action a couple of times I could
well believe this. We both sat quietly for a few moments picturing the
incident to ourselves before resuming the conversation. My interlocutor
then continued on the theme of the old lady, telling me that she remem-

bered how, as a young girl of fifteen, she used to type various documents
for the few people who needed such services in those days (the early
1930s). This lady quite often used to ask her to type her poems. She had
no hand-written copies, but used to sit on a sofa and slowly recite them
by heart. My interlocutor then mentioned a few others who also came to
her, detailing the kinds of work they used to bring. Then she returned to
“history” in a more formal sense by telling me of her recent interest in
old documents (dating from the fifteenth century and onwards) that are
still to be found in farm houses in Anundsjö.
Here, too, in these conversations that were infinitely more struc
tured than the usual sessions where the past appears, we see the abmpt
change from a given subject of conversation towards events that are
close to the narrator but which have only marginal, at best, relevance to
the topic under discussion. I am led to the conclusion that history is so
close to people that the associations, the memories and the feelings it
evokes take precedence over the more formal narrative. This also illumi
nates a point already discussed, the fact that the past, in whatever form it
appears, is very much a personal matter. An individual talking, or listen
ing to tales, about the past will continuously recognize the subjects, the
people, the places. It is impossible to take a step backwards, so to speak,
and look at one’s society from a distance, in an objective manner. If we
were talking about, and if the past were, a phenomenon that existed at
an intellectual level only, such objectification would be less difficult. But
the way the past appears to people, involving the whole person, so to
speak, makes this unrealizable. Even if, by conscious effort, spontaneous
history is excluded from the narrative, the associations and therefore the
temptation to change the subject will be there, both for the narrator and
for the audience.

We have seen that conversations move in a rather random fashion
according to the possibilities evoked by the topics that appear and dis
appear in the course of the talk. But there are occasions when such con
versations become anchored in a topic which guides them, although
without hindering a relatively free flow of association. This is often the
case when a particular person or object is the centre of attention. I re
member a conversation I overheard at an auction. One of the objects put
up for sale was a very old tractor. A number of people were standing
around it, obviously rather intrigued by its appearance. Someone com
mented that the tractor must be too old to be of any real use. A couple of
people present probed the tyres and agreed that they seemed very worn.
“Is this really the one he (the former owner) used?”, someone asked
increduously. “Oh yes”, a woman replied, “he used to drive about with
this very thing”. While this conversation had been going on, another two
or three persons had joined the little crowd. “This must be a semi-die
sel”, one of the newcomers said. “I think you have to crank up the en
gine”. - “You really think so?”, another man inquired. “Well, it could be, I
remember one of those from my childhood. A farmer back home owned
one. It broke down finally.” While this information was being conveyed,
a man had started inspecting the underneath of the tractor more closely.
“I think there's a kind of container here”, he said. “I remember my father
talked about this kind of tractor and he said that the oil has to be col
lected in some kind of container and then used again, if I remember
correctly”. A newcomer was greeted by one of the men present with the
words: “You ought to know what this is. Is it a semi-diesel?” - “Yes it is”,
the newcomer confirmed. The first speaker then introduced him to the
rest of us, giving his name and the village from which he came. He ap
parently considered him an authority on the subject. The two of them
then reminisced, with a couple of others, about the times when such
tractors were common, although I doubt that any of them was old enough
to have much personal experience of them. They mentioned the names

of some previous owners, and also some of the weaknesses of this kind
of vehicle. The conversation then continued for some time along the
same lines as before: the constmction of the tractor and the condition of
the one put up for sale, and the identification of people who had owned
such tractors and the narration of incidents involving them.
The conversation around the tractor included a number of topics
that might have steered the attention in other directions, following the
logic of kinship, locality, farming activities in the past, comparison of
past toil with work today, to mention only a few. But the presence and
salience of the tractor, the fact that it was quite a unique object, and
hence the special attraction that it held, functioned as a kind of focus
that kept the conversation within certain confines. The result was that
for these people a version, or perhaps a myth, about the tractor, both as
an individual object and as a phenomenon of the past, was built up. This
version included not only the functions, advantages and disadvantages
connected with a semi-diesel, but also the social and personal side of it,
in the form of a hastily drawn up and therefore necessarily incomplete
list specifying who had owned such tractors and what kind of people
they had been. Each one of us present had known a fraction of this
version, but with the exchange ofinformation and reminiscences a col
lective knowledge was built up and an image of a particular aspect of the
past was defined, an image that was pieced together around a defined
centre in a way that ordinary conversations involving the past seldom
are.

The nature of conversation
Conversing about the past is an activity that involves habit and
memory. It is within the context of recurring episodes of social interac
tion that the types of conversation discussed above occur. In the context
of discussion of cultural competence, and habit is of course an exercise
in such competence, attempts have been made to view it in terms of

script (Schank and Abelson, 1977) or schema. The latter can be under
stood, for instance, as default values (Minsky, 1975) or as preferences in
selecting among stimuli (Toren, 1983), that guide the participants in their
interaction (c£ Bourdieu, 1977). These concepts are necessarily rather
vague and I shall treat them only as heuristic devices, or metaphors, that
may in some graphic sense aid understanding of what habit is in the
context of conversation about the past. Seen in these terms, habit can be
understood as some kind of cultural competence within the domain of
carrying on a conversation. But we have seen that the form the conver
sations take, their content and their structure vary with who the partici
pants are and the topics. In other words, there must be some way of
harmonizing individual scripts or schemata, in order to view them, in
the context of conversation, as emergent and constantly evolving. Scripts
and schemata must be seen to be created in the instant of their execu
tion, so to speak. This is achieved first by the anticipation that habit
brings to the situation; second, through the sensitivity and empathy that
the participants display, both as a result of past experience and as a con
sequence of the relationship that builds up in the course of the conversa
tion itself; and third, the salience of the topic discussed must be men
tioned once again. I would argue that it is the interrelationship and inter
penetration of these factors that build the script or schema of the con
versation. And, in turn, the individual scripts and schemata for under
standing and performing in similar situations are modified somewhat - a
modification that touches on the range of facts one knows about the
past, the knowledge of individuals with whom one interacts and, not
least important, the conversation as a phenomenon that leaves memo
ries of an affective character, i.e., as an experience with several dimen
sions, capable of itself becoming an event of the past to be recalled.
So the conversation is a social constmction in which anticipation,
at least initially, plays an important role. However, recollections them
selves may also be seen as schemata, conjured up and given form and
content as a consequence of the felt demands of the present situation (cf.
Mayer, 1989), i.e., as functions of the emergence of the conversation
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itself. This has an interesting consequence for conversations that be
come monologues. For this to occur it seems to be necessary not only
that the individuals involved have gone through the same or at least
similar experiences and know one another well. It is also necessary that
they interpret and reconstitute their memories in the same way, includ
ing affective and evaluative components. There has to be a kind of shar
ing of identity taking place with regard to the past. Monologues entail a
sort of bricolage, where the bricoleur is more than one person. Each one
looks around at the memories to hand, and each one comes up with
different items and topics which, nevertheless, fit one another and to
gether form a gradually constmcted complex of the past.
This study has shown that conversations involving the past de
pend on successful communication between the interlocutors in the
present. Experience expressed in terms of habit and anticipation; mono
logues that involve respect for, and consideration of others; explication
that answers queries in an intelligible manner; these are a few of the
requirements of a conversation. When these are lacking conversation
breaks down both as a social occasion and in terms of intelligibility. I
have recently been able to witness this happening fairly frequently. In
Anundsjö there is an elderly man who has begun to turn senile. He dwells
a lot on the past, endlessly recounting anecdotes and experiences and
discussing people, while also, as most people do, mixing these with talk
about the present. The problem is that he does this without meeting
people’s expectations of how to carry on a conversation. The result is
that even his old friends and family who have known the same individu
als as he has, and in many cases shared the same experiences, soon lose
track of what he is talking about. They may recognize each name, even
be familiar with the anecdotes, but since they cannot make out, for in
stance, why a certain incident is related after a certain anecdote and is
followed by a couple of names, they are unable to keep up their interest
for long. Each instance or event, taken by itself, may be perfectly intelli
gible, but their connections are inscrutable, since they follow one an
other direcdy, sometimes to the extent of merging with one another.

What this person is doing is to recede into what could be called
pure spontaneity. He embodies, in his meanderings the principle of a
totally spontaneous and anecdotal history, in which the barriers between
the past and the present are torn down and which is only sensible in
terms, inscrutable to an outsider, that exist within his own mind. An
other way to put it is to say that he refuses to accommodate himself to
the knowledge and habits of his interlocutors. The anticipation they may
have of how a conversation is to proceed and the building up of an
atmosphere, in which it would be possible to enjoy talking about the
past, are constantly thwarted. His talk is in the form of monologues, but
it is monologue, which does not grow out of interaction, where one’s
interlocutor is present as, in some sense, a mirror of oneself, but mono
logue in which the speaker refuses to budge or retreat from monopoliz
ing the conversation. There are only moments and flickerings of a will
ingness to let others help in creating some form of communication. Some
times he may ask his listeners for complementary information, thereby
following the normal procedure of someone who is telling something
and has forgotten a detail. In his case, however, he either disregards the
reply, or has already moved on to something else before it is delivered,
leaving his partner in the would-be conversation bewildered and frus
trated.
An indication of the difference between this person’s utterances
and the seemingly random development of a conversation involving the
past can be had when one tries to recollect them afterwards. It is quite
possible to retrace large chunks of the latter despite the different topics
and individuals discussed and despite the twists that the conversation
usually takes. By letting one’s associations flow and by tracing the topics
discussed, it is possible for someone who has listened to it to make a fair
reconstruction. It is, however, impossible to carry out the same proce
dure in the case of the rambling anecdotes uttered by this person. One
gets hopelessly lost after having recalled two or three anecdotes or inci
dents. I know; I have done the experiment myself Their content is cul
tural in the sense that they deal with matter that is usually dealt with in

conversations of this kind, but they are totally idiosyncratic in terms of
respecting the audience’s habits, competence and anticipations.

Recollection and authenticity
An interesting discussion by Mayer (op. cit..) on the role of recollec
tion in anthropological revisits to the field is relevant in the context of
conversations about the past, because of Mayer’s distinction between
memories that are basically evolving reconstmctions devoid of their origi
nal affective content, and recollections that retain their affective dimen
sion. Mayer argues that Halbwachs (1925) is a representative of the view
that our recollections cannot have this immediate and fresh affective
colouring, since remembering is to him above all a social process. Proust
would be an example of the opposite. His work builds on memories that
well up spontaneously as a result of some, in itself insignificant, stimulus,
complete with affect and all; memories that are “beyond time, outside
time” (p. 211). On such occasions it seems that the factor of having to
relate to someone else is, at least for the moment, not present. Recollec
tion is not part of a need to remember, to reply to a question or to fill in
a gap in a monologue. These memories from “beyond time” cannot be
willed to appear.
In fact, a similar point is made by Handler and Saxton (1988) in a
discussion of what is called “living history”, i.e., staged re-enactments of
the past. They note the existence of what they call “magic moments”,
when the individuals taking part in the re-enactment feel that it is au
thentic, that it “seems really real” (p. 245). W hat they find, however, is
that such moments do not come when these people are playing their
part, but rather appear unexpectedly as episodic and discontinuous mo
ments of feeling how it really must have been when the re-enactor is
“between cues, or...no longer part of the script” (p. 256). In their view
“magic moments are better described as evanescent flashes of conscious
ness steeped in the re-enactor’s recollections of his or her own experi-

enees, or sense of wonder about the experiences of others, flashes that
themselves may be instances of reflexive consciousness”. So, again, we
see that affective colouring of recollection is something that takes places
at the margins, or interstices, of interacting with others, and we also see
how closely they are related to the individual’s own being. Such images
are reserved for those moments, which may be brief indeed, when we do
not have to pay attention to, or heed the demands and requests of people
around us. In conversation, on the other hand, even if that conversation
is about the past, the present will determine the conditions for recollec
tion, and the past will obey. To say this is not to contradict what I have
argued throughout this study - that the recounting of the past involves
emotion, sometimes great emotion. But this emotion is guided by a habit
of remembering and talking about events and conditions pertaining to
the past in a specific way, in a certain affective mode. Such emotions
reveal attitudes, they are not “outside time”. It is also quite possible that
experiences which first appear as magic moments, complete with their
affective colouring, are nevertheless reduced to memories of a more mun
dane kind as their recollection is transformed by habit to construction
guided by present social concerns. The conclusion is, then, that the rec
ollections and the pasts we encounter in the conversations are recollec
tions and pasts that, including the affect expressed, are to a large extent
constructed and typified rather than immediate and original.

Conversations: The General and
the Particular

So far we have discussed some of the forms that conversation may
take, and the process by which individuals and events of the present
may be made into building blocks for talking and thinking about the
past. Let us now look at some other aspects of the treatment of the past
in conversations. It has already been shown that all participants in a
conversation do not possess the same kinds, nor the same amount, of
knowledge. But since understandings of the past are very much the con
cern of the individuals rather than the group, we also have to reckon
with differing evaluations of specific items of the past. However, as we
shall see, this does not preclude an assumption on the part of the speaker
that what he or she is putting forth is not only an individual opinion but
something that is of general relevance.

The fact that versions of the past are a very personal matter also
means that evidence from the past is not necessarily interpreted in the
same way by two individuals. Let me give a very simple example. There
is in Bredbyn a very old man, at the time of writing 96 years old, who is
often held up as a sad victim of bad treatment by a farmer. The man
entered the service of the farmer (who was unmarried) when he was
quite young. He then spent most of his life on the farm, being paid next
to nothing, people say, an existence of hard work all the year round.
When the farmer died it was expected that this man would get the farm
as a kind of belated recognition of his services, but the farmer had willed
it to the municipality (kommun) instead. The man himself, whom I know,
has never commented on or complained about the treatment he has
received. To me, his appearance has been a constant reminder of harsh
and unfair treatment of an unpropertied person by a rich farmer. I have
always assumed that I shared this conviction with everyone else in
Bredbyn who knew the person in question. I was quite surprised, then,
when I talked to an old man who had grown up in the same village as
this person. He told me that the man was the son of a farmer who had
sold his farm and, as a result of his having no land of his own, he had
entered the service of the aforementioned farmer. There he had been
treated as a s o n (!!)of the house, and had lived a good life. For a mo
ment I was speechless. I had never expected this assessment, but it was
obvious that to this old man, who was almost as old as the person we
were talking about, there was something else involved of which I was
not aware. In his eyes that old bent body, that to me talked loudly about
the unrewarded pain of hard labour, portrayed a past that had been, in
most respects, harmonious and peaceful. To what extent was this the
result of my learning about the old man from third parties, who may also
have been relying on secondary sources compared with the first-hand
experience of my interlocutor? I do not know, but I did know that there
were many others who shared my opinion. Or was it a difference of

climate of opinion? Was the acceptance of a person into one’s service in
the days before regular wages and legally regulated working conditions
something that one looked at kindly? Did the people then see such acts
as charitable, whereas people today would talk of exploitation? I do not
know, but to the two of us who talked about the old man on that day, he
represented very different things.
Not only do people differ from one another in their evaluation of
instances of the past. Often one will find similar discrepancies in the
evaluations made at different times by the same individual. For the sake
of simplicity let us continue with my interlocutor in the case discussed
above. As a result of a tragic event when he was a child and of growing
up in a poor family, he has come to be very bitter with regard to those
who held the power in Anundsjö in the pre-1930s, namely the farmers.
Thus, he often talks about his young days when he tried to get what little
work there was, mainly forestry work for the companies. But, he usually
adds: “The sons of farmers, who did not need this work, were there too,
of course, and saw to it that they got a fair share.” In a similar way he will
castigate farmers as being mean and without regard for others. With my
knowledge of his past, I can understand his views. I am therefore sur
prised, or rather used to be, when he has sometimes described the farm
ers of a certain village as very good and always ready to help if one were
in need of work or perhaps something to eat. Similarly, when talking
about the dances organized by the International Order of Good Templars,
a popular organization in Anundsjö half a century ago, he will describe
the merry friendly atmosphere, and when questioned say that he mixed
with farmers’ sons and daughters as well as with others. Seconds later,
he may be talking about those very same farmers’ sons as scabs who
refused to join the union or strike for higher wages. One could, of course,
simply shrug off these inconsistencies by saying that he is confused. But
that would be far from the troth. They have nothing to do with a clouded
mind. They are evidence of something else.
Conversational history varies with the topic, as well as with the
mood of the narrator. Since it is unreflected, and never thought of as

history, there is no felt need for consistency between the various ver
sions that an individual may harbour. His or her identity is not at stake.
He or she remains the same in his or her own eyes, even if what is said in
one context contradicts, from a logical or factual point of view, what the
same person uttered a few moments earlier. The two occasions are not
compared, they are not even comparable. They have, each on its own,
come into existence and been formed as a consequence of events cover
ing a period of many years. They are thus partly, as was pointed out
above, summaries or condensations of innumerable small experiences
and occasions of interacting with farmers. They are not logical argu
ments. They are crystallized experience put in an emotional form, ex
pressions of the individual who voices them. In fact, one could go so far
as to say that they are situational rather than personal versions, since an
individual often becomes conscious of the links between various kinds
of knowledge lodged within his or her own body only when this mate
rial is put into a string of words. And this string is to a great extent
created by the situation: who the others present are, what their situ
ational versions are, the specific topics and associations that materialize,
for instance. To my mind, this is a description that fits the empirical
situation of a myriad evaluations, stories and anecdotes of which an indi
vidual can give examples that do not necessarily provide evidence of
internal coherence over time. Thus, versions of the past, and of Anundsjö
society in general, appear as individual property, but this property is
ephemeral and strongly bound to the context in which it appears. Just as
there is no history that is common to the whole of Anundsjö, so there
are no individual versions that remain stable in all their details. This does
not, however, prevent some individuals from showing marked propensi
ties in their choice of topics when they take part in conversations.

In spontaneous forms of the past there is something of a paradox
that concerns the relationship between the unique and the general. An
individual’s version of the past may be unique to that person, but he or
she will feel and also express it as though it had general relevance. And
there are, of course, elements o f generality in all these recollections. Each
one says something about what life was like in Anundsjö one, two, three
or four generations back. The anecdote about the woman searching for
the cows far away in the forest says something about life in those days,
as does the farmer’s reminiscences of harvests long ago. People in
Anundsjö know this, and a good deal of their understanding of the past
is gathered from such spontaneous anecdotes, images and experiences.
If we recall for a moment the conversation involving the tree with thick
branches, the narrator concluded his recollection by stating that in those
days he (and people of his kind in general) had to work hard in return
for wages that were very low. Such “knowledge" of the past is not emo
tionally neutral. There is a tone to the anecdotes that make them evalu
ations of, as well as statements about, the past. The unstated evaluation
in the case of the thick-branched tree is that things are better now, that
matters have improved. Implicit in this is not only a feeling of having
improved one’s lot in a material sense. There is also a moral dimension
to such a statement, the meaning of which is: workers cannot be treated
today as they were in those days. In other words, the changes one has
seen and lived through have also meant an increase in human dignity.
Such morally tinged evaluations are sometimes brought out quite explic
itly in phrases such as: “...they can’t treat workers like that any more”, or
“...one was not worth much in those days”, added as reflections after
recounting an anecdote. Incidentally, and perhaps in its way a small piece
of evidence for the emotional content of these stories, there is usually a
few seconds silence and a suddenly serious atmosphere accompanying
such concluding remarks.
These quick comparisons of the past with the present in terms that

speak of progress in history are above all characteristic of workers and/
or crofters (male as well as female) who are old enough to have experi
enced the changes, or whose parents lived under difficult conditions.
Farmers, i.e. the owners of lands and forests, do not discuss the past in
these terms to the same extent. We may again refer to the examples of
the woman and the cows (she was the wife of a worker who also owned
a small croft) and the farmer longing to go back to the harvests of the
past. For the woman the experience was one of physical exertion; she
did not want those times back again, although she relished relating the
incident. The farmer, on the other hand, saw his past in a more positive
way; there was toil, but he felt that there had been joy in the midst of it
all.
Similarly, I was talking to a farmer’s wife, in her sixties, one day.
She had told me that she and her husband had decided to get rid of their
cattle, since they felt that the income they got from the work was not
worth it any more. We were standing at the window in the kitchen of the
house, and she motioned towards the fields and the other farms that
could be seen at a distance. “It is incredible”, she said, “the way things
have gone. Today there are only two farms that keep cattle, we and
another one. When we moved here almost forty years ago, there were
fourteen.” It was obvious that she felt that something was missing that
should belong there. Something had gone wrong over the years. A form
of life that she had learned to regard as normal and self-evident, was on
the verge of disappearing. And on a more personal level, she felt that the
years and the hard work she had put into this kind of life were wasted,
that this kind of work was not appreciated any more, and its very exist
ence was made impossible by powers beyond her or anyone else’s con
trol.
I can well understand this difference in evaluating the past that I
have found. The farmers have been the privileged people in Anundsjö
up to recent times, and are still very important in local matters. They
have lost political power, as well as the power they had over their work
ers when other forms of employment were difficult to come by. Their

position is more circumscribed today, for a number of reasons, than it
was in the pre-war days. Workers, on the other hand, have benefited to
a larger degree from the development of the welfare state and the broad
ening of employment opportunities. So the differing evaluations have
some very real, and recent, material substance to them.
But having said this, I must also add that workers and others who
do not own large farms may talk about aspects of the past with nostalgia,
just as farmers may favour the present in some respects. However, the
workers tend to see the benefits of the past as lying outside the area of
work and authority. I think the difference is that, for the farmers, the past
holds a sense of freedom, perhaps inflated by the passage of time, while
for the workers it has very little of that quality, save for activities under
taken outside the context of work To the farmers, work and spare time
overlap to a considerable degree, now as they did in the past, and a
distinction between work and non-work is difficult to make.
So, despite their closeness in terms of kinship, activities and pat
terns of work there is a difference between the way farmers and workers
picture their respective pasts. There is no conflict involved in this. Farm
ers do not deny the picture that an old worker or crofter may paint (even
if it includes some harsh comments with regard to farmers he has known),
and workers do not deny that farmers have to work hard these days
(illustrated by the solitary farmer still on his tractor, busy in his fields
when the workers are returning home at the end of the day).
Not surprisingly, this latent opposition between farmer and worker
is sometimes given expression in conversations, frequently veiled, if the
interlocutors are friends and kin. The following case illustrates this. A
farmer, his wife and the wife's two brothers, all in their sixties, were
having coffee and talking in the farming couple’s kitchen. The conversa
tion turned to an experience one of them had had with a farmer, who
was known to all of them. He had employed some wood-cutters to cut
down some trees on his farm. The site happened to abut on to the land
of the worker narrating the episode, and by mistake some trees on his
property were also felled. The trees were valued at a few hundred crowns

and the farmer involved agreed to pay compensation. When the time
came to pay, however, he wanted the sum reduced by 50 Sw. crowns
(about £4 sterling). As the narrator finished talking, his brother took up
the thread by recounting some other cases in the past when this very
same farmer had shown himself to be equally self-serving. “But then”, he
added after having related a couple of episodes, “there are of course
others who are even worse”.
On the surface this was a conversation not distinguished in any
way from thousands of others in which these people had been involved.
But there was something more to it than just idle talk and typification of
an individual farmer. One could see this in the postures and the mimicry
of the four people involved. During the latter part of the conversation,
when the first narrator had finished and his brother had taken over, the
farmer stared sternly in front of him, not moving a muscle in his body or
giving any indication as to whether he agreed or disagreed with what
was being said. The two brothers, on the other hand, seemed to find the
episodes extremely funny, exchanging glances and grins throughout, and
sometimes looking happily at the farmer who in no way betrayed that
he was aware of their merriment. The farmer’s wife (the sister of the two
other men) stood fidgeting with the coffee pot on the stove, a faint rather
nervous smile on her lips as her eyes moved from one to the other. She
did not say anything either. Why this sudden strain between the farmer
and his brothers-in-law, and why this uncertain look on the face of the
woman? The answer was that, as the second brother started speaking,
the situation changed from one where the topic of discussion was an
individual farmer to one where farmers as a category were the object of
the comments. As soon as the exploits of the particular farmer in the
near past were brought up, the mood and mimicry of the narrator in
formed everybody present that this was not only aimed at the overt
target. The farmer immediately took up a defensive position and his
wife, divided in her loyalties, showed clearly that she was not enjoying
the situation. The narrator then made his point even more clearly by
delivering his final comment about others (meaning farmers) being even

worse. This was the only semi-overt allusion he ever made to farmers in
general. To an outsider the whole event would have seemed to be about
a single individual.
In this case we have, then, a number of anecdotes tied together by
being about a particular individual. But the underlying meaning and tar
get are the collectivity of farmers, something that everyone present can
“read” from the narrator’s person and their previous knowledge of him.
No leap of the imagination is needed, since both the words themselves
as well as the person of the narrator are available. And it is this latter
factor that gives the episode its extended meaning. Had he chosen to tell
them in a way that betrayed his concern about the way this particular
farmer had acted, the farmer present would have been able to agree. But
now he chose to demonstrate very strongly that he was not really both
ering about an individual’s behaviour, and this communicated his desire
to achieve something else through his narration. So it seems that, in
order to understand this conversation, we have to pay attention to at
mosphere and emotion as well as to strings of utterances. The full mean
ing of the latter cannot be understood without the former, and a good
deal of the atmosphere is a consequence of the relationship obtaining
between the participants. Ideally therefore it is also necessary to have a
good knowledge of the past of the individuals involved. I can digress a
little on this last point. These four people are good friends and that is an
important reason why the farmer’s brother-in-law was able to act as he
did. To do so in front of a farmer with whom he was less friendly would
have constituted an insult. Also, as soon as this event had passed, every
body kept silent for a few moments, as if they wanted to close the whole
thing properly, and then the conversation started up again along more
neutral lines. Another point to be made is that the comments, in this
particular case, had very little to do with political opinion. In fact, the
farmer, his wife and the narrator of the episodes vote for the centre (agrar
ian) party, while the other brother is a supporter of the social democrats.
It seems to be the case, then, that class is a variable which contrib
utes to the construction of something of a common perspective on the

past, even if one ought not to expect a total or near-total unanimity
within each class. We are, as always, talking about frequencies, and all
that I claim is that the individual versions are to some extent harmo
nized by a common structural position giving rise to similar life situa
tions.
But there are also instances where we find something amounting
to a common consciousness uniting the people of Anundsjö against out
siders. The most obvious and most clearly expressed is, of course, the
attitudes found, especially among members of the older generation, with
regard to the coming of the forestry companies, a period that really be
gan in the latter part of the 1800s. These anecdotes recount the nefari
ous tactics allegedly employed by the representatives of the companies
in their dealings with the farmers. This is not unique to Anundsjö. All
over northern Sweden one will hear similar stories, and a good many
books have been written on the subject. It is difficult to sort out, if one
wants to play the role of the historian, the truth from the exaggerations.
However, one authority (Lundberg, 1984) argues that in the area we are
discussing here, most transactions seem to have been reasonably honest
and fair.
This does not mean that those who sold may not have done so as
a result of having economic problems. We must remember that in
Anundsjö the farmers who sold out were those who lived in the upper,
less fertile part of the parish. In other parts of Anundsjö farms were more
productive (and forest-covered acreage per farm much smaller). What
ever the “truth”, people picture this period as one of disaster for many
farmers. We have already encountered one such story, the one about the
depressed old man in his boat, watched over by his daughter. There are
others, some of which have dramatic ingredients such as that about one
farmer who, after having to sell out, saw his hair turn white overnight.
These anecdotes are accepted as saying something about what happened
a hundred years ago. In that sense they are experienced and understood
as talking about general conditions, even though they often deal with
individuals.1These stories are also moral indictments, similar to the work-

ers’ recollections that tell of the hardships of the past. And, perhaps not
surprisingly, they are less often told by farmers than by workers, and
especially by those whose grandfathers or great-grandfathers sold out.
This, again, points to the individualized nature of the past. Each anec
dote may be known, like all anecdotes, by a limited number of people.
So although they describe what is regarded as facts about the past, these
facts are portioned out in the form of anecdotes with limited circulation.
In all these versions of the past, then, whether class-bound or
pitting Anundsjö against the outside in the form of the forestry compa
nies, there is a sense of talking about something that, although overtly
concerned with one’s own person or someone from the past, is of gen
eral significance. Anecdotes and images are used to state an opinion,
individualized certainly, but nevertheless felt to be saying something im
portant about society, both past and present.

Assumptions about the past - assumptions about the present
Here once again we encounter Anundsjö as potentially knowable,
as possessing a certain amount of transparency. If this were not so, the
unique could not function as a way of describing the general. In fact,
there would be no general conditions that could be formulated in a mean
ingful way, except on a very abstract and all-inclusive level. But one has
to make another observation in this context. Once the attention is di
rected to the past in order to let the unique illuminate the general, one
has to make the assumption that the events of the past about which one
is talking, stood for the same things then as they are made to stand for in
the present. This is an assumption that is certainly debatable. Consider
an anecdote that I have heard in two slightly different versions, once
told by a woman and once by a man. It is, incidentally, about the same
farmer who bought the wagonful of flour for his wife.
Once, the story goes, this farmer was dining in the restaurant at the
Town Hotel in the nearby town of Örnsköldsvik (in the other version I

heard he was visiting a smart shop in the same town). There he spotted
a huge crystal lamp hanging from the ceiling. Never having seen any
thing like it, he asked a waiter (salesman) how much such a lamp might
cost. The waiter (salesman) ignored him (the implication being that the
latter considered him an uncouth country bumpkin). Once again he asked
the same question, and once again he was ignored. Furious, he took his
walking stick and smashed the lamp to pieces. “Now then”, he shouted,
“perhaps I may know how much it costs!”
When this anecdote is told today it centres on the farmer, depict
ing him, as the other anecdote did, as an unusual and forceful character.
But I strongly suspect that around the time when this event is alleged to
have taken place (there are also anecdotes from other parts of Sweden
on the same theme) the differences between townspeople and country
people were much more marked than they are today. The anecdote ought,
therefore, to have told people who heard it a hundred years ago some
thing more than, and perhaps different from, what people get from it
today. There is also another side to this story. When the farmer carried
out this feat, farmers were the holders of power and the rich people in
Anundsjö. To someone living then, the story would also say something
about Anundsjö society in those days. The story would be incredible if a
crofter were substituted for the farmer. Such things may be largely lost
on younger generations today.
We can pursue the same line of reasoning with regard to an anec
dote which I related earlier, the one about the strong man and the com
pany forester. Here, too, it is fairly safe to assume that, some fifty or sixty
years ago, this story did not simply centre on an unusually strong man.
In those days the latent conflict between forestry company personnel,
representating the employers and often depicted in negative terms, and
the workers must certainly have been very prominent. An indication of
this is, of course, the picture we get of the company man scurrying be
hind, and finally being forced to give up. He is a figure put there to be
laughed at.
Such changes in what the stories of the past are “about" are not

7 Cherished Moments

reflected on when they are being narrated. The past is for an instant
allowed to play a role in the creation of a contemporary world, and is
then let go of again. It is made to reflect an opinion held by someone
living here and now. To this extent this form of history is ahistorical.
And it is perhaps possible to speculate that it is partly in order to ascer
tain whether the past can be drawn into the present in this way, as a
building block in a project carried out here and now, that people go to
such lengths to ascertain that there is a link between the audience and
the event which is being narrated. Such links, whether consisting of a
single individual talking about events from his or her own life or longer
chains of family relationships, serve to define the event. Since the person
involved is identified and connected with the present, so the event itself
is severed from whatever might have surrounded it in the past, and made
comprehensible and appropriate to fit into the present situation. Let me
give an example.
The efforts to help the audience to identify the person who is the
transmitter of the anecdote may sometimes be quite time-consuming,
while the anecdote may be quite short and not very special. I remember
such a case that happened to me a few years ago. I was sitting talking to
a couple some thirty years older than me. They were telling me about
another couple, friends of theirs, and also quite well-known to me. I was
told that these friends had asked them a few days earlier to come with
them to their summer house, in fact a formerfiibod. As they were telling
me this, the man suddenly remembered an incident that had happened
about forty years earlier in that very place. “I remember”, he said, “when
John Svensson got so drunk there while out hunting that he mixed up
his dog with someone else’s.” “You remember John Svensson, don't you?”
he continued. “No” I said, quite honestiy. I did not have the faintest idea
who he was. “Well,”.he said, “I suppose you are too young. Do you
remember his son, Per Svensson? He died suddenly one night at the age
of 29. He was married and had a small baby. It must have been around
1956 -1957?" Once again I had to say that I did not remember. “Well”, he
said, “he was married to a woman from Norrmesunda [a small village

outside Bredbyn].” I still had no clue as to whom he was talking about.
“He lived in Näs [a place on the opposite side of Bredbyn from where I
live] in a house just east of Karl Mårtensson’s house.” I was still in the
dark as to who he was referring to. My knowledge of houses and indi
viduals in other parts of Anundsjö is as limited as that of most other
people, and since this referred to a time when I was a quite a small boy,
I had at that time not yet even developed the knowledge of people and
places that I have now. “He worked in the clothes shop that folded in
1965.” At his mention of the clothes shop I suddenly realized who Per
Svensson was. In fact I remember his tragic death also, and when cou
pling the two, place of work and the premature death, I could tell him
that I knew who he was talking about. I then informed him that Per
Svensson had played soccer in the local team, a fact that he had not
known about as he was not at all interested in sport. For me, on the
other hand, that was about all that identified Per Svensson. So, when we
had finally settled the issue of givingjohn Svensson a recognizable face,
so to speak, by means of his dead son, my companion could at last begin
to tell me the little anecdote which had started the whole business of
trying to pin down Per Svensson s identity.
This could be pushed even further. By establishing these connec
tions over time and space, the narrator is also defining him (herjself in
his (her) own eyes as well as in those of the audience. To make such
connections is to state: “This is I. I have this knowledge, I have these
acquaintances and links. They define me and give me further nuances,
nuances of which you, and perhaps I, were not aware”. But the narrator
also says: “All this that I am talking about is also about you. It is an
extension of your own being and existence of which you are so far igno
rant. Therefore I have to see to it that a contact is established between
you and what I am going to talk about.”
Perhaps one could also put it like this. Objects and people that
exist around me serve to define my identity. That is to say, being known
they function reflexively, as if they bore the imprints of the subject that is
observing them; in the process of recollecting and becoming aware of

them, one establishes one’s own place in relation to them. Since, except
in very unusual circumstances, this is a feature of everybody’s everyday
experiences, it is a process that usually passes unnoticed. Perhaps this
state of being can be captured only by contrasting it with the conscious
effort of orienting oneself on those occasions when one suddenly wakes
up from a deep sleep in a dark room in the middle of the night. Proust
has described this experience in one of the opening pages ofA la recherche
du tempsperdu - the blankness of the first few moments, then the gradual
recollection of possible places before the mind settles on the actual one
which is then filled with the objects and people that belong to it, a pro
cess that also serves to inscribe one’s own person within that world. The
transparency of Anundsjö is perhaps that very moment when certainty
settles on one’s mind and one does not question the world in which one
finds oneself a world that continuously defines for the individual who
he or she is. But there is another point to be added. Included within this
known world are individuals who are also part of the transparent scene.
Their experiences and their knowledge are also relevant to, and part of
my world. Thus, I feel that the incessant interest in conversations that is
so evident among people in Anundsjö is very much due to this assump
tion that what someone tells me about the past (or the present, for that
matter) is also about my world and me. In conversation reflexivity will
ensure that fascination will endure. And perhaps we are dealing with
elements of a “waking up” in such situations. New facts emerge, novel
recollections surface, and one’s world, and oneself is changed a little as
a result.
Here we are back again with the general and the particular. Such
implicit reasoning that takes for granted the possibility of establishing
links, no matter the context, and the equally self-evident assumption that
what is being told is relevant and comprehensible without further defini
tions and explications, see the general and the particular as two sides of
the same thing. There is really no difference between the two. The gen
eral is expressed through the particular, and a statement implying gener
ality is followed by particularization.

The Past as Heritage

We have seen that versions of the past may be of various kinds. In
fact, it is difficult to rein them in and label them. They range from the
purely individual and idiosyncratic to constructions that have a sem
blance of objectification to them, and which can be anchored to class
and other structural features o f Anundsjö society. But there are forms of
history in Anundsjö which consciously strive to orient themselves to
wards objectified history. They are represented by organized attempts at
finding out the past of Anundsjö. We have already touched on this sub
ject in the discussion of the frequent occurrence of spontaneous associa
tions and anecdotes even in conversations structured in terms of research
ing the past. Now I want to go deeper into this topic, both because it
represents one facet of the way that history is made and understood in
Anundsjö, and because it will give a better perspective on the discussion
so far. Let us begin with the forum where the organized efforts at dealing
with the past are most pronounced.

The Association for Local History is the hub of research into the
past as well as the foremost collector of old objects. Most local amateur
researchers are members, or on the board, of the association. It was
founded in 1937, by a local school teacher who also doubled as church
organist, a common combination until recent times. He was not a native
of Anundsjö, but of a parish immediately to the south. Before moving to
Anundsjö he had already established a similar association not far from
Stockholm where he had started his teaching career. A few years after
founding the Anundsjö association and serving as its first chairman, he
moved on to a parish in north-western Sweden where he managed to
start yet another one. He was apparently something of a travelling oneman band in local history.
The chairman elected after the departure of the founding father
was to serve for almost forty years. This gentleman, indefatigable in his
efforts to enlarge the collection at the local museum which the associa
tion was able to establish (see below), and to gain publicity for the asso
ciation, became widely known in Anundsjö. In fact he was merged with
the association in the sense that he came to personify it. Even after he
had resigned his office, when he was in his eighties, he continued to be
identified as the spokesman of the association. Since his departure from
the scene the association has become more anonymous. It is still large in
terms of membership, but no-one has been willing to shoulder the re
sponsibility and take on the work bequeathed by this formidable person.
The purpose of the Association for Local History is to contribute
to the knowledge and awareness of people in Anundsjö with regard to
their own past. To what extent has it succeeded and what is the extent of
its success? To answer these questions it would be very handy to have
some means of assessing the concepts of history current in Anundsjö
before 1937. This is unfortunately not possible. But we can guess that
there must have been perceptions of the past which objectified it to some
extent. The existence of the more than five hundred years old church

must have been one such guide. The building was there for everyone to
see and the churchyard with its names and dates on the stones told
everyone about the irrevocable passing of the years and centuries. At
school children learned history and studied about the parish (not neces
sarily its history in any depth, but that dimension was there). We have
also seen that as a person grows older there is, in the history that deals
with one’s own existence, an embryo of objectification and of change in
the contrasts that are made between one’s past and one’s present. So
taken together, one can safely assume that some form of objectified his
tory existed in Anundsjö half a century ago, in co-existence with ver
sions of the past that were nourished by spontaneous associations and
anecdotes. What, then, did the Association for Local History do to the
knowledge of the past in Anundsjö? To my mind its most important
contribution was to give it a focus, a name as well as a site. It provided an
organized means of contemplating the past and hence the possibility of
generalizing it and giving it an objective existence. It has made it possible
to link the concept of Anundsjö as something that extends in time with
other organizations such as the church and the school, and there are
also a number of occasions when these connections are emphasized, for
instance when school classes visit the museum or when church services
are held there in summer. In addition, there has been a good deal of
overlap over the years between people active in the association and those
associated with the church.
If we look at the association’s membership list we find that the
formalization of history which it stands for has appealed to certain cat
egories of Anundsjö people more than others. It turns out that most of
the members are farmers, while workers make up only a small propor
tion. This should be seen in connection with the fact that farmers are a
clear minority in Anundsjö while workers constitute more than half the
population. There is thus an overwhelming preponderance of farmers in
the association. Why? I think that the answer is to be found in the place
that farmers have occupied and still occupy in Anundsjö. They have
been the dominant category, and they are still the owners of large tracts

of the parish. Just as they have had positions in local politics and in
matters relating to the church, so they saw it as self-evident that they
should belong to the association. There is also another side to this argu
ment. Farmers usually have a sense of history which stresses continuity
in the sense that they take great pride in being able to detail the number
of generations that a farm has been in the hands of the same family, or
the number of generations that their forebears have lived and owned
land in the same or in neighbouring villages. There is in the farmer’s
sense of history a dimension that springs from the ownership of land
and a sense of continuity over time to which this gives rise. This is largely
lacking in the perspectives on history found among the non-landowning
part of the population. It is based both on a knowledge of the genera
tions that have passed as well as on a sense of moving physically within
the same territory and working the same land as one’s forefathers did. It
is, as we can see, kinship and locality, found in all forms of history in
Anundsjö, writ small and as a consequence intensified. Workers or dis
possessed farmers, on the other hand, have often had to move in search
of work over the generations, and a discontinuity of place has been added
to their lack of property (for a related argument, see Wylie, 1982).
The museum established by the association also favours a farmerbased interpretation of the past. Its main building is a large farm-house,
dating from the eighteenth century and transported from a small village
in upper Anundsjö to its present site just outside Bredbyn. The budding
has two stories and comprises about ten rooms. It is a log house, the
usual material for building in Anundsjö up to the time around the Sec
ond World War. Scattered about the area are other buildings to be found
on a farm in the olden days: a shed for the cattle, a couple of bams, a
couple of small store houses, a small fiibod and a water-powered mill.
There is also, further away, a cabin which was used by forestry workers
during the winter when they often spent months away from home. Such
cabins were in use up to the 1950s when roads suitable for motor cars
were built and the workers could travel by car to their place of work.
Then, there is the old church boat that used to carry people over the

lake from a village some ten kilometres away to the church in Bredbyn.
Thus taken together, the major part of the museum area represents an
attempt to recreate an old farm and its buildings. Other large objects that
have been used by other categories of people have been placed on the
periphery. The message of this disposition of space clearly is that, in the
eyes of the association, Anundsjö is equated with farmers and farming
culture. Now one can, of course, wonder what the alternative would
have been. What else is there that is impressive enough to make a mu
seum worth visiting? And the answer is: precious little. As I have pointed
out repeatedly already, farmers have dominated Anundsjö up to recent
times, and one ought not to be surprised that this is reflected in the
association’s view of the past. I must, of course, add that farmers and
farming are not categories that are all that far removed from the reality
of workers. As I have pointed out, most of them are descended from
and/or have relatives who are farmers. The gap is in no way absolute or
broad enough to cause incomprehension. Nevertheless it may be inter
esting to know that at least some of the members of the association who
are not farmers have joined as a result of finding objects dating from the
Neolithic period. They apparently see a past that goes far beyond the
times of farmer dominance.

The museum
Once inside the museum the visitor’s first impression is that he or
she has been moved to a farmer’s home one or two hundred years ago.
But once this first reaction subsides, other objects will come into focus,
objects that in some cases date from the present century and may be
only some thirty or forty years old. The farmer’s house also gives way, as
one enters a small room in the far eastern part of the house, to some
thing resembling a church with pews, candles, old window panes, etc.
These are all objects that were removed from the church in Bredbyn
when it was renovated in the 1950s. Ascending the narrow steep stair

case the visitor will find the top floor in many ways different from the
ground floor. In one room objects covering the walls and occupying a
number of cupboards with glass doors: weapons and hunting traps, work
tools and household items, the oldest dating from the seventeenth cen
tury and the most recent some forty years old. In addition, there are a
few Stone Age objects and a saddle said to have belonged to a German
officer who, after having deserted from the army during the Thirty Years
War, ended up as a farmer in Anundsjö. Most of the objects do not have
labels explaining what they are, the main exceptions being the stone
implements and the saddle. Apparently people are expected to recog
nize them and to know more or less the uses to which they were once
put. The other rooms on the top floor display other household items as
well as a saddle-maker’s and a cobbler’s equipment; these were in use
until recently and were presented to the museum on the death of the
owners. There is also a small room where there is a collection of old
phonographs, gramophones, crystal sets and radios.

The past o f the museum: hembygd and arv
The first thing to note with regard to what the museum's collec
tions convey about the notion of history organizing their display, is that
there is a contrast between the past and the present in line with the
conceptions of objectified history. Furthermore, the past is pictured as
an undifferentiated whole, in the sense that the relative ages of the vari
ous objects are not seen to be particularly important. The result is a kind
of rough division between a lived-in present and a fairly unitary past.
This may, of course, be partly due to the difficulties involved in estab
lishing the dates of manufacture. In most cases these are objects that
have been lying around in cow houses, attics or store houses for as long
as anyone can remember. In yet other cases they have been in constant
use over the generations, and no-one has been particularly concerned
with finding out how old they are.

But is there more to this seeming lack of interest in carving up the
past in slices or layers than the difficulties involved in dating objects? I
think there is, because, despite the notion of difference between past and
present, despite the ambition to objectify history, there is also in the
whole undertaking of the association a striving, at an ideological or emo
tional level, to connect the two. This tacitly assumed correspondence
between past and present can be seen, for instance, if we look at the
connotations of the Swedish name for the above-mentioned Associa
tion for Local History. The Swedish term is hembygdsförening, which is
less neutral and has more affective content than the English equivalent.
Hembygd roughly means “native place” and the feelings it conjures up
are of a place which is “home” in a very fundamental sense. It is the place
where one belongs and where one is accepted, and it has connotations
of a common origin of those living there, combined with a personal
sense of responsibility in caring for one’s hembygd. Thus, the concept
evokes and appeals to both territory and people, the latter being thought
of as being in some sense of the same kind as oneself In this way hembygd
takes on highly emotional overtones and research into its past is also an
extension of one’s own being. This restriction to dealing with a past that
is also one’s own is, of course, unavoidable as long as one’s historical
interest is centred on one’s native place. We also find the same word
hembygd as part of the Swedish version of the local museum, which is
called hembygdsgård (gård meaning house or farm). Here, too, there is a
de-objectification of the museum building which works in the direction
of establishing a degree of identity between the visitor (provided he or
she is from Anundsjö) and the site and its collections.
But at this point a paradox emerges. In order to connect the past
and the present, the two first have to be separated. This is done by the
stress on preserving a heritage from past generations which is so often
emphasized by members of the association, and stated in the few re
search publications on the past that have been published by people directiy or indirectly associated with it. Over and over again we shall hear
and read how important it is to preserve the heritage from our ancestors

for future generations. This heritage is also said to enrich our own exist
ence and we have a duty not to spoil or waste it. Just as hembygd does,
arv (heritage) establishes a connection. But while the former is more
inclusive, taking in both those living today and those who lived in the
past, the latter concentrates on the relationship over time.
Hembygd and arv are also similar in the sense that they are very
vaguely defined. They can be filled by almost any content. In the case of
arv it may be Anundsjö in all its aspects as it exists today, or it may be
individual objects handed down from the past. It can be used for things
that are extremely general as well as for those that are highly specific. Its
connotations are emotionally charged and they are felt to concern one’s
own person. In this sense the concept is reflexive. We cherish what has
been preserved from the past because it was made and used by our an
cestors, people whose blood and substance we share, i.e., those who are
in a very real sense identical to us. Perhaps it could be put briefly by
saying that through this heritage we converse and interact, both at an
intellectual and an affective level, with ourselves.
What is important for our discussion here is that this idea of heri
tage establishes a connection between the past and the present, and it
does so in a rather complicated manner. By saying that there is identity
it also stresses dissimilarity; it has to do the latter in order to achieve the
former. Let me explain. In order to appreciate the past and make it into
something that is part of us, i.e., in order to establish identity, there have
to be two dissimilar poles or objects or epochs between which this iden
tity is to be established. And this necessitates a sense of difference. In
other words, in order for identity to reach the level of conscious thought,
its opposite has to be created. If there were no such sense of difference
between past and present, it would be impossible to contemplate that
identity. The unity can only be sensed in the existence of its opposite.
We have already seen this from another angle. I talked earlier about
living half-way into the past and the fact that this can be realized ordy
when the taken-for-granted pattern breaks. There we have an immedi
ate identity between past and present, an identity, furthermore, that does

not touch consciousness. For it to be contemplated, it would have to be
elevated to a level where it could be objectified, and this can be done
only by inserting a measure of difference for the threads of identity to
become visible. This relationship between the past and the present re
sults in a relative lack of interest in chronology in favour of depicting the
past as an undifferentiated whole, seen as something set apart from the
present (yet, of course, with the underlying assumption that we are mov
ing within a unified totality).
This can also be looked at from another angle: that of myth. The
break between the past and the present is a constructed break, created to
make visible a process of change that is in fact gradual. It has its origin in
the conviction that the way of life, the culture, represented by farmers is
rapidly becoming extinct. It is, in other words, based on a view of the
world which is committed to the immanence of disaster, a view inciden
tally that fits nicely with Berger’s (1979:203) point that peasants view
the future “as a series of ambushes”. It is to avoid the final ambush that
the myth is employed. In this version of the past, culture, expressed
through farmers and farming, is in harmony with nature. The farmer
carries out his work with nature, not against her. Nature is part of culture
in an undivided whole. This harmony is still possible, it flows across the
divide between an undifferentiated past and an equivocal present. But
lurking behind this break is a more ominous one: that between the present
and the future, a feared future in which nature and culture will be sev
ered from one another and thoroughly transformed.
We may see the particular form of thinking that goes with this
constructed break with the past if we compare it with the, also mythical,
thinking surrounding an actual break with the past, that of the appear
ance of the forestry companies in Anundsjö. As we have already seen, it
is also a tale of disaster, but here disaster has already occurred; it is the
myth of a lost paradise, a tale of a once-and-for-all event that inexorably
changed everything for the worse for so many people. The harmony
between nature and culture, epitomized by farming, was irrevocably lost;
the land, the forests and their bounties that had once been one’s own,

now belonged to others, others who did not, and do not today, know
how to let moderation and concern temper rapacity. And this change
dramatically affected not only those farmers who lost their property to
the companies, it also brought misery for the generations that followed.
Consider this anecdote, for instance.
Some eighty years ago a very poor crofter in upper Anundsjö shot
an elk on a Sunday morning in order to obtain meat for his starving
family. Since the land, and hence the elk, belonged to a forestry com
pany the shooting was a criminal offence. In order to provide himself
with an alibi he ran twelve miles across the forest and attended morning
service at the church in a neighbouring parish.
This is a tale of a man driven out of paradise. No virtues or recipes
handed down from the past will change his condition. It is a myth that
tells of the effects of a break with the past engineered from outside
Anundsjö. The consequence for this man’s family was poverty and the
humiliation of having to trespass on the property of others to find food.
There is a vast difference between the moral of this anecdote and the
optimistic view of the past depicted in the context of the museum where
paradise is still within reach.

The museum: limits of objectification
As I have already said, the buildings that dot the museum area
have been brought there from other parts of Anundsjö. They are not in
any way unique. Similar buildings are to be seen in most villages and,
just like those at the museum site, they vary in age, old houses being
mixed with more recently built ones. There is, then, a parallel between
the way that these buildings are set side by side at the museum and the
way in which houses from different time periods are allowed to co-exist
in villages throughout Anundsjö. The museum does not, in this regard,
differ much in kind from present-day real life. Furthermore, the effect of
the collections of objects on the visitor from Anundsjö is similar. Here

too, one finds a close correspondence between the way that individual
objects are treated in the museum and the way that people encounter
them in their everyday activities. A good many of the items on display in
the museum can be found in the homes of people in Anundsjö. They
may be lying about together with other objects of varing ages, and are
perhaps in some cases still in use. And just as is the case with those in the
museum, no attempt is being made to compare them with one another
with respect to age.
There is a general knowledge about, and familiarity with, them
among people (and not only among farmers). This familiarity is readily
to be heard and seen among visitors to the museum. Objects will be
discussed, and individual items may even be recognized as the one that
one’s father or grandfather presented to the museum. The Stone-Age
tools even have small labels with the names of the persons who found
them and donated them to the museum, connecting person and object
in a direct way. These tools, about which for obvious reasons nothing
concrete is known, are given their identity by being connected with a
known person. Similarly, there are some objects with which most visi
tors to the museum are familiar. One is the afore-mentioned German
officer’s saddle, and another is a large cupboard adorned with paintings
of birds, strange both in form and colours. This is said to have been
manufactured and painted by the farmer, already mentioned, who mur
dered his own family. One may note that these two items, the saddle and
the cupboard, are connected to individuals, in one case a stranger who
came and settled in Anundsjö and married a local woman, and in the
other a local man who acted abnormally and is known through kinship
connections. Here there is the same pattern as in the case of the narra
tion of events, namely, a drawing of the objects into society via links of
various kinds. In the case of the German officer the specific kinship links
are not known (maybe he is just a mythical figure), but there is at least
the story about him which manages to connect him to local society by
turning him into a farmer and a married man, i.e., giving him full status in
Anundsjö society. To say this is not to deny that certain objects elicit a

reverential attitude because of their age and, in most cases unknown,
individual history. The peculiar fascination that many people feel in front
o f the objects in the museum is probably due to this mixture of their
being recognizable and familiar on the one hand and silent messengers
from the past on the other.
The relaxed attitude shown by visitors with regard to the objects
displayed in the museum can be understood from a consideration of the
way it was established. We have already noted that both the building
itself and the objects within it have a history that anchor them to
Anundsjö. Also, all the people involved in the establishment of the mu
seum and the Association for Local History are, or were, amateurs and
fellow parishioners, known as individuals. This close connexion between
the museum and the people in Anundsjö necessarily deprives the mu
seum of the authority it would have, had it been an official institution
run by salaried officials and experts on the past with formal qualifica
tions. But as things stand now, the museum is firmly integrated into, and
embedded in, Anundsjö culture and everyday life in a relationship of
equality; it does not suggest to its visitors that they are in a place where
the PAST is revealed through the display of extraordinary objects, be
fore which one ought to be stmck by a sense of awe and speak in whis
pers.
But there is also a growing awareness in Anundsjö of the unique
ness of many of the objects found in the museum (and in many homes).
This awareness does not arise from the existence of the museum, how
ever. It is a consequence of auctions around Anundsjö where old, and
not so old, pieces of furniture and other items are sold at steadily rising
prices. The successful bidders are often more or less professional dealers
from outside Anundsjö who sell their goods in other parts of Sweden,
notably Stockholm, or export them abroad where they fetch even higher
prices. It is significant that it is forces from outside that shape people’s
consciousness in this context, but it also highlights the role of the mu
seum as reflexive rather than directive with regard to perceptions of the
past.

W hat I want to convey in this discussion of the place of buildings
and objects at the museum site is that, in this very centre of objectified
history, there is still room for individualization and fragmentation. The
past in the form of exhibited objects is allowed to blend for a moment
with the visitor’s own biography. Visitors comment on specific objects,
they remember their own experiences in connection with one or an
other item. A tour of the museum may give rise to a number of anec
dotes as recollections are triggered. Just as relative age is not stressed
among objects in the collections, and items are juxtaposed in a way that
leads abruptiy from one to the other, so the same objects and the expe
riences and tasks associated with them exist in a present where the age
of the objects is seldom the reason for detached reflexion. Put briefly, a
visit to the museum shows the visitor more or less the same world, al
though with a stress on the past, that he or she is used to from living in
Anundsjö. The museum does not lead the visitor into a world that no
longer exists. The world of the museum is also in many respects the
world of everyday existence. So although there are many things in the
museum that may inspire objectification of, and reflection on, the past, a
visit also includes numerous occasions for indulging in one’s own idio
syncratic tastes and interests, and a concomitant possibility of merging
the past with the present.

The museum as experience
There is also another sense in which the museum becomes part of
everyday experience. This has to do simply with its being there. It has
now been in existence for about fifty years and as a result has turned into
something that is taken for granted. The visitors who come there, per
haps on the day of the year when the hembygdsfest is celebrated {fest
roughly meaning festival), when a church service is held, orjust for an
outing on a Saturday or a Sunday in summer when it is kept open, are in
most cases not visiting it for the first time. They have in all probability
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been there many times before, perhaps starting when they were small
children. To all these people the museum and its collections are part of
everyday life and not something that is thought of as being out of the
ordinary. The various functions held there, and the concomitant tours of
the museum that go with them, are not flights into the past, away from a
mundane present. Rather, this is the place where certain kinds of enter
tainment are offered, and a good deal of the enjoyment consists in meet
ing people whom one may not have seen for a long time. The setting
provides a framework for certain activities, but these have nothing in
trinsically “historical” about them. They are set in the here and now, and
nothing about the past as objectified history is communicated. And so,
gradually, with the passing of time, the museum, in the manner of all
experiences, is integrated into every visitor’s personal biography, into
her or his memory, providing food for reminiscences. Its position as a
repository of a more or less official past is overlaid, not to say over
grown, with the fine, supple vines of myriad individual recollections that
bind it firmly to the present.
But does not the hembygdsfest itself convey another message? A
message about the past? And what about the activities that are usually
part of the week-end programme in summer, featuring old crafts such as
spinning, weaving, making small objects out of birch bark, etc? Do they
not teach those who visit the museum something about history? Per
haps, but I think that the problem is more complicated than that. I do
not have a ready answer, but I shall at least attempt to sort things out. To
begin with the festival: the programme of the hembygdsfest offers the visi
tor a good deal of variety. There is usually a formal speech at the begin
ning. On those occasions when I have been present, some fifteen to
twenty times, this speech has usually been about the association and the
happy occasion of the festival itself rather than about some selected event
or feature of the past. On the other hand, there has, on a couple of occa
sions, been a formal lecture delivered by some researcher from a univer
sity that has been engaged in research on the past in Anundsjö. And the
speech may also change with the times, so to speak. Recentiy, topics

such as the environment and the plight of refugees (of which there are
quite a number in Anundsjö since a few years back) are woven in with
the more traditional themes. After the speech anything can happen, and
the majority of items offered have very little to do with looking at the
past. A selection will show what I mean: pony rides (for children), musi
cal performances, sheep shearing, a tight-rape walker, the reading of
poems written in the local dialect (which caters for the meaning of
hembygd,\ but have nothing in them that necessarily directs the listeners’
thoughts towards the past). Some thirty to forty years ago, when the
local amateur theatre company still existed, the highlight of the festival
used to be the performance of an historical play in the outdoor
amphitheatre behind the museum. Other activities also go on through
out the day of the festival, such as the serving of traditional bread with a
local kind of curd, baking bread in the traditional manner, or a grocery
shop with features from the turn of the century.
The festival, then, displays a mixture of elements, some pointing to
the past and others remaining firmly in the present. In order to say some
thing more about its relationship to objectified history, however, it is
necessary to take a closer look at the specific combinations of the past
and the present that go on within it. As far as I can see, there are a
number of points to be made in this connection, all of them concerned
with the nature of the vehicles used to express the past. If we look at
activities such as sheep shearing, weaving, and birch-bark handicrafts
(thereby taking a broader look at the association’s use of the museum),
we find that they belong to a category of activities that existed in the
past, and there are also people who practise them in the present. They
bind the past and the present; they stand for continuity. There are, in
fact, people who go to look at the experts sitting in the museum in order
to learn something about the practical aspects of these crafts.
Then there are what one might call new-fangled customs, such as
the recently fashioned folk costume that some members of the associa
tion sport on occasions such as the festival. There is also the festival
itself, of course, which is celebrated in a traditional idiom, but which is,

as we have seen, no more than about fifty years old. These “modem
traditions” (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983) situate the past in the present,
stressing the identity between the two. The people milling about the
museum site are also, at the same time, people of the past or moving in
the past (or perhaps it would be better to say, if it were not such an
awkward way of putting it, that it is the past always existing alongside
the present that becomes visible for a while). The boundary between
now and then is lifted for a moment to allow people across the thresh
old, and the result is not liminality but coalescence.
As we have seen, there are also attempts at re-creating the past
through activities and institutions whose performance and content in
the present differ from those of the past. One example is the shop, an
other is the bakery. What is the message about the past here? On the
surface it seems that we are dealing with slices of the past put before the
spectators. But there is a complicating factor: the individuals who play
the part of grocers and bakers. They are known as individuals to the
participants, and the jokes and comments exchanged are good evidence
of this. This interaction between the visitors and the performers takes
away a good deal of the illusion that this is a re-enactment of something
from the past. The very fact that these people from Anundsjö are per
forming roles that belong to history serves to make the whole event a
thing of the present. The further fact that the performance builds on the
interaction between visitors and “grocer” and “baker" makes it even more
difficult to establish and maintain the illusion of a past separated from
the present. To my mind, this point has general relevance. To the extent
that actors and others impersonating the past are known as individuals
to the audience, history and the present will be merged and objectivity
will give way to spontaneity. It is the same phenomenon that presents
problems for professional actors when, being identified in the popular
mind with a certain character, they take on a role expressing a totally
different set of character traits. Unavoidably the image that the audience
already has of them, and the latent expectations to which this gives rise,
will colour and distract attention from the performance.1

Thus there seem to be a number of opportunities for reflexive
thought in the festival and in the manner in which history is objectified
at the museum. And here in a sense we return to the beginning of our
discussion of the place of the association and the museum in popular
thought. People sift its objectified message about history through their
own experiences of its objects and of the site itself. The festival is, of
course, precisely such an occasion that provides fuel for this kind of
process. There are innumerable opportunities to individualize it, as it
were. There are people to meet and talk to about things of one’s own
choosing, not necessarily connected with history. There are activities to
watch and take part in that can be fitted to, and treated in ways that are
consonant with, one’s own view of the past and one’s private knowledge
and experiences of it. And afterwards one’s recollections will be of those
events and incidents that focus on one’s own person, like the spokes of a
wheel coming together at its centre. And it cannot be otherwise. The
sense of proprietorship and the transparency that lie at the root of the
experience of the museum, not only on the day of the festival but in its
role as an enduring institution in Anundsjö culture, blend with, and are
reinforced by, the simple distinction between the past and the present
which is made there. The result is an illusion of identity that leaves the
visitor somehow suspended between the two, half a step behind the
present, but conscious of this situation. Again this is a state of being
somewhat distanced from an immediate and unreflected form of history.
The past is there, to be sure, in its many guises, but it is not a past di
vorced from the present, objectified and “other”.

6

Writing the Past

Let us now move from organized history as display and as acting
out the past, and consider instead published works that deal with the
history of Anundsjö. What are the continuities between various forms of
conversation, the performances and the collections at the museum, and
this branch of dealing with the past? We have seen that individualized
and spontaneous versions of the past to a great extent feed on emotion
and recollections that have more than a purely intellectual content. The
museum similarly moves within a sphere of history that is rather indif
ferent to chronology and the past as a constmction around “the arrow of
time”. It should perhaps not come as a great surprise, then, to leam that
research on the past in Anundsjö shares many properties characteristic
of these other modes of engaging in history. There is, in other words, a
great deal that we can recognize in the few published works that deal
with aspects of the past in the parish. But it would be unfair and incor
rect to stop there. There is, in fact, a good deal of variation between the
products of the research, and as I shall argue later, the level of objectifi
cation decreases the more immersed the author is in everyday life in
Anundsjö. In other words, living in Anundsjö, and having its people as
audience encourages a form of presentation in which a good many of

the facts, conditions and circumstances remain implicit. Explanation is
often kept to a minimum, and anecdotes can be inserted here and there
since readers are deemed capable of situating them in their proper con
text as they do in conversations dealing with the past. But that does not
mean that local amateur researchers deal only in disjointed anecdotes.
There are also clear signs of their being imbued with the spirit of pre
senting objectified accounts of the past and of telling the stories as they
happened. We can look at one example that will bring out what I am
trying to say.

Local history: Byamas historia iAnundsjö
In his booklet Byamas historia iAnundsjö (History o fsettlements in
Anundsjo) an amateur researcher, Erikjonsson, records the history of all
the settlements in the parish (according to him there have been 123 of
them). His work is based principally on public records that deal mainly
with the population and ownership of farms, but he also makes use of
oral sources. His work is, above all, an enumeration of the inhabitants
over the years. The records correlate the individual with the locality and
Jonsson is able to trace the movements of people over time. We have
already noted that this concentration on people and their connection
with place is a common feature in conversation. So in this case the writ
ten sources in fact channel the research product in this direction. We
should, then, not be surprised to find that anecdotes are tagged on to
some of these individuals in the manner that we have already seen to be
the case in conversations. Consider the case of the settlement Norrtjäm
as outlined by Erikjonsson.
Norrtjäm was founded in 1834 by Nils Nilsson from Fälltjäl,
bom in 1787. His sons Olov Adam Nilsson and Salomon
Nilsson took over after their father and there was also a crofter
living there, Erik Kristofersson from Solberg, bom in 1814.

All these lived in the village in 1867. Salomon Nilsson was
killed in an accident while engaged in wood-cutting. His
widow Sara Stina and their children had to move to the poor
house. In the fire there on 4 February 1876, the widow was
severely burned. After that she was of course called ‘Burnt
Sara Stina’. In 1960 there were 18 people living in the village
and in 1968 only 5.
It is worth noting that the author first deals with the period of
settlement, giving names, year of birth and village of origin of all the
individuals concerned. All these facts can be found in the official records.
Then he tells an anecdote about one of the characters after which he
jumps to the contemporary period, giving only population figures. The
population development from 1867 up to Erik Jonsson’s present is not
discussed at all. One has no problem imagining this as a conversation in
which for some reason Norrtjäm has been mentioned, the inhabitants
are scrutinized and their respective year of birth and place of origin are
discussed. Then someone will remember the anecdote about the widow,
and someone else is able to fill in the contemporary situation. The differ
ence between Erik Jonsson’s account and a spontaneous conversation is
the precise datings. These would be less detailed and probably debated
in a conversation. But on the whole the similarities are striking.
I shall give another example that underlines my argument. This is
a description of a settlement called Klocken.
Klocken was founded by villagers from Långsele who, by 26
August 1862, had erected a six-cornered building 27.5x20 feet.
It was completely empty but they had planned to have two
windows in the kitchen. At that time they had cultivated fields
amounting to eight “kappland’ [about 1234 square meters].
The first person to live at Klocken was Daniel Petter
Danielsson from Åsele, born in 1830. His wife was from
Degersjö. He lived in Rocksjöliden 1860 - 1869, in Hemsjö in

1869 and moved to Klocken in 1870 but he moved to Långsele
the same year. The first real settler was Johan JohanssonEkman from Prästbordet. He was bom in 1849 and died in
1937. He was married to Eva Jonsdotter, born in 1831 at
Bergsjö where he lived for some time, but moved to Klocken
in 1872. At that time Klocken was owned by the [forestry]
company. He was an agriculturalist of great ability. Dr Frans
Kempe [the head of the family owning the company] was so
impressed by his work that, on seeing it, he instantly granted
him all the land he had cultivated. In a competition in 1921,
called “The most outstanding cultivating achievement”, spon
sored by the newspaper Aftonbladet and attracting entries from
all over the country, Ekman shared first prize with his sec
ond wife who was bom in 1878. He had many children and
grandchildren and Ekman was the “father” of the whole vil
lage. In 1961 there were 22 inhabitants living in the village
and in 1968 there were 17.
The streak of casuality of an insider is perhaps even more evident
here than in the first case. For someone expecting a “history” of this little
village, the fact that the builders of the first house had planned to have
two windows in the kitchen may seem to constitute superfluous infor
mation. For an inhabitant of Anundsjö, on the other hand, such a contin
gent detail may provide food for thought and speculation. The little epi
sode with Dr. Frans Kempe is another example of reliance on tacit knowl
edge. The author does not find it necessary to mention who he was,
something that people in Anundsjö supposedly knew anyway. Then, in
the tme fashion of a spontaneous conversation the first anecdote is fol
lowed by another that also underlines Ekman’s proficiency as a farmer.
Set against these anecdotes concerning Ekman, the other facts about
Klocken are meagre indeed. We are left in the dark as to how many
more people lived there, how many houses there were, etc. The entire
history of of the last 80 - 90 years is summed up by stating that in 1961

there were 22 individuals living there and in 1968 17. In fact, we find the
same structure here as in the case of Norrtjäm. First, inhabitants are
dealt with, if possible in great detail. A few anecdotes relating to them or
any other notable person are told, years of birth, and sometimes death,
and village of origin mentioned, and then follows a rounding-off giving
the population figure current at the time of writing, in the 1960s. One
might perhaps think that this is due to the fact that the two settlements
taken as examples here are fairly recent and also small, and are both
situated in upper Anundsjö, but, as I shall show, we find the same pat
tem also in the case of older and more established villages. I quote his
description of Brandtjäl in the southern part of the parish.
In 1545 there was one settler (abó) in the village, namely,
Olov Sjulsson. This man, who was bom in Norrflärke, had a
farm in Österfanbyn in 1535 and was “Lapp bailifF’ there in
the years around 1543 - 1544. He moved later to Brandtjäl.
In the year 1550 there were two settlers there. A certain Björn
Jonsson owned half the village then. Olov Sjulsson’s farm no.
2 was passed down within the same family until around 1800
and probably up to the present. In 1742 a certain Olov
Henriksson, bom in 1682, from Myckelgensjö bought farm
no. 1. He was a descendant of the “Grundtjäm Finns” whose
ancestor was Påwel Henriksson, who arrived in Grundtjäm
in 1641. Olov H. had many descendants around Mellansel
[where Brandtjäl is situated]. There have been many Henriks
and Henrikssons here. Brandtjäl had 4 farmers in 1803. In
1867 there were 7 farmers, 2 crofters and an allotment sea
man, Brandt, in the village. The population decreased some
what during the 1940s - 1950s. It amounts at present, 1968,
to 48 individuals. Through its closeness to Mellansel with
the industry that has been established there Brandtjäl will
have the possibility of even increasing its population.

Thus we see the same structure here as in the other two cases we
have been looking at. In the case of Brandtjäl, the discussion of indi
vidual villagers ends somewhere in the mid-1700s. Nothing is said about
the period from then up to the present, save for a short reference to the
1940s and 1950s. We have no anecdotes about individuals, but instead a
short remark at the end concerning Brandtjäl’s possible future.
One may wonder why Erik Jonsson has settled on this kind of
history. One reason could be that the paucity of data made it necessary
for him to mix anecdotes with years and lines of generational succes
sion. But I have seen in the voluminous collection of notes and other
material that he left behind that in many cases he had quite substantial
data concerning founders and other inhabitants of settlements and vil
lages. He had names and succession lists regarding individual farms, in
many cases being able to state kinship connections, etc. In fact, Erik
Jonsson was famous for his knowledge of genealogies (see Omsköldsvih
Allehanda; 20 March 1959), as a result of an intensive poring over records
and a good memory. He would have had no problem filling his villages
with many more people and discussing their interconnections more than
he actually did. So, for some reason, he decided not to include all his
material. Perhaps he simply felt that the work was too much, that detail
ing the inhabitants of each and every village and settlement would be a
task that would keep him busy forever. That is possible, but, even so, I
think there is more to it than this. I feel that we have to take a look at
what was the probable definition of history with which he worked, and
which is at the heart of the Association for Local History, or of people in
Anundsjö in general, for that matter.

The concept of history: problems of chronology
History in the popular mind in Anundsjö is not very problematic.
It concerns what happened in the past, and the further back, the better.
In fact, if the people involved are dead, so much the better. That is his-

tory as an object to be contemplated. We can see it today in the way
people point to certain individuals as knowledgeable about history. These
individuals are invariably old and the history they know belongs to their
youth, childhood or, if possible, to times before they were bom. Perhaps
this is why Erik Jonsson paid so much attention to the distant past, while
being relatively vague about more recent periods. It is possible. But it is
equally possible that it had something to do with the transparency of
Anundsjö society about which we have already talked (in fact the two
possibilities do not contradict one another). What I mean is this.
Erik Jonsson, as we have seen, considered his audience to be people
from Anundsjö, people who already knew a lot about the parish, includ
ing the settlements, whose histories he was describing. He had no way
of knowing exactly what a certain reader of his publication would know
and what would be fresh information. But in all probability the audience
knew less about the distant past than about recent times. Spending a lot
of effort and time on detailing the past thirty years or so of each village
must have seemed fairly superfluous to him. He would be discussing
things that many people already knew, as well as using his own contem
poraries as objects of historical research, a rather uncomfortable situa
tion. But such an argument does not explain why he sometimes made
leaps of a hundred years or more in his expositions. Perhaps he simply
wanted to give an approximate picture of the settlements rather than a
detailed one. And perhaps he was silently guided in this endeavour by
transparency and spontaneity as the unavoidable companions of his in
terest in objectifying the past.
Let us see how this might have worked. First, we can note all the
things that he does not tell us about the settlements. He does not de
scribe the economy, how people made a living, the production, and similar
hard facts of people’s lives. And why should he? To a person from
Anundsjö such things are fairly obvious, even if we are talking about
quite a distant past. Or perhaps I should say that people are of the opin
ion that such things are not problematic. We can, in fact, see that this is
a tacit assumption made by Erik Jonsson, that villages and people are

rather similar over the centuries. Again, that leaves us with people and
what these people, or at least a few noted individuals, did. By following
on with the inhabitants, rather than the physical and ecological proper
ties of the places, fragmentation is unavoidable. Dissimilar places appear
as backgrounds steeped in the same mould. The individuals talked about
differ from place to place, but they are all agriculturalists and/or forestry
workers with a few exceptions, and the only way of making them stand
out is to relate events associated with them. Linear history gives way to
an episodic form of presentation. Although earlier periods are mentioned
first and more recent ones later, the author does not find it necessary to
give a complete picture. And, as we saw in the case of the first settler at
Klocken, a good deal of the attention may be focused on people who
lived in the settlement under discussion for only a limited period of time,
with generous space given to tracing their movements elsewhere.
This form of narration makes chronology problematic. We have a
kind of linearity, but it is a chronology that changes shape as it moves
down the years. At times it is swollen with anecdotes and episodic expli
cation; at others it makes large jumps leaving huge gaps in the material;
and at yet other points it summarizes decades in a couple of sentences.1
To my mind this has something to do with the fact that the author has
allowed both people and places the same importance in his study. Or
perhaps it is better to say that he started with the intention of making
place the main category, but in the course of his work concentrated on
the dimension of people, as discussed above, to the extent that it often
overshadows location without, however, replacing it. It is quite possible
to discuss people in a chronological order, say, a family over the genera
tions. It is equally possible to concentrate on location and discuss the
people associated with it as well as its changes over time, provided that
the locale is allowed to be the only variable that defines the topic of
exposition. In the case of Erik Jonsson’s study, place, settlements, be
comes a static concept since he does not discuss the specific processes of
change taking place. Instead, it is the people to which the chronology is
tied. But that also means that locality is pushed into the background,

without ceasing to function as the overt focus of narration. Hence the
slant towards the kind of “human interest” stories that stunt and trans
form the chronology.
Many local amateur researchers operate, just like Erik Jonsson,
within a sphere where they take a good deal for granted with respect to
their prospective readers’ knowledge about the topics they are discuss
ing. By enlarging the discussion about such research beyond the scope
of Byarnas historia I shall attempt to demonstrate this.

The unattainable goal: Erik Jonsson and Gamla Risbäck
When people refer to history they usually think of it as occurring
in a past that is not too close to the present. They also talk about it in
terms of the olden days, and they may wonder how things were long
ago. This past is not specified as to century or period, it is simply “other”
than the present, which means that it is unlikely to include the last twenty
to thirty years. Now, this is a spontaneous and unreflected conception of
history, but I think that when local amateur researchers start their work,
they do so with this same image in their heads. I was led into this way of
thinking by two comments in two letters written by Erik Jonsson to his
collaborator Kristoffer Jonsson at the beginning of their joint project of
writing a history of their common native village, Risbäck, in 1951. Ap
parently KristoEer Jonsson, who was an official in the government for
estry administration and hence a man more used to writing and corre
sponding with official institutions than Erik Jonsson, who was a farmer
and worker, had suggested that they should undertake to write a volume
together to be called Gamla Risbäck (OldRisbäck). I quote from the latter’s
reply to the suggestion: “Just a short note, more private. First I want to
thank you for your oEer to collect everything in the form of a book
about old Risbäck. We here in the village are very grateful for this. I shall
send you so many facts from here, yes, so many that you will be sur
prised. But it will take time. At present I am collecting as much “old” as

possible, asking old people, etc. Yes, as I said, do not be in a hurry, and
there will be a lot of material from here.”
This is, as I see it, a spontaneous understanding of what the writing
of objectified history entails. Erik Jonssons reaction is couched in terms
o f an undifferentiated entity subsumed under the concept “old”. He is
convinced that it will be possible to trace the “history” by talking to old
people, etc. He had also lived all his life in the village and of course he
intuitively felt that there were things and facts all around him that pointed
to the past. Hence his self-assurance. And if we put ourselves in his posi
tion we can understand his reaction. The past was there, all around him.
He did not reflect on what kind of past it was. But it is easy to see that it
was the same kind of past that is the stuff that conversations are made of.
And that is a past whose existence is dictated by memory. When memory
ends, so does the past. It is a past carried around in people’s brains and
bodies. It is also a past that draws thin lines from the present backwards
in time to a specific event or person. It is told as anecdotes or musings on
some particular occurrence, occurrences that end in themselves and
whose existence is the result of a situation existing in the present.
We have already been through this discussion, but I think it is im
portant to retrace our steps for a moment since it will make it easier to
see how the spontaneous understanding of objectified history works,
and why it fails to transform itself into the latter. Erikjonsson’s enthusi
asm was grounded in his intuitive and unreflective knowledge of the
existence of this kind of a past fragmented into episodes and anecdotes.
He did not see it as such, of course. To him, there was a past, parts of
which he already knew about, and he saw no reason why this knowl
edge could not be enlarged. And enlarge it he did. Going through the
material he collected on Risbäck one finds that the large mass of mate
rial is to a great extent made up of recollections, anecdotes, short notes
on some custom or event. There are some mini-studies consisting of a
few lines, where an occurrence and its effect may be detailed by giving a
short sequence of years. Let us look at one of these. It is an excerpt from
a letter to Kristoffer Jonsson from Erik Jonsson and concerns an issue

that had been discussed between them in an earlier exchange of letters.
The topic is the existence of a giant fir tree that was cut down on land
belonging to a forestry company and transported to the company’s fac
tory down on the coast. The tree trunk was apparently left there as a
kind of exhibition piece. Erik and Kristoffer Jonsson had been trying to
find out the circumstances surrounding the felling of the tree. On 15
January 1952, Erik Jonsson writes the following:

Concerning the giant fir tree at Domsjö [the site of the fac
tory]. In addition to those already mentioned, mention could
also be made of M.E, P.S., O.J., P.L. at Hemsjö and S.P. from
Risbäck, who were all present at the felling. As mentioned
earlier, five horses were used on the stretch from Hemsjön to
Risbäck, taking turns to pull. These horses were: that of N.P,
one from Innertällmo, three from Kubbe: E.A.’s “Blesa", J.J.’s
“Svarten” and M.J.’s horse. The owners of the horses were
present too, of course. Yes, all this according to O.J. (bom in
1867). O.J. visited Flärkmyrberget [the site of the felling] last
autumn but he could not find the stub. Things had changed
so much there, he said.
Interspersed with such small pieces of research are data about popu
lation change, ownership of farms, and other things that we are already
familiar with from Byamas historia. Given the family connections be
tween people in different parts of Anundsjö, and the fact that people not
infrequently moved between villages, it is not surprising that we find
material relating to the whole parish in Erik and Kristoffer Jonssons’
collection. Church records and tax registers in particular encouraged an
interest in past events that was not confined to Risbäck alone. This
archival material was sent for by KristofferJonsson, who in turn sent it to
Erik Jonsson. Both apparently copied parts of it by hand. Judging from
comments in letters, it seems that Erik Jonsson enjoyed poring over

records. He constructed genealogies and traced the movements of indi
viduals. In a letter to Kristoffer Jonsson in May 1952, he writes: “It is
interesting to read your copies of the Church registers. It is like working
on a puzzle getting some order into the genealogies”. Let us have a look
at his way of going about his task
Erik Jonssons interest had once been caught by a note that a cer
tain Karin Persdotter had been killed by a bear in 1735, while looking
after cattle belonging to some farmers. He got hold of his records and
started work. A letter to KristofferJonsson provides evidence both of his
meticulous way of doing research and his joy when he knew that he had
been able to identify the woman in question.
Concerning Karin Persdotter killed by a bear.
Owner of farms in year
1652 T. ICristofersson Myckelgensjö no 2
1656-63 O. Kristofersson Myckelgensjö no 2
Wife Anna, dead in 1692
1670-96 Son Kristoffer Olsson, bom in 1641, dead in 1728
Myckelgensjö no 2
1692-1700 son Olov Kristofersson, at Risbäck 1692-96, at
Myckelgensjö 1696-1700
Wife Karin Persdotter, born in 1670, dead in 1735
Olov Kristofersson sold his farm, Risbäck no 4, in 1696, to
his brother Tomas Kristofersson, bom in 1664, dead in 1740.
They had three children while in Risbäck, Anna in 1692
(grandmother’s name), Olov Olsson-Duva, bom in 1694, dead
in 1715, Per Olsson-Grårock, bom in 1695. At Myckelgensjö:
Kristoffer Olsson-Rutblad, 1698-1775. Olov Kristofersson died
around 1705-1710, and one of his brothers, Kristofer
Kristofersson, took over the farm in Myckelgensjö. He died
in 1716 and the farm was in the name of his widow Anna
Olovsdotter in 1720. Their son Kristofer, bom in 1716, took
over later. Karin Persdotter stayed on at Myckelgensjö for
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some time, but when the new owners moved in I suppose
she had to move elsewhere. It seems that she had been put in
the poor house, and she was bitten to death by a bear in
April, 1735, age 65.
Yes, that’s the way I want it. It’s got to be Olov K.’s widow.
They probably married in 1691, their daughter Anna
(grandmother’s name) was bom the year after. Bom in 1670
- that fits. Olov К. was probably bom in 1663 (his brother
Tomas К was bom in 1664) and his father Kr O. in 1641.
Where was Karin Persdotter bom? T. Kristofersson, b. 1664
O. Kristofersson H. Håkansson
Wife A. Persdotter, 1664-1750 Wife K. Persdotter W. S.
Persdotter
These three wives were sisters. Evidence for this through god
parenthood, and so on. Håka Håkansson lived at Risbäck at
Tomas Kr.’s farm around 1703. It is written: Bom in 1703 Päder.
Father Håkan Burman? Mother Sophia Persdotter. In 1708 at
Önskan: Bom Håkan (to Degersjö). Father Håkan Håkansson,
mother Sophia Persdotter, later Flink.
Erik Jonsson’s spontaneous way of writing is not easy to follow,
and in a letter to Kristoffer Jonsson he characterizes his style as going
“back and forth”. - “But”, he adds somewhat defensively, “I want you to
know a little about how I get hold o f ‘evidence’”.
With time Erik Jonsson’s enthusiasm turned to more reflective af
terthought. In a letter to KristofferJonsson he laments the fact that there
is such a dearth of written material about the past in Risbäck. And here
we have it. He was beginning to see that living memory was too limited
in the face of his ambition to write a full history of his village. There is no
means of joining the disparate recollections together, either by fastening
them onto that thin line backwards in time and having a linear progres
sion, or by making them grow cross-cutting tentacles that will bind them
together to form a pattem of some period in the past So in desperation

he looked for a solution where there was none, in written material that
did not exist: written material, the very stuff out of which history is ex
plored, the hallmark of veracity and authenticity. If complete with years
it also helps to establish chronologies in a way that spontaneous reflec
tions and recollections are never able to do. Now he had to rely on
people and their trustworthiness as the only form of authentication. In
one place he notes, for instance: “I have this from my grandmother,
therefore true”. He is also forced to concede the limitations of his sources
when he writes: “This fact comes, like most others concerning the past,
from E". And not only was there a dearth of sources, the very people he
relied on for information were growing old and kept forgetting. Erik
Jonsson writes to Kristoffer Jonsson: “E. does not think that your father,
J.K., was involved in the felling of the giant fir tree. It is probably not
worth my while to ask E. - sometimes he does not remember anything
(too old). But O.E. has promised to try when he [E.] remembers. O.E.
will write to you then.” In addition to problems with sources and data
there were the more mundane problems of having to combine their re
search with the demands of full-time work. Often one finds passages in
Erikjonsson’s letters such as: “I have been away road building and have
not been able to do much research"; or “at present I am working at the
stone crusher at Myckelgensjö”. And Kristoffer Jonsson writes: “I have
been busy, work, elk hunting and other things. But perhaps we could
meet. Later this autumn. At Gammbogåm, Högtjäl or Surberget. X will
come with his car, he can drive me part of the way”.
Despite all these difficulties, Erik Jonsson and Kristoffer Jonsson
tried to make their projected book come tme, but it never materialized.
After the death of Erik Jonsson, the data he had collected were taken
care of by Kristoffer Jonsson, and when the latter died they were do
nated to the Association for Local History. It is of course impossible to
determine exacdy why the two were unable to finish their work, but one
contributing factor may well be the incompatibility between, on the one
hand, the spontaneously understood task and the kind of past which
that yielded, and, on the other, the demands in pattern and chronology

of an objectified history. This is a general dilemma faced by amateur
historians in Anundsjö writing about the past. And it is a dilemma that,
from the point of view of an objectified history, is made even worse by
the felt need to preserve the past for the present and the future. Let us
take a look at a couple of these studies.

Salvaging the past
In 1969 and 1971, respectively, the Association for Local History
published two small volumes entitled Bykistoma berättar {The Village Chests
Tell Their Story) and Fäbodar ochfiibodliv i Anundsjö (roughly SummerPas
turing in Anundsjö). According to the preface of the latter, its publication
was felt to be necessary in view of the rapid transformation of Anundsjö
society during the past fifty years, and the concomitant loss of knowl
edge about the custom of summer pasturing. The aim was to give an
account of how people lived “in the good old days” (quotation marks in
the original). In the preface to Bykistoma it is stated that the old docu
ments are still kept by the village aldermen in Anundsjö and that the
heritage from the ancestors has not been wasted. It is also said that by
publishing the booklet it is hoped that the youth of today will start re
searching into the history of their own family, farm, village and Anundsjö
as a whole for the benefit of future generations. The contents of both
publications are fairly similar: a mix of research based on documents,
with research and notations that stem from oral tradition and the au
thors’ own experiences. In Fäbodars good many of the articles consist of
responses to a call by the association for material relating to pasturing,
and in Bykistoma some are the result of the work of study groups held in
villages around Anundsjö. The more “scientific” articles are represented
in Bykistoma by transcriptions of old documents from the fifteenth cen
tury onwards relating to purchases and sales, court cases, letters to vari
ous authorities, or papers relating to the fixing of boundaries between
villages. A couple of articles take up specific historical topics in the sense

of trying to establish how things really were. One of these deals with the
consequences in Anundsjö of the war taxes in the first half of the seven
teenth century, and the other traces developments in the village of
Sörmesunda in southern Anundsjö. The research presented in Fäbodar
contains, apart from the reminiscences of people who were engaged in
summer pasturing, an article by Kristoffer Jonsson on the last fiibod of
Näs village at Surberget, and a list of sites that farmers in Anundsjö have
used for pasturing over the centuries (from the sixteenth century up to
1945) by the same author.
We have to discuss these two publications in terms of their stated
aims. Here again the concept of “heritage” looms large, just as it did in
the context of the museum. And this is not surprising, considering the
fact that we are dealing with studies sponsored by the Association for
Local History. So one important reason for publishing the texts is to
salvage the past for the present and, as stated explicitly, for the future.
Another reason is to inspire young people to study local history, again
with the aim of saving knowledge for the future. How are these per
ceived tasks carried out, and what does this tell us about the way history
is understood? The first thing that strikes the reader is that there is very
little attempt to trace development chronologically. In KristofferJonsson’s
comprehensive article on pasturing at Surberget, short lists of the own
ers of the various houses over time are included, as well as a list of events
with years from the history of the site. But these are set apart from the
bulk of the text, which is built on recollections by people who took part
in the various activities connected with pasturing at that very place. Most
of Kristoffer Jonsson’s article consists of detailing these activities, and
they are often illuminated by shorter and longer anecdotes. This is con
sequently an article in a style similar to that used by Erik Jonsson in his
history of settlements, but allowing even more space to the doings of
certain individuals, and breaking the narrative with spontaneous asso
ciations.
The other articles in Fäbodar are shorter and more concerned with
relating specific events, although there are crude chronologies in some

of them, stating, for instance, when the sites were first used and when
they were moved. There is also a good deal of factual information, de
scriptions of how things were done, when they were done, and how the
distribution of work was organized. But the tendency seems to be that
the information becomes more neutral the further back in time it goes,
while anecdotes and other material of the same kind become more com
mon from the 1850s onwards. Since most of the material was collected
in the 1950s, at a time when the parents and grandparents of the infor
mants were still living, these are things that they themselves experienced
as children or heard of from close relatives. And in most cases the anec
dotes must have dealt with people whom they knew or knew about. We
see the similarities with conversations, and a lot of this information has
obviously originated in such circumstances.
This impression of a restricted role for chronology in combination
with a fairly recent period dominating the image of the past is also given
by Bykistorna. Here, of course, a good deal of space is given to transcrip
tions of the old documents, and some explanation relating to their con
tents. But they stand for themselves as statements, in most cases, of the
distant past, cherished but not, except in the case of the more recent
settlements, knowable outside the contents of the documents themselves.
They are relics of history, but not, as far as I can see, the stuff out of
which a more comprehensive history is built. They are like islets in the
sea of an unknown past in which a more solid and continuous land mass
begins to form some 100 to 130 years ago. Thus the article dealing with
the war taxes does not use any local documents. The sources are either
historical studies dealing with Sweden as a whole or regional studies (in
one case dealing with the whole of northern Sweden and in another
with parts of northern Sweden and Finland).
The material from the study groups published in Bykistoma stems
in most cases from this century. There are a few references to the nine
teenth and earlier centuries, the latter only in passing. Then there are a
number of “timeless” contributions - timeless in the sense that they deal
with customs that probably have long histories, which end in this cen-

tury. The articles, or notes in some cases, deal with various topics: hunt
ing; reminiscences from the days when timber was floated from Anundsjö
down to the coast; “my school books 1912 - 1918”; some amusing anec
dotes relating to harvesting and other activities; burial customs in a vil
lage; how to make soap; duties in connection with keeping roads in
good condition in the 1930s; an account of two eccentric brothers at the
turn of the century; names of birds in a village.

Heritage and identity
What views of the past do we get from all this? We can see that
they are consonant with what we have discussed already about the role
of the past in Anundsjö. An overwhelming amount of the material estab
lishes the picture of an undifferentiated past, based mainly, but not alto
gether as the old documents show, on events and conditions relating to
the last 100 to 130 years. This is a “past” that is seen as an unreflected
and largely non-linear mass of old things, events and people. Dating and
chronology are made use of whenever possible, but they are either sub
ordinated to people and events in the form of anecdotes, much in the
way Erik Jonsson made use of them in his Byarnas historia, or given a
space of their own in the form of lists of years. There is no discussion of
the past as sequences of periods differing among themselves, except in
the barest outlines. This is partly due to the view of the past as a heritage.
The latter must be comprehended as an entity, as one or more objects. It
is pointless to differentiate between periods of the past, stressing their
dissimilarity, if the object is for the whole to function as heritage. The
attention must be on the past as a whole; the identity of its various parts
must be stressed, not their dissimilarity. And in this project everything is
of importance - a small anecdote about some trivial matter as well as a
long narrative detailing the colonization of new land. Similarly, point of
time is largely irrelevant - whether this century or two centuries ago, we
are talking about the same kind of society.

This leads to another observation. We saw in the museum that the
past and the present had to be differentiated from one another in order
to be joined by the activities of the Association for Local History. In the
context of establishing the nature of the past that we are dealing with
here, the differentiation between past and present needs as its engine an
unquestioned assumption of identity between the two. I am using the
word “identity" not “similarity”, because everyone knows that things do
not look the same on the surface today as they did in the “past”. But
there is still identity between the two, expressed in, among other things,
the concept of “heritage”. That which was relevant in those days is still
relevant, although it is impossible to pin-point the deeper sense of this
relevance. Perhaps it is the need to orient oneself in time and to define
oneself in temporal terms that lies at the root of it, in much the same way
as the Australian aborigines contrast the Dream Time with ordinary life
(see e.g., Stanner, 1956). Perhaps one clarifies one’s identity to oneself in
terms of contrast with strangers in spatial terms and in terms of a differ
ent self in the dimension of time. And to contrast one’s being here and
now with strangers that have existed in the past seems intuitively point
less. In terms of space one does not need to have been where the strang
ers reside, but in terms of time one has been there, in the past, since one’s
existence is dependent on an unbroken line of blood relationship going
backwards to the beginning of time. But one is not of those generations;
one is a person, here and now. So it could well be that this apparent
contradiction between existing in the present, yet having an extension in
time, both in terms of age and previous generations from which one has
sprung, is resolved by means of this double strategy: merging all the
pasts into one that is differentiated from the present, yet postulating a
connecting tie between the two, a tie made visible in the duty to pre
serve a heritage (cf. Lévi-Strauss, 1966). And what does it really mean to
inherit something? It is tantamount to a statement expressing that,with
respect to the thing inherited, I am interchangable with (hence of the
same kind as) the person from whom I inherit. In other words, the act of
inheritance (i.e., preservation) is also an assertion of identity.

It seems, then, that in much of the historical research carried out in
Anundsjö, just as in the cases of the other forms history that we have
discussed, we are witnessing a dialogue based on reflexivity. Everything
that is said about the past is also a statement about oneself The uttered
or written word that brings forth the past returns, clothed in the garb of
history, and comments on the present. But sometimes the shell of this
closed world of transparence and self-reference is penetrated, and we
see forms of research on the past that come very near to establishing it as
an objective entity, to be contemplated on its own terms without neces
sary references to the present (which does not mean that certain indi
viduals cannot use a piece of objectified history spontaneously and reflexively, as we shall see).
For this objectified history to materialize, two things seem to be
required. One is that the sources used do not, for the particular author,
lend themselves to anecdotal comments. The second requirement is that
the intended audience is not restricted to people in Anundsjö. I shall
discuss some of the few studies of this nature that have been carried out
in Anundsjö in order to show what I mean. I begin with one that has
already been mentioned, a contribution to Bykistoma dealing with the
taxes levied on two occasions in the first half of the seventeenth century,
as seen from Anundsjö’s perspective. As mentioned earlier, the study is
based on documents and existing historical studies. It details who paid
what in the parish, as well as changes in demography and the standard
of living between the two occasions. The short study is presented in a
neutral tone, and there is no difficulty in recognizing it as a piece of
formal research on an historical topic. The author is a lady who has for
a longtime been one of the most important figures in the Association for
Local History. She was also the person who took the initiative with the
study groups I mentioned earlier. In that capacity she was as “spontane
ous” as anyone else, and I also know from talking to her about the past
that she is as prone as anyone to lapse into anecdotes when discussing

an historical subject. How is it, then, that she was able to assume a pro
fessional tone in her study of war taxes? One reason is doubtless the
subject itself It deals with the seventeenth century, and the possibilities
of attaching anecdotes and events to the individuals appearing in the
documents are few and far between. As we have seen, the temptation to
make spontaneous associations is greater, the closer to the present one
gets. Another important reason is that she has lived outside Anundsjö, in
other parts of Sweden, for extended periods. She has also kept up inten
sive contacts with professional historians and is one of the founders of a
group of amateur researchers under the aegis of the regional museum in
Örnsköldsvik. Here amateur researchers from the whole region of which
Anundsjö is a part meet together with officials from the museum, ar
chaeologists and historians, for discussion and presentation of projects.
This lady's background, network and potential audience are, then, radi
cally different from those of Erik Jonsson, for instance. And in the kind
of research exemplified in her article on war taxes, she aims also for
these professional historians. Perhaps she is also an example of a type of
amateur researcher that will be more common in the future: a person
who has the experience of having grown up in Anundsjö, and hence the
capacity for a personal relationship with history, but, at the same time,
has some formal training in methods of historical research and, as a
consequence, an awareness of audiences beyond the parish. Perhaps the
group at the museum in Örnsköldsvik is a portent of this change. In such
a context Anundsjö becomes simply one parish among several, and its
unique characteristics are thereby devalued in favour of problems and
issues that are relevant for the larger area. Furthermore, research topics
which pertain specifically to Anundsjö will be discussed in this larger
circle of historians, something that necessitates a presentation in profes
sional rather than anecdotal terms.2
This kind of study of the past in which a broader regional perspec
tive is taken is already emerging. So far I know of only one where a
member of the Association for Local History in Anundsjö is involved.
The study, called Androm till skräck och vamagel (roughly To H im selfA s

Punishment, A nd to Others a Warning), concerns an assortment of wellknown criminals of the past from the region around Örnsköldsvik, in
cluding Anundsjö. The research was carried out by a member of the
Anundsjö Association for Local History, and the actual book was then
written by him in collaboration with a journalist. The topic leaves a lot
of room for dramatization and the authors write in a style that tries to
recapture something of the atmosphere surrounding the lives, trials and
(in some cases) executions of the individuals portrayed. It goes without
saying that there is none of the reliance on tacit knowledge that would
speak favourably to an Anundsjö audience while leaving outsiders very
much in the dark. The author, who was bom in Anundsjö, lives and
works in Örnsköldsvik and is involved in the group of local researchers
mentioned above. Thus he does not address himself exclusively to people
in Anundsjö, and having as his co-author a journalist with no connec
tions at all with the parish ensures that the product is readable in an allSwedish context. We have here, then, a progression from documents via
research to a popular form of presentation that admits anyone as audi
ence. This is a form of popular history, and unavoidably it presents the
past as if it were an uncommon form of the present, in the same manner
that anecdotes about figures of the past in conversations take for granted
the parameters within which their actors move. And it seems to be the
case that, in order to appreciate such stories and anecdotes in an imme
diate sense, one will always have to judge them according to one’s own
mental horizons. To establish first what were the modes of thinking and
feeling in the times when they occurred, and then to judge them from
that perspective is something that very few bother, or are able to do.
Admittedly, such a procedure would constitute a rather refined form of
enjoyment.
Let us now move one step further along the road to objectification
by considering researchers who are outsiders to Anundsjö. A case in
point is the article in Bykistoma on the history of the village of Sörmesunda,
which deals with the period from the eighteenth century onwards and
discusses changes in population, settlement patterns, patterns of owner

ship, standard of living and the amount of grain harvested for a selected
period on one farm. It is written in an objective style, and gives evidence
of a professional mode of setting about the task. Thus it discusses changes
from one time period to another, analysing relationships between births,
deaths and size of harvest for a number of years. In fact, the author is a
teacher of history, living in another part of Sweden, and connected with
Anundsjö through marriage. So here we have a case where the tempta
tion to fragmentation and the interspersing of the narrative with anec
dotes is limited indeed, simply because the necessary knowledge and
experience are lacking. At the same, time his training as a historian tells
him what a piece of research on the past ought to look like.
There is also another case that illustrates the same general point
about outsiderness, but from a somewhat different angle. A comprehen
sive work (Näslund et al. 1982), called Anundsjö - släkter och gårdar
{Anundsjö-fam ilies andfarms), gives details of the ownership of all farms
in Anundsjö from the sixteenth up to the end of the nineteenth century.
The authors (there are five of them) are descendants of people from
Anundsjö, but they all live in other parts of Sweden. Their research is
wholly based on public records. This is history as chronology. People
are present in the lists, but they are reduced to being owners of farms
and everything else about them is excluded. The person in his or her
capacity as an active and acting individual complete with idiosyncrasies,
the very stuff out of which anecdotes are manufactured, is absent. The
authors simply do not possess the local knowledge that is essential for
this kind of anecdotal history. The drawback of all this, as one local
amateur historian pointed out to me, is that this lack of intimate ac
quaintance with the facts on the ground makes one prone to make mis
takes without realizing it. Thus, there are some errors in the ownership
lists, often due to the restricted number of names current in Anundsjö, in
turn a consequence of the custom of naming children after relatives in
the older generations that we discussed earlier. The result is that there
are always a number of people in each generation, and often in the same
village, with identical names. Finding out who is who from records is

obviously a difficult task under such circumstances.
Anundsjö - släkter och gårdar rosy be, both in form and content, an
incarnation of objectified history, but this does not mean that it does not
have a role to play in the creation of spontaneous versions of the past.
On a number of occasions I have found that people in Anundsjö, in the
middle of an argument, may get up and fetch a copy of the book to
check a name that has cropped up in the discussion and about which
there was some uncertainty or disagreement. In this way, the published
work is allowed to enter everyday conversations, but it does so only
occasionally, when called for, for some reason, and afterwards the book
is laid aside and the conversation continues according to its own logic.
This is the same kind of procedure that one always finds in the sponta
neous relationship to the past. Objectively established facts, whether they
be years, names, sites, or anything else, are used when needed, but they
have very little influence on the pattern of dealing with the past.

The contribution o f the written past
The written accounts of the Anundsjö past are, then, of various
kinds. Some remain within the realm of episodic and personal recollec
tion, while others objectify history to a greater degree, some to the point
of subordinating individuals to the processes of linear change. But de
spite the differences, these studies still stand apart both from the past of
conversations and from that displayed at the museum. The main reason
for this is the fact that the studies we have been looking at are written, in
contrast to the oral content of conversations and the combination of
visual and oral history of the museum. Anthropologists have noted and
commented on the differences between cultures with and without writ
ing for quite some time now (Goody, 1977; Hannerz, 1983), but here I
am concerned with the immediate effects that written material has, in a
literate community, on that community’s members, as opposed to spo
ken words or observed behaviour or objects. The consequences of read-

ing the studies discussed above are quite different from hearing the same
facts in the course of a conversation, or having them displayed in the
form of objects, buildings or whatever, and being able to think about
them alone or in the company of someone with whom one can share
one’s spontaneous reactions. The most important thing in this context is
the fact that written accounts of the past objectify it. They make people
conscious of being confronted with something called “the past” or “his
tory”. The very same anecdotes that in conversation pass for nothing
other than amusing episodes or interesting pieces of information about
certain individuals and where the time is “now”, become, when put in
writing, transformed into a reality and a context divorced from and, im
plicitly or explicitly, opposed to the present.
In this sense all the written studies we have been concerned with
objectify the past. They do so in two ways. First by the very fact of being
written, of having an independent existence as a corpus of text with a
beginning and an end, a visible and unmanipulable object that purports
to state how things really were. The reader may disagree with what is
written, but that does not change the function of the text as an objectifier
of the past. The written account also objectifies history in another way.
It subordinates individuals and events to a certain purpose, and in that
sense robs them of their potential multi-dimensionality. I say “potential”
because in conversations events and people may also be stereotyped,
but there still exists the possibility of looking at them and talking about
them from new angles, changing the context or providing more infor
mation. In the written account they appear as a result of the author’s
design; they are reduced to tools and instruments rather than being ends
in themselves. But, as we have seen, there may be great differences be
tween the ways this is done. Consider Erik Jonsson’s Byarms historia,
dotted with anecdotes, compared with the processual account of the
village of Sörmesunda, for instance. Yet such differences do not invali
date my argument, since Erik Jonsson’s study conjures up the same kind
of reified past as the latter does in the reader’s mind.
This objectification is also facilitated by the relative lack of an emo-

tional dimension that we have seen to be so important in conversations
where the past appears. The author may be filled with joy or anger at the
moment of writing, but that is not something that the reader will ever
know. The author can of course state his or her feelings in words, but
without evoking the corresponding feelings in the reader. In a conversa
tion, on the other hand, such things are readily observable and therefore
have a stronger impact. In the conversational context the emotional at
mosphere of the situation itself also determines to some extent the emo
tional quality of the things narrated; the present determines the charac
ter of the past. Such a determining influence is obviously beyond the
capacities of the reader, and in that sense reading about the past is a one
way, decontextualized form of communication.
But what about the museum? There, too, the past is objectified.
How does this objectification differ from that of the printed word? The
most important difference lies in the freedom that the role of visitor/
spectator gives, compared with that of reader. Within the museum area
the visitor is free to browse around, to decide to look at this object rather
than that, to enter into conversation with some other visitor about some
object or matter having nothing whatsoever to do with the past. The
visitor to the museum does not have to be confined to the specific as
pects of the past that go with a written argument or description. He or
she is able to move freely within the past or to shift between past and
present at will. This freedom is also enhanced by the phenomenon that
we have already noted, of having to display activities of the past with the
help of people of the present. Here the spectator can choose between
seeing the past or a fellow villager in old-fashioned clothes. Similarly, the
existence of the museum as an institution in Anundsjö life, integrated
into everybody’s personal biography, also contributes to a sense of de
objectification of the past.
It seems, then, that that which is written about the past has differ
ent effects on people from that which is on display and/or talked about.
Note that it does not have to be studies carried out according to the
canons of historical science. The content and the form may be close to

what we have encountered in conversations and in the museum. What
is important is the one-way communication (cf. Cherry, 1980:255), and
the finality and closed character of the topic discussed, to which this
lack of interaction gives rise.
There is also another argument that claims to separate written from
narrated history, and that is the enduring quality of the former as con
trasted with the impermanence of the latter. Writing things down, it is
thought, aids memory and makes the intentional fabrication or refur
bishing of the past (Bohannan, 1952; Leach 1954), if not impossible,
then at least more difficult. I am not so sure. Written texts do not neces
sarily carry any authority on their own, as Appadurai (1982) points out.
They may be scrutinized from the point of view of a critical attitude to
the sources of the texts, or they may be declared invalid on the grounds
of being forgeries, or their authors may be credited with immoral and
corrupt motives in writing them down. The dictum that history is al
ways written from the point of view of the present is also, to my mind,
applicable in this context.3

Reflections

This study of the understanding of the past in Anundsjö has been,
implicitly and explicitly, centred around memory, my own and that of
other people. Now, memory is an extremely evasive concept and hence
difficult to pin down and define once and for all. It is the producer of
images not only of the past but of the future as well: we picture what is
to come in terms of what has been. We are, in other words, creatures of
our experiences or, more precisely, of the ways we recall them as thoughts,
images or feelings and to the extent that they have endowed us with
certain dispositions for acting in and upon the world.

Memory, culture and time
As we have seen from this study, processes of recall often seem to
be rather haphazard and to take place at random. Holding on to a theme
or a line of thought seems to be an effort that at times is beyond the
capacity of the individual. Even in situations where a specific topic is up
for discussion, associations and stray ideas may lead the conversation in
entirely new directions. Thoughts and reminiscences seem to be made
137
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up of some kind of matter that is infinitely plastic and amenable to endless
combinations into new patterns and the breaking up of others already
formed. The result is some kind of seemingly random process that can
never be predicted in advance, only traced out and given structure
afterwards.
But are these processes taking place at random? Let us go back to
the various ways in which the past presented itself to people in Anundsjö.
At one extreme we had the individual and his or her version of it, bounded
only by the person’s own experiences and memories. Then we had the
modification of individual freedom to create a past that exposure to other
versions entailed, for instance in conversation. Conversations forced the
individual to align his or her thoughts and words with those of others, if
communication was not to break down as a result of too much
randomness. Then we saw that the museum structured the past to an
even higher degree by means of objects and overt symbols that became
the focal points of interaction. But, as we have seen, there was still quite
a wide latitude of spontaneity and random exchange of memories and
associations. Finally, we had the written material which meant a one
way communication, further restricting the individual’s influence on what
kind of past was to be presented.
We can see, then, that the manner in which information about the
past is used determines a good deal of how the past will be experienced
at any one moment, what a version will look like if we freeze the process
of recollection just as we froze the passage of the clouds and the goingson at the party that I discussed in the Introduction. As for the individual,
his or her thoughts may go in any direction, jumping from one theme to
another without this entailing confusion, since the process is grounded
in the individual’s sense of who he or she is. When we consider the
parties to a conversation, some kind of check on the random flight of
thoughts and words is created according to who the participants are. At
the museum, the past is ordained rather than created by the individual
visitors, and this is of course even more true of the printed page giving its
version of what the past was like. In other contexts, objects at the museum

(and the tractor at the auction) or printed versions of the past may function
as domains that focus the interaction in situations when an individual
contemplates them, or a group of people are involved in discussing them.
But even so, we can never be sure that the mood, or the intended message,
of the experience affects each participant in the same way or to the same
degree. People will go away with dissimilar impressions and ideas of
what the past they have just glimpsed was really like, just as they will
disagree about the issue of its importance and relevance for present-day
life in Anundsjö.
Memory and recollection of whatever shape are intimately bound
up with conceptions and notions of time, or, rather, that is what we
intuitively feel. What role, then, does time play in the ways people in
Anundsjö conceptualize their past? So far, I have not given much space
to the issue of time in this study for the simple reason that I have not
found it to be much of a problem. Everyday conversations, for instance,
use other means than a universal metric time concept as vehicles for
shifts in space and time. Kinship seems to be an especially plastic mode
of travelling in time and space in a setting such as that of Anundsjö. It
allows generations of people to be scrutinized, and events widely separated
both in time and place to be tied together in a single account (if account
is the proper word for such a multi-stranded and indefinite entity as a
conversation). Time as an independent concept becomes superfluous in
such a context.
Of course, people in Anundsjö are aware of metric time as a universal
for ordering experiences, and occasionally, as we have seen, an event
will be fixed by year. But years are not used in the way that they are in
objectified history. They appear as specks of metric time in reminiscences
about the past, giving evidence of the narrator’s awareness and acceptance
of the relevance of this over-arching mode of ordering the flow of time.
In this episodic and anecdotal form of history, however, metric time is
more of a nuisance than a help, since the former is created out of
associations and the sudden appearance of memories of events and people.
The total picture is always left implicit, taken for granted, and is therefore

never scrutinized or changes over the years brought to consciousness.
Then there is also the embarrassing fact that the majority of events cannot
be dated as to year because of the fallibility of human memory, but that
is a minor point The relative lack ofinterest in metric time is also brought
out, both within the sphere of the museum and in several of the written
studies of the past. In the museum we found the simple opposition
between a present and an undifferentiated past going together with
attempts to fuse the two; and in some of the written accounts we found
that linearity as measured by year was reduced to a framework for
excelling in the telling of anecdotes and going into the histories of
individuals, or was simply set aside from accounts of an undifferentiated
past (which was often synonymous with a recent past, a past within
living memory). Metric time is a reminder of, and a means to measure
the linear progress of the flow of time. Whenever it is used it demands
to be the structuring principle, and the narration of history is then
constrained by its imperious claims. Its use in a systematic manner is a
recognition of the presence of the past as an objectified concept.
In this context it is also important to make a distinction between
the total number of concepts of time known by an individual and concepts
(implicit or explicit) employed situationally at any one time in the
construction of moments of one or the other kind of history. It is likely
that subjective understanding of time at the individual level is linear in
the sense that people can, if asked to, differentiate between a present and
a past.1 But then, the various discourses about what happened in the
past may be couched in various terms that may be cyclical, linear or
episodic. And it is important to note that thinking within these concepts
may be situational. In Anundsjö conversations involving the past relegate
linearity to the backseat in favour of associations that may go backwards
in time, and then forwards or sideways as the conversation develops. In
the museum we have a situation where linearity is continuously mixed
with episodic history, and a coming together of the past and the present
where time is irrelevant altogether. But - and this may be superflous to
point out - the individuals using these modes of relating to the past by

constructing it situationally in various guises do not experience a
contradiction between their modes of looking into the past. When one
mode is employed the others do not exist in that particular situation,
thus entailing no confusion on the part of the individuals. This is, of
course, basically the same process of spontaneously selecting the one
rather than the other that we have seen at work in people’s individual
evaluations of the past. On one occasion a worker may castigate farmers
as a category, only to praise individual farmers in the next moment. In
logical terms there is a contradiction in such utterances, as there may be
a logical confusion in seeing the past as linear on one occasion only to
treat it as a series of episodes or as contemporary on other occasions.
But what may look like contradiction and confusion at the level of logic
is irrelevant at the level of action and experience.
Time also enters into this discussion in another way. It seems to
me that assumptions about transparency and the ability to communicate
sensibly with others are consequences of the long-drawn-out process
that each individual goes through simply by growing up and ageing. In
the course of that time he or she will get to know people, learn trades
and occupations, amass the knowledge and memories that at any moment
in the present serve to orient the individual in his or her world and help
him or her to anticipate the immediate future in terms of interacting
with others. What I am arguing is simply that each encounter in the
present, each act of communication draws on a vast multi-dimensional
fund of experience that will guide action and reaction in the face of other
people's similarly organized experiences. People - and this is a truism will differ from one another with regard to their experiences, in an almost
endless variation, but the situations of encounter and communication
will not be all that varied in a society like that of Anundsjö. Hence
standardization and proto-typicality will barely require conscious
strategies of going about the dealings one has with other people, even if
they happen to be new acquaintances. It is, then, not so much a case of
obeying rules or sharing symbols in the present as of drawing on oneself
as an individual. Perhaps we too often forget that the people we study do
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not exist only in the present. They are organisms that exist over time and
by virtue of this they have developed a sense of who they are, of their
place in the world, of identity that endures despite the vicissitudes of life
and society (cf Ingold, 1990).2 In other words, we have to look at the
ways in which the past and the present intermingle and fuse at the level
of the person.
W hat consequences does all this have for the communication and
distribution of memories in a society: in other words, how are we to
understand a concept such as that of collective memory? Halbwachs
(op. cit.), for one, saw it is as inescapably rooted in the individual’s
existence in a social context. For our discussion one thing seems to be
immediately clear: it is not a fund of common knowledge existing “out
there” which is learned to varying degrees by the members of society.
Rather than looking for symbols whose meaning is somehow inscribed
in them, and which exist independently of the individuals, we have to
start from the latter and their memories that are the result of their
existence as organisms over time. The degree to which individuals have
had identical or similar experiences varies, of course, and has to be
established case by case. The important thing for our discussion is that,
rather than shared memories, we may talk about overlapping memories,
i.e„ statistical probability rather than postulated coherence. There is no
pre-existing common fond of meaning to draw on, but rather an unending
effort to make one’s own perspective and point of view intelligible to
others. We saw that, even in a fairly homogeneous society like Anundsjö
memories of and attitudes to the past varied considerably between people.
In some areas the degree of overlap was greater than in others. But even
in cases where there seems to be a good deal of overlap we have to
reckon with the possibility that it is only superficial. Below the surface
the contents may differ radically.
It follows that collective memory in some absolute sense,
corresponding to shared culture or shared meaning, may not exist except
ffagmentally and intermittently, and then only with regard to a specific
issue or situation. The frequent resort to explication that we found in the

conversations described and analyzed in this study seems to bear this
out. Collective memory, and the culture which flows from it, seems, then,
to be a phenomenon on a par with passing clouds and motions gone
through at a party: it is the ensemble of the interactions and activities
taking place more or less independendy of one another at any one
moment. It is constantiy changing and its oudines and its content cannot
be grasped, save by reducing them to a thing with a certain structure and
focus of meaning. But to do so is to transform diachronically experienced
individuality into synchronically apprehended collectivity in terms of
models that falsely represent social and cultural reality. In other words,
there is really, taken in the strict sense, no such thing as a collective
memory, or culture for that matter, that is valid for all of Anundsjö. What
we have is a number of individuals with their experiences and memories
which include strategic notions such as the assumptions that people from
Anundsjö can be made to understand one’s point of view and that it is
possible to communicate one’s own experiences to them in a sensible
manner. But how this actually operates in relation to specific others in
specific situations varies. To the extent that there is at least superficial
overlap the process proceeds smoothly, and the rest is explication.

Footnotes
Introduction
1. The fluidity and ambiguity of things cultural, and the concomitant problem this
poses for ethnographic description, have commanded a good deal of attention for some
time. See, for instance Barth (1975), Borofšky (1987), Brunton (1980), Clifford and Marcus
(1986), Kapferer (1983,1989).
2. In fact, Western “scientific thought” has always valued itself positively and devalued
what it has regarded as more popular, and by implication, more unsystematic modes of
thinking (cf Lave, 1988).
Chapter 1
1. For further information on the history of kronotorp, see, for instance, Johansson (1980)
and Malmberg (1980).
2. For a discussion of social change, in terms of class and culture, in Anundsjö and in the
neighbouring parish of Sidensjö at the turn of the century, see Ek (1980).
Chapter 4
1. It is possible that the fact that Anundsjö suffered serious consequences from the
Chernobyl disaster may turn out to be another shattering experience that will lead, just
as the establishment of company power did, to an awareness that change has in fact
occurred in the history of the parish.
Chapter 5
1. See Handler (1988) for a discussion of the inauthenticity that is unavoidably part of
attempts to stage and recreate the past.
Chapter 6
1. See Veyne (op. cit) for a discussion of the problem of lacunae in historical narration.
2. Mention could also be made in this context ofWikström’s (1989) detailed account of
the history of floating in Anundsjö.
3. Seen from yet another perspective, conversations, displayed objects and written ac
counts of the past may be equally objectifying if discussed from a general point of view.
Anthropologists who collect oral material on the past (for instance, Rigby, 1983 and
Rosaldo, 1980, Zonabend, 1980) in order to arrive at some kind of objectified history,
also use documents whenever these are available. So in this field there is no inherent
opposition between the different methods of collecting material on the past. We are
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moving within an objectified conception of the past as something tangible and towards
the uncovering of which data of different kinds can be made to support a common (and
true) version.
Chapter 7
1. As Howe (1978) points out, the experience of time as duration is probably universal
and a constant to be reckoned with in all discussions about time. Howe’s point refers to
individuals, irrespective of the cultural notions of time by which they happen to find
themselves surrounded. Friedman (1985) makes a similar point when he says that if
individuals’ experiences and conceptions about time were so radically different from
one another between societies, as some would have it, the subject would be impossible
to discuss cross-culturally. However, in accounts of time concepts there often seems to
be a tacit assumption, or unstated inference, that the individuals of that particular cul
ture are constrained in their experience of time by the concepts current in their culture
(Geertz, 1973; Bloch, 1977).
2. Ingold’s perspective also highlights the importance of the concept o f“intentionality”
(cf. Parkin, 1982).
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This is an anthropological study of conceptions of the past in a parish in
Northern Sweden. History in the local context turns out to be a multi
facetted phenomenon. In daily life, the past appears in conversations as
episodes and unconnected anecdotes. At the local museum, history is
firmly centred on farmers and farming life. Here the vehicles of the past
are objects collected from different parts of the parish. A third form of
history can be found in written accounts. This is a form of history that is
more objectified and formal than the other two, although here, too, one
may sometimes find traces of the anecdotal. People's understandings of
the past are a mixture of all three forms of history.
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