REVIEWS | Books

Materiality in Motion: Ethnological perspectives on the
household and its things
Sandra Kvist

Anna-Maria Astrom and Fredrik Nilsson 2024. Hushéllet och tingen. Vardagens foranderliga
rum under 1900-talet 2 [The Household and Things. The Changing Spaces of Everyday Life
in the 20th Century, Vol. 2]. Helsingfors: Svenska litteratursallskapet i Finland. Stockholm:
Appell Forlag. 407 pp. ISBN 978-951-583-613-7 (print) ISBN 978-951-5683-640-3
(PDF) ISBN 978-951-583-639-7 (EPUB).

In the second volume of the series Vardagens forinderliga rum under 1900-ta-
let, titled Hushdllet och tingen (The Household and Things'), editors Anna-Maria
Astrom and Fredrik Nilsson, together with the contributing authors, offer an
insightful anthology on domestic material culture. The anthology brings to-
gether ethnologists and cultural historians in a carefully curated exploration
of how everyday materiality, spatial arrangements, and changing ideals shaped
the households in Finland during the twentieth century. With solid empiri-
cal foundations (mainly questionnaires and interviews) as well as strong the-
oretical groundings, the volume offers perspectives on cultural heritage and
its material realizations, but also on consumption, gender, class, and identity.

In the book, the household is framed as more than a physical space; it is
a dynamic cultural formation expressed as a site of continuous and constant
change. Even though differing in their empirical material and methods, the
contributing authors align through a lens where artifacts stretch beyond be-
ing simply passive “objects”. An Actor-Network point of view is highly present,
shedding new light on how things were not only used in but actually shaped
history. Further, concepts such as memory, aspiration, resistance, and ad-
aptation are used to uncover a complex and often ambivalent picture of the
20th-century home: a space where modern ideas of efficiency collided with
more conservative ideals, channeled and manifested by materialities.

One of the key strengths of the anthology is, as with most ethnographic
explorations, its nuanced attention to the ordinary. Everyday objects are ex-
amined not merely as functional items, but as cultural artifacts embedded in
networks of meaning and practice. Throughout the chapters, these objects, or
actors, are also understood as relation to the concept of “time”—defined as a
cultural structure shaped by everyday life. In the book, the idea of time-spac-
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es emerges as repeated practices, routines, and traditions that organize daily
life and give it meaning. Time is experienced through the interplay of past,
present, and future, often mediated by material objects that act as carriers of
memory and continuity, transmitting cultural meanings across generations.
Through these objects, the authors trace the shifting boundaries between pub-
lic and private, male and female, old and new. The ethnological approach al-
lows the authors to move between the close reading of data and a wider, con-
textual discussion which, importantly, avoids isolating the household from
broader social, political and economic processes. The writers in the book re-
peatedly prove how the home is shown to be entangled with national identi-
ty, welfare-state development, and technological innovation as well as touch-
ing upon questions connected to class, gender, and generations. Materiality
matters, making architecture and interior all but passive results of an idea.
Rather, they are treated as highly active actors, informing the ideals that give
shape to society and ways of living.

The book is structured into five sections that thematically organize the
chapters. Each of the sections presents an angle on the relation between the
idea of the household and the things, in a literal meaning, that make it.

In the first section, “Boende, hem och gard” (“Dwelling, home, and home-
stead”), editor Astrém sets the tone by presenting the household, or abode,
as a central aspect of human life. In her chapters “Storstugan — modeller och
kreativitet” (“The main house — models and creativity”), “Folk och f4 — hus-
djurens plats pa bondgarden” (“People and animals — the pets role at the
farm”) and “Smalhushallen - landsbygden, skiargirdens och stidernas hem”
(The small households — homes in the countryside, archipelago, and cities”)
the concept of home is treated as a material source that stretches beyond the
subject into the collective, cultural memory. What she points to when ana-
lyzing the answers to a first-hand questionnaire is how the household is cre-
ated as an entanglement of its members (which not only include humans or
family by blood but also servants and animals), the artifacts related to it, and
the practices that come to define it. What she presents through her reasoning
is how humans, animals, and materialities affect one another and how they
together form a timespace that structures the way of living through patterns
of practices. By comparing the memories of generations and geographic lo-
cations, Astrém shows how the household is the current result of constantly
changing relationships.

In the second part, “Vardagsféremal och umginge med tingen” (“Everyday
objects and engagement with things”), practices and entanglements are fur-
ther explored through more specific, empirical examples. Here, materiality is
continuously treated not only as symbols or tools but as actors within shift-
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ing assemblages, pointing towards the household as something in constant
motion and negotiation. This is shown not least by Yrsa Lindqvist in her chap-
ter on “Kokets férandringsprocesser — ett laboratorium foér idéer och aktérer”
(“The kitchen’s transformations — a laboratory for ideas and actors”), where
the cultural history of the kitchen as a space demonstrates how technical in-
novations and political reformations, as well as systems of taste, class, and
fashion, interact in the realization of the household. On a similar note, Astrém
contributes with yet another chapter — “Herrgirdens foremal - en link mellan
tjanstefolk och herrskap” (“Manor house objects — alink between servants and
gentry” — where she discusses how material culture can be seen as a referen-
tial system of its own, organizing social life and the ways in which things be-
come part of internalized knowledge and habitus. The practical use and bodily
effects are also of focus in Astrém’s chapter “Bolster, dynor och kuddar — for
vila och prydnad” (“Bolsters, cushions, and pillows — for rest and decoration”),
a contribution in which she also deepens her own reasoning, adding an aes-
thetic and status-bearing function of artifacts within the setting of the home.
These kinds of cultural expressions are further explored by Lindqvist through
the practices of cooking in her chapter “Matlagningen — en daglig men osyn-
lig praktik” (“Cooking — a daily yet invisible practice”). At the center here lies
a discussion of how it is not so much the changes that matter as the continu-
ity. It is the repeated routines that create the cultural knowledge from which
we navigate everyday life, and, as Lindqvist shows, meals cannot only satisfy
our hunger but also feed identities as well as social systems.

In the third part, titled “Arvegods och livsformer”, (“Heirlooms and ways
of life”) the meaning of materiality is mainly explored from a memory per-
spective. The contributions of the chapters in this section focus on examining
objects primarily for emotional rather than economic value. In Jeanette Ed-
felt’s chapter “Slaktféremal — en kontakt mellan generationer” (“Family heir-
looms - a connection between generations”) artifacts are studied as connec-
tions between generations, explained through an examination of how fami-
ly heirlooms have many facets, functions, and meanings. What she shows is
how stories and memories linked to certain objects are often appreciated more
than the object’s monetary value, and also how values change in relation to
the context in which they are understood. Things as such have, according to
Edfelt, a strong symbolic meaning, but they also function as an embodiment
of the family and strengthen a belonging. The idea of belonging and identity
is further developed in another chapter by Astrom: “Borgerskapet, hemmet
och konsumtionen” (“The bourgeoisie, the home, and the consumption”). This
contribution circles around consumption as an activity of distinction, both
in terms of class, gender, generations, old and new. The research material an-
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alyzed reveals how the home was realized through what things were bought
and how these simultaneously reflected larger states of society. With a special
emphasis on the bourgeoisie Astrém deepens this discussion in the chapter
“Aggkoppen, servettringen och pottan — symboler fér borgerligheten” (“The
egg cup, the napkin ring, and the potty — symbols of the bourgeoisie”) where
the egg cup, napkin ring, and the potty are used as empirical examples of how
materialities mediate between norms and ideals (in this case, on hygiene and
cleanliness as class distinction) and everyday practices.

Following these symbolically oriented chapters, part four, called “Kladsel,
hemutrustning och shopping” (“Clothing, home equipment and shopping”)
extends the discussion on consumption. The main takeaway from this section
is how shopping, as a spatial experience, extends the personal space of home
into the public domain. Shopping as an activity can here be read as a complex
practice that connects the private with the public, stretching belonging as a
concept of a family and household into something collectively created with-
in certain status structures. This is not least visible in Lindqvist’s chapter
“Klader, kropp och sjalvbild” (“Clothes, body and self-image”) where remem-
brance and stories of clothes prove to function as stabilizers of identity and
self-image. Lindqvist also highlights fashion as a system of change and how
ways of dressing can be understood as a constant negotiation between past,
present, and future.

Consumption as a driving force of development, both in terms of the self
and the society atlarge, is also explored by Niklas Huldén in the chapter “Prylar-
na i hemmet — teknik i hushall och underhallning” (“Gadgets in the home -
household and entertainment technology”). His discussion highlights how
ideas, channeled through technical innovations such as electricity, gave birth
to machines that would forever change the ways of living. What can further
be understood from Huldén’s contribution is how materially, yet again, is to
be seen not as static objects but as shifting forms of meaning holding a degree
of agency that changes over time depending on the context. What we today
might see as ordinary things in their time highly challenged the idea of home
as well as the ideals connected to the people living within it. Being subject at
once to liberation and resistance, Huldén discusses how things, their mean-
ings and uses, are in constant motion. His chapter stands as an example of
how the place called home, through materialities and technicalities (like com-
puters and phones), challenges the idea of it as solely a private sphere, much
in the same way as shopping. What becomes evident is how the household
can rather be understood as a fluctuating, semi-public space, positioned as at
once a workplace, a setting for social occasions as well as rest and recovery.
This impact of societal shifts and how materially matters to these are also ad-
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dressed in two additional chapters by Astrém named “Det glada shoppandet —
inkép och shoppingkutymer” (The happy shopping — purchases and shopping
customs”) and “Tva konsumtionsgator — historiskt flanérskap i Helsingfors”
(“Two shopping streets - historical flaneuring in Helsinki”). In these contri-
butions, she applies a consumption historical lens to investigate how the de-
velopment of the spatial shopping experience and the formation of physical
spaces have affected behavior, gender roles, and the creation of the self. To
Astrom the street can be seen as a collective living room, again emphasizing
the understanding of home as an entanglement of place, people, and practices.

The understanding of the household and home as something performed
and relational, rather than something bound to the unshifting idea of a solid
house, translates in the fifth section “Kulturarv och sommarparadis” (“Cul-
tural heritage and summer paradise”) into what can be read as explorations of
movement. In this last part of the book, nostalgia is explored through archi-
tectural manifestations and how space-bound expressions can become sites
for conflicts when different expectations (for example, social, political, gener-
ational) collide. In Sanna Lillbroanda-Annala’s chapter “Trastadsboende — kul-
turarv, konflikt och konsensus” (“Living in wooden towns — cultural heritage,
conflict, and consensus”) nostalgia is understood as a contrast rather than a
dreamy escape, capturing a sort of mental motion when looking backward ac-
tually means to go forward. Exemplified through the physicality of buildings,
the material world is in constant dialogue with larger socioeconomic and po-
litical questions on city development and gentrification. What Lillbroanda-An-
nala shows is how the use of memory to create the future casts a new light on
the old, however, not without its consequences.

This argumentation of places as spaces of negotiations is further support-
ed by Lindqvist’s chapter “Sommarstillet som kontrast till vardagens varld”
(“The summer house as contrast to everyday life”). In her second contribu-
tion, contrasts are materially manifested by the summer house, described at
the same time as a paradise for recreation, and a spot for both practical and
physical work. In this case, the concept of contrast lies in the summer house’s
clear distinction from the very day life, something different, not the usual.
Through the empirical material and its stories on the summer house, Lind-
qvist discusses how living is an experience constructed as a relation between
the material and immaterial, and also how time in this sense is not linear but
rather structured by repeated practices.

The overall impression of the anthology is that it is cohesive, following a
natural thread that ties the diverse topics together. This offers an anthology
that is rich in its content with many different perspectives, yet manages to
keep a clear point of view. Throughout the book, a reflective approach to the
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empirical material and to knowledge production is applied, adding context
and critical nuances. However, even though part of the scope, the contribu-
tion could have benefited from additional methods as a complement to the
questionnaire.

While the book is firmly rooted in Finnish-Swedish culture, its thematic
treatment of the domestic and materiality makes it relevant across disciplines.
With a bilingual edition or by adding English summaries, it would attract an
international audience, allowing scholars from diverse fields to interpret the
contributors’ findings to enhance works not only within ethnology but also
history, gender, politics, and socioeconomics.

In conclusion, Hushdllet och tingen is a compelling and theoretically in-
formed contribution to the ethnological study of the home. Given the well-es-
tablished subject, the book benefits from its narrow focus by framing previ-
ously presented insights in fresh ways. Adding to that is also the network per-
spective, moving materiality from cultural historic narratives into ongoing
stories of agency and assemblages. What the book further manages is to be
both specific and wide-ranging, offering detailed empirical case studies while
situating them within broader contexts and debates, linking specific memo-
ries and stories with the contemporary. Apart from researchers, the anthology,
thanks to its accessible language, invites anyone curious about how ordinary
objects and spaces of domestic life reveal the complexities of culture and its
constant changes. Ultimately, this makes it a modern title taking on a classic
topic, proving that more things are always to be found.
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