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CHAPTER 10

The Girl and the Feminist State?
Subjectification Projects in the Nordic
Welfare State

Elina Oinas

INTRODUCTION

The Nordic girl is a remarkably well-known figure in global imaginaries,
as is the Nordic state. The smart and strong girl embodying the gender
equality ideal of the Nordic countries sometimes takes the shape of the
beloved Pippi Longstocking figure created by Astrid Lindgren (1945)
and sometimes the sexually adventurous blond girl familiar to people—
well, let us be frank—watching porn. Smart, free, strong, and safe to
be so free, are connotations that seem to embrace both these imaginary
girls. The safety that enables the wild girl is, in vague ways, linked to the
welfare state, the folkbemmer |the people’s society].!

Formark and Brinstrém Ohman (2013) suggest that the Nordic girl
is marked by paradoxical opportunities and pressures that require both
individual strength and social relationality in ways that should be carefully
scrutinized rather than sweepingly celebrated. Contemporary girls and
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young women are expected to embody the autonomous and neo-liberal
subject ideal (Sjostedt Landen 2012), but within a system, as capable par-
ticipants in the social. The Nordic model is often seen as based on a col-
lectivist ideal but the welfare state, in contrast, can also be seen as the
archetypal enabling force for a strong individualism that also character-
izes the ethos of Nordic societies (Berggren and Tridgardh 2010). Case

studies, such as that of Gordon et al. (2000), reveal that there is a rich -

diversity in the processes of subjectification that perhaps should not be
dismissed as being simply neo-liberal. It is, however, important to take
seriously the ethos of liberalism, individualism, and the urge for agency—
state sanctioned agency in its double meaning—as ideals that shape lives,

In what specific ways does the Nordic paradox of post-feminist ideali-
zation of achieved gender equality and neutrality, combined with a blind-
ness regarding, and denial of, on-going conservative forces to regulate
and constitute the ideal girl and its consequences, constitute actual girl-
hoods? While researchers have been keen to investigate the contempo-
rary struggles to do looks, sexuality, and self in new, imaginative ways,
80 as to present the girl power message in a personalized manner (Ganez
1995; Saarikoski 2009; Werner 2009), here I am specifically interested in
the question of context. The Nordic welfare state is one specific context,
even if I am fully aware of the difficulty of pinning down a context in
today’s medialized and connected transnational cultures (Mulari 2015),
let alone within the vagueness of the Nordic (Halsaa 2001; Loftsdéttir
and Jensen 2012; Siim and Christensen 2012).

I argue in this chapter that while there is a strong research tradition
on Nordic girls, there is a need for further research on specificities for
which societal context is explicitly theorized. This chapter is on neither
literary nor porn figures but it strives to be a sociological exploration of
societal practices that frame and enable girlhoods and material subjectifi-
cation by revisiting an old case study of publicly funded girls’ club pro-
jects in Finland in the 2000s that I conducted with Anna Collander and
Eveliina Rantanen (see Oinas and Collander 2007; Oinas et al. 2005).
The clubs are a welfare state intervention to empower 12-16-year-old
girls. In the weekly gatherings what is thought of as doing the girl is
actvely practiced and reinterpreted.

In this chapter I discuss individuality and embeddedness, but, in con-
clusion, will also have to pose the question: What is specifically Nordic
about the named features> When we are dissecting the advantages,
risks, and failures of the Nordic model, there is a risk of generating a
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self-congratulatory narrative that assumes an inherently essentializing
Nordic categorization of societal practices that actually could be unspe-
cific or universalizable. Nordicness sometimes occupies a discursive space
that resembles notions of racialized group identity descriptions even if it
is seldom problematized because Nordic is not seen as a national identity
nor is it explicitly linked to whiteness (Mulinari et al. 2009). Towards the
end of the chapter I discuss the risks in naming welfare state practices as
Nordic by pointing to the problem this raises in relation to the similari-
ties to nationalisms.

THE WELFARE STATE AND ITS DIVERSE PROMISES

The Nordic welfare state model has been in crisis since the 1990s but
continues to be both celebrated as the guarantee of equality and social
support, and critiqued as the authoritarian control mechanism that kills
individuality (Sulkunen 2009). Subjection to the allegedly girl-friendly
state has been read by the political Right as a formula for sameness and
adherence to homogenizing normative expectations. The welfare state
citizen is wrought by ambiguous expectations of autonomy and relation-
ality (Nidre 2005), of personal achievement ideology and commitment
to a collective nationalistic anthem of belonging and passing (Svendsen
2014; Tuori 2007). Conflicting expectations can be especially heavy on
young girls balancing between ideals of freedom of self-expression, yet
longing for acceptance and just being normal (Oinas 2001).

Surprisingly often the safety net of the welfare state fosters achieve-
ment-oriented life-styles, even the embodied perfectionism of smart,
middle-class achiever girls (Oinas 1998; Oinas etal. 2005; Oinas
and Collander 2007), rather than the apathy and laziness that is often
assumed by the political Right to be the outcome of the pampering state.
Yet, seen as not only normative, the state is also seen to be a cherished
platform for rights, individuality, and freedom, even in the domain of the
intimate and the body (Bjerrum Neilsen and Rudberg 1993).

The political tension and ambivalence regarding welfare state ser-
vices based on ideals of equality and universality—Ilike education, health
care, youth work, and public day-care for children—has been palpable
since the recession of the 1990s. The last decade has been characterized
by more right-oriented governments, a somewhat confused anti-state
populist Right, and neo-liberal market rhetoric (which are not necessar-
ily allies) taking over not only in Nordic societies but also in Europe in
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general. Research on state services as not only normative and limiting
but also, in my case importantly, enabling institutions, is thus ever more
crucial, not only for scholarly debate but for policy making (Lauri 2016).
Does the state enable only certain ways to perform gender and citizen-
ship? What kinds of girlhoods does the Nordic model, however imagi-
nary, enable and demand? For whom does it do this?

Even if vastly different political perspectives flourish about how the
state should liberate or regulate girls’ lives, and there is no shared, har-
monious agreement on how the state should interfere in shaping the
lives of young people, there are certain features in professional wel-
fare state ideals that researchers like Blomberg et al. (2010) and Wrede
and Henriksson (2012) have identified. For example, respect, equality,
engagement, agency, and a focus on young people’s own expressions and
felt needs are often mentioned (Juvonen 2014).

One potential that research on specifically Nordic girls has lies
in the possibility of identifying ways of thinking beyond the binary of
neo-liberal individualization and a collectivist assumption of subjectiv-
ity (Formark and Brinstrém Ohman 2013), a theoretical challenge that
I underline here as going beyond a regional thematic. My claim here is
that there is surprisingly little theoretical work on how ideas about gen-
der and girlhoods are particular to the Nordic countries, and how the
welfare state features in girls’ understandings about themselves and their
futures. We assume a Nordicness but have not always really studied it.

There is a strong critical research tradition on state feminism and
the potential of the welfare state being particularly women-friendly
(Anttonen 2002; Holmberg etal. 1966; Holter 1970; Siim and
Christensen 2012; Ve 1989) but still, when we read feminist research on
gender and girls in the Nordic countries, a contextualizing theorization
about the specific subjectification processes that the welfare state con-
text enables is not prominent. Nordic girls’ studies scholars produce a
rich plethora of high-quality empirical research that contextualizes gen-
der and girlhoods but which draws theoretical inspiration mainly from
elsewhere, like, for example, performativity theory or other Anglo-
American discussions in which the explicit state hardly features. This is
in interesting contrast to the fact that there is a decidedly world-famous
link between gender equality and Nordic girls in popular understandings.
Such a tendency, I argue, is not incidental but has to do with theoretical
underpinnings in general.
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The nation state has lost its currency not only politically but also in
critical academia. It bores people. The origins of this lack of excitement
can be traced to the well-deserved Foucauldian critique of biopower
and governmentality that leaves feminist researchers ambivalent in their
stance towards the state. It could be the long-overdue connection made
between the European welfare state as an idea, and nationalisms, rac-
ism, and exclusions (Bhambra 2014; de los Reyes and Mulinari 2005;
Keskinen 2012), or simply the attention to globalization that renders a
state structure an outdated dinosaur when actual transformations hap-
pen in more dynamic and unplanned ways (Sassen 1991). These cri-
tiques, however, do not entail that the state, if radically re-envisioned,
(Bhambra 2014) as an idea and institution still would not be meaning-
ful, even if it is only one institution among many. For feminist sociol-
ogy, however, revisiting the concrete constitutive ways in which the
individual is assumed to relate to the social, and is ordered by the state
and public services to do so in, for example, Nordic societies, is impor-
tant and should not be left unattended in the sweeping, all-embracing,
universalizing conceptualization of Late Modernity (Adkins 2002;
Jackson and Scott 2010; MacNay 2008; Oinas 2001). In the follow-
ing section I discuss, through a public sector intervention involving the
Nordic ideal girl, how the self-social relation typical of Nordic post-
welfare societies is neither totally trapped in the neo-liberal ethos of
self-asserting, achievement-oriented individualism, nor is it a clearly col-
lectivist one in a Gemeinschaft, mechanic, or Soviet type of commitment
to a larger unit.

RERELS AND RECOGNITION

In a solo interview, Stella,2 a 14-year-old participant in the girls’ club
study, describes a scene in her life:

When I sit there in my class room I can look at the boy, you know, and
think that “ok now he dates the girl with the right brand clothes,” and you
are wearing the ugly jeans. But no, “you should never mind” ... Sure.

She explains how she feels that she should be the feminist girl who is
strong and proud of who she is, and never mind what the boys think.
She says, “There is this enormous difference in how one should be and
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how one is.” The messages she hears encourage her to think that “if
they don’t appreciate you they are not worth you.” Even if Stella uses
the phrasing “how one is” there is a sense of negotiation and malleabil-
ity in how she ponders selfhood. Her account has features of performa-
tive gender combined with what Ahmed (2014) describes as a struggle
between will and desire. Here, interestingly, she feels a pressure to be
stronger and more independent, yet that also is an expectation; she is
torn between different demands on how to perform a plausible smart
girl. She should be more willful, she feels, challenging the feminist
assumption, that “to be identified as willful is to become a problem”
(Ahmed 3). The subject is subjectivized by a process of hailing; in the
case of teenagers it is often an anonymous mass of others, often contra-
dictory, who interpellate one as a certain subject (Butler 1990; Oinas
2001).

Stella knows that she should not care so much about other people’s
views, given the cultural code of individualism and well-meant ideas of
individual worth, but that ideal notion of individual self-esteem does
not help her when she is actually seeking the approval of the generalized
gaze, or, here, of the one particular boy of her dreams. The boy prob-
ably does not even read the signs of girls’ fashion that well but he is cast
as the protagonist, and his interest in the cool girl is what defines Stella’s
failure. Another generalized gaze upon Stella’s pondering on her self is
what could be identified as Nordic feminism, a strong call to gain willful-
ness. These two seem incompatible, but what unites them is Stella seek-
ing approval, or her desire to be bound.

Judith Butler, in her recent book, writes,

I am already bound to you, and this is what it means to be a self I am,
receptive to you in ways that I cannot fully predict or control. This is also,
clearly, the condition of my injurability as well, and in this way my answer-
ability and my injurability are bound up with each other. (2015, 110)

Butler is not referring to middle-class girls like Stella, but to precarious
protesters globally. Yet the sense of being bound, sharing a vulnerability
across differences, is something that could be studied through case stud-
ies on privileged girls (Oinas 2015).

Here Stella also describes the shortcomings of the old-school middle-
class smart feminism, as she understands it. She should be strong and
independent, she should not care about what others, especially boys,
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think. The girls who please boys are deemed inferior, but Stella’s hon-
est version struggles with this; she longs to be liked. She knows that
feminism does not approve of her desires but, importantly, another sort
of feminism provides her with the turning point of the interview. The
girls’ club to which she belongs discusses these notions once a week, and
allows Stella to have a space in which she can relax and ponder. She says,

What is so great with the girl group is that you can, you come there once
a week and there you know that everyone, or quite many, thinks like you,
feel, somehow, quite uncertain. That it is not so that everyone else goes
around and seems like the most beautiful in the world, as you might some-
times think.

Stella is remarkably analytical about the different pressures she identifies
as part of growing up in her context. She describes a process of negotia-
tion between her need for recognition from the boy as desirable, her will
to pass as a cool-enough popular girl, and her knowledge that she should
not be so needy in relation to what others think. She notes the feminist
pressure to be independent and strong and the futility of such ideology
in her daily struggles with self-esteem. These discussions in the interview
material became familiar to us when we were conducting this study and
made us believe that the groups may have enabled some of the thinking
processes and articulations. What is also remarkable is the happy message
of the story; a shift to a positive change in Stella’s interview was made
possible by a group of girls and their supportive, analytical, fun-filled
collective. Stella had told us that she was rather lonely and had lost her
friends when she changed school a year back. It was this group, organ-
ized by an NGO, a public service initiative typical of Finnish youth work
that had made this difference to her, not a group of personal friends.
Thus, the needs of a teenager for collective support and understand-
ing were recognized by a welfare state actor, and a project was estab-
lished to help amend the problems of teenage girls. The project works
with a professional youth work pedagogy of giving girls a voice, and a
feminist pedagogy of collective critical analysis as a tool for dealing with
contemporary youth cultures. Through this example of Stella’s thoughts
on girlhood I discuss what could be meant by public sector practices
enabling critically distanced reflection yet socially embedded girlhoods.
I revisit a Finnish case study conducted by Anna Collander, Eveliina
Rantanen, and me in the early 2000s (see Oinas etal. 2005; Oinas
and Collander 2007). During the 2000s girl groups were introduced
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in youth work in Sweden and quickly spread to youth work in Finland
(Hanstrém 2001). They were initiated by state authorities and city coun-
cils, and sometimes by an NGO selling services to municipalities or oper-
ating semi-publicly, as in Stella’s group, as a response to a worry that
teenage girls needed to have specific youth work forums to combat low
self-esteem, sexualization, health concerns like anorexia, and their lack
of voice in the public sphere. These programs were also motivated as an
investment in democracy and gender equality, since girls are youth whose
self-understanding as responsible citizens needs to be strengthened
(Hanstrém 2001).

Two different groups participated in the study during their second and,
therefore, last winter as schoolgirls; the girls were turning 16 and leaving
compulsory school. Most of the leaders and girls were individually inter-
viewed, several group interviews were conducted, and the activities were
cthnographically observed during their weekly meetings by one or two of
the researchers (Oinas etal. 2005). The groups were rather different in
their socio-economic composition, aspirations, and dynamics. The G-group
consisted of middle-class girls in a wealthy Helsinki neighborhood. This
club was designed to be a leisure-time club that was not targeting a spe-
cific social problem area. The six G-girls (all white) were Swedish-speaking
Finns, many bilingual. The program in general has an implicit element of
health promotion activity among girls prone to eating disorders and stress,
but the girls in this group were not individually selected because of health
concerns. The other group, the Rebels, operated in a marginalized, low-
income neighborhood outside Turku, and the girls were selected by teach-
ers, social services, or youth workers because of their severe problems. The
report of the group indicates “different difficulties in life management like
self-destruction, cutting, substance abuse, stealing, school absence and
conflicts at home” (Report 27 (anonymized), 2). The group leaders pro-
vided the researchers with their Reports and the girls diaries called R-log
that were used as data (but not added to the list of refereces as they are
not publicly available). All these participants were white; the six Rebel girls
were four ethnic Finns and two from Russian-speaking homes.

A RooM oF THEIR OWN

What empowerment meant in the groups’ methodologies varies, but
both groups gave a lot of room to group discussions with some exer-
cises as triggers, and the leaders’ role was to be in the background. The
G-group followed the original method developed in Sweden, pioneered
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by an Alandic expert in explicitly feminist gender work with girls, Mia
Hanstrém (2001).

My girl group material is meant to take up important questions in life—
everything from love to death, cconomy to self-esteem. But I also put gen-
der injustices and power at the center because I think we cheat the girls if
we do not make this area visible and work with this area. (5)

The Rebels’ methodology was based mainly on a widely used and
appreciated, yet gender-neutral, group-building and support method
from professional youth work called Myrskylybry [storm lamp]. Its aim
is to develop the participants’ growth, life skills, and social skills, and
strengthen their self-esteem and self-image. I will focus on the best prac-
tices we identified in the groups, but cannot claim that everything that
happened in the groups was necessarily supportive or empowering for
the girls (see Oinas et al. 2005).

The interviews with participants showed that in both groups the girls
appreciated the project. There was a repeated ethos of putting the girls
in the lead and letting them decide what happened in the group, and
our observations confirmed this to be the case, even to the point where
we sometimes thought that the leaders could have intervened more. But
the mere fact of owning the space and the time, having a room of their
own with regular meetings, snacks, and exercise opportunities, with no
pressure or homework, no demands based on practicing and advancing—
as in the pursuit of other hobbies—was praiseworthy. Both groups high-
lighted careful and respectful listening and confidentiality as important
rules. The girls learned, as Heidi, one of the girls in G-group, put it, to
“know how important it is to listen until you finish, so that you don’t
get hurt.” Heidi had been severely and chronically bullied and excluded
in school for years and had joined the group in the hope of acquiring
friends. That expectation was not met; she still felt like an outsider, and
she talked about her disappointment during the interview. But she also
explained that the club was important to her because she felt understood
and her different views “were respected,” as she phrased it, which was
a new and rare experience for her. In contrast to school or to her other
hobbies, here she felt safe to voice opinions about teenage girlhood that
differed from what she assumed to be normal, like, for example, not
being excited about pop stars.
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The middle-class G-group was clearly more oriented rowards a
feminist pedagogy, and they explicitly attempted to learn collectively
to discuss issues that they themselves found problematic or interesting
and, importantly, to try to generalize them to a societal or cultural level.
The pedagogy aimed to be “personal yet not private” as one of the lead-
ers stated in a training session that I observed. A lot of the G-group’s
method reminds me of the feminist consciousness-raising groups of the
1970s like, for example, the Boston Health Group (1971), but, impor-
tantly, now conducted within the welfare state regime.

Critical emancipation, health awareness, and active orientation
towards democracy was an explicit goal set by the semi-public NGO
that funded the projects. Our analysis of the interviews indicates that it
succeeded as a public intervention to generate a politicized femininity
among young girls, underlining that such a feminist agenda is a positive
democratizing force. The avoidance of the too private, while still being
personal, assisted in reorienting the girls’ gaze away from themselves
and towards the societal, but it also helped to minimize the tendency of
presenting themselves as experienced, competent, and capable (Oinas
2001); this led to more openness about uncertainties, as indicated by
Stella. The G-group’s method of subtly avoiding discussions of actual
experiences and emphasizing values and views was where the groups
clearly differed.

The Rebels discussed personal events at length and the girls kept a
detailed record of each other’s lives, following the comings and goings
of boyfriends, their hobbies, and school-related dramas. It appeared to
us first as a chat group, in which personal concerns were individualized,
and that could be seen as typical of contemporary youth cultures. But
this group must be seen through the lens of this being a space in which
the girls had a rare opportunity to be positively recognized and to have
their own concerns validated by peers and, especially, by the leaders who
were supportive grown-ups. The Rebel girls also noted that they actually
otherwise spend little time with other girls because boyfriends were so
important. The project report states that “[c]haracteristic for these girls
is a certain need and longing for an adult. A shared feature in their lives
is in some ways broken family background or parents’ own problems
(confused parenthood) that is reflected in the girls’ behavior” (Report
27, 2). Even if the girls emphasized that their major discussion topic was
going through the events of the previous weekend, it clearly was of value
to have a space in which each was taken seriously regardless of what had
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happened during the weekend. The Rebel’s first leader, Johanna, was
highly appreciated in the individual interviews and was called their sister,
mother, and grandmother. Her care, wisdom, guidance, and wonderful
back rubs were frequently mentioned and no one found the praise for
Johanna uncool.

What was crucial in both groups was how the girls were encouraged
to find critical attitudes to a neo-liberal just-do-it individualism that often
blames the individual for personal shortcomings. For example, Julie,

from Rebels, describes in a solo interview the difficulty with the usual
advice.

Really, I know, you should just accept yourself the way you are, that would
be the best way, but you can’t really help it when at this age you have this,
dammit, you could be a little skinnier and more beautiful and something
like that. Then you automatcally think that if you had a little self-control
you would drop a few kilos. But I don’t, actually I don’t seriously think
about looks that much.

While Julie is talking about a typical concern of teenage girls—the body
and beauty ideals—she addresses the bigger issue of how to relate to
societal and cultural pressure, and talks about guidance she gets to help
her deal with her anxiety. Being encouraged to talk about this kind of
pressure with other girls and realize that one is not alone in worrying
about such things allowed the girls to view the stress related to cultural
expectations from a critical distance. They were also aware that they are
not able to erase or dismiss societal expectations single-handedly and that
such pressures keep on shaping their lives and choices. The Rebels spent
a lot of time pondering the balance between dreams and choices on the
one hand, and realities on the other. The group discussions were a space
for learning to rebel by critically analyzing concrete life circumstances.
The repetitive discussions reminded me of Judith Butler’s (1990) theory
on performativity and resistance through reiteration.

Self-esteem was not seen as an individualized inner capacity but one
that is learned and practiced—in the sense of the meaning of social prac-
tice (Adkins 2002; Skeggs 2004)—as well as being a rehearsed, con-
sciously trained way of relating critically to the social environment that
generates an ability to navigate it in a reflexive manner. The girls learned
to analyze cultural meaning-making and, as Hey (1997) would put it,
to negotiate social relationships in a collective, together. We found that
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the collective resistance through critical reflection and parodic repetitions
(Butler 1990) of stereotypical femininities enabled situated agency that
served to promote both democratization and health in the groups. The
discussions on looks and clothes could be seen as parodic since the girls
positioned themselves as not only desiring slimness but also as mock-
ing the diet culture, In contrast to traditional understandings of health

promotion projects like these, the clubs avoided normalization and-

the notion of disciplining and controlling aspects of health education.
Instead, they generated alternative gendered and embodied performa-
tivities of Nordic girthoods in a fun-filled and safe environment, one that
will, I hope, bear the fruit of rebellious creativity in the long run (Oinas
et al. 2005).

GIRL POWER AND INDIVIDUAL STRENGTH

The democratizing practice comes from the explicit agenda of learn-
ing practically how to relate to societal messages so that they are neither
deterministic nor to be scoffed at. The girls were concretely trained to
view their agency as potential yet always already limited. They learned
that agency is embedded in the social and materialized through the con-
stitutive forces in society, but that they are not passively at the mercy of
these forces. Sometimes, however, the groups also had moments of what
we called Pippi Longstocking feminism that emphasized a girl’s individual
capacity as an inherent, inner strength. These moments draw from the
discourse of personal responsibility in overcoming any hurdles in life. In
such discussions there is always the risk of implicitly blaming the individ-
ual for her sense of inadequacy. There is a peculiar alliance between the
neo-liberal ethos and the strong gender-equal Nordic girl who should
never mind structural, cultural, and societal injustices. While these
moments were rare, it is important to note that the neo-liberal discourse
loomed in the proximity of otherwise supporting spaces if the methodol-
ogy did not actively resist them.

In the Rebels group the message that the girls can and should take
responsibility was tempered by the warmth of the leader, which the
girls found important. Without the accepting tone of care the group
may have turned into a forum for competition and individualism since
the girls were so obviously under pressure to excel in the few areas of
life available to them, like having wild weekends, managing to skip
school without repercussions, having a chain of adorable romances, and

10 THE GIRL AND THE FEMINIST STATE? SUBJECTIFICATION ... 191

bragging about these during the meetings. My analysis of the bragging
was ambivalent: it was important to let the girls choose what to bring
up and to let them rule the discussion, and the leaders were admirable in
neither condemning nor interfering; but there could have been a method
that more explicitly encouraged the girls to work on shifting viewpoints.
In this extract from a group interview, for example, we can hear the
shared yet slightly competitive notion on how to perform at school:

Anna: Sometime one has to take it ...

Julie: ... easy...

Anna: Exactly!

Julie:  You can’t always be at school. It gets on your nerves if you
stay for more than six hours.

Anna:  Seriously, like before the winter break, that Friday ...

Julie: I wasn’t at school that day at all, so you did what?

Anna:  You know, cooked up something with Jere [boyfriend at the
time] ... that happens ... nothing serious ...

Letting the girls steer the agenda of the club and the discussions, and
acknowledging their life situations was an important goal for the lead-
ers who rarely talked back or criticized. In the leaders’ log book one can
follow their keen interest in the hardships the girls confronted in prob-
lematic homes and in their well-being, as the following entry written by a
leader demonstrates:

Tina told that Julie is in the psychiatric hospital due to her self-cutdng.
Ellie lives temporarily in the Turvis [youth safe house]. Also Jenny is there
the day hours (5-9 PM). The group is in an anxious state. (R-log, 2000,
August 26)

The log reports on individual and group moods with a sense of empathy
and of neutrality. It is rarely judgmental or clearly annoyed by the par-
ents’ or girls’ behavior, but here it is both:

Ellie’s mother called in the morning that she does not let Ellie join the trip
as a punishment for the weekend’s kidnnddminen [partying and drinking].
Anna S. and Maria did not appear, had not contacted and did not answer
when phoned. Only three girls came! Lovely weather, the boat trip too.
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The day was relaxed, only the absence of the three girls bothered a little.
(R-log 2000, August 28)

Sometimes the girls’ interest in, and their ability to deal with, their issues
exceeded expectations; this is clear in an entry by a leader:

The “Interrupted Sentences” exercise surprised us. We have now clearly
observed that the girls yearn for a shared discussion and pondering on
“deep matters in life.” We had a lot of healthy exchanges of opinions,
openness. The evening passed so quickly that the renovation of WC1 was
utterly neglected! (R-log, 2001, March 3)

The Interrupted Sentences game asks the participants to complete sen-
tences like “I am happy about ...” or “When I am older I will ....” The
Rebels’ program often consisted of exercises during which they dis-
cussed future possibilities. Some of the girls resisted the constant talk of
the future so the astonishment in the log is founded on repeated earlier
reluctance. Julie, for example, in a group interview, subtly hints at her
future being too uncertain for the dreaming to be attractive:

I really don’t that much like thinking of the future, or actually, I am really
pissed at the thinking, like “what it carries with itsel” ... So maybe I don’t
have the energy to dream like what I “receive in the future” either, or how
would you say?

RE-INVENT YOURSELE!

The success of exercises that try to enhance a sense of ownership of one’s
life demands a careful balance, even when wishing to enhance openness
and anticipation among the girls, of not going too far in burdening the
individual with the responsibility of inventing herself against a realistic
awareness of the actual hurdles in her life. In one of the discussions of
the future a pair of new leaders tried to guide the girls towards dreams
they “can influence,” so they constantly imposed education, work, and
happy family themes on the girls, dismissing their own dreams of big
houses, daily kisses, and good nails and hair. Time and time again the
girls carefully confronted the leader’s agenda of the “value of a loving
family” as a future plan, repeating again and again that families can hurt.
Here, for example, we hear them tearing down Nina’s insistence on
happiness and influence.
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Nina: Those items you have listed, isn’t it so that everything
here you can actually influence, well except for severe
illness ...?

Anna: That you can too.

Maria: Not necessarily. And not family either. The parents you
have are what they are.

Anna: You cannot really do much about your parents, say

you have an extreme catastrophe at home, so it is not
like you can influence. Sure you can seek help, But in
principle you can’t do much about them if they are
such that they burden your life, except look for help
from outside. And that too does not count as good life
if you can’t live there or can’t deal with them. O I
don’t know.” (Rebels meeting, 2001, October 10)

Often, when talking back, the girls added a hesitant “or ... T don’t
know” at the end of a sentence, in order to suggest that they do not
mean to be disrespectful to the leader. These discussions were tense and
there seemed to be a delicate negotiation when the leader pushed the
agenda of influence and agency and the girls repeatedly reminded her of
the aspects over which they had little power. Such calls for empowerment
can be well meant but may also potentially burden the participant with
an individualizing message that suggests the future is in her hands, while
the girls seemed to be aware that this is not the case, so they end up sup-
porting each other in reminding the leader that there is little they can do
about catastrophic parenting or strict and frustrati ng rules at school. The
conduct of this particular leader in this discussion differed from that of
most of the other leaders in her inability to be present in the way that the
more experienced leaders have learned to be. Their respectful approach,
warmth, and skill in putting the girls and their issues first can be attrib-
uted not only to the personality of these particular leaders, but also to
their professional capacity as youth workers. Sometimes, however, there
could have been a clear way of interfering competently when uncertain-
ties with regard to health and sexuality were discussed. Here, for exam-
ple, in a group commenting on the questons and answers in a youth
magazine’s Q&A column, the discussion turns to health awareness and
how little some people know.
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Julie:  Usually the questions are so stupid, so stupid. “Can a tam-
pon, like” [gestures], something, I think is just brainless.

Anpa: “I shoved a banana up my ass, is it dangerous?”

Julie:  Exactly! And then the doctor replies: “Yes, dangerous indeed.
You should have put a condom on.”

Ellie: I remember once there was a girl who had had tampon inside
and we laughed then, if you start counting, two and half.

Julie:  Weeks?

Ellie:  Auch!

(Rebels group discussion 2002, April 03)

Itis typical for teenagers to joke about and mock ignorance, and, in such
situations it is extremely hard to admit to not knowing. Here a clear
method of intervening was needed if a meaningful discussion on the
body was to be initiated. In the extract above we can see that in an open
discussion uncertainty needed to be hidden. In the G-group practice the
method explicitly guided the discussion away from personal knowledge
and experiences and attempted to address issues on a more general level.
For example, the girls would empathize with the authors of the letters to
the youth magazine, and collectively seek reasons as to why it is hard to
access information, and what the correct answers should be. The differ-
ence between the discussion about tampons above, where ignorance is
ridiculed, and a more productive discussion—in which ignorance is ana-
lyzed as coming from societal conditions for girlhoods, a lack of sources
of personal information, and an imperative of competence—is in the
method of how the discussions are geared.

In a comparison between them, the difference between the two
groups collides surprisingly smoothly with the class difference in the
groups’ socio-economic positions. Clearly the Rebel girls were taken seri-
ously, but their problems tended to be individualized and not politicized,
as was done through the G-group’s method, perhaps out of a need not
to explicitly criticize either the parents or the school. The Rebels’ severe
home and school problems were taken seriously by the Rebels’ leaders
and they clearly tried to be careful with-how they dealt with these girls,
but it is striking that the Rebels were not encouraged to a rebellious life
the way the middle-class girls were. The middle-class rebellion, obvi-
ously, is safer. Further research is needed to investigate whether or not
the more politicizing feminism of the G-group’s methodology might be
possible and positive for the marginalized working-class girls. Here we
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can only assume that shifting the gaze to a critical discussion of home
environments, class, societal injustice, and school as a normative institu-
tion of control, would have been a risky path, and that the project, per-
haps even unconsciously, avoided such a perspective.

The girls whose lives were already challenging were not as engaged
in that which was so pleasurable for the middle-class girls—being able
to shift the perspective away from their own shortcomings and to chal-
lenge, ridicule, and mock the constitutive forces of contemporary young
femininity, together in a supportive group. The Rebels seem to have had
such ironic and parodic discussions, too, especially when they were chal-
lenging the naivety of a new leader, as they did in some of the discus-
sions on future dreams and health advice. Furthermore, the seriousness
of the project, and the support offered for the acquisition of life skills,
the development of self-esteem, and commendable future orientation
were all interpreted as signs of care that the girls appreciated. Even so,
the difference between how the worries of some girls (the lower-class
Rebels) were turned into matters relating to their individual lives, while
other girls (the middle-class G-group members) were encouraged to take
ownership of a bigger picture, is striking, and deserves critical attention.

INSTITUTIONALIZED EMPOWERMENT?

This brief summary of the girl group study cannot reveal that much but
I hope that it has made known my very general major point that the
welfare state can establish ways of encountering citizens that allow for
a positive embeddedness—a sense of being bound by the social, yet also
being able to reflect simultaneously on these bonds and the discourses
from a critical distance. In institutional encounters the subject is hailed
into belonging, yet is also compelled to negotiate her position critically,
as well as the welfare service itself. This combination of being bound and
enabled at the same time is what I call embeddedness, which enables
ownership and mandates a right to demand societal change. I find the
concept of embeddedness captures the spirit here better than, for exam-
ple, empowerment that, despite its feminist legacy, is tainted by its long
history of development industry misuse in promoting neo-liberal agen-
das (Ampofo and Arnfred 2009).

Similar examples have been identified by other feminist scholars
who study public services. Riikka Homanen’s studies on maternity care
(2013, 2016) resemble the girls’ club study in some significant ways
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in terms of the argument of this chapter. Homanen’s focus is on the
making of the unborn, the new parent, and the state-provided expert
nurse as an assemblage, a relational unit that constitute each other. She
observed hundreds of hours of encounters between health-care workers,
the unborn child, and the mother-to-be, often a young woman who feels
lost in her new situation of pregnancy, seeking for what they thought of

as the right answers. The state provides free, but actually almost oblig- -

atory, counseling for pregnant couples but, similar to my observations
in the girl groups, these encounters take place in the difficult terrain
between two extremes—normative control and adherence to particu-
lar idealized subject positions and practices, and a celebration of heroic
individual choice discourse that may seem empowering but that pushes
the clients onto a very lonely journey with a screaming baby. Homanen
(2016) suggests that the welfare state demands self-reflection and self-
reliance by its citizens.

In Homanen’s view, the advice given manages a careful balance so
that neither of these dichotomous alternatives is taken but a third option
is made possible. The counseling encounter sets as its goal not taking
a normative stand on behalf of the client as to what constitutes good
parenthood, but attempts, rather, to facilitate contextualized and per-
sonalized reflection and practical decision making, without leaving the
parents-to-be all alone. Individual decision making is contextualized,
even if not explicitly politicized, as in the G-group. The maternity clinic
is a publicly funded institution that enables the acquisition of expert
knowledge, but Homanen observes that it refuses, remarkably explicitly,
to take a moralizing or normative stand in concrete negotiations on how
to cope with the pregnancy and with life with a baby. Rather, the nurses
try to encourage the mothers/pregnant couples to find their own way
within a framework of alternative options.

In Homanen’s analysis, as in mine, the Foucauldian reading of cov-
ert disciplining and soft-looking governmentality to obedient citizen-
ship that confirms to norms while at face value believing in personal
choices, is taken into account, and is carefully considered, but not seen
to have quite enough explanatory power alone. Yes, there are clients who
more easily than others take to the therapeutic citizenship role that pos-
its agency in making their supposedly own choices. Such capabilities are
often tied to class and respectability. In the accounts of the parents the
clinic counseling enables a heightened sense of the capacity to ponder,
reflect, and choose to claim ownership of one’s ideals and relationships.
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Thus, it is not a neo-liberal, exhausted individual who inevitably
emerges from the consultations. Rather, the services are geared to enable
emerging, continuously changing citizen roles in individuals who learn
to trust and rely on state services while critically evaluating them. The
client spends time with a nurse discussing cultural codes, and together
they seek ways of relating to each other, to the unborn and future child,
parenthood, the family institution, and their different roles in society.
While there clearly are encounters that fail in many ways, Homanen’s
analysis points to the potential in a public sector service to go beyond
an either/or set-up where the citizen is inevitably a duped victim of
governmentality.

A third example here is from public day-care institutions, where small
children are constantly educated towards active, relational citizenship
from the toddler age onwards (Paju 2013). The children are disciplined
into agency, claims Elina Paju, but she detects agency that is both self-
and other-oriented. The child learns to read institutional and cultural
codes, to find social roles and positions, and to negotiate them. The indi-
viduality is developed in relation to rules, authorities, and peers, but not
in a goal-oriented, instrumentalizing, or even intentional manner. The
embodied play that is ordered and structured in the institution and given
space, time, and a set of rules, is nevertheless a messy and chaotic inter-
play of people, space, and materiality, and can lead to unexpected out-
comes. The child is at the mercy of the institution, but she or he is not
powerless or institutionalized to only one template.

An interesting example from Paju’s (2013) ethnography—she literally
sat on the floor with the children for months—is her astonishment in the
face of the girls’ practice of requiring the adult caretakers® attention to
help with buttons, zippers, and hair-dos. The very competent older girls’
asking for help was surprising, even disappointing at first, for a feminist
scholar, who appreciates explicit rebellion and strength, observing an
institution that should decisively gear both girls and boys to independ-
ent, autonomous care of the self. The girls, however, had an alternative,
and meaningful, agenda; they gained physical touching, care, and attach-
ment through the seemingly needy and helpless role-play that demands
respectful relationality in interaction and agency. Paju reads these scenes
as evidence that agency is not necessarily individualizing, and capability
does not only enhance autonomy. The day-care institution and staff who
demand mainly uniformity and functionality in clothing here went along
with doing girls’ hair and buttoning their dresses when time allowed,
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and thus enabled a needy, incomplete subjectivity to emerge and be sup-
ported. This needy and relational, seemingly fragile other-oriented subjec-
tivity, argues Paju (2013) in agreement with Nick Lee (2001), could be
taken seriously as a theoretical challenge well beyond childhood studies.

IDEAL PRACTICES AND INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRAINT

All these examples provide a very optimistic account regarding the wel-
fare state’s potential to enhance well-being and subjectification. The ideal
version is, of course, not always the actual practice but the studies pre-
sented here are based on ethnographic observations rather than on policy
documents or interviews with the experts or authorities. Weak, bad, and
violent practices undeniably also happen but it is important to document
ideal practices when they work well. Additionally, a special strength of
public sector services is the corrective mechanisms in case of individual
shortcomings among staff. A severe weakening of public institutions is
possible in times of funding cuts, as has already been the case in grow-
ing kindergarten groups, lack of funding for adequate training of youth
workers, or, recently in Finland, the alarming shortage of child protec-
tion social workers. The argument here is not to downplay risks, but to
show that there are valuable practices worth defending; these are the
babies that should not be thrown out with the bathwater of the post-
structural critique of governmentality and the dangers of a rigid state.

The citizen is, from the womb, in clinic practices, in institutionalized
day-care as a 1-year-old, and as a 14-year-old in the girls’ club, repeat-
edly interpellated (Butler 1993) as a certain kind of needy, but also as a
strong and active, subject. That subject is thoroughly relational, and is
explicitly imagined to relate to cultural norms, rules, and regulations in a
reflexive and critical manner. Of course, as Homanen (2016) writes, that
self-reflexivity can also be seen as a strict requirement, and it is possible
that the public authority accepts only certain choices, and not others. In
none of these cases was it, however, really or only so. The institutional
practices allowed for and encouraged creative choices and did not dis-
cipline transgression. What remains, however, is an imperative to situ-
ate oneself and one’s individuality in a larger social setting. One is not
required to stay put in one position, but must negotiate the position, and
challenge it, to be a worthy citizen (Sulkunen 2009).
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The girls’ clubs, the maternity care, and the public day-care, ideally
accommodate subjects or clients who are expected to be on their own
journey but in a relationship to the societal each needs to learn to com-
ment on, and even transform. The ideal client, then, is a critical, needy
subject whose embeddedness in the social life is a crucial force in her
entire becoming. The citizen is expected to demand services, she or
he needs to be facilitated and supported by societal institutions, but in
a way that enhances individuality but not individualism. The difference
between individuality and individualism is in embeddedness. The indi-
vidualistic neo-liberal agent is defined by a freedom and ethos of sov-
ereignty, whereas individuality relies on relationality and a supportive,
recognizing context.

One of the critiques of public services is that they govern the subject
to a willing docility, demanding neo-liberal subjection and blind adher-
ence to capitalist do-it-yourself freedom that is empty of any actual free-
dom. A feisty, angry customer is tolerated as long as she is on a personal
journey to creative self-realization within the limits of consumer capital-
ism and very tight norms of white, middle-class decency (Skeggs 1997).
Governmentality in the Foucauldian sense means that the practices
I describe here are actually a disciplining force towards a quasi-freedom
to adjust in one manner only, covered in a veil of individuality. This is a
serious concern that probably does hit its target in many Nordic welfare
state practices, and indeed was found in instances of the studies described
here, for example, in some of the discussions on individualizing dreams
and on the future in the Rebels group. However, what works as a coun-
ter-force is the tendency to train the girls into a politicizing thinking,
which also happened in the Rebels group. The so-called client is urged
to evaluate and talk back to services, institutions, and cultural norms.
The clients are educated within the very same institutions to view ser-
vices as practices of power that one should relate to critically.

The citizen, client, customer, or patient in welfare states is always both
the disciplined subject and the singular individual, but at their best the
encounters strike a balance in which the citizen experiences the joy of
finding her own way, as in Stella’s account. Our girl’s club study shows
that the threat of becoming yet another market institution disciplining
to consume and brand a self is a real one, but it can be held at bay if the
customers, as much as they are lured by neo-individualism, also demand
otherwise. The girls demanded belonging and embeddedness even when
they were most critical. The girl group girls were not only fiercely angry,
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but also laughed at their anger. They took an active relationship of crit-
ical ownership to the societal, be it pop culture, or the school, or the
welfare state. They expressed a need and longing to be situated, con-
textualized, materialized, and subjectified through what Butler (1993)
might see as their ironic, parodic repetitions of the girly girl.

Finnish childhood researchers Jouni Hikli and Kirsi Pauliina Kallio
(2014) point to the difficulty scholars have in detecting a child’s polit-
ical agency and resistance. Their suggestion captures the spirit in a lot

of girl’s studies—a need to overcome the dichotomy between two
extremes—where

at one end stands the subject as self-sufficient, enduring and sovereign
individual, from which all consciousness and action springs. At the other
end the subject dissolves into a non-sovereign product of social and discur-
sive construction, devoid of any stability, autonomy and unity of self. (4)

What can and should be empirically studied in between is the intersub-
jectively constituted social selfhood that is embedded in a context upon
which she or he is able to reflect. A political structure like a state, emerg-
ing through a day-care, youth, or health center, is one of the institutions
in which subjectivity is constituted, possibly in meaningful and empow-
ering ways. I may be overly positive here, and blinded by what Berlant
(2011) might think of as my own cruel optimism but in the contempo-
rary climate of anti-state politics this is my position for now.

BEYOND THE NORDIC

Having claimed that there is not enough theorizing about the specific
Nordic girly subjectification processes I acknowledge that there is a lot
of work gesturing towards this direction but must note, too, that it is
not named in any explicit, specific ways. And vyet, in the fields of gender,
youth, children, and health in both the Nordic countries and elsewhere
there is a strong tradition in writing the subject as relational, becoming,
dependent, and needy, all in positive ways. All these fields indeed expli-
cate a position that is critically reflexive about processes of subjectifica-
tion, yet not yearning for empowerment or liberation JSrom social bonds
or embeddedness (Adkins 2002).

There are feminist scholars and political scientists across the world—
Tamale (2011), for instance—who emphasize the collective, yet not
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deterministic ways of thinking about the subject in ways that resemble
some of the discussions here. While different cultures, historical contexts,
and places give rise to very different ways of claiming that their specific
way of managing self-social relations is unique, they often emphasize
a resistance to any idea of an individualistic, independent Modern self.
They assert precisely that their particular society or subculture lacks the
idealization of the Modern lonely rider model of subjectivity.

Problematically, in a scenario in which Nordic feminists and, for
example, African social scientists (Ggola 2015; Ratele 2016; Tamale
2011) both claim that in their particular case the foolish image of a soli-
tary, individualized Modern Man does not apply, that very same Man is
reinvoked. Empirical work demands a certain level of particularism that
claims little of the entire concept of subjectivity beyond the case. But,
when comparisons are made anyway, empirical particularism reintroduces
the idea that there might be such free and independent figures some-
where in the masculine realm of what is known as the West. Those per-
ceived as the others have a more collective existence.

A more helpful proposition would be to hold on to the ambition to
theorize subjectivity based on empirical cases, and to chart different ways
of theorizing relationality in ways that make Nordic, as well as African,
embedded, relational yet reflexive subjects truly post-colonial. This
means a continued theorization in which the straw Man of Modernity is
seriously dismantled and no longer needed. What I have discussed here
are ways in which the state in Finland has invested in services that are
characterized as empowering, that use reflexivity and self-determination
as their trope, but, importantly, do not promote a singular neo-liberal
agenda of the simplified version of Late Modernities (Giddens 1991).
This notwithstanding, I also argue that such practices can be found in
many parts of the world beyond the Nordic region. No doubt what
remains to be theorized, however, is the necessary difference between
the here advocated embedded and incomplete subject, and the denied,
broken subject of colonial, racist relations of power (Oinas et al. 2017).

Girls’ studies in Nordic countries can be read as theoretical openings
regarding the concept of the subject and the social. I think we should
explicitly generate meaningful tools to analyze subjectification processes
that are specific in a context of assumed social security, gender equality,
and public support for girls, even if they are contingent and not univer-
sally available. In this chapter the girls’ clubs case study shows a pub-
licly supported feminist subjectification process that is interesting not
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because it is specific to Nordic countries but because there is a worldwide
need for theorizing and explicating the urgent need of public services for
young people. Health care and education are examples of public services
that are historically seen as great feminist achievements, yet today are
perhaps unintentionally downplayed in feminist theorizing.

A crucial issue, then, are the limits of the state and its population. The

nation state is a unit that requires borders, insiders, and outsiders (Tuori

2007). Can feminist ideals of an enabling societal context be realized
without an actual nation state, a strict division between us and them, and
a geographically demarcated population? Does service provision require
borders, insiders, and outcasts—as and others Is the exclusiveness of
what Siim and Christensen (2012) sees as the seemingly female-friendly
state an unintended error that can be fixed, or is it in fact a crucial, con-
stitutive key characteristic that reveals the limits of the model?

Ideally, critical theorizing of welfare state girlhood should, potentially,
also open itself to feminist utopias of global inclusion and global citizen-
ship with universal rights to services. If Nordic scholarship claims to be
able to identify a societal structure that enables and embeds a girl in a
way that empowers her not to neo-liberal individualism, but to a more
collective empowerment, we should also discuss the ways in which we
can open such a system to those beyond the few with citizenship and
passport. A discussion about the difficulty of detaching the welfare state
from its nation state-based underpinnings is long overdue.

NoTEs

1. The concept of the Nordic model was coined to describe the uniting fea-
tures of the states in the region, especially the rights-based, universal, and
inclusive service system thar is tax-funded and that requires a high level
of societal trust, democracy, and transparent institutions. Since such fea-
tures are not unique to Nordic societies, the demarcation of Nordic can be
viewed as blatantly self-congratulatory, as a romanticizing notion, and one
that covers arrogant nationalism only superficially. In this chapter I discuss
the geographical specificity of any model, argue against its Nordicness, and
therefore, following Sulkunen (2009), systematically use the concept of
the welfare state while being fully aware of its being criticized for good
reasons.

2. Thave used pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants.
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